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1
PROBLEM

It was a nice castle, with high turrets, solid walls, a deep
moat, and an el evated office suite whose picture w ndow

overl ooked the nearby comunity of nynphs. Fire

cracker plants grew around the wall, useful for starting fires
in the nornings, and the crackers tasted good too. The con-
nected orchard had pie trees of the nobst sinfully delicious
varieties. The m stress of the household was exactly as beau-
tiful, devoted, and acconmobdati ng as her husband desired.

A man could hardly ask for a better situation.

Except for one or two small things. "Where is your worser
hal f ?" Vel eno nuttered, |ooking apprehensively around.

"Don't worry," the Denpness Metria replied with a snile
as her scant clothing shimered i nto nothingness. "I sent
Mentia off to see the Denon G osscl out about our other
probl em "

"CQt her probl enP"
2 Pl ERS ANTHONY

She pretended not to hear. "Grossclout's such an intrac-
table cuss that it should take her days to pry any kind of an
answer fromhim"

"That's a relief!" he said, |ooking nore than relieved.
"I't's not that | want to be critical, but—=

"But Mentia is slightly crazy," Metria finished. "And you
married nme, not nmy worser half. But because she did fission
off fromne, being disgusted by ny new goody-goody atti -

tude after | got half your soul, we can't keep her away. She's
the half of ne you naturally don't |ike—the soulless half,

dedi cated to nmaking your life half-nuled. "

"Hal f -what t ed?"
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"Horsed, equined, donkeyed, asini ned—

He kissed her. "I think |I could fathomthe word if | con-
centrated. Let's nake hay while the sun shines."

She | ooked perplexed. "Hay? | thought you had
sonmething else in mnd." Atantalizing wisp of strategically
pl aced cl ot hi ng appear ed.

"I love it when you tease ne," he said, picking her up
and carrying her to the master bedroom

She assumed the form of a nynph. "Eeeeek!" she cried
faintly, kicking her marvel ous bare legs in the nynphly way.
"\What ever am | going to do?"

"You're going to nake ne deliriously happy, you | us-
cious creature."

She inhal ed, enhancing what hardly needed it. "0, sigh,
how can | escape this hideous fate?" she wailed cutely, Kkiss-
ing himon eye, ear, nose, and throat.

They fell together on the bed, in a tangle of |inbs, faces,

ki sses, and whatnot. "You are the best thing that ever hap-
pened to ne," Vel eno gasped around the activity. "You're

just the nost wonderful, beautiful, |ovable, exciting, fantastic
person in all Xanth'"

"You damm ne with faint praise," she nuttered, clasping
himwi th such ardor that description would be inproper

Anot her denpness popped into the chanmber. "Ch, there
you are, Metrial" she exclainmed. "No wonder | couldn't find

Roc AND A HARD PLACE 3

you around the grounds. | have brought you what you nost
vitally need."

Vel eno stiffened, but not in the way he desired. "Ch, no!"

Metria | ooked up fromwhat was occupying her. "At the
| east opportune time, of course. Do you mnd, worser half?
| happen to be busy at the nonment."

Mentia peered closely. "Oh? Doi ng what ?"

"Maki ng nmy husband deliriously happy, of course, as only
a denoness can."

"When not being annoyingly interrupted,” Vel eno nut-
tered.

Mentia peered again. "Sorry. | thought that was a grinmace
of pain on what's-his-nane's face. Are you sure you are
doi ng an adequate job, better half?"

"Of course |I'msure!" Metria said indignantly. "He has
not conpl ai ned once in seven hundred and fifty tinmes during
t he past year."

"Ch? What about that groan he groaned just now?"
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"That was when you appeared!"

"Well, if you feel that way, I'Il just depart with what |
brought, and never never return."

"Qop, no!" Metria cried with alarm "I need it!"

Her husband, sonewhat bemnused by the interruption, put
in tw nore words. "Need what ?"

"Never mnd," Metria said. "It's a soldier matter."
"A what matter?" he asked. '

"Secl uded, cloistered, isolated, renote, detached, ob-
scure—'

"Private?"

"What ever," she agreed crossly.

"But what could be private fromyour husband?" he asked
somewhat querul ously.

"Yes, whatever could you be suspiciously concealing
fromyour trusting spouse?" Mentia echoed.

"Can't we have this discussion sone other tine?" Mtria
demanded, frustrated.

4 Pl ERS ANTHONY /

"Of course, dear," Mentia agreed. "I'll pop back in dur-
ing the next century." She began to fuzz out.

"No, wait!" Metria cried. "Noww || do after all."

"Wy, how nice," Mentia said, smling with sonething
more than good nature. "But don't you think you shoul d
i ntroduce us first?"

"What ever for? He knows who the m schief you are, from
ever since you returned fromthat nmadness with the gargoyle."

"Yes, but he may have forgotten. |'ve been away a whol e
hour, you know. "

"That |ong?" Veleno inquired with resignation.

Metria gritted her teeth. There was nothing half so annoy-
ing as half a denpness! But she knew her worser half would
not give over until she had her half-baked way. "Vel eno,
this is the Denpbness Mentia, ny soulless worser half, who
represents what | was |like before | got half-soul ed, except
that she has no problemw th vocational."

"Wth what ?"

"I diom |anguage, speech, expression, locution, utterance,
articul ati on—'

"Wor ds?"

."What ever. Instead, she's slightly crazy."
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"Yes, it's ny talent," Mentia agreed proudly.

"And, Mentia, this is ny husband Vel eno, formerly a
nynphomani ac, but he hasn't touched a nynph since | mar-
ried himand took half his soul."

"Yes, but hasn't he | ooked at nynphs out the wi ndow,
with a glint in his—=2"
"Pl eased to neet you," Veleno gritted, drawing free a
hand and extending it. "Now will you begone?"

"Charmed, |'msure,"” Mentia said, formng a pair of pin-
cers on the end of her arm

"I xnay," Metria murnmured wam ngly. "Mortals are pro-
tected fromharmin this castle."

"Ch, that's right," Mentia agreed, disappointed. The pin-
cers becane an ordi nary hand, which shook Vel eno's hand.
"That was one of the conditions of the restoration. Well

Roc AND A HARD PLACE 5

now that your nortal man and | have been properly intro-
duced, | will give you what you nost need, Metria."

At last! But Metria still wasn't easy about this. "Vel eno,
dearest, why don't you take a little snooze for the nonent?"
Metria suggested dul cetly, covering his eyes with her hand.

"But what could you need that | have not provided?" he
asked, frowning.

"Yes, I"'msure he will be really, truly interested in this
very inportant secret matter," Mentia said, sitting on the
edge of the bed, so that her thigh touched Vel eno.

"Ch, all right," Metria said, really crossly.

"Have no concern, dear, | will explain it excruciatingly
clearly," Mentia said. "What | bring is information to help
abate your incapacity, so you won't be a failure anynore."

" "What incapacity?' ' Veleno demanded.' 'My wife has made
me deliriously happy al nbst continuously since we nmarried."

"That is the problem" Mentia said. "She has hel ped you

with the chore of summoning the stork seven hundred and
fifty— she peered again "—and a half tines this year, and
more tines during the prior year when | was too busy to be
with her, unfortunately, and yet the stork has not gotten the
message. She is clearly inadequate in this departnent."

Vel eno pondered, slowy realizing the truth of this state-
ment. "That hadn't occurred to ne," he said. "I was too
delirious to think of the stork. But how could it fail to get
the messages?”

"That is precisely what Metria wants to know," Mentia
said. ' 'Whatever could be wong with her to bonb so badly
in so many attenpts? Whatever could nake her such a sore
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| oser? Especially when | could so readily have—=
"Nuh-uh!" Metria and Vel eno sai d together.

"So she sent nme to .ask the nobst intelligent creature she

knows, the Denon Grossclout, for advice," Mentia contin-

ued wi thout concern, "and he instantly del egated ne to con-

vey that essential advice to her. Naturally | del ayed not half

a whit to honor that stricture. Her failing is sinply too serious
to permt any delay."

6 Pl ERS ANTHONY
"Thank you so nuch, Worser," Metria snarl ed.

"You are so wel cone. Better. | knew you would want to
attend to your washout w thout delay." Mentia's form
fuzzed, and assuned the |ikeness of a giant |lenon, then a
cooked turkey. "I amthrilled to have been of so much help."

"You haven't been of rmuch help yet," Metria said grimy.
"What did Gossclout say7'

' '"Oh, that. He says you should go ask Good Magi ci an
Hunfrey. "

"But Hunfrey charges a year's service for a single An-
swer!" Metria protested. "I don't want to pay that! That's
why | went to Grossclout."”

"Grossclout did add a few words,"” Mentia said. "I be-
|ieve those words were nush-head, cheapskate, and serve her
right;’

"That's Grossclout, all right," Metria agreed. "He still
hol ds a grudge just because | chose to sand ny nails in his
dull magic classes at Denon U."

"Actually, that was | who did that," Mentia said, smling
rem ni scently. "Back when we were inextricably bound to-
gether as alternate aspects of a single denoness. Those were
the days! But | did not see fit to remi nd the Professor of

that." She paused reflectively. "I mght be able to renenber

a fewnore of his words, if it's really inportant,"” she offered
hel pful ly.

"Thank you so nmuch, no," Metria said. "I think | have

fathoned his altitude."
"H s what ?"

"Manner, disposition, tenperanent, bent, inclination, pen-
chant —'

"Attitude?" Vel eno inquired.

"WWhat ever," Metria said crossly.

"Fromthe height of his em nence,"” Mentia agreed.
" '"Well, if you need no further assistance or advice on tech-
ni que—"
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"None!" Metria said.
"Too bad." Mentia faded out.
Roc AND A HARD PLACE 7

"You want the stork to deliver a baby?" Vel eno inquired
as Metria resuned activity.

"Yes. It's what married couples do. Raise children."

"But denmpnesses don't get babies unless they want

them ™"

"Precisely. | want one." She | ooked away. "I suppose
shoul d have told you, and | can't blane you for being an-
gry.”

"But |I'mnot angry."

"You aren't? But it might interrupt the delirium and give
you the solid obligation of raising a child."

"Exactly! | want a famly, now that it occurs to me."

Metria gazed at himwith adoration tinged substantially
with relief. "Wonderful!"

Now he was thoughtful. "The stork nust figure that our
signals aren't serious."

"Which is ironic, considering how strong we have made
them 1've just got to get the stork's distention!"

"The stork's what?"

"Cbservation, m ndful ness, notice, focus, application—=
"Attention?"

"What ever. What do you think | should do?"

He considered. "I think you should go to ask the Good
Magi ci an. "

"But then | would have to | eave you alone for a year."

"Surely you could return on occasion. It mght nmean you

could make ne deliriously happy only three or four hundred
times in that year, but | think I can survive that deprivation
After all, | want you to be happy too."

"You dear wonderful man!" she excl ai med, and pro-
ceeded to do the inpossible: to nake himtwi ce as delirious
as before.

But before she went, she checked around the prem ses, de-
bating with herself, because her worser half had decided to
unify for the occasion, now that there was a chance her life

8 Pl ERS ANTHONY
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woul d becone interesting again. 'Do | really want to do
this?" Metria asked herself.

"Wy not? It isn't as if you have anything inportant to do
around here.' Mentia had fissioned off in disgust when M-
tria married, got half a soul, and fell in love, in that order.
Her worser half clainmed to have been on a grand adventure

with a gargoyle, and hel ped save all Xanth from nadness,

but that was surely an exaggeration. She had nmerged as soon

as Metria stopped being nauseatingly nice to her husband.

"I'f you had half a soul, you would have a different aiti—
attitude.'

"Prai se the Demon X(AJN)<h that | have not been corrupted
with any portion of a soul,' Mentia agreed. Their dial ogue
was silent because it was internal; no one el se could overhear
it. She pointed with their left hand. 'There's a sand worm

step onit.'

"I will not," Metria retorted. 'That wouldn't be nice.' She
lifted the wormcarefully with their right hand and i nspected
it. It was, of course, nade of sand; if direct sunlight or water
touched it, it would powder or dissolve away. So she put it

back in a dry shaded section, and watched it w ggle off.

"Di sgusting,' Mentia remarked to no one else in particular.
"But you can redeem your denonly nature by squishing that
June bug.'

"No way. Kill a June bug and the year |loses its nobst ro-
mantic nonth.'

Mentia grimaced with the left side of their face. 'I'd rather
have you hal f-bottomed than hal f-souled.' She | ooked

around, using Metria's left eye. '|l see that go-quat tree is
fruiting.'

"So is the come-quat tree,' Metria agreed. 'Veleno likes
them when he's com ng and going.'

"Which is he doing when he's alone with you?'
' The opposite of what he wants you to be doing.'

But Mentia could not be shamed. '"Here is ny favorite: the
grapes with an attitude."'

'Sour grapes,' Metria agreed. 'Your Kkind.'
ROC AND A HARD PLACE 9

"So why are you dawdl i ng around here, instead of getting
moving to the Good Magician's castle?

"I"'mjust not sure it's right to | eave ny husband on half
rations.'

"There's all the food he needs, growing right around the
castle here.'

"Hal f rations of delirium'
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"Ch.' Mentia | ooked around again, until the left eyebal
was oriented conpletely to the side. 'Let's make it easy,
then. See that wi nged nut tree?

The right eye swiveled. 'O course. The nuts are al nost
as nutty as you are.'

"If the right wing nut flies first, we stay right here. If the
left one flies first, we pop over to see the Good Magician.'

'That woul d be a crazy way to nake such an inportant
deci sion.'

"Precisely. Agreed?
Metria sighed. It was as good a way as any. 'Agreed.'

They wat ched the two nuts quiver. The right one spread

its wings. Then suddenly the left one lurched into the air and
flew across to the nearby bolt tree. 'How romantic,' Mentia
sai d, amused by what the boldest bolt did with the nut.

"Way don't you find it romantic when Vel eno and | —

"Once is anusing. Seven hundred and fifty times is droll.’
'Not when you're in |ove.

"I"'mglad I'll never be in love. Let's be on our way.'

Metria couldn't dawdl e any | onger, even if it did seem
sonewhat nutty or screwed up.

The Good Magician's castle | ooked ordinary. Its wall and
turrets were set within a sparkling circular npat, which in
turn was inside a ring of nountains. Neither would be any
probl em for a denmpbness to pop across.

But Metria was unable to pop across. Wen she tried, she
bounced off an invisible barrier. "Dam | forgot!' she swore.
"The old fool has a shield against denonly intrusion.

10 Pl ERS ANTHONY

"That's what you consi der swearing? That's not even wor-
thy of the Juvenile Conspiracy.'

Worse, she was unable to fly or dematerialize in this vi-
cinity. Cbviously the Good Magician had i nproved his de-
fenses in the past century or so. 'W'Il have to plod across
the way nortals do.'

Metria plodded. As she approached the ring of nountains,
she saw that they were in the shape of huge | oaves of sugar
Fortunately the slope was not too steep to prevent her from
climbing. It was a pain, having to leg it instead of pop or
float it, but she wasn't going to let it balk her

She crested the nountai n—and abruptly | ost her footing

and slid hel plessly down toward the noat. Here the sugar
was | oose and granul ar, offering no purchase. Soon she was
uncer enoni ously dunped into the noat.
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And pronptly booted out again. She sailed back over the
mountain and | anded on the ground beyond. The grass

hopped out of the way before her derriere struck; it was the
grass hopper variety.

"That's boot rear!" she exclained aloud. "The nmoat is
filled with it."

I think | begin to see a pattern here,' Mentia remarked.
"I think "Il leave you to your challenges."

"Ch no you don't!' Metria retorted. 'You talked me into

this nuisance; you'll help nme see it through. Besides, | don't
trust you with ny husband while I'm away. You m ght

promni se hi m heaven, and give himhell, and |I'd get the

bl ane. "'

'Curses! Foiled again.'

Metria tackled the nmountain again. Fromthe outside it was
solid sugar, easy to clinb. As she approached the crest, she
trod extrenely cautiously, but found no break in the steep
sandy sl ope. The nonent she stepped on that, she would be
dunped into the nmoat with a kick.

This was definitely a challenge. That neant that not only
woul d she have to struggle to find her way past this one,

Roc AND A HARD PLACE 11

there woul d be two nore beyond it. "What a pity!" she
swore in frustration.

"What a pity!' her worser self nimcked. 'That half soul
has denatured you.'

"So it nade ne into a nice person,' Metria retorted. 'So
what's wong with that?

"It's undenonly: I'Il bet you can't even say poop.'
"CfF course | can say peep!’
" Poi nt nade.’

"Well, if you're so denonly, how do you propose to get
us across this sweet ness?’

Mentia considered. 'The mountain is sweet, but the npat
isn't. It likes to kick donkey."'

"So it boots rear. That's its nature. Tell me something I
don't already know.' Metria rubbed her booted rear; if she
weren't a demponess, that would really be smarting al ong
about now.

"Maybe if we made it sweet, it wouldn't have so nmuch of
a kick.'

"Make it sweet? But how— Then Metria saw the point.
‘Let's get busy.'

She forned her hands into scoops and began scoopi ng
| oose sugar down the slope. Soon she managed to start an
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aval anche. Sugar slid grandly down and plunged into the
noat .

After she had scooped as much of the nountain into the

wat er as she could, she found that she was able to descend
wi t hout sliding. She-had taken the edge off the slope. She
went down and stood at the bank of the npat, which now

| ooked sonmewhat soggy. She poked a finger into it, and
tested a drop of soggy water on her tongue. There was only
alittle bit of tingle. Sure enough, she had pretty much de-
natured its kick.

However, the npat was now a mass of sickly sweet nuck.

The nere touch of her feet ift it was enough to nake her fee
sonewhat sick, as if she had overeaten or overinbi bed. Since
denons neither ate nor drank, she knew this was nore nmagic.

12 Pl ERS ANTHONY

She woul d be very unconfortable if she waded through all
that, even if she didn't get her rear booted out.

So she wal ked around the edge until she canme to the draw
bridge, which was in the down position. She had not been
able to reach it before because the steep slope had dunped
her where it chose to in the noat, but now it could not stop
her fromreaching it. She had surnounted the first chall enge

This becones dull,' Mentia said. 'I'mgoing to take a nap
You handl e the next challenge, and I'll handle the third,
okay?'

"Ckay,' Metria agreed. She wasn't concerned about her
worser self, as long as she knew where Mentia was.

She set foot on the planks of the npat—-and sonethi ng

buzzed up before her, barring the way. It seened to be two
dots, like an inconplete ellipsis, except that they were up
and down instead of across. "What in tintinnabul ation are
you?" she denmanded

"l don't understand: Wat in what?" the dot formation
asked.

"Bell's, ringing, nusic, jangle, discordance, nelody—-

"Try again: None of those words nake sense," the dots
said angrily.

"Damati on, hell, abyss, underworld, hades, inferno, per-
dition—=

"Let me guess: Tarnation?"

"What ever, " she said crossly.

"You think you' re cross?" the dots demanded. "You're
positively sweet, conpared to nme: |'mas angry as anything
gets."

She peered at the dots. "Just exactly what are you, BB
brai n?"
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"I"'man angry punctuation mark: an irritated colon," the
dots said. "And | am going to nake you pause before you
conti nue. "

"How | ong a pause?"

"Just this: As long a pause as it takes."
"As it takes to what? To refresh?"

Roc AND A HARD PLACE 13

"l thought you'd never ask: As it takes to nake you give
up and go away."

"I get it! You' re another challenge."
"Too much of a challenge for you: Gve it up.”

Metria tried to wal k around the nasty colon, but it noved

over to shove her into the noat. She tried to junp over it,

still being unable to fly, but it sailed up to intercept her, its
dots glowing fiercely. She tried to craw under it, but it
dropped down and nade a poopi ng sound that warned her

back. There was just no telling what it might do. She tried

to push straight through it, but it got positively spastic and
she had to desist.

' '"How am | supposed to get past you?'' she denanded,
annoyed.

"Either go away or bring ne sone relief: Those are your
options."

"Rel i ef ?" she asked bl ankly.

"Fromny syndrome: | amnot irritable by choice, you
know. "

"But how can | bring you relief?"

"This is for you to figure out: Cogitate, you infernal crea-
ture.”

"Do what ?"

"Thi nk, ponder, consider, contenplate, reflect: Work it
out yourself, Denopness."

Metria thought, pondered, considered, contenplated, re-
flected, and cogitated, though that |ast nmade her a bit queasy.
But it baffled her. "It's an edema to nme," she confessed.

"Speak plainly, denoness: A what?"

"Puzzle, maze, riddle, conundrum nystery, paradox,
poser, problem confusion, obscurity—=

"It didn't sound |ike any of those things to nme: Try
again."

"What did it sound like to you?"

"Eneny, energy, eczemm, enervate, Edam enough of this
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nonsense. "

"Enema?" she inquired sweetly.

14 Pl ERS ANTHONY

"Whatever: It hardly matters."” Then the colon did a dou-
ble take, its dots vibrating. "Enema: Maybe that's the an-
swer!" It flewoff to a private place to seek relief.

Metria quickly marched across the bridge. She had con-
quered the second chal |l enge.

"Your turn, Wirser,' she told her worser half.

' Good thing you couldn't think of the word "enigma."
Sweet dreans. Better.

' Denpbns don't dream'
"I was being facetious.'
' Bei ng what ?'

Hunorous, droll, anusing, comcal, funny—

"I was being funny too, idiot!' Metria snapped, and retired
fromthe scene.

Mentia stepped off the bridge and cane to a pile of bl ocks.
"What are you?"

"W t hought you'd never ask," they replied. "W are
bui |l di ng bl ocks." They noved, clonping along to forma
square around her. Then nore bl ocks clinbed on top of the
first ones, and others clinbed on top of those.

"What are you doi ng?" Mentia asked, benused by this
activity.

"We are building blocks, of course. W are building a
buil ding for you."

"But | don't want a building. |I'mjust passing through.”

"That's what you think!" the blocks chorused as they
reached a | evel above her head, then started crossing the top,
form ng a done.

"Hey, wait a minute!" she protested.
"Construction waits for nobody, bl ockhead!"

"Who are you calling that?" she denmanded i ndi gnantly.
"I'"'man airhead, not a blockhead." Her head fuzzed into
vapor .

But the bl ocks were silent. They had shut her in.

She realized, belatedly, that this was the third chall enge
First the boot rear noat, then the irritable colon, now the
bui I di ng bl ocks. She had to get out of this sudden chanber.
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She pushed at the wall, but it was firm the 'bl ocks had

| ocked into place. She checked the ground, but it was hard
rock. Ordinarily nothing like this could inhibit any denon,
but the anbient spell around the castle made her resenble
an (ugh!) nortal. She discovered that she did nbt have a | ot
of experience handling purely physical things. But her mem
ory of being sane and sensible in the Region of Madness the
year before gave her the assurance that she could adjust to
this problem too.

She explored all around the chanber. Dimrays of |ight
filtered in through the crevices between bl ocks, so that it
wasn't conpletely dark. She tried to squeeze through a crev-
ice, but she | acked even this power now. It was nost frus-
trating.

"I wonder what Gary Gargoyl e woul d have done?' she

asked herself. 'He was a massive powerful stone creature
who was transforned to a weak fleshly man for his adven-
ture, so he had a real problem

"WIl you be quiet while I'mtrying to rest?" Metria de-
manded crossly.

Mentia thought, pondered, considered, contenplated, re-
flected, and cogitated as Metria had, and finally cane up with
a feeble notion: Maybe she needed to think differently. She
knew there was always a way to handl e the chal |l enges, and
usually it required ingenuity rather than strength. So she
shoul d use her mind rather than her body.

But that was what she had been trying to do, w thout get-
ting far. What use was it to think endlessly, if the only notion
it produced was to think some nore?

"Not nore, differently,' she rem nded herself.

She consi dered t he chanber again. She had pushed at one
block and it was firmbut maybe there were others that
were | oose. She m ght push one out and crawl through the
hol e.

She put her hands on one bl ock near the bottom It was
firm She tried another. It was firmer. "Poop on you!" she
said, berating it, but the block wasn't fazed.

16 Pl ERS ANTHONY

She continued to check, but all the |l ower blocks were firm
This evidently wasn't the answer. She renai ned conpletely
seal ed in.

She sat down, | eaned against the wall, and gazed at the

dust notes dancing in the thin beans of |ight. The notes
seened to have a current, noving across the chanber. Were
were they going? She focused closely, formng a very |arge
and powerful eyeball, and traced their progress beyond the
rays of light. But her effort was wasted; they didn't go any-
where. They just brushed up against the wall and slowy
settled down toward the fl oor.
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Then she had a brighter notion. The question wasn't where
the nmotes were going, but where they were coming from

What was making that gentle draft? She traced that way, and
di scovered that the air was comi ng fromone of the bl ocks
in the ceiling done. How could that be?

She put her hand up to that bl ock—and her fingers passed
right through it without resistance. It was illusion! She had
gi ven up too soon; had she pushed agai nst every single

bl ock, she woul d have discovered that. This was the way

out .

She put both hands up into the hole, then haul ed herself
up. In a nonent her head was outside the building. She
scranbl ed and got out, then rolled head under heels to the
ground. She had navigated the third chall enge!

"Why hello, D. Mentia," a voice said.

Startled, Mentia got to her feet. There stood a rather nice
young worman. "Do | know you?"

"I think so. You brought Gary Gargoyle here | ast year.
I"'mWra, Hunfrey's daughter-in-law "

"But | never came up to the castle,” Mentia protested.
"How coul d you have seen ne?"

Wra |laughed. "Not with ny eyes, of course. But Gary
spoke wel |l of you."

Mentia felt that she was getting in over her depth. 'Metrial
Wake up. We're in the castle.'

RCC AND A HARD PLACE 17

Metria "joined her. '"Just |ike old newspapers,' she re-
mar ked, | ooki ng around.

"Li ke old whats?
' Ages, eons, epochs, eras, centuries—
" Ti mes?

"Whatever. It has been nigh ninety years since | nanaged
to sneak in here.'

"Hell o, D. Metria," Wra said.

Both of them junped. "How did you know ne?" Metria
demanded.

"Father Hunfrey said you would be arriving with your
other self. Now | will show you into the castle."

"That girl's eerie,' Mentia nuttered.
' She nmust have devel oped other senses,' Metria agreed.

"True," Wra agreed.

The two sel ves ceased their dial ogue and foll owed the girl

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...h%2019%20-%20Ro0c%20and%20a%20Hard%20Place.txt (14 of 267) [1/19/03 9:02:20 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2019%20-%20R0oc%20and%20a%20Hard%20P! ace.txt

into the castle. There they were net by a wonan of indeter-
m nate age. "Modther MareAnn, here is the Denpness Metria
and Mentia," Wra said.

' Mot her MareAnn?' one of them asked silently.

"I amHunfrey's fifth and a half wife," the wonan ex-
plained. "I amtaking nmy turn with himthis nonth. | was
his first love and | ast wife, because of a conplicated story
that wouldn't interest you. My husband will see you now.
Wra will take you up to his study."

Maybe a half wife was like a half soul: enough to do the
whol e j ob.

"This way, please," Wra said, show ng the way. She
moved up a narrow wi nding stair without faltering; obviously
she knew the prem ses well.

The study was a gloony little chanber crowded with
books and vials. 'This hasn't changed a bit in ninety years,'
Metria remarked.

"COf course it hasn't, Denpness," Hunfrey grunped from
wi thin. "Neither have you, except for that split personality
you recently devel oped. "

"Nice to neet you, too, again. Magician," Metria said.

18 Pl ERS ANTHONY

"You don't | ook rmuch nore than a day older, either." O
course, she knew he had elixir fromthe Fountain of Youth,
whi ch he inbi bed to keep hinself about a century ol d.

"Enough of this politeness. Ask your Question."
"How can | get the stork to take ny sunmons seriously?"

"That will be apparent after you conpl ete your Service.
Go to the Simurgh."

"CGo where?"

"Your m nd may be addl ed, Denobness, but not your hear-
i ng. Begone."

"Now, just a urine-picking instant. Magician! You can't
just—

"Pl ease, don't argue with him" Wra whispered. "That
only aggravat es—

"Pea," Hunfrey said.

"I certainly will not!" Metria declared. "Denonesses
don't have to, and even if | did, | wouldn't—

"As in vegetable," Wra said. "Pea-picking. Now,
pl ease—'
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"But he hasn't Answered ne!" Metria protested. "And
no one can fly to the Simurgh, not even a denmpness. | de-
mand a proper Answer!"

"After the service," Hunfrey nmuttered, turning a page of
his giant tome.

Mentia made a sudden internal |unge and took over the
body. "Yes, of course," she said, and foll owed Wra out of
t he study.

"You're so nuch nore sensible, Mentia, even if you don't
have hal f a soul," Wra renarked.

"I am nore sensible because | don't have half a soul,"
Mentia replied. "My better half is befuddl ed by | ove and
decency. | ampractical, especially in crazy situations |ike
this. W'll just have to wal k to Mount Parnassus and see
what the big bird wants."

"But she isn't there," MareAnn said, overhearing them as
they reached the foot of the stairway. "That's just her sum
mer retreat, when the Tree of Seeds is fruiting."

ROC AND A HARD PLACE 19
"But then we don't know where to find her."

"Ah, but | can sunmon an equi ne who knows the way."

"That's her talent," Wra explained. "She summons any-
thing related to horses, except for unicorns."

"Why not uni corns?" Mentia asked.

"She once could summon themtoo, but when she went

to Hell and married Hunfrey she | ost her innocence.” Wra
bl ushed, for it was indelicate to refer openly to matters
shrouded by the Adult Conspiracy. There m ght be a child
inthe vicinity. "Now they ignore her. It's very sad."

Mentia had little synpathy. "My better half never cared
about innocence until she got hal f-souled. She can't get near
a unicomeither. So sunmon a horse who knows the way."

MareAnn | ed the way out of the castle and across the

moat, whi ch now | ooked quite ordinary. She stood at the
edge of an ordinary field that was where the sugar nountain
had been. Already a group of things were gall oping across
the plain.

Mentia stared. There were four creatures, each with only

one leg. Two had narrow heads, and two had thin tails. Their
single hoofs thudded into the dirt in irregular order, clop-
clop, clop-clop, stirring up clouds of dust behind. "What are
t hose?"

"Quarter horses, of course," MareAnn said. Then, to the
horses: "Woal!"

The four clopped to a halt before her. Each quarter had a
silver disk on the side, with ribbed edges. On the front two
di sks, heads were inscribed; on the rear two, big birds with

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...h%2019%20-%20Ro0c%20and%20a%20Hard%20Place.txt (16 of 267) [1/19/03 9:02:20 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2019%20-%20R0oc%20and%20a%20Hard%20P! ace.txt
hal f - spread wi ngs.
"Fall in," MareAnn said.

The four creatures fell together, and suddenly were re-

veal ed as the four quarters of a regular horse, now conpl ete.
Wra stepped up to pet him and he nuzzl ed her hand until
she produced a |unp of sugar. "Too bad you can't ride Eight
Bits," Wra remarked.

"That's his nane?" Mentia asked. She was a little crazy
hersel f, but this was nore than a little crazy. "Wy not?"

20 Pl ERS ANTHONY

"Because he doesn't trust strange adults. He just falls
apart and scatters to the wind' s four quarters. But he does
know t he way, so you can follow him™"

"Maybe he should just tell us where to go, and we'll go
there ourselves,'' Mntia said.

"No, he can't speak," MareAnn said. "He can understand
sinple directions, but that's the limt. Anything nore puts a

strain on him and—-"

"He falls apart,” Mentia finished, resigned to a tedious
j our ney.

But Metria pushed to the surface. "No, there's a better
way. How does Eight Bits feel about children?"

"Ch, he likes children,” MareAnn said. "Especially if
they are a quarter the size of adults. But—-

Metria dissolved into snoke, then re-formed as the cutest,
sweetest waif of a child anyone ever beheld. Even Wra was
surprised, realizing that sonmething was different. "I know
Mentia and Metria, but who are you?"

"I am We Betide," the waif said. "I have a quarter

soul —half of Metria' s—and | |ove horses, and I wll just be

so pathetically sad if | can't ride this one that I'll dissolve
inpitiful little msery." She wi ped away a huge gli stening

tear with one cute sl eeve.

Mar eAnn exchanged hal f a glance with Wra, because it
was one way: The sightless young woman had no half to
return. "Maybe so," she agreed. She lifted the tyke to the

four-quartered horse.
"Ch, goody-goody!" We Betide exclained, clapping her
sweet little hands together. "Let's go."

But Wra wasn't sangui ne about this. "W shouldn't send
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alittle child on such a wild ride alone," she said.

"I'"'mnot really a— the tyke began, but then one of her
sel ves stifled her before the horse could hear the rest.

Mar eAnn nodded. "Perhaps we can find an adult com
panion for her. | think there is a denoness who al so knows
the way, who still owes Hunfrey part of a Service."

Roc AND A HARD PLACE 21

"A denoness!" We Betide exclainmed. "They aren't
trustworthy!"

Again half a glance was exchanged. "You are surely in a
position to know," MareAnn agreed. "But when performng

a Service, a person is bound to do it properly. She WII| not
be released until you are safely there."

The child's face nade a cute grinmace of resignation. "Onh,
all right. Wo is it?"

"Hel en Back."

"Hel en Back!" the child cried. "0 woe betide ne! She's
the worst creature in denondom Do you know what she
does?"

"Yes," MareAnn agreed. "But she will be bound not to
do it for this nmission."

"I hope you're right," the child said, |ooking truly woeful.

Mar eAnn snapped her fingers, and snoke forned. It
swirled before her. "Am| rel eased?" it inquired.

"After you acconpany horse and rider safely to the Si-
murgh," Wra said.

The snoke oriented on the pair. "That's no horse—that's
four quarters. And that's no child—that's—=

"Whe Betide," MareAnn and Wra said firmy together

The snoke sighed nmistily. "So it's like that. Ckay, let's
hit the trail."

We Betide squeezed the horse's sides with her precious
little legs. "Go, Eight Bits," she said.

And suddenly they were off, in a cloud of dust that |eft
the two standi ng wonen coughi ng.

S| MURCH

The quarter horse ran |like the wind, but there was ev-
idently a long way to go. The Land of Xanth whizzed

by in the manner |and did, noving back magically

fast nearby and slowy farther out, because distant regions
felt less urgency about such things. We Betide didn't know
enough geography to tell what direction they were going, and
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was too young to really care.
"I wish |l had a lollipop," she said.

The cl oud of snoke appeared, floating beside her and
keepi ng the pace. "Wat flavor?"

"Mustard gas."

A hand formed, bearing a yellow pop that was giving off
vile yellow funmes. "Done."

The child snatched it and sniffed its funes. She coughed
and retched, and her darling little face turned bl otchy purple.
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"Perfect!" she wheezed. "This stuff would snpther an
army. "

"So what did you ask the Good Magici an?" the cloud
inquired. "Not that | care.”

"How to nmake a signal the stork will heed," We Betide
said as her voice crept back into her ravaged throat.

The horse's ears twitched. Fracture |ines appeared al ong
his body, as if he were about to conme ungl ued.

"Because when | grow up in an unpteen nillion years,

I"l'l need to know" We Betide exclainmed. "OF course, right
now I'mstill a cute innocent little child, so am protected by
the Adult Conspiracy, and woul dn't ever even dream of

knowi ng anything like that. So the Good Magi ci an hasn't
Answered nme yet, but when the time cones, he will."

Eight Bits relaxed, and the fracture lines faded. Al crea-
tures of Xanth knew the inportance of maintaining the Adult
Conspiracy; no child could be allowed to | eamthe secret of
sunmmoning the stork so that it would bring a baby. O the
Words of Evil Power that would scorch vegetation and bum

mai denly ears red. O anything that was Too Interesting for
a child' s own good. OF course, children didn't nmuch like the
Conspi racy, but such was the magic of its nature that the
instant they grew up, they joined it. Denons honored few

rul es of decent behavior, but they Iiked conspiracies.

The cl oud of snoke that was Hel en Back seened to find

the situation amusing. "Are you sure you're a child?" she
inquired. "It seens to ne that | al nost remenber you in
some other form nuch ol der—'

"And what did you ask Hunfrey?" We Betide asked
qui ckly.

"Where to find a summer salt," Helen answered. "I col -
| ect exotic salts, and | have winter, spring, and fall salt, but
could never find summer salt. | | ooked all over, from here

to— She paused. "But of course, | can't use that word
before an innocent little child."

And Metria couldn't reveal her true status while riding the
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quarter horse, |lest he sunder into fourths. The denpbness was
teasing her as only such an infernal creature could, trying to
trick her into betraying her age. Fortunately she already knew
about such travels: The denoness had gone from here to

Hel en Back. And she al ways brought what was nost needed,

at the | east opportune tine. Or what was | east needed, at
exactly the right tinme. We Betide had tried to ness that up,
by asking for a. horrible flavor of lollipop, but it hadn't

wor ked, and she had had to eat the awful thing.

"So after you finish with ne, the Good Magician will tel
you where to find that salt," We Betide said. "Then you
can sit below the salt and be a creature for all seasons."”

"Sonmething like that," Helen agreed. A face fornmed in
the cloud. "You certainly seemmature for an itty bitty in-
nocent child."

"I't"s all illusion. I'"'mnot what | seem"”

Hel en couldn't argue with that. They continued for a while

in silence as the scenery went by. Far mountains shifted
grandly, showing first one side, then another. Forests sprang
up, grewtall, then quit. For a while they foll owed a paved
road. Every time it canme to an intersection wth another road,
it puffed itself up into double the size, trying to inpress
them But it didn't work, because the other roads did the
same. Somnetinmes the crossing roads contested for power,
throwi ng out masses of curving | anes. The object seened to

be to touch the other road where it couldn't touch back, but
evidently the roads had been at this contest for a long tine,
because every | ane connected. Sone intersections |ooked like
di amonds, and sone |ike cloverl eaves, and sonme |ike masses

of spaghetti. Sometimes a road chi ckened out and tunnel ed
under the other, or bridged over it, but often there were stil
confusingly outflung |lanes trying to score.

Hel en got bored with this, so resuned dial ogue. "What
does the Good Magician have to do with the Sinmurgh?'
"Wsh I knew. Were exactly does she |ive?"

"I thought you'd never ask. She lives in Qaf."

We Betide was puzzled. "In what?"
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"Caf. It's a nmountain range that encircles the Earth."

"“A mountain of earth?"

"Not exactly. It's made of a single enerald. It's pretty.”
"l suppose so. The Simurgh nust |ike pretty things."

"The Stmurgh likes the whole of everything. But since
she already has everything she needs or wants, what could
you do for her?"

"I wish | knew," We Betide adnitted. "Maybe she's
getting ready to replace the universe again."

Now the cloud was startled. "What—aith all of us in it?"
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"Well, maybe it gets dull for her, after a while. O dirty.
She m ght prefer a fresh new one."

"But what woul d happen to all of us?"

"Maybe we'd all be squished into nothingness. Does it
mat t er ?"

Hel en consi dered. "Probably not. But the human fol k

mght mind." Then the cloud stretched. "lI'mgoing to take
hal f a snooze. Wake ne if anything interesting appears." The
cloud settled into a featurel ess bl ob

We Betide was left to her own thoughts. This really was

a pretty easy trip. In fact, it hadn't been all that hard to get
into the Good Magician's castle. True, Hunfrey had

grunped at her, but he had al ways been grunpy. Had it been

too easy?

The nore she pondered, the nore the suspicion grew

Hunfrey had wanted her to get in to ask her Question. Be-
cause he had sonmething for her to do. Maybe he owed the
Si nurgh a favor. Maybe the Sinmurgh had asked for the ser-
vi ces of a denpbness. So Metria was it.

She sighed. So be it. She would do what she had to do,
so she could prevail on the stork to deliver a baby to her. It
was probably a fair deal

The horse slewed to a halt. There was a massive chain

across the road, so that they could not pass. We Betide was
tenpted to float over it, but feared the horse wouldn't un-
derstand. So she di smounted and stepped forward to inspect

t he nearest |inks.
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Each one was in a flat oblong shape, with printing on it.

In fact, each had a single letter of the al phabet. \We Beti de
wal ked al ong beside the chain, reading the letters. They
spelled out: THHSis A CHAIN LETTER | T HAS BEEN THREE

TI MES AROUND THE WORLD. BREAK THE CHAIN AND YOU WLL
BE SCRRY. JOE SCHMOE BROKE THE CHAI N AND NEXT DAY HE
CAME DOMN W TH CROTTLED CREEPS. JANE DCE PRESERVED
THE CHAI N, AND SHE WON GREAT WONDERFULS. REMEMBER
YOU MUST PASS THIS CHAIN MAIL ON WTHI N 48 HOURS, OR
ELSE.

We Betide considered. Was this interesting enough to
wake Hel en for? The demoness woul d be really annoyed if
she ni ssed sonet hing good. This seened good. So she de-
cided to let Helen sleep

Still, she needed to get past this chain. She didn't have
anything against it, but it was in her way, and she had a

m ssion to attend to.

Coul d she go around it? She | ooked to either side, but the
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chain extended as far as she could see. That was because it
went around the world three tines. Could she clinb over it?
Maybe so, but Eight Bits couldn't; Could she squeeze under
it? Again, she mght, but the quarter horse would probably

fragment with the effort.

She shrugged. She doubted that a chain bel onged across

the road anyway, whatever it m ght claim She al so doubted
that this was one of the Good Magician's challenges. It was
probably just routine mschief. So she would break it. She
fornmed her little hands into big firm pincers and cl anped
themon half a link. She concentrated her denon strength.
The key was to use the magic of narrowness: a really thin
edge could cut through the nost solid substance, if pushed

hard enough.

The letters on the links changed. Now they said
ooooowwd ! But she continued her pressure, until she

crunched through her 1ink

Then she went after the other half link. It tried to wiggle
away, but she cuffed it hard enough to stun it. Cuff |inks:
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She remenbered that advice from somewhere. She set her
pi ncers and started crunching.
YOU LL BE SORRY! the letters spelled. WHO BREAKS THE

CHAI N | S DOOVED. AAAAAAHH!

The half link snapped, and the chain fell apart. The way
was clear.

"What's this?"

We Betide junped. There was the cloud, with a horren-
dous head of hair on it. "Nothing interesting," she said.
"What are you wearing?"

" "My Hell Toupee, of course. | picked it up on one of ny
trips to—never mnd. | saw what you did: you broke the
chain. You had better put on protective headgear too, before
that chain gets organized to dunp a century's worth of bad

| uck on you."

"What ki nd of toupee?" the child inquired, interested.

The cloud did a hasty reconsideration. "A Heck Toupee.
That's what | said, |'msure."

"Let's just get out of here," We Betide said, know ng

she had put Helen on the defensive. As |long as she renni ned
inthis child form the other denoness was at a di sadvant age.
That was wonder ful !

She nounted Eight Bits and zooml they were off again.

She gl anced back and saw the chain withing angrily, but it
couldn't catch up with them She had broken the chain and
gotten away with it. That gave her denonly satisfaction
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They passed a big fisin' plant by a river, surrounded by
electrici trees. The plant was busy hauling ol d-di mand nu-
clear fish fromthe river and using themto fertilize the trees.
Sonme of the trees extended out across her route, so she

sl owed. They humred with power, and that made her a bit

nervous; what were they up to?

She saw a huge fat boxlike creature trundling al ong be-

neath the trees. She sought to guide her nobunt past it, but it
bl ocked her way. "Child, you are too snall to be riding a

big horse like that," it said fromits nonstrous peg-toothed
mout h. "You should go hone."
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"Why don't you go home?" Wbe Betide asked boldly,
because there was sonething about this creature she didn't

much |i ke.
"Because | never follow ny own advice. |'ma hippo-
crate. | tell others howto run their |ives, but none of that

applies to ny owm life."

That confirmed her dislike. She wanted to get away from

the creature, but it still balked her. Then she saw a smaller

ani mal hopping along. It had |long | egs and was extrenely

furry. She recognized it as a hare. They were very popul ar

with bald folk. So she extended one arminfinitely | ong and
grabbed it. She plopped it on her head, so that it nade her
aspect entirely different. In fact, it nade her look like a hairy
little troll

The hi ppo-crate had been | ooki ng around. Now it | ooked
back at her, and did a double take. "Wat happened to the
innocent little girl I was lecturing?" it asked.

"How would I know? |'m not innocent."

Di sgruntled, the hippo waddl ed off, |ooking for the child,
because it was nmuch easier to tell children what to do than
trolls. She was free to ride on.

After a further intermnable ride and float, they came to a
huge green mountain. It rose fromthe plain in a series of
faceted cliffs, each one glinting brightly.

"Well, this is it," Helen said. "Qaf. Cinb to the top and
there will be the Simurgh. 1've done ny bit, and will be-
gone." The cloud vanished in a dirty noise.

We Betide di snounted. She went to inspect the surface
more closely. It did indeed seemto be pure enerald. The
mount ai n was one big jewel.

The sun came out from behind a cloud. Suddenly all the

facets reflected dazzling beans. One struck Eight Bits. The
horse, startled, fragnented into quarters, and the quarters gal -
| oped off in at |east four directions.
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We Betide sighed. She was on her own.
She pondered, and concl uded that since she no | onger had
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the quarter horse, she could resune her adult form She
puffed into snoke, and re-fornmed as Metri a.

She could sinply pop up to the top of the mountain, but

she suspected that the Sinmurgh woul d not appreciate that.
The sane went for flying up there. In Xanth, the Sinurgh
forbade all flying in her vicinity, and it was probably the
sane here. So the ascent would have to be done the tedious
way.

Metria formed her hands and feet into big sucker disks.

Then she applied these to the flat surface of the nearest facet
and began to clinb. The suckers popped as she pulled them
free, and squished as she placed them higher. It was another
type of magic: Suckers clung to polished flat surfaces. At

this rate a few hours woul d get her to the top. Then she

woul d find out what all this was about.

She heard a runble. She extended her neck, nmaking it
swanl i ke, and rotated her head to | ook backwards.

There was a floating shape, and it didn't belong to Hel en
Back. It was Fracto Curmul o Ni nbus, the worst of clouds.

She knew this was significant mschief. Practo was a de-

mon hi nmsel f, who had specialized in neteorol ogy, and had

a sure nose for trouble. If soneone had a nice picnic, Fracto
cane to wet on it. if soneone had an inportant m ssion
requiring himto travel rapidly, Fracto came to turn the forest
trails to slush ruts. If sonmeone canped out on a warm ni ght,
Fracto cane to bury the | andscape in colored snow. And if
sonmeone happened to be clinbing a sheer enerald cliff,

Fracto cane to nake the surface slippery and bl ow that per-

son away.

O course, there were ways of dealing with the evil cloud,
and Metria understood themwell. She could becone a cloud
hersel f, and fl oat inpervious to the weather. She could even
generate some lightning bolts of her own to shoot back at

him But she wasn't sure that wouldn't count as flying, which
woul d annoy the Simurgh. Fracto, of course, didn't care

whom he annoyed—er rather, did care, so as to be as an-
noyi ng as possi ble. But he wasn't here to ask any favors of
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the big bird. So that was out. Once she had turned herself

into a stink horn, which had exploded in Fracto's mdst, ren-
dering himeven nore insufferably stinky than usual. But

again, that would require her getting into the air, and it didn't
seemto be worth the risk

She could avoid the stormentirely by beconing so diffuse
that she could float through the substance of the nountain.
But again, that night be construed as a type of flying. So
the safest course seened to be to stick to what she was doi ng:
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| aboriously clinbing the slope, hoping she could hang on
despite the cloud's worst efforts.

Fracto was happy to accept this chall enge, know ng that

she was pinned. He puffed up volum nously, crackling with
l'ightning and thunder. His center turned so dark, it was |ike
swirling mdnight, and his edges swelled outward |ike gross
blisters. The whole of himwas like a giant face, with two
pat ches of gl owi ng eye-cl ouds and a huge round nouth

whi ch blew out icy drafts. "liiii've gooot yoooou!" he

how ed, bl owi ng snoke at her.

Rain splatted on the cliff, and water coursed down past
her. It was cold, and soon would turn icy. Her sucker hold
was firm but how would she be able to nmake any progress
up the slippery rest of it?

Now Fracto huffed and puffed, and blew a gale at her. It
was tinged with sleet. She pulled in her head so as to protect
it, but then couldn't see where to go.

This was no good. Before long Practo woul d succeed in
di sl odgi ng her, and then she'd be falling, and she would ei-
ther have to fly or crash. She couldn't actually be physically

hurt by a fall, but it would be an enbarrassnent that would
hardly be kind to her pride. She had to find a way to nullify
the ill w nd.

She gl anced again at the inky depths of the center of the
storm and got a notion. Wat she needed was a |ight—a
night light. The kind that folk used when they wanted to
conceal their nefarious activities.

She extended her head and formed it into a lanp with a
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dark bul b. She turned on the bulb, and darkness radi ated out
fromit. Her night light was in operation

She turned up the power. The darkness expanded. Soon it
covered the entire facet of the nountain she was on. She was
hi dden within its obscurity.

Fracto realized what was happening. The stormturned fu-
rious. But Fracto could no |longer see her, so didn't know
precisely where to blow nost fiercely. Oh, he was getting
frustrated!

The cloud tried another ploy. He turned the draft so cold
that the coursing water becane a sheet of ice, overlaid by

sl ush. But under the cover of her night |ight she forned her
nose into a prehensile snout simlar to that of the nythica
Mundane el ephant nonster and nade a hard hammer at its

end. She tapped at the ice and cracked it away, naking a
clear place for her sucker foot. Now the wetness didn't hurt;

in fact, it nade the seal secure. The cloud couldn't hear her
tappi ng, because of the al nbst continuous runble of thunder

She made it to the edge of the facet and crossed the slight
bend to the next. The stormstill raged, but her night |ight
protected her. Wen a gust of wi nd touched her she hunkered
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down and waited for it to pass, then resuned her tapping
and noving. Fracto could not stop her

At last the evil cloud got disgusted and storned away. She
had beaten him again, and it was just as much of a pleasure
as ever. She dissolved her night Iight into snoke, and re-
sumed better progress.

The sun ventured to show its face again, no |onger fearing

the wath of the storm The enerald nmountain dried, formng
pretty mists all around it. They rose like unicorn tails, shining
in the slanting sunlight of the closing day. She paused to
appreci ate the beauty of the scene, and realized that before

she got hal f-soul ed, she had never had that experience. Now

she could enjoy things for their art, instead of for what she
could use themfor. "If | could get rid of ny soul right

now," she said aloud, "I wouldn't do it." And that was one

remar kabl e confession, for a denobness. She felt wonderful
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'Di sgusting,' Mentia muttered, awakened by the feeling
coursing through her. Then she tuned out again.

The peak turned out to be a nere foothill, part of a |arger
mount ain. And, ammzingly, the larger inner segnent of the
mountain wasn't green. It was light blue, definitely a distinct
shade, beautifully conplenenting the green rim She had un-
derstood that the whole thing was enerald, but either she

had m sunderstood, or those who said it was all enerald

hadn't seen the inner nountain. Aesthetically, this was even
better, so she wasn't conpl ai ni ng.

Metria had to work her way down into the cleft-valley
bet ween peaks before starting up the next. And there she
paused. She had heard somet hing. Mre mischief?

No, it was a woman or a girl, a human being, |ying be-
tween the slanting green and blue facets of the cleft. She had
groaned, faintly.

Metria considered. Though she had used the night |ight,

she preferred to clinb by daylight, and there was not a whole
| ot of day left. Should she get involved with this human

bei ng, and perhaps get del ayed too |ong?

"Cf course not,' Mentia said. 'You have al ready wasted
enough tine discouraging Fracto. You don't have all day |eft,
you know. '

That decided her. If her worser half was against it, it nust
be the right thing to do. She wal ked over to the wonman. "Can
I hel p you?" she inquired.

The worman |lifted her head. Long dark hair franed a
|l ovely face. "I hope so," she said, wincing. "I sprained ny
ankl e, and don't think I can wal k al one."

"I knew it! She's an albatross. |If you help her, you'll never
get to the top of the nountain.
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Metria ignored her worser selfs objection, with an effort.
' "Maybe | can help you get hone. Who are you, and where
do you live?" She put her hands on the woman's shoul ders
and helped lift her to her feet.

"Thank you so much. I'm Mara. | was out bird-calling,
and got lost in a stormand sone sort of weird darkness. |
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fell, and couldn't get up, and when it cleared—aell, | don't
know where | am now. "

So it had been Metria's fault, because the storm had been
after her, and she had used the darkness to oppose it. She
certainly had to help Mara find her way hone. Her con-

sci ence woul d al l ow nothing | ess.

"If you hadn't gotten hal f-soul ed, you woul dn't have a
consci ence!' Mentia griped.

"Maybe | can help you cross this green foothill nountain,
so you can be on the plain," Metria suggested. "I'ma de-
noness, you see, and—

"A denoness!" Mara cried, affrighted.
"Don't worry; | have half a shoe."

"Hal f a what?" Mara inquired, |ooking down at Metria's
feet.

"Foot wear, |eather, tongue— She paused. "I nean es-
sence, characteristic, quality, animation, spirit—

" Soul ?"
"\WWhat ever, " she said crossly.

Mara was reassured. "Ch—then you have a consci ence,
and can be hal fway trusted."

"Yes. |If | were an unsoul ed denoness, | woul dn't have
bothered with you at all."

"True. What's your name?"

"Metria. D. Metria."

Mara extended her hand. "I amglad to know you, De-
nmoness Metria. But | don't live on a plain, so | don't think
going over that green nountain will help. | normally do ny

bird calls in the forest and gl ade, where they are confortable.
That's my talent, you know. "

"Fat | ot of use doing bird calls is here,' Mentia sneered.

Metria made another effort to ignore her.
we wal k al ong the crevice here—

' Then maybe if

"l suppose,” Mara agreed dubiously. "But |I'msure |
didn't walk far before | hurt ny ankle."”
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Metria supported Mara, enabling her to wal k reasonably
if wincingly well. They followed the cleft around the sl ow
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curve of the nountain. But all they saw was nore nountain.
"I don't think this is the way," Metria said

"I think you're right," Mara agreed sadly. "I don't know
how | cane to be here. | nust have gotten caught in a nag-
i cal vortex or sonething. Maybe you had better |eave ne
and go on about your business."

' Take her up on that!’

"No, that storm and darkness were because of nme, so

shoul d hel p you get unlost. Al | can think of is to bring you
with me to the top of the nountain. Maybe the Sinurgh wll
hel p you."

"The Simurgh! Isn't that the big bird who has seen the
uni verse die and be reborn three tines?"

"The same. | have to performa service for her. So if you
don't mnd coming with me—= /

"Ch, | don't mind! I'd love to see the Sinmurgh. ItWuld
be the experience of ny life. But—

"There is always a "but"!

"But you'll have trouble clinbing," Metria finished.
"Lets see what | can do about that. Suppose | form nyself
into a long | adder agai nst the slope; could you clinb that?"

"l suppose, if didn't have to hurry, so | could favor ny
ankle..."

"I knew it!' Mentia said silently. "This will take forever
m nus half a nonent.'

Metria feared she was right. But her half conscience

woul dn't |l et her go. She formed herself into an extendabl e
| adder, and extended herself up the sloped blue facet unti
she reached a ridge she could hook on to. She formed a
mouth at the foot. "I'm anchored. Cone on up."

Mara put her hands and good foot on the rungs, taking

hol d. Then she tried her weak-ankl ed foot, w nced again, but
was able to put sone pressure on it. Her hands took up
enough of her weight to nake it feasible.

Fairly reasonably soon Mara reached the top and | ooked
around. "Why, this is just another foothill," she excl ai ned.
"There's a yel |l ow nountai n beyond. "
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Startled, Metria fornmed an eyeball on a stal k and | ooked.
It was true: This was just another crest, higher than the green
ridge, but lower than the yell ow one ahead.

She forned a mouth and sighed. "Hold on."
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She drew up her latter section, and extended her fore-
section, so that the | adder di sappeared behind and appeared
before, leaving the top section, where Mara perched, un-
changed. When she reached the blue/yellow cleft, Mra

turned around and made her way down the rungs. Then Me-

tria shrank the | adder, and got ready to extend it up the fac-
eted yellow slope. It was now getting close to dusk

"We'll never make it up before nightfall," Mra said.
"You had better |eave ne and go al one."

"Listen to her, dope!

"No, it wouldn't be right." Then Metria had a notion
"Suppose | nake an escal ator?"

"A what ?"

"A nmoving structure, automatic increase, dangerous
cl ause, elevator substitute, form ng steps—
" St ai rway?"

"What ever. So you could ride up faster."

"Why, that's a wonderful idea! But do you have the
strength to carry nme like that?"

"I think so. It's just a matter of |everage."

So Metria extended herself to the next crest, hooked on,
and Mara got onto the bottom of the | adder. Then Metria
nmoved her rungs up, and hauled the wonman fairly rapidly to
the top. "This is alnost fun!" she excl ai ned.

But when they | ooked fromthe top, there was another
mount ai n ahead. This one was pink. It was very pretty, but
dusk was cl osi ng.

They got nore efficient. This tine Metria sinply whipped
her rungs over the top, and Mara al nbost slid down the other
side. Then they nmounted the pink sl ope—and encountered a
white, al nost col orl ess one beyond.

"l hope this doesn't go on forever," Mara said. "I fear
36 PI ERS ANTHONY

| have beconme a real burden to you. Maybe you shoul d
Just —

'"Listen to her!'

"No," Metria said firmy. "This would have been as | ong

a journey alone. W' re much higher than we were." |ndeed,
they could see the yellow, blue, and green ridges below, I|ike
so many shel ves, though they hadn't been able to see the

hi gher ridges frombelow "It has to end sonmewhere."
"You are very kind."

"You are very foolish!'

They went on. Beyond the white ridge was a deep red

one—and this was the final one, because they could see its
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rounded peak, atop which perched a giant bird, silhouetted
against the fading light. The Sinurgh, at |ast!

They escal ated down the white slope, and up the red one.

But as they came within hailing distance of the big bird, the
bird spread her wings and flew to an adjacent peak rising
fromwhat they now saw was a very | ong nountain range.

O course it had to be, to circle the world. The Sinurgh had
never even noticed them

Metria focused an extended eyeball on the distant bird.
Then she | ooked down at the endless colorific ridges bel ow
It would be an awful job to descend and traverse all those,
and then to ascend to where the bird now perched—and what
guarantee did they have that the Sinmurgh would wait for
then? To her, they were just insects.

"Maybe if | did a bird call," Mara said.
"Ch, great! Now we'll just serenade the birds!’

"Wel |, whatever you wish," Metria said, dispirited. She
seened to be on an inpossible mssion, because she couldn't
even get the attention of the one she was supposed to perform
a Service for. Had Hunfrey sent her on a wild swan chase?

"WIld what ?' Mentia asked.

"Waterfow , heron, egret, gannet, crane, albatross, canvas-
back, duck—=

' Gander ?"
"What ever .’
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Meanwhil e, Mara did her bird call. She nade a series of
mel odi ¢, sweet, piercing, chirping sounds. She was really
quite good at it; it sounded just |ike some exotic bird.

The Sinmurgh took wing and flew directly toward their
peak. WHO CALLS ME? her powerful thought cane.

Metria fornmed a mouth so it could drop open in amaze-
ment. Mara's talent wasn't to imtate bird calls, but to call
bi rds—and she had just called the Sinurgh herself!

"Uh—+—+— Mara began.

YES, OF COURSE. BEGONE.

Mar a vani shed.

"Hey!" Metria exclainmed. "That isn't right!"
' Shut up, fool!'

BY WHAT DEFI NI TI ON, DEMONESS? Now the giant bird

| oomed cl ose. Her feathers were like veils of |ight and
shadow, and her head bore a crest of fire. The beats of her
enornous wi ngs were |ike waves of mist. She was an over-
whel m ng presence.
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Metria was sel dom cowed by anything in the natural
worl d, but this was supernatural. She dissolved into snoke,
and re-forned in her approximately natural approximtely

human shape. "I was trying to help her. You have no right
to banish her just like that! | don't care who you are, it isn't
right.”

YOU QUESTI ON ME? Now the great bird cane to Iight on
the tip of the red peak, her mghty talons digging into the
gl ossy stone as if it were wood.

"Let it go, idiot!’
"Yes! Bring her back!"
THERE 1S NO NEED.

"Silence, inbecile! She'll destroy you.'

"Yes!" Metria cried, responding to both the Sinmurgh's
query and her worser halts warning.

The enornous head turned, one eye bearing on her. BE AT

EASE, GOOD DEMONESS. | ACCEPT YOU FOR SERVI CE. THE
GOCD MAG Cl AN CHOSE W SELY.

'Last chance, stupid! Stifle it.'
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But Metria was beyond sensible restraint. "Well, |'mnot
ready to give service! Not to any creature who does that to
an i nnocent person. Mara never harned you; she wanted only
to go hone. | was trying to help her, because—*

The Sinurgh twitched one wi ng-feather. Suddenly Mara
was back, exactly as she had been before. "Let it be, Metria;

I'm done here."
"You're safe?" Metria asked, half-stunned.

Mara smiled. "As safe as a figment can ever be." She
vani shed agai n.

'See? She doesn't really exist. You irritated the big bird
for nothing, noron!’

NOT so, WORSER SELF, the Simurgh's thought came, this
time stunning Mentia, who had thought her thoughts were
hi dden. HER CONSClI ENCE HAS SERVED HER WELL.

Parts of this were beginning to settle into haphazard pl ace.
"This was all a—a test? The wonman, the storm the chain?
Li ke the Good Magician's castle?"

HE GAVE YOU TOKEN CHALLENGES, BECAUSE HE WANTED

YOU TO PERFORM THIS M SSION. | VERI FI ED YOUR FI TNESS | N
MY OAN FASHI ON, AS YOU NOW UNDERSTAND. | REQUI RE A
PERSONAGE WHO | S | NVENTI VE, DETERM NED, AND COVPAS-

S| ONATE.

Metria worked it out. "First a nere physical obstruction

or two, of no particular consequence. Then a personal threat
that needed to be dealt with. Then a small trial of conscience.
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Just to make sure | could do the service you require.”

EXACTLY, GOOD DEMONESS. | AM CAREFUL ABOUT THOSE

TO WHOM | ENTRUST | MPORTANT TASKS. | REQUI RE ONE W TH
THE POAERS OF A DEMON AND THE CONSCI ENCE OF A SOULED
PERSON. YOU WLL DO. DO YOU HAVE ANY QUESTI ONS BEFORE
COMVENCI NG?

"Don't ask any, dunce!'’

" '"This nmountai n—+ thought it was supposed to be one big
enmeral d, but—

YOU ARE OBSERVANT, GOCOD DEMONESS. I T IS EMERALD, OR
RCC AND A HARD PLACE 39

MORE CCRRECTLY, BERYL, THE TYPE OF STONE OF WH CH EM
ERALD IS BUT ONE SHADE. THE WHI TE | S ORDI NARY BERYL,
THE BLUE | S AQUAMARI NE, THE YELLOW HELI CDOR, THE PI NK
MORGANTTE, AND THE RED BI XBYI TE, THE RAREST BUT FOR
ONE. .

"One?" Metria asked sonewhat stupidly.

BLACK BERYL. The Simurgh twi tched her head, and a bag
appeared in her beak. TAKE TH' S. The bag dropped to Me-
tria's involuntarily outstretched hands.

She opened the bag. It was filled with glistening bl ack
di sks. "What am | supposed to do with this?"

THESE ARE SUMMONS TOKENS. YOU W LL SERVE ONE ON
EACH PERSON OR CREATURE OR THI NG NAMED, AND W LL
GUI DE THOSE WHO NEED I T TO THE NECESSARY Sl TE.

Metria had never felt so stupid in her existence. "Neces-
sary site?"

THE NAMELESS CASTLE. THAT IS WHERE THE TRIAL WLL BE.
"Trial?" She still had not caught her nental bal ance.

ROXANNE RCC HAS BEEN | NDI CTED AND WLL BE TRI ED BE-
FORE A JURY OF HER PEERS A FORTNI GHT HENCE. YQU W LL
SERVE SUMMONSES ON ALL PARTI Cl PANTS: TRI AL PERSONNEL,
W TNESSES, JURY. YOU W LL SEE THAT THEY ARE PRESENT AT
THE CORRECT TI ME. THAT IS YOUR SERVI CE TO ME.

"But Roxanne's a decent bird. What did she do?"

THAT W LL BE MADE EVI DENT I N THE COURSE OF THE TRI AL.
"And how do | know whomto serve the sumonses on?"
EACH BEARS THE NAME OF THE SUMVIONEE.

"But suppose they don't want to conme?"

THAT W LL NOT BE A PROBLEM EACH PERSON MJUST KNOW
I NGLY ACCEPT THE SUMVONS, AND ACKNOWLEDGE THI S TO
YOU BEFORE YOU DEPART.

" But —
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"Gve it a rest, dope! You are trying her patience.
TRUE, WORSER SELF. The great eye oriented on Metria
agai n. YOUR | NFORMATI ON i s NOW SUFFI Cl ENT. PERFORM

YOUR SERVI CE, GOCOD DEMONESS
40 Pl ERS ANTHONY

Metria realized that she had been di sm ssed. She started
to change into her |adder form

YOU MAY POP ACROSS TO XANTH

"Thank you," she said, relieved, and popped off, carrying
the bag of tokens.

3
MYSTERY

Metria popped across to Xanth, to her home castle,

where she made her husband deliriously happy

enough to leave himin a trance for several days

Then she considered. She realized that there could be a good
many summons tokens in the bag, and it mght take tinme to
use themall up, so she had better get themefficiently or-
gani zed. She opened the bag and spread the glistening black
beryl disks on a table.

Sure enough, there were thirty tokens, and each was in-
scribed with a nane. Mst of the names were faniliar, but
sone were obscure, and some amazed her. For exanple, her

ol d nenesis Denon Professor Gossclout was on a chip.

What in Xanth could he have to do with this? She turned

over the disk, and on the other side it said JUDGE. Oh, of
course; that was the perfect role for him Another chip bore
the nane of the Sinmurgh herself; on the back it said W TNESS
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She coul d have served that token at the outset, saving herself
a difficult trip. Then she reconsidered: She m ght need to
consult with the Sinurgh if she couldn't find one of the peo-
ple to sumon, so she should save the Simurgh's own token

as a pretext for that occasion. So she put that one at the end
of the line.

One token was bl ank. That was interesting. Womwas it
for? O was it a m stake?

Then she got marginally smarter, and turned over all the
tokens, classifying them by assignnment. There was one for
Prosecutor, and another for Defense, and others for Bailiff,
Speci al Effects, and Transl ator. Transl ator? She turned that
one over. It was Gundy Golem That figured; he could trans-
| at e anyt hi ng spoken by any living thing, including plants.
VWho was Special Effects? The Sorceress Iris, nistress of
illusion. That figured too. Soneone had chosen these roles
well. Since it rmust have been the Sinmurgh herself who

mar ked the tokens, this was no surprise; she was, after all
the wisest creature in all Xanth.

But why did she want Roxanne Roc put on trial? Mtria's
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limted direct experience with the Sinmurgh suggested that she
was a fair-mnded creature, and Roxanne was a good bird,
quite loyal to her nmission. In fact, she was doing a service
for the Simurgh herself, in the Namel ess Castle—where the
trial would be. Was this the way the Sinurgh rewarded her?
That didn't seemto nmake sense

Well, there was one fast way to find out. She would serve
Roxanne's sumons first, and ask her. Then she would go

after the other inportant participants in the trial, and finally
the Jurors, who were the biggest category and woul d prob-

ably be a nuisance to run down. Her schedul e was coni ng

cl ear.

She put the tokens back in the bag, and fornmed a knapsack
to hold the bag. Then she popped over to the Nanel ess Cas-
tle.

This was a quaint nedieval edifice begirt with towers, par-
apets, turrets, battlenents, enbrasures, noat, glacis, pen-
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nants, and all the standard accouternents. There were only

one or two things different about it: It was nade of solidified
vapor and it floated high in the air. In fact, it was built on a
cloud, which seened like an island in the sky. Fromthe

ground it | ooked just |ike an ordinary cunulus. For sone

reason, few folk knew of it.

She wal ked up to the main entrance and knocked on the
door, because it wouldn't be polite to enter unannounced,
and besides, there was a spell that prevented unauthorized
denmon entry. In a nonent there was a | oud questioning
squawk fromthe interior. "I'mthe Denbness Metria," she
answered. "Here on business."

The door creaked open, and she wal ked in. The interior

hal | was el egant in the usual manner, with finely set cloud
stones for the floor, and carpets hung on the cloud walls.
Though the Nanel ess Castle was nmade of vapor, it was sur-
prisingly strong, and could withstand all the things a castle
was expected to withstand. Enchanted cl oudstuff was |ight,

not weak.

She canme to the vast central chanber. There was an enor-

mous nest of marbled granite, and on the nest sat Roxanne
Roc, a bird so big she could swallow a normal human person

wi t hout chewi ng. Just about the Sinurgh's size, in fact, but
not as authoritative or beautiful in plumage. Roxanne was
nmostly shades of brown. She had been assigned by the Si-
mur gh several centuries ago to hatch a special stone egg, and
was still at it.

Metria floated in. "Roxanne, | have a summons for you,"
she said. "But F.d |like to know—

The big bird opened her beak. "Squawk!"

Qops. She coul dn't understand roc-speak. She could give
the big bird the token, but that wouldn't satisfy her; she
wanted to know what this trial was all about. How could she
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talk with the roc?

The question brought the answer: G undy Golem Hi s
name was on a token, as Translator. So she shoul d sunmon
him and use himto translate for the roc.
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"Be right back," she said, and popped off to the Gol em
resi dence

Grundy Gol em Rapunzel, and their seven-year-old daugh-

ter Surprise lived in a tree house, actually a cottage industree.
They were a small fam |y, because Grundy coul d be picked

up in one ordinary human hand, and Rapunzel coul d assune

any size she wished, so preferred to match him Surprise did

too, for now. So Metria matched their scale, so as to fit in

their residence.

"Why, D. Metria!" Rapunzel exclained, spying her, ex-

actly as if glad to see her. The truth was that just about
nobody was glad to see a denoness, but Rapunzel was beau-
tiful in body and spirit, an ideal conplenent to the nouthy
gol em Her distinguishing trait, apart from her niceness, was
her infinitely long hair, which assuned various colors as it
coursed down across her body toward the floor. "To what

to we owe the pleasure of this visit?"

Rapunzel had succeeded in doing what was al nost im
possi bl e: She made Metria feel guilty. So she hedged. ' 'Um

could | talk to G undy?"
"Of course." Rapunzel lifted her long hair out of the way
and call ed, "Dear! There's soneone here to see you."

Grundy wal ked into the room He was a fully living crea-

ture, but still bore the aspect of his origin as a rag and wood
construction. He spied Metria. "That's not sonmeone!" he
shapped. "That's Metria, the nobst m schievous nuisance in
Xanth, who can't even get a word right."

This was nore like it. Metria affected a serious nien
"Grundy Golem | have an enjoin for you."

"A what, you ludicrous excuse for a spirit?"

"Bid, request, invitation, proposal, solicitation, petition,
demand—

" Summons?"

"What ever," she said, smiling as she handed himhis to-
ken. "Take that, you little craw ."
This time he chose to ignore the nmiscue. "Wat aml

bei ng summoned to?"
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"The trial of Roxanne Roc."

"That big bird? The worst thing she ever did was annoy
the Sinmurgh by innocently flying too close to Parnassus.
Way is she on trial?"

"That is what | would like to know. Cone with me and
we'll ask her."

Grundy nodded, not really annoyed by the situation

"Bound to be an interesting story here," he said. "It should
be fun translating for whatever weird creatures get haul ed in.
But what about nmy wife? | don't |ike |leaving her out of it."

"l have a disk for her too,"
"She's up for jury duty.”

Metria said, producing it.
She handed it over.

"But what about Surprise?" Rapunzel inquired as she
studi ed her token.

"She's not on ny list. Maybe this concerns sonething
adul t, and she's underage."

"But | could becone overage,"
"If I had to."

the little girl said brightly.

"No, dear," Rapunzel said immediately. "You nust save

your magic for when it's really needed, and not waste it for
sonet hing that woul d probably bore you. You can stay with
Tangl eman while we're gone."

"Goody!" the child agreed. Tangl enman had originally

been a tangle tree, transformed into a jolly green giant man
in the course of a censored chapter; his vegetable m nd was
somewhat sinple, so he got along well with children

"Actually, the trial is a fortnight hence," Metria said. "So
the Jurors don't have to report to the Nanel ess Castle unti
then. But I'd like to have G undy conme to help ne talk with
Roxanne now. "

"You got it, Denpness," Gundy agreed enthusiastically.
"Say, didn't you get married or sonething? Wiy are you
i nvolved in this?"

"I got married, got half-souled, and fell in love, in that
order," Metria agreed. "Now |'mtrying to get the stork's
attention. But Hunfrey sent me to the Sinurgh, and she's
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requiring me to do this. |I pop back hone every so often to
make my husband deliriously happy."

"I know how that is," Gundy said, glancing briefly at
Rapunzel , whose hair formed nmonentarily into a heart shape
fram ng her body as she winked back at him "Well, let's
get a wiggle on. Take ne to Bird Brain."

Metria picked himup and popped back to the Nanel ess
Castle in the sky. She could do this now, because the castle
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door remmined open, making a snall hole in the protective
spell. They arrived at the same spot she had vacated in the
central chanber, before the nest.

"Roxanne Roc, | have come to serve you with a Sum
mons, " Metria said formally.

As she spoke, G undy squawked. Actually he didn't need
to, because Roxanne understood human talk. It was others
who couldn't understand her. The roc's near eye w dened.
She squawked back.

"She says she can't go anywhere," Gundy transl ated.
"She has an egg to incubate, and nmustn't let it get cold. It
is due to hatch any year now. Sinmurgh's orders."

"This sumons is fromthe Simurgh," Metria said, and
G undy squawked. She nipped it at the huge bird.

Roxanne caught it in her beak, displaying surprising dex-
terity. She set it down on the rimof the nest before her, and
focused one eye on it. Then she used one nonstrous claw to
flip it over, and perused the other side. She squawked.

"What's this about being the Defendant?" Gundy trans-

| ated. "She says she hasn't done anything wong. In fact,

she has hardly been out of this roomin al nost six hundred
years, and has guarded the egg faithfully throughout. Is this
a cruel hoax. Denpon Snoke?'

"Al'l that with one squawk?" Metria asked, bernused.
"Those were her exact words?"

"Well, | sanitized what she called you. It was actual | y—=

"Never mind." Metria was famliar with the golem s pro-
pensity for stirring up trouble. Roxanne had probably spoken
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politely. "You nean she doesn't know why she's to be as-
sayed?"

"She's to be whatted?"

"Attenpted, endeavored, ventured, exerted, w el ded,
j udged—

" '"Tried, fog-brain?

"What evered. It rmust be sonething horribly serious, to
get the Simurgh herself involved. Doesn't she have any
hi nt ?"

There was an exchange of squawks. "No hint," G undy
reported. "She has been here, just doing her job, as she said.
There nust be sonme nistake."

"The Simurgh didn't act as if there were any m stake,"

Metria said, renenbering what the nbst know edgeable bird

in all Xanth had THOUGHT to her. "And the words on the

token are clear. Roxanne will be put on trial, here, in a fort-
ni ght."
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Grundy transl ated. The roc shrugged, remaining perpl exed.
She woul d be here, because she woul d not desert the egg,
regardl ess.

So Metria wal ked out, closed the door, and popped back
to Gundy's honme. "1'Il fetch you next tinme | need you,"
she told him "Just make sure you and Rapunzel are there
for the trial."

"W will be," Gundy agreed. "Rapunzel w Il mnake her-
self tall enough to reach that cloud, and put ne on it, and

then 1'1l haul her up after me as she changes back to snall
size. | wouldn't miss this trial for all Xanth."
"Neither would I," Metria confessed. "There's sonething

awful Iy anomal ous goi ng on here."
"AWful Iy what ?"

"Peculiar, odd, irregular, unusual, curious, bizarre,
queer —

"Strange?"
"Weird," she agreed crossly.

"For sure. If it were anyone but the Sinmurgh behind it,
I'"d suspect it of being a joke."
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"The Simurgh doesn't joke."

"She doesn't joke," he agreed.

Still pleasantly nystified, Metria popped next to the only
other entity on her list who m ght know about the trial: De-
mon Prof essor Grossclout. It would be an unholy pl easure,
serving himw th a sumons.

He was teaching a class at the Denon University of

Magi c. She appeared in the back of the chanber, suddenly
suffering a fit of apprehension. G ossclout had always intim
i dated her, though she had always denied it. H s aspect was
horrendous, even in denon terns, and small horns gl owed

red when he nade a strong point. His face was so ugly that

he coul d have wal ked wi thout notice anbng ogres. But the
worst of it was his overwhel m ng know edge: |f there was
anything he didn't know, it was hardly worth know ng.

"And therefore,"” he was saying, "we can conclude that

the fourth principle of responsive nmagi ¢ has not been vio-

| ated, and there is no paradox." He paused, his eye glinting.
Every student in the class trenbled, fearing that the Professor
was about to make an Exanple. "What are you doi ng here,
Metria?"

Suddenly she was We Betide. She hadn't changed inten-
tionally; there was just sonething about the professor that
turned her spine to nmush. This had never happened to her
before. "Nothing at all. Your G eatness," she whined, a big
frightened tear rolling down her cute little cheeR
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"Most students conme here with heads full of nush,” he
remarked. "You have a spine of mush. You coul dn't have
crashed this class without help. Cone here, ganmine. Qut with
it: What are you up to?"

We Betide took one dread step after another toward him
unable to help herself. "I—+-have sonething," she
peeped.

"Gve it here," he said with such ultimte authority that
the rafters vibrated.

She handed the token to him "lt—+t's a sunmons, sir."
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"What ?" Now t he ground shook, and plaster and silt
sifted down fromthe ceiling. The students cowered.

"To appear at the Nanel ess Castle a fortnight hence, to
presi de over the—=

"I can see that!" the Professor roared, and now the walls
began to crunble. The students flinched as nuch as they
dared. "Wy is this trial occurring?"

"I -+ thought you would know. "

He glowered. "I shall certainly find out. Begone, nush-
spi ne! "

And Woe Betide Metria was begone, involuntarily. She
hadn't | earned anyt hi ng.

"I wouldn't have taken that fromhim' Mentia remarked
"You didn't either, before you got your soul.'’

Metria couldn't deny it. There were times when a soul was
areal liability. 'l should have |l et you serve himthat sum
nmons, ' she said.

'Let nme serve the next one. Wio is it?

Metria checked her bag. 'Magician Trent and Sorceress
Iris.'

"Un You take Trent; 1'll take Iris. | just had an adventure
with her.'

She had arrived at her hone castle. She went inside to

check on Vel eno, but he was still floating in a sea of delir-
ium a smle glued on his face. He would hold for another

day or so. So they popped over to the Brain Coral's Pool,
where Trent and Iris were supposed to be. But she didn't see
them t here.

She squatted and poked a finger into the water
VWhat do you want of me, Denpbness? It was the pool itself.
"Where's Magi cian Trent?" she inquired.

He is not here. He took the Sorceress Iris on a second
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honeynoon, fifty-three years- after the first. They |ike each
other better this tinme, both being much younger than before.

"A honeyrmoon!" Metria exclaimed. "You nmean | have
to go all the way to the noon?"

That is what | nean.
50 Pl ERS ANTHONY

She sighed. "Well, thanks anyway. Pool."
off to the noon.

She popped

She | anded in a pile of noldy cheese. "Ugh!" she swore,
sailing up and shaking off her feet. She had forgotten that
the two sides of the noon differed; the one that faced Xanth
had | ong since degenerated i nto cheesiness, because of what
it saw. Only the far side remained unspoil ed.

Once she got her feet cleaned off, she flew around to the
fair side. Now she saw the surface of milk and honey, where
newy married couples lolled in a reasonabl e approxi mati on

of the kind of delirious happi ness she routinely provided for
Vel eno. O course, it wouldn't last for those others, because
they couldn't renain on the honey noon forever

She gazed across the idyllic | andscape, and spied a | ovely
fountain of firewater, with the snoke rising to forma back-
drop of pastel-hued clouds. That was obviously illusion, as
the nmoon didn't have clouds. She nade for it, and sure

enough, there was the Sorceress in her youthened state, a girl
in her md-twenties, idly indul ging her fancy while Magician
Trent snoozed.

She approached Trent. "Renenber nme. King Eneritus?"
she inquired

He woke and gl anced at her. "Ch, hello, Metria. W once
al rost nmeant sonmething to each other, in a vision of Min-
dani a."

"True," she agreed. "That experience caused me to try
marri age nyself, as you remenber. Now |I'm on a m ssion

for—well, here's your sunmons."” She handed himhis to-
ken.
He turned it '"over. "I amto be the bailiff at a trial? That's

a novel notion."

"And this is the novel," she agreed, yielding the body to
her worser self.

"And yours," Mentia said, approaching Iris. "W shared
the madness, where | was sane."

"I renmenber," Iris agreed languidly. "I was youthened
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for that, and | appreciate it.'
cial Effects?"

She accepted her token. "Spe-

"l don't know what that neans any nore than you do,"
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Mentia said. "Maybe you're needed for illusion pictures of
things that they can't conveniently bring to the Nanel ess
Castle."

"The Namel ess Castle!" Trent excl ai ned, amazed. "The
trial is there? Isn't that where that roc is?"

"Roxanne Roc," Mentia agreed. "She's the one on trial
You woul dn't happen to have a notion what for, would
you?"

"I can't think of any reason. That is one dedicated bird.
This isn't sone el aborate spoof ?"

"That's unlikely," Iris said. "Look at these sumons
di sks. They are made of black beryl —ene of the rarest stones
in Xanth. No one would fool with them"

He nodded. ' 'I should think not. Well, our stay here was
about over anyway. Wen do we have to report for the
trial?"

"In a fortnight," Mentia said. She | ooked around. "Qops,

| feel some craziness coming on." She dived into Iris' illu-
sion fountain and splashed in the rising water, sending drop-
| ets splattering against the backdrop

Then the water changed to fire, and the fire changed to
water, so that she was splashing in a colum of fire. "Hoo!"
she cried as it singed her derriere. "That's hot!"

"Well, you shouldn't nmess with illusion," Trent remarked
mildly.

"That's a hint we should get out of here,' Metria advised
her worser self. "They may want to conclude their stay here
in style.'

"You woul d think of that, you married creature.' But Men-
tia obligingly popped back to their home base in Xanth.
"Who el se do we need to serve?

"Half a slew,' Metria said, checking. 'But only two nore
actual Trial Personnel. Grey Miurphy and Princess |da.
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"Not Gey and Ivy? That could be real mschief, especially
if lda gets a notion.'

"True. But of course, the Sinurgh wouldn't do anything

i ke that.'

"No more than she woul d put an innocent |oyal bird on
trial," Mentia remarked.

"Well, if Ida did get a notion, we could sprinkle her with

Lethe elixir to make her forget about Gey,' Mtria said

"Great idea! That could conpletely restore her talent, too,
since the | deas she nakes becone real nust cone from
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soneone who doesn't know her talent.'
"That's a crazy notion,' Metria said.
' Thank you.'
'So where is Grey Murphy at the nonment?'

"Use the token, blockhead! How do you expect to |ocate
the rest of the names?’

"Ch.' Metria took out the token marked GREY MURPHY and

held it up. Sure enough, it seened to tug in one direction. It
wanted to do its duty, and if the sumobnsee woul dn't cone
toit, it would go to the summonsee

She floated, letting the stone disk show the way. She nade
hersel f smoky light, so that it was able to tug her along. Soon
she was traveling at a respectabl e speed, through trees, boul -
ders, houses, dragons, and whatnot. The general direction
seenmed to be northwest.

In due course she came to the coast, but the tug didn't
stop. "He can't be out in the sea!" she nuttered. But that
was the direction of the tug.

A see nonster lifted its huge eye and peered at her. She
ignored it. See nonsters didn't bite, they just |ooked. O
course, it was inportant not to |l et them see too nuch, be-
cause they got really snmug when they suc-see-ded. When the
big eye threatened to | ook down the front of her bl ouse, she
changed it to a tortoi se-necked sweater. Wen the nonster
tried to | ook up under her skirt, she changed it to sl acks,
elimnating any possible view of anything interesting. She
coul d have changed formto a bird, or faded out entirely, but
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she preferred to tease the thing. Disgusted at not being able
to see the color of her panties, the nonster sank back under
the sea surface

She was now fl oating over the Golf of Mecks Co. She had

to watch out for flying golf balls, because this was their nat-
ural hone. They sailed in fromall over, plunking into the

wat er where they chortled as they sank forever out of sight.
She couldn't blane them it neant that they woul d never

agai n be clubbed by irons.

The shoreline, discovering she was |eaving it behind, set

out to do sonething about it. She continued to fly in a
straight line, but it curved around until it intersected her
course. Then the sea made an effort, and pushed back under
her, but the I and woul d not be deni ed, and shoved forcefully
across until it was going west, and hung on despite the sea's
best efforts. She had not before realized how conpetitive
these two el enents were

But by this time she was just about there. She was right

at the westernnost fringe of Xanth, about to pass across the
fringe of magic. Since she didn't know what woul d happen

to her if she went beyond the magic, she came down to earth.
When human beings left the magic, they lost their magic

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...h%2019%20-%20Roc%20and%20a%20Hard%20Place.txt (42 of 267) [1/19/03 9:02:21 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2019%20-%20R0oc%20and%20a%20Hard%20P! ace.txt

talents but were otherw se pretty nuch the sane. Wen
partly nmagical creatures crossed the boundary, they becane
Mundane creatures, unbearably dull. But denbns were

whol Iy magical, and they might sinply cease to exist. She
preferred not to risk it.

Yet the token still tugged ahead. She wal ked right up to
the scintillating curtain that separated nost of Xanth from
Mundani a, and stopped. The token tugged one way, and then
anot her. \What was goi ng on?

"Buffoon!' Mentia said. 'Don't you renenber—the river
beyond nobves about constantly. It's very nobile.

"Mobile,'" Metria agreed, renenbering. 'It's always in a
hurry to be sonmewhere el se. The people who live by it have
to keep noving too. But why would Grey be out there?

Mentia considered. 'This is a crazy thing, so perchance
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understand it better. | think maybe Gey is not out there.
W' re getting a reflection fromthe magic Interface | hel ped
reconpile; it's stronger than it used to be.'

There was that crazy claimagain, about visiting Xanth's

di stant past and saving everything from encroachi ng mad-

ness. But maybe her worser half was right about one detail.
Metria turned around and held up the token. Sure enough,
now t he tuggi ng was stronger, from (he east. So she left the
crazy noving regi on behind and proceeded toward whatever

Grey Murphy was up to. She was relieved; she could handl e

a river or place that was nobile, if she had to, but she didn't
want to go any closer to drear Miundani a than absol utely

necessary.

The direction steadied. Possibly the nobile terrain beyond

had caused ripples in the curtain, so that the reflection noved
despite having a still source. Now she was orienting on Gey -
directly. She floated up and noved faster.

She came to a sign: YOU ARE NOW APPROACHI NG PENS
COLA.
"What's Grey doing in a pen?" Mentia denanded

Metria didn't answer. She spied a fence ahead. Each post

was a very large witing pen, of a particular style. One was

a feather quill, another a netal-tipped stake, and a third jetted
colored water into the air.

"Ch, a fountain pen,' Mentia said.

Ropes were strung between the pens to conplete the fence.
The fence curved slowy into the surrounding forest. On each
standing pen was a single printed letter. 'There's sonething
fam liar about this,' Mentia nuttered.

"I know what it is!' little We Betide cried. 'l saw letters
on a chain. Just wal k along and read them'
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"Qut of the mouths of babes and sucklings..." Metria
muttered. She wal ked al ong, reading the letters. They formed
a repeating series: COST OF LIVING ADJUSTMENT

Metria couldn't nmake much sense fromthis. She stood and
gazed at the fence, wondering whether to fly on over it. Ws
that what the fence was penni ng?
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Suddenly the pens uprooted thensel ves and junped to

new hol es beside the old ones. Metria could tell fromthe
direction and curvature that the fence now enclosed a bit

more territory than it had before. It had gotten larger. There
were old filled-in holes inside the penned regi on, show ng
that this had been happening for some tinme. But who cared?

‘"I can't read those big words,' We Betide conpl ai ned.

"Just use the first letters, dear,' Mentia suggested. 'C O
LA’

' The pens spell COLA?' she asked.

"Pens COLA,' Mentia agreed. 'And it seens it keeps ex-
pandi ng. '

Metria shrugged. ' Maybe that nakes sense to you, because
you're a little crazy, but 1'mgoing to fly on by it now.' She
lifted higher and followed the tug of the token on across the
fenced region.

At | ast she caught up to Grey Murphy. He was just stand-

ing in place, |ooking puzzled. "Wat's, up, man from Min-

dani a?' ' she inquired, shifting to an appropriate outfit for the
occasion: very short tight skirt, vaguely translucent very ful

bl ouse, volum nously flow ng black hair with enbedded

sparkl es, and a conpl exi on so clear that one m ght al nost

see one's reflection in it. There was just something about

men of power that intrigued her. He had been betrothed to
Princess lvy ever since he arrived in Xanth, and it seened

that he shoul d have done sonet hi ng about that by now. She

doubted that she could actually tenpt him but it was worth
atry. Agirl just never could tell about a human man. Es-
pecially a Magici an.

G ey | ooked up. ' 'Wat m schief are you up to this tineg,
Metria?" he inquired.

"l have sonething for you," she said, inhaling.
He refused to be bluffed. "Wiat is that?"

She | eaned slightly forward, vanishing the top button of
her bl ouse so as to expose nore heaving scenery, but he
didn't seemto notice. "A summpns." She proffered the to-
ken.
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He took it and turned it over. "I amto be prosecutor at a
trial? I don't know anythi ng about that."
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"It's the trial of Roxanne Roc, at the Namel ess Castle. |
can help you find your way there, if you w sh."

"No need. What did she do? | thought she was on a ms-
sion for the Sinmurgh."

"She is. But the Sinmurgh wants the trial. It's a mystery
why. So you will have to prostitute."

"Have to what ?"
"Indict, arraign, persecute—-
"Prosecute?"

"\WWhat ever." She was ruining the good inpression she
was trying to nmake.

He shrugged. "Wo else will be there?"

"Professor Grossclout. Magician Trent. Sorceress Iris.
Princess lIda. A bunch of Jurors. Nobody inportant."

"The Denmon Professor G ossclout?" he asked, brighten-
ing. "lI've always wanted to neet him He'll be the Judge,
of course.™

"Of course."

“I''l'l consult with him He'll know what to do." He | ooked
around. "But first | have to finish what |'m doing here."

"VWhat are you doing. Gey?"
"I am|looking for Re."
"Who?"

"Agirl called Re. Hunfrey said she would be here, in the
region known as Ality, but | can't seemto find her."

"What's the matter with her?"

"She got confused, and is in trouble. Hunfrey said her

tal ent turned against her. So |'mhere to nullify it, to get her
out of trouble. My talent is the nullification of magic, so |
shoul d be able to handle it.. She'll owe the Good Magici an

a year's service, of course. But there just doesn't seemto be
anything here in Ality." He | ooked frustrated. "How can |
null'ify sonething when | can't find it?"

"Maybe | can succor," Metria said, intrigued.
"Maybe you can what ?"
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"Ai d, support, deliverance, assistance, service—
"Hel p?"

"What ever," she agreed crossly. Wiy did her inpedi nent
al ways get worse when she |least wanted it to?
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"Since when do you try to hel p anyone, Metria?"
"Since when | got half-souled."

He reconsidered. "That does nake a difference. Very
wel | : How do you propose to hel p?"

"Well, this seens like a slightly crazy situation, so |I'll see
if ny crazy worser half has any insight." She turned the
body over to Menti a.

"Hello, D. Mentia," he said. "I don't think we've net
before." .

"Fortunately," Mentia agreed. "Kiss ne."
n \My?ll

"Because |'mthe half w thout soul or conscience. | de-
mand payment for ny services."

"Ki sses for hel p?"

"To start." She turned slightly so as to give hima better
view of her profile. Metria had had the right idea with this
outfit, but sinply |acked the crazy cunning to exploit it prop-
erly.

"I'd be crazy to agree to a deal like that. Suppose |vy
found out?"

"That's what nakes it interesting."

He pondered a nonent. "Ckay."

She was startled. "You agree?"

"One one condition. | do the kissing."

"Sure. One kiss for each hel pful thing | figure out."
"Agreed. \What have you figured out?"

"Go away and conme back here."

"What ?"

"Just do it, handsone. Craziness doesn't make sense unti
after the fact. You don't have to go far. Turn tw ce when
you do it, too."

Grey | ooked baffled, but conplied. He turned and wal ked
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away. Then he turned again and wal ked back. "What does
this prove?"

"Have you turned and returned?"

"Yes. "
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"So if you canme to Ality before, now you have cone to
Re-Ality."

He frowned. "I suppose. Wat's the point?"

"You have to re-do things to reach Re. Now that you have
re-considered and re-turned to Re-Ality, you are closer to
finding her."

"That's crazy!"
"Yes. Pay ne."

He | ooked annoyed, but also. thoughtful. ' 'Very well.
Cone here."

Mentia stepped close to himand raised her face. But he
took her head in his hands, turned it down, and kissed the
top of her head.

"Hey, that's not what | meant," she protested.
"l kissed you. Nobody specified where."

"But that's—=

"Crazy?"

Mentia realized that she hadn't nmade precisely the dea

she thought. O maybe Grey Murphy was snmarter than she

t hought. She shrugged. That sinply nmade it nore of a chal -

Il enge. "Now, | think that Re has this power of re-doing, and
maybe she got mixed up and re-jected herself. So you nust
search and re-search to find her."

"But | have already searched!"

"Right. Do it again. You have nerely re-hearsed it so
far."

He nodded. He went through the notions of searching,

again. "Okay, | have re-searched. | still don't see her. Wat
now?"
"Re-pay ne."

"Ch." He took her right hand and kissed it. But this time
a pair of |ips appeared on her hand, and ki ssed hi m back

Roc AND A HARD PLACE 59

"Now | ook around again," she said. "Exanmine and ex-
am ne again."

He | ooked around tw ce. "Okay, | have re-exam ned the
regi on. What now?"

" Pay—
"Not until you produce sonething nore positive."

She sighed. He was too canny to make this game really
fun. "I think we must be very close to finding her now Call
her—and call again."
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He nodded. He cupped his nmouth with his hands. "Re!"
he call ed. Then again: "Re!" He had re-called her.

There was a faint sound, alnost |ike a fenal e npan.
"Quick, orient twice," Mentia said.

Grey focused on the area where the sound seenmed to have
cone from then re-focused. "I amre-orienting," he said.

"Do you feel anything?"

"Yes, there is sonething here," he agreed.
"Say it again."

He said it again: "There is sonmething here."

And with that re-statenment, a form appeared faintly.
"Move her," Mentia said. "Twice."

He put his arns around the shape and noved it. Then he
moved it again. The form becane firner.

"This has to be Re," he said. And again: "This has to be
Re, " he re-peat ed.

The formclarified. "Yes!" she breathed. "Help ne! Help
ne! "

"Now | can use nmy own nagic," Gey said. "I can nullify
her magic." He put his hand on her head. "Verse. Re-
verse."

The re-suit was encouragi ng. Suddenly the conplete

worman was there. She was re-asonably young and pretty.

"Ch, you have saved ne!" she cried. "It's such a re-lief.
I"'mso re-ally grateful!"™ She flung her armnms about him and
ki ssed himseveral tinmes on the face before he could re-act.

"Ahem" Mentia said. "It seens to be that you let a num
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ber of paynents go by, and now you're paying the w ong
person."

Gey smled ruefully. "You're right. You have been very

hel pful, Mentia." He disengaged from Re, took Mentia in

his arns, and ki ssed her soundly on the nouth, tw ce. There
was magic in his kisses that nullified her craziness.

"Ww " she said, dizzied. "Ww"

"Well, you did earn it,"'
crazy way."

he re-plied. "In your slightly

"I wWill re-frain fromfurther demands," Mentia said, and
gave the body back to Metria. She had been teasing him but
his magic had nore than nullified her effort, and she needed
to re-cover.

Grey turned back to Re. "What happened to you?"
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"I was trying to re-build ny house, and | paused to re-
flect," she re-lated. "Sonmething distracted nme, and | acci-
dentally re-pealed nyself. The last thing | was able to do
was re-lease a plea to the Good Magician to help ne; |
wasn't sure he would re-ceive it, but it was too late to re-
vise it. Then you cane and re-pulsed ny own magic that re-
mai ned re-pressing nme, and re-juvenated nme. Thank you so
much, fromthe re-cesses of ny heart! Nornmally | am nore
re-served, but—=

"Wl l, you know you will have to give the Good Magi -
cian a year's service before this is re-solved," Gey re-
m nded her. "He sent me to re-animate you."

"Yes, | amre-conciled to that,"” she said. "But | feel re-
vitalized, and | really do re-spect the Good Magician."

"There is a magic path near here that will |ead you safely
to his re-constructed castle," Gey said.

"Thank you." Re organi zed herself and set off down the ;

path. She had a long way to go, but her re-cent experience
evi dently gave her courage. n

Gey turned to Metria. "Now | can go to the Nanel ess
Castle. Were is-it?"

"In the sky. Can you enlist the help of a roc bird to carry
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you there? You're too heavy for ne to carry, nuch as |'d
like to try."

"Yes, there is a roc who owes Hunfrey," he said. He

paused. "You know, you—er your worser hal f—-have been

so helpful that | no |onger re-sent your presence. Your ac-
qui sition of a soul does seemto have nade you a better
creature."

Metria found hersel f blushing, something she never used
to do in the old days. "Thank you. But I'mjust trying to
conplete ny own service to the Good Magician so | can re-
pr oduce. "

"Ch?" | thought denobnesses could do that when they
chose to."

"Yes. But apparently it's rmuch harder the second tine.
So now | need help to get the stork's re-vision."

He didn't chall enge her m scue. "You summoned the
stork before?"

"Yes, about four hundred and forty years ago, give or take
a couple, but who's counting? It was a bad business, | now
realize."

"There is surely an interesting story there," he said. "But
I'"d better call that roc."”

'Bye," she agreed, and popped off.
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She arrived at Castle Roogna.' There at the two prom nent
comers of the roof were Gary Gar and Gayl e Goyl e, spouting
water into the noat. It wasn't raining, so Metria wasn't cer-
tain where the water was coning from but it was a nice
effect. The npat | ooked quite clean, which wasn't surprising,
because the gargoyles' job was to purify the water they

spout ed.

“I''l'l handle this,' Mentia said. 'I know them' She noved
up to take over the body, then addressed the two w nged
monsters. "Hello, you ugly brutes! Renenber nme?"

Bot h gargoyl es swall owed their water so they could talKk.
"Denmpness Mential" Gary cried. "W haven't seen you in
a year."
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"True. 1've been with ny better half, trying to figure out
what her strange new life is all about. But now | have two
sunmonses for you. You are to be Jurors at the trial of Rox-
anne Roc."

"Who?" Gay |e asked.
"A big bird who is hatching sonething for the Sinurgh."
"Al right," Gary said. "We'll be there."

Mentia tossed a token up to each of them They caught
themin their mouths. Two nore served.

She went on inside the castle, returning the body to her
better self. Princess Ida came to neet her. "How nice to see
you, Metria," she said, in very nuch the way Rapunzel had.
But |Ida never said anything she didn't believe, because she
bel i eved what she sai d.

Then Metria stared. There was sonething floating past the
Princess' head. "lda—there's a big bug about to I and on
you!"

lda smled. "That's not a bug. It's ny noon."

"Your what ?"

"Pl anet, gl obe, orb, heavenly body, orbiting fragnent—=
"But what are you doing with a little nmoon?"

"It just came to ne, and it was so cute, | couldn't tell it
to go amay. It's really no harm™

Apparently not. It was just a tiny blob that slowy swing

around her head. "It does | ook sort of sweet," Metria ad-
mtted. "WIIl it grow up to be a big planet soneday?"
"I hope so." lda snmiled. "What can | do for you?"

"You can accept this sumons to participate in the trial
of Roxanne Roc."

"Why, of course," lda agreed, accepting the token. She
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was a very agreeable person. "And | see | amto defend her
| shall surely do ny best."

This was al nost too easy. "You're not worried because
you don't know what you're defending her fronP"

“I"'msure | will soon find out."
Metria decided not to argue. She had too many tokens stil
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to serve to waste tinme. "And you can find the Nanel ess
Cast | e?"

""" msure | will."

And if she believed it, she probably would, because Ida's
tal ent was the |dea: Watever she believed woul d be, would
be. Except that the Idea had to come from soneone who
didn't know her talent. That limted it considerably.

But it was clear that Princess Ida did not yet know what
this trial was all about. Metria's main vice had al ways been
her curiosity, and now it was beconm ng al nost painful. Wy
shoul d there be such an enornpus effort because of one big
bird who seened never to have done anyone any harn®? The
mystery intensified with every step Metria took

4
THRENODY

Metria returned hone to stoke Veleno up for a few

more* hours, then assessed the renai ning tokens.

Most of the names seened straightforward, and she

t hought there shouldn't be any problemlocating them But
one nane she dreaded, because that person was bound to be
uncooperative. What woul d happen if she managed to serve
every sumons but one? Whuld the trial be del ayed, and

woul d Metria then fail in her service and be denied what she
nmost desired? That woul d perhaps be fitting, but she sin-
cerely did not want it to happen.

If she was going to fail, this was the nane that would fai
her. So the sensible thing to do was to tackle it next. Then
if it went wong, she wouldn't have to bother with the other
nanes. Unl ess she got a release fromthe Sinmurgh. This was,
after all, just one of the Jurors, and there were nore than a
dozen of them sonme would be elinmnated at the trial itself.
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But she rather thought that she had better get all the nanes,
i f she possibly could.

So she lifted the token for Threnody, the half denbness
wi fe of Jordan the Barbarian. It tugged, and she floated
where it | ed.

Deep in the jungle near the slowy dininishing Region of
Madness, she caught up to Jordan and Threnody. They were

eating a freshly picked pot pie. It was, of course, shaped |ike
a pot, and was rich in iron
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Metria turned invisible and floated quietly up to them

knowi ng that a certain anmount of discretion was in order.

But it didn't work. Threnody lifted her nose and started sniff-
ing. She was a |l ovely bl ack-haired bl ack-eyed dusky sultry
beauty of conely aspect and statuesque proportion; in fact,

she | ooked good, considering her age.

"Fee fi fo fum" the luscious dansel said darkly. "I snel
the bod of soneone's mum" She gl ared.

"You never could fool her, you know,' Mentia remarked
for no particular reason.

Metria sighed and turned visible. "I really wi sh you woul d
| et bygones be bygones, Thren."

"Cor pul ent chance. Met! Go away."
"You know |'ve changed recently."
"Wl |, change into nonexistence, Denpbness."

Jordan Barbarian continued eating, seemngly not inter-

ested in the dialogue. He was a rough-hewn primtively
handsonme man of middling age who took justified pride in

his ignorance of civilized ways, but he had | earned not to
poke his nose into his wife's business, lest she cut it off.
However, his crude nale eye did explore the crevice of M-
tria's decolletage and the projection of her posterior, as was
expected according to the Barbarian Code.

It was clear that this was going to be difficult, "I have
sonet hing to give you."

"You have already given nme nore than enough,"” Thren-
ody said, showing her teeth in unfeigned fury. "Now give
me what | nost crave: your total absence."
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"Right after | give you this handsone engraved disk."
She held it up.

"That | ooks like black beryl," Threnody snapped. "That's
a sunmons fromthe Sinmurgh.”

"Yes. For you. To be a Juror at a trial."

The wonman brightened nomentarily. "Are they finally
trying you for treason agai nst Xanth?"

"No, this is for Roxanne Roe."
"Then I"'mnot interested." Threnody faced away.

Metria had been afraid of this. The woman sinply refused
to take anything fromher, or to give her anything other than
anger. So she tried with We Betide.

The winsone little girl appeared. "Please, your delight-
fulness, if you will only accept this token, | will go away
forever mnus a few nutates." A big tear formed
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Jordan gl anced at the darling tot. His eyeball did not sweat

in the sane nmanner as it had for Metria' s tight-fitting adult
configuration, but he had a certain interest in children, be-
cause their sinple ninds were parallel to his own.

"Don't tease me with that old act, you rotten brat!"

Threnody gritted, inpressed not half a whit. "I'll not accept
anything fromany of your deceitful variations, because

know it's the same soulless bitch of a denpness inside. Now,

are you going to get far away fromne, or do | have to start

si ngi ng?"

Worse yet. Threnody's songs were always so horribly sad

that Metria couldn't stand to hear them and had to flee.' ' No,
pl ease don't do that!" We Betide cried, another big tear

wel ling out. "You nust take this token!"

Threnody started singing. We Betide clapped her little

hands over her little ears, but the excruciatingly sad nel ody
insinuated itself past themand into her head. She couldn't
stand it. She l|ost cohesion, and reverted to Metria—who stil
couldn't stand it. It was Threnody's ultinmate weapon agai nst
her, always effective.

She retreated until the sound became faint. Then she
fornmed heavy earnmuffs to dull down the sound so that the
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dirge was only faintly agoni zing. Now she could stand it—
but she wasn't cl ose enough to plead with Threnody about
t he summons.

Still, she couldn't quit, because that could mess up her

whol e nmission; It was just barely maybe possible that Thren-

ody was suffering the nerest slightest tiniest little suggestion
of a hint of softening, and m ght on some inpossibly far-
fetched chance change her m nd eventually. So Metria re-

mai ned where she was, in sight of the dusky wonan and the

bar bari an.

But Threnody was having | ess than none of it. She con-
sulted inaudibly with Jordan; then the two of them wal ked
away. It was clear that they would not gladly remain hi M-
tria' s sight.

So Metria floated after them When she got too close,
Threnody resunmed her song of |amentation and drove her

away again. So it was an inpasse: Metria could not approach
Threnody, or nmake her accept the sunmons token, but nei-
ther could Threnody make Metria | eave her entirely al one.

In fact, just to make it interesting, Metria formed a diaph-
anous gown and teased the barbarian with it; that rmuch ms-
chief she could do fromthis distance. Naturally Threnody

was not unduly keen on having her nman entertained for too
long in this manner, but unless she cut out his eyeballs they
could not be prevented fromstraying. This was the nature of
the features of barbarian nen; it was involuntary.

Threnody abruptly turned and wal ked in a new direction
Metria realized that she was heading directly into the nearby
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Regi on of Madness. That was an extrenely chancy thing to
do, as Metria well knew. Obviously Threnody was prepared
torisk it, in the hope that Metria would not follow.

'She's got a surprise coming,' Mentia remarked.

I ndeed she did! For though the nadness caused strange
things to happen, and nmessed up the mnds of ordinary folk
until they becane acclinmated, it nade Mentia sane. Because
Mentia's normal state was slightly crazy, so her abnornal
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state was opposite. Mentia could handl e the Regi on of Mad-
ness.

The fringe of nmadness cane into view It was a nmere

shi mer of unreality, suggesting the dissolution beyond.
Most fol k avoided it with horror, but Threnody was pl unging
on in, half dragging Jordan along. Metria floated in their
wake, maintaining the conpronise distance between them

She wanted to keep themin sight, because she wasn't sure
the token would accurately track Threnody within the nmad-
ness. It was inpossible to be sure what woul d happen there.

Then for a nonment they paused. There was a nan, | ooking
bewi | dered. His features were indistinct, as if he wasn't quite
sure himself who he was or what he was doing here. He

seened to appeal to Threnody for assistance or advice, but

she brushed him off and plunged on, still tow ng Jordan

Soon Metria caught up to that place. "Hello!" the man
cried. "Can you help me? I"'mlost."

"Keep on noving, or you'll lose them' Mentia advised.

But Metria's half conscience wouldn't allowit. She

fornmed herself into a nonprovocatively garbed woman. "You
don't want to be in this region," she said. "You re heading
i nto nmadness. "

"I surely am" he agreed. "\Were am|?"

"Pretty nmuch dead center of southern Xanth. Now if you
go back that way, you'll get into ordinary territory and
should be all right." She pointed away fromthe nadness.

"Xanth? I'min Xanth?" He seened amazed.

"\Where el se? Now, | mnust be on my way." For Threnody
and Jordan were al nost out of sight, their imges fuzzed by
the lunacy of the deepeni ng madness.

"But | can't be there\" he cried. "It's not possible.”
"Well, you'll have to settle that for yourself," Metria said,
nmovi ng on.

"No, you don't understand," he said, follow ng her. "I—
I'"'mfrom+rom Mundani a. "

"That's your m sfortune.
pai r ahead.

She forged on, watching the
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"But this makes no sense,
isn't real. It's a story."

he said, pacing her. "Xanth

"Suit yourself. But if you don't reverse in a hurry, you're
going to be out of Xanth proper and into madness, and

don't think you'll like it."

He shook his head. ' 'l must indeed be mad. O maybe this

is all a bad dream The last thing | remenber is—' He shook
his head. "Then | was floundering around here." He peered

at her nmore closely. "If | may ask—who are you?"

"I think I know what's happened,' Mentia said. 'I'Il take
over now, before the madness drives you crazy.' Then, as-
sum ng the body, she spoke to the man. "I amD. Mentia."

" 'Denentia?

"Cl ose enough.”

"I am Richard Siler."

"Richard? | know a Ri chard from Mundani a."
"They call nme Billy Jack."

Mentia was on the verge of her sanity as she entered the
madness, so was able to nmake sense of this. "A nicknane."

"Yes. "

"I think | had better take you to the other Richard. He
under st ands about Mindane visits."

"Thank you."
"But be prepared: This is about to get strange."
"Stranger than it already is? | doubt it."

"Suit yourself."

They came to a chair. There was a rock init. "Wat's
that?" Billy Jack asked.

"Cbviously a rock in chair. Leave it al one."

But he was already renoving the rock, out of sone foolish
sense of the nature of chairs. Imediately the chair tilted
forward, causing himto stunble over it, and he | anded sitting
init. The chair tilted back so swiftly that he flew out of it
to land in sonething el se. Meanwhile the chair tilted vio-
lently forward again, catching Mentia so that she, too, fel
intoit, and was simlarly hurled back. She found herself in
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an invisible swing, swinging wildly back and forth. She felt
wonderful as it swung high, and awmful as it swung | ow.

"What is this?" Billy Jack cried as he swng past her. "I
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feel great—terrible—great—terrible—'

"It's a nood swing," Mentia said, figuring it out. "I told
you not to ness with that rock in chair! Now it has rocked
us right into trouble.”

However, she was a denpness, so didn't need to subnit

to the antics of warped furniture. She dissolved into snoke

and floated out of the swing. She crossed to Billy Jack,

caught on to his swing, and held it still so that he could junp
out .

"You were right," he gasped. "It is getting stranger."

"Just stay close to nme and don't touch anything." The
forns of Threnody and Jordan were dimy visible ahead; they
had probably been sl owed by something simlar.

They ducked past the npod swi ngs and hurried on. Sud-
denly they alnost collided with a stout pillar. It seened or-
di nary except for the whiskers.

Bef ore they could pass by it, the pillar transforned into a
big cat. "Gow!" it grow ed, and pounced.

Mentia became a splat of cold water. The cat struck the
wat er, screeched, and turned right back into the pillar.

"What — Billy Jack asked.

"Cat or pillar, obviously. Get out of here before it changes
back. "

"This is really weird!"

"No it isn'"t. We're only partway into the madness; these
are fringe effects. Let's hope we can avoid the really weird

things."

Suddenl y somnet hing swept past them It was |like a netal
ball, with arnms, |egs, nouth, and eyes sprouting fromits
surface. "Mne!" it cried, picking up the pillar.

The pillar changed back into the cat, screeching. But the
ball sprouted nmore arms and caught on to all its extrenities.
It threwthe cat into a pit. "Mne! Mne!" it cried.

Mentia turned cloudy and floated over the pit. It was half-
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filled with precious things ranging fromjewels to gol den
coins. It was a treasure pit.

Mentia formed a nouth in her underside. "But what do
you want with a cat?" she asked.

"I't has two cat's-eye gens!" the ball replied, grabbing
for the cat's eyes. It changed hastily back into the pillar.

"VWhat is this?" Billy Jack asked, stepping up to the edge
of the pit.

"Don't get so close!" Mentia cried.
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She was too | ate. The edge gave way, and the man fel
into the pit. His feet cane down on top of the nmetal ball.

Then there was an expl osion. Gens, coins, and creatures

were hurled out of the pit. Mentia jetted across to intercept
Billy Jack in mdflight, became a huge soft pillow, and cush-
i oned his crash | anding.

"What was that?" he asked dazedly as everything settled.

She resumed her normal form as he got off her. "CObvi-

ously a mine. Didn't you hear it yelling, '"Mne! Mne!' as it
collected things? But mines are very touchy, and you nade

it detonate. Now, stay out of trouble until | get you where
I'"mtaking you!"

"Il try," Billy Jack said contritely.

They went on. Now they cane to a glade with a single
acomtree in it. The tree | ooked healthy, but seenmed to have
suffered recently. "That's Desiree's tree!" Mentia said
"Now | know we're on course."

"She owns the tree?" Billy Jack asked.

"Not exactly. She's the nynph of the tree. Hiatus should
be close by." For she had been here before; She raised her
voi ce. "Desiree!"

A rather pretty nynph appeared by the tree. "Wo calls
me?"

"The Denmpness Mentia, hal fway sane. | was here | ast
year."

"Wiy, so you were," Desiree said, remenbering. "Wth
the sorceress and the gargoyle and the child. You brought
me Hi atus."
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"Yes. I'mjust passing by this time." She glanced at the
man. "This is Billy Jack, who I'mtaking to see Richard
VWhite." Then, to Billy: "This is Desiree Dryad. If her tree
suffers, she suffers.”

"So nice to neet you," Billy Jack said politely, evidently
sonmewhat benused by it all.

"Did you see a man and a wonan pass by here shortly
ago?" Mentia asked.

"Yes. They had a quarrel with a tinmber wolf, but managed

to get away." She gestured toward a nearby tree that |ooked
a bit bedraggled. "It's nornmally very shy, and will raise a
human cub if it finds one orphaned, but with the nadness it
sometines gets violent. So when the barbarian nmade a bar-
baric remark—=

"l understand," Mentia said. "I see your tree is |ooking
better—and so are you."

"Yes, thanks to Hiatus," she agreed. "He's off gathering
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croakusses at the nonent."

"Crocuses?" Billy Jack asked.

"Well, he likes to eat frog's legs," Desiree said disap-
provingly. "The croaks do cuss when he takes them"

"W nust nove on," Mentia said, anxious about |osing
Thr enody.

"Do you think the nadness will pass soon?"

"This is close to the border now," Mentia said. "It's stil
slowy contracting. Maybe in another year."

"What a relief!”

They went on, and this tinme nmanaged to reach the Wite

gl ade wi thout too nuch further adventure. Mentia saw
Threnody just leaving it, going deeper into the nmadness. But
she coul dn't pursue Threnody right at the nonent.

Clusters of col ored nushrooms sprouted around the yard.
Besi de each cluster was a small garden of fancy iris flowers.
Mentia nodded. She knew that the rmushrooms had sprouted
fromjars of odd Mundane paper noney Richard had buried
around the yard, and that the irises grew wherever the woman
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Janet Hines went. If the two ever separated, so would the
mushroons and irises

She knocked on the door of the neat cottage. A man an-
swered. "Hello, Richard. Remenber ne? I'mD. Mentia, the
tenporarily sane denpness. | have brought another Richard
fresh from Mundania who | think could use your help."

A wonman appeared behind Richard. "Ch, yes, of course
we'll help him" she said. "W understand so well."

Mentia turned to Billy Jack. "These folk will help you al
you need," she said. "I have to nove on now, but you can
trust them They'll get you settled."

"But I'mnot staying here!" Billy Jack protested. "I need
to find ny way home. My wife, my daughter—

Ri chard White stepped out and took his arm "Cone in-
side," he said. "This is ny wife Janet. I'mafraid we have
unsettling news for you."

Mentia, freed of the tenporary obligation her better half's
consci ence had taken on, noved rapidly after Threnody. She
knew what had happened to Billy Jack, but hadn't wanted

to tell him He would not be returning to Miundania. Richard
and Janet had been through it already, so would be able to
gui de hi m past the nadness to his new life.

She caught up to Threnody and Jordan, who had paused

in a glade that seenmed clear of mad effects. Cbviously they
were not eager to plunge into nmore madness, especially since
they hadn't succeeded in |l osing Mentia by com ng here.
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She approached. "I know the nadness better than you
do," she said. "lI'mMentia, Metria' s worser half. |'mnor-
mally a little crazy, but |1'm sane here. | suggest to you that

you woul d be best advised to cease this futile flight and take
t he summons token. ™"

"No!" Threnody cri ed.

" 'l think you are unduly hung up on what Metria did four
hundred and thirty-ei ght years ago. You would be better off
to forget it, instead of holding an inpossible grudge."”

"No!
"Did it ever occur to you that she has a side too?"
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"No. "

Mentia considered. "Let me offer you a deal. Let's ex-

plore the two sides of it, to see which nmakes nore sense.
Then | will guide you out of the region of nadness and | eave
you al one."

Threnody was about to say "no" again, but Jordan cau-
tioned her. Wien it canme to wild action, the barbarian had
pretty good sense. So she considered. "Quide us out first."

"No. We need the madness for this. But | will give you
my word."

"Your word was never any good!"

"On the contrary," Mentia said evenly. "Metria has al -
ways told the truth, and so have |I. It is one of our foibles."

"That's not true!"

Jordan nudged her again. Barbarians had solid instincts
about such things, and though they could be totally foolish
about woren, they could generally tell whether other crea-
tures were trustworthy. Since the worman Jordan was foolish
about was Threnody, he was reasonably objective about
Menti a.

"Very well," Threnody said through her teeth. "Two
sides. Then you gui de us out and | eave us al one."

"But her mind is closed!'Metria protested. 'She's just us-
ing this to get out of accepting the token.'

"OfF course,' Mentia replied sanely. 'But she may change
her m nd.'

"She' Il never change her m nd! She hates ne.'

"This is the Regi on of Madness, where odd truths cone
out. | have had experience. Play it through, and perhaps you
both will be surprised.'

Metria, amazed by the assurance and sanity of her crazy
worser self, which was not at all true to form subsided. Men-
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tia had access to all her nenories and experience, so was
conpetent to do whatever it was she had in nind.

"First we shall play it through your way," Mentia said to
Threnody. "We shall need Jordan's participation.”

Jordan junped. "M ne?"
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"You knew Ki ng Gronden, didn't you?"

"Yes. Just before he died. He was a good old boy."
"You will play his part."

"I will? I don't know how. "

"The nmadness will guide you. Just go along with it."

Jordan shrugged, intrigued. "Ckay. It'll be fun to be a
Ki ng. "

Mentia turned to Threnody. "You will play the Queen's
part. You do renenber her?"

"Yes," Threnody agreed tightly.

"And | will play the part of the denobness."

"You shoul d be very good at that," Threnody said, with
such an edge that Jordan flinched as if he had been cut,
though the barb had not been directed at him

Mentia ignored the thrust. "Bear in mnd that we nust all
reenact the truth as we perceive it. That is, first as you per-
ceive it, second as | perceive it. W will each be true to the
scenario we are playing."

Threnody | ooked sharply at her. "You really believe that
sonmething will cone of this!"

"Yes. Shall we proceed?"
Thr enody shrugged.

"Then | will set the scene," Mentia said. "It is the year
of Xanth six fifty-seven, in the countryside near Castle
Roogna. Gronden has been King for thirty four years. He is
married, but his wife is cold. It was a marriage nade for
political reasons. He is a good man—

"A very good man," Threnody sai d.

"But fallible, as nortal nmen are. He is not yet aware of

it, but there is something missing fromhis life. That is joy."
As she spoke, Jordan postured, enulating the King, and the
madness cl osed in and gave himthe aspect of the King:

m ddl i ng-ol d, pudgy, yet possessed of authority.

'One day as Gronden was out review ng the ki ngdom
| earni ng how well things were doing by touching stones and
posts and other incidental itens and using his talent to im
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medi at el y Fat hom Everyt hi ng about them he cane across a
wr et ched straggler on the road.”

Now Metria stepped into her part, as the scene of nedi eva
Xanth forned around them She becane the wetched strag-
gl er, cloaked and hooded and hunched.

The King paused in the center of the road. He was a stun-
ningly rich figure, in his quality clothing, conpared to the
creature before him "May | hel p you, good woman?" he

i nquired, for he was never arrogant.

The figure | ooked wearily at him and recogni zed his status.

"0, your nmjesty, don't bother with me," she said, kneeling
and bowi ng her head. "I amonly a nere outcast fromny

village, in sore need of help and protection, not fit to bother
the likes of you."

"Conme, cone, now, ny dear," he said graciously. "I"'Il
be the judge of that. What is your problen?"

"0 King, ny father sought to marry ne to the vill age

| out. Rather than suffer that indignity, for I amsnmart and
there are those who call me fair, |I fled ny otherw se excellent
honme. But no other family would take me in or give ne

succor, so | had to depart the village also. It was the sane
in neighboring villages. No one respects a willful child. Now
I ama stranger far from home, who dares not return, and

who is grievously weary and footsore fromtraveling and
foragi ng about the countryside. I wish only to find a com
patible place to live, and in due course to find a good nan

to marry, but in every village it is only the | outs who pursue
me. "

"You poor girl," the King said synpathetically. "Let ne

get a look at you." He lifted back her cow, and | o! she was
bl ack of hair and eye and fine of feature, a beautiful young
worman. He | ooked at her body, and now saw that under the
rough cloak was the stuff to nadden a man's mnd: every
curve and point of her caused his fancy to see the |ikeness
of storks taking wing as if inperatively summoned. She was

i ndeed the |oveliest creature he had ever seen. The seed of
hi s undoi ng was planted in that nonent.
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She lifted her large eyes to glance briefly at his face, then

| onered them denurely. "0 King, | amunworthy of your
attention. | will depart forthwi th, perhaps to sustenance in
yonder field. | apologize for soiling your view with ny as-
pect."

But the King was generous. "Quite all right, my dear. No
need to go to the field. It would have been a shane to see
you married to a lout. Far be it fromnme to see the | east of
my subjects in dire want. There is a royal station house near
the next village which is currently unoccupied. | wll instal
you there until you can find a better situation."

Tears of purest gratitude welled in her perfect eyes. "O,

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...h%2019%20-%20Roc%20and%20a%20Hard%20Place.txt (61 of 267) [1/19/03 9:02:21 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2019%20-%20R0oc%20and%20a%20Hard%20P! ace.txt

how can | ever thank you for this great kindness, your ngj-
esty? Never in nmy wldest and nost foolish dreans did
ever imagine that any such thing would conme to pass."”

"Tut, none of that," he said, and took her by her delicate
el bow and gui ded her to the station house. It was in a shel-
tered spot just out of sight of the road, and was well ap-
poi nted, for nornmally a snall detachnent of the King's
guards occupied it. But in the past decade the need for such
activity had dimnnished, or perhaps the kingship was |osing
its power. Gonden was a nice nan rather than an inperious
one, and had little use for guards or, indeed, for force. Thus
this was a relic of a nmore inperial age. "Make yourself
confortable here, and | will check on you next week to be
sure you are all right." He turned to go.

"Ch, but do not |eave ne so soon!" she pl eaded, touching
his armto turn himback. She breathed deeply as she re-
moved her cloak so that her fine bosom heaved. "I haven't
yet thanked you for your extreme kindness to ne."

"No thanks is necessary," he said. "I amglad nerely to
have been able to help."

"0 ny Lord, but you have done so very nuch for ne,"
she said. ' "If | may presune—' She stood up on her tiptoes

and kissed himw th surprising firnmmess on the nout h.

The King reeled as if cl obbered on the noggi n—and he
had been, in a fashion. He had never before experienced
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anything half as sweet and potent as this. This girl seened
to be about granddaughterly age, yet there was sonething
conpel lingly mature about her.

"0 King, are you dizzy?" she asked, concerned. "Cone,

lie down for a nonent on this bed, and I will do nmy utnost
to care for you. | would never know ngly cause you m s-
chief."

King Gronden was indeed dizzy, but not fromany inca-

pacity of mnd or body. Her kiss had sinply been so sweet

as to awaken in himall manner of notions that had never
gotten close to himbefore. He suffered hinself to be brought
to the bed and laid upon it, while his newy discovered fan-
cies danced in circles all around his awareness.

"Perhaps your clothing is too tight, your nmmjesty," she
sai d, loosening his collar and then his shirt.

"Ch, no, no need to— he protested weakly.

But she continued, and sonehow he di scovered hinself

under a sheet with her, and she had nothing nore on than

he did. Then did the storks indeed take notice, for soon such
a signal went out as no such bird could have ignored. He

had been nmade deliriously happy.

In the norning, somewhat ashamed for his weakness of
the night. King G onden got up, hastily dressed, and left the
lovely girl sleeping in the bed. He had never before done
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anything like this. He hurried back to Castle Roognha and
went about his business with utnost dispatch. He tried to
forget the affair.

But such was the illicit appeal of what had happened t hat
in the evening he found hinmself wal king back to the station
house, nonminally to see how the girl was doing. Love of her
burdened his heart, and he sinply could not stay away. Yet
when he canme to the house, he discovered it enpty, with
not hi ng touched. It was as if there had never been a wonan
there. She was gone.

Dispirited, he returned to the castle. Every day for a nonth
he went to the house, but it renmained devastatingly enpty.
He realized that the girl had had whatever she had wanted
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of himthat one night, and would never return. So he resuned
his dull kingly life, trying to forget that single dreanlike
ni ght of bliss.

Unknown to him a stork visited the nysterious dansel

|l ess than a year after their contact. She had hi dden herself,
but the canny bird had | ocated her regardl ess, and delivered
its bundle.

Then, when the King was at supper with the Queen and

sonme promnent visitors, the wonman appeared, carrying a
bundle. "Here is your bastard baby, 0 adulterous King!"

she cried, and dunped the bundle in his lap. "And know, O
sinmpl eton, with what you have sundered your narriage

vow." She flewinto the air, dissolved into a cloud of |augh-
ing gas, and vani shed as all shocked eyes turned to G onden.
The | aughter echoed for a long time as they stared.

Thus did the foul demponess befuddl e, seduce, and hum| -
iate the decent King. The slow deterioration of his power
swi ftened, and before |ong Castle Roogna was |ike an enpty
shel . The Queen, of course, would have nothing nore to do
with him and he was a | aughi ng-stock throughout Xanth.

Yet such was his goodness that he nmade no excuses. He

recogni zed the baby as his own, and set out to raise her as

a Princess. Indeed, she became the apple of his eye, the one
he | oved best, and she loved him But the Queen, outraged

by the situation, finally put a curse on the child: If she re-
mai ned in Castle Roogna, the castle would fall. So the girl,
now about ten years old and as dawningly pretty as her

nmot her had been, fled the castle. She refused to be the un-
doi ng of the castle as she had been of her bel oved father.

This broke King Gronden's heart. He bani shed the Queen

and lived alone thereafter, with only a nmaid to tend to the
castle. He searched constantly for his daughter, hoping
sonehow to get around the curse. But she, being half de-

nmoness, readily eluded him though she Ioved him Until,

years later, she found love in an entirely different story, died,
becane a ghost, and was revived about four hundred years

|ater to rejoin her |over. Meanwhil e poor King G onden
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slowy declined into death, and Castl e Roogha was desert ed.
Al'l because of the w cked denpness.

The reenactnent ended. "And | still want nothing to do
with you. Mdther," Threnody concluded. "You destroyed

my bel oved father with the crudest of lies, and | can never
forgive that."

Jordan was startled
told ne."

Metria is your nother? You never

"Of course | didn't," Threnody said, angry tears in her
eyes. "lI'mashamed of half ny parentage. That half." She
glared at Mentia, trying to get to Metria.

'See?' Metria said. 'It's hopeless. She will always hate

ne.

"Now we shall have the other view," Mentia said firmy
"Back to square one."

"Do we have to?" Threnody grunped through her angry
tears.
"Yes. W nmade a deal for both views. W shall have
them ™"

The scene fornmed agai n: King Gonden marchi ng down

the road, the cl oaked and hooded denoness neeting him

The di al ogue pl ayed out as before, except that the denpness
began to be genuinely inpressed with the King's manner and
goodness of heart. She |acked soul or conscience, yet was
curious about the latter, so what had originally been inciden-
tal mschief becane something el se. She saw how | onely the
Ki ng was beneath his contented exterior, and resolved to give
hi m some reward for it: one night of the kind of joy only a
denoness or a really devoted beautiful wonan could give a
man. She thought he deserved at |east that nuch.

On the followi ng day he visited her again, so she gave

hi m del i ght again, for she still respected and |iked him as
much as a dempness could. So it continued for some tine,

in perfect privacy. She was glad at last to have brought joy
into his somewhat sterile life. O course, in tinme he caught
on to her nature, but by then it didn't nmatter, because he
found such delight in her. Wen, on rare occasion, sone
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nm schance threatened to expose their |iaisons, she quickly
and quietly vani shed away, so that there could be no evi-
dence, returning to himonly when it was safe. Thus no other
person | earned of their affair.

But she made one m stake. She forgot about the stork.
Normal |y a denpness prevented the signal fromgetting out

to find the stork, but she was so taken with the nice King
that she never even noticed the escaping signal. Wen she
realized, it was too late. Wll, she thought, she would just
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have to find a suitable hone for the baby when it cane,
because a demoness was no fit nother for a human baby.

For one thing, the baby woul d probably have a soul, while
she didn't.

When the stork actually brought a beautiful baby girl, the
denoness was so taken with her that she al nost decided to
keep her after all. But she knew that would be folly, and she
didn't want her daughter to suffer the neglect that was bound
to occur in the conpany of a denmpness. So she did the next
best thing: She brought the child to her father the King

She did this, of course, in decent privacy, so as to avoid
enbarrassing him "0 King, here is your darling daughter,"”

she inforned him presenting himwth the bundle. "I wish

I could keep her nyself, but | can't, so | trust you to treat
her well and give her all the things a precious child needs."'"

Gronden was amazed. In the typical manner of nen, he

had assuned that he had gone through the notions but that
the summons woul d not reach the stork. But one | ook at the
baby captivated him and he was glad to accept her and rec-
ogni ze her as his own. "She will be ny heir," he said, "for
I have no children." This was fond illusion, because only a
Magi ci an coul d be King of Xanth. But her nmagic tal ent was
as yet unknown, so there was al ways the chance that she
woul d be a Sorceress. O course, the kingship was tradition-
ally limted to nmen, for archaic obsol ete reasons, and those
were the hardest reasons to refute. And she was half denon-
ess, which would conmplicate her eligibility further. But
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Gronden postponed those concerns until |ater, and nean-
whi | e doted on his daughter.

"I think I nust not visit you anynore," the denpbness said

to the King. "For denons are known to be bad influences
on children, and your daughter mnust have only the best in-
fluences. "

Sadly, the King agreed. So they kissed once nore and

parted. The denpness | acked true hunman feelings, but a few

of them had rubbed off on her during her association with

the King, and so it would be fair to say she emulated a
feeling or two in that tine. She would have liked to continue
with the King, and did visit her daughter a nunber of tinmes,
taking care never to nake her presence known. Thus she was
aware of what was going on in Castle Roognha, though she

did not interfere.
Gronden naned his daughter Threnody, because soon her

talent of sad singing showed. He provided every possible
thing for her, including tutoring, playmates, and every kind
of pastry and pie. She had a nursermaid to | ook after her. But

he coul d not provide her with a nother, t
The Queen took an interest. She was, of course, resentful
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of the presence of the child, because the child was evidence
of the King's infidelity. The Queen had no interest in that I
sort of relationship with the King, but it was enbarrassing
to have it generally known that he had found a relationship
eel sewhere. But for a time she masked her ennmity, and Goml
den, assuming that others had the sane generosity of spirit

that he did, did not realize how bitter she was. ]
The Queen took a hand in educating the child. "The first |
thing you rmust understand,” she told little Threnody, "is the
foul ness of your origin. Your father was cruelly seduced by

a hi deous denpness who sonehow made hi mthink she was
beautiful. Then she embarrassed himin public by bringing
you, so that everyone would know his folly." And the child
believed it. "But don't speak of this to your father," the
Queen continued, "for he has already suffered nore than
enough, and it would hurt himto be renminded of it." So the

RCC AND A HARD PLACE 83

child was careful never to reveal what she had | earned to
G onden.

But as the years passed. Threnody showed distinct signs

of becom ng beautiful. |Indeed, she was the juvenile inage

of the form her nother had assumed to seduce the King
Gronden, of course, treated her exactly the way a father
shoul d treat a daughter, not quite realizing the significance
of her image. But the Queen couldn't stand it. So finally she
acted. She put a terrible curse on the child, forcing her to
depart the castle forever. Wen the King discovered this, he
bani shed the Queen al so. But the damage was done.

The vision ended. Gronden reverted to Jordan, the Queen
reverted to Threnody, and the beautiful child reverted to little
We Betide, who then becane Menti a.

Threnody seened shaken. ' 'I renmenber now. The Queen

did tell ne that! And | never questioned it. O course, she
had a bad notive. Still, it was wong of you to seduce the
King. My presence did weaken his inage. | was his eurse."

"No you weren't," Jordan protested. "You were the

delight of his later life. Hs life was enpty, until you filled
it." He, having just enmulated the role of King G onden, was

in a position to know ' 'The denoness did hima real favor.

It was the jeal ous Queen who nmade the mschief."

Thr enody, having enul ated the Queen, now under st ood
that. But the belief of four centuries did not dissipate readily.
"I''l'l have to think about this."

"Now | will show you out of the nmadness, and depart,"
Mentia said.

"But she hasn't taken the token!' Metria protested.
"Stifle it, better half. Soft sell does it.

The denoness | ed the way out of the rmadness. During her
pauses in the vision, mainly while the Queen was poi soni ng
the mind of the child, she had scouted around and found the
best route. "The only obstacle here is the peer pressure,"
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she said. "You sinply have to resist it."
Jordan | ooked around. "A pier? But there's no water."

Then the pressure began. They were squeezed from either
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side by invisible ranps. "Not pier. Peer," Mentia clarified.
"The things of madness are peering at us, trying to nmake us
go their way. They want us to be as nmad as they are. They
can't touch us physically, but they can peer so hard that it
feels solid." She tapped the solid seem ng invisible shape
beside her, and it nade a dull wooden sound. "Just ignore
it."

"But it's squeezing the breath fromnme!" Jordan gasped.

"Peer pressure can be very strong," Mentia agreed. She
wasn't suffering, because she had nade herself too gaseous
for the pressure to affect very nuch, and Threnody was nore
slowly doing the sane. Threnody could change forns in the
manner of a denpbness, being a crossbreed, but this took tineg,
so she was under nore pressure. "Just say no," Mentia ad-

vi sed them

"No! "
"“No! "

Wth that the pressure eased, because peering was difficult
when the objects of its cynosure didn't cooperate. They we're
able to pull thenselves on through.

They stepped out of the nmadness and back into regul ar

Xanth. "1'lIl know better than to go there again," Threnody
said, relieved
"I don't know," Jordan said. "l sort of |liked being a

Ki ng, and naking out with that—=

Threnody drew her knife and, with one swi ft deft notion,

cut off his tongue. That silenced himfor a while, because
though his talent was rapid healing, it took tine to grow his
tongue back to full size. Things had returned to nornmal.

5

CURSE

Vell, it is time for ne to depart,” Mentia said, paus-
ing artfully.

"Un wait," Threnody said. "I'mnot saying that

I forgive you for the dastardly thing you did, but aren't you
going to try to make nme accept that summons?"

"Yes!' Metria said silently.
"No, that wasn't part of the deal,'.' Mentia said.

"But it's crazy not to pursue your advantage, when |I'm
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wavering. "
"Thank you. I ama little crazy. |I'msure that nysterious
trial will be able to proceed without your surely significant

participation.” The denobness nmade as if to puff into snoke.
"Maybe—sone ot her deal ?" Threnody asked.

"l suppose, if you think that's fair. You know what | want;
is there something you really want?"

"Yes. What | nost desire is to be able to return to Castle
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Roogna, where | was happy once, without it falling. To walk
through the famliar old roons, and neet the people who are
there now" A tear formed at one eye or the other. "To
remenber how it was with ny father. To view himon the
Tapestry."

That last was ironic, because as a child Threnody coul d

have vi ewed recent and current events on the Tapestry, and

| earned the truth about her mother. But she had been so sure
she already knew it that she had never done so.

"Very well," Mentia said briskly. "I shall see about abat-
ing that curse. | shall return." She popped off.

"What are you doing?" Metria asked as they appeared back
at their honme castle. 'How can we abate a four-hundred-year-
old curse? That was a crazy deal to make!’

' Thank you. Maybe there is a way.'
"What way?'
"I don't feel free to tell you.'

"What? |'myour better half. | can get it directly fromyour
crazy mnd.'

"Then it wouldn't work.'

Metria, baffled, backed off. She had never been able to
conceal anything from Mentia, but Mentia could hide things
from her whenever she wanted to. Metria had been grudg-
ingly inpressed by her worser half's handling of the madness
and Threnody. Maybe Mentia actually did know how to lift

the curse.

"Yes. Now you nust take over the body, and do what |
tell you. Don't question ne, just do it.'

Benused, Metria took over. 'So what do you want ne to
do?'

' St oke up your husband for another day's worth, then
check for the least fam liar name in your bag of tokens.'

So Metria did both. 'Here's one | don't recognize at all:

Phelra. She's a Wtness.'
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'Serve her summbns next.'

"But she could be way off in some hidden hinterland, and
take nore tine to locate than any nunber of regular folk.'
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"Good. Do it.'

Metria sighed and held up Phelra's token. It tugged in the
general direction of central Xanth. She popped across the
terrain in that direction, appearing in the deepest jungle north
of Lake Ogre-Chobee. She lifted the token again, and its tug

was stronger. She popped off for a shorter hop in its direc-
tion, and | anded near a house beside a wooded nount ai n.

The token tugged toward the house.

So she went to knock on the door. In a nonment it opened.
A young woman of undi stingui shed features stood there.
"But | didn't sumon you," she said, surprised.

"Shoul d you have?" Metria asked, simlarly surprised.
VWho was summoni ng whonf

"My talent is to summon aninmals to help ne," the woman

explained. "But it doesn't work on denons."

"l came here on ny own to summon you, Metria said
"If you are Phelra." She held up the token

"Summon ne? What for?" »
"For the trial of Roxanne Roc."

"Sorry, | don't summon birds, just aninmals. Anyway,
she's al ready busy."

"Neverthel ess, she is to be tried within a fortnight. Can
you get to the Nameless Castle in tinme?"

"l don't think so. It's not the easiest castle to reach.”
' Take her to Castle Roogna first,' Mentia suggested.

"There are sonme folk going there from Castl e Roogna,"
Metria said. "Suppose | guide you there, and you can go to
the trial with then"

"That would be nice," Phelra said. "I've never been to
Castl e Roogna, and would like to see it. If you are sure they
won't mnd."

"I can take you to Princess lda. She's very nice, and—=
"Don't tell her talent!

"l surely see that you are confortable," Metria fin-
i shed snobothly. What was her worser half up to?

"Then let's go," Phelra agreed brightly, accepting the to-
ken. "I'll summon a large aninmal to transport us."
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"Ch, | don't need—
'"Ride with her.’
"But it does sound like fun,"” Metria concl uded.

Pheira stepped outside and whistled. In a nonent there

was a heavy cl opping sound, and a really weird creature ap-
peared. It |ooked Iike an enornous furry conb, with the teeth
serving as many little legs, and the head of a cat. It canme to
the house and stopped, |ooking at Pheira expectantly.

"What kind of animal is this?" Metria inquired. She
t hought she had seen just about everything, but this was new
to her.

"A cataconb, of course,"” Pheira said. She caught hold of
the tail and clinbed up to the top, where the ridge-back w d-
ened so that she could bestride it confortably.

"Of course," the denobness agreed, joining her. "How
i gnorant of ne not to recognize it imrediately."

"Take us to Castle Roogna, Conb," Pheira said, and the
creature obligingly started wal king. It noved surprisingly
swiftly, getting through tangles of vegetation w thout diffi-
culty, leaving no snarls behind. It conbed t hrough the forest
with smooth strokes.

"Tell her there used to be a curse on Castle Roogna,' Men-
tia said.

"But there is still a—
"Just do it.'

So Metria did it. "You know, one of the other folk I have
to sumon had a problem She was under a curse that Castle
Roogna would fall if she ever entered it. So she never woul d
cone to the castle.”

"But it's okay now?" Pheira asked, concerned.
"Wl "

‘"Don't deny it!'

"But it's not truel’

' How do you know t hat?'

Metria hesitated. She had al ways accepted the validity of
the curse. She understood that Threnody had once ap-
proached Castl e Roognha, and that it had started to fall. But
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that had been sone tine ago, and it was possible that the
situation had changed. Maybe that was what Mentia was
ganbl i ng on.

"How | ong do curses last?'' Pheira asked. ' 'I| thought they
didn't last longer than the life of the one who nakes them
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Is the cursor still alive?"
"No. She died sone time back."

"That nust be a relief to your friend," Pheira said. "Now
she can visit Castle Roogna."

"Maybe so," Metria agreed dubiously. Wiy should Men-
tia care what Pheira thought?

The cataconb nmade excellent tine, perhaps because of its
many springy |egs, and soon they hove into view of Castle
Roogna. They di smounted, and the cataconb trotted off, glad
to get a chance to conb through new territory.

"Now i ntroduce her to lda,' Mentia said

They passed the noat nonster, who rose up to chall enge
the unfam liar person. "Ch,, take it easy. Souffle," Mtria
said. "This is Pheira, on ny sumons |ist."

"Qooo, hherrr," the nonster agreed in an I-knewthat
tone, and subnerged.

Ida came forward to neet them her little noon glinting

as it caught a beam of sunlight, and Metria perforned an-
other introduction and explanation. ' 'Wy, of course you can
conme to the Naneless Castle with .us," lda agreed. "W can
ride the two gargoyles up there."

"Gargoyles can fly well?" Pheira asked, surprised, for she
had seen how solid the creatures were, and how snmall|l their
Wi ngs were.

"I"'msure they can, for this very special trip," lda said.
"We'll get a flying centaur to make us and them i ght
enough. "

And if lda believed it was so, it was so, Metria knew, for
her talent was the |dea.

Pheira | ooked around. "This is such a nice castle. |I'mglad
the curse is off it."
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"The curse?" |da asked, and her noon seened perpl exed
too, going to half-phase

"The one that prevented Threnody from com ng here,"
Metria expl ai ned.

"Ch, that curse is gone?" |da asked "How ni ce! Now
Threnody can visit."

Suddenly Metria grasped the crazy |pgic of her crazy

worser self. Pheira didn't know Ida's talent, and lda didn't
know that Pheira had no true source of information. Now

Ida believed that the curse was gone-so it was gone, be-

cause what |da believed was true. As long as the source of

her | dea was from soneone who didn't know her magic. This

was such a devious, denmented ploy that no one el se would
believe it, so Metria didn't try to explainit. "Yes," she said
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"I will bring her here now. "

She left Ida to show Pheira to her roomin the castle, and
popped back to where she had |l eft Threnody. It didn't take
long to |l ocate her, though it was now eveni ng, because
Threnody was no longer trying to avoid her.

Jordan's tongue had grown nostly back, though he spoke

with a lisp. Threnody was constantly cutting him it was her
way of showi ng himaffection. Metria was sure Threnody

had ot her ways to show him affection, when she chose; she
was after all, half denmpbness. But he was a barbarian, so he
related well to tough | ove.

"I think we have nullified that curse," Mtria said. "I
think you can visit Castle Roogna now. "
Threnody gazed at her. "I amnot sure | believe you."

"I"'mnot quite sure | believe it nyself,"” Metria confessed.

"Let's go there and see.”

"It will take several days to get there afoot," Threnody
poi nted out.
And Metria couldn't afford that tine. She still had a dozen

and a half tokens to serve.

"Maybe a thentaur,"” Jordan |isped.
That gave Metria a notion. She had two wi nged centaurs
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on her list. They were too young to carry such burdens, but
if the grown ones hel ped—

"I''"l'l be back," she said, and popped off to the centaurs
stall

This was a confortable house in a glade north of the Gap
Chasm The centaur fam|ly was at supper: a wi nged stallion,
a winged nare, and a winged filly. Their huge w ngs were
fol ded, resenbling capes across their bodies. "I would ask
you to join us," Chex Centaur said. She was a fine full-
figured creature. "But | know you don't eat, Metria."

"Wy are you here?" Cheiron Centaur asked directly. He
was an inpressive centaur, in both his human and equi ne
portions.

"l have summonses for Che and Cynthia."
"Sumonses! "
Metria expl ained the situation.

"Gee," Cynthia said. She was a filly of about ten, not
quite verging onto maredom "I get to serve on a Jury!"

"Che is not here," Chex said. "He is with Chief Gaenny
Goblin, at Goblin Muntain. He is her Conpanion."

Metria al ready knew about the Companion bit, but had the
wit not to say so. "I'lIl go there soon, to serve himhis sum
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nmons. But meanwhile, there is something else. | wonder if |
could prevail on you for a favor."

Chex smiled. "Your soul becones you, Metria. You are
so polite, now. What do you wi sh?"

"I think we may have abated Threnody's curse, so that

Castl e Roogna won't fall if she goes there. | need to get her
there soon, to see if that's true. If it is, she will accept the
sumons | have for her. But it will take her and Jordan

Bar bari an several days to get there by foot. So | was won-

deri ng—'

Cheiron laughed. "OF course we'll take themthere! |I'd
love to see if that curse is really gone." He | ooked at Chex.
"I'n the norning."

"In the nmorning, when it's light," Chex agreed. "We'l
deliver Cynthia there at the same time."
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"Thank you." Metria give themdirections for Jordan and
Threnody's | ocation, though she expected to be there to
gui de them anyway. Then she popped over to Goblin Mun-
tain to serve Che his token, and tell himwhere his famly
was goi ng.

CGoblin Mountain | ooked like a giant anthill. But a pretty
one, because the goblins had becone aesthetic since Gaenny
became their first female Chief. There were flower beds on
the terraces, and the guards were garbed in pastel colors.

She landed in front of the main entrance. "Halt, Denon-

ess," the guard said. He glanced around to see if anyone el se
was within earshot. "And if you know what's good for you
you'll get your snoky posterior elsewhere fast. W don't

need your kind here."

"Too bad, snootface," Mentia replied evenly. "1'm here
to see the Chief's Conpanion."

"That piece of horsenmeat's overdue for the pot," the
guard nuttered. "In fact, the Chief should be dunked right
in there with him She's ruining the tribe."

"Il tell her you said so," Metria said sweetly. "Wat's
your nane, big-nouth?”

Suddenly the guard was surprisingly shy. "Never m nd.
Go on in."

Metria snmiled. Goblin men were the dregs of Xanth, mean

of spirit and foul of nouth. They hated the notion of having
a woman as Chief. But they were stuck with it, and as a
result Goblin Muntain and the surrounding territory were
prospering. Instead of being a core of outrage, the goblin
encl ave had becone a center of justice and prosperity.

Soon she | ocated Gaenny Goblin, who was at her supper
in the main dining hall. Che Centaur was beside her. Metria
knew what few others did: Gaenny was slightly | ane of
ankle and slightly weak of vision—faults that woul d get her
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pronptly executed if the nmale goblins ever |earned of them

But special contact |enses not only corrected her vision, they
enabl ed her to see dreams, giving her an uncanny insight |
into plots against her. And her Conpanion enabled her to |
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conceal any physical or nental |apse. Because Che was a
centaur, albeit a young one, his advice was al ways excel |l ent,
and the Chief always heeded it. They were an adnirable

t eam

"Why, hello, Denmpness Metria," Che said, spying her
He was careful to introduce any newconers al oud, so that
Grenny was never enbarrassed by missing them

Grenny | ooked quickly up. She was a nice and | ovely

dark young woman, as nost goblin girls were, in contrast to
the crude and ugly goblin men. One day she would marry,

and nmake sonme goblin man undeservedly happy. But so far

she had been way too busy reorgani zing the goblin property
and hierarchy to concern herself with anything like that. She
was ei ghteen; she had a little time yet to worry about her
social life. "So nice to see you, Metria," she said. "To what
do we owe the pleasure of this appearance?

"l have to serve Che with a sumtmons, as a Juror," Mtria
sai d, and explained. "And you. Chief Gaenny, as a Wt-
ness. "

"Roxanne Roc on trial," Che said thoughtfully as he ac-
cepted his token and read it. "That should be npbst interest-
ing. It seens hard to believe that she could be guilty of any
crime.”

"She doesn't know why herself," Metria said. "She's
busy hatching that fancy egg, which is due any nmonth now.
She hasn't gone anywhere."

"This is certainly peculiar,” Gwvenny agreed. "W is
charging her with a crinme?"

"The Simurgh."

"Now | amreally interested,"” Che said, spreading his
wings a bit with excitement. "That big bird is not one for
i nci dental m schief."

"Just so long as both of you are there, in a fortnight mnus
a day."

"Who el se will be there?" Gaenny inquired.

"Just about everyone of any current percentage."
"Any current what?"
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"Conpensation, indemification, remuneration, remt-
tance, stipend—

"I nterest?"
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"Whatever," Metria agreed crossly.' 'Magician Trent, Sor-
ceress Iris, Gey Mirphy, Princess Ida, Dermon Prof G oss-
cl out —=

"Not Princess Ivy?" Ganenny asked alertly.

"She's not on ny list. It's Grey as Prosecutor and Ida as
Def ense Attorney."

"Grey and lda," Che said thoughtfully, just as her worser
self Mentia had before. "Wrking opposite each other. Sup-
pose she gets an |dea?"

"She wouldn't do that," Gaenny said firmy. Then, |ess
firmy: "Wuld she?"

"How | ong have Grey and |vy been betrothed?" Metria
asked.

"N ne years," Che said pronptly. Centaurs al ways had
their facts and figures straight. ' 'They were affianced the year
after | was foaled. "

"Good thing they weren't your parents,"” Mtria renarked
i nnocently, and Gaenny stifled an unchiefly giggle. ' 'Do you
think they are ever going to get on with it?

"No, | think they are waiting for the sun and the noon
to collide first," Che said, trying to | ook serious.

Grenny nmade a conspiratorial w nk. ' Maybe we can en-
courage them | understand that Ivy's parents took sone tine
in that respect too—

"Ei ght years," Che said.

"—ntil their friends held a wedding party for themin
the cenetery, catching Magician Dor by surprise."

"Are you two thinking what |'mthinking?" Metria asked.

Both Che and Gmaenny inmedi ately put on straight faces.
"OfF course not," Che said. "Centaurs don't conspire."

"But if Professor Grossclout will be there," Gaenny said,
"and he's conpetent to marry a coupl e—=

"He married ne to Veleno," Metria agreed. "Because he
wanted to be sure | got what was coming to me."
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"Who knows what mi ght happen, coincidentally," Che
finished. The expression on his face m ght have been m s-
interpreted as snmugness, were he not a centaur

"So anyway," Metria concluded, "Cynthia Centaur wll

be there too, and your folks are going to take Jordan the
Bar bari an and Threnody to Castl e Roogna tonorrow. |

t hought you might be interested in joining them™"

"Threnody can't go to Castle Roogna," Che said.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...h%2019%20-%20Ro0c%20and%20a%20Hard%20Place.txt (75 of 267) [1/19/03 9:02:21 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2019%20-%20R0oc%20and%20a%20Hard%20P! ace.txt

"That's what nmakes it interesting. 'Bye." She popped off.
She | oved doing that: |leaving themw th sonething truly tan-
talizing. They woul d have to cone to Castle Roogha to see

it happen.

She arrived where she had | eft Jordan and Threnody. They

were canped out in the open, barbarian style, beside a per-
fectly even symre-tree, gazing up at the stars. Metria | ooked
up and saw that some crazy constellations were form ng over
the Regi on of Madness. That nmade sense.

"Cheiron and Chex Centaur have agreed to carry you to
Castl e Roogna tonorrow," she announced. "They'll be here
at dawn. When you see themfly overhead, shout, so they
can find you."

"Ckay," Jordan said. H s tongue seened to have heal ed
the rest of the way. It was an interesting relation those two
had, with her violence and his healing.

"I wonder if she ever cuts off anything else? Mentia
mused. 'Wien she's indisposed for |ove.'

Metria popped home and nmade sure her husband was stil
suitably delirious. Then she settled down to ponder the re-
mai ni ng tokens. She still had a nunber of folk to find, and

t hough she had plenty of tine, she knewthat it could quickly
di ssipate if even one case turned out to be difficult. So her
best course seened to be to tackle the next nost awkward

folk on her list: the two Mundanes, Dug and Kirn. Assum ng
she coul d even reach them Was there a way? They had en-
tered Xanth before through screens, and—

And there was her way. She woul d have to approach Corn
Pewter, the evil machine, next. And hope he cooperated. He
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was supposed to be a good nmachi ne now, but she didn't quite
trust that. Fortunately the hour didn't matter; the machine
didn't sleep at night.

So she popped off to Pewter's cave, bypassing the invis-

i bl e giant who hel ped drive people into the cave. The gl ass
screen was there as usual, propped up ami dst pewter and
crockery. It certainly didn't |ook |ike nuch.

"Hell o, Evil Machine," she said. "lI've got sonething for
you. "

The screen brightened. Print appeared on it. A GREETI NG
WORD- | MPACTED DEMONESS
"Wor d- what t ed?"

BOUND, CONSTRAI NED, CONSTI PATED, CONFUSED, CHA-
GRI NED; MORTI FI ED—

"What ever," she agreed crossly.

DO YOU HAVE WHAT | NEED?
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"That depends on what you need."
I NEED DI E- ODES FOR MY Cl RCU TS.

"You need dead poets for your circus?"
The screen flickered wam ngly. NO, | GNORAMIS, i ALSO

COULD USE A D- TERM NAL.

"What kind of termte?"
The screen nickered again, rr D TERM NES WHAT i CAN DO

I AM TRYI NG TO GET UPGRADED.
"Wel I, don't upchuck on ne, machine!"

The screen faded for a nonent, while the nunbers 1

through 10 zipped rapidly across it several times. Then it got
control of itself. YOU ARE THE ONLY CREATURE WHO COMES

CLCSE TO ANNOYI NG ME, DESPI TE MY LACK OF EMOTI ON.

WHAT DO YOU HAVE FOR ME?

"That's nore like it. Evil Machine. Here's your sum
mons. " She held out the token marked "Corn Pewter."

DEMONESS CHANGES M ND ABOUT SERVI NG SUMVONS, t he
screen printed.

Qops, she'd forgotten how the contraption controlled re-
ality inits vicinity. She withdrew the token, having changed
her m nd.
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But she was no ordinary denpness. Mentia took over the
body. She hadn't changed her mind. "Listen, you bucket of
bolts," she said. "You can't ignore this sumons. It's
from=

DEMONESS CEASES DI ALOGUE.
And of course, she did. But she had one nore chance.

We Betide appeared. "0 please, 0 illustrious machine,"

the tyke pleaded. "The Simurgh will be annoyed if you

aren't there.-She wants an entity of true competence. Sone-
one conpletely rational to serve on the Jury, in contrast to
t he nush—=

The screen ni ckered. THE SI MURGH?

"Yes, 0 marvel ous contraption. It's such an honor to be
selected by her for this trial! Only the very nost special folk
are on the list, and—

TRI AL?
"Roxanne Roc is on trial, and—
WHAT FOR?

"Nobody but the Simurgh knows, 0 sapient device. But
it must be very super duper extra inportant, because Denpn
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Prof essor Grossclout is the Judge, and Magician Trent is the
Bailiff, and— ,

G VE ME THAT SUMMONS.

The artful noppet seened to hesitate. "Are you sure, 0O
pui ssant ci pher? | would never want to inpose on a thing of
your vasty inportance."”

Corn Pewter |ost patience. CUNNI NG TYKE DELI VERS SUM
MONS, the screen printed.

ohedi ently We Betide set the token beside the screen

"And do you think you just m ght, maybe, possibly, consider
about hel ping ne fetch in two other sumonsees, 0 astute
apparatus? | think only you can do it, O perspicaci ous mech-
ani sm"

The evil nmachine was evidently not deceived about the

child' s nature and flattery, but decided to be tolerant. After
all, the Adult Conspiracy had its softer aspects, such as treat-
ing plaintive waifs with consideration. WHAT TWD OTHERS?
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"They are the Mundanes Dug and Kim who pl ayed the
game of Conpanions three years ago."
OH, YES, the screen renmenbered. HE is A JERK BUT SHE is

TOLERABLE. WHAT HAVE THEY TO DO WTH THI S TRI AL?

"They are summoned for Jury duty too, O phenonenal
entity," the gamine explained. "I nust fetch themin, but I
can't go outside Xanth."

The screen reflected for a nonent; We Betide saw her
image there. THIS is NOT NECESSARI LY FEASI BLE. THE MUN
DANES DI D ARRI VE | N XANTH THROUGH ELECTRONI C SCREENS,
BUT THEY WERE PLAYI NG THE DEMONS' GAME. THEY STILL
PLAY THAT GAME, BUT NOT OFTEN. | T MAY BE SEVERAL
MONTHS BEFORE—

"W have only a fortnight!" the cherub wailed, a | arge
tear form ng.
The machi ne al nbst seened to have an enotion, i REGRET

I AM UNABLE TO ENSURE THEI R PARTI Cl PATION. | CAN CO\-
TROL REALITY HERE | N MY DEMESNE, AND BRI NG THEM I N
THROUGH MY SCREEN | F THEY ENTER THAT GAME, BUT | CAN-
NOT MAKE THEM PLAY THAT GAME.

"Isn't there some other way, 0 grandi ose artifact?" We
Beti de pl eaded, so cute and distressed that her aspect night
have nmelted silicon

STOP THAT! the screen printed, blurring around the edges.
THERE MAY BE AN ALTERNATE WAY.
"0 thank you, O magnificent creation! Wat is it?"

THERE IS AN OLD CENTAUR OF MAG Cl AN CALI BER WHOSE
TALENT 1S TO GENERATE AN Al SLE OF MAG C QUTSI DE XANTH
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OR AN Al SLE OF NONMAG C W THI N XANTH. | F YOU ENLI ST H' S
AlD, YOU WLL BE ABLE TO GO | NTO MUNDANI A TO FETCH
YOUR TWO SUMVONSEES.

"An aisle of magic in Mindani a?" the tot asked, duly
amazed. "O fantastic intellect, howis this possible?"

HE IS A VERY SPECI AL CENTAUR. THE DI SCOVERY OF HIS
TALENT CAUSED H M TO BE EXI LED FROM CENTAUR | SLE, BE-
CAUSE THE CENTAURS THERE DO NOT APPROVE OF MAG C,
OTHER THAN AS A SEPARATE TOCL TO BE USED AT NEED. IN
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FACT THEY FIND I T OBSCENE DM H GHER LI FE FORM5. THUS
THEY TOLERATE MAG C TALENTS I N HUMANS, VH CH ARE NOT
ALL THAT H GH ON THE SCALE, BUT NOT | N THEMSELVES. TH S
I'S ANALOGOUS TO THE ATTI TUDE OF HUMAN BEI NGS TOMRD
STORK SUMVONI NG THUS THI S PARTI CULAR CENTAUR LI VES

| SOLATED FROM HI'S CULTURE AND DOES NOT SEEK NOTORI -

ETY.

A cl ose observer might have detected just a hint of bore-
domin the childish men, as if she already knew nuch of
this. Fortunately the machi ne was not observing closely at
the nonent, being nore interested in showing off his know -
edge to the amazed tad. "0 exceptional appurtenance, who
is this centaur, and where is he now?"

HE 1S ARNCLDE, AND HE RESI DES SOVEWHERE | N CENTRAL
XANTH. BUT HE IS | NTOLERABLY COLD, AND PROBABLY NOT UP
TO A JOURNEY TO MJUNDANI A.

"But then he is of no use to ne," the little girl said irri-
tably. Then, catching herself, she added, "0 illustrious non-
itor."

PERHAPS YOU W LL BE ABLE TO PREVAIL ON THE GOOD MA-
G G AN TO REJUVENATE H M FOR THE OCCASI ON, AND ON
SOVEONE' S CAT TO LOCATE H M

That was what she needed. "Thanks, flatface," she said,
and popped out of the cave, leaving only a dirty noise be-
hi nd. She reverted to Metria as she appeared by her hone
castle.

However, it was too late in the night to go after Jenny Elf,
who was the one with the cat who could find anything except
home.

The night? It was now com ng onto wee norning. Corn

Pewt er nmust have junped tine ahead, or put her on HOLD
whi |l e he considered’ how to proceed. She had been playing
the machine along, but it seened that the nachi ne had been
doing the same thing back to her. Well, that was what nade
such encounters fun

So she popped across to the brink of nmadness, where Jor-
dan and Threnody were just getting up. Sure enough, three
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wi nged centaurs were arriving fromthe northwest, and an-
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other fromthe northeast.

They all | anded together in the gl ade besi de Jordan and
Threnody. The one fromthe northeast was Che, and he was
carrying Gmenny Goblin. He was not yet mature, at age ten,
but Gmenny was not very heavy, so he was able to lighten
and support her. The others were Cheiron, Chex, and Cyn-

t hi a.

In a monment the mature centaurs nicked Jordan and Thren-

ody with their tails, nmaking themlight. Then the two

mount ed, Jordan on Cheiron, Threnody on Chex. Al four
centaurs spread their wings and | eaped into the air, stroking
strongly. They gai ned el evation, then turned west, toward
Castl e Roogna. It was a pretty sight—ene Metria mght not
have appreci ated, aesthetically, before she got half-soul ed.

In atinme and several nonments they reached the castle, and
came to land. They stood and watched as Jordan and Thren-
ody wal ked slowy toward the castle. Princess lIda canme to
the front gate, garbed in a fittingly princessly robe, and
waited simlarly. It looked as if her moon had been washed
for the occasion. Souffle the moat nonster lifted his head
fromthe brine and oriented on the scene. They all knew the
significance of this occurrence. Al eyes were on Threnody.

The wonman was el egantly dressed, very pretty in a dark

gown, her black hair spreading downward and outward |ike

a cape. Her denonly ancestry made it possible for her to
assune what aspect she chose, so of course, she was beau-
tiful. But she was al so nervous, because for nore than four
hundred years she had been unable to cone near this edifice,
lest it collapse. She was plainly in doubt about the abatenent
of the curse—and so were the others. But there was no way

to verify it except to go to the castle.

She canme to the end of the | owered drawbridge. She
paused, then nerved herself and put one snall foot on the
bri dge.

There was a shudder and a runbl e.
Souffl e junped, craning his head around as if afraid a huge
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stone was about to fall on it. Metria' s half soul sank down
to her knees.

"Aw, shucks, it's only an invisible giant," Jordan said.

"l can snell him"

Sure enough, the faint stench of giant soon wafted across.
The shuddering continued as the giant wal ked on past, in the
near di stance, then faded.

Threnody tried again. This tinme there was no reaction as

she put first one foot, then the other on the planking. She
wal ked sl ow y across the bridge, gazing nervously at the cas-
tl e ahead.

When she reached the inner side of the noat, |da stepped
up to enbrace her. "I just knew it was all right," she said.
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"I"'mnot in the castle proper yet," Threnody said tightly.

"Then corme on in," Ida said, taking her hand. The two

wal ked on through the great front door, in perfect silence.
Jordan followed, glancing up a bit apprehensively. He had
once tried to carry Threnody into the castle, and al nost
brought it down.

When it was clear that the castle was not about to fall
everyone el se took a breath. Then they all hurried to catch

up.
"This is the throne room" lda said, "where—

"Where nmy father. King Gronden, used to sit on the

throne, and hold me in his lap," Threnody said, renenber-
ing. "He told me that one day | would sit there." Her face
cl ouded. "But of course, he didn't know what woul d hap-
pen. "

They noved on. "Here is the courtyard," |da said,

"where the Roses of Roognha grow." She paused, but Thren-

ody didn't comment. Metria knew why: Rose of Roogna had
brought the nagic roses centuries after the castle had been
deserted, long after King Gronden's tine. So Threnody had
never seen them "The roses represent a test of true |love, so
great care nust be used when invoking them™"

They went on, visiting all the historic chanbers of the
ancient castle, until they came to the one where the great
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magi ¢ Tapestry hung on the wall. "Oh, yes, | spent nmany
happy hours watching this!" Threnody exclaimed. "It shows
all the history of Xanth. Sometines | even dreaned | was
there, part of the great adventures of the past."

"Me, too," Ida nmurnured, and her noon bobbed. She
gl anced at Threnody, and the two exchanged a snile.

The tour concluded with the room assi gned to Threnody.
There had been no runbl e of protest fromany of the stones
or tinbers. The curse had indeed been abat ed.

Then Threnody began to weep. Jordan fetched her a hand-
kerchi ef, sonewhat out of sorts; |ike any barbarian, he had
no idea what to do with a crying woman. But they were not
tears of pain or grief, but of relief: Threnody had finally
returned to the honme of her childhood. Her fondest wi sh had
been realized.

Then she turned to Metria, her face shining wet, and held
out her hand. Metria put the summons token into it.

But Threnody was accepting nore than the token

"Mt her," she said, in a way she had never done before.
This time the cutting bitterness was gone. She caught Me-
tria's hand and drew her in for a hug. "Mther, | forgive
you any wong | thought you did ne or ny father. WIIl you
forgive me. for ny attitude?"
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Suddenly the weight of Metria's soul pressed her down—
and then rel eased her. For centuries she hadn't cared what
her daughter thought, and indeed had seldomif ever even

t hought of her. But her soul changed all that, and now she
want ed nore than anything el se to have that relationship.
Now her own eyes were stream ng. "Yes! Yes, ny daughter,
yes," she said, not caring how foolish it m ght sound.

Then they were crying together, while the others stood in

a circle and watched, and no one was enbarrassed. Two

curses had actually been Iifted: the one on the castle, and the
one on their relationship.

"I think we have seen enough," Cheiron said. "Cynthia
will remain here until it is time for the trial, but we nust
return hone."
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"W will remain here also," Che said. "The trip has al-
ready proved worthwhile." He glanced at Cynthia, who,
t hough she was only ten, managed to bl ush

Metria had to agree.

6
CONTEST

But Metria could not stay to appreciate the joy at the
castle; she had plenty of other business to see to. She
needed to sumons-serve the two Mundanes, Kim and

Dug, and to do that she needed to find Anol de Centaur and
get himrejuvenated, and to do that she needed to find Jenny
Elf and her cat who could find anything. So how could she
find Jenny ElIf?

Wel |, Jenny had served as a Conpanion in the ganme that

had brought the two Mundanes to Xanth. Metria herself had
participated in that gane; she renenbered the rehearsals and
preparations, supervised by Professor G ossclout. After the
game, the various parties had gone their various ways. But
Grosscl out surely knew where every one of themwas. So

she woul d ask him She resolved this time not to | et him get
to her. She would be her norrmal indifferent self, no matter
what .
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No sooner thought than done. She popped across to the

denon caves. There was the Professor, breaking in a new
class. "But if you survive," he thundered at the rows of
mushy denon faces before him ' 'you just may wind up
thinking Iike real denons!" He gl owered, evidently doubting
that such a thing was possi ble. The students were obviously
cowed, horsed, sheeped, and pigged, daring neither peep nor
poop in response. Only Grosssclout was able to nmanage that;

it was his talent to intimdate those who could not be intim
i dat ed.

Metria nerved herself and broke the tense silence. "Hey,
Pr of —ahere's Jenny Elf?"
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The gl ower cracked around the edges. Wsps of snoke

rose fromthe Professor's glow ng eyeballs. "Wat are you
doi ng here agai n?" he demanded, shaking with indignity. In
fact, the whole classroomshook with it.

Hey—+t was working! She was actually resisting his in-
timdation. But she knew she had to hang on to her attitude,
because if she ever lost it, she would never recover it. ' 'Oh,
did | interrupt sonething? Sorry about that." Her conscience
required her to apol ogi ze when she transgressed, and it was
hard to be in Grossclout's presence wi thout devel oping a
feeling of transgressing.

"Conme into ny office, Denobness," he said, with a calm
fraught with such nmenace as to be terrifying.

"Sure, Prof." She popped in, shoring up her weak knees
with netallic bracing.

He popped in after her. "Now, to what do | owe the dis-

pl easure of this intrusion, Denpness?' ' he denmanded the no-
ment his glower softened enough to allow the words out.
"Even your nushm nd nust know better than to interrupt

one of ny cl asses—which you have now done twi ce."

She shored up her spine, stiffened her jaw, and spoke.
"You know that trial? The one you're going to judge?"

"Of course | know that trial, you exasperating creature!
have scheduled it into ny cal endar."”

"Well, you do want all the Jurors there, don't you?"
106 PI ERS ANTHONY

"I want every creature there who is supposed to be there,
of course. Wiy aren't you out fetching themall in?"

"Because | can't find Jenny EIf. Do you know where she
is?"

"Of course | know where she is!"
"Then tell ne, and I'Il begone."

"Ah, the tenptation,” he nurnmured. Then his eyes

scowl ed into canni ness. "Denpbness, it is not ny chore to

| ocate the folk on your list for you. Wat will you do for
me, in exchange for that informtion?"

Her apl onb dropped and bounced on the floor. She hastily

stooped to recover it, stretching her nmniskirt tight in the
process. "Wy, Prof, | didn't know you cared. You nean

all those centuries | flashed ny full-fleshed short-skirted |egs
at you, and ny translucent well-filled bl ouses, weren't

wast ed? You actually noticed?"

"Of course | didn't! Neither did | observe that you wore

a different color of panty every day, including tasteless
candy-stripe and pol ka-dot with no material in the dots, in
contrast to the nore conservative matching herringbone un-
dergarnents you have on now. Why should | deign to notice
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the apparel of a student who never conpl eted one single
assignnent!"'’

"Ch," she said, disappointed. "So since you don't want
anything interesting of ne, what's on your potent m nd,
Pr of ?"

His glare focused into a gaze of disturbing intensity. "I
have a son," he announced.

She knew that, but had to maintain her pose. ' 'Wll, then,
you-nust have | ooked under the skirt of sone student de-
nmoness once. Never again, eh. Prof?"

"Cease your ludicrous efforts to bait nme, Denoness. You
know nmy son. Denobn Prince Vore. He consumes others.”

"Yes, | tried to seduce himonce, but he ate ne instead.

He's a real brute. Maybe he mi stook ny candy-stripe undies

for the real thing. What's your point. Prof? It's not |ike you
to be so nmushy about business."”
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She thought he woul d expl ode, but instead he defl at ed.
"Touche, Denobness. You may indeed have the ability to
acconplish nmy desire."

"No, | can't.harangue a fornerly self-respecting class into
a mound of quivering rmush," she said.

' 'l am speaking of your propensity for aggravation. | have
not encountered any creature to better you in that respect.”

"Why, thank you. Prof!" she said, turning pastel pink
"And to think |I achieved it w thout conpleting one single
assi gnnent!"

"And suprene tal ent nmust be respected, whatever its na-
ture. 1 want you to exert yourself on behalf of ny son.”

"I told you, when | tried—=

"He's young, foolish, and inperative. But it's time he
matured. He is, after all, about twenty-three, in human
ternms. "

"Which is twenty-three hundred in denon terns, but
who' s counting?"

"Precisely. | think the only thing that will settle himdown
is marriage."

"Now, wait. Prof! |I'malready married."
"Yes, | renenber. | perfornmed the cerenony."

"And you knew |'d get hal f-soul ed and devel op a con-
science, love, loyalty, and all that," she said accusingly.
"That |'d be hopelessly tied down by ny new awar eness of
things right, proper, and decent."

"To be sure. And that is what | want for ny son.”
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Her eyes went so round, they bowed out of her face. "On,
Prof, you play dirty! Your son will rue the day he ever be-
came related to you."

"Naturally. And sone century he may even squeeze sone

of the mush fromhis skull. He actually does possess sone
qualities to be recommrended. He is honorabl e, handsone,
intelligent, and has fair judgnment about things. He nerely
requires seasoning, to reduce his natural bl oodthirstiness.
Find ne a soul ed woman for himto marry, and convince
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himto marry her. That is what | want fromyou, you im
pertinent tease."

"Al'l that—+n exchange for telling me where Jenny Elf
is?"

"To be sure."
"I'"d be crazy to nake that deal!"
"Ask your worser self."

' Make that deal, blockhead,' Mentia said. 'The Professor
al ways has sonething devious in mnd. You have only to
rise to the occasion.'

Metria sighed. Her worser self had good judgnent in crazy
situations, and she would have to trust that. "Agreed. So
where's Jenny Elf?"

"In the naga caves."
"What's she doing there?"

"After she and Nada Naga were rel eased fromthe Com

pani ons gane, they found they |iked each other. Nada invited
Jenny to stay with them and she accepted. She has been
there ever since. Her cat has been useful when the naga w sh
to locate things, such as plaid dianonds."

"Now, why didn't | think of that mysel f?" Metria asked
rhetorically.

"Because your skull is filled with nush. Now I shall ex-
pect to see ny son ready for nmarriage within a fortnight.'

"Great expectations," she nuttered as she popped off.

The naga caves were near the lair of Draco Dragon. The

naga mai ntai ned reasonably cordial relations with the dragon,
havi ng a comon enemnry in the | ocal goblin horde. Eventu-

ally Gaenny Goblin of Goblin Muntain wuld extend her
authority to cover the cave goblins, but nmeanwhile they were
their normal obnoxi ous selves. Fortunately the naga nutual -
assi stance treaty with the humans had shored up their re-
sources, and the goblins had not been able to nmake headway
agai nst them
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She popped directly into the throne chanber. King Nabob
was there, looking glum He was in his natural form that of
a large serpent with a hunan head. He coul d becone a ful
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serpent or full human in formif he chose to, but evidently
saw no need to when his natural formwas so rmuch better
"Hel l o, your mmjesty," she said. "I'm Denpbness Metria,

| ooking for Jenny Elf. Why so gourd cani ne?"

He turned his crowned head toward her, seem ng unsur-

prised by her appearance. Probably his daughter had told him
about the odd denpness. "Hello, Metria. Wuat kind of enp-
tion?"

"Sadness, grief, affliction, lamentation, suffering, norti-
fication—'

"Mel anchol y?"

"What ever," she agreed crossly.

He el ected to be roundabout, as was the prerogative of
seni or heavyset Kings. "How is marriage treating you?"

"Actually, that's what brings ne here, by a devious route
that wouldn't interest you."

"Well, it might. You see, |'mentertaining the nonsters
under ny daughter's bed while she's out, and they really
appreciate a good story."

"But your daughter's adult! She shoul dn't have nonsters
under her bed anynore.”

"True. But Jenny EIf does, and |'mold enough to be in
my second chil dhood, so Fingers now resides under ny
throne, and Knuckles joins himthere at tines."

"Ch. May | neet thenP"
"Not if you're adult."

We Betide appeared. "Gee, |I'd really like to neet them™
she said, a huge tear welling.

The King nodded. "Certainly; |I'Il introduce you. We,
here are Fingers and Knuckles McPalm Monsters, this is
We Betide, a childish denpness.”

Two hands flickered briefly' fromthe shadow under the
throne. Bed nonsters were very shy in daytine.

So Metria reverted and told himthe story. "And now I

need to |l ocate Jenny EIf, so | can serve her with her sum
nmons, and borrow her cat. Nada too—she's on the jury list
as well."
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'They are off hunting plaid dianonds at the nonent, but
should return soon. Now | will tell you why I amso fruit
dog, um glum It is because ny daughter the Princess is
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twenty-six years old and unmarried, and nmy conpetence is
fading. She nmust nmarry a Prince who can take over the reins
and snows of power, yet she shows no sign of doing so."

"VWhat of your fine handsone son. Prince Nal do? Can't
he take the snows?"

"He married beneath him Mnd you, the merwonman is a

fine figure of a wonan, very fine, especially in salt water,
but not fit to be Queen of the naga. So Nada will have to
take up the slack, and beguile a suitable Prince soon. O h-
erwi se our people will | ose credence, and the goblins wll
gai n confidence and encroach. Unfortunately, Princes do not
grow on trees, and she refuses even to consider any who
happen to be younger than she is. So she continues to get

ol der, while the naga prospects wane."

Metria began to get a glimer of the devious notion the
Denon Professor had. He had known there was a highly
eligible Princess here. "How about a demon prince?" she
asked.

"Denmons are soull ess creatures, capable of any mschief,
and not to be trusted."

"Suppose one got soul ed, or at |east half-soul ed?"

"Why, then he would be eligible," Nabob said, surprised.
"But denmpons sel dom have soul s, because they avoid them
knowi ng their consequence. In fact, it may be fairly stated
that the only likely way to burden a denon with a soul is
by trickery."

"Such as by marrying a nortal with a soul," Metria
agreed. "And having one performthe cerenony in such a
way that half the nortal's soul transfers.”

"Exactly. How did you know?"

"I learned the hard way, when | narried a nortal.
thought it was tenporary, but | changed ny nind when |
got soul ed.”
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Nabob suddenly was extrenmely interested. "You know of
a suitable denon Prince?

"Prince Vore, Professor Grossclout's son. Gossclout
wants himmarried within the fortnight. He believes a few
decades of marriage would settle the Prince down, and
maybe squeeze a bit of nush fromhis skull."

"This is fascinating news! But | can think of two signif-
i cant objections.”

"Vore and Nada," Metria said. "Neither will want to
marry the other."

"Precisely. It is not feasible to apply coercive neasures
to royal scions. It's bad precedent, and nmakes for negative
famly relations. So I'mafraid this won't slither."
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"Yet there nust be a way. There's always a way to fulfill
Grosscl out's requirenent, however devious. That's how he
teaches his classes. It is nmerely necessary to squeeze the
mush out and find it."

"I wonder," he said thoughtfully. "It rem nds ne of
somet hi ng probably irrel evant =

"That's also the way Grossclout's exanples work. | have
seen it hundreds of tines, in the course of ignoring his

cl asses. The very thing a nmushm nd passes over as irrel evant
turns out to be the answer."

"This is a story we tell our children about denon inter-
ference in human relations. | believe it actually derives from
Mundani a, where the only magic exists in their inmagination
It's called the denbns' beauty contest."

"But demons can assume any form | am beautiful be-
cause | choose to be; ny inner essence is as ugly as ever.
Any beauty contest anong our kind would be neani ngl ess.”

"True. My daughter's human formis beautiful for sim-

| ar reason. So these denons had a different kind of contest.
The nmal e denon chose a very handsone nortal Prince,

and the femal e chose a lovely nortal Princess. O maybe it
was the other way around. The judgenment was whi ch of

the two nortals was better |ooking."

"But denmpons woul dn't agree," she protested. "He would
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insist that his nortal was best, and she would insist that hers
was best. Denons are extrenely unreasonabl e, because their
opi nions are as nuall eable as their bodies."

"Precisely. So they needed a different way to judge the
contest—a way that did not depend on the opinions of de-
nons. "

"But what would that be? They certainly wouldn't accept
the opinions of nortals."

"Yes they would. O they did in the story. They brought
the two fair nortals together naked and | et themjudge."

"This is absolutely crazy! Two nortals who didn't even

know each other? They' d both run in opposite directions.
Mortal s can be very skittish about clothing, or the lack of it.
Especial ly when they are of opposite sexes."

"I't was handled in this manner: The denons caused the

mortals to sleep deeply. They put themtogether, then woke
themin turns. So he got to |l ook at her while she slept, and
then she got to look at himwhile he slept. Naturally the two
reacted in certain ways, and the one who reacted nost to the
ot her was deened to be the | ess beautiful. Thus did the de-
mons stage and judge their beauty contest."

Metria was thoughtful. "This is a nbst intriguing notion
Are you suggesting that we put your daughter and the pro-
fessor's son together asleep, and stage a beauty contest? That
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m ght be interesting and fun to do, but it wouldn't get them
married to each other."

"Are you sure? In the story the denons satisfied them

selves that the man was the prettier of the two, then put both
to sleep again and returned themto their homes. But when

the two nortal s woke, far apart, each yearned for the other,
and neither rested until they were together."

"Because each had had a real chance to inspect the other

at close range," Metria said. "That might indeed work. It is
certainly worth a try. D. Vore is one terrific catch, and he is
a Prince. Nada is Xanth's loveliest nortal female figure.

They wel |l might inpress each other favorably, especially

since both need to marry. But can we put themto sleep?
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"l have a sleeping potion | can slip to ny daughter. Surely
Prof essor G ossclout has something sinmlar that will do for
his son."

"Then let's do it!" she exclained, gratified.

Soon Nada Naga and Jenny EIf arrived back, with a small

bag of plaid dianonds. Metria quickly served them both with
their sumonses, and expl ai ned about the trial, while King
Nabob slithered quietly away to nmake preparations.

Metria popped back to the denon caves to talk to G oss-
cl out again.

"Professor! Sonething else.”

He paused, midway in a step toward the cowering cl ass.
"My patience is being strai ned somewhat beyond the incen-
diary point, Denpness," he runbl ed.

"You want Vore to marry Nada, right? Suppose you make
it a real occasion by marrying G ey Mirphy and Princess |vy
at the sane tine? Nada and Ivy are close friends, and—'

"And it's been nine years," he agreed. "lvy's nother
procrastinated too. Very well."

Metria smled. "Thanks, Prof!" Then she told hi mwhat
el se was required

Wthin the hour the arrangenments had been nade. The
demons' beauty contest proceeded.

Denon Prince Vore woke to find hinmself in a strange situ-
ation. Wan light filtered down from above. He was in a snall
chanmber whose wal I s extended well up beyond head hei ght,

and there were no doors or wi ndows. Odder yet, there |ay
beside hima bare girl.

He | ooked again. This was no girl; this was a fully

equi pped nortal human-style wonan. Her hair was reddi sh
brown, and swirled around her body like a silken cloak. Her
face was stunningly beautiful, and so was her body; he lifted
her hair out of the way to nake sure.
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"If this is the creature nmy father has in mnd for me to
marry, she'll do," he remarked. "She |ooks good enough to
eat. However, | have no intention of being coerced into any-
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thing, or of remaining cooped up here. | am after all, a
denmon Prince, subject to the will of just about no one else."

He tried to pop of f—but nothing happened. He tried to
dematerialize, but again nothing happened. He tried to fly,
and could not. His denonly powers had been sonehow
stripped fromhim Wat had happened?

He checked the circular wall of the chanber. It was firm
wi t hout crevice or opening. He pushed against it, but it did
not yield. He tried to clinmb up it, but could find no purchase.

Baf fl ed, he returned to his consideration of the sleeping
worman. "Who are you, lovely creature?" he inquired. She

did not respond. He touched her slender arm but she did not
react. She was under a spell of some sort that kept her asleep.

A spell! That nust be what had happened to him Sone

magi ¢ had put himto sleep, and the lingering aftereffects
still deprived himof his denonly powers. The girl might
have been similarly enchanted, but being nerely nortal, had
not fought even partially out of it as he had.

Now he saw, al nost hi dden beneath the graceful nass of
her tresses, a small golden crown set around her head. She
was a Princess!

"Ah, but what a marvel of pulchritude you are, ny dear,"

he remarked. "And a Princess too. | would |ove to have a
tryst with you, were you awake. But as it is, | nust let you
be, for | am an honorable creature.”

He sat beside her, watching her slow even breathing. It
was nost inpressive. Then, suddenly, he knew no nore.

Pri ncess Nada Naga woke, surprised. One monent she had
been about to retire in the pleasant cave she shared with
Jenny Elf, and here she was in some strange chanber.

"Eeeeek!" she screaned, putting at least five £'s into it.
There was a naked nman |yi ng besi de her!

She scranbled to her feet, discovering in the process that
she was nude herself. She tried to find the door, but there
was none. Also no window. Only wan |ight saggi ng down
fromfar above. She was in the bottomof a well!
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She tried to change to serpent form but could not. So she
tried to revert to naga form and could not do that either
Sonething was interfering with her natural shape-shifting

ability. She realized that she had probably been put under

sonme kind of spell, and had recovered fromonly part of it,
so that she was now awake, but possessed of no other specia
abilities.
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And this strange man nust have been simlarly treated.

She sat down on the soft bed that filled the bottom of the
wel |, and considered himnore carefully. He was a handsone
brute, firmof feature and nmuscul ar of body. And, as she
peered nore closely, she saw a |ight golden crown on his
head. He was a Prince!

"I wish I had known about you before," she nurnured
appreciatively. ' 'I have been |ooking for a suitable Prince for
more tine than | care to confess. But of course, you're prob-
ably obnoxi ous, as nost mal es are, when awake." She

peered yet nore closely. "And you | ook to be about twenty-

three years old. Too young for me, because | amtwenty-

six."

She pondered, and considered, and thought, and finally

deci ded to take a chance and wake the handsonme stranger

She spoke to him but there was no response. She shook his
shoul der, but he did not stir. Finally she tried her ultinate:

She got down on her hands and knees, put her nmouth to his,
and kissed him But it was no use; he continued to sleep. It
was the first tine such a thing had happened; she had been
able al most to wake the dead with a kiss. Mybe that nmagic,
too, had been stifled by the enchantnment on her

She sighed. Unable either to escape or to wake the nan,

she would sinply have to wait this out. She |lay down again
beside him took his hand in hers so that she woul d know if
he stirred, and suddenly she was unconsci ous.

"So nmuch for the beauty contest,” Metria renmarked. "Nei-
ther one of themreally got hot." She was peering through
the transparent cloud substance of the confinenent tower. O
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rather, into the big magic mrror that showed the distant
tower as if it were made of gl ass.

"They're both decent folk," Jenny EIf said. "At |east, |
know Nada is. | think this plot of yours is crazy."

"They both need to be narried," King Nabob said.
"That's the point. This is nerely stage one."

"I still think it won't work," Jenny said. But Sammy Cat,
in her arns, |ooked thoughtful

The two prisoners in the well woke together. "Ch!" Nada
cried, and tried to change form for it was not proper to be
unclothed in hunman formwi th a strange man. But she re-

mai ned unabl e to change. So she draped her hair across her
torso, covering nost of it, though parts of her insisted on
poki ng t hrough.

"You're awake!" Vore said, as startled as she.

"And so are you," she said, not unreasonably, hastily let-
ting go of his hand.

He | ooked around, then down at his bare self. He tried to
fashi on cl ot hing around hinsel f, but that power, too, was
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i noperative. Realizing that there was nothing to be done
about it, as his hair was not nearly as |long as hers, he nmade
the best of it. "Hello. | amPrince Vore."

"l am Princess Nada." For a reason neither understood,
neither gave further identification

"You are the nost beautiful wonan | can renenber see-
ing." As a conversational ganbit, this | acked finesse.

She, however, took it in stride. "And you are the hand-
sonest man. Even if you are young."

He shrugged. "I amas | am Do you know how we cane
to be confined here?' .

"I was about to ask you that. One nonment | was in ny
royal chanber; the next, | woke here—beside you. You were
asl eep. "

"Ch? When | woke before, you were the one sleeping."”

She pursed her lips, fashioning, if not a noue, at |east not
a neigh. "I think we have been enchanted."
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"My thought exactly. But to what purpose?"

She considered. "I remenber a story ny father told ne

as a child, about a denobns' contest—but that's irrel evant.
Per haps soneone has abducted us, and neans to hold us for
ransom "

"But why deprive us of our clothing?"
"So we can't escape without attracting notice?"

"Princess Nada, | think you would attract notice any-
where, regardl ess of your attire."

"l presurme you nean that as a conplinent."”
"l do."

"Then | thank you. Do you think we can get out of this
wel | 2"

He cast about. The soft stuff of which the bed was nmade

seened nal | eabl e. He drew sonme forth and fashioned it into

a cord. ' 'Perhaps, if this is strong enough, | can nmake a rope
that will reach the turret above."

"I will help you," she said i mediately.

They got to work on it forthwith, and such was their nu-

tual dexterity that they soon had a fine strong rope forning.
Her fingers were ninble for the fine threads, and his hands
were strong for the stout rope. She admired his hands, anopng
other things, and he admred her fingers, anobng other things.

When they had a sufficient Iength, he nmade a | oop at one
end and flung it up so that it neatly caught on a turret. Then
he haul ed hi nmsel f up, hand over hand, his nuscles straining
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because he wasn't used to clinbing,a wall the hard way. He
reached the top, sat on the turret, and peered down. "Your
turn, Nada!" he called

She shook her head. "I'mafraid | |ack your strength,

Vore. | cannot haul nyself up in the forthright manner you
did. Perhaps you should go and see if you can win your
freedom”

He gazed at her a bit nore closely, and saw that while

nost of his own extra flesh was in the formof nuscles on
his arns, npbst of hers was in the formof curvature on her
torso and |l egs. That woul d i ndeed not do for hand-over-hand
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climbing. "By no neans, Nada. Make a |l oop at the bottom
and sit init, and I will haul you up."

She did so, and soon he had brought her also to the top
Then they both | ooked around.

They were perched on the top of a tower, which was part
of a form dable castle. The castle was on a white island in a
dark blue sea

"Shoul d we make own way down and then inquire within
the castl e?" Nada asked.

"I like your trusting nature. But | suspect that whoever or
what ever occupies this castle is what has inprisoned us, and
we should avoid contact if we possibly can."

"I like your sensible caution. |Indeed, you are surely cor-
rect, and ny notion was foolish. Wat else should we do?"

For a monent they faced each other, and each becane

further aware that the other was of wondrously aesthetic as-
pect as well as possessing trust and caution that nicely com
pl ement ed each other. But their situation was too precarious
to all ow them much chance for reflection

"Maybe we should get down and try to find a boat," she
sai d.

"Agreed. And some clothing. Though |I adnit it is no great
burden to behold you as you are."

She bl ushed hal f a shade, becoming twice as pretty, though
that was inmpossible. He nmight be young, but there was'
somet hi ng about him "I mght say the sane for you."

Then he | owered her to the ground, and handed hi nself
down. He jerked on the rope, and the |loop cane off the turret
and fell to the ground beside them !

They skul ked around the castle, hiding in the shade of the
wal I's. They found what mnight be a | ocked boatshed. Vore

was going to bash it open, but Nada cautioned hi mabout the
noi se. Instead she slipped a twisted thread fromthe rope in
through the | atch-hole and nanaged to lift the inner latch
Thus they got inside the boatshed silently. "How can a Prin-
cess have devel oped such skill at thievery?" Vore asked ad-
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Roc AND A HARD PLACE 119

"l once had a certain passion for cookies, which were kept
| ocked up," she confessed. "So | |earned how to acquire
themwi thout attracting attention.”

There was a smal |l airboat inside. Vore put it into the air,
and it floated. "I had expected a waterboat," he said, "but
this will do."

Nada clinbed in, and Vore pushed the boat out the open

door, then got in hinmself. It sank a bit lower in the air be-
cause of their weight, but floated well enough. Vore took the
oars and stroked, and the little craft noved snoothly in the
opposite direction

There was a noise in the castle. "Qops, soneone is stir-
ring," Nada said, alarnmed. "W nust flee before they spy
us."

Vore put his back into it, and the boat fairly shot out from
the castle. Now Nada | ooked down and di scovered that what
surrounded the castle wasn't water, but sky blue air. No won-
der there was an airboat! The castle was floating in the air,
on a cloud.

Soon they were able to hide behind another cloud, out of
view of the castle. Their escape seenmed to be successful

"But we didn't find any clothes," Vore said, renenber-

i ng.

"Perhaps | can do sonething about that," Nada said.

"You row us down the ground and see if you recogni ze any

| andmarks. | will unravel our rope and try to weave sone
cloth." She proceeded to do just that, her fingers becom ng
ni bl e agai n.

"You have amazing skills for a Princess," Vore remarked

appreci atively.

"Well, as a Naga Princess, | need to. The goblins press
us pretty hard, and no one can be slack."

"You are naga?" he asked, surprised.

"Ch, | can say that now," she said, surprised nyself.

"The effects of that spell nust be wearing further off. Yes,
I am Princess Nada Naga, once betrothed to Prince Dol ph
Human but now adrift, as it were. Does that dismay you?"
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"There m ght have been a tine when it would have," he
said. "But now that | know you, it has the opposite effect.
Can you change to serpent forn®''

"I will try." Suddenly she was a coil ed serpent. Then her
human head appeared on the serpent's body. "Yes, ny pow
ers are returning." She returned to full human form
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"Then perhaps mne are also," Vore said. "I ama de-
nmon. " A

"A denon!"
"Prince D. Vore. Does that disnmay you?"
"Yes, for | was coming to like you."

He puffed into snmoke, then re-formed in human gui se.
"Yes, | can now do denonly things. But why does this dis-
may you?"

"Because now you will pop away forever in a cloud of
nmocki ng laughter, and | will understand how foolish I have
been to think you were nice. For a denon has no soul, and
t heref ore no consci ence, and cannot | ove."

Vore considered. "Once that might have been the case

But | have cone to know you, and | think Aat since | have
been constrained by ny father to narry, you are the one
woul d like to wed. You have qualities | never appreciated in
a nortal creature before, and you are a Princess."

Nada | aughed, somewhat bitterly. "I don't think any nale
ever noticed qualities in me, only ny form But you woul d
not want to marry nme, because then you might get half ny
soul , and becone bound in a way you have never been be-
fore.™

"I realize that. But perhaps it would be worth it. Could
you spare half your soul ?"

"For marriage to a Prince of denmons? | think | could.
Even if he is young."

"Well, | amtwenty-three hundred years old."

"Which is equivalent to twenty-three in human terns. |
never thought |I'd | ove a younger man." She shrugged. "But
t hese things happen, and all owances have to be nade."

The boat cane to rest on the ground. "Then perhaps our
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interests coincide," Vore said. "I think we should nmake it
formal, before our captors or pursuers strike again." He took
her hand. "Princess Nada, wll you—=

A dragon erupted froma nearby cave and | aunched itself
toward them Nada i nmedi ately becane a huge serpent, and
Vore's free hand sprouted a w ckedly gl eam ng sword

The dragon hesit at ed.
"—arry me?" Vore continued.

The dragon decided to attack after all. But the serpent
chonped it on the neck, and the denon thrust the sword hilt-
deep up its nose. The dragon sneezed, not being conpletely
confortable, and backed away.

Nada' s human head appeared on the serpent. "Yes," she
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sai d.

The sword di sappeared. The denon took the serpent body
in his arnms and ki ssed the human face. "W are betrothed,"
he said.

"Agreed," she said, resuming full human form Then they
ki ssed agai n.

Suddenl y several people stood around them One was the

Denon Professor Grossclout. "I heard that!" he said tri-
unphantly. "1 shall performthe cerenmony at the Nanel ess
Castle fromwhich you just escaped, right after the trial is
over."

Anot her was Ki ng Nabob. "So did |I. The weddi ng will
be within a fortnight. There will be an alliance between the
naga and the denons."

A third was the Denpness Metria. "And it serves you
right," she said. Then she turned to the fourth. "Jenny Elf,
I need to borrow your cat."

Jenny was startled. "My cat? Samy?"

"Yes. The Professor wouldn't tell me where to find you,
until | agreed to get his son married. Now that's done, so
can get on with nmy mssion.”

Nada and Vore both turned to her. "M ssion?" Nada
asked, sonehow seening not entirely pleased. "I thought
you cane to serve Jenny and me our sunmonses."
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"That, too."

"This was arranged?" Vore asked, seenming curiously sim
ilarly displeased.

"Sure. It was the denpbns' beauty contest."

Vore and Nada exchanged a gl ance fraught with
somet hing or other. "W should break the be— Nada

started.

G ossclout fixed her with his patented glare, stopping her
in md-word. "I think not."

"She's right," Vore said. "W should not tolerate such
interference in our—

"Look at her and say it," King Nabob said

Vore | ooked at Nada. Nada | ooked at Vore. He saw

Xanth's nost beautiful wonman, and a Princess. She saw a
consi derably handsone and tal ented nan, and a Prince. Each
saw a truly worthwhile match. Then their respective wll-
powers nelted and they kissed again.

"W shall nanme the grandchild DelMbnica," G ossclout
sai d, and Nabob nodded agreenent.
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"l guess you can borrow Sammy," Jenny EIf said to Me-

tria.
7
Al SLE

What is it you need to find?' ' Jenny asked, keeping
firmhold of Satmy Cat so he woul dn't bound
away to find it the nonent it was spoken.

" Amol de Cent aur. "

"A centaur? Couldn't you just ask at one of the centaur
villages, or at Centaur Isle?"’

"I did. The centaurs of Centaur Isle won't even speak of
him because they think magic in a centaur is obscene; |I'm
sure he's not there. Centaurs in other places haven't seen
himin years. They say he nust be one hundred twenty-six
years old by now, if he's still alive. But Corn Pewter says
he's still around sonewhere. | just have to find him"

"He nust be a very special centaur."

"He is. He's a Magician who can nake an aisle of magic
in Mundania. | need himto go after the Mindanes on mny
list."
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"Mundanes?"

"Dug and Kirn. They—*

"Ch, yes! | was Kirn's Conpanion in the gane, three
years ago."
Metria paused. "That's right; |'ve been doing so nmany

things, I"'mforgetting who knows what. And Nada was
Dug' s Conpanion. He kept trying to get a glinpse of her

panties."
"And got expelled fromthe ganme for it, she tells me,"

Jenny agreed, |aughing. "After that he behaved, and becane
a tolerably good person. Kirn was a bit wild too, at first, but
settled down. It will be great to see themagain."

"W will. | have to get themboth to that trial on tine, or
the Sinmurgh won't consider nmy job to be done, and the Good
Magi cian won't tell nme howto get the stork's notice."

Jenny cocked her head. "You haven't |earned how to do
t hat ?"

Metria smled. T sunmmoned the stork centuries ago. But

I didn't stay to take care of ny baby girl. | think after that
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the stork decided | wasn't a suitable address for deliveries,
so it ignores ny signals, though I amnow nmarried and hal f -

soul ed and intend to be a good nother."

"Maybe you just haven't sent enough of them | under-
stand that sone nessages get |ost."

"Seven hundred and fifty in a year?"

Jenny pursed her lips. "I guess you do need some hel p.

The stork has tuned you out." She | ooked around. "Well,
let's get started. Sammy may outrun ne, so you will have to
keep himin sight. I'll catch up eventually; | always do."

She set the orange cat down. "Samy, we need to find Ar-

nol de Centaur."'

The cat was off in a bound, an orange streak anidst the
foliage. "Wait for nel" Jenny cried futilely, chasing after
hi m

Metria didn't wait; she sailed in pursuit of the feline. The
cat was fast, but not as fast as a denopness. So they zooned
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al ong through forest and field, upscale and downscal e, and
across rivers, nountains, and deserts.

Then Sammy paused. There was a creature standing in the
way. It was |larger and shaggier than the cat, and | ooked
dangerous. It seened to be sone kind of omk. But Sammy
didn't seem frightened, just bored.

"And of course, the econonics of infrastructure nust also
be considered," the oink was saying. "These consist of fif-
teen overl apping conditions that nust be predicated on in-
versel y bl udgeoni ng circunstances, with due all owance for
rapprochenent incentives and integral negations."

"What in Xanth are you?" Metria demanded. "Aside
frombeing the dullest creature |'ve. encountered recently."

The oink glanced at her. "I'ma wild bore, of course. It
is my business to bore you to death."

"You don't have to stand for this,” Metria told the cat.
"Just go on around him"

That broke Sammy's seem ng trance of boredom and he
skirted the bore and resuned running.

Jenny arrived. "Wait for me!" she cried.

"Certainly," the bore said.
"No you don't," Metria said. "Go around him"

Jenny obediently moved to the side, where sonme pretty
yel l ow vines were growi ng up along the trees. But Metria
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recogni zed the vines. "Not that way!" she called

Jenny pul | ed back, but the wild bore, barging after her,
crashed into the vines. Suddenly there was a thick yellow
splatter of fluid, drenching him "Ch, ugh!" he squeal ed.
" Ammoni a!"

"Not exactly," Metria said. "Those are gol den showers
clinmbing rose vines." Then she zooned on after the cat,
seeing that Jenny had gotten safely past the bore, who would
have to go sonewhere to wash hinself off.

Then they canme to a |l ake, and in the | ake was an i sl and
in the shape of a bone. The | ake seemed to extend a good
di stance to either side, so the fastest way to pass it was right
across the island, and that was the way Sanmy was goi ng.
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But Sammy did seemto be a bit nervous, and he actually
sl owed enough to allow Jenny EIf to catch up. Then he
wal ked across a dog-eared bridge onto the island.

"No wonder!" Metria muttered. "This is Dog Island."

I ndeed, the island's shore was |ined with doghouses, and
all manner of dogs were out sunbathing. In fact, they were
hot dogs. A stone pronontory was covered with Scots on

the rocks. The water was filled with dogfish, and old sea
dogs, and | apdogs were swi nm ng around and around the

i sl and. I
Sanmy stepped on tippy toes, not naking a sound, so as

to pass without notice. Metria fornmed into a haze and sur-
rounded Jenny so she wouldn't be di scovered. There was j ust
no telling how t hese dogfaces would react to this intrusion

on their retreat.
The forest inshore was filled with dogwood, dog fennel,

dogtooth violents, dog nercury, and dog rose, all of which
sniffed the air and grow ed suspiciously. There was al so an
occasi onal have of B-gles. Metria knew that the B-haves
could be very bad; because their stings affected people's

B- havi or.
In the center of the island was a snowy mountain. Anyone

who wanted to sleep warmy there would have to snuggle

up with an af ghan bound. Dogsl eds were being hauled up to
the top. On the peak was the robot dog, Dog-Mtic, who

t hought he was reciting fine poetry but only spewed dog-
gerel .

They forged doggedly through, and finally traversed a

dog' s-leg curve leading to a bridge to the far side of the I|ake,
mar ked "K-9." They had passed Dog |sland wi thout getting
chewed. Metria was relieved, because though she had noth-
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ing to fear from dogfaces herself, Sammy Cat certainly did.

Once safely past the island, Samy plunged on at speed,
| eavi ng Jenny behi nd again. But now the terrain was becom
ing vaguely famliar. "Ch, no!" Metria muttered. "Not the

Regi on of Madness again!"
But it was. They were approaching it froma different di-
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rection, so wouldn't encounter Desiree Dryad or the Wite
famly, which meant that the perils would be unfamliar. Me-
tria wasn't sure she would be able to protect cat and elf girl
here, because the things of the unexpl ored madness coul d be
truly freakish. Yet the cat was plow ng straight on in.

"I''"ll take over now," Mentia said. "The worse it gets,
the saner | get."

Just as well, because it wasn't |ong before something
wei rd appeared before them It was a manlike figure, but it
| ooked like a munm fied zombie. It reached for Sammy.

Mentia stretched out her armto three tines its prior |ength,
and put her hand betweenrthe thing and the cat. Its hand
touched her hand—and suddenly her hand and arm stiffened.
"What are you?" she denanded.

"I am Rigor Mortis," the thing replied in ghastly tones.
"I make folk stiff."

For sure. Mentia stiffened her resolve and shoved the thing
to the side so that Jenny EIf could pass. Because denons had
no fixed forns, they could not be stiffened for long, but it
woul d be another matter for living folk.

Then Mentia zoonmed ahead, so as to keep the cat in sight.
She wondered how the el f had nmanaged not to | ose Sammy

in the years they had been in Xanth, because the cat seened
to have no regard for Jenny's conveni ence.

Beyond the zonbielike creature was a grove of angul ar
trees wherein perched strangely thin birds. Sammy Cat
plunged right on through it, but again Mentia was rationa
and cautious, in contrast to her normal disposition. She
want ed to know exactly what these odd birds were.

So she inquired, because here in the madness, things were
of ten comuni cative in ways they wouldn't be normally.
"VWhat are you?" she called to the birds.

"We are mnus birds," they chorused back. "As you can
plainly see, because we live here in the geone-trees."

"l apol ogize for ny stupidity," Mentia said, realizing that
flattery was probably better than irritation. "Are either you
or the trees dangerous to ordinary fol k?"
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"No, we don't care about ordinary folk," the birds re-
plied. "All we care about is multiplying."

"Ch—you get together with plus birds to signal the
st or k?"

"No, we can't find any plus birds, so we nultiply by di-
viding in half." Wth that each bird split in half, formng
two where each one had perched, each new one tw ce as

t hin.

Jenny Elf caught up. "Oh, what pretty birds!" she ex-
cl ai mred. The m nus birds preened, pleased.

Mentia junped ahead agai n—and was relieved to see an
ol d centaur just naking the acquai ntance of the cat. Samy
had found Anol de.

"And what is your oddity, pretty feline?" the centaur
asked. —

Mentia caused a flow ng ankle-length robe to surround her
as she approached. "Arnol de Centaur, | presume?"

"And a denpness," the centaur said, surprised. "Mke a
note, lchabod: two seemingly normal creatures in as many
m nutes, which is highly unusual for this region."

Now Mentia saw that Anpl de had a conpanion, an old

human man. The nman opened hi s not ebook, and several notes
popped out, naking brief nusic. "One nundane cat, no ap-
parent nagic," |chabod said. "One unusually sober denon-
ess."

"That cat's magic talent is to find anything except home,"
Mentia said. "Now he has found you, Arnol de Centaur, and
your nonentitious conpanion. As for me—+ amnormally
slightly crazy, but in the Region of Madness | amslightly
sane. | amnot certain about you two, however."

Anol de blinked, seenming to actually see her as an indi-
vidual for the first time. "Are you real?" he inquired. "Not
a nere senbl ance?"

Mentia's rationality took hold. "Ch, you think I'm
sonet hing crazy in the madness? A nmanifestation, instead of
a real creature? That | can appreciate! Yes, | amreal, and
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here cones Jenny Elf, who is also real.’
arriving.

For Jenny was now

"l apol ogi ze for nmistaking you for part of the |oca
fauna," Arnolde said. "Yes, | am Arnol de Centaur, and this
is ny friend from Mundani a, |chabod Archivist. W are per-
form ng a survey of nmad artifacts."

"Hel | o, Amol de and | chabod," Mentia said. "I amthe
Denpbness Mentia, the worser half of the Denoness Metria."

The ol d eyes brightened with recognition. "Metria! She is
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notori ous."

"She's married now, and has half a soul, so has settled

down. Now she's doing an errand for the Good Magici an,

or for the Simurgh, so she can find out howto get the stork's
attention. Seens there was sone business a bit over four
centuries ago that annoyed the stork, so it won't make any
further deliveries to her, no matter how hard or often she
signals it."

"l can imgine," Anolde said. "Do you nmind show ng
| chabod your | egs?"

Mentia knew that the centaur was anything but stupid,

even by centaur terns, and she wanted to get his cooperation
So she lifted the hemof the gown and flashed excellent |egs
at the old man. His eyes inmediately glazed over.

Jenny Elf picked up Sammy. "l guess you won't need
hi m now, so we can go."

"Um naybe better not to depart right now, " Mentia said.

"I't mght not be safe. Soon we'll be |eaving the nadness,

and then you can go your way nore safely." She let her

gown drop back into place, and the man's eyes began to
recover. It was clear that he had a taste for attractive | egs.

"But this doesn't seemso bad," Jenny said. "Not com
pared to what it was |like when | cane here with Dug Min-

dane. "
"Ch, | wouldn't recomrend a little girl |ike you going
al one through this region," |chabod said.

"I"meighteen, and big for an elf," Jenny said defensively.

"An el f? Wiy, so you are!" Ichabod agreed, surprised.
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"But not |ike one | have catal oged before. Your hands are
four-fingered and your ears are pointed, and you don't seem
to be associated with an elf elm™"

"I'"'mfromthe Wrld of Two Mons," Jenny expl ai ned.

"Two Moons?" the man asked bl ankly. "I amcertain
haven't catal oged that."

"It's a different magic realm | cane to Xanth foll ow ng
Sammy Cat, who found a centaur wing feather here, but then
we couldn't find our way home."

"But surely you have but to ask the cat to find sone other
person or object in your horme realm close to where you
know your home to be," Anolde said intelligently.

"No, | tried that, but it didn't work. | think he can't find
anyt hi ng anywhere near hone, unless he is already at
hone. "

"Then gi ve himsone reverse wood, so he can't find any-
thing but hone," |chabod suggest ed.
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"No, that didn't work either," Jenny said. "The reverse
wood just made himunable to find anything he | ooked for."

"Reverse wood is treacherous stuff," Mentia said

"That's why they never tried to put it in the Gol den Horde
goblins' hate spring, to make it a love spring. It mght just
make everyone hate the water. Same goes for using it to

make Corn Pewter good instead of evil; it mght reverse him
in some other way, making hi mworse."

"True," lchabod said. "It was hoped that reverse wood

woul d enable a basilisk's stare to bring dead fol k back to

life, but it nmerely caused the basilisk to wipe itself out. They
tried to use it to reverse the spell that had transformed peopl e
to fish in the Fish River, but instead it turned the fish into
water and the water into fish."

"I remenber when a kid had the talent of giving folk

hot seats,"” Mentia said, smling. "Soneone slipped reverse

wood into his trouser pocket, hoping it woul d make him give

hi msel f a hotseat, but the next time he tried to use his talent,
he got wet pants."

Jenny | aughed. "Served himright!"
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"That time it worked well," Ichabod agreed. "But not in
the expected way. So reverse wood doesn't seemto be the
answer for your search for hone."

Anol de frowned, orienting on the intellectual challenge.
"Perhaps if you got one of those mmgi c di sposal bubbles,
and directed it to take you hone."

"That neither," Jenny said. "It just wouldn't go."

"It is alnpst as if your hone no | onger— |chabod
started, then stifled it.

"No | onger exists,"” Jenny finished firmy. "I recognized
that sone tinme ago. But it could be that ny famly is al
right. If the Holt burned, they would nove. But there would
be no way for nme to find the new hone from here."

"Do you dislike it here?" Anpl de asked.

"No. | have been here six years now, and |'m not sure
really want to go hone any nore. | only w sh—=

"That there were others of your particular type," Anolde
concluded. ' 'I know the feeling, being the only centaur M-
gician in Xanth. |1 was exiled fromny hone of Centaur Isle
because of that, and can never return."

Jenny | ooked at him suddenly warming to him "Yes!"

"Or being the only conpletely unnmagi cal Mindane in a
magi cal land," |chabod said. "Fortunately there are sone
cheering sights here."

Mentia realized why Anol de had asked her to show her
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| egs before: for the tonic effect on his friend. She fogged out
her gown, showi ng them agai n.

"Why did you seek nme out?" Amol de inquired.

"My better halts errand for the Sinmurgh requires her to
round up Jurors for a big trial. Two of them are Mindanes,

so—=
"Mundanes!" | chabod excl ai ned.

"Dug and Kim" Mentia agreed. "They visited here three
years ago, playing a game, and Kimwon a magic talent as
a prize. Then they went home to Miundania. Now they are
on the list, and nmust be summpned here to deci de Roxanne
Roc's fate."
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"The big bird in the Namel ess Castle?" Anol de asked.
"What did she do?"

Mentia shrugged. ' 'No one seens to know. But once | get
all the people sunmoned and delivered, maybe we'll all find
out. "\

"So you wish nme to take you into Mundani a," Anvol de
said. "To find those two Jurors.”

"Exactly. The sumons tokens will indicate the way, but
I"ma denpness. | can't |leave the nagic realns. But if | can
arrange to take magic with ne—

"And this trial is required by the Sinmurgh herself?"
"Yes."

"Then it behooves ne to facilitate it. | suppose ny | abor

here can wait a while." Then his eye caught sonething. It

| ooked |like a large fly, but it had several buttons on its body.
"There's a specinmen! Note it, Ichabod."

I chabod opened hi s not ebook, and several nore notes
popped nusically out. "One buttoned fly," he said, marking
it in his book.

"Are they dangerous?" Jenny asked.

"Only when they get unbuttoned,"” Ichabod replied with
an obscure snile.

Mentia changed the subject.
been surveying nmad artifacts?"

'Exactly how | ong have you

Anol de exchanged a glance with | chabod. "About twenty

ei ght years," the centaur said. "Ever since | retired fromthe
ki ngship of Xanth. | went to Miundania and fetched ny

friend, who wished to retire in Xanth, and whose archivistic

skill conplements ny specialty of alien archaeology. This is
a fascinating region, and until last year, it was expanding."
" '"Yes, the Tinme of No Magic voided a confining spell, and

al | oned the nadness to expand," Mentia said. "But we fixed
that | ast year, and now the madness is retreating."”
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"You fixed it?" he asked incredul ously.

"Well, it was a joint effort. Mainly Gary Gargoyle, but |
hel ped. W were in Stone Hinge:"
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"That's a nmere ruin, thousands of years old. How could

you—
"Two thousand years old," she agreed. "W visited the
deep past in a joint vision. It's a long story."

Anol de shook his head, benused. "It nmust be." He ex-
changed another glance with his friend. "Are you ready to
revisit Mundania, |ch?"

"I'n your company, certainly. Wthout it, |I fear | would
soon perish of old age."

Mentia glanced at Amplde. "You're pretty old yourself,
centaur, for a nmortal. Over a century and a quarter. How is
it that you haven't faded away | ong since?"

"W have wondered about that," Anol de confessed.

"Though | ama Magician, ny talent does not relate to age,
and of course, |Ichabod | acks magic entirely. W conjecture
that the anbi ence of nmadness has had, if not a rejuvenating
effect, a stabilizing one, so that we remain healthy as |ong
as we remain in it. This encourages our continuance of our
survey, apart fromits value as information."

Menti a nodded. "I know sonme Mundanes who |ive here,
who | think would be dead in Muindania. There's sonething
about the madness."

"It is, after all, Xanth's nost intense magic," Aol de
pointed out. "It may have effects that normal nmagic does
not. We have not been inclined to question this blessing."

" '"But if you |l eave the nmadness—what then?'' Jenny asked.

"Actually | have on occasion stepped outside the mad-

ness," Anplde said. "I noticed no deleterious effect. My
conjecture is that | have becone so charged with magi c that

my aisle in effect extends into Xanth. That is, that | now
generate an aisle of madness that keeps nme and | chabod

heal t hy wherever we go. O course, this could not be ex-

pected to last indefinitely, but it will be intriguing to test it
in Mundani a. "

"Great!" Mentia said. "W can get Jenny out of the mad-
ness, then nove on toward the isthmus. We'll have to step
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along, as it will take several days for you folk to traverse
Xanth, and we don't have tine to spare, but—=

"W may be able to accelerate it, if you can sumon
assi stance for traveling," |chabod said.
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Mentia hadn't thought of that. "I know a gi ant who was
in the nadness | ast year. Maybe if | can |ocate hi m=

Sammy | eaped from Jenny's arns and bounded away
through the madness. Jenny scranbled after him "Wit for
nme! "

"No!" Mentia cried. "You stay here. Jenny; 1'll follow
him and bring hi mback."

Jenny | ooked doubtful, but stopped running. Mentia
floated rapidly after the cat.

This was just as well, because Samy, still not properly
famliar with the madness, was getting in trouble. A huge

ant with patterns of stripes on its forel egs was bl ocking the
way. "Conpany—HALT!" the ant baw ed.

Sanmy, startled, halted. But Metria didn't. "Wat are
you?'' she demanded of the ant.

"I am Sarge. | give the orders around here."

"Well, Sarge Ant, | rank you, because | ama Cap Tain."
She forned herself into a large floating cap with the word
TAIN printed across it.

"YesSIR the ant agreed, saluting with a foreleg. "Wat
are your orders, sir?"

"Carry on, Sarge. Just tell me what threats there m ght be
to a traveling cat in this vicinity."

"Just King Bonmb, sir."
"What's he King of ?"
"The ticks, sir. He's a tick. He has a very short fuse."

Mentia considered. She knew that ticks could be bad m s-
chief in real Xanth, and possibly worse here. Still, a short-
tenpered tick naned Bonb didn't seemtoo form dable.

"VWhat's his given name?"

"Time, sir.

"How can we tell when we're near hinP"

"You can hear himticking, sir.
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"Thank you, Sarge. Dism ssed.”

The ant went his way. So did Sammy, boundi ng on

through the madness. But he paused just a noment, gl ancing
back. "Wait for me!" Mentia cried, catching the hint. Then
the cat forged ahead at full feline velocity.

But soon Mentia heard an om nous ticldng. They were
approachi ng King Bonb! So she zooned ahead. Sure

enough, there was a tick shaped |ike bl oated sphere standing
squarely in the path the cat would take. He | ooked extrenely
irritable, likely to explode at any nonent.
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Mentia came to float directly before him "Tick King
Time Bonb, blow this joint," she said.

The King's tiny eyes glared at her. "Begone yoursel f, De-
moness! |1'I1 have no truck with thee." His ticking got |ouder

"That's what you think. Bonb bast. Get out of here before
| set you off."

"This is an outrage!" the King declared, grow ng | arger
as his ticking intensified.

Mentia discovered an egg plant grow ng nearby. She
pi cked an egg and hurled it at the King. It splattered on his
metallic torso, the white and yoke drooling down.

That did it. The King detonated. The expl osion blasted a
hole in the ground and sent shrapnel into the surrounding
treetrunks, but of course, it didn't hurt Mentia.

Sanmy appeared. He bounded across the snoking crater
and went on, unconcer ned.

Mentia foll owed. Suddenly the cat stopped. He was before

a large dent in the forest floor that was shaped |like a human
posterior. Mentia knew they were in the presence of a non-
strous invisible man, who was sitting on the forest floor. The
smel |l was so bad that she abolished her nose. It was as if a
garbage factory with indigestion had burned hal fway down.

"Hello, Jethro Gant," Mentia said. "Renenber ne? |'m
t he Denmpbness Mentia. W met |ast year."

"Ch, yes," Jethro agreed. "Has it been that long? | was
just getting ready to get up and go."
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« "I will gladly show you the way out, if you will help ne
carry a few people to the edge of Xanth."

"That seens |ike an am cabl e deal. Stand back."

Mentia snatched up the cat and fl oated back. There was a
huge grunt and heave, and two nonstrous footprints repl aced
the bottom shaped i ndentation. Then an enornous invisible
hand canme down to take her. "Were are your people?"

Jet hro asked.

Mentia described the direction, and the giant tronped that
way. In only a few steps they arrived at the gl ade where
man, centaur, and elf waited, holding their noses as they
turned greenish.

Mentia floated down. "Think of sweet violets," she sug-
gested as she handed Sammy, who | ooked sonewhat green
i nstead of orange hinself, to Jenny. ' '"Jethro Gant is a nice

guy.

Then the huge hand canme down and picked them gently
up. ' 'Were to?'' the voice sounded fromfar above.
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Mentia floated up to invisible ear level, and directed him
toward the edge of nadness. In two steps they were out of
it. Then Jethro strode rapidly forward toward the edge of
Xanth, and the resulting wind bl ew nbst of the odor away.
The nortals were able to resume breat hing.

"Ch, this is interesting!" Jenny cried, peering down
through the invisible hand. "Xanth | ooks just like a map."

"Qops," Mentia said. "I forgot to set you down when we
| eft the nmadness."

"Don't bother. | know Kimand Dug, and would like to

see them agai n, and Sanmmy can help you find them Besides,
we're all going to the sanme place in the end. To that weird
trial. It's nice being on a quest, of a sort."

"An elf quest? That makes so much sense, |1'll have to
ignore it," Mentia said.

"No, just put your uncrazy better half in charge,"” Jenny
said. ' 'l always sort of liked her, even if she did drive ne
crazy."

"Ch? Wiy do you asseverate that?"
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"Wy do | what that?"

"Decl are, avow, attest, proclaim expound, announce—*
"Assert?"
"What ever! "

"Wel cone back, Metrial"

"It's nice to rejoin you, too, odd elf. What are you going
to do, now that your friend Nada has found true | ove, or at
| east a husband?"

"l don't know. Maybe | should ask Magician Trent to
transform soneone for ne, as he did for d oha Goblin-
Har py. "

"Yes, and in the process | wound up married too," Metria
agreed reniniscently.

"You did it to save her fromm schief."
"Well, my half soul gave ne a conscience, so | had to."

"But didn't you save her before you got your con-
sci ence?"

Metria paused, sorting it out. "Yes, | suppose so. But
wanted to find out what |ove was |ike."

They | ooked out across Xanth. "Ch, |ook!" Jenny ex-
clainmed. "There's a |ight house."

Metria | ooked. Sure enough, the house was floating
through the air, carried along by the wind. "That's a very
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i ght house," she agreed.

"But what's that?" Jenny asked, al arnmed, as she | ooked
i n anot her direction.

Metria | ooked again. "Ch, that's an air plain," she ex-
pl ai ned. "Were flying centaurs can graze."

I ndeed, four wi nged centaurs were standing on the cloud-
i ke plain, picking berry, bread, and grape fruits.

"And there's an air male," Jenny said, as the centaur stal -
lion waved to her with his wings. "H, Cheiron!"

"Wait a half a nonent!" Metria said. "How can there be
four flying centaurs there? Che and Cynthia are at Castle
Roogna until the trial. There should be only Cheiron and
Chex. "

"Ch, didn't you know?" Jenny asked. "The stork brought
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two nore foals to themlast year. Actually centaurs don't use
storks, because their foals are too heavy, but—

"Two nore foal s?"

"Chel sy and Cherish. Twins. Maybe they were taking
their naps when you visited the famly."

"Maybe so," Metria agreed doubtfully.

Meanwhi | e the giant was striding obliviously on, soon
| eaving the floating plain behind. Jenny | ooked ahead.
"QOops. "

Metria foll owed her gaze a third time. "Oh, it's just a
storm”

"Not just any storm That's Fracto!"

Metria peered at the cloud nore closely. "Wy, so it is.
I remenber when he was just another denon, before he spe-
cialized in cloudcraft."

"He always conmes at the worst tinme, to mess up whatever
others are doing."

"Of course. He's a denon."”
"Are you |ike that?"

"l used to be, as you know. | just had a nore delicate
contiguity."

"A nore delicate what?"

"Concurrence, imrediacy, propinquity, proximty, pres-
sure, sensation—

"Touch?"

"What ever, " she agreed crossly. "Denpbnesses just aren't
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as violent as denons, but our m schief is equivalent." She
t hought of King Gonden and Threnody. Those were the bad
ol d days, when she hel ped bring down kingdoms with her

sex appeal. W ndbag Fracto never achieved that.

"Wl l, maybe he'll fail this time," Jenny said, "because
Jethro Gant is too big to be blown away."

"But it should be fun watching himtry."

The storm swel |l ed up grotesquely as the giant strode to-
ward it. Dark clouds reached up for the sky, and down for
the ground. Thunderbirds and Ii ghtni ngbugs spun in the
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swirling air currents. Rain splatted against the giant's invis-
i ble body, outlining it in glistening water.

"I''l'l fetch rain coats," Metria said, and popped off. She
found an old, ancient, worn-out storm and took a sheet of
its rain, fashioning it into several capes. Because the rain
was tired, it no |longer had the energy to wet things down,
and just hung there inertly.

She returned with the coats. "Put these on; they will keep
the wild new water off you," she told Jenny, Anolde, and
| chabod.

"Ch, a translucent plastic raincoat," |chabod said,
pl eased.

"Exactly." Metria didn't find it necessary to clarify the
preci se nature of the coats.

It was just as well they had the rain coats, because, now
the giant was striding over Lake Tsoda Popka, and the storm
was sucking up water fromall the different-flavored little
| akel ets, so that it was raining popka. Jenny put out her
cupped hands and caught sonme of it, so that she could drink
"Qooo, it's extra fizzy!" she said. "It nust have been
freshly stirred up."

I chabod did the sane, but as he drank, he junped. ' 'Wo
ki cked ne?" he denmanded.

Aol de | aughed. "You happened to catch sonme boot
rear."

They passed over the Wth-a-Cookee River. Now assorted
cookies pelted them Jenny caught a pecan sandy and threw

it away, because she cared to eat neither sand nor the other
stuff. But soon she caught a spiral ed punwheel and ate that.
Arnol de caught some chocol ate chip cookie crunbs, and Ich-
abod a piece of gingerbread. Unfortunately all the fragments
were somewhat soggy fromthe rain.

Fracto stormed on, but could not blow away the gi ant, who
sinmply forged obliviously on, though his head was in the
clouds. They passed a glittering river formed of tunbling
crystals, and a huge mattress whose projecting springs were
silver. "What's that?" Jenny asked.
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"Crystal River and Silver Springs, of course,” Anvolde
replied. He was good with geography, as all centaurs were.

"Of course," Jenny echoed. "How silly of nme not to rec-
ogni ze them There's just so much of Xanth | haven't yet
seen. New things keep surprising nme."

Eventual |y they reached the isthnus. Jethro gently set
them down by a tree covered with nouths. "This is as far
as | can go," he said. "My head is starting to poke up out
of the magic."

Now t hat they were no |onger noving rapidly, the snel
was catching up. "That's fine, Jeth!" Jenny called. "Thanks
a whole lot!" Then she stifled a gag.

"Wl cone." The giant strode invisibly away, and the air
slowy cl eared

But the nouths on the tree had taken in some of the stench,
and were nout hing gasps. "Wat kind of tree is that?"
Jenny asked.

"Atwo-lips tree, | think," Anol de answered.

Then a nouth opened wi de. "Repent now " it preached.
"The end is near!"

"My nistake," the centaur said. "Those are apoca-lips."

Metria brought out the token with Kirn's name. "That
way," she said as it tugged.

They noved along as a group, Metria | eading the way.

Soon they cane to the Interface between Xanth and Min-

dania. It had been intangible through nost of Xanth's history,
Metria understood, but since they had reconpiled it |ast year;

it had sharpened up considerably, and was now a scintillating
zone of intense magic. "W had better hold hands as we
cross," Metria said, "so that we'll all return to this sane
spot when we cross back."

"Correct," Amolde said. "That will fix us as a party. But
I am surprised that a denmobness knows or cares about such
intricacies.'

"I helped fix it," she remnded him "It's the Interface
that confines the madness in the center, as well as keeping
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most Mundanes out, so Xanth isn't constantly swanped by
hordes of dreary unmagi cal beings."

"So it keeps magic both in and out! We really nmust talk
at greater length, in due course," he said.

Metria shrugged, hardly interested. "Maybe soneday."
"However, now that we are about to depart from Xanth,

I nmust caution you that the magic will be limted to a narrow
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aisle, of which | will be the center." He smled briefly. "O
the centaur, as you prefer. |If you wander beyond that aisle,
you will |ose your magic, whatever it is. Ichabod, of course,
has little to fear, being naturally Mindane—

"Except that | mght suddenly expire of old age," the
archivi st said.

"But you, Metria, could disappear entirely. So | recom
mend that you stay quite close to me for this interim" He
smled. "Perhaps we shall have that dial ogue sooner than
anticipated. "

"What ever," Metria agreed crossly.

They passed through the Interface. There was a slight tin-
gle, and that was all; the | and beyond was nuch the same

as regular Xanth. But Metria was keenly aware that she was
now dependent for her very existence on the centaur aisle of
nmagi c.

8
MUNDANI A

If I may make a suggestion ..." |chabod said.
' "By all neans, friend, Arnolde replied. ' This is, after

all, ybur territory."

"I think it would facilitate things if we had rapid Mindani an
transportation." He glanced at Anol de. "You know how

they tend to stare at you when they see you, and this tine

we don't have a spell of invisibility along."

"Excel |l ent point! Perhaps your wheel ed vehicl e?"
"That was what | was thinking. My pickup truck wll
carry the full party, and if we put high sides onit, oddities

will not be noticed."
"That's right," Metria said. "Centaurs don't exist in
Mundani a. "

"Nor denpnesses," |chabod agreed. "However, if you

arrange to be garbed a bit nore conpletely—not that |'m
conpl ai ni ng—"
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She had | eft her gown translucent. She opaqued it. "WII
this do?"

"Actual ly, your apparel does not closely resenble that of
cont enporary Miundani a," he said. "WII| you accept ny in-
struction in this respect?"

"Maybe 1'd better," she said. "But if your hands stray,
I"lI'l turn into snmoke and choke you."

He smiled. "I"msure it would be delightful snoke. Please
assune a col ored bl ouse, and an opaque skirt extending
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about hal fway to the knees."

Metria did so. Then she formed the peculiar pointed-hee
f oot wear Mundanes used, and arranged her hair, and red-

dened her lips. "I feel like a clown," she conpl ai ned.
"You |l ook like a fine young wonan," | chabod assured
her. "And, | might add, a remarkably attractive one."

Metria, about to say sonething appropriately sharp, sud-
denly discovered that her tongue had softened to, as Profes-
sor Grossclout would put it, something Iike mush.

Then | chabod turned to Jenny EIf. "No offense, but you
could pass for a human child of ten,"” he told her. "I think
you' d do best in juvenile garb, such as T-shirt, blue jeans,
and sneakers." Then he reconsidered. "No, you woul d not
appear childlike in such a shirt! Maybe a | oose untucked
plaid shirt—ahat's the matter?”

For Jenny was giggling. "That's the color of Mela Mer-

worman' s— She di ssolved into nore giggles.
"A checkered shirt," Metria said quickly.
"That woul d do," Ichabod agreed, perplexed.

"There seens to be sonmething we don't know about,"
Anol de remar ked. "Perhaps we have been too long in the
madness. "

"For sure," Jenny agreed as her mirth gradually subsided.
"Plaid sure isn't the way to appear childlike! But | can't just
make clothing fromny own .substance, the way Metria does.

I"l'l have to find sone."

"We're not all the way out of the magic yet," Metria said.
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"Have Sammy find a shoe tree, and a clothes horse, and |']I
fetch what she needs, and a jacket for you, Anolde."

Sammy was off and running as she spoke. "Bring him
back with you," Jenny said, this time not trying to chase
after the cat.

Metria floated after Samry, who brought her in turn to a

shoe tree with a pair of sneakers Jenny's size, a clothes horse
with good jeans, shirt, and jacket, and a scarlet ribbon worm
that would do nicely to tie her hair. She gathered these up
along with the cat and floated back to the waiting party.

Then she formed herself into a high-sided tent so that
Jenny coul d change cl othes wi thout suffering the cynosure
of three or four nale eyes. After all, Jenny was not a nynph.

Thi s acconplished, they resumed their travel in the direc-
tion the token had indicated for Ki m Mindane. G adually

the terrain changed, with the trees beconing unfamliar and
somehow |l ess interesting, as if ashamed to be w thout magic.
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The very air becane dusky and | ess pleasant, losing its fresh-
ness.

I chabod sniffed. "The pollution gets worse every year,"

he remarked. "Now we shall have to deviate fromthe true
route, because ny residence is to the side. Fortunately it is
not far, and | believe we can avoid contact with the natives."

Even so, it was a dreary hike. Metria would have popped

back to Xanth for a break, but didn't dare try to cross the
dread magicl ess terrain between. She was stuck with the

party, in her peculiar outfit, for the duration. ,

At |ast they canme to Ichabod' s house, which was a dul
wood and stucco structure beside a broad paved path. Beside
it was a funny device with wheels.

But as they approached it, energing fromthe forest behind
it, a horrible |oud nonster cane zooning al ong the road.
Jenny drew back in fright. "lIs it a dragon?" she asked.

"No, nerely an autonobile," Ichabod replied confidently.
"Do not be concerned; it will not |eave the highway."

Jenny and Metria | ooked up, but saw no high way, just
the I ow road. "He neans the paved wi de path you see,"
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Anol de expl ai ned, realizing the source of their confusion
"There are a nunber of odd terns in Mundania."

"I will stand behind the house," Anolde said, "so that I

will not be seen. | amuncertain how far ny aisle extends
now, ny long tine in the madness nmay have enhanced it
sonewhat . "

"Let's find out," Metria said. "I don't want to step out

of it by accident. Jenny and | can walk slowy to the edge,
and when | fade she can pull nme back." The prospect made
her nervous, but she did want to know the Iimts. It was a
matter of existence and nonexi stence for her, which was a
new and qual ny sensation

"Meanwhile | will fetch noney and supplies fromthe
house, " 1chabod said. He alone was free to | eave the aisle,
unl ess his age caught up with him

Metria and Jenny |inked hands and wal ked ahead of Ar-

nolde. "It should extend fifteen paces to the front, and hal f
that to the rear," Anplde called. "And only about two paces
to either side."

Metria | ooked back. She judged they were a dozen paces
ahead of him She took one nore, and a second, getting nore
nervous as she did.

They were now cl ose besi de the paved path. Another noisy

bl ock nonster zooned across. But instead of passing on by,
it suddenly squealed like a stuck oink and slewed to a halt
right before them Metria, nervous about the limt of the
ai sl e, stood frozen.
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The nonster whistled piercingly. Then it poked a human
head fromits side. "Hey, cutie! How about a date?"

"I think it's talking to you," Jenny said.
So Metria responded. "If your dates taste as bad as your
air, | don't want one."

The thing whistled again. "Ch, wow, we've got a live one
here!" Part of its side opened, and a young nman craw ed out.
"Beat it, kid," he said to Jenny. Then, to Metria, "How
about a kiss, sugarlips?"

Metria was beginning to figure this out. The nonster was
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actual ly some kind of conveyance, |ike a nagic carpet. The
man was the standard obnoxi ous young human mal e. She
knew how to handl e that kind.

"Sure, buttface. Cone and get it."
"Are you sure—=2" Jenny asked worriedly.
"We'll find out soon enough."

The man came up and put his arns around her. He brought
his face down to hers. Just as his npbuth was about to touch
hers, Metria turned her-head into a nound of nush.

His |ips sucked nush. Hs head jerked back. "What
t he—=2"

She poked an eyeball out of the nmush. "Yes, |overboy?"

"It's an alien thing!" he cried, pulling away. But her arnmns
were around him hol ding himcl ose.

"Then | had better chonp it," she said, her head formng
into the snout of a small dragon

He screaned as it snapped at his nose. "Aaaaahhh!"

"Hold still," the snout said. "How do you expect me to
chonmp your face off?'

But the man was uncooperative. He haul ed hinsel f away

so violently that her arns stretched like toffee. He spun
about, wrenching free, and | eaped into his box. In a nonent
the box roared, shot out a cloud of gas, and squeal ed rapidly
away.

"I think that thing has indigestion,"
"Not to nmention the man inside it."

Jenny said, giggling.

"Wl l, he shouldn't have tried to get fresh with a denon-
ess," Metria said, resum ng her set Mundane aspect.

"I think he won't try it again,"” Jenny agreed.

But al ready another vehicle was squealing to a stop. This
one seenmed to be stuffed full of young nen. "Hey, babe!"
one called. "How about a snooch?"
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Metria found that this sort of thing palled fairly quickly.
So she turned her whole body into that of a dragon and
roared back at them This tine no door opened, and the ve-
hi cl e squeal ed away as rapidly as it had cone.

Now at |ast they could conplete their test of the Iimts of
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the aisle. Metria took one nore step, and remrai ned present.
She took another, and still was there. Then she | ost her nerve
and retreated. "The aisle's strong enough.”

Meanwhi | e | chabod had gotten his own vehicle | oaded. ' 'I

st epped out of your aisle several tinmes," he said as he re-
turned to Anolde. "I felt the difference, but it was tolerable
for brief periods. | believe you are correct: W are well
charged with magic, and it takes tine for it to dissipate. But
we had better resolve the current mssion expeditiously."

That was his way of suggesting that they hurry, Metria

knew. But she wanted to do one thing first. "I was trying to
get beyond the front end of the aisle of magic," she said,
"but kept running afoul of Mindanes, or foul Mindanes,

and lost ny nerve. But | think | should find out exactly what
happens when | enter Mindani a proper. Maybe it's not so

bad. Wul d you gui de nme where you have been, and bring

me back, if-—=2"

"l understand," |chabod said graciously. "Rest assured,
woul d not all ow anyone with appurtenances |ike yours to
come to grief if | could help it. Come this way."

He meant her legs, mainly. She followed himaround the

back of the house, while Jenny renained with Anol de, who

had not noved. The centaur understood the inportance of
keeping the aisle exactly as it was, so they could experinent.

"The phenonmenon does appear to be significantly nore

capaci ous than during its original nmanifestation," |chabod
remarked. "By perhaps fifty percent. That is, about three
paces out, perhaps ten feet. Cbserve: | scuffed a mark by ny
back door, here, where | noted the diminution of the anbi-
ence."

"Where the magic stops,"” Metria translated, stopping just
short of the line. "Wuld you nind, um holding ny hand
as | cross?"

"M nd?" Ichabod said, as if in doubt. "Dear creature, |
woul d consider it a privilege."

"Thank you." Pl eased, she gave himher nost fetching
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smle, then took his hand, nerved herself, and stepped across
the |ine.

Everything turned awful. She was swirling out of control;

dissipating in all directions, and | osing her nind.
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Then, after a yearlong instant, she found herself strewn
around | chabod every which way, in severe disorder.
"Huh?" she inquired intelligently.

"Are you functional ?" he asked.

She drew in her extrenities fromaround hi mand got her

head together. "I think so. What happened?"
"You dissolved into a dust devil. That is, a twist of wnd,
carrying dust and leaves. | tried to push you back into the

aisle with ny body, but couldn't quite get hold of you, and
feared | was nerely disrupting you. Fortunately Anol de re-
al i zed what had happened, and stepped si deways one pace.
That brought the ambience to your |ocale, and your persona
re-fornmed.”

"A dust devil ?" she echoed bl ankly.

"At tinmes the wind is channeled into a circular vortex,
generating a relative |ow pressure interior, which sucks in
dust. Extrene exanpl es becone tornadoes or even hurri-
canes. But nost dust devils swirl for only a few seconds,

then di ssipate. They have no | asting cohesion. | realized that
this was likely to be your fate, if you renained clear of the
magi c. "

"So you got nme back in it," she said. "I think you saved

my existence, lchabod." That explai ned why she was

wr apped around him She had been no nore than energy in

the air, and when he tried to push her back, he had sinply
stepped into the swirl. "Thank you." She shaped her head

into its best configuration, made her prettiest face, and ki ssed
himfirmy on the nouth.

He | ooked about ready to faint. Indeed, he sagged

somewhat, so that she had to support him But he was not

in disconfort; there was a dazed smle in the vicinity of his
mout h, and his eyes seened to glow. "Thank you," he

breathed. "But please, if you would ..."
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"\VWhat ever you wi sh, friend," she said obligingly.
"Put your clothing back on."

Oh. She had lost that detail, in the confusion of the dis-
solution. Hastily she re-formed shoes, skirt, and blouse, in
that order. Then his eyes di med back to nmedium and he
recovered his equilibrium He mght be old, but his reflexes
seened to be nornal.

Anmol de and Jenny were two paces away. "It seens that

we now know t he Mundane reversion of denons," Anol de

said. ' 'They are the flux that animates the currents of the
wind. In Xanth they possess awareness and control, becom
ing immrtal. In Mundania they |ack these qualities, so rap-
idly dissipate."

"And so a | ong-standi ng question has at |ength been re-
sol ved, " Ichabod agreed. "Thanks to the courage of the De-
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nmoness Metria."

"Courage!" Metria snorted. "l just wanted to know what
woul d happen if | got out of the aisle. Now | know |I'd better
not try it."

"Courage is as one defines it," Anolde said.

"Um nmaybe | should try that also," Jenny said. "I'm not
brave, but it does nmake a difference whether | turn into a
regular girl or a swirl of dust."

"To be sure," Ichabod agreed. "Step this way."

Metria watched as the two approached the line in the dirt,

and stepped across it. The elf girl held her cat tightly in her
arns. Jenny did not disappear, or becone dust; she sinply
becane a childlike girl, and the cat did not seemto change

at all.
"Ch! | have five fingers!" Jenny excl ai med.
"And rounded ears," |chabod added. "You have becone

di stressingly normal ."

"Ugh!" Jenny qui ckly stepped back into the magi c. But

then she changed her m nd and stepped out again. "The point
is to see whether | can safely function in Mindania," she
said. "And it seens 1 can. That's good to know. "

"I amnot certain that is entirely the case," |chabod said.
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"Why? What's wong?"

"The Mundanes will not be able to understand you, out-
side of the aisle. You are speaking the nmagic | anguage of
Xant h, which all humanoi ds know. But it sounds like gib-
beri sh to Mundanes."

"Ch. So if | leave the aisle, 1'd better not speak."”

"Correct. Your first words would give away your alien
origin. That will not be a problemfor Metria, who can't
depart the aisle, or Anplde, who carries it with him But you

will have to be cautious."
"In fact, 1'd better not stray unless | really have to," Jenny
concl uded.

' "That is nmy opinion. And the sane surely goes for your
cat."

Jenny considered that. "I'd better put himon a | eash,"
she decided. "He won't like it, but | don't want us both
getting hopelessly lost in Mindania."

"A sensible precaution."

They turned and returned to the aisle. They had not gone
far, but there was no doubt that Jenny had been operating
wel | enough outside the aisle. As she crossed back into it,
her ears pointed again and her hands (and surely her toes
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too) dinminished to four digits per appendage. A thunb and
three fingers. The nmagic to the Wrld of Two Moons did not
apply to Mundani a any better than that of Xanth did.

"Now we mnust travel," Ichabod said briskly. "Since we

do not know t he address, we shall have to be guided by the
sumons token. | hope we can proceed without further pro-
crastination.”

"Yes, let's nove," Metria said.

| chabod put a crate down behind his truck-vehicle, and

Anmol de nounted this carefully and stepped up into the back |
of the truck, which had now been fitted with high sides, ]
Jenny joined himthere. Metria was about to do the sane,

but Ichabod stopped her. ' 'l nust have you in front to direct
me, Denoness."
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"Ch. Right." She watched himget into the enclosed front
portion of the vehicle, then popped into the seat beside him

"Perhaps it would be better not to nmove that way," |ch-
abod suggested. "W do not want to attract undue attention
to ourselves."

"Ch, that's right—denons don't exist in Mindania," she
said. "Except as swirls of wind. 1'll watph ny manners.”

He took a small key and used it to unlock sonething on

the front side. But no door opened. Instead a dragon grow ed,
so close it seenmed al nost on top of them Metria dissolved

i nto snmoke, but caught herself before she drifted out of the
vehicle. "Wat's that?" she asked, re-fornmng.

I chabod gl anced at her. H s eyes went opal escent agai n.
"That is the notor starting," he said. "Have no concern
But if you don't m nd—your clothing."

Oh. She kept forgetting. It was hard to keep such details
in mnd when such strange things were going on. She formed
the necessary itens.

"Understand, | have no objection to your, er, natural ap-
pearance, " |chabod said. "In fact, | find it extrenely ap-
pealing. But | fear | would be unable to drive well with such
a distraction, and any other mal e who perceived your assets
woul d suffer simlarly."

"My what ?" she asked, gl ancing down at herself. Then

she realized that he had not used a bad word. "You nean if
we were al one and nobody el se could see, there'd be no
probl en?" She had a suspicion about the answer. After all
it wasn't as if she were conpletely inexperienced with hu-
man nal es.

He seemed to hesitate. "I, ah, er, um that is to say, per-
haps not, but that seens an unlikely eventuality."

That was his way of saying that his orbs would bum out.
Satisfied, Metria brought out the Kimtoken and held it be-
fore her. She was |ucky those hadn't been | ost when she
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stepped out of the aisle! "That way," she said, pointing as
it tugged.

| chabod reached for her knee. Curious, she watched his
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hand. But it stopped just short, |anding instead on the knee-

|i ke knob on top of a stick poking fromthe floor. He w ggled

the stick. Then he pushed his feet against pedals on the floor
This was evidently a magic ritual

The vehicle lurched forward. Metria held her position, and
turned her head back to see how the two in back were taking
it. They were all right; Amolde nust have ridden in this
contraption before, and warned Jenny about it. The two had
gotten along very well, ever since discovering that each was
i solated fromhis or her natural species.

"Er," Ichabod said, glancing at her

She conpleted the turn of her head. "Yes?"

"You just did a one-hundred-and-ei ghty-degree rotation of
your head," he said. "And then made it three hundred and
sixty degrees."

" Goo"
"That isn't done anong humans."

Oh, again. O course, nortals had inconveni ent anatonica
limts. "You nmean | shouldn't do that?"

"It mght attract adverse attention which we would prefer
to avoid."

That nmeant not to do it. She sighed. "Mundania is a dul
pl ace. "

"l agree enphatically."” Now the truck began to nove

forward, though he hadn't finished noving his feet or playing
with the wheel angled before him The craft pulled out onto
the road, turned in the direction she had indicated, and gath-
ered speed. This turned out to be respectable; it was about

as fast as a mmgic carpet.

"How do you nmake it m nd?" she asked. "You haven't
said a word to it."

He smiled. "Now, that would be novel: teaching a De-
nmoness to drive."

"Wy not ?"

He considered. "Wy not indeed! Very well, Metria. | am
maki ng the truck respond not by verbal conmands, but by
the actions of ny hands and feet. The key turns on the notor,
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and the | evers connect it to the wheels. | steer it with the
steering wheel, here."
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"Fascinating!" she said. "It's a mndl ess machi ne."
"To be sure. | must guide it constantly, or it will go
astray."

She asked nore questions, and he, evidently flattered by

the interest, explained about the obscure nechani sns of
clutch, brakes, steering colum, driveshaft, and turning sig-
nals. Metria paid close attention. It seened that Mindani a
was not quite as dull as she had thought. She could have
some fun with a contraption like this, if she ever got the
chance.

She checked with the token. It seened to have no trouble
keeping track of its object, though Kimwas across a stretch
of magicless terrain. The Sinmurgh nust have seen to that,
refusing to let her artifacts be limted by Mundane consi d-
erations. But now it was tuggi ng sonewhat to the side. "W
are drifting off-course,” Metria announced.

"That is inevitable, given the limts of the hi ghway sys-
tem | shall have to angle toward it. Never fear, we shall get
there in due course.”

He turned at the next intersection, and turned agai n when

the direction still wasn't right. It seenmed that it was not pos-
sible, in Mundania, to go directly where one wanted to go.

So they kept noving, and Metria kept |earning about the

ways of controlling the vehicle, and at other tinmes gazing

but at the changingly dull scenery of the region

They passed many bl ocky buil di ngs, and many sections of
field between, and sonetines sonme bits of forest. O her ve-
hicles prow ed constantly, on both sides of the road. It
seened that each had to stay on its own side, according to
the direction it was going, or there would be an awful crash

At last the tugs on the token got stronger. "W are com ng
close,” Metria said.

"Excel l ent. We are approachi ng Squeedunk. \What age is
Ki nf"
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"Ni neteen, by now, if folk age at the regular rate in Min-
dani a. "

"Then she is college age. She could be at the Squeedunk
Conmunity Col | ege. "

"Comunity collage? Do they paste unrelated things to-
gether to nmake a picture?'

He smiled. ' 'In a sense, Metria. They try to educate ju-
venil es, which may be about as much of an art."

Soon they cane to the SCC canpus. The buil di ngs were

| arge and covered with blue glassy squares. Young human

fol k wal ked between them carrying arnfuls of books. Sone
had spread bl ankets on the flat green sward and were sunning
thensel ves in scant attire.
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"They are wearing less than | am" Metria said, pouting.

"They are | ess endowed than you are,"” he said diplo-
matical ly.

"Less whatted?"

"Heal t hy, curvaceous, symmetrical, proportioned, statu-
esque, conely—

" St acked?"

"What ever,"” he said with a smle. "You would disrupt
traffic and cl asses, so nust nask your assets."

There was that word again. "My whats?"
"Charnms. Are we going right?"

She checked the token. "That way," she said, pointing to

a bui |l di ng.

| chabod brought the truck around to the parking | ot nearest
the building. "I hope she lives on the ground floor," he said.
n W]y?ll

" "How will we get to her, out of reach of the aisle?
"Anol de will have to go in with us."
"A centaur in Mindani a? Better for you to go naked."

Metria sorted that out, and concluded that he nmeant that

it wasn't practical for Anolde to enter the building. He was
probably right. The centaur woul dn't enjoy the narrow steps
and halls and | andings Metria could see, and might attract
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nore attention than was wise. So it would be best if he re-
mai ned in the truck.

But that neant that the rest of them woul d have to stay
there too. Except for Ichabod, and maybe Jenny. Jenny
couldn't speak outside the aisle, so it would have to be the
man. "So you fetch her."

"Men are not allowed in the wonen's dornmitories," he

said. ' 'It is one of those archaic regulations that still obtain
in the hinterlands." She realized that he was naking a funny,

but wasn't quite sure about what.

They got out and wal ked to the rear of the truck. Anolde's
head and shoul ders showed above the high side. "W have
arrived?" the centaur asked.

"At the girl's dormtory. But we have a problem She may
be out of reach."

They di scussed it, but before they cane to a concl usion,
sone students approached. "Xibu't vg, epmP" a young
man called to Metria.
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Metria | ooked at |chabod. "This is Muindane speech?"

"Yes. He just inquired, 'Wat's up, doll?" He will becone
intelligible once he enters the aisle.”

"Dol | ?"

" "It is an overly faniliar nmode of address to an unfaniliar
woman. "

"That's what | thought. Suppose | put on a dragon's snout
and bite his head off?"

"I wouldn't recommend it. We don't wish to nmake a
scene. "

She had been afraid he would say that. "So how do |
squel ch this clod of dragon manure?"

"Perhaps | had better handle this." Then, as the youth
reached them |chabod said, "Wre you addressing ny mar-

ri ed daughter?'' Jenny remai ned out of sight, so this had to
be Metri a,

"Qops," the young nman said, abashed. In three fifths of
a nonent he was gone

"That was fun, | confess," |chabod sai d.
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A young woran appr oached. "0Qooo," she squealed. "Is
that a horse in there?

Metria realized that Anol de's speckled flank showed
through the slats of the side. "Not exactly," she said.

"But I'msure | sawyes, that's definitely horseflesh!"
the girl said, peering through.

Anol de | ooked at her from above the side. "That
horsefl esh belongs to ne." he said. "Wuld you like a closer
| ook?"

Qops! Metria opened her nouth, but couldn't think of any-
thing to say.

"Oooo, yes!" the girl cried, jumping up and down in her
excitenment. Metria knew that did interesting things to her
sweat er, because |chabod's eyes were starting to shine.

"Then perhaps | might prevail on you for a favor, first,"
Arnol de sai d.

"Ch, sure! Anything."

VWhat was the centaur up to?

"There is a young wonan we would like to talk with, but
of course, we can't go into the dormtory, being male. Wuld
you be kind enough to take a nessage to her?"

"Sure," the girl agreed, straining to get a better glinpse.
So far she had not been able to nake the connecti on between
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the horsefl esh and the tal ki ng man.

"Her name is Kim |If you take this enerald disk to her,
per haps she will come out here." Anpl de nodded toward
Metri a.

Metria was not easy about this, but had no choice but to
hand over the disk.

"Emeral d?" the girl said. "But it's black!"

"I't has becone sonewhat corroded with age," Anvol de
sai d snoot hly.

"Ch." Then the girl made another connection. "But why
couldn't you go in to find her?" she asked Metria. "You're
about as female as |'ve ever seen."

"I +4— Metria said, but stalled al nost inmrediately.

"She has a speech inpedinment," |chabod said quickly.
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"Terrible stuttering. Please don't enbarrass her by mention-
ingit."

"Ch, sure, no," the girl agreed. "Be back in a jiff." She
hurried off with the token

"Suppose she doesn't take it to KinP" Metria asked, sin-
cerely worried.

"A sumons by the Simurgh will travel only to its proper
sunmonsee, " Anpl de said. "The girl will not even think of
taking it el sewhere."

' How can you be sure of that?
"l ama centaur scholar."

Oh. O course. For once Metria wasn't annoyed by the
superior certainty of the species.

Soon enough Kim cane running out, garbed nuch as Me-
tria herself was. She had been a lanky girl, sonewhat plain;

now she had put on sone flesh where it counted and redone
her hair, and | ooked nore |ike a wonman. Especially while
running. "Metria!" she cried, instantly recognizing the de-
nmoness. "What on earth are you doing out here, in civilian
cl ot hi ng?"

"How can | understand her fromthis distance?" Metria
asked.

"Because | turned to capture her in my aisle," Arnol de
replied.

Then Ki mreached Metria, and hugged her enphatically.
"I never thought 1'd be so glad to see you, Denbness! But
howis it possible? This is the real world."

"Do you know of the centaur aisle?" Metria asked.
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"Ch, sure! But that's old history. There's no | onger—
Then Ki m caught sight of Anolde's head. "Oh, no! Can it
be? I thought Anpl de faded away decades ago!"

"Reports of ny fadeaway have been sonewhat exagger -
ated," Anpl de said, extending his hand.

Kimgrasped it. "Oh, marvel ous! This is alnost as good
as visiting Xanth! But what—=

"You will visit Xanth," Metria said. "I brought you your
summons. You nust return with us.”
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«

"But | can't do that!" Kimprotested. "I have cl asses,
honmewor k, obligati ons—'

"They will have to wait," Anolde informed her. "No
one declines a sunmons fromthe Sinurgh.”

"Fromthe Sinmurgh?" Kimstared at the black disk. "I
knew t here was sonething really special about this nedal.

But | can't get into Xanth, except when | play the ganme, and
|'"ve been too busy even to do that."

"What, even during sumer vacation?" |chabod asked.
"Well, there's Dug," she said, blushing.

Then Metria understood how sumers coul d di sappear
Two of her own years had di sappeared simlarly. "Dug's
comng too," she said. "I have a sumons for him"

Suddenly Kirn's objections faded away. "I'Il tell ny
roonmate to cover for me," she said, and dashed off.

Meanwhi | e the nessenger girl had returned. "About that
horse..." she said.

"Cone in and see," Anpl de sai d.

"Is that wi se?" |chabod asked.

"W made a deal ,"” Arnolde said. "Let her in."

So | chabod opened the back just enough to let the girl
scranble in, then closed it behind her

There was a breathl ess pause. Then a faint scream "Oh,
my! Are you really—="

"I amreally," Arnolde said. "But please don't tell anyone
el se, because it woul d nmake things rather awkward for ne,
and |'mrather too old to handl e awkwar dness graceful ly."

"Not so you'd notice," Ichabod nuttered. "He's a con
artist. There's no counting how nany speci mens he tal ked
into posing for us, in the madness."

"And who—what are you?" the girl asked after a bit.
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"Jenny ElIf. 1'mtoo young to handl e awkwar dness. "

Kimenerged fromthe building, carrying a bag. "My re-
search paper homework," she said. "Maybe |I'l|l squeeze it

in, sonmehow. "

The other girl emerged fromthe truck, |ooking dazed.
"Thanks, Jo," Kim said.
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"Any time, Kim" Jo wal ked unsteadily away.
"Suppose she tal ks?" Metria asked.

"Who woul d believe her?" Kim asked. "Cone on, let's
go get Dug!"

This time Kimgot in the front of the truck, because she
knew exactly where to find Dug, and since her |egs were just
as visible as Metria's, Ichabod didn't object. Metria clinbed
in back with Anpol de and Jenny Elf.

"That girl's face nmust have been sonething," Metria re-
mar ked as the truck lurched into notion. "She thought she
woul d see a horse, and man, and she saw a centaur."

"She did see a horse and man," Anolde said prinmy
"There are both in ny ancestry."

"But she did seemabout to faint, at first," Jenny said. "I

know how it is. | was anazed when | first saw Chex. For-
tunately | couldn't see very well, so .1 didn't realize just how
strange she was. Until she got nme a pair of spectacles.”

"Yes, wings on a centaur would seem extrenely strange,"
Arnol de agreed. "Until the species gets established. Which,
of course, may be a problemfor the alicentaurs.”

"For the what?" Jenny asked.

"W nged centaurs," he said. "If they are to be established
as a species, they need a species name. Since a w nged uni-
cornis an alicom it is reasonable to call a wi nged centaur
an alicentaur."

"Alia for short,” Metria agreed, glad that for once it
hadn't been her in the mddle of a confusion of words. "But
what's the probl en?"

"A winged centaur is not the easiest crossbreed to

achi eve," Arnolde said. "Chex was the result of a |iaison
between a normal centaur and a hi ppogriph, and Cheiron's
origin has not yet been deciphered. Presumably a strategi-
cally placed love spring could result in others, but centaurs
are generally too intelligent to be deceived, and are opposed
to crossbreedi ng anyway. Since new bl ood fromoutside the
present alia famly is required to nake a |l asting species vi-
abl e, prospects for the continuation seemrenote."”
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"No they aren't," Metria said.

Bot h Jenny and Anol de | ooked at her. "I presume you
have sone insight we | ack?" the centaur said in a tone that
i ndi cated that she probably didn't.

"Certainly. Magician Trent has been rejuvenated, and his
powers of transformation are as good as they 'ever were. He
transfornmed Cynthia Human to Cynthia Centaur seventy four
years ago, and she has now had a bit of rejuvenation herself
and is hot for Che Centaur. So Trent can do it again. He can
transform humans to alia, or centaurs to alia, or anything

el se. Probably it would be best to start with centaurs, because
they're already smart and know the form they'd just have

to leamto fly, and since the magic of all w nged centaurs is
simlar, naking themlight enough to fly, that's no problem
They woul dn't have to soil their hands on any other obscen-
ity of magic talents."”

Anol de and Jenny were staring at her. "Qut of the npuths
of fools and babes ..." the centaur said, trailing off into
sonme private thought.

"I think she's got it!" Jenny said. "Transformation."
"Who's a fool or a baby?" Metria denanded.

"He said 'babe,' not 'baby,' " Jenny said.

"Ch. Very proficiently."

"Very what ?" Jenny asked.

"Suitabl e, proper, appropriate, felicitous, gernmane,
heal t hy—'

"Wl | 2"

"What ever,"” Arnol de said before Metria could answer,
maki ng a cross expression. Jenny | aughed, and Metria had

to too.

Then the truck clunked to a halt. They | ooked out, and

saw another dormtory just like the first, but with boys nostly
surrounding it. Kimgot out and wal ked up to the side until

she stood under a particular wi ndow Then she put two fin-

gers in her nouth and nake a piercing whistle.

In a nonent a head appeared in the wi ndow, and a hand
waved. "Be right down!" Dug call ed.
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"I thought there was no magic in Miundania," Metria said.

"The nmagi ¢ power wonen have over nen is every-
where, " Anol de expl ai ned.

Soon Dug energed fromthe building® and Ki m brought

hi mover to the truck. He had fleshed out sonewhat since
Metria had | ast seen him and | ooked stronger and hand-

soner. "The Denpbness Metria has sonething for you," she

told him
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"I don't need it, as long as |'ve got you," he replied
gallantly.

Kimsmled, |ooking rather pretty in that nmonent. "It's a
sumons for Jury duty."

Hi s jaw dropped. "Wat?"

"bligation, onus, burden, charge, litigation, trial— M-

tria offered hel pfully.
"Court case?" Amol de suggested.

"What ever!" Jenny, Kim and Metria chorused, | ooking
mrthfully cross.

"But they don't have that stuff in Xanth!" Dug protested.

"Ch, indeed they do," Anmplde reassured him "The trial
of Gracile Ossein was notorious."

Dug | ooked at Kim who nodded affirnmatively. She was
better versed on Xanth history than he was. "Grace'l is a
fermal e wal ki ng skel eton. Marrow Bones' wife. She was tried
for messing up a bad dream sent to Tristan Troll for not
eating an innocent human little girl."

"But that's backwards!" he said. "Trolls shouldn't eat
children, and bad dreans should be sent for—

Kim shut himup by pulling his head down and ki ssing
hi m

"Al ways nice to see proper control," Metria nurnured
appreciatively. "She has certainly |earned how to handl e
him™"

"Grls do," Anolde agreed.

Metria reached down and presented Dug with his token.
"But | can't go to Xanth now," he said. "I have honmework,
papers to wite—=
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"I'"'mgoing," Kirn said.

"Let me check out." He hurried back into the buil ding.

"Cl asses were getting tiresone anyway," Kirn remarked.
"Though our grades are bound to suffer because of our ab-
sence and m ssed work."

Soon Dug reappeared. Metria was glad that the toughest
part of her search was done; all the rest of the summonsees
were in Xanth.

9
DEMON DRI VER

Kim and Dug rode in the back, discussing old tines

with Jenny EIf, so Metria was once again in the front.
They were driving first to Kirn's hone, because she
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absolutely refused to go to Xanth w thout her dog. Bubbl es.
For a tine they rode in silence. 'He's |ooking at your knees,'
Mentia remarked.

K
'So? They're good knees; | shaped themthat way.'
"But | showed themto himfirst.'

"Well, you didn't show himyour panties,' Metria retorted,
annoyed.

"Not only would that have freaked himout, it would have
violated the Adult Conspiracy.'

"He's a hundred years old!' Metria thought.
"And in his second chil dhood.

She had a point. 'Good thing | had no panties when
forgot nmy clothing.'
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"Penny for your thoughts," |chabod sai d.
"Mundane coins aren't worth nmuch in Xanth."

" 'l mean that | am curious about what is going on in your
m nd that has you focusing so intently, if you care to tel
ne. "

There seened to be no harmin it, so she told him "I was
talking with ny worser half, D. Mentia. She said you were
| ooki ng at nmy knees."

"Well, | was. | have been a connoi sseur of distaff |inbs
si nce adol escence.”

"OF what |inmbs?"

"The distaff is a long staff for holding wool, flax, or other
fibrous material, fromwhich the thread is drawn out when

spi nning by hand. Since this was al nost invariably the work
of wonen, the distaff came to be a generalized symnmbol of
wormanhood. Thus | was speaki ng nmetaphorically."”

" Speaki ng how?"

"Using a parallel, analogy, correspondence, |ikeness, af-
finity, kinship, sinmlarity—=

" Synecdoche?"

"OQr nore properly, nmetonyny,"” he said crossly. Then he
did a double take. "How did you conme up with that tern®"

"I have no idea. Wrds are strictly accidental with ne."

"You are an interesting creature," |chabod renmarked as

he drove on toward Xanth. "That is to say, all supernatura
entities are intriguing in their separate fashions, but you seem
remar kabl e even for a denoness. Wat accounts for your, er,
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unusual way with words?"

"I think a sphinx stepped on part of nmy denon substance

when | was new, and squished it flat. Ever since, some words
have been riddles, and ny character has been subject to fis-
si oning."

"Ch, is that how you change from Metria to Mentia?"

"And to We Betide," she agreed, assum ng the form of
the sweet, sad child.

"Do other denpbns have nultiple personalities?”
She switched back to Metria, because the question was too
Roc AND A HARD PLACE 165

complicated for the tyke to answer. "No. Others assume any
aspect they wish, but inside they are always the sane evi
spirits. I"'mthe only one who takes those personalities seri-
ously. When I'mthe child, |I rmustn't violate the Adult Con-
spiracy. Wien I'm Mentia, |I'mslightly crazy, except when

in the Region of Madness, when | reverse and becone

slightly sane. When |I'm Metria, | have a probl em of vocab-
ulary."

"Fascinating! In Miundania, nultiple personality disor-
der -WMPD—dsual ly stens fromsone difficult event in
chil dhood, such as sexual abuse."

"Well, getting stepped on by a sphinx distracted by a rid-
dle isn't exactly easy to take."

He | aughed. "Surely so! So you did have a traumatic early
experience. As a mature individual you could have handl ed
that stepping on, but as a nascent one you couldn't, so you
suffered sone subtle psychol ogi cal danage."

This was a revelation. "This is true? | nean, do other
people really suffer conditions |like mne, because of early
w hat evers?'’

"Early traumas. Yes, this does seemto be the case, though
psychol ogi cal opinion is by no nmeans unified. W believe it

i s the human—and perhaps denon—ind's way of dealing

wi th what cannot otherw se be handled. O perhaps it is
nmerely the shock of the abuse itself, striking the formng
personality like a hammer and cracking it into several frag-
ments. Each fragment then tries to heal itself, forming indi-
vidual personalities, but never with conplete success.
Because sonething broken is sinply not as strong as

sonet hing whole." He glanced at her face for a nonent.

"As is perhaps the case with your vocabul ary. You obvi -
ously possess a full repertoire of words, but your nechani sm
for recollecting the particular one you need at a given no-
ment is inperfect."

"Yes! That's exactly what | have | angui shed!"
"What you have suffered,” he agreed.

"Ch, lchy, | could smack you!"
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He was taken aback. "What?"
"Cscul ate, buss, peck, snmoboch—

"Ki ss?"
"What ever!" she said, and kissed himfirmy on the right

ear. "Now at last | know why | amas | am | have MPD."
The truck slewed for a monent and a hal f before going
straight again. "I amglad to have been of help," I|chabod

said.”" But if you ever kiss me again, please do it when I'm
not driving."
"Sorry about that."

"Ch, don't be! Just be careful in future. It is dangerous
for a man ny age to suffer such distraction while behind the

wheel . "
"Il try," she said contritely,

"This alternate personality, Mentia—you actually have di-
al ogues with her?"

"Shouldn't 2"
"Usual | y one personality dom nates, or the other; they

don't hold direct discourses."

" "Well, | amusually in charge. But she fissioned off when

I did the disgusting thing of getting half souled and falling
in love. She's the half wi thout the soul, so she retains the
ol d denonly values. We Betide is satisfied to share half ny
hal f soul when she's in charge, so she's quarter-soul ed. But
Mentia's curious about just what | get fromny soul, in nmuch
the way | was curious about the matter before | got it. So
she rejoined me, and she takes over when she needs to. Do

you want to talk with her?"

"Not exactly. | amnerely curious about what the two of
you have to have a dial ogue about, since both of you nust
have had much the sane experiences in your existence."

"W have. But we place different interpretations on
them "
"What woul d one of your dial ogues concern?"

"Love, mainly. She just doesn't understand it."
"Few do, who haven't experienced it! Wuld it be pos-
sible to—+to listen to such a dial ogue?"

r
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"For sure!" Mentia said. "Wat kind of idiocy can make
a once sensi bl e denmoness suddenly becone caring, self-
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sacrificing, and dedicated to naking her indifferent husband
deliriously happy several tinmes a day? She calls it |ove, but
I don't see anything conpelling her except perversity. Wo
cares whether the man is happy or mserable? He's just a
stupid nortal. He doesn't deserve all that attention.”

"I don't consider it idiocy," Metria responded. "I get rea
pl easure nyself from maki ng hi mhappy. It's a nutual thing;

my desires are defined in terns of his desires. Before | fel
inlove, ny life was enpty in a way | never realized; now
it is full in away | never anticipated. Love gives nme fulfill-

ment —

"Ful fillment! Wiy not chain yourself to a dungeon while
you're at it? You delight in your msery."

" "It is only your ignorance that makes it |look |like msery
to you. It is sheer joy to me."

"You revel in your humliation!"

"I'f your values weren't inverted, you'd knowit's exalta-
tion."

"Yours are inverted! I'mtrue to denonly nature.”

"I think | get the picture," Ichabod said. "A person with-
out a soul sinply can't grasp its nature, and a person without
|l ove thinks it's pointless.”

"That's right," Metria said. "I was governed nainly by
curiosity and m schief, before | got half souled. But ny cu-
riosity was in the end greater than ny nischief, so | took
the plunge and got married."

"l seemto recall Anolde saying somnething about a de-
moness with a soul who married a King, in the past. But
when her baby was delivered, the soul went with the baby,
and the demoness took off with a rude noise. WIIl that hap-
pen to you?"

"Yes, that was nmy friend Dara Denpness, who narried

King Hunfrey. Her son Dafrey got the soul. But |ater she
returned to Hunfrey, because she discovered that she liked
existence with a soul better than existence w thout a soul
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Now she emrul ates a soul she doesn't have. So | won't give
up ny half soul when ny baby is delivered; I'll share half
of it, and hope that a quarter soul sustains ne. My child
won't have that problem souls growto full size when a
creature is part nortal.”

"You have a generous nature."

"Yes, now.

"When | first saw you, or Mentia, there in the madness,
I took you for a variant of a nymph, a creature w thout mnuch
intellectual content. | was mstaken."
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She shrugged. "It's understandable. | never cared about
intellect before | married."”

They reached Kirn's hone. Her parents were evidently

out. Kimdashed in, and energed | eading her old dog. "I

|l eft a nessage on the kitchen table, so they won't think Bub-
bl es was stolen,"” she announced. Then she lifted the dog
into the back, and scranbled in herself. Metria knew that
Bubbl es woul d be reassured to find Jenny EIf and Samy

Cat there, because they had been Conpani ons during the
game. Metria wondered how it was that the dog could sur-
vive in Mindania, as she was very old, but thought that the
magi ¢ of Xanth coul d have charged her when she visited
there, in effect rejuvenating her somewhat. This excursion
shoul d have sim lar effect, in that case.

They drove for a while in silence. Then Ichabod remarked:

"Once we return to Xanth, Anolde and | will resune our
researches in the Regi on of Madness. But | amcurious as to
the identity of your next summobnsee."

"l hadn't thought about it. | have to guide Kimand Dug

to the Nanel ess Castle, of course, but that will take tinme, as
they can't just pop over there, and we won't have the assis-
tance of a giant. So | suppose | had better travel a neander-
ing course and pick up the remai ni ng summonsees on the

way. Beginning with the nost difficult.”

"And who woul d that be?"

She opened her bag and checked t hrough the tokens.
"Chena Centaur, because | never heard of her."
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"Per haps Anol de has. He has a centaur's encycl opedic
know edge. "

"Il check." Metria turned snmoky and slid through the

metal of the vehicle. She energed in the back. The four folk
there were resting confortably, Anolde |ying down. Jenny

El f | eaning against his side, and Kimand Dug snugly en-
sconced in a conmer. "Anolde, do you know Chena Cen-

taur?"

The ol d schol ar shook his head. "She nmust be since ny
time. The name nmakes no connection."

"Thank you." She slid back to the front seat and solidi-
fied. "He doesn't know her either."

"Then | agree: She may be your nost challenging re-

mai ni ng sunmmonsee. " He shook his head. "I am grow ng

tired; it has been too long since | drove any distance. In fact,
I should probably turn in ny driver's license after this is

done; | have little remaining use for Miundani a."
"I can do it," Metria said. "I have learned all the com
mands. "

He | aughed. Then he sobered. "Do you know, | believe
you could. You have been a nost apt student of this art.
Perhaps it would be safer trusting your alertness, rather than
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nmy failing powers."

"Then let me," she said eagerly.

"Ch, | really wasn't serious. |—

He | ost his voice, for she had fogged out her skirt al nost
to the panty line. "I'Il sit in your lap," she said.

Stunned by the notion, he offered no further resistance.

She sat in his lap, so she could confortably reach the
controls, and operated them She fogged hersel f out enough

to reduce her weight so as not to be a burden on him but

he showed no sign of conplaining. She drove, at first un-
steadily, but soon with confidence. The machi ne responded
marvel ously to her slightest nudge on the steering wheel or
go-pedal. It was like riding a responsive unicorn, except that
no self-respecting unicorn would suffer itself to- be ridden
This truck didn't seemto mnd at all.
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Dar kness was closing, in its dull Mindane way, as they

reached | chabod's house. "I think we shall be obliged to
stay the night here, as it would not be safe for us to drive
by night,'" he opined. ' 'But we should be all right, if Anol de

is properly positioned. So far I am aware of no dim nution
of his anbience."

"No | ess nagic around him either," she said. She used
the steer-wheel and sl ow pedal and got the truck beside the
house.

Then it coughed, jerked, and died. "Ch, | killed it!" she
sai d, chagrined

"My fault. | forgot to remind you to use the clutch. The
motor stalled.”

"Ch." She had | earned about the clutch, but not thought
of it in her effort to steer the vehicle just right.

"Have no concern, Metria. It has been a real pleasure."
"Having nme drive?" she asked, pleased.
"That, too," he said as she lifted her bottomoff his |ap.

Anol de settled down in thte center room of the house, so

that the aisle reached the Iength of it and just about to the
sides of it. Sammy and Bubbl es curled up beside him evi-
dently thinking of himas nore ani mal than hunman bei ng,

whi ch nade hi m acceptabl e conpany. Kim and Jenny

checked supplies and found no suitable food; he had been

too long away fromhere. "No problem" Kimsaid cheer-

fully. "I"1l order pizza."

"Pi ece of what?" Metria asked.

Dug |l aughed. "You'll like this. She's going to do sone
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Mundane magic."

Kim did. She picked up a banana shaped itemwith a curly-
tailed line attached, punched sone buttons in its belly, and
spoke into it. "Falling Blocks Pizza? Two junbo gi ant
cheesers to this address." She seemed to be requesting
somet hi ng. Then she put the banana back on its stand.

Not long thereafter a vehicle charged up to the house so
rapidly, it looked as if it was about to crash. But it squeal ed
to a stop just in tinme, and a young man scranbled out with
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two wide, flat boxes. Dug gave him sone fol ding green pa-
per, and in a nmoment he zoomed away

Dug brought the boxes inside and opened them There

were two huge flat pies, with surfaces like that of the noon
in heavy sunlight: blistering cheese. The five nortals took
pi e-wedges fromthem and began eating. "Now, this is what

I call responsive nozzarella," Dug remarked, dangling his
slice by a stretching string of cheese and bouncing it like a

yo-yo.

"Ch, Monster Ella," Metria said, finally recognizing the

type. It came fromthe ella nonster, fanmous for casting |ong
sticky strings of gunk over its prey and snmothering it to
deat h. She wondered how t he Mundanes had nanaged to sl ay

an ella; it was a formi dable creature. But it tasted wonderful

This was magic, all right. But since Metria didn't need to
eat, she was soon bored. So she explored the house. "Wat's
this?' ' she asked, opening the curtain to a very snmall bare
roomthat was behind a | ess small room

"That's the shower," Dug said. "You want soneone to
take it with you? OM" Because Kimhad kicked himfor no
apparent reason.

"Take it with ne?" Metria repeated. "It doesn't | ook as
if it can be noved."

"l can show you how it— Dug began

"/'"/l show her," Kimsaid as he dodged anot her kick. She

got up, trailing a string of cheese, and approached the cham
ber. She closed the door to the | arger chanber so no one el se
could see in. Then she turned two handles in the wall of the
smal | er one. Water gushed froma high nozzle. "Vanish your
clothing and step in," she said.

Metria did so, and the warm water struck her bare body.
"Hot rain!" she exclained. "Mre magic."

"For sure. When you' ve had enough, just turn these han-
dles this way, and it will stop. That's how you take a
shower . "

"It's weird. But nice."

"Exactly." Kimpulled a curtain across and departed.
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Metria basked in the shower. She turned snoky and let it

pass through her- It was as if she were a cloud, and was

rai ning bel ow. "Mve over, Fracto!" she nmuttered. Then she
assuned vari ous shapes, seeing how the water bounced off

them She becane a giant pot, and let the water fill it. More
fun!

But soon enough she tired, so she turned the knobs and

the water ceased. Then she turned snoky so that all the water
on her fell away, and re-formed, conplete with her Miundane

bl ouse, shirt, and footwear. She stepped back out to the din-
ing room "l could alnpbst get to |ike Mindania," she said.

"Mundani a woul d certainly like you," Dug said, and Ich-

abod nodded agreenent. Kim | ooked studiously el sewhere,

per haps because Dug's shin .was out of reach of her foot.
Metria was catching on to the nature of their interaction; it
was as if there were an invisible string of nonster ella cheese
that Kimused to dangle Dug from Like nost nen, he

needed to be | eashed.

The others finished eating and took turns in the shower,
except for Amol de, who was too big to fit. So he put his
front end in, then his hind end, and Dug w el ded a hose
attachnent to get nost of the centaur showered.

Meanwhile Kimturned on a box with a picture on the side

and voices fromwithin. It was interesting, but seened to be
filled nostly with violence and | oudnmout hed hustlers. Metria
noticed that (blush) panties were openly shown, surely freak-
ing out every mal e who watched. No wonder Mundane nml es

were such | outs!

In due course they settled down to sleep, setting up nmats
besi de Anplde. Metria didn't need to sleep, so she stayed to
wat ch the magic box. After a while it showed scenes from
sone far-off |and, and became a story, between increasingly
obnoxi ous bouts of hustling. After that was done, there was
anot her story, with different scenes. It was about a young
man who fell in love with a young woman, then | ost her,

then regained her. Metria had never seen such a story before,
and nmarveled at its originality. She wi shed she were back
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honme wi th Vel eno, naking himdeliriously happy. For her
husband had no ot her purpose in existence than to be nmade
delirious by her.

She observed the stories intermnably, until the others
woke. "You watched the novie channel all night?" Kim
asked. "You must be worn out!"

" "No, it was interesting. | wonder if we could get one of
these magi c boxes in Xanth. It's alnmost as much fun as the
gourd. "

"Maybe Corn Pewter could arrange it," Kimsaid, |augh-
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i ng.

Jenny entered the shower-room "CQOops."

"I don't like the sound of that," Kimsaid.

"I felt the edge of the magic," the elf expl ai ned.

"But the bathroomis well wi thin the anbience,” Kim
said. "Metria took a shower. Anolde is exactly where he
was yesterday."

"Maybe 1'm confused, " Jenny said doubtfully.
Whereupon Kim in exactly the manner of a woman, re-
versed. "I'mnot sure of that. We'd better check."

They | ooked at Metria. So Metria stepped very cautiously
toward that chanber. She extended one armthrough the
door, feeling a tingling and then a nunbness. And the arm
di ssolved into a swirl of w nd.

Jenny squeezed by her to enter the chamber. As she did

so, her ears and fingers changed. She faced back toward Me-
tria and wal ked up to her, pushing the swirl with her body.

As it crossed the border of magic, the swirl becanme a cl oud

of denon substance, and Metria was able to grab it and

merge it into herself. That was a relief, because she had felt
di m ni shed without it.

They exchanged a three-way gl ance. "The aisle has
shrunk," Kimsaid gravely.

"Hey, what's up, girls?" Dug asked, approaching.

They were silent, nmutually hesitant to spread the alarm
"Aren't you going to call ne a sexist?" he asked Kim
"Because | didn't say 'wonen' ?"
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"The magic's fading," Kimsaid bluntly.

"Ch, shucks! | thought our |ove was forever."
"The magi c aisle, nunskull."

He sobered in a hurry. "How nuch?"

"The bathroom s out of it now "

He angl ed his head, which was his way of doing a mental
calculation. "Maybe fifty percent. The question is, has it
been fading steadily fromthe time Arnolde left Xanth, or is
it just giving out now? W'd better hope that the fading is
st eady, because that will give us time to get the hell noving
before it poops out entirely."

"Yes," Kimagreed tersely.

Bot h Anpl de and | chabod renai ned asleep. In that state,
it was clear just how old they were, because of the |ack of
animation of their features. And maybe fadi ng nagic.

"Let's get this organized before we wake them" Dug
said. "So there're no wasted notions. Kimand |I'll |oad the
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truck—has it got enough in the tank?"
"Yes," Metria said. "The magic dial says half of its bl oat
is left."”
"I'ts what?" he asked. Then, imediately, "Ch—gas."
"\What ever . "

"And Jenny and Metria nust stay close to Arnolde,"” Kim
said. "For noral support for the elders.”

That was one way to put it. Metria had to stay close to
mai ntai n her existence, and Jenny to mmintain her el fhood.

The two Mundanes | oaded the truck efficiently, and set up
the box so that Amolde could clinb into the back. "Okay,
it's tine," Dug said grimy.

Jenny woke Anol de, and Dug woke |chabod. Both were
slow to be roused, and | ooked around as if befuddl ed.

"W were afraid of this," Kimnuttered. "Their physica
health is tied in with the magic."

"Amol de, we'll help you up," Dug said, as if things were
routi ne. Then he and Ki m hel ped haul on the centaur's arms,
whil e Jenny and Metria hel ped steady his rear end as, he
lurched unsteadily to his four feet. They wal ked hi m f orward,
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then half shoved himup into the truck, and nmade himlie
down again with his head toward the front. That was so
Metria could sit in the cab, within the aisle

Then they | ooked back to the house. |chabod was tottering,
wal king erratically away fromthe truck. "God, he's gone
senile," Kimnuttered, and junped down to intercept the old
man. Soon she had her arm around his waist, and was hal f
encour agi ng, half hauling himonto the truck.

"Nuh-uh," Dug said. "He's not fit to drive. Put himin
back."

Ki m nodded. They got the man in the truck. The dog and
cat joined the centaur there, too.

"Now who drives?" Ki m asked.
"What kind of shift is it?" Dug asked.
"Stick shift," Metria said.

"That lets me out," Kimsaid. "All | knowis auto."

"Me too," Dug said. "But | guess |I'd better learnin a
hurry, because we can't wait."

"l can drive it," Metria said

They both stared at her. "But you're a denmpness!" Kim
sai d.
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"l had noticed," Metria said. "lchabod taught roe to drive
yesterday. | drove us nmuch of the way here."

"This is crazy, but we can't waste tinme," Dug said. "W
don't know how fast the magic's fading. Maybe with a |i-
censed driver up front with her—

"Me," Kimsaid. "I won't be distracted by her legs."”
"Good point," he agreed. "Let's nove out."

They cl osed up the back, and Metria turned snoky and
phased through the truck directly to the driver's seat, rather
than risk stepping to the side and maybe out of the narrow ng

aisle of magic. Kimjoined her. "I'll do map duty," Kim
said, digging into the panel in front other seat. "Put on your
seat belt."

"But no belt can hold ne."

"Put it on anyway," Kimsaid, buckling hers. "W don't
want to attract any traffic cop's attention.”
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Metria used the key and started the notor, remenbering

to use the clutch pedal. She knew she had to do everything
right, because they couldn't afford any accident. She put it
in gear and let the clutch pedal rise slowy.

"The brake!" Ki m snapped.
Oh, yes. Just intinme. Metria released the hand brake.
"Traffic's clear ahead," Kimsaid.

Metria pulled the truck slowy in a circle and then onto

the road, turning the steering wheel. She was doing it! She

got it straight and used the pedals and stick to get it through
the gears and up to full speed.

"Keep to the right of the road," Kimsaid.

Qops, yes. It was just as well that Kimwas with her,
because there were a nunber of details to keep track of, and
they tended to get |ost around the edges.

Kim studi ed her map and called out a particular magic
synmbol to | ook for, which marked the route they needed to
follow Metria hadn't been aware of that; |chabod had known
the area, so hadn't needed any map or route. This business
of driving was nmore conplicated than it had seened

Then, just as she was getting accustoned to it, sonething
happened. "Drunk driver," Kimnmuttered. "See that wee-
wawi ng? Stay clear of him"

"What's a drunk driver?"

"Someone who's intoxicated. You know, dizzy, crazy. Li-
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abl e to do anything. Dangerous, in a car." Kimglanced back.
"I hope Jenny doesn't catch on. She'd freak out."

"But what does Jenny Elf know of dunked drivers?"
"Just get the bl eep el sewhere, fast."

But the traffic had closed in, so she couldn't get away from
the crazy car. So she tried to keep some distance fromit,
followi ng Kirn's advice.

Then it happened. A girl was crossing the road, and the
drunk car was headed right for her, not stopping as it shoul d.
"Drat! | knewit!" Kimsaid, wincing. "If they'd just stop

coddl i ng those | ushes—
There was a scream Another girl ran out in front of the
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car, getting between it and the first girl, pushing her out of
the way. But then the car struck the second girl.

Meanwhil e Metria was slewing to a halt, so as not to hit
car or girl herself. She saw the second girl |lying by the side
of the road, and heard the first girl scream ng.

"Ch, God, no, we can't stop,"” Kimsaid. "lIt'd be the end
of you and of Ampl de, and maybe of |chabod and Jenny if
we get caught up in this. W' ve got to get out of here!"

But al ready things were jamred, because of the accident.
They couldn't drive on. They had to wait, while a scream ng
vehicl e zooned up and took the girls away.

"Of all the things to happen!" Kimnoaned. "Al|l because
of that dammed drunk! They should lock themall up for-
ever!"

A Mundane demon garbed in blue came to the truck
"You a witness?" he asked, glancing down at Metria's |egs,
whi ch were very full and bare bel ow her hiked-up skirt.

"The drunk car ained for the smaller girl, but the bigger
girl pushed her out of the way," Metria said

"I'xnay," Kimwhispered. "W can't get involved!"

But the blue denon was al ready asking anot her questi on.
"How do you know he was drunk?" He gl anced down her

bl ouse, which happened to be somewhat | oose above, show
ing the full ness thereof.

"He was sliding all across the road," Metria said
The denon nodded. "Your license, please?"
"My what ?"

"Here's mine!" Kimcried, thrusting a snmall card under
t he denon's nose.

He frowned, considering it, then nodded as he nmade a
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note. "You nmay receive a sumopns to appear at court to
testify," he said. "Have a nice day, ladies." He took one
nmore glance at Metria' s assets, wavered slightly unsteadily
on his feet, and noved on to the next vehicle behind them

"That summons will cone to ne," Kimsaid. "Good
thing he didn't think to get your identity too, or to look in
the back of the truck."
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"Well, | did ny part," Metria said, |engthening her skirt
and raising her decolletage. "lI've had sonme experience be-
fuddling nen's ninds, and it seens to work about as well
on Mundanes as on Xanthians, fortunately."

Kim gl anced at her, appraisingly. "Yes, that sort of magic
does seemto be universal, for those who have the equipnent.

I was al nost afraid that cop's eyes would bul ge out of their
sockets. | suppose we're lucky he didn't ask you for a date."

" 'l could have given himone, but it would have dissol ved
the nmonent it left ny presence.”

"That's date, as in he gets to take you to a neal or novie
and run his hands over your body."

"Ch, | wish I'd known! That m ght have been fun."
"No it wouldn't. Renenber, you're married."

"That, too," Metria agreed, thinking of the cop's face on
such a date when she nmade her body snoky and inpossible
to touch. "But of course, | can't |eave the aisle of magic."

"Yes. | hope we get out of here soon. That magi c nust
be fading all the tine."

Finally they did get moving. The speed of the traffic be-
came faster in direct proportion to its distance fromthe cop
cars, so that they progressed rapidly toward Xanth.

But all was not conpletely well. The magi c was di m n-

ishing. At first Metria felt it in her toes, which were the
farthest from Anol de; they tingled for a while, but then they
were turning nunb. She | ooked down, and felt an al nost

mortal chill. "Kim ny toes are gone!"

Kim | ooked. "They nust be outside the magic. W' ve got

to do sonething." She knocked on the wi ndow to the back,
until Dug's face showed. "Get Arnolde closer!" she yelled.
" Metria's toes are going!"

There was a scranble in back. Then sensation returned to

her toes. They had gotten the centaur noved up as cl ose

agai nst the wall as possible, so the magi c was back. But she
knew this woul dn't last |ong.

It didn't. Al too soon the dread tingling resuned, then the
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dread nunbness. "I'mlosing nmy feet," she said. "I won't
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be able to push the nagi ¢ conmand pedal s. "

"W can't stop,"” Kimsaid. "I'll have to do it. But you'l
have to tell ne how, because |I'm an absol ute ignoranus on
standard shift."

"Take ny place," Metria said
"We'll have to stop, so we can change."

"No, just sit in ny lap and sink through nme."

"Ch, yeah—you can dissolve." So Kimscranbl ed across,
and Metria turned snoky, so that she wound up sitting on
top instead of on the bottom

-Then she started to drift over to the other seat, but paused
when she felt the tingling again. "Qops."

"The aisle!" Kimsaid. "It's getting shorter and narrower.
You can't go that way."

"I'"d better go in back, then.”

"No, we don't want to alarmthem Can't you curl up in
a ball or something, and sit in ny |ap?

"Certainly." Metria assuned the formof a |ap dragon,
curl ed and snoozi ng.

But soon Kimhad to use the gearstick. "There's a stop-
|Iight ahead. What do | do?"

Metria pinched her left leg gently, using a paw with cl aws
retracted. "Push the clutch pedal down." Then she pi nched
her right arm "Let nme guide you." She curled the tai
around it and pushed Kirn's hand al ong the sides of the
magi ¢ H pattern of the gearshift. By coordinating foot and
hand, she got the job done.

"Weird," Kimsaid. "I don't know how fol k ever sur-

vived, when all they had was this kind of shift. And that
clutch is well naned: It nakes nmy stomach clutch, trying to
coordinate it." Then she gl anced ahead. "Ch, no!"

"What ?" Metria asked, resum ng curl ed-up node.

"This |l ooks |ike a gang-infested coner. They're hol di ng
up cars for noney, or worse. And | can't avoid it."

"This is bad?"
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"This is amful. Agirl can get in real trouble when she's
caught by animals |ike these."

Ch, nonsters. Metria knew how to deal with those. "Can
you get themto reach in here?"

"l don't want themreaching in here! | want to shut those
punks out." Then she made the connection. "Ch. Yes, prob-
ably." She cranked the w ndow down.
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The truck rolled to a stop. In a nonent the scene Kim
feared began to devel op. A young man whose aspect was
somewhere between that of a tired ogre and a sick troll ap-
peared. "Hey, whatcha got, chick?" he demanded.

"Not hing for you, snotnose,” Kimreplied politely.
"Now, go away."

"Hey, we got a fresh one here!" he said. "You know
what we do to fresh chicks around here?"

"l could care | ess, sewer-breath."

"."We shake 'em down good." He reached in and grabbed
the front of her blouse. "Now, cough up sone change, or
I"lI'l rip this right off you."

"My pet wouldn't like it, punk," Kimwarned him
"Your pet ain't going to get it, girlie.”

Then Metria opened her dragon's nouth wi de and
clanped it on the exposed arm

"Yeow " the youth yelled. "Let go!"

"You let go," Kimsaid evenly. "I warned you about ny

pet .

He shook his arm and hauled on it. Metria clanped down
harder, and exhaled a small curl of flanme. The man screaned

wi th pain.
"l suggest you stifle it," Kimsaid. "Because noise an-
noys ny pet, and then she starts chew ng harder."

The punk took a better | ook at what had hold of his arm
Metria snorted a denonstration flame through her nose, and
wi nked. He opened his mouth to scream She cl anped down
harder, warningly. He managed to stifle it.

"Now, give nme your wallet," Kimsaid.
"Li ke hell!"
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Metria breathed a bit nore heat. past her teeth, lightly
toasting his arm

The punk reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet.
It was stuffed with noney extorted fromother drivers.

Meanwhi | e the way had opened ahead. "Ckay, you can
go now," Kimsaid. "I recommend that you not tell your
friends what just happened here."

Metria opened her jaws and let the arm go. The punk
jerked it out. "There's a dammed dragon in here!" he cried.
"It bit my arm It's got fire and everything!"
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Meanwhile, with Metria's help, Kimwas getting the car
in gear. As she pulled it out, the other punks approached.

"They robbed nme!" the punk was yelling. "Her and that
dragon! CGot mnmy wallet!"

Metria assunmed the formof the softest, furriest, dearest
little cat kitten she could inmagine, the feline equival ent of
We Betide. She put her head up by the window. ' 'Mw, "'

she said sweetly.

The ot her punks al nost fell over |aughing. "Sone
dragon!"

"I didtry to warn him" Kimsaid. Then the truck was
out of their range and accel erating.

"Yes you did," Metria agreed with a Cheshire grin.

"That was al nost fun," Kimremarked as they resuned
normal travel.

"W make a decent team " Metria purred.

But all was not well. The aisle was still shrinking, and
Metria had to hunch herself in to avoid the warning tingle.
"How far?" she asked.

"Maybe anot her hour,"
no road to Xanth."

' Kimsaid. "But you know, there's

Metria had forgotten about that. "I don't think we can
make it afoot. Arnolde was hardly able to wal k before, and
| chabod—

"I know. So we'll have to drive cross-country and hope
we nmake it. Because without Anpl de—*

Metria knew exactly what she neant. Anolde was all that

182 Pl ERS ANTHONY

stood between Metria herself and a dissolving swirl of dust.
"Cross-country,"” she agreed.

Ki m checked her map, then turned off the main road onto
adirt trail. She followed that as far as she could, until it too,
went the wong way. Then she bucked the truck across a

field.

"Hey, whatcha doi ng?" Dug shouted fromin back.
"You' re bouncing us all over the place!"

"Trying to get us to Xanth!" Kimyelled back. "Just hang
on!"
"Wonen drivers!" he said, and shut up.

They found a snmall winding trail that went approxi mately
the right way. But it was no delight, as Kim zooned too fast
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along it. "That's sugar sand ahead," she said. "If | even
sl ow down, we'll be stuck."

"But sugar sand is good to eat," Metria said

"Not in Mundania it isn't." She plowed into the sandy

section, and Metria felt the truck slewing and slow ng, but it
managed to keep going. "If we don't nmake it pretty quick

we aren't going to," Kimsaid grimy.

"Not all of us, anyway," Metria agreed. For the first tine

in her long existence she felt the threatening fear of extinc-
tion. Already the tingling was tweaki ng her dragon tail when
it extended beyond Kirn's lap; the aisle was still shrinking.

Then the trail veered whinsically away to the side. "MWy

dead reckoning says Xanth is straight ahead,"” Kimsaid. "If
| followthe trail, it may take us away from Xanth. But if |
don't—=

Metria's dragon ears were starting to tingle. She flattened
them down, then changed to We Betide, whose ears didn't
project as far. "Go for it," she said. "W are about out of

time."
"You got it. Get ne into | ow gear."

We Betide hel ped her with the notion of the stick
through the Iabyrinth of the H The truck sl owed, but seened
to have nore power.
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"Hang on,'
stop."

Kimsaid grimy. "W're going until we

Metria hung on, hoping that those in back were doing the

sanme. She wat ched as the scene through the wi ndshield got

rough. The truck bucked like an angry unicorn and charged

for the trees of the forest. Just as it seened they would crash
into a treetrunk, Kimsteered slightly to the right and m ssed
the nearest tree, then slewed to the left and grazed the next.
They plowed t hrough thick brush that couldn't be avoi ded.

The forest, realizing that Kimcouldn't be bluffed, gave
way, and they ground on slowy toward Xanth. The ride was
bunpy but tol erable.

Then they cane to a marsh. "Unh-oh," Kimnuttered. "I
don't know how deep this is. But we'll find out."” She revved
up the engi ne and squashed on in.

At first the truck was gane. But the farther it went, the
slower it got. "The wheels are spinning," Kimsaid. But they
were still noving forward, and ahead the ground was ri sing.
They nudged toward it, and the truck began to Iift out of the
muck—and then the notor stall ed,

"Bl eep!" Kimswore. "Wres nust've shorted." She tried
to start the notor again, but it would have none of it. They
were definitely stuck
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10
BOOK OF KI NGS

Kimsagged in the seat. "W didn't nmake it," she said.

"What now? We can't haul Anol de through this

muck, and he sure can't haul hinself. W can't |eave

him for two or three solid reasons. And without him..."
We Betide was only a child, but she knew what Ki mwasn't
saying. Wthout Arnolde's aisle of nagic, |chabod would
probably die, and she herself would dissolve into a swirl of
wind. Only Kim Dug, and Jenny non-elf would be able to

trudge on to Xanth.

So she asked a childish question. "Could Arnol de maybe
slide forward to dry land, if the front of the truck wasn't

t her e?"

"l guess. But what would that gain?"
' 'Could he maybe be pushed, if we had a sl edge to hold

hi n?"
"1 suppose so. But we don't."
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"Could we push it through that rocky tangle ahead, if we
had a channel ?"

"What is the point of this. We? W can't change the
| andscape. "

"Yes we can."
"VWhat are you tal king about ?"
"Your magic talent."

Kim |l aughed, bitterly. "I don't have any nmagic talent! |'m
Mundane, renenber?"

"The one you won."

Ki m reconsi der ed. "Ch, you nean the talent of erasure
got for winning the gane, three years ago. | can use that
only in the gane."

"Only in Xanth."

"Same thing!" Then Kimdid a double take. "W're go-
ing to Xanth! | could use it there!"

"What about in the aisle?"
Kirn's jaw dropped. "Why—+ never thought to try."
"Try," Wbe Betide said.

Ki m put her hand agai nst the dashboard and stroked side-
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ways, as if washing it. That section disappeared, as if it were
part of a picture that had been erased. The brush of the
swanp bank showed through that gap.

Kimtouched the hole with her other hand. "It's gone!"
she said. "The whole front of the truck is gone!"

Then she nade a reverse stroke, with her pal mtoward her
That erased the erasure, and the dashboard was restored.

"So erase what's ahead, and push Anol de through," We
Beti de said.

"Maybe it would work," Kimsaid, awmed. "As |long as
the magic | asts. Maybe we can make it after all."

"Sure," We Betide said eagerly.

"But this has to be sensible. | can erase the truck, and
maybe some of the terrain, but there needs to be sonething

to replace it." Kimerased the front of the truck again, this
time using broader strokes, then snoothed her hand across

the air that was in the hole. A kind of dull blah substance
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filled in. "Sneared paints fromwhat | just erased," she said.
"Instead of restoring, | sneared it back. That nakes a base,

I think. Shanme to ruin Ichabod' s truck, but this is an ener-
gency."

Then she turned around. "This |I'd better erase excruciat-
ingly carefully, because | don't want to erase Anpl de too."
She noved her hand slowy across the back of the cab

In a monment and a half the barrier between the front and
the back was gone. Dug peered through the hole, with
Sanmy and Bubbles at his feet. "What are you girls doi ng?"
he demanded. "First you plunge into a swanmp; now—-

"Using ny talent,"” Kimreplied. "The truck's mred and
dead; we need to go on by ourselves."

"Amol de and | chabod can't—
"W have a plan. 1'll erase what gets in our way."

"I'"'mnot in your way!" he said, stepping back. Behind
him both Arnolde and | chabod seened to be unconsci ous.

Kimsmled, briefly. "I won't erase you. Dug. W'Ill need
you to push the boat."

" Boat ?"

We Betide snmled as she took a place al nbst astride the
unconsci ous centaur. "Ship, craft, vessel, canoe, raft—=

"Stifle it, tyke. Wat boat?"

"The one |I'merasing," Kimsaid. She had now gotten
the rest of the barrier out, and was starting on the back of
the truck.
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He | ooked at Jenny. "Does this make sense to you, elf?"
"No," Jenny sai d.

"So it's not a gender or age thing," he said, shaking his
head. "Do you think she's |ost her narbl es?"

"No," Wye Betide said. "It's an intelligence thing."
"Ckay, genius: Wat is she doi ng?"

"She's maki ng a boat by erasing everything that's not a
boat," We Betide expl ai ned.

Dug squinted. "I see. But there's a problem"”

"Just let me do it," Kimsaid, concentrating on her carefu
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erasing and occasional restoring. She was clearing away the
truck fromthe edges, leaving an intact platformin the center

Then it stopped happening. She tried repeatedly to erase
the side panel, but it resisted, remining real

"That's the problem" Dug said. "You can't erase outside
the magic, and it doesn't extend far enough out to the sides."

"But if Anplde turns, so that the aisle angles across the

si des— Ki m sai d.

' Then everyone else will have to turn with him And even
so, it's just a flat platform not a boat."

Ki m paused, considering. Then she resunmed her work. "I

can carve a boat out of the mddle, wthout erasing what's
farther out," she said. "And | can neke sides." She dem
onstrated her newy found sneared-paint technique. "This
may not be artistic, but it works."

Dug studied the short smear-wall she had just made. He
tapped it with his finger. "Feels |ike conpressed wood or
metal. Is it strong enough?"

"I don't know. I'mstill l|earning howto use ny talent.
Maybe you can find out for me."

"Sure thing." He lifted one foot and brought it down hard
on the snmear wall. "Quch! It's strong* enough." Then he

| ooked beyond the truck. "But how can you float a boat

wi t hout water?"

"I hope to erase the land and form a channel, and nmaybe
the swanp water will fill it."

He nodded. "It works for ne." He | ooked around. " Not

much | can do here. Maybe 1'll scout ahead, see if I can find
Xant h. "

Kim | ooked up. ' '"How will you know, w thout magic?'

"I'"l'l gowith him" Jenny EIf said. "Wien | change form

we' Il know. "
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"Go," Kimsaid, returning to her work. We Betide knew
why: They couldn't afford to waste any tine. If they didn't
get to Xanth soon, it would be too late for half the party.

The two set off, and soon disappeared into the forest
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ahead. "Don't you worry about your boyfriend and your
friend?" We Betide asked.

" '"No. Jenny EIf was nmy Conpanion in the gane. | know
her. And | know Dug."

Answer enough. "Do you think we're close enough to
Xanth to nmake it in tinme?"

"W have to be. According to ny nmap, we're just about

at the Florida border, which for us is Xanth. It nust be within
a mle or so. And the fringe of magic nust extend out beyond
it. So any further headway we can nmake is bound to help."

But she | ooked worri ed-

We Betide knew why. Maps m ght be wrong, or the party

m ght not be as far along as they thought. A snmall error could
make a big difference. They just had to hope they were close

enough.
The boat was forming, but its shape showed their problem

The front was broader than the rear, because in the tine it
took Kimto erase the connecting truck, the aisle was shrink-
ing. Now it was al nbst touching the centaur at the sides.
Kim al so seemed to be working harder, as if the strength of
the aisle was weakening as it shrank. Tine was really getting

short.

Dug and Jenny returned. "W found it!" he called. "Less
than a nile ahead. Maybe cl oser, because it doestft thin out

all at once."

"Thank God!" Ki m breathed. We Betide saw t he sup-
pressed tension |leaving her. Then the girl smled and faced
Dug. "O course," she said, as if there had never been any

doubt .

"We've marked out the easiest route,"” Dug continued. "I
mean, there's no point in erasing healthy trees or nice scen-

ery."
"How do | love thee," Kimnmurnured. "Let me count
the ways." Metria was struck by the utter sincerity of her

wor ds; under the banter and insults and shin-kicks there was
a solid core of real |love. Then, louder, "Let's do it. W' ve
got to work fast."
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Dug wal ked around behi nd what remai ned of the truck,

his feet sinking into the nuck. "Miust be a rope here," he

said. "Or a chain. Got it." He pulled forth a chain from

under the truck bed. "I'Il just hook this to the boat, and haul
it along. Soon as there's a channel."

Kimfaced forward. The ground now cane right up to the

edge of the boat, because the front of the truck had been
erased. She brushed her hand across the ground, and it dis-
appear ed, |eaving-a dark hole. She stroked her hands back,
and the hole spread. She wiped it out to the sides, and now
sonme wat er seeped in.

She reached farther forward, but couldn't erase .the | and
there; the aisle was now too short. So she did what she could
close to the boat, while Dug tried to hook the chain on

"Need a hole," he nuttered. So Ki mwi ped one finger there,
and nade a hole. He passed the chain through, then triecj to
tieit.

"Here," Kimsaid. She erased part of one link, set the end
of the chain there, and unerased the link. Now the chain was
firmy anchored.

Dug | ooked at that. "That's a nore versatile talent than |
t hought . "

"It's close to Sorceress |level, properly exploited," We
Beti de said.

Dug braced hinself and haul ed on the chain, but couldn't
budge the boat. "Too much weight on it," Kimsaid, step-
ping off, "And not enough pull. 1'Il help." She joined Dug

"You know, a fellow could get to |like you, if he tried,"”
Dug renar ked

"Don't get fresh, just pull,” Kimretorted, smling,

But though the boat wavered, it didn't actually nove.
Jenny joined them but still it didn't work. It seemed to be
caught on sonet hi ng bel ow.

"I can help," We Betide said. She turned snoky, sank
through the boat, and spread out into a sheet immediately
below it. She could do this because she was still close to
Anol de, within the aisle. In fact, she could now resune ful

190 Pl ERS ANTHONY

vol ume and be Metria again. She felt the snags on the bottom
of the boat, where Kim had not been able to reach, and so-
lidified her substance around them snoothing them out.

Then she turned her bottom side slippery.

Suddenly the boat lurched forward. It splashed into the
erased hole before it—then.out of it and onto the land. Metria
had made it so slippery that it noved readily, no | onger ac-
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tually needing a water channel

The others did not question a good thing. They kept haul -
ing on the chain, and so Metria maintained the slippery bot-
tom and the craft fairly whizzed al ong over the ground. It
|l eft the peculiar weckage of the truck behind. Years later,
per haps, Mindanes woul d di scover it, and wonder whet her

a monster had chonped a boat-shaped bite out of it. They
woul d surely never guess the truth.

The trees passed, and the forest thickened. The boat

sloshed in irregular curves as it followed the route Dug and
Jenny had prescribed. Progress gradually slowed, because the
haul ers were getting tired, and because Metria was begi nni ng
to tingle on her underside. She thinned her body, but knew
that soon she would have to withdraw to the top of the boat
or | ose her substance. That woul d nake it that much harder
to haul. Were they losing their race against tine after all?

Then the tingling faded. WAs she turning nunmb? If so, she

had to quit right now But it didn't seemlike that. It seened
al nrost as if she was gaining strength. How coul d that be?
Well, as long as it lasted, she would do as much as she coul d.
She made her undersurface even nore super slippery, and

felt the boat pick up speed. The others were pulling harder,
doing their last-gasp bit too

Arnolde lifted his head. "What is going on?" he inquired.

Metria poked a nouth up through the boat. "W're haul -
ing you to Xanth," she said. "Before you poop out en-
tirely."

"PoopSHit? | was just resting. You don't need to haul ne
anywhere. "

"Yes we do, because—
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"Look at Jenny's ears!" Dug exclainmed. "They're
poi nted. "

"We're in Xanth!" Kimcried. "Ch, I'"'mso glad, | could
ki ss soneone!"

"Well, if you feel that wa— But he was cut off by her
hurtling kiss.

Metria floated up through the boat. She extended an arm
cautiously to the side. She reached beyond the prior limt,
and felt no tingle. It was true: They were now surrounded
by magi c.

"l could kiss sonmeone too," she said. She floated to I|ch-
abod, who was just beginning to stir. "I think I'Il wake the
sl eeping prince." She put her head down, solidified her face,
and planted Xanth's nobst poi gnant kiss on his nouth.

The man cane awake as if electrified. He seened to float.
"I thought | was dying," he said. "Now |I'min heaven."
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"Wul d you settle for Xanth?" she asked.
"Same thing."

Dug and Kim and Jenny closed in. "You nmade it possible,
Met," Dug said. "W couldn't budge that thing, until you
iced it. You were the difference."

"You're a great person," Kimsaid, and Jenny nodded
agr eenent .

Metria opened her nouth to say something clever, but it
di ssol ved i nstead. She had never anticipated such a reaction
She nelted into a puddl e.

They crossed the Interface and were back in Xanth proper
Sammy found thema pie tree, and they feasted. It was such
arelief to be back in Xanth! Even the aninmals seened to
like it; Samy lived to find things magically, and Bubbles
was becomi ng nore lively than she had been. Evidently she,
like the centaur, needed magic to restore her vitality.

"Now we rust organize," Kimsaid. "Arnolde and I|ch-
abod need to return to the Region of Madness, and Dug and
I and Jenny have to get to this Nanel ess Castle, and you,
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Metria, have your other sunmonsees to summons. Do we
just split up and go our separate ways?"

"No," Metria said immediately. "It's ny job to get al

the sunmonsees there safely, so | can't just turn you | oose.
And | should nake sure that Anpl de and |Ichabod get to the
madness safely too, because it was to help ne fetch you that
they left it, at great disconfort and risk to thensel ves."

"Then perhaps -we should travel together for a while
| onger," Anol de said, seem ng undi spl eased.

"I't works for ne," Dug agreed, simlarly satisfied.
"Maybe the rest of us can help her fetch in the remaining

summonsees. "

" '"If nmy new talent can be useful -' Ki m said.

Metria laughed. "It was your talent that saved us! It can
surely help again."

"But without Anpblde's aisle of magic, | couldn't have

used it," Kimsaid.

"And | couldn't have existed," Metria added.

"There is enough credit to go around,” Anolde said. "I

think it is fair to say that we have cone to respect each other
by profiting fromthe abilities each brought to the m ssion

I chabod provided the house, truck, and know edge of Min-

dani a, w thout which the effort would have foundered. Dug

and Jenny explored for the nost expeditious route and pro-
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vi ded nost of the hauling strength. Each person's contri bu-
tion was vital at sone point."

The ot hers passed a gl ance around. The centaur did have

a point. Suddenly they all felt better about thensel ves.

"Then let's travel,” Kimsaid briskly.

Dug shook his head. "You're a bit hyper, know that? Al

the rest of us are tired from physical exertion, or wung out
froma siege of low magic. And you are too, if you had the

wit to knowit. W need to rest, or we'll blunder into rea
mschief. Xanth isn't all that safe for distracted or dull folk.
Tomorrow we can find an enchanted path and travel well.

Today we'd better just recover."
Anot her gl ance circulated. It was another valid point.
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"I"'msorry," Kimsaid. "I'mbeing pushy again. Yes, |I'm

tired too, and sort of dazed about being back in Xanth. |

never thought |I'd get here outside of the gane. But it's great.
1"l shut up."

"That's the way | like nmy wonen," Dug said. "Quiet and

submi ssive." He dodged her first kick. "And beautiful."

That stalled her second kick in mdair. She | ost her bal ance
and fell into him so he kissed her soundly. Actually Kim
wasn't beautiful in the standard sense, but it seened that Dug
knew a bit about girlfriend nanagenent too.

"I'"d better check on Veleno," Metria said, renenbering
her husband for sone irrelevant reason. "WI| you fol k be
okay here for a while?"

"W should be," Anoblde said. "This close to the edge
of magic, there shouldn't be any bad nonsters.™

"And we can sinply step back through the Interface if
there are," Jenny said. "W can go where they can't."

So Metria popped off hone, where Vel eno was just be-

ginning to run out of delirious happiness. It had been, after
all, nore than a day. She bustled himback to the bedroom

and dosed himwi th another day's worth. She woul d have

liked to stay |l onger, but she had an obligation to the traveling
group to see it safely to its destinations. Her new conscience
was a strict mstress, but she didn't m nd.

When she returned, the group was rel axi ng under a weep-

ing willowtree, cheering it by their conpany. Anol de was

di scoursing on sone of the problens of archivism "dd
docunents are invaluable," he was saying. "Even those

deened to be of little worth by their perpetrators. A scribbled
note to stay out of the honey pot inforns us that they did

have honey pots in those days, and that they had witing.
Unfortunately some key docunents have been |lost to history.

As a centaur, | naturally know the Iist of the human Kings

of Xanth, but there are sone distressing | acunae."

"Lacuna," Metria said. "She's still around. She was ret-
roactively married, and— She paused, seeing their stares.
"Did | say sonething stupid?"
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Amol de smiled. "No, of course not, my dear. | was

merely using the word in its linguistic capacity, meaning a
gap or om ssion. Perhaps we expected you to say, 'A dis-
tressing what?' and we could then have had the dubious pl ea-
sure of redefining the term™

"Ch. Whatever." She still felt out of sons.

"At any rate, | was going on too long," Anplde said. "I

wi sh there were sone forgotten tone listing all the mssing
Kings, felicitously turning up. But of course. Good Magici an
Hunfrey woul d have found it already if any such existed."

"Unless it got lost during his distraction of wves," Ich-
abod said. "Then he m ght have overl ooked it."

"Say," Dug said. "I wonder if Sammy could find such a
tone."

The cat had been snoozing besi de Bubbl es, but suddenly
woke and set off running. Jenny EIf scranmbled after him
"Wait for ne!”

"Now | ook what you've done, idiot!" Kimtold Dug.

"Il track him" Metria said, glad for something to do to
make up for her conversational gaffe. She floated rapidly

after the cat.
It turned out to be no |long chase. Samy ran up to a snall

structure bearing a plaque with the words BOOK STORE. Me-
trialifted its lid and peered in. It turned out to be a solidly
constructed box wherein books were stored. The top one was
atonme titled BOOK OF KINGS. So she took that out, set the

lid back in place, and opened it. She was holding it back-

ward, so she saw the | ast page first. There was a crude

scrawml ed entry: STOLN BY TH OGRE ACHEVER, OGRE AN OGRE

AG N.
She considered. That did look like the witing of an ogre.

Qgres were justifiably proud of their stupidity. But how
coul d any ogre have stol en such a (presunably) inportant
book once, |et alone over and over again? Even an over-

achi ever anmong ogres woul d have troubl e stealing a book;

few ogres even knew what a book was.
Still, this one obviously did. He was actually a literate
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ogre, perhaps the only such in the nottled history of ogre-
dom So he had evidently done it, and was proud enough of
his achievenent to record it in the very book he had stolen
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She turned back another page. This one |isted Mgician
Aeol us, the Storm King, assuming the throne in the year 971

That was all. The rest of the page was bl ank. No ot her
Ki ngs were |isted.

Since there had i ndeed been Kings thereafter—she coul d
think of Magician Trent the Transfornmer, Magician Dor who
talked with the inanimate, and about eight brief others in
bet ween—she knew that this book had been stol en during

the StormKing's reign. That wasn't surprising, since the
Storm Ki ng had becone rather dimin his declining years,
able to blow up hardly nore than a breath of wi nd, and not
much stronger intellectually. He had probably |ost or for-
gotten the book, and the ogre achiever had found it, and
given hinmself credit for stealing it. Thus all that it contained
had been lost to Xanth history.

Assuming that it contai ned anything nmuch. So she turned

some nore pages, and saw that nore Kings were indeed

listed. In fact, they went right back to the beginning of Xanth
Ki ngs. This book rmust have been passed down from Ki ng

to King over the centuries, each one filling in the end date
for his predecessor and his own year of ascension

Good enough. She cl osed the book and carried it back to
the waiting group. "I think this is it," she said, presenting
the tome to Anvol de

"Wy, so it may be," the centaur said, anazed. He

opened the book and read its title page. "Human Magi ci an
Ki ngs of Xanth." He | ooked up. "Astonishing! Were did -
Sammy find this?"

"In a book store."

"A book store—n Xanth?" Kim asked. "Did you have
to buy it?"

"No, it's just a box where books are stored."

"There are ot her books?" I|chabod asked alertly. "If they
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are of simlar rarity and quality, that may be an informati ona
fortune! W nmust exam ne them™"

"Sure," Metria said. "Right this way."

But when she returned to the place she had found the box,
there was nothing there. There did not seemever to have
been anything there, either; it was just an undi sturbed rocky

region in the forest.

"Maybe Samy—2?" Dug sai d.

But this time the cat was indifferent. "I don't think there's
anything to find," Jenny said. "He can find anything but
hone, except when there isn't anything. Then he just ignores
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"But there was a box!" Metria protested.

| chabod cogit at ed. "Perhaps it noved—and the cat is un-
able to find a given object a second tinme, that being, as it
were, a honme base, sonething already found. | think we shal
have to relinquish any notion of finding those other books."

"Ch, fudge!" Metria swore. "I did it again! | should have

grabbed themall."

"You are not a scholar,"” Ichabod said, excusing her. But

a cloud of disappointnment hovered near him

The ogre achiever had stolen it over and over again, she
remenbered. Did that nmean that each tine the book store

di sappeared, he hunted it down again? O that he had finally
hidden it in this foolishly obvious place, and it had turned
out to be a better hiding place than it seened? If so, they
had caught the book store just at the right time, before it
moved. That nade her feel a smidgen | ess worse.

They returned to Anol de, who was engrossed in the Book

of Kings. "This is absolutely fascinating!" he exclained. "I
can vouch for its accuracy by the entries relating to what |
al ready know. But there are many nore. This is indeed an

i nval uabl e | ost tome of information."

"What's so exciting about a list of Kings?" Kimasked.
"I mean, that's what makes British history so absolutely,
totally, conpletely boring, not to nention dull."
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"Well, there are also the dates of the Kings," |chabod
sai d, looking over his friend' s shoul der

"Maybe | didn't make nyself quite clear," Kimsaid

grimy. "If there's one thing worse than lists of nanmes, it's
lists of dates. Not only are they boring and dull, they're im
possible to renmenmber, and you flunk if you nake a sinple
little mstake, like putting the wong nane with the right
dates."

"Yeah," Dug agreed. "l renenber when | listed Henry
the Eighth for 1909 to '47. You' d have thought the sky was
falling!"

"You were precisely four centuries off!" I|chabod ex-
cl ai med, shocked.

"So what's four centuries between friends?" Ki masked.

"I certainly wouldn't want to bore anyone with unwanted
lists of nanes and dates and talents,” Arnolde said. "I shal
be happy to commit this volune silently to nenory." He
pored over the book with nuch the sane intensity that M-
gician Hunfrey did with his own tomes. "Ch, ny! The Sor-
ceress Tapis was once narried? That explains so nuch! And
the Zonbi e Master was actually the son of a King, but alien-
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ated because of the nature of his talent. | never suspected!
This will revolutionize Xanth history."

"Or at least the current rendering of it," Ichabod agreed.
"It does seemthat there were sone dark secrets in those
early days."

"Exceedi ngly dark," Arnol de agreed.

"Actually, I'mcurious," Metria said. "Mybe | knew
sone of those Kings.''

Dug and Kimstarted to | augh, then. stopped as they saw
that neither Metria nor Arnolde was. "That's right," Dug
said. "Denons |ive forever, or as close as makes no never-
m nd. Maybe she did know some Kings."

"I did," Metria agreed. "But | got close to only two,
Gronden and Hunfrey. The others didn't interest ne."

"That's right," Kimsaid. "Hunfrey was Ki ng once. You
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tried to distract himfromhis studies at the Denpn Univer-
sity. But what's this about you and King G onden?"

"l seduced him But it got conplicated."

Kimreconsi dered. "Maybe | aminterested in sone of
those Kings. If they were real living people, | mean, not just

dates. "
"Gronden nmust have been a hot date," Dug said.

She ignored him "Let's hear about some Xanth Kings.
You' ve got ny curiosity going."

"And she's dangerous when she's curious," Dug said,
dodgi ng anot her ki ck.

So they settled back and |listened to Arnold's recital of
Ki ngs, old and new, as augnented by the Book of Kings.

" The uninterrupted human popul ati on of Xanth began

with the First Wave, its arrival defined as the year 0. For the
first two centuries there were no Kings. The savagery of the
early years may have prevented the human fol k from achi ev-

ing sufficient unity. Then King Merlin, whose talent was

Know edge, becane the first in the year two-oh-four, just in
time to try to help organi ze the wonen to kill their rapist
husbands of the Third Wave and bring in better nen, the so-
call ed Fourth Wave."

As he spoke. Jenny EIf settled by his flank with Sammy
and Bubbl es and hummed a little tune. Metria, interested in
i nformati on about the old Kings that she hadn't paid nuch
attention to at the tine, listened with conplete attention. She
realized that her half soul was giving her a new perspective,
so that now the events had neani ng. She renenbered the
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brutal Third Wave |l argely exterm nating what had been the
brutal Second Wave. But the Fourth WAave had been

sonet hing el se, and that one had built the foundation on
whi ch the human ki ngdom becane significant.

Then she saw old King Merlin vacating his throne, sepa-
rating fromhis wife, the Sorceress Tapis, and going to Min-
dani a on sone kind of business only he coul d under st and.
Tapi s was so annoyed, she never remarried, and never spoke
of Merlin again. She did tolerate her daughter the Princess,
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but neither spoke of their connection because both had wit-
ten the menory of the King out of their lives.

"Well, Merlin did have business in Mindania," |chabod
remarked. He was standi ng beside her, watching King Merlin
depart Xanth. "There was a | ad nanmed Arthur he had to
educate to be King."

"That was nore inportant than governi ng Xanth?" Jenny
asked. She was standing on Ichabod's other side.

The ol d Mundane shrugged. "There are those who thought
so. "

"Hey, here comes Roogna,"” Kimsaid fromMetria's other
side. "But this is starting to get cluttered with dates."

Then in 228 Magi ci an Roogna, whose tal ent was Adap-

tation, assuned the throne. Eight years later the Princess suf-
fered a change of plans and married him wth her nother's

bl essi ng, because he really was a decent nan. He built Castle
Roogna, with the help of centaurs.

"Naturally, the centaurs," Anolde said. "No other spe-
cies had the expertise."

Ki ng Roogna died fighting the Sixth Wave. It was an ugly
scene, because the invadi ng Mundanes were so brutal and

i gnorant of magic. |Ichabod, Kim and Dug wi nced in unison,
ashaned of their heritage. Roogna's place was taken by
Xanth's first femal e King, the Sorceress Rana, whose talent
was Creation, in 286. Wen she died in 325, Magician Rei-
tas, whose talent was Sol ving Probl ems, took over. Unfor-
tunately he seenmed to generate al nost as many probl ens as
he, solved, because there were always uni ntended conplica-
tions. Wien one of those conplications killed himin 350,
ending Reitas' reign, Rana's son Magi ci an Rune becane
King. H's talent was Evocation. "Too many dates,"” Kim
nmut t er ed.

That lasted until 378, when Rune died fighting the Seventh
Wave. The peopl e, desperate for |eadership that could save
them persuaded the zonbie Jonathan to assunme the throne.

"The Zonbie Master!" Kimcried. "He was King of
Xant h?"
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Metria popped out of her dream She was back in contem
porary Xanth. "But dempons don't dream" she protested.

"Yes you do, when you have a soul," Jenny said. "You
were sharing ny dreamjust now, | saw you there, watching
the parade of Kings with ne. W all were there."

"That's right—+ can dreamnow," Metria said. "Mentia
dreaned with Gary Gargoyle | ast year. That was really an-
cient history."

"Sorry | jogged us all out of it," Kimsaid. "Anyone who

isn't paying attention can enter one of Jenny's dreams, when
she's humm ng. That's her talent. But it's easy to startle folk
out of it. | should have kept ny big mouth shut, as usual

But this business of the Zonmbi e Master being King of

Xant h—how conme he never nentioned that9"

"Wel |, zonbies don't have very good nenories," Ar-
nol de sai d. "Because their heads are filled with—

"Never mind!" Kimsaid. "I get the picture. But how
could a zonbi e govern?"

"I remenber that," Metria said. "That was one King

didn't try to seduce! He couldn't be killed, so anyone who
attacked himjust got frustrated, until Jonathan caught up to
hi mand threatened to turn himinto a zonbie too.*’

"But he couldn't turn living folk into zonbies," Kimsaid.

"They didn't always know that. And of course, he could

have arranged to have themkilled first. So they didn't give
himany lip, or any other parts of their bodies. They did
exactly what he told themto do, so that he would stay away
fromthem And he did, as long as they behaved. He was
actually a very gentle man. That's why his reign |asted a
whol e century. He finally got fed up with the rotten job and
abdi cated. He was nore interested in chasing after MIlie the

Ghost anyway. "

Ki m shook her head. "You were right: there are winkles
to Xanth history | never suspected. The Zonbie Master is a
nice guy, now that he's alive."

"He always was. It was just that other folk couldn't stand
ROC AND A HARD PLACE 201

his talent. So he was sonewhat isolated, until MIllie | oved
him"

Ni ght was threatening by now, so Kimerased a nice place

on the ground, making a pit, then sneared a top across it, so
that they had a safe underground chanber to sleep in. Sammy

| ocated a pillow bush and bl anket tree, and they nmade com
fortabl e beds.

"You know, a single bed would do for the two of us,"
Dug suggested hopeful ly.
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"Sorry—+'m al ready sharing mne with Bubbles,” Kim
informed him Dug didn't argue. They had evidently dis-
cussed this before.

Metria didn't need to sleep, but she did settle down to
dream agai n, as Jenny started humm ng. She dreaned of M-
gician Vortex becoming King in 478 after the Zonbi e King
abdi cated. Vortex's talent was Summoni ng Denbns. How

wel | she renenbered! He had summoned her once, but not

for anything interesting; he was nerely curious about her

i npedi ment of speech, as he put it. She tried to distract him
by seducing him but he had a policy against being seduced
by denpbnesses. That was when she | earned that sonetines

it was best to conceal her nature, and that caution was to
stand her in good stead two centuries later with King Gom
den. But it took her a good five mnutes of seductive effort
before she realized that it wasn't working with Vortex. She
was about to do her ultinmate, by show ng himher panties,
when—

"Ww " Dug exclained. "Now, that's what | call a hot
scene! "

"Get out of this dream " Kim snapped at him and he
vani shed, but the interested | ook remained on his face.

So it was the group dream again. That was all right; Metria
found that she rather |iked the conpany. Jenny Elfs talent
was a | ot of fun.

"Thank you," Jenny said.

The dream continued t hrough the next name on the list,
Ki ng Neytron, whose talent was Bringing Paintings to Life;
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he didn't need any sexy denpnesses either, because all he

had to do was paint the type of wonan he desired, and she
woul d be his. He al so painted el aborate furnishings for Castle
Roogna, and, when tinmes becane | ean, supplies of food for

the people. It occurred to Metria that Kirn's talent was-the
reverse of this. Then there was King Nero, who aninated

gol ens, and they were very good for getting work done.

They planted a much larger orchard, so that the local folk
woul d never again have to be concerned about their food

suppl y.
Then came G onden, in 623. She concl uded her dream

with him though there were a nunber of other Kings of

Xanth to follow him Including a second fermal e King, Elona,
in 797, whose talent was Longevity for herself and any others
she chose. She governed for a long tine. Today, Metria
thought, folk believed that there had never been femal e

Kings of Xanth, historically, but that was ignorance. And the
Ghost King Warren, who had al so been lost to history. But
after that canme King Ebnez, with his talent of I|naninmte Ad-
aptation, followed by Hunfrey, the Storm Ki ng Aeol us,
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Trent, and Dor. She woul d dream about them sonme ot her
time.
"That was definitely not fit for Dug to see," Kimsaid.
"He already has too many big ideas."
"You don't like then?" Jenny asked.
"Not when they're about other wonen."

Jenny | aughed. The effort was too much for the dream
and it faded out, |eaving Metria awake.

Oh, yes, she had toyed with history, in her fashion. Now,
with her soul, she regretted some of it. But not rmnuch.

Then she snapped alert. There was soneone with her, and
not one of the regular party. "W are you?" she demanded

abruptly.

A horse figure reared back, startled. A night mare
"Not so fast, equine!" she said, puffing into snoke and
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surrounding it. "Howis it that you're trying to give a bad
dreamto a denoness?"

The figure tried to run away, but her snoke surrounded it,
so that it couldn't get away. So it projected a little dream
figure of a man. "I thought you were nortal," the nman said.
"VWhat are you doing with half a soul ?"

"You're nmal e?" she asked, astoni shed.

"I"'ma night colt," the dream nman said. "They woul dn't

let ne take out any dreans. So | stole half a soul and went
out on nmy own. | sniffed out some inpronptu dream ng

here, so | cane to see if | could get inonit. |I don't have
much experience, you know. "

"That's obvious," Metria said, realizing “hat it had been
Jenny's powerful group dreamthat had attracted the colt's
attention. "You can't just go anywhere with dreans; you
have to bring themfromthe gourd, to assigned people who
deserve them"

"But | told you, they won't | et ne have any of those."

"Then maybe you had better just explore Xanth, and not
mess with dreanms at all."

"No, |'"'ma dreamcreature; | have to associate with
dreans. Since | don't have a cargo of ny own, nessing with
others is all | can do."

Metria considered. "Then maybe you can nake sonet hing

of it. Why not enter ordinary dreans and nmake the folks in
them do things they'd never do on their own? That could be
fun, correctly done."
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"I hadn't thought of that. Thanks, Denoness!" he gal -
| oped of f, and this time she let himgo.

It was good to be back naking some mschief, even in
such a small way.

Then she thought of sonething else. Jenny Elf's group

dream had attracted a night colt. Wat would the Night Stal-
lion hinself think of her dreaming ability? The stallion
coul d, of course, assune any shape he wi shed, being nmaster
of the dreamrealm He could becone a handsonme man—er
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an elf of any size. Suppose he got interested in Jenny's talent,
and then in Jenny hersel f?

Nah, she thought. Jenny's future was surely in regular
Xanth. O in her realm of origin, the Wrld of Two Moons

n
CHENA

In the nmorning, refreshed, they set out to | ocate Chena
Centaur, the mystery token. Kim passed the back of her
hand across the surface of the nether chanber, and re-
stored the ground the way it had been. "No sense leaving a
mess, " she expl ai ned.

"That is one powerful talent," I|chabod remarked. " Sor-

ceress | evel, perhaps."

"I don't know," Kimsaid. "I"'mstill |earning howto use
it. I don't knowits limts."

"It would be wise to ascertain them"

They noved on. Soon they cane to a river that | ooked too
deep to wade across. "Maybe | can erase a section,” Kim

said. "So we can wal k across dry. Then | can unerase it after
we're across.”

Anol de | ooked t houghtful. "I wonder."
Kimsquatted by the riverbank, and passed her hand across
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the surface of the water. There was a ripple, but it didn't
di sappear. "l don't understand," Kimsaid. "Wy isn't it
wor ki ng?'

"Because the water fills in the gap as soon as you nake
it," Amolde replied. "I thought that m ght be the case. It
woul d be remarkable were it otherw se.™

Ki m nodded. "I guess so."

"Perhaps it is just as well that there is sone reasonabl e
limt onit," Anolde continued. "It woul d be dangerous,
otherwise. | think | feel nore confortable this way."
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"Me, too," Kimconfessed. But she seemed a bit disap-
poi nted, too.

"Now how do we get across this river?" Dug asked. "It's
too deep to wade, and | don't like the |ook of those shark
fins in the center."

"Loan sharks," Kimagreed. "They'll take an armand a
leg if you let them Let's not let them"

"Maybe you coul d carve out another boat or raft," Jenny
El f suggested. "That worked well to get us to Xanth."

"l suppose | could. But it wouldn't be easy to navigate,
because | can't get under to nake a keel. W could haul it
across with ropes, if we could get the ropes anchored on the
far side of the water."

"And who' |l swimacross with ropes!" Dug said.

"I can do that," Metria said. "I can't float wi th heavy
things, but I can with light things, and hemp feels light."

"I't can make nen |ight-headed," |chabod agreed.

So they sent Sanmy Cat to | ocate sone henp with suit-

abl e ropes, while Kimfound a fallen | og and made a dugout
boat by erasing a hole in it. There were sone cracks in the
wood, but she snoothed those over with finger-snears, mak-
ing it watertight. It wasn't Xanth's prettiest boat, but it
seenmed serviceable. And, contrary to her expectation, she
had been able to shape a crude keel, by having the nenfolk
roll it over so she could work on the bottom of the hull.
Smal | sel ective erasures could do a lot.

When the craft was ready, and they had the necessary
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rope, Metria floated across the river, carrying the end of the
rope. The sharks | eaped up and snapped at her with their red,
green, blue, and white teeth, and sonmetines they did catch

a piece of her, but she just dissolved that portion into dirty
tasting snmoke and they were left with no interest, though

they continued to make efforts on principle. She made sure

to float | ow enough to tease themwell. Her soul was a hin-
drance when it cane to mschief against nice folk, but |oan
sharks gave her no problemat all

She tied the rope to a stout A-comtree and fl oated back,

al most touching the water, but the sharks now knew t hey
couldn't get a real piece of her and didn't try. "Ready," she
said, tying the other end to a simlarly stout B-comtree. She
yanked on it, to be sure it was tight; that shook the trees,
and a few ripe cobs fell, but the rope held.

They haul ed the boat to the water, and Anol de stepped
carefully in and | ay down. Sammy and Bubbl es joined him
That filled the boat. They would have to nmake two trips.

Ki m had shaped two paddl es by carefully erasing nost of
the wood fromtwo |l ogs. Metria took one, while Anol de
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took hold of the rope and haul ed hinself and the boat al ong
across the river. He wasn't strong for a centaur, but he was
able to haul his own weight. Metria paddled to help nove

t he boat.

A loan shark, sniffing nortal meat, forged up to the boat.
Thi s one was yellow, and shaped |ike a submari ne sandwi ch.

Its tongue was |ike hot pepper, and its teeth |like despair. It
opened its nouth just about w de enough to take in an arm

or leg. Sammy hi ssed, and Bubbl es grow ed, but the big fish
was undaunt ed.

Metria struck it on the tender snout with the paddle. It
hastily submerged, and they noved on across the river un-
bitten. The centaur got out, clearly relieved to be back on
terra firma. Metria formed herself into a pulley connecting
rope and boat, and pulled the boat back across.

Now | chabod, Dug, Kim and Jenny clinbed into the boat,
Dug and Kimtaking the paddl es. |chabod and Jenny took
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hol d of the rope, not so rmuch pulling the boat along as mak-
ing sure it didn't get carried away by the current. Metria
settled in the center, keeping an eye out for m schief.

M schi ef wasted no particular tine orienting on them This
shark was huge and dark, with teeth capabl e of crunching
through their boat in short order. It charged up, jaws open
for a horrendous chonp. No swat on the snout would dis-
suade this nonster!

So Metria became a big mass of stink-homflavored toffee,

and thrust herself into the oncom ng maw. The shark

cl anped down—and tasted the flavor, which was Xanth's

very filthiest, stenchiest, disgustingest tang. Anol de caught
a whiff, and remarked as his face turned a trifle bilious: "O
this nefarious homit has been said that if a sphinx with a

cl ogged snout sniffed it once froma distance, through a thick
filter, the poor creature would turn to putrid green stone for
a century, and never clear its nose of the degradation.”

The shark, of course, tried to spit the | oathsone mass out,
but the stuff stuck to the once clean teeth and festered on
the roiling tongue. The putrefaction dripped into the nouth,
sendi ng up nauseating funmes. The shark tried to wash it out
with water, but the surrounding river turned an obscene
shade of noi sone hue and threatened to curdle. Finally the
shark plunged under the surface and swam away as fast as

i nhumanl y possible, |eaving a swath of bubbly retchings be-
hi nd.

Metria turned snoky and floated up through the water,

| eavi ng just enough flavor behind to guarantee that the shark
woul d not soon be free of it. Stink homwas one of her
favorite last resorts, reserved for only the npst deserving
opponents. Usually it was sufficient nmerely to blow the hom
and its foul snelling sound would drive npst creatures away.
But she had felt that the shark deserved nmore intinmate treat-
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ment .

Meanwhi | e the boat was wending its way across the river,
and a courteous breeze was clearing the air of the lingering
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bouquet. The passengers were starting to look as if the m -
asma was, after all, bearable.

I chabod faced Metria as she returned. "Denobness, if you
pl ease—next tinme a nonster threatens to engulf us—et it
do so in peace." But he nmanaged a sickly smle.

They reached the far bank and cl anbered to shore. The

boat still reeked of horn, so they turned it |loose to float dis-
consol ately downstream The vegetation al ong the banks

wilted temporarily while the boat was passing.

They set off across a field of posies that opened out before
them Each flower puffed itself up as they passed, enhancing
its color and stiffening its petals, posing.

Then a girl appeared before them No, it was two children,
the other a boy: evidently twins. "Wo are you?" the girl

asked bol dly.

Metria popped across to stand before the children. "I am
the Denpness Metria, passing through on business. Wo are
you?"

"I'"m Abscissa,"” the girl replied. "I travel along the X
axi s, because | have the X chronosone."

"Al ong the what?"

"Horizontally." A line appeared, and the girl suddenly
junped a brief distance to the side, w thout noving her |egs.

"I'mOdinate," the boy said. "I travel along the Y axis,
because | have the Y chronosone." A |line appeared, and
he junped backwards without noving his legs. "Vertically."

"CGeonetrically and genetically speaking," |chabod re-
mar ked, intrigued. He brought out his little notebook. "These
are nost interesting talents. Wwose children are you?"

The two zi pped back together. "W were supposed to be
Grey Murphy and Princess Ivy's twins," Abscissa said.

"But they took too long to marry, so the stork dropped us
of f at an orphanage,” O dinate said.

"Wl |, shame on them" Kimsaid. t'! knew they were
taking too | ong about it."

"And they should marry any time now," Metria said.
"Bven if they don't knowit."
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The others glanced at her curiously, but the gl ances
bounced of f her wi thout penetrating, because she wasn't pay-
ing attention.
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"Does the orphanage treat you well ?" Arnol de inquired.

"Ch, sure," Abscissa said.

"COf course, it can't keep us if we want to go out," O -
di nat e said.

"Toget her we can go anywhere we want to," Abscissa

sai d.
"By projecting our coordinate map," Odinate said.

"This is nost interesting," |chabod said, nmaking anot her
note. "Instant travel by geonetry."

"Where can you go?" Jenny asked.
"Anywher e, " Absci ssa said.

"Such as to that tree?" Jenny asked, pointing to a distant
nut and bolt tree beyond the flower field.

"Sure," Odinate said. "Watch."

The two children concentrated. Lines appeared, marked X

and Y, stretching all across the field, intersecting each other,
formng a grid. A dot appeared beside the distant tree. The

two children took each other's hands, and suddenly they

were standing by the tree.

Metria popped over to them "It is really you?" she asked.

"Sure, Denpness,"” Abscissa answered.

"Who el se could it be?" Odinate asked.

"I't mght be an illusion."

"No, we don't have that nmagic,
cutely.

Absci ssa said, frowning

"But it mght be funif we did," Odinate said.

Metria popped back to the group—and found the children
al ready there. "Say, you're good," she said.

"OfF course," Abscissa said. "W're always good."

"But we'd have been better with a famly," Odinate said.
"Maybe we'll find a family that needs twins," Kimsaid.

"CGee, that would be nice,
hands girlishly together.

Absci ssa said, clapping her
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"WIIl they let us eat eye screamevery day and have pil -
| ow fights?" Odinate asked

"More likely they'll rmake you eat pillows and have eye
scream fights," Dug said.

"Dug!" Kimexclained indignantly. "Don't tease them
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But the children seened thrilled with the notion. "That's
better yet," Abscissa said.

"Pood fights are great," Odinate agreed.

"Now see what you've done," Kimsaid to Dug. "You've
given them a wi cked notion. You're lucky you' re not held
in contenpt of the Adult Conspiracy."

"Sorry 'bout that," Dug said, not |ooking overwhel med
with renorse.

"Well, we have to go now," Abscissa said.

"Because you folk are getting dull," Ordinate said.

"This is the nature of adults," Ichabod said. But already
the coordinate map was form ng, and by the tine he finished
speaki ng, the tw ns were gone.

They noved on. The token began tuggi ng nore strongly,
so Metria knew they were getting close. Indeed, they spied
some hoofprints, and followed them

"Young filly centaur," Anolde said.

"How can you tell?" Jenny asked. "Couldn't it be a uni-
cbm or sonet hi ng?"

"No. Centaurs are especially heavy on the front feet, and

tend to set themdown farther apart, to brace the bodies for
the use of the hands. Also, the configuration of the prints is
distinct fromthat of unicorns."”

Al'l hoofprints | ooked alike to Metria, but it was clear that
Arnol de knew what he was tal ki ng about. Wen one set of
prints crossed another, he inmedi ately pointed out the
fresher ones, before Metria confirned it with the tug of the
t oken.

Soon they found a bedraggled young filly centaur. Her
bl ond hair hung | ankly around her shoul ders and juvenile
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breasts, and there were curse burrs tangled in her tail. She
was eating bitter fruit, and | ooked m serabl e.

"If you stare, you'll reveal yourself as an ignorant Min-
dane, " Ki m whi spered to Dug.

"Uh, sure,"” Dug agreed, dimm ng down the intensity of

his stare. Like many young nen, he seened to be fascinated
by nude nynphs and centaur fillies.

"Chena Centaur?" Metria called.

The filly heard her, |ooked—and bolted. In half a nonent
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she was gone.

"Hey!" Metria exclainmed. She floated after the creature.
"l have a sunmons to serve."

But the centaur fled blindly, paying no attention. Finally
Metria popped to a place in front of her, and assuned the
formof a centaur. She didn't have the substance of a centaur,
so was nostly snmoky, but it did get the filly's attention and
bring her to a halt.

She stood there, panting, |ooking wildly about, ready to
bolt again the nonent she spied a feasible route.

"Chena Centaur?" Metria asked again, sure that it was.
"Why don't you |l eave nme alone!" the filly denmanded
tearful ly.

"I can't. | have to serve you with this sumons." Metria
hel d out the token.

" Summons?"

"For a trial. You see—=

Chena whirled around and bolted back the way she had
conme. But that soon brought her up against the follow ng
party. She turned again to face Metria, her eyes show ng
desperate white. "I didn't nean any harnml "

Anol de stepped forward. "My dear, the trial is not of you.
You are being sumobnsed as a nere Juror.”

The filly's head turned back and forth between Arnol de
and Metria. "But—=

"See, it says 'Juror' on it," Metria said, holding the token
up. "And your nanme. | nust gather all the Jurors for the trial
of Roxanne Roc. |f you cone with ne, | will see that you
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get there safely. Several of these others in ny party are sim
ilar summonsees."

"Me," Kimsaid. "And him" indicating Dug, "and her,"
i ndi cating Jenny Elf.

The filly began to relax. "Al'l right. 1I'm Chena." She took
t he token.

The day was getting on. "Let's find a place to camp,”
Ki m suggested. "Tonorrow i s anot her day."

Metria realized that this was nostly to help get Chena

settled, as the filly still |ooked pretty wild. So while Kim
erased a shelter for the night. Jenny worked with a conb to
get the tangles out of Chena's hair and tail, and to brush her

coat down. It seened funny to hear Jenny's nuttered cursing,
but it was the only way to get curse burrs off. Sammy Cat
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| ocated food for them and Dug brought it in. Anolde and
I chabod talked with the filly, and began to get her story. Then
Jenny started humm ng.

On Centaur Isle a filly named Chena was foaled with a nmagic
talent. The cursory magic inspection which all foals were

given did not pick it up, so she lived for sone tinme in blissfu
i gnorance of her critical liability.

Chena had a loving sire and dam two ol der colt brothers,
and nmany peer-group friends. She was contented in a com
pletely normal way: She groused about having to spend so
much tinme in centaur school, she was furious at herself when
she nmissed the bull's-eye once during bowranshi p practi ce,
annoying the bull, and was nortified when one foot got sore.
"Dam | have foundered!" she cried as she |inped hone.

"Don't use |anguage like that," her damreproved her
"Laminitis. Say it correctly. Night mares founder; centaurs
suffer inflictions of lamnitis."

"Yes, dam dear," Chena replied obediently.

"Now, go to the doctor for sonme enchanted bal m of
Glead to put onit."

"Enchanted!" Chena said, appalled. "But isn't that
magi c?"
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"Magic in itself is a useful and sonetines necessary

thing," her damsaid sensibly. "In fact, it can even be en-
dearing, in |lesser species. Just so long as it is not too closely
associated with a centaur."

"Ch." Chena had thought, fromthe attitudes of her sib-
lings and friends, that nmagi c was sonehow dirty. Now she
under stood the distinction between using nmagi ¢ and possess-
ing magic, and realized that her friends were actually
sonmewhat ignorant about it.

So she went to the centaur doctor. "I need a bonb of
Glead," she told him "For ny sore foot."

He smiled in that annoyingly superior manner of adults
everywhere. "Wiich digit do you need detonated?"

"My right forefoot," she said, lifting it.

"Indeed," he said, examning it. "Wll, here's the
bonb. " He rubbed sonme thick fragrant ointnent on it, and
the pain expl oded outward and di ssi pat ed.

"Ch, thank you. Doctor!" she cried, dancing on the pain-
free foot.

"And here is sonme nore, in case the infliction of lamnitis
returns,"” he said, giving her a vanilla envel ope.

Apart fromroutine things like that, Chena was a happy
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canper and honebody. Her nmain hobby was nagic rocks,
now t hat she knew that it was all right to use nagic things.
Sone stones were pretty, and sonme were useful, but to her
the nost fascinating ones were magi c. Sone were known to
everyone as nmgical, but were difficult for nost folk to ac-
tivate, such as charnstones and hearthstones. Others didn't
seem nmagi cal at all, but Chena was able to divine their hid-
den powers

In fact, she didn't know it, but she had a magic talent. It
was the ability to activate magic rocks. It was not her words
or insights that did it, but her hidden talent.

So she becane a collector of nmagic stones. She al ways
wore a pouch around her waist filled with different kinds of
gens and pebbles. Rolling stones, for exanple, rolled wth-
out being pushed; they al so, for sone unknown reason,
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pl ayed nusic. Rock music, of course, and Stone Age nel o-

di es, and pebble tunes. They refused to be put in the sane
pouch as nobss agate, not because it was soft and green, but
because rolling stones gathered no noss. Then there were
ope-al s, which opened doors, and sapph-fires, which burned
with blue fire, useful for igniting wood. Rubies would rub
agai nst her, and spinels would spin in dizzy circles.

One rock in the pouch was neither |ovely nor useful. It
was grayi sh and ordinary, and seened to have no nagic.
Chena kept it because she felt sorry for it.

Then one unl ucky day a centaur Elder saw Chena pl aying
inthe street with her pebbles. "Filly, what are you doing
with those rocks?"

"I"'mstudying them" she replied, in some surprise. "I
want to be a mneral ogist when | grow up, and classify al
the magi ¢ stones of Xanth."

"Magi ¢ stones?"

"Yes. | amvery good at recognizing themand figuring
out how they work. See, here is a gall stone.”

"A gall stone?"

She held it up, and the stone nmade a galling renark.
"What's it to you, horseface? You got a sore on your

runp?”

The El der did not know very much about stones, but he

did know sonet hi ng about magic. He took Chena at once to

the Building of Magic |Inspection to have her reexani ned.

The magi ¢ detection tool they had there was the kind that
responded only to active nmagic. Naturally her talent was ac-
tive only when she was around magi ¢ rocks, which was why

it had not registered before. This tinme she had the stones in
her pouch. '

"Show them your gall stone," the Elder told her.
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She brought it out, and it nade another galling remark. ' T
resent the inplication, founderfoot," it said bitterly.

The instrument hunmed, pointed directly at Chena, and
i ndi cated the use of a magic talent.

That was enough. That sane day, Chena was exiled from
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Centaur Isle for obscenity. She gathered her few possessions,
bid tearful farewell to her sire and dam and si blings, who
tried to pretend that she had not deeply shamed them and
quietly left. She held her head high, refusing to |l et any eno-
tions show, because she was, after all, a centaur, even if she

was a filly of tender years

Once she had been rafted to the mainland and was entirely

free of the Isle and al one, she paused to rel ease her pent-up
enotions. To her surprise, she discovered not grief but anger.
"I like my magic talent," she said defiantly to the forest.
"They can huniliate me in public and even exile ne because

of it, but they can't nake me ashaned of it!" Suddenly the
young filly's anger exploded in one sentence: "I wouldn't

go back there even if | could!" But there was just a sugges-
tion of a trace of a tear in an eye and a thought of a trenble
on a lip. She was, after all, only el even

Chena began to adapt to the wilderness, little by little, or
even tiny by tiny, in the course of the next few hours, ven-
turing slightly farther inland fromthe coast. She knew
enough to avoid tangle trees and carnivorous grass—there
were, after all, such things even on Centaur Isle, carefully
fenced of f and | abel ed as exanples of what life was |ike

el sewhere—and to be alert for stray dragons. Wth the aid

of a chunk of nmgic searchstone, which her tal ent had en-

abl ed her to recognize and activate, she managed to search
out pie trees and ot her food-supplying plants.

She al so discovered the full range of her talent, now that
she no longer had to hide it fromherself. For exanple, when
she accidentally cut herself on a thorn bush, she was able to
use a piece of bloodstone to stanch, the blood. If she wanted
to go fishing, she could use a garnet to net gar. If she was
thirsty, and didn't trust the | ocal groundwater (love springs
and hate springs weren't comon, but why take chances?),

she could get linme juice froma |linmestone, olive juice from
olivine, or several quarts of mlk frommlky quartz. G ad-
ually Chena cane to realize that her talent was nore pow
erful than the Centaur Isle Elders had suspected. It wasn't
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Sorceress or neo-Sorceress level, but it was still an excellent
talent to have in the uncharted Xanth w | derness. They m ght
have t hought she woul d soon perish, alone, thus enabling
themto get rid of her without having to execute her them

sel ves, keeping their dirty hands clean. They woul d be dis-
appoi nt ed, maybe.

Chena did not take unnecessary chances. She was, after
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all, a centaur, and possessed of excellent intelligence and

j udgrment. She stocked up on pies at the first pie tree she
found, |est she not find another soon. That night she ate a
banana cream pi e, because it was too squishy to last long in
her knapsack, and a key linme pie, which was al ready getting
overripe. She carefully picked the keys out, |leaving the |lines
al one, and was about to throw t hem away when she deci ded

to save them She mi ght need those keys later. Ope-als
couldn't open everything, after all

Now where was she to go? She had no idea. It wasn't as

if she had planned this excursion. She couldn't stay long in
this vicinity, because centaur hunting parties canme here reg-
ularly. She didn't even dare use their trails, because she
woul d be killed if any Isle centaur saw her. Unfortunately,
she was sure that the farther she got fromthe Isle, the nore
dangerous the | and woul d becone. She had been allowed to

take no weapon, which made her situation that nmuch worse.

She m ght be able to fashion a crude staff or club, but what
she really needed was a good knife or bow.

"I wish | had a really good bow and arrows," she nur-

mured. "And | wish | knew what to do."

Then she heard sonmething. It sounded like trotting. Was

it a unicorn—er a centaur? She quickly conceal ed herself in

a place few folk would even think to | ook: behind a tangle
tree. She could do this because she could see by the fresh
bones that the tree had recently feasted. That nmeant it shoul d
be qui escent for another day or so. It was a nervy thing to

do, but not as nervy as remaining in sight for a centaur archer
to spot.

And it was a centaur com ng. She peeked out between the
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listless tentacles of the tree. In fact, it was her el dest brother,
Carlton Centaur! That terrified her, because when they

pl ayed hi de-and-seek, he had al ways been able to find her,

no matter how cleverly she hid.

He gal |l oped right toward her, and for a monent she was

sure he saw her, but then he went on by. Then he turned and
trotted back, and halted. Again she was sure he had seen her.
What was he going to do? They had al ways gotten al ong

well, but if there was one thing stronger than a centaur's
mar ksmanshi p, it was his honor, and he woul d be honor-

bound to execute her if he ever saw her again close to Cen-
taur Isle.

Carlton stood near her tree, but faced to the side. "Now

I don't see anyone," he said to the forest. "And | don't

expect to. But it occurred to ne that if anyone happened to

be | ost around here, he might be able to use sonething, so

I"lI'l leave it, just in case. And | might also remark that prob-
ably the best place for a person in doubt to go is to the human
Good Magi ci an, and ask a Question, any Question, because

the Good Magician requires a year's service for an Answer,
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and | understand that querents are well cared for while per-
form ng such service." He set down a | ong package. "Of

course, any lost person is surely greatly mssed by his fol ks,
even if they aren't able to say so, and |'msure their best

wi shes go with him But there's no sense in talking any

I onger to nyself, so | will depart and not return.” And he

wal ked away, not | ooking back, and was soon gone.

The scene blurred, and Chena realized that there was no

| onger any nmere hint of a tear in an eye, but a copious flow
in both eyes. Her dear brother had known she was there, and
brought her a gift, and some excell ent advice, and gone his
way, not even able to remain for her thanks.

She canme out and checked the package. It was a fine bow,

and a dozen perfect arrows, and one very sharp small knife.
Wth these she could defend herself from nost predators, and
do sone hunting. She |lacked the nuscle to kill a dragon at

| ong range, but she could certainly score on snall gane at
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intermedi ate range, with an excell ent weapon like this. She
knew that Carlton had not acted al one; their parents nust
have supported it, though they woul d never say so. They
couldn't stop her exile, but they did | ove her.

She donned the harness, so that the bow and quiver of

arrows | ay across her human back. The bow was so | ong that
its ends cane close to the ground and well up beyond her

head; she would have to stay clear of tight squeezes. But it
was wonderful having it. She strapped the sheath of the knife
to her human wai st, where it was readily in-reach. She felt
so nmuch better, with such equi pnent—and because of what

it told her about the true sentinent of her famly.

And what of the advice? Well, it nade sense to her. Go

ask the Good Magician a question, and have a year to | eam
how to get along in the big uncivilized world of Xanth. Not
only did it give her somewhere to go, it would give her a
year's | eeway before she had to nake a decision about the
rest of her life. The Good Magician wouldn't care that she
had magic; all human beings did have magic, so they saw
little or no shane in it. That was, of course, part of what
made them | esser beings.

So she would do it. She set her face to the north. ' 'Thanks,
Carlton," she said. "Thanks, fanmily." Then she started on
her | ong journey.

As dusk cane, sonething dark and snarly | oomed ahead.

Chena brought her bow about and nocked an arrow. The

thing hesitated, then charged. It |ooked like a robert cat. She
| oosed her arrow, but the cat saw it com ng and dodged to

the side. The arrow caught it in the flank instead of in the
heart, so wasn't fatal. But the cat decided that this centaur
filly wasn't as hel pl ess as she seened, and bounded away,

|l eaving a trail of blood, but, unfortunately, taking the arrow
with it. Chena hated losing an arrow, but it was better than

| osing her life.

She found a reasonably safe niche by two intersecting
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wal | fl owers, and settled her runp there. Then she set her bow
and three arrows on the ground before her, and lay down. If
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anything cane in the night, it would have to cone fromthe
front, and she could put an arrow or three in it before it got
cl ose. She slept, keeping her ears attuned to anything unu-
sual . But she was in luck; nothing cane.

Sonetinme in the night there cane not a predator, but a
realization: Her brother Carlton had magic too; he could find
things. That expl ai ned so much! But of course, he could not
admt it. He had used it to find her, so he could give her the
bow, knife, and advice, but could never denopnstrate it el se-
where, lest he, too, be exiled. She would certainly keep his

secret.
So it was, in the next few days as she travel ed north. She

encountered a small mean dragon, but two arrows di ssuaded

it. She regretted this, because again she |lost the arrows, and
they were irreplaceable. But at the same tinme she appreciated
how very much worse it coul d have been, wi thout the bow.

There was all the difference in Xanth between an unarned

centaur and an armed one.
It turned out to be a long way to the Good Magician's

castle, especially since she didn't know exactly where it was.
Every so often she would inquire of some creature, and | eam
that she still wasn't far enough north. So she continued, grad-
ually and reluctantly expendi ng her val uable arrows.

"I wish I could have at |least a brief dialogue with
soneone friendly," she said wearily.

Chena | onged nore than anything el se for conpani onshi p.

Her rocks couldn't take the place of friends, and the only

hal fway intelligent person she met (other than brief glinpses
of harpies, ogres, goblins, and other unsavory characters) was
a nore or less human child close to her own age. He had

brassi sh-browni ng hair, gray eyes, and a brass-col ored sun-

t an.

"Hello," she said, pausing with her hand not far from her
knife, just in case, though he didn't | ook dangerous. "I am
Chena Centaur, age eleven. Wo are you?

"I am Brusque Brassie-QOgre," the lad replied. "Al so age
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eleven. My father is part ogre and ny nother is all brassie.
That's why |'m so handsone."
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"You certainly are," she agreed, realizing that by the stan-
dards of his crosshbreedi ng, he was probably the only and
therefore the handsonmest of his kind. "I didn't realize that
ogres crosshred with brassies."

"It started with ny grandfather Smash Ogre," he said
proudly. "He made the acquai ntance of ny grandnot her
Bi yt he Brassie, and they liked each other well enough.”

"Ch, so they married."

"No. He married a nynph naned Tandy, and she married
a brassi e man naned Brawnye."

Chena was perpl exed. "Then how—

"Smash and Tandy's son was Esk Ogre. Brawnye and
Bi yt he's daughter was Bria Brassie. They married, and |I'm
their el dest son."

"Ch," Chena said, feeling uncentaurishly stupid. "COf
course. So you are half brassy and—'

"And a quarter human, if you count Curse Fiend as hu-

man, and one-ei ghth ogre and one-ei ghth nynph," he con-
cluded. "I'ma crossbreed' s crossbreed. My talent is to nake
things hard and heavy, or soft and light."

She couldn't think of a suitable comment, so she changed
the subject. "Is there a place for ex-Isled centaurs near your
hone?" she asked shyly.

"No, | live in the Vale of the Vole. No centaurs there
know of . My father has a centaur friend, but she doesn't visit
much anymore, now that she has a fanmly of her own."

"Yes, | suppose famlies do keep fol k busy," she said,
thi nking of her own lost fanmily. "Do you know where el se
I mght find a centaur comunity? Preferably one of those
who have magic, or who are tolerant of those who do."

"Ch, sure! The centaurs at Castle Roogna do nmgic,
think. O maybe they're nearer the North Village, across the

Goeops. Momis calling ne!" Indeed, there was the distant
sound of a brass cynbal. "I gotta get hone. N ce neeting
you. 'Bye."
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""Bye," she echoed as he ran off. She was delighted with

the information, but sorry that she hadn't quite |earned what
the North Village was beyond. Still, she could find out, by
continuing north. So she did. Maybe she wouldn't have to

ask the Good Magician a Question, if she found conpatible
magi c-tal ented centaurs |ike herself.

Several days |later, Chena was still trekking through the

wi | derness. She had one good neal one day: She caught

sone lox in a salnon stream (or maybe it was |ight pink),
and snoked them over a piece of snoky topaz. They were

| ocked, of course, so she opened themwi th sonme of her |ine-
pi e keys. She | ooked for sonmething to eat themwth, and
found a bagel bush, then searched through a creammeed for
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sone cream cheese. She found it, but not until after she'd
found egg cream buttercream shaving cream |ight cream
dark cream cream of the crop, cream soda, whipped cream
chocol ate cream narshnall ow cream and eyes creamin var-
ious ice-cold flavors. She scooped up the latter four to make
a wonderful eyes cream Mondae for dessert.

This was the |ast good meal she had for some tinme. She

was now passing through an area with very few feed-bearing

pl ants. She carefully rationed the anpbunt of pie she could

eat each night, as well as her quartz-nmilk and |imestone juice,
whi ch she called her "rock food." Chena was tired, hungry,

| onely, and growi ng desperate.

Her original determnation to survive and possibly even
prosper, to find magi c-w el ding centaurs who woul d accept
her, or to ask the Good Magi cian a Question and be well
cared for for a year while she perforned her service—al
these notions faded in the face of her grow ng desperation
Now she appreciated just how difficult the real mof untaned
Xanth could be. To nake it worse, she had reluctantly ex-
pended the last of her fine arrows, in the course of discour-
agi ng passi ng nonsters who showed too great an interest in
her tender flesh. She was now al nost defensel ess. She was
tenpted to gobble down her | ast two squi shed pies, instead
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of rationing them so that at |east she wouldn't be so hungry
today, regardl ess what happened tonorrow.

"I'"d al nost rather be eaten by a nonster right now and
have it over with," she whispered m serably.

Suddenly she heard an oninous rustling, and then a sl av-

ering sound, followed closely by a loud roar. "I didn't nean
it! | take it back!" she cried as a catawanpus burst into view
This was an enornous feline creature, three tines Chena's

size and vaguely resenbling a catanmount. The nost fright-
ening thing about it was that it seemed to be entirely crazy.
Li ke its bearish black and white cousin, the pandenoni um

and its sheepish cousin, the bedlanb, it brought chaos
wherever it went.

Chena whi pped her bow around and cocked her fist, draw

ing back the string. She was bl uffing, because she had no

arrow, but maybe the nonster wouldn't realize. But the cat-
awanmpus was too denmented to be bluffed. Its eyes rolled

wildly inits head as it tore at the grass in front of it, cackling
and snorting before it renmenbered it was supposed to roar.

It uprooted a tree and shredded it into splinters. It fought its
own tail, tearing out several hunks of fur wi thout feeling any
pain. It coughed, and spat out a fur ball. Then it extended

its claws, showed its teeth in a w cked grimace, and advanced
toward Chena.

She ran, as any normal person woul d. The nonster pur-

sued her. She stayed out of its reach for a little while, but
she was too hungry and tired to keep up the .pace for |ong.
Gradual | y the catawanpus gai ned on her; she could hear the
closer thudding of its hugely clawed feet, and the blasting
bel l ow of its breath.
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She saw a cl earing ahead. She used her |ast burst of speed
to race for it, hoping that there would be sonething there to
save her. But as she reached it, she shrieked with pure horror.

She was at the edge of a huge chasm It stretched as far

as her tired eye could see, to both sides, and was dreadful ly
deep and wi de. She had to screech to an energency stop,

| est she run right into it.
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The cat awanmpus rushed toward her, cranking up its claws

for pounce node. She had a quick decision to make: Should

she die by leaping into the chasm or by letting the nonster
tear her apart? She decided that the chasm fri ghtened her

| ess. So she | eaped, scream ng again, as if that would do any
good. "I wi sh something would save ne!" she cried de-
spairingly as she began her fall into the dusky depths.

Soneone grabbed her hand. A tail slapped agai nst her

flank, making her feel strangely light and free. She opened
her eyes, |ooking down, and discovered that she was sus-
pended above the chasm being pulled to safety. She | ooked
back, and saw that the catawanpus was growl ing on the

brink, unable to catch her here.

She | ooked up—and there was a wi nged centaur colt of
about her own age, or naybe a year younger. He was flying
in place, and somehow supporting her whol e body by his
hol d on her hand. How could this be?

"Who—-how—=" she asked

"I am Che Centaur," he said. "I nmade you light so | could
hol d you up, but | shall have to bring you back to | and soon,

because the effect fades with tinme."
"l am Chena Centaur,"” she said. "I didn't know that

wi nged centaurs existed!"

"We're a relatively new species. We call ourselves ali-
centaurs. WIIl it be all right if | set you on the far side of

the Gap Chasn®"

Chena | ooked down again. There was a small cloud pass-

ing beneath her. It | ooked worried that she might drop a clod
onit. O course, she was now so light that any such cl od

m ght sinply float away, but she coul d neverthel ess appre-
ciate the cloud' s concern. She tried not to giggle at the

t hought of cl ouds being peppered by flying centaur manure.

"Yes."
Che punped his gorgeous w ngs nore forcefully, and

towed her across the yawning gulf of the Chasm She won-
dered whether the Gap was falling asl eep, and whether it
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woul d close its mouth after it yawned.
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He brought her safely to the far rim She was glad to fee

her feet firmy on | and again, and was sure that Che was gl ad
109, because she had been gradual ly gai ni ng back wei ght and
he had had to work hard to keep her aloft. They paused to
rest and tal k. She |earned that Che had been trying out his
flight feathers, using the warmupdrafts of the Gap Chasm
when he had abruptly spied her in trouble. He had nanaged

to reach her just in tine.

She of fered hi mone of her squished pies, which he

gravely accepted, and she ate the | ast one herself. She was
so relieved by escaping the nonster and finding a friendly

centaur that she hardly cared about what she woul d eat to-

nor r oWw.

"W had better walk to my home," Che said. "Actually
I"mnot living at home right now, I'mw th Gaenny Goblin,
who is camped not far fromhere. The goblins are doing an
exercise."

"Goblins!" Chena cried, horrified. "They captured you?"
He | aughed. "That was five years ago. W're firmfriends

now. |'m Gaenny's Conpanion."
This was too strange for her to assimlate. "Don't goblins

hate all other creatures? Especially beautiful or smart ones,
I'i ke centaurs?”

"Yes and no. Most goblins are like that, but the goblins

of Goblin Muntain are ruled by Gaenny, the first female
Chief, so they are beconing hal fway decent. So it's safe for
other folk to visit them You'll |ike Gmenny; she's nice."

Chena remi ned confused. "If this gobliness is their chief,
why does she want a centaur around? | don't nean any of -

fense to you. It's just that she nmust have inportant things to
do. "

"She does have things to do. | help her. She can't fly, of
course, and she's not as intelligent as a centaur, so | can
scout for her and give her advice. It works well enough.™

Chena al nost suspected that he wasn't telling her every-
thing, but it wouldn't be polite to pry. "I'msure it does,"
she agreed.
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They came to the goblin canp. Ugly goblin warrior nen
charged up at the sight of them but Che nerely held up his

hand. "A visitor for the Chiefess," he said. "Inform M-
ron." So instead of attacking, the goblins fell in around them
as an approximation of an honor guard, while one of them

dashed of f.

Chena woul d have been really uneasy about this if Che
weren't so plainly at ease. "Who is the noron?" she whis-
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"He's Gmenny's Head Honcho. Think of himas the chief
of staff."
"But you shouldn't call himnanes."

"That is his name. Al the goblin males have ugly
nanmes. "

"Ch." Perhaps that did nake sense.

They stopped at a prettily decorated tent. Che assuned a
serious mien as a vile-looking goblin approached. "Moron,
this is Chena Centaur, here to visit the Chief."

Moron turned to face the tent. "Chief, Chena Centaur is
here to see you."

The tent flap was pushed aside, and a pretty goblin girl
energed. She | ooked very young, but Chena realized that

was because she was so petite. She was probably seventeen
or eighteen years old. She had a nental picture of herself
enbarrassing themall by treating a mature Chief as a child.

The gobliness smled. "It has happened," she said.
Chena was astonished. Had the girl read her thoughts?

"l rescued Chena froma nonster by the Gap Chasm"”
Che said. "May we cone in?"

"OfF course," OGaenny said.

The tent was surprisingly large inside. Wen the three of
them were al one, Che turned to Chena. "Gaenny can see
dreans, " he explained. "I thought | saw Mare Inbri pass
by; she must have left you a day dream™

“Mare | nbri?"

"You are not fromthese parts," Gaenny said, sniling.
"No. I"'mfromCentaur Isle. But | was exiled."
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"She has a magic talent,"” Che explained. "She's |ooking
for other centaurs |ike her, or perhaps she will go to the Good

Magi ci an. "

"But she will need to recover her strength first," Gmenny
said. "l can see that she has suffered privations on the way
here. ™"

Thus began what was to be one of the npst pleasant in-
terludes of Chena's young life. She remmined for a fortnight
with the goblin canp, during its exercises. Che and Gaenny
were usual ly together and often busy, but Mron sawto it
that Chena was courteously treated. He introduced her to his
friends Idiot, who was in charge of intelligence, and | nbe-
cile, the goblin foreign relations officer. They seened |ike
ordinary goblin males, apart fromtheir titles: ugly, stupid,
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and foul -spirited. Yet not bad people, as she got to know
them and no other goblin bothered her as |ong as one of the
three was anywhere near.

Chena managed to nmake hersel f useful, by finding magic
stones and invoking their properties. Sone goblins were wor-
ried about getting injured in battle, so she gave them guard-
stones. Others feared they weren't ugly enough, so she gave
them ugl ystones. Sone wanted to express thensel ves nore
effectively, so she gave them cursestones. These were very
popul ar, even if they weren't allowed to use themin the
Chi ef ess' presence.

Then it was tine for the exercise to end. The goblins had

| earned to march in disciplined formations, and to sing tunes
as they did. That would enable themto nake a good im
pressi on when they guarded the | ady Chief on an official visit
to anot her species. Every one of themwore the sanme uniform
and stepped to the sane beat. Chena had watched their prac-
tice sessions, and had to admt that they were inpressive.
Such a formati on woul d qui ckly abolish the notion that al
goblins were undi sciplined hordes. This was a disciplined

hor de.

But sonet hing el se had been happening in this period, and
now that it was time for the goblins to go honme and for
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Chena to go her way, she realized what it was. She had been
falling in love with Che Centaur. He was such a decent crea-
ture, and so handsonme when he flew.

When the tinme came for the goblins to go honme, Gaenny
approached Chena. ' 'You are welcone to join us at Goblin
Mountain," she said. "Your nagic talent is useful, and |I'm
sure you would be well received."

Chena hesitated. "|-how does Che feel about it?"

"Ch, Che likes you too. He says you are excellent com

pany. He has m ssed associating with centaurs during his stay
at Goblin Mountain, so you have given hi msonething val -
uabl e. "

This wasn't quite what Chena wanted to hear. "Is that

al | ?"

"All? | don't understand."

"I+ think I love him"

Grenny sat suddenly down. "Ch, my!" She did not | ook

pl eased.

"I know he's very busy bei ng your Conpanion, and all

but if there is any chance that he mi ght feel the same about
me—'

Grenny | ooked sad, "Chena, | never suspected! It hurts
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me to have to be the one to say this. But you are not of his
species. He must grow up and marry a wi nged centaur fe-
mal e, so as to perpetuate his species.”

"But if there is no such femal e—

"But there is. She is Cynthia Centaur, once a human girl,
who was converted to wi nged centaur formsome tinme ago

by Magician Trent. She is living with his sire and dam while
he is with me at Goblin Muntain. It is understood that they
will marry when they are of suitable age."

"Ch!" Chena cried, nortified. "1 didn't know"

"There seenmed to be no reason to nention it," Gmenny
said. "lI'msure he would have, if—

"Ch, please don't tell himwhat | told you!" Chena cried.
"I must depart i mediately, so as never-to enbarrass him?"
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"No, Chena! That is not necessary. |I'msure that if you
j ust expl ai n—

But Chena, hurt and humiliated by her own m sunder-
standi ng, couldn't bear to face Che again. Desol ate and de-
spairing, she could think of only one thing to do. She

gat hered her meager bel ongi ngs and fl ed.

Now she was back in the jungle, this tine north of the

Gap Chasm But she had | earned nmuch nore about the nature

of the backwoods, for the goblins were expert foragers. She
could feed herself, and she al so had sone repl acenent arrows
for her quiver, not as good as the originals, but they would
do. And-she had learned of a region to the north, called

the Void, where a person could enter but never |eave. That
was what she needed now.

The Void proved to be farther away than she had expected,
and harder to find. But she kept |ooking, neanwhile staying
cl ear of both human and centaur settlenents. She didn't want
to associate with anyone; she just wanted to enter the Void
and di sappear. So she had becone a hernit centaur, always

hi di ng, al ways searchi ng—until the summons party had run

her down.

"Ch, Chena," Jenny EIf said. "Che is ny friend! | know
he woul d never have hurt you, had he realized."
"I know it too," Chena said. "That's why | had to go."

"Now | wonder," Anpblde said. "Are you sure you cane
to the correct concl usion?"

"I did what | had to do," Chena said. "And if | have to
face Che again, | don't know what I'Il do."

"Che is anot her sumtmonsee,” Metria sai d.
Chena made as if to bolt again.

"There is no need for that," Arnolde said. "I am a centaur
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with magi c nyself; | understand your position. | nerely sus-
pect that you have mi sunderstood a key aspect of it."

"l can't enbarrass Che!" Chena said. "He was so nice
to ne, never suspecting."
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"I want you to picture what you nost desire," Anol de
said. "See, here is Mare Inbri with a day dreamfor you."

He was right; Metria saw the nicker of the mare.

"But what | truly want isn't right," Chena protested.

"I't may not be what you think it is," Anmolde said. "Ac-
cept the dream"”

Jenny ElIf began to hum Metria ignored her. What did

Anol de have in nmind? Centaurs were never frivolous; he
surely had some phenonenal |y sensi bl e concl usion to make,
but she couldn't guess what.

Chena stood still, and the day mare passed and delivered
the dream And Metria found herself in Chena's dream

It was of a lovely valley, with flowers growi ng all around.
The filly was standing there alone. But she was changi ng.
Fromthe juncture of her human and equi ne torsos grew nubs,
and fromthe nubs sprouted feathers, and the feathers ex-
panded to wi ngs. She stood as a wi nged centaur.

And that was all. The dream faded, taking the wings with
it. All was as before.

"Where was Che?" Arnol de asked

"Che?" Chena asked, confused.

"He wasn't in your dream™

Chena was silent, evidently not knowi ng what to say.

"Your dream was of becomnming an alicentaur," Anvolde
said. "That is your true desire. You are in love with the idea
of becoming |ike Che—+ather than with Che hinself."

"But | can never be |ike Che!" Chena wail ed.
"Are you sure of that?"
She | ooked at hi m bl ankly.

"Trent!" Metria exclained. "Magician Trent! He could
change her. They need nore flying centaurs."

Dawn was rising in Chena's face. "I could be changed?"

"W may not need Magician Trent," Anol de said. "Take
the gray stone fromyour pouch.”

Bl ankl y Chena obeyed. She reached into her pouch and
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brought out the stone.
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"Now dream agai n of your fondest desire," Anolde said.

"Speak it aloud.”

Mystified, Chena held the stone and cl osed her eyes. "I
wish | were an alicentaur," she breat hed.

For a monent not hi ng changed. Then the dream repeat ed,
and t he wi ngs appeared.

"And that, | think, is the end of your talent with stones,"”
Arnol de said. "It was the price of your conversion."

Chena opened her eyes. "My conversion?"

"Mbke a mrror, Denoness," Arnolde said. Metria be-

came a wide, flat surface, reflective on the side toward the
filly. Chena | ooked—and al nost fell over. "My dreamre-

mai ns! "

"Because this tine it wasn't a dream " Arnol de sai d.
"This time you used your w shstone."

" My—2"

"When you wi shed for a good bow and arrows, you re-
ceived them" he said. "Wen you wished for a friendly
di al ogue, you got it. When you w shed to be consumed by
a monster, one cane. Wen you wi shed to be rescued, Che
did that. And when you wi shed to beconme an alicentaur, that,
too, was granted. Now you have your desire, and no | onger
need your power over stones. Your magic is now to make
yoursel f light enough to fly. Try it."

Chena flicked herself with her tail, as she had seen Che
do so many tinmes to hinself, and to her when he brought
her across the Gap Chasm-that nost gl orious experience.
Then she spread her wi ngs, and punped them-and lifted
into the air.

The six spectators broke into appl ause.

12
SCRAMBLE

Who' s your next summobnsee?" Ki m asked.

Metria opened the bag. There were ten tokens re-

mai ning. "I don't see how |l'mgoing to serve all

of these in tine," she said. "I've already used up severa
days, and the others are scattered all over Xanth."

"And what you have al ready acconplished al ong the way

is remarkable," |chabod remarked, "If | understand what

have heard correctly, you have enabl ed Princess Nada Naga

to marry a Prince, shown the way to resolve the probl em of

a viable alicentaur species, reconciled a four-century alien-
ation fromyour daughter, abolished a |ongtinme curse on Cas-
tl e Roogha, and discovered a significant |ost history of the

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi...%2019%20-%20Roc%20and%20a%20Hard%20Place.txt (183 of 267) [1/19/03 9:02:22 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2019%20-%20R0oc%20and%20a%20Hard%20P! ace.txt

Ki ngs of Xanth—and you haven't yet finished your job. This
rem nds nme of the type of chess problem | used to see in the
newspaper, wherein the challenge is for Wite to win one
pawn, but along the way occur casualties of rooks, bishops,
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kni ghts, queens, and threatened checkmates. But the pawn is
won. "

"What's a pawn?" Metria asked.

"I think it's a type of shrinp," Jenny Ef said.
"That's a prawn,” Arnolde replied with a face too
straight. "However, it may do."

"A pawn is a chess piece, generally regarded as insignif-
icant," Ichabod said, with a reproving glance at his friend.
" Though at times it beconmes a key elenment in the gane. MWy
point is that sonetines anmazing things occur as the result of
what seens like a rather sinple task. It may be that the Si-
murgh is using you as a vehicle to acconplish a variety of
significant things that are in need of acconplishnment."

"In short, the denpness may indeed be a pawn," Anvol de
said. "In the human sense."

"I"'mnot human!" Metria said indignantly.

"To be sure," Ichabod agreed. "Though you certainly

appear so when you choose to." He glanced at her legs. "At
any rate, | believe it would be in order for us to facilitate
your project with a bit of advice."

"l could use advice howto fetch in all the renaining
sunmonsees in one day," Metria said. "So | could rel ax
with ny job done, and get nmy Answer fromthe- Good Ma-
gician."

"Not to mention getting the sunmonsees in this party to
the Namel ess Castle," Arnol de said.

"And the two of you back to the Region of Mdness,"
Jenny ElIf said.

"Precisely," |Ichabod agreed. "Wuld you |ike that ad-
" nonition, Metria?"
,' That what ?"

"Counsel , guidance, reconmmendation, suggestion, advise-
ment —

"Advi ce?" she asked.
"What ever, " he said crossly.
"Yes."

"Pop over to Castle Roogha and ask Princess Electra if
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she would like to have her husband Prince Dol ph out of her
hair for a day or two. She will surely agree. Then ask Dol ph
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to assunme the formof a roc bird, so he can carry the sum
monsees directly to the Nanmel ess Castle as you serve them
The process can be acconplished in a day, if you are able
to locate themthat rapidly, and if they are ready to go then."

"Now, why didn't | think of that?" Metria exclained,
striking her head with the heel of her hand, which assumed
the formof a heel of a shoe for the occasion

"Because you're not a scholar," he replied.

"I''"l'l be back," she said, and popped across to Castle
Roogna.

El ectra was out in the orchard, trimin blue jeans and
freckles, as usual. She didn't | ook very princessly, but the
folk of the castle had gotten used to that. She was watering
some of the smaller plants, using a hose connected to a tap
root. Her four-year-old twins. Dawn and Eve, were playing

in a small house plant. Wen it was fully grown, it would

be big enough for full grown-ups to use, but right now it

was just child-sized. Lady bugs and gentl enen bugs were
sitting around it, because the children evidently wanted their
pl ayhouse to be in a city. There was a fast food chain draped
around it, in case they got suddenly hungry. Metria realized
that the children were using their talents to find the best
things for their play, because Dawn could tell anything about
any living thing, and Eve could tell anything about any in-
ani mat e t hi ng.

But it was Electra she had conme to see. "Wuld you like
to have Dol ph out of your hair for a day or two?" she asked
the Princess.

El ectra's nornmally sunny visage di nmed. "Don't you
have sonething better to entertain you, now that you're mar-
ri ed?" she asked.

Metria realized that there was a slight m sunderstandi ng.

The girl evidently recalled when Metria had teased Prince
Dol ph, threatening to show himher panties. Odd that such
a mnor thing could be renenbered so long. "I'mnot trying
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to vanp him" she said quickly. "I'"'mon a nission for the
Sinmurgh, and | need to transport a nunber of people to the
Nanel ess Castle, fromall parts of Xanth. | thought he m ght
becone a roc bird and carry themfor ne."

'Ch, yes, of course. Che and Cynthia are here, and G ey

and Ida and Threnody will be going too. Everyone is curious
what Roxanne Roc coul d have done to warrant being tried.
If it will help resolve that nystery, by all means borrow mny

husband." There was a slight stress on the |last two words,
indicating that Electra would not | ook kindly on any displ ay,
or threatened display, of panties.

"Got it," Metria agreed. "Thanks, Princess."

She popped into the castle, where Prince Dol ph was doi ng
housewor k. That nmade her pause. "What's this with wom
an's work?" she denmanded
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He | ooked abashed. "Electra wanted to clean things up,
but she had to go water some plants in the orchard, so she
asked ne to do it."

"And she's got you w apped around her little finger."
"Yes. "

Metria nodded. "That's exactly as it should be. But how
woul d you like a one- or two-day break from such chores?'
"I"d love it! But Electra—"

'Has given permission. | need you to becone a roc bird

and haul scattered folk to the Nanel ess Castle for me. WII
you do that?"

Dol ph becane a baby roc, because a grown one woul dn't
fit in the castle. "Squawk!" he said enphatically.

Good enough. "First we have to go to north Xanth, to
move sone fol k. Make yourself into something very small
and 1'll take you there.”

He becane a hummi ngbird. "Humm hum hum
hurm " he hummed in four notes.

She put one hand carefully around him then popped back
to the party in the Northwest. She opened her hand, and
Dol ph resumed his natural form
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"This is Prince Dol ph," she said. "He will transport you
to the places you need to go.

"Hello, Prince Dolph,” Kimsaid. "I'"mso glad to neet
you at last. |'m Kim Muindane."

Dol ph | ooked puzzl ed. "Mindane?"

"Dug and | were in Xanth three years ago, playing the
' Conpani ons' gane, but we didn't get to neet you then."

"Ch, the gane Nada was in," he said, renenbering

"And Jenny EIf," Kimsaid. "As our Conpanions. | sup-

pose it wasn't inportant to the regular folk of Xanth, but it
made a big difference to us." She took Dug's hand posses-
sively.

"Wll, let's take Anpl de and | chabod back to the mad-
ness," Metria said briskly. "Thanks for your help, folks."

"You're wel cone,"” |chabod said wyly. "It has been an
i nteresting experience."

"Quite interesting," Anolde agreed. "It will be good to
get back to the madness, where things seemnore settled."

There was a perpl exed | ook on Dol ph's beak as he as-
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sunmed roc form His giant bird body now took up nost of

the glade they were in. He picked the two up carefully with
his tal ons, spread his nonstrous w ngs, and took off. One
wing clipped a tree, ripping off a branch; then he was in the
open and gaining altitude. He spiraled up high in the sky,
turned south, and accel erated. There was a thundery sound.

" "What was that?'' Jenny Elf asked.

"Soni ¢ boom™" Dug replied. "Those big birds fly pretty
fast."

Kim squatted and stroked her hand across the ground. A
swat h of smear foll owed.

"What are you doi ng?" Dug asked.

"I''"'m making a cabin," she said. "Athing for us to ride
in, so we won't have to risk falling between the big bird's
tal ons when it picks us up."

He nodded. " Good point."
"I could fly there nyself," Chena said hesitantly.
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"If you know the way," Kimsaid. "If you could keep
up with the roc. Better to ride with us."

"Yes," the centaur agreed, relieved.

By the time the roc returned, Kimhad shaped a basketlike
structure |l arge enough for herself. Dug, Jenny, and Chena.
"A gondol a,” she said with satisfaction. "That will give us
a nore confortable ride."

"Do you want to go directly to the Nanel ess Castle,"

Metria asked, ' 'or to Castle Roogna, where you can stay in
confort with illustrious figures of Xanth until it is tinme for
the trial?"

"Well, since you put it that way, |'d love to see Castle
Roogna, " Kim said. She | ooked around. "Anybody object?"

"I'"ve been there," Dug said. "It's a great place, and that
orchard is something el se.”

"It's fine with me," Jenny said. "Especially since Che
and Cynthia are already there."

"Che—=2" Chena asked, stricken

"You're winged now," Kimrem nded her. "You don't

need himto fulfill your dream™
"But | still do like him even if—=
n So?ll

"The ot her femal e—€ynt hi a—~
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"Had a crush on Magician Trent," Metria said, catching

on to the filly's concern. "As did d oha CGoblin-Harpy.

These things don't always work out, but friendships do.

A oha was ny first friend, and she's Cynthia's friend

too. They'll all be at the trial. Don't worry about it." Ac-
tually she wasn't at all sure how Chena and Cynthia woul d
get along, but the last thing she wanted was to have Chena
fly away now.

"And maybe you can use the time to visit the centaur
villages and ask if any other centaurs would like to turn
wi nged, as you do," Kimcontinued. "You're experienced

in that respect. For you, the perfect conpani on would be a

mal e who just turned winged." She smiled. "A handsone
one."
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Chena nodded thoughtfully. "And there will be tinme to
get to know sone, because |'m young yet."

"Right on," Kirn said briskly. "So you'll stay with us,
until you get confortable with others. W're all going to that
trial, renenber.”

"Yes," Chena agreed, relieved.

They clinbed into the gondola. The roc picked it up. This
time Metria squeezed in too, as it was easier than trying to

pace a roc in flight.

"This reminds ne of my flight hone in the bubble,” Kim

sai d, hol di ng her dog Bubbl es, whom she had found in a
bubble. "But it's nmore fun this time, because |I'mnot on mny
way out of Xanth."

"You floated home in a bubble?" Dug asked. "I just
blinked, and I was back in my own room How did you

rate?"

"I won the gane," she said. "Actually, toward the end
we passed back through the screen, sane as you did."

"Ch, yeah. But | got your nunber."
"You sure did," she said, and kissed him

"I''"ll be back," Metria said, and popped off hone. It was
time to dose Vel eno with another charge of sheer bliss.
Sonet hi ng about the gondol a ride had remni nded her.

When Metria |l eft hone again, the party had | ong since
reached Castl e Roogna. As she zeroed in on it, she saw two
wi nged centaurs flying out fromit. So she zipped over to
check on them And was surprised.

"Chena and Cynthia!" she excl ai ned.

"Ch, hi, Metria," Cynthia said. "I'mshowing ny friend
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Chena around. Things | ook different from above, and |
woul dn't want her to get lost."

"Your friend?" Metria repeated somewhat dunbly.

Cynthia smled. "Conrade, associate, colleague, acquain-
tance, conpani on—

"But what about Che?"
"He's with Gaenny Goblin," Chena said. "They're play-
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ing a game of peopl e shoes. She suggested that we go flying
t oget her. "

"W have nuch in common,” Cynthia said. "Both of us

were transfornmed fromother forns. | knew the nonent |

saw Chena that we would be friends. Che had told nme all
about her, about how nice she is, and how sad he was when
she left. And now she has wings! It's wonderful to have
company. I'mtrying to talk her into joining me with Che's
famly, after the trial."

Metria renmenbered bel atedly how El ectra and Nada Naga
had been close friends, though both betrothed to Prince
Dol ph. Apparently sonething simlar was operating here.
"That sounds nice," she said.

"You explained to ne about friends," Chena said happily.
"About d oha and Cynthia and Magician Trent. And you

were right. W have a lot in comobn. W're both converts
fromother fornms, which nakes us special regardl ess how we
| ook. "

"Magi cian Trent," Cynthia echoed, a | ook of fond nos-
talgia crossing her face. "Now, there's a man! | know ex-
actly how G oha feels."

"She's on ny list," Metria said. "I'"mgoing to serve her
next." Because suddenly she wanted to see her friend again.

"CGo ahead," Chena said. "W're fine, and Dug and Kim
and Jenny are fine too. Electra' s showi ng them around the
castl e grounds."

"Were's Dol ph? | need him"

"He's around," Cynthia said, turning her head. "Yes—
there." She pointed at a shape in the distant sky.

"Thanks." Metria popped across to that shape.

It was the big bird, playing with the updrafts. "Squawk?"
he asked.

"Right. I'Il take you." Metria reached out and grabbed
onto the tip of the roc's tiniest huge tal on.

Then the hummi ngbird was there. She closed her fingers
carefully around it. Then she popped off to G oha Goblin-
Harpy's nest. This was in a gan-tree, which was one of the
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weirder trees of Xanth, looking like a tall network of netal
beans. d oha resided there with her husband G aeboe G ant,
anot her converted w nged nonster.

"Metria!" doha exclained, flying out fromthe nest to
enbrace her. "How s Vel eno?"

"'l left himwith a heavy dose of delirious happiness, be-
cause | have a job to do. How s G aeboe?"
"The sanme. What job?"

"l have to serve sunmmonses for a big trial. Here's one for
you." She brought out G oha's token.

"Ch, | couldn't go without G aeboe!" d oha protested.
"I have one for himtoo." She produced the other token.
"Ch. Very well, then." d oha took the second token.
"We'll be there. Wiere and when is it?"

"At the Naneless Castle, in two thirds of a fortnight."
"The Namel ess Castle! Isn't that where—=2"

"Where Roxanne Roc will be put on trial. You're on the
Jury. "

"Because we're wi nged nonsters," G oha said. "She has
aright to be tried by her peers. Al right; we'll be there."

"'l wish | could visit longer, but | have eight nore sum
nonses to serve."

"We'll see you at the trial," doha said.

Metria realized that she was still, holding Dol ph. Wll, no
probl em She checked her next token: MELA MERWOMVAN—

W TNESS. So she popped over to the east coast of Xanth
where Mela |ived.

But Mela wasn't there. Instead, where a river enptied into
the sea, she found a different merworman. "Wo are you?"
she asked.

" "Who wants to know?'' the other replied.
"I'"'mD. Metria, on business for the Sinurgh."

"Ch. In that case I'll answer. |'m Merci Merwonan." She
reached down into the water and haul ed up a human head.
"And this is Cyrus Mernan. He was playing with ny tail."

Now Metria renenbered that |iaison. "What are you do-
ing here in bracki sh water?"
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"It's the only water both of us can stand," Cyrus ex-
plained. "I'ma freshwater creature, and she's saltwater, so
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we get together at the fringe."

"However, our children are tolerant of both waters,"
Merci said proudly.

"That's interesting. But |I'mlooking for Mela Mer-
wonman. "

"Ch, Mdther's with Prince Naldo Naga. She showed him
her panties, and—=

"I know that. \Were are they?"

"In his princely estate in the naga caves. He had salt water
piped in for her."''

"Ch. Thanks." She popped back to the naga caves, where
she had found Jenny Elf and Nada Naga. Soon she del ved
down and found the salted caves.

There was Mel a Merwoman, sporting in the water.

"Eeeek!" she cried, exactly like an innocent young thing,
though it was clear that no female with her endowrents
coul d ever be innocent.

"It's just ne, D. Metria," the denbness said.

Mel a | ooked at her. "Ch, | didn't see you."

"Then why did you screan®"

"Nal do's playing with ny tail."

Li ke daughter, like nother: Both had irresistible tails. "I
have to serve you with a sumons.”

"Ch? What for?"

"You're a Wtness in the trial of Roxanne Roc."
"That big bird? What did she do?"
"l don't know. But | hope to find out at the trial."

"SodoI! I'll be there." She took the token. "Were is
it?"

"In the Nanel ess Castle."
"How do | get there?"

"Prince Dol ph will take you." Metria held up the hum
nmi ngbi rd.

Prince Nal do's head broke the surface of the water.
"That's a rather small bird to carry ny wife anywhere."
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Dol ph assunmed roc form and hunched at the edge of the
wat er. " Squawk!"

"But | mght be mstaken," Naldo conceded. "May | go
too?"

"You're not on ny list, but | suppose you can be a spec-
tator."

"Then let's go," he said, assunming full human shape. "As
soon as we don sone clothing."

Mela split her tail into legs, clinbed fromthe water, shook
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hersel f gloriously dry, and donned plaid panties. The roc's
eyes bul ged dangerously.

"Maybe a bit nore clothing,” Naldo said reluctantly.

So she put on a reasonably sexy dress, and he put on a
princely robe. "We'll neet you on the surface,” Naldo told
Metria. "Your roc won't be able to fly fromhere."

True. Metria put out her hand, and the roc becane the

humr ngbi rd. She popped to the surface, where they waited
for the others to make their slower way through the |abyrin-
thi ne naga passages. "Haven't you seen panties by now?"

she asked the bird.

Prince Dol ph appeared. "Only Electra's, of course.
They' re nice, but—=

"But nobody fills panties the way Mela does," Metria
finished. "As | recall, she even al nbost freaked you out with-
out them when you were nine."

"Yes. | never forgot."

"Nor should you," she said prinmy. "She would have
been in violation of the Adult Conspiracy had she shown
you her panties then. That's why | never showed you mne."

"I know. It was nost frustrating."

"Well, that's the point of the Conspiracy. Wat would

Xanth conme to, if children got to see anything they wanted

to, or if they never realized that things were being kept secret
fromthen?"

"l understand that now. But then | didn't."
"Because children aren't supposed to understand. They
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have to be kept in agitated ignorance, suspecting what
they're mssing. O herw se what woul d be the point?"
"None, " he agreed.

A stone hatch opened, and Mela and Nal do cli nbed out.
"Let's go," Naldo said.

Dol ph assuned roc form and took themgently in his tal-
ons, and | aunched hinself into the sky. But he forgot, and
took themto Castle Roogna instead of the Nanel ess Castle.

"Well, that's all right,” Mela concluded. "W'll wait
there until the trial. | can visit with ny friends, and Nal do
can hobnob with royalty."

"I't works for ne," the Prince agreed. "Maybe | can neet
that Denon Prince ny sister's hot for. | worried about her,
but she cane through in the end."

Metria resisted the tenptation to advertise her part in that,
because she had to keep noving on her sumopnsing. So she

saw them safely to Castl e Roognha, then oriented on her ms-
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si on again.

The next token was for kra Ogress. That should be no
problem OCkra lived in the deepest darkest jungle with
Smi t hereen Qgre.

She popped across, and knew she was in the right region

because of the small trees tied into pretzel knots, large trees
with wary | ooks about them and the furtive ways of me-
dium si zed dragons. The presence of an ogre did that to a

nei ghbor hood. Ckra had charnmed Smithereen Ogre despite

being insufficiently ugly, stupid, or strong, but it had worked
out because he had nore than enough of all three qualities

for both of them She owed her success, she thought, to her

achi evenment of Major Character status, because no really bad

t hi ngs happened to one of those folk.

Sure enough, there was a bashed-wood house in the center
of the devastation, where a not-very-ugly ogress was wi el d-
ing a length of ironwood, pounding chestnuts on a nossy
stone. The chest she was working on was tough, but she had

it between her rock and a hard place, and was slowy getting
at the nut inside.
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"l have a summons for you," Metria announced. "You
have to be a Wtness at the trial of Roxanne Roc."

"I don't think I can go," Okra said. "I have to get this
nut out, so Smithereen can eat it and be fortified for his
eveni ng of dragon intimdation."

"Coul dn't he bash that chest open faster hinself?"

"He could, but then he'd | ose nost of the nut. It tends to
fly into widely scattered fragnments when he bashes it." She
smled fondly. "He's just such an ogre. So | do it, because
I have a gentler touch.” She whal ed away with the cl ub,

chi ppi ng away anot her coner of the chest. "Anyway, he's
hel pi ng. "

"He is? How?"

"By providing the support for the chest, so | can bash it.
It takes a really dense block to hold one of these."

Metria | ooked. Now she realized that what she had taken

for a | ow nossy ridge was actually an ogre |ying down, and
the rock on which the chest rested was his head. "That's as
dense as anything is," she agreed.

"Yes. | couldn't do it without him" Okra cl ubbed the

chest one nmore tine, and it finally cracked open. She pulled
apart the sides and lifted out the big nut inside. She heaved
it up, her limted rmuscles bul ging. "Open your big nouth,
dear," she gasped. "This is one tough nut!"

The face of the rock cracked open like a nmountain fissure.
Okra | et go of Ae boulderlike mass, and it dropped into the
hol e. A tongue appeared as the ogre chewed, and sparks flew
where the great teeth battled the hard nut. It would evidently

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi...%2019%20-%20Roc%20and%20a%20Hard%20Place.txt (193 of 267) [1/19/03 9:02:22 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2019%20-%20R0oc%20and%20a%20Hard%20P! ace.txt
hold himfor a while.

"The trial isn't for a while yet," Metria said. "But naybe
you could bring your husband along. He might find it inter-
esting, in adimwitted way. It's at the Nanel ess Castle."

"Ch, | renenber that!" Okra said. "Yes, he would prob-

ably like it there. He could chew on that extra tough solid-
ified cloud material. He's always been curious about

cl ouds. "
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Metria was surprised. ' 'l thought true ogres were too stu-
pid to 6~ curious about anything."

"Ch, that's not true!" Ckra protested loyally. "It is ru-
nmored that clouds are even nore stupid than ogres, and since
that hardly seens possible, naturally ogres are curious about
it. Smthereen could do a great service for ogredom by in-
vestigating the matter."

"l could take you both there now," Metria said. "But
renenber: He mustn't bash the castle down. Just the sur-
roundi ng cl oud. "

"I'"l'l keep an eye on him" Ckra proni sed.
"Good enough. Dol ph?"

The hunmm ngbird she hel d becane the roc. The roc fas-

tened one set of talons around the ogre's feet, and the other
around the ogre's head, and | ooked around. So nany trees

had been bashed down here that there was clearance for take-
of f. The bird squawked.

"Do what?" Metria asked, perplexed.
"Squawk, squawk, squawk, squawk, squawk—
"Squawk?" Okra suggest ed.

"\What ever,"” Metria agreed crossly. "Get on."

But Okra was already clinbing onto Smthereen's body,

foll owi ng her own suggestion. The roc spread his w ngs and

| aunched into the air, carrying the stiff ogre flat, with Ckra
riding it like a platform The big ogre mouth still chewed on
the tough nut.

They winged it to the Nanel ess Castle, where they de-
posited Smithereen on a suitable outcropping bank of cl oud.
Dol ph returned to humi ngbird form

Smi t hereen sat up and poked a finger at the cloud, in-

trigued by its toughness; this was not ordinary cloudstuff. He
put his face down and took a bite of it. The stuff resisted,
yielding only very slowy. "Ugh!" he remarked, disap-

poi nted. ,

"Well, it depends, on which part of the cloud you bite,
dear," kra said. "This evidently isn't the part that contains
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thunder or lightning. But keep biting; that section is bound
to be sonewhere.”

Metria nodded. There was enough cloud here to hold his
attention for some tinme. "I'Il let you know when the trial
actually starts,” she told Ckra

"That's fine," the ogress said, turning to admre the tow
ering castle in the center of the cloud isle.

"Don't wander too close to the edge. It's a | ong way
down. "

"I know. | rememnber." Ckra waved as Metria popped off.

After a quick check on Veleno at honme, to verify that he
was still floating blissfully somewhat above the bed, she
brought out her next token. This was for Stanley Steaner.

This could be tricky. But if she had to, she'd get his friend
Princess Ivy to ask him How they were going to keep him
fromsteam ng and eating the other Jurors during the trial she
didn't know, but her job was just to get himthere.

She popped across to the Gap Chasm Suddenly the steep

wal |'s rose on either side of her, and she | ooked across the
reasonably pl easant base of the valley, where small fur trees
fluffed thensel ves out and a stray sick-a-nore tree waited

for a victim She couldn't resist teasing it. She sashayed ri ght
toward it. "Ha-ha, sicko; you can't make me sick. I'ma
denoness. "

Then she heard a faint retching. OCops—+t was the hum

m ngbi rd. She had forgotten about Dol ph. She hastily popped
across the valley, well out of the sick range of the tree.
"Sorry about that," she said. "I forgot | was holding you."

Dol ph resuned his normal form He |ooked as if he had
just succeeded in not quite retching. "Shnake," he gasped.

"What ?"
He swal | owed. "Reptile, serpent, viper—
" Snake?"

"What ever, '
leg."

he said weakly, |ooking better. "It's on your

Metria | ooked down. There was a garter snake swal | owi ng
her left leg. She had inadvertently | anded besi de a hose bush,
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and the snake had cone out to enclose her leg up to the
thigh, as was its wont. Gven tine, it would digest the leg
below its fastening on the thigh.

"Ugh." She puffed into snoke, and the snake dropped.
She refornmed to the side. She should have wat ched where
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she | anded. Such a snake could not hurt her, of course, but
it was enbarrassing. ?

" 'Is that Stanley?' ' Dol ph asked, peering down the valley.
"It does look like a serpent,” she agreed. "But not |ike
Stanley."

The serpent approached them A human head appeared in -
pl ace of its reptile head. "Hello."
"A naga!" Dol ph said.

"Yes," the naga said. "Perhaps you could help ne. |
seemto be |ost."

"Of course,” Dol ph said. "I always |iked the naga fol k.
I"m Prince Dol ph, of the human folk, and this is the De-
moness Metria. What can | do for you?"

The figure assunmed human form She was a young

worman, attractive in the way of those who could craft their
appearance to suit their desire. She |acked clothing, because
in her natural state she wore none. Dol ph's eyes did the usua
mal e thing, trying to bulge out of their sockets. It occurred
to Metria that the human nale formwas badly designed: Its
eye sockets were too snall

"I''"'m Anna Conda," the naga said. "I amtraveling to the
northern naga caves via the underground route, but | don't
recogni ze the terrain.”

"That's because you're in the Gap Chasm" Metria said.
"You came up too soon."

"Ch, the Gap! | forgot all about it!"

"I't happens," Dol ph said. "Sonme wi sps of the forget spel

that was on it for eight centuries may still be around, and
you ran into one. Just go back into the caves and bear north
and you'll get there."

"I will. Thanks." She shifted rapidly to full serpent form

slithered into a hole, and di sappeared.
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Prince Dol ph shook his head. "I'm happy with El ectra, of
course," he said. "But sonmetimes | wonder how it would
have been w th Nada Naga."

"She doesn't love you," Metria remnded him "Electra
does. "

He nodded. "That, too."

As with nost young nmen, he could hardly see beyond a

girl's physical form especially when it happened to be nude.
That was what nade human nen such easy prey for denon-

esses. "Well, let's go find Stanley."

"Sure thing." He glanced once nore at the hole down
whi ch the naga had vani shed, as if alnpbst tenpted to assune
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serpent formand go after her, then becane the humm ngbird.

She took himin her hand and fl oated -up high enough to
get a better view of the chasm Then she took the token in
her free hand and heeded its tug. She zoomed along in the
correct direction.

Soon enough she spied the Gap Dragon whonpi ng al ong.

Stanl ey was now full grown, a |ong, sinuous, slightly w nged
green dragon with six legs. The |l egs were too short for rea
vel ocity, which was why he whonped: lifting up his fore-
section, hurling it forward, landing it, and bringing the rest
of his body along in a following arc. It |ooked awkward, but
it got himwhere he was going in a hurry. Hardly any ani nal
caught in the Gap escaped, once the dragon went after it.
Those that were just out of reach of the teeth could still be
brought down by a searing jet of steam The Gap Dragon

was one of the nost feared creatures in Xanth.

Except for certain folk. Metria was one, because she was
a denoness. Prince Dol ph was anot her, because he could
assune dragon formif he chose, and because he had known
Stanl ey Steamer since childhood and they were friends.

So she glided down. "Ho, Stanley!" she call ed.

The dragon paused, lifting his snoot. There was a puff of
st eam
"Now, don't get steaned," she said. "It's nme, Metria.
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And Prince Dol ph." She opened her hand, and Dol ph as-
sunmed his human form and dropped to the ground.

Stanl ey recogni zed him Dol ph threw his arns around the
dragon. They rolled, westling and tickling. It was an em
brace al nost nobody el se in Xanth woul d have risked. But
they had been young together, for all that it was Stanley's
second chil dhood. He had been youthened nore or |ess by
acci dent over three decades ago in a slight nmishap. Stanley
had becone Princess Ivy's pet, until it was tine for himto
resune his job guarding the Gap

There were three basic types of dragons in Xanth: fire

breat hers, snokers, and steaners. The fire dragons were the
most feared, but actually the snokers were nore dangerous,
because their snoke could blind and suffocate others, espe-
cially in closed places. The steaners were the | east comon,
but were to be respected in their regions.

When the two settled down, Metria held out the token. "I
have a summons for you, Stanley," she said. "You are to
be a Juror in the trial of Roxanne Roc."

The dragon's ears perked up, startled. One ear was slightly
shorter than the other; that dated fromthe tine that Smash
Ogre had chewed it off, and even the rejuvenati on hadn't

repaired it entirely. H s snout assunmed a perpl exed aspect.

Dol ph took the formof a small dragon and grow ed at
him Metria wasn't strong on dragon tal k, but knew that
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Dol ph was explaining the situation in greater detail.

Stanl ey grow ed back. Then Dol ph resumed nman form
"He says he'll have to ask his famly."

She couldn't say no to that. "So let's go ask."

Stanley led themto a deep side shoot of the main chasm
There was anot her grown dragon, and a baby dragon. Metria
had known nothing of this. She felt slightly jealous. Even
dragons could get the attention of the stork, while she
couldn't. But the baby was cute.

"Hs mate Stella Steamer, and their son Steven Steamer,”
Dol ph sai d, chucking the baby under the chin. Steven puffed
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out a bit of warmvapor that couldn't be rated as steam but
showed pronise for the future

"Stanley is on my sumonsing list, but I don't know that
the whole famly would be wel come in the Namel ess Cas-
tle," Metria said doubtfully.

"Stella says sonmeone has to patrol the Gp," Dol ph said.

"They take turns, with the off-duty one taking care of

Steven. |If Stanley goes to the trial, he'll have to take Steven
al ong, because Stella can't both whonp and baby-sit."

Metria considered. "Let nme see the tyke," she said

Dol ph picked up the little dragon and handed himto her.
She held him and the little snoot caressed her neck with
war m vapor. Suddenly she lost control. "Ch, you little dar-
ling!" she cried, and hugged Steven cl ose. She so m ssed
the baby of her own she had not been able to get.

"I think Steven will get along okay at the trial," Dol ph
remarked. "If your reaction is typical."

"l guess he will," she agreed, kissing Steven on the cute
snoot. "There's nothing nmuch cuter than a baby dragon.
When can they go?"

Dol ph consulted. They decided to bring Stanley and
Steven just before the trial date, so as to minimze disruption.

Metria set down the little dragon with reluctance. "I still
have nore to sumons," she said, noting that dusk was be-
ginning to think about arriving. "It's a real scranble.”

"Who are they?" Dol ph asked.

She checked the five remaining tokens. "Marrow Bones
and Sherlock Bl ack next, | think."

"They're both famly nmen. You' d better go after them
tonorrow. "

"l suppose you're right. | do have several days remaining
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before the trial."

"Then if you don't mind, 1'll fly home to ny wife," he
sai d.

"See you tonorrow," she agreed

He becane the roc, spread his w ngs, and stroked up to-
ward the band of daylight above the Chasm
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Metria waved farewell to the steanmer famly, and popped
back hone. She didn't need any rest, but it would be good
to rel ax anyway.

This job didn't seemso bad after all. Tonorrow she would
conpl ete her summonsi ng, well ahead of schedul e.

13
MPD

In the norning she took care of routine details, stoked
her husband up for another day's worth of bliss, and

checked her tokens.

She paused with surprise. She had thought there were five
left, but she hadn't been counting carefully. There were four:

for the wal ki ng skel eton, the black man, and the Sinurgh
hersel f. Plus the nysterious unmarked one. But now t hat
fourth one was marked. It said MPD. And on the other side,

W TNESS
So the blank token was finally identifying itself! Well, she

had better attend to that immedi ately, because she had no
i dea who MPD was, which neant that he or she or it mght

be hard to find.

She held up the token to see which way it tugged. There
seenmed to be a firmdirection, north, so she put it away and
popped over to Castle Roogna to fetch Prince Dol ph.
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He was rubbing sleep fromhis eyes. ' 'Last day, huh?'' he

asked blearily. "I"ll be glad of that."

"So will 1," she agreed. "This has been an interesting
experience, but I'Il be glad to have it done."

"I forget," he said. "Did you ever tell ne why you're

doing this? | nean, sure, for your Service to the Good M-
gi cian.' But what was your Question?"

"How to get the stork's attention," she said. "I know the
nmotions, but the stork has been ignoring nme."
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"Ch," he said, |ooking reasonably enbarrassed. He was
twenty-one, and nmarried, and a father, but retained a certain
fetching naivete. "Well, let's go get Sheriock and Marrow. "

"Somet hing's come up,"” she said. "I had a bl ank disk
Now it has a nane. MPD, a Wtness. To the north."

"Who's MPD?"

"l have no idea. But the token should |lead us to him"

"Then let's go." He becane the humm ngbird, and she
took him and popped north.

She | anded safely north of the Void—and now the token
tugged south. Hm-that could be bad news. Nothing |eft

the Void except night mares. She was a denpness, but even
she didn't dare risk passing the Void' s event horizon, be-
cause then she would have to give half a soul to a mare to
carry her out, and half a soul was all she had. She was not
about to give it up.

But as she approached that dreadful Iine, the token tugged
down. Down toward a gourd. That was al nost as bad. Nor-

mal folk entered the gourd real mby | ooking in a peephol e,
and though their bodies renmained outside, their souls 'were
| ocked inside for as long as the eye contact remai ned—and
they could not break it thenselves. So anyone visiting the
dream real m needed a friend to put a finger over the peephol e
at an agreed time, freeing the visitor. But this didn't work
for denons, who had no permanent physical bodies; their
whol e sel ves entered, and they could not |eave wi thout the
permi ssion of the Night Stallion. Trojan, that Horse of An-
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other Color, was not particularly partial to denobns. So what
was she to do?

Wel |, she was on business for the Sinmurgh, so she would
just have to tell the horse that'. Meanwhile, it would be in-
teresting exploring the dreamreal m

"Dol ph, it seens | have to enter the gourd," she said.
"So maybe you had better go hone, and I'll return for you
when this is done.™

"I don't know," he said, assuming his human form "The
gourd's a pretty tricky place, even for denons. Maybe | bet-
ter go in with you."

"But your body would be left out here," she reninded
him "And you woul d be unable to break contact."

"Actually, | have a pass for the gourd; the Stallion lets

me visit when | want to. But it's true | don't want to | eave
my body exposed." He | ooked around. "But nmaybe if | as-
sumed a safe form it would be all right."

"A safe forn"
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"Some creature no one will bother. Like maybe a snake."
"A what ?"

"Serpent, viper, reptile—=

"I know what a snake is! But someone could step on
you."

"Not if | becone the right kind of snake. Like maybe a

bushmaster."

"Ch. Yes, mmybe so."

"I''l'l change; you orient the gourd for me." He became a
bush with reptilian scal es and poi sonous foliage. No one
woul d bother himin that state.

She turned the gourd around until its peephole faced one

of the bush's eyes. Wen the bush went rigid she knew it
had taken. Then she turned vapory and carefully insinuated
hersel f through the peephole, careful not to interfere with
Dol ph's line of sight.

It was dark and wet inside. She couldn't see anything, so
she formed a light bulb on the end of her nose. The bulb
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absor bed darkness, |eaving the light behind, so that the scene
becane dimy visible.

She was floating in sonme deep brine green sea. There

m ght be a surface sonewhere far above, but it seened too
distant to bother with. There was no sign of Dol ph, but since

he coul d change formhere as well as in nornmal |ife, he mght

be a fish exploring ahead. There did seemto be a sea floor,

and on it was a |large decorated vase. She wasn't sure what

it might contain, so she made a knuckl e and rapped on it.

A head popped out. "Eh?" it inquired. "Who patted ny
un®"

"Sorry," Metria said. "I didn't knowit was a pat urn."
He stared at her. "Wat manner of creature are you?"
"I''mthe Denmoness Metria."

He | ooked di sappointed. "Ch. One of those."

She bridled. "What's the matter with ne?"

"Not hi ng, except that you're only half what | w shed for

But that's the way it always is."
Her curiosity, never far beneath her surface, surged up

"You al ways get half your w sh?"
"Yes. I'mHal Halfling, a bit player for bad dreans. It is

my fate to get only half of what | wish for, no matter what
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it is. This time | wi shed for decent conpany, and | got you."

Metria nodded. "I'mindecent conpany, for sure. Not only
am| not a real person, | have only half a soul, and |I'm not
staying."

"Exactly. | thought | could outsmart it by wi shing for
Xanth's nost |ovely and accommodati ng woman, figuring

that | could settle for an ordinary one, but once again it
halved it in such a way as to |l eave ne no benefit. | had such
Xanticipation." He, sighed.

"Well, this is your Xanthropol ogy | esson,” she said. "I
coul d assune the formof Xanth's |oveliest woman, but |
don't care to. | study men, but | try to please only one, and

it isn't you."

"Cbviously. | don't know why | keep nmaki ng w shes,
since they never work out well."
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"What was your first wi sh?"’

"I wanted to be a wit."

"That explains it."

He | ooked sourly at her. "I would wi sh you to depart,

but —=

"But half of me might remain to pester you, she fini shed.
"l see your problem Actually, | do plan to depart, once

| ocate ny partner and figure out a way to travel conveniently
in here."

"Yeah, sure, |leave ne already," Hal said, grinmacing.
"I'sn't that what you wanted?"

"No. What | wanted was good conpani onship." He
reached up and tore out a hank of hair. "Wy can't | ever

have what | want?"

"Maybe you shoul d have w shed for control over your
enotions," Metria suggested.

"I did. | can control themonly hal fway."
"Too bad you can't control the enotions of others."

"I'"d just get the wong halves of their emptions."

She paused, having a notion
wi sh for ne."

' Maybe you shoul d make a

"You'd get only half of it,"

"I wonder. Limted wi shes may have their uses. Wsh for
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my ship to come in."
He shrugged. "Suit yourself. | wi sh for your ship to cone
in "

A light showed in the blurry distance. It forged nearer. It
turned out to be a sort of ship, but it sailed well belowthe

surface of the water. ' 'What is that?'' she asked.
A hatch opened. "It's a yellow submarine,"” Dol ph said,
in human form ' 'l was in fish form |ooking for a better way

to travel, and | found this just |ying where soneone di scarded
it, so |l brought it in. W can travel in confort in this."

"See?" Hal said. "That's a half ship. Hal fway sunk."

"So it is," Metria agreed, floating into the hatch. "Say,
howis it we can talk normally here underwater?"
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"This is the dreamrealm" Dol ph rem nded her. "It
doesn't follow regular rules.”

"That's right, | forgot." She settled on the interior floor
of the submarine, and Dol ph closed the hatch. It was mrac-
ulously dry here, and portals | ooked out on the sea around
them The interior looked lived in, as if several not-quite-
housebr oken entertai ners had spent tinme here. There was a
picture of a beetle on one wall

"Where does your sunmmons token point?" Dol ph asked.

She brought it out. "That way," she said, pointing.

He steered the subnmarine that way. It accel erated, forging
t hrough the sea.

Then the sea dried. It didn't end, it just thinned into air.
The submarine didn't care; it floated on through the air.
"This is a pretty nice nmachine," Dol ph remarked. "I can't
thi nk why anyone woul d have thrown it away."

"There's a man out there," Metria said. "Don't run him
down. "

The airship slowed, but the man became a dragon and
snapped at it. "Ch—-a were-dragon," Dol ph said. He opened

the portal. "Hey, don't snap at us! W're just passing
t hrough. "
The man reappeared. "Qoops, sorry about that. | thought

this was an i nvader from Mundani a."

"That's okay," Dol ph said. "I'm Prince Dol ph of Xant h.
Wio are you and what do you do?"

"I'"'mJay. My father was human, my nother a firedrake.

I wasn't quite confortable in either society, so | got a job
supporting bad dreans. | listen to the instructions in ny hu-
man phase, then performin ny dragon phase. It's a living."

"Do you know anyone here naned MPD?"

Jay scratched his head. "There are sone pretty strange
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folk here, but I don't recognize that one. Maybe the cyborg
woul d know. "

" Cyborg?"
"He's part aninmal, part machine. Really weird. | think he's
258 Pl ERS ANTHONY

reduci ng flowers today. Just keep on going the way you are,
and you'll find his dung pile soon enough."

"Thanks." The submarine fl oated on
They came to a sign: HUNG DEEP.

"Better turn aside," Metria advised. "I don't think we
want that."

The submarine veered to the left. There was anot her sign
ROW NG GONG

Metria | ooked around, but saw no gong. "This doesn't
seemright either."

So the submarine noved to the right instead. This tine it
encountered a sign saying ROT N GHT

"I told you this was an odd place," Dol ph said. "W'd
better ask again."

They saw a worman painting a sign. Dol ph opened the
hatch. "Hello—+'m Prince Dol ph, from Xanth. | think we're
| ost. Can you help us?"

"I'mMss Pell,"” she replied. "OF course | can help you
Why should 12"

"Because the sooner we find what we're | ooking for, the
sooner we'll be out of here."

M ss Pell nodded appreciatively. "That does seem worth-
while, Drince Polf. Sinmply correct my signs, and you shoul d
be successful ."

" '"Drince Polf?'"' he echoed bl ankly.

"Mss Pell!" Metria exclainmed. "M sspell! That's what's
wong with the signs!"

He brightened. "Oh, okay!" He closed the hatch, and
gui ded the subnarine back the way they had cone.

"NOT RIGHT," Metria read, correcting the third one.
"GO NG WRONG, " as she saw the second. "And DUNG
HEAP. This is where we were going!"

Sure enough, there was a machine nan with a piece of

wood, surrounded by beetles. He was touching themwth it,
and they were in turn turning flowers into dung. There were
not many flowers remmining, and the pile of dung was quite
| ar ge.
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Dol ph opened the hatch. "You must be the cyborg," he
said. "But why are you destroying those flowers?"

"They were part of the last set," the cyborg expl ai ned.
"Several dreaners were pushing up daisies. Now we need
to recycle them so |I'musing reverse wood to enable the
dung beetles to turn them back into dung."

"That nust nake sense, for dreans," Metria said. "But

I think | see one of a different species.”" She floated out and
pi cked up a bug. "I'll bug his ear," she said to Dol ph. Then
she put the bug in the cyborg's ear and whi spered sonet hi ng.

"Why, of course!" the cyborg said. "R ght that way."
He poi nt ed.

Dol ph set the submarine in notion. "Wat did you do?"
"l dropped a hint," she explained. "That was a hint bug

I found. Once | bugged his ear, he had to tell ne the truth."
They noved on. The | andscape faded into a sort of fuzzy

not hi ngness with colored ribbons curling through. The tug
of the token got stronger

At last they came to a man sitting on a | oop of ribbon,
surrounded by nusic. He had a huge shock of hair swept

back fromhis forehead, and wore a suit that trailed al nost
to the ground behind him He had no instrunent, and his
mout h was cl osed, yet the music was clearly governed by

his will, because he was nodding to its beat and noving his
hands as if to accent sone aspects while snpothi ng down
others. \When Metria approached him he | ooked up, and it
faded. "Yes?"

"Are you MPD?" she asked.

"I am No One." Sonewhat wary violin nusic sounded.

"I think you are MPD, because this sumons token is
nudgi ng right toward you. You nust appear as a Wtness at
the trial of Roxanne Roc."

The nmusic runbled, with druns ascendant. ' 'Were is this
trial?" No One asked.

"In the Namel ess Castle, in Xanth proper. W're here to
take you there."
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A bassoon made a dirty noise. "I can't |eave the dream
realm | can't go."

A" But this sumpns says you have to," she said, holding
out the token.

No One brushed it away. "Forget it, Denpness." The
woodwi nds whi stled as he dropped off his | oop of ribbon
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and fell into the depths bel ow

She dived down after him but the bands of ribbon becane
nuner ous and convol uted, obscuring her view and her way.
MPD had di sappear ed.

"So it's going to be that type of a serving," she muttered.
"Well, | won't be bal ked." She held up the token and
heeded its tug.

She threaded her way through the ribbons, and they be-

came thin bands of candy, then thickened into flavored, col-
ored cotton. The cotton formed into threads, and then into
fabrics, and the fabrics wound their way into itens of cloth-
ing. And there, am dst the hanging suits and dresses, sat a
young wonman with fair hair, pressing sections of cloth to
each other. They adhered where they touched, and she

twi sted the free sections around and pressed t hem t oget her
again, and they stuck together again, form ng the configu-
rations of clothing.

"Yes?" she inquired as Metria floated up.
"I'"'m 1l ooking for MPD. Have you seen hin?"
"Who?"

"H's name is MPD. He has a big shock of wild hair, and
he makes mnusic just by thinking of the instrunents."”

"Ch, that's Maestro No One. Maybe Me Two can tell you.
He's that way."

"Thank you." Metria floated hurriedly in the direction

i ndi cated. The racks of clothing becane bl obs of goo. She
weaved around them and soon they becane bl ocks of

charred wood. She lifted the token again, and it tugged her
in a new direction. She followed it.

She canme across a short, stout man with fiery red hair
standing in a smoking pit. A blob of goo appeared before
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him He stared at it, and it burst into flane. It burned vig-
orously for half a monent, then settled into a noderate gl ow

for another monent, and finally becanme another charred
| unp.

He | ooked up as she floated cl ose. "Yes?"
"Me Two? |'m | ooking for MPD."

"Who?"

She described the nmaestro. The man frowned. ' 'Wo told
you that was the one you wanted?"

"l know, because ny token indicated him But a fair-
hai red young woman told me to come this way, because M
Two woul d know. "

"That was She Three. She shouldn't have told you that."
"Way not? Don't you know where MPD is?"
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"I know where Maestro No One is/but she shoul dn't have
told you."

Metria was beginning to be annoyed. "I think you folk
are giving nme a runaround. Now, tell nme what you know. "

"No. Go away, Denoness; we don't want your kind
here. "

"Li sten, burnbrain— she started angrily, then realized

that he was baiting her. Since she really didn't need him she
refused to let himwaste nore of her tine. She lifted the
token—and it tugged right toward him

"What's that?" Me Two asked.

"I't's a sutmmons token for the trial of Roxanne Roc, in
mai nl and Xanth. And it seens to be tugging toward you,"
she said, perplexed.

He squinted at her—and suddenly she was a nass of
fl anes. He had spontaneously conbusted her!

"You dirty noise!" she swore, becom ng water. The
flanes hissed out. But the distraction had been effective: M
Two was gone.

She lifted the token and zoomed along the path it indi-
cated. The charred bl obs becane polished bl ocks of wood,
and then polished netal, and then polished glass. Reflections
were everywhere. And there anong the reflections were a
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host of little old whiskery nen with collections of small ob-
jects.

Metria knew the difference between a real figure and a

refl ected one. She zeroed in on the original. "Were is
MPD?" she denmanded

The man | ookedup. "Wo?"
"The nmaestro! Did he pass this way?"

The little man lifted a glistening red bottle. He put his two
hands around it, and drew them apart, and |o! there were two

glistening red bottles. "No."

She was getting about as fed up as a noneati ng denpness
could be. "No you won't tell me, or no he didn't pass this

way ?"
"No neither."
"Who are you?"

"I am Who Four. | duplicate inanimate objects, as you
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can see. | ambusy at the noment, as you can al so see. Now,
go away, Denoness."

Metria was getting nore crafty. She lifted the token—and
it'tugged right toward Who Four. "Are you MPD?"

"I don't know what you're talking about." He lifted a
smal | puzzle box, put his hands around it, and separated
them holding two snmall puzzle boxes.

"Well, 1'"'mgoing to serve this sumons on you. Wo
Four," she deci ded. She floated toward him

Who Four junped. The action was so sudden that it caught

her by surprise. He sailed right up past a mrror-beam and

di sappeared. She followed, but all she found were dozens of
reflections of herself. So she faded into invisibility, and then
there were dozens of reflections of nothing. But Wio Four

was gone

Now she was getting good and irritated. "There is
somet hing very odd about this," she muttered. She lifted the
token and followed its tug once nore.

This time it led her away from gl ass col um and beans,
and past a forest of upside trees, to the blank wall of a nas-
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sive rock cliff. There was a door set in it, marked GOURD
STORAGE DEPT.: NO ADM TTANCE

"Fooey on that foul noise," she nuttered, and fl oated
through it.

For a nonent she wi shed she hadn't, because sonething
fearsone rose up before her. She screamed and retreated

hal fway back into the wall. Then she got hold of herself,
putting one hand on a shoul der and the other on a knee, and
hung on tight. "You're a denpness, Metrial" she reninded
herself. "You aren't afraid of anything, because nothing can
hurt a dempness."

Then there was a small swirl of |eaves and dust before
her. She screamed agai n and popped right out of there.

But in tw thirds of a moment she took stock. ' 'That is

the storage place of fears," she realized. "No wonder it's
scary." And her worst fear was of stepping beyond the magic
in Mundani a and dissolving into a mndless swirl of dust.

But this was the gourd, the dreamrealm one of the nore
magi ¢ aspects of Xanth; she would not fade out here. Al she
had to do was conquer her unreasonable fear and follow the
token. This time she would not |et whoever or whatever it
was she found escape. Because a renarkabl e suspicion was
lifting its pointed head partway into her consci ousness.

So she nerved herself, and wal ked back through the cliff

wal | . The dust swirled up again, but this tinme she addressed
it with what bol dness she could nmuster: "You are nerely a
fear frommny nenory of Mundania. | amnot dream ng. You
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have no power over ne.

"Aw, shucks," the swirl nmuttered, subsiding.

Metria smled. Dust did not normally speak in human fash-
ion, unless King Dor was around, but this was the dream
realm where the rules were as the Night Stallion nade them
She had won a snall victory.

Now, where was that person hiding? She lifted the token
and followed its tug. The Simurgh had good nagi c, because
these Bi sks worked in Xanth, Mindania, and the dream
realm Wiich stood to reason, because Metria wasn't sure
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that any entity had nore power than the Sinurgh, except
per haps the Demon XCA/N)* hinself. That remnm nded her of
the root of this endeavor: Watever could Roxanne Roc have
done to warrant such a promnent trial, with the threat of
enor nous puni shment? The Simurgh nust be really annoyed!

Wl 1, she would find out when the trial canme. Meanwhil e,

she nerely had to serve the |ast three summonses, then report
back to serve the Sinmurgh herself. O course, her job

woul dn't be quite finished, because she still had to nake sure
that every | ast sumobnsee arrived at the Nanel ess Castle.

But she was confident she could handl e that, because once
served, no sumonsee coul d really decline.

She wal ked onward t hrough the Storage Dept. of Fears,

seeing things that were surely fearsome to normal fol k. Slav-

ering dragons, hissing snakes, quivering tentacles, things go-
ing bump in the night, hairy-1legged spiders, rent collectors,

and a | ong hol |l ow sti ck.

She paused. "Wiat's so fearful about you?" she asked
the sti ck.

"I amfromthe stemof a plant known as rye," the stick
answered. "I amfull of ny seeds, which are very solid."

"And that terrifies dreamers?" she asked with a hint of a
suggestion of a sneer she knew woul d annoy it.

"Yes—when soneone points ne at such folk, and threat-

ens to shoot out ny seeds," the rye full replied. "I think it's
the | oud bang | nake as they go, because | don't like |osing

my seeds."

Metria shrugged and noved on. Mrtal fol k chose funny

things to fear. Soon she cane to an eye land. It was shaped
like a giant eyeball gazing up at the sky. She renenbered

that big eyes in the night frightened sone fol k. The token
tugged toward it. But it was surrounded by water, as npst

eye lands were, for sone reason; maybe the water cool ed

their chafing orbs as they shifted in their sockets. She could
float across to it, but preferred to walk, so she wouldn't niss
anything | ow. That made the water a probl em
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Well, she would just have to wade. She put a foot to the
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wat er —and di scovered it was solid. She could walk on it!
" "What kind of water are you?'' she asked it.

"l am hard water, of course," it said.

"Ch, of course,"” she agreed, feeling stupid. "Wat's fear-
ful about you?"

"Folk fear drowning in ne, especially when ny surfs are
revolting. They can get pretty violent, especially during a
storm”

Al'l of which she should have realized on her own. She

wal ked on across to the eye |land. There she saw an eyegl ass
bush, which was, of course, nmade of glass, with glass eyes
inlieu of flowers. The eyes glared at her in frightening fash-
ion, so she could appreciate why this plant was stored here.
There certainly seened to be a good many props; no wonder
the dream crews had no trouble Grafting bad dreans for al
occasions, every night. It amazed her to realize how nmany
bad dreams were needed; since they went only to those who
deserved them there had to be a great many inperfect peo-
ple. If it was like this in Xanth, how nmuch worse must it be
i n Mundani a!

The token tugged her on. She cane to a rocky section of
the eye | and. She paused at a big rock. "Wat's so scary
about you, rock?"

It opened an eye. "That's roc, Denpness, not rock

Haven't you learned the difference?" It shook out a wi ng,
whi ch she now saw was folded around it, making it as fea-
turel ess as a boul der.

"Sorry about that," she.said, amused. "But you still don't
seemvery petrifying to nme."

"Very what ?" the stone-hard bird asked.

"Appal | i ng, dismaying, horrifying, alarmng, consterna-
tioni ng—

"Frightening?"

"What ever, " she agreed crossly. "Wiy shoul d any
dreaner fear you?''

"Because of what | do," the roc said. "Like thus."
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Suddenly Metria was rock hard. She had becone a statue!
She puffed into snoke, nullifying the effect. "Wy, you
put rescent excrescence!" she swore. "You turned ne into a

rock!"
"That's what | do," the rock agreed. "Folk are terrified
of being petrified.".

She gazed at the sharp tip of its beak as it spoke. ' You

have a point," she agreed cuttingly, and went on
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She canme to an ugly tree with uglier fruit. It was a bag
tree, growi ng every kind of bag. She touched one, and found
it was full of trash: a trash bag. Another contained a sand-
wi ch and bottle of juice: a lunch bag. One al nbst put her to
sl eep: a sleeping bag. A fourth one grabbed at her: a grab
bag. So she nade |ike a punching bag, and punched it in the
mout h. "Get out of here, you old bag!" it told her

The token led her to a bookshel f, and stopped. Wen she

tried to wal k on, the token tugged back. Wen she went to

the side, the token tugged toward the shelf. But there was no
one there. So she considered it nore carefully.

On it were several books, scattered and tunbled. There

were parts of pictures on their spines. "Someone didn't put
these away properly," she said, disgusted. So she stood the
books up and set themtogether. But the picture segnents on
their spines forned a junbled nmess. "This won't do," she
said. So she rearranged the books, with an eye to the picture
segnents, and they began form ng a proper picture.

When it was conplete, the picture was of a confortable
chamber, wherein a man snoozed on a couch. He was a fairly
handsome human nal e, obviously just resting between stints
of work; an open book was on the table beside him The

pi cture, now properly assenbled, was surprisingly realistic.

And the token tugged right toward it. Toward the snoozing
man.

"This is weird," she nmuttered. But she rem nded herself

yet again that she was in the dreamreal m where weirdness
was routine, and in a private section of it, where fears were
stored for future use. There seened to be nothing fearsone
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about this scene, but she didn't yet understand all its inpli-
cations.

So she turned snoky, then shrank into the scale of the
scene, and entered it. She found herself in the room beside
the couch. "Are you— she began

But she stopped, because the nan wasn't there. He nust
have gotten up as she was phasing in. He was standing to
the side, near the door. "W are you?" he asked.

"I amD. Metria, here with a sutmons for MPD," she
said. "And | think you nmust be him" She stepped toward
himw th the token extended. "You have to report to the
Nanel ess Castle as a Wtness."

But he had al ready noved away. "I have no reason to
accept such a sumons," he said.

She whirled on him "Then tell ne who you think you
are. "

"I am Take Five," he said. "And | was doing that, as is.
my wont, when you intruded into ny hone."

"What is your talent?"
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"l can see five seconds into the future. That is why you
will not be able to serve ne with that summons. | will be
five seconds el sewhere."

"I am a denoness," she said evenly. "I can float or fly

at any speed. Suppose | take out after you and sinply pursue
you unremttingly, no matter how fast you flee? You may

see it comng, but you will not be able to prevent ny serving
you with this summons eventually. You won't even be able

to sleep, unless you can do so in naps |less than five seconds
each."

He pondered, evidently realizing that she was not bl uffing.
There was a limt to his talent. "How nuch do you know?"
he asked.

"l don't know anything for sure, but | think that you are
a person with nultiple personalities—and each personality
has a different magic talent."

He nodded. "How did you catch on?"
"In part because | have the sane conplaint nyself. | am
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Metria, and Mentia, and Wbe Betide." She shifted briefly

into the two other forns as she spoke. "It's a nuisance, but
it has its points. So I'mnot condeming you. | just have a
job to do."

H's attitude softened. "I see. You do have a simlar com
plaint. | took you for an inpersonation.”

"A what ?"

"Counterfeit, bogus, fraudul ent, pretense, senblance, sub-
stitute—~

" Fake?"

"WWhat ever,"” he said, smling. "1 couldn't see why any-

one woul d sunmons an entity who exists only in the fear
storage of the dreamrealm | have nany personalities and
forns and tal ents because | am a general - purpose substitute.
When they don't have the proper character for a dream se-
quence, | fill in as well as | can. My mind is deened irrel-
evant. So | assumed you were another joker sent to disturb
my equilibrium?™

"They play jokes on you?"

"Sonmetinmes. It seens it gets boring between scenes." He
shrugged. "Nevertheless, | can't go outside the dreamreal m
because | have no reality in the real world. So | think that
however sincere you may be, your summons is not."

"It's fromthe Sinurgh."

"That may be. But unless she is prepared to lend ne a
soul, I may not |leave here. | lack the solidity of the walking
skel etons or brassy folk; | would sinply fade into oblivion,
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i ke any other fignent."

"Maybe the token can handle it," she said doubtfully.

"Very well. Let's test it. I will know if it provides support
for the external realm"

She handed himthe token. He took it and paused. "No,
this has no aninmation for ne. It's dead. In fact, it seens to

be bl ank."

She | ooked. | ndeed, the disk was bl ank on both sides. "I
don't understand. It said ' MPD-W TNESS' before, and it
led ne right to you. To all of you."
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"Something is amiss. Try it again." He handed it back.

She lifted it—and now the words were back. It tugged
toward him "It's working again. See—there are the words."
She held it up so that he could see.™

"True. So it works when you hold it, and not when | hold
it. Maybe | just happen to be the wong personality."

"So let's try the others.™

No One appeared. The token tugged, but faded when he
took it. Me Two appeared, with no better result. The sane
happened with She Three and Who Four.

"Wl |, maybe one of ny alternates," Take Five said.

A new form appeared, in the uniformof a nurse. "I'm
Pickup Six. My talent is to take pain away by touch." But
the touch of the disk did nothing for her.

Anot her form appeared, a very friendly-seem ng character.
"I amRoll Seven. My talent is nmaking friends." But there
was still no reaction.

Yet anot her appeared, a young nan vaguely reni nding

Metria of Grey Murphy. "I amEight Late. My talent is de-
hancement." Still nothing.
A mschievously smling young wonan appeared. "I am

Nine Line. My talent is to tickle at a distance." She gestured
wi th her hands, and suddenly Metria expl oded into hel pl ess

| aught er, because she was being terribly tickled. She had to
forma layer of inpervious shellac all over her body before
she was able to withstand it. Then the tickle started in her
throat, naking her cough.

She lost track of the other variations. The token answered

to none. "I don't think it relates to any of your aspects,"
she said at last. "I don't understand this. It was blank until
today, and then it suddenly brought nme here, and now it
doesn't seemto want to be served."”

"I's it possible that someone el se enchanted it?" Take Five
asked, resuming form

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi...%2019%20-%20Roc%20and%20a%20Hard%20Place.txt (213 of 267) [1/19/03 9:02:22 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2019%20-%20R0oc%20and%20a%20Hard%20P! ace.txt

"Who could interfere with sonmething the Sinmurgh set
up?"

He nodded. ' 'That is an excellent question. But perhaps it
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isn't interference, merely illusion. You say that's a bl ank
token, so maybe there is no magic on it. |If sonmeone made it
look as if it had a nanme, and nade it seemto tug, that m ght
not be overriding the Simurgh's magic, nerely sliding past

it."

Metria considered. "That seens possible. But who woul d
bot her ?"

He shrugged. "I can't inmagine. But it seens |ike a pos-
sibility to be investigated."

"Yes." She put away the token. "Then | won't bot her
you anynore. | apol ogi ze for chasing after you."

"A denoness apol ogi zes?"

"I'"'m hal f-soul ed. 'Bye." She popped off.

She returned to the region she had | ast seen Prince Dol ph.
He was in the submarine, playing with a creature he had
found sonewhere. It had big heavy flat feet that smashed
constantly against the floor. He | ooked up as she popped in.
"This is a stanpede," he explained. "It stanps nickel pedes
into flat squares of paper." |Indeed, there were several such
squares before him each marked "57": five-cent stanps.

"So did you nab your summonsee?"

"It was a bumlead," she said. "Let's get out of here."

The submarine got into nmotion, taking them back. Wile
it travel ed, she expl ai ned what had happened. "Too bad
had to waste a day finding out that this was a wild duck
chase. "

"Goose?"
"If you do, I'll tell your wfe!"

"W had better have Eve check that disk," he said. "She
shoul d be able to tell if anything has been done to it."

"Good idea." His twin daughters were only four years
old, but were full Sorceresses.

They reached the exit region, and Metria slid out. She
knew t hat she probably woul dn't have been able to do it, if
the Night Stallion objected, but her mssion for the Sinurgh
gave her authority. Then she put a finger between the bush-
master's eye and the peephol e of the gourd, breaking contact,
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so that Dol ph's attention returned to the regular world of
Xanth. If was now late in the day.

He resumed his human form "Every tine | enter the

gourd, it's different,"” he remarked. "This wasn't as wild as
sometines, but it was interesting. | liked that submarine. And
that stanpede could be useful out in real Xanth." Then he
becane the humm ngbird, and she took hi mand popped back

to Castl e Roogna.

They expl ained the situation to El ectra, who took themto

the twins Dawn and Eve, who were in their playroom play-

ing with their pet eight-legged kitten, Octo Puss. Then Metria
showed Eve the token.

The child's eyes went round. "Sonething awful strong did
this," she said. "But | don't know who, 'cause she never
touched it."

"Sonmeone enchanted it?" Metria asked. "From a dis-
tance?' '

"Yes. It's s'posed to be blank." Eve lost interest and re-
turned her attention to the kitten.

Metria shared a glance with Dol ph and Electra. "So there
was interference. And | can ignore it after this."

"Do we have tine to serve the |ast two?" Dol ph asked.
"Let's go!"

They went after Marrow Bones first. He lived in a house
made of bones, with his wife 'Gacile Ossein and their eight
year old son Picka and daughter Joy'nt.

"So how do you like your eight soul s?" Metria inquired.

She had been present when G aeboe G ant had gi ven Marrow

Bones half his soul, enabling the wal king skeleton to remain
permanently outside the gourd. Marrow, of course, had

shared with his wife and children. Now each of them had an

ei ghth soul, because souls didn't regenerate in nonliving folk.

"It's odd,"” Pick said.

"Qdd, " Joy' nt agreed.

"But nice," Gace'l said. "Now we do nice things natu-
rally, instead of having to figure themout."

That was the thing about the Bones fam |ly: They had al -
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ways been nice despite having no souls. Metria had not no-
ticed or cared before she got her own soul, but now she found
it remarkable. Marrow and Grace'l had been two of the nost
decent creatures in Xanth-while believing that they were

not. It made Metria wonder whether souls really were the
origin of goodness.

"I have a summons for Marrow," she said. "To be a Juror
at Roxanne Roc's trial." She explained the situation, as far
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as she knew it.

"I shall be glad to attend,” Marrow said, accepting the
token. "Though | find it hard to believe that such a bird
woul d do anything cul pable, or that | should be conpetent
to judge her in such a matter."

"It's one nonstrous nystery to ne too," Metria con-

fessed. "I have al ways been curious, and this has pulled ny
curiosity so tight, it's about to snap." She assuned the form
of a giant rubber band, tightly stretched.

"Do you think Gace'l and the bonelets could cone to
wat ch?" Marrow asked. "I amsure they would find it ed-
ucational . "

Metria resumed human form and shrugged. "W can

bring them al ong, and see whether there is any objection. It
isn't my job to exclude anyone, just to make sure that every
person on ny list is there."

The two little skeletons junped up and down, cl apping
their bony hands with a rattling sound. "Goody!" they ex-
clainmed. "We get to see the Nanel ess Castle!"

"Are you ready to go now?" Metria asked. "It's early

yet, but 1'd like to get folk there early rather than late. | have
just one nore token to deliver, and if you don't mnd sharing
the trip—=

Marrow and G ace'1l exchanged an eyel ess gl ance. "W
are ready now," Marrow said.

So Dol ph assunmed roc form and Marrow bent over, and
Grace'l kicked himon the tail bone. He flew apart and forned
into a basket of bones, and the others clinbed into this bas-
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ket, and Dol ph hooked three talons into it, spread his w ngs,
and heaved it up.

"QoQo, this is fun!" Picka cried, peering down through
t he bone-bars of the basket.

"I't looks just like a map!" Joy' nt excl ai ned.

Metria found herself enjoying the flight through their eyes,
as if experiencing it for the first time. Maybe this was anot her
fringe benefit of having a soul

"Squawk!" The big bird was circling high, getting his
beari ngs.

Oh, she had forgotten! "Go to Lake Ogre-Chobee," she
called to Dol ph's huge head. "The Black Vill age."

The bird oriented and winged swiftly for the | ake.

"OoQo!" the children repeated as the land slid by bel ow,
showi ng off its fields, forests, rivers, mountains, and settle-
ments. The outlines sharpened, because the |and, too, was
responsive to appreciation, and wanted to make its best im
pression. Even the small passing clouds brightened their sil-
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ver linings, looking pretty. Mst clouds were sweet-spirited,
in contrast to storny Practo.

They spiral ed down toward the Black Village, which was

in the center of a nicely | andscaped section besi de Lake
Qgr e- Chobee. Dol ph landed in the central square, rel eased
the basket, folded his wi ngs, and resunmed nan form

A cheerful black man approached. "To what do we owe
the pleasure of this visit. Prince Dol ph?" he inquired. His
eyes passed across the skeletons. "I see you cone in style."

"The Denpbness Metria has sonething for you, Sherlock,"
Dol ph replied.

"A summons, " Metria said, and expl ai ned.

Sherl ock considered. "I suppose | could go. This is a quiet
time. During tourist season it's another matter. Let me go
post my nane on the black list." He wal ked away.

The little skeletons were | ooking at the village. Everything
was bl ack, fromthe houses to the bl ack-eyed peas grow ng
around the square. A black cat eyed themfromatop a bl ack
post, and bl ackbirds sat in the edge of the black hol e that
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was the village well, surrounded by bl ackberries. A black
snake slithered across the black peat. In the village nmen were
pl ayi ng bl ackj ack, and they could see the school where bl ack
magi ¢ was being taught. There were letter boxes for black
mail. In a nearby field black sheep grazed among bl ack-eyed
Susans.

"What a neat place!" Picka said, awed.

"Yes, everything's a dull bone white where we live,"
Joy' nt agr eed.

"Black is beautiful,"” Gace'l agreed. "Let's go get some
bl ack paint, so we can turn our house and boneyard bl ack."

Delighted, they went with her along the black brick road
to the black market at the other side of the village.

Dol ph ki cked the bone cage, so that the bones flew apart,
and re-formed as Marrow. "This is already proving to be
wort hwhil e, " the skel eton remarked.

Sherl ock returned, wearing a black hat, showi ng that he

was now dressed for duty. ' 'I got a black | ook when | said
I'"d be away, but | showed themthis black beryl token and
they knew it was legitimate." He | ooked around. "Uh-oh—
are they shopping at the black market? That can be danger-
ous for the inexperienced."

"Why?" Marrow asked. "Are the proprietors black-
heart ed?"

"Not exactly. It's just that too nmany things are available."

"All they want is black paint."
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G ace'l and the children returned. They carried a can of

bl ack paint, but also a black bag with black bread and bl ack
silk cloth, and a Black Pete doll, and the children wore bl ack-
face as they chewed on black licorice sticks

"I think ny common sense bl acked out," Gace'l said,
abashed. "There were so many nice things—=

"Point taken,” Marrow nuttered. "Bl ack markets are
dangerous. "

Marrow resunmed basket form and the others crowded in.
Dol ph resuned roc formand lifted themup. They were on
their way to the Nanel ess Castle. Metria's job was al nost
done.

14
PROSECUTI ON

So you are the last one | amserving," Metria told the
Si nurgh, offering her the token with her nane on it.
OF COURSE, the Sinurgh agreed, accepting it. YOU

THAVE DONE WELL, DEMONESS.

"But there is one token remaining. It's blank, so | can't
serve it. Do you want it back?"
The Sinmurgh cocked a huge eye at her. NO | T MEANS THAT

YOUR JOB IS NOT' YET FI NI SHED.

"At one tine it had a nanme, but that was an error."

The eye remained fixed on her, so Metria told the Sinurgh
about the MPD mi sadventure. "Do you think sonmeone is
trying to interfere?" she concl uded.

The Sinurgh sighed, | HAD HOPED THI S WOULD NOT HAP-
PEN | P I EMPLOYED AN | NSI GNI FI CANT PERSONAGE. | T SEEMS
THAT THE OPPOSI TION DI D I N DUE COURSE REALI ZE WHAT | S
Ga NG ON
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"You nean someone i s—=2"

YES.

"But who would dare try to interfere with sonething you
wi shed to acconplish?" Metria asked.

ON OCCASI ON THE MAJOR DEMONS HAVE CONTESTS BE-
TWEEN THEMSELVES, | N THEI R ENDLESS QUESTS FOR EN-
HANCED STATUS. THREE YEARS AGO THE DEMON E(A/R) "'
CHALLENGED THE DEMON X(A/N)"1 FOR DOM NI ON OVER THE
LAND OF XANTH, AND THEI R | NSTRUMENT OF DECI SI ON WAS
THE COVPANI ONS OF XANTH GAME AS PLAYED BY TWO | G
NORANT MUNDANES. NOW THE DEMONESS V(E\N)"8 IS CHAL-
LENG NG THE DEMON X(A/N) ' h, AND I T SEEMS THAT THEI R
I NSTRUMENT OF DECISION IS TH' S TRI AL.
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Metria was amazed. "You nmean the way Roxanne's trial
is decided will decide the fate of Xanth?''

SO IT SEEM5. TH S WAS NOT MY PURPGSE | N | NSTI TUTI NG
THE TRI AL, BUT THEY HAVE NOW FI XED ON I T FOR THEI R O/\N
PURPOCSES. | HAVE NO PONER OVER THE SENI OR DEMONS, NCR
DO I KNOWIN WHAT WAY | T WLL SETTLE THEI R | SSUE.

"But don't you know everyt hi ng?"

EVERYTH NG EXCEPT WHAT IS IN THE M NDS OF SENI OR DE-
MONS. THEY ARE LAWS UNTO THEMSELVES.

"But then how do we know which side we're on?"

VWE DO NOT KNOW BUT | T SEEMS LI KELY THAT IT IS THE
DEMONESS WHO W SHES TO DI SRUPT . THE TRI AL, BECAUSE
THE DEMON COULD HAVE CANCELED I T AT THE OUTSET HAD
HE CHOSEN. | T MAY BE THAT THE LI KELY DECI SION I N THE
TRIAL WLL FAVOR THE DEMON, SO SHE HOPES TO PREVENT
THAT DECI SI ON FROM OCCURRI NG

"Then we need to nmake sure that the trial proceeds as
schedul ed, " Metria said.

EXACTLY, GOOD DEMONESS. BUT | HAVE NO PONER TO EN-
SURE THAT, AS | AM AT TH S STAGE MERELY A W TNESS.

"Then who—=2"

The eye nmerely gazed at her.

Oh, no! "But nmy job is nerely to fetch in the w tnesses!"”
Metria protested.

YOUR JOB IS TO SEE THAT ALL THE CHOSEN PERSONNEL ARE
PRESENT FOR THE TRI AL AT THE APPQO NTED TI ME.

"I can't do anything to stop an entity as powerful as the
Denmon X(A/N)' 11 hinsel f!"

PERHAPS YOU CAN. THERE ARE CONSTRAI NTS. BECAUSE THE
DEMON X(Af N th EVI DENTLY W SHES THI S TRI AL TO PROCEED,
THE DEMONESS CANNOT | NTERFERE OPENLY. DEMONS NEVER
OPPCSE EACH OTHER DI RECTLY. SHE MJUST ARRANGE FOR THE
TRI AL TO BE DI SRUPTED BY SOVE SEEM NGLY CO NCI DENTAL
FACTOR, OR | NTRODUCE SOVE ELEMENT THAT W LL CHANGE
THE VERDI CT. THI' S WAS SURELY HER | NTENTI ON WHEN SHE
CAUSED AN ERRONECUS DESI GNATI ON TO APPEAR ON THE

THI RTI ETH SUMMONS DI SK. | T MAY BE THAT HER | NPUTS ARE
LI M TED, PERHAPS TO THREE, AND THAT YOU HAVE NULLI FI ED
ONE. YOU MUST BE ALERT FOR ANY DI SRUPTI ON OR UNWAR-
RANTED CHANGE, SO THAT THE TRI AL PROCEEDS AS ORI G -
NALLY SLATED. ONLY IN THI S MANNER CAN YOU BE ASSURED
THAT XANTH W LL NOT BECOVE SUBJECT TO THE W LL AND
MAG C OF A FOREI GN ENTITY.

And such a change might well be the end of Xanth as they
knew it, because a foreign demoness woul d have different
priorities. The Demon X(A/N)th allowed the Land of Xanth
to function without interference, and that was the way nost
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residents preferred it. The Denobness 'VvAEVN)"8 mi ght sim -
larly let it be, or mght decide to change everything, just to
spite the former proprietor, or perhaps from sinple whinsy.
Metria, as a denoness herself, had no confidence in the no-
tives of the type. It would be better—nfinitely better—to
remain with the present adninistration

Metria swal |l owed, which was a sign of stress, because she
had no saliva to swallow. "I will try ny best," she said

DO THAT, GOOD DEMONESS

Then it was tine to go, so she popped back hone. She

saw to the routine chores with only half a nmind; in fact, her
worser half Mentia saw to nmost of them realizing that this
was not the occasion for m schief.

What was the Denoness V(EVN)"'1l going to do next, and
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what could Metria do about it? She had no idea, and no idea.
Yet she had to be ready.

So she circul ated constantly, making sure that all of the
summonsees were ready, and that they would report to the
Nanel ess Castle at the right tine. She encouraged themto
go early, because once they were there at the Castle, they
couldn't depart until the trial was done. Fortunately the
Nanel ess Castle had accommodations for everyone, and was

a fine place to stay. The Trial Personnel, and Prospective
Jurors, and Wtnesses, and their fanmilies and friends, had a
fine time associating with each other. They were all under
the aegis of the castle, so tender norsels like Jenny Elf or
Mel a Merwoman had no fear of the dragon Stanley Steaner

or the reality-changing Corn Pewter. In fact, they were
having a great time. Rapunzel and Threnody were | earning
weird ganes |ike bridge and poker from Ki m and Dug Min-
dane, which were actually played with decks of cards; they
had little or nothing to do with rivers or fires. The children
of the Bones fam |y were playing dice with Ckra Ogress and
Stanl ey Steaner; somehow the children kept wi nning, and
claimng their prizes of ogreback or dragonback rides. Prin-
cess lda was in a deep discussion with Corn Pewter about
whet her changed realities were believable. Kirn's dog Bub-
bl es and Jenny's cat Sammy were playing tag-tail around

cl oud humocks with little Steven Steamer. The two gar-
goyl es provided a steady stream of guaranteed fresh water,
whi ch pooled in two depressions of the cloud, so that Nada
Naga could swimin one, and Mela Merworman coul d swim

in the other, after it had been appropriately salted. Wen they
swam by sone coincidence, all of the unattached mal es got
interested in watching. Possibly their preference for swim
mng in bare human form had sonething to do with it. In
short, a good tinme was being had by all.

It wouldn't |ast.
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for she had been left alone by the Sinurgh's decree. "Al

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi...%2019%20-%20Roc%20and%20a%20Hard%20Place.txt (220 of 267) [1/19/03 9:02:23 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2019%20-%20R0oc%20and%20a%20Hard%20P! ace.txt

rise," Magician Trent said.

Most of those present stood. Two of the winged ones flew
up higher, before realizing that this wasn't required. The
dragon lifted his head high. One child wasn't paying atten-
tion, so Trent wal ked over to himand transformed himto
an infan-tree. Then he changed hi m back, having nmade his
point: The Bailiff could enforce his directives.

Denon Grosscl out appeared with a great noxious flair of
brinmstone and called the proceedings to order fromthe |ofty
ranpart of his Bench. ' 'I realize that there remains an inor-
dinate quantity of nush in your heads," he said politely,

"but if you really concentrate, nmaybe, just maybe, you will
get through this procedure without utterly disgracing your-
sel ves." However, he | ooked extrenely doubtful about that.
"Now, do we have the Prosecuting and Defense Attorneys
present ?"

Magi ci an Grey Murphy and Princess |da stepped forward
"Yes, Your Honor," they said al nost together

G osscl out frowned, though this was hardly distinguisha-
ble fromhis normal expression. "You have flies. Princess
| da?"

"No, just alittle noon." She tilted her head so that the
moon swung up for a clearer view. Now the others in the
courtroomnoticed it, and were inpressed.

He gl owered forbiddingly. "And have you prepared your
cases?"

"Yes, Your Honor."

"Be seated.” He glared around. "And is the Court Bailiff
present ?"

Magi ci an Trent stepped forward, | ooking about as young
and handsone as he ever could be. "Yes, Your Honor."

"And the Special Effects person?”

Sorceress Iris stepped up, young and pretty. Her recent
rejuvenati on becane her, though she was probably enhancing
her appearance as well. "Yes, Your Honor."

"And the Court Transl ator?"
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G undy Gol em stepped forth. "Present, Your Honor."

"Be seated." Judge Grossclout's terrible gaze forged
across the renmi ning people and creatures. "And the eight-
een Prospective Jurors?"

"Here, Your Honor!" they chorused.
The Judge frowned horrendously. ' 'I heard only seventeen

responses.”
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One was m ssing? Metria' s soul al nbst sagged out of her
body. She had thought she had everyone!

"Identify yourselves," Magician Trent said. "G undy,
count them off as they do."

The Prospective Jurors stood in turn, lifting their sunmons
t okens and speaking their nanmes, and the gol em counted
them of f. When they were done the count stood at seventeen

Meanwhi |l e, Metria nmade her own count. She had served

seven Trial Personnel tokens, seventeen Juror tokens, and
five Wtness tokens. That was twenty-nine of the thirty to-
kens she had been given

And there was the key. "Say, | know what— she started,
but was al nost immediately stifled by the collision of Judge
Grossclout's glare. "I mean, if it please the court—=

The glare becane insignificantly | ess forbidding. "Speak,
Denoness. "

"Sevent een Juror sunmmonses was all | served. Al | had.
| have one token left—but it's blank. That nust be for the
ei ghteenth Juror."

" Approach the bench."

She approached, hol ding up. the blank disk. G ossclout
took it and frowned on it for a generous nonent. Then he
| ooked up. "Is the Sinmurgh present?”

PRESENT, YOUR HONCR, the Simurgh's powerful thought
came. OCCUPYI NG ANOTHER CHAMBER OF THE CASTLE

Even the Judge's forbidding men seened just a trifle
daunted by that puissant presence. "Wiy is this sumons
di sk bl ank?"

IT IS A SPARE, TO BE | NVOKED AT A LATER TI ME
Grossclout's eyes | ooked as if they would have rolled
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sonewhat in their broodi ng sockets, had the response been
fromany | esser creature. But he put alid on it as he returned
the token to Metria. "The Prospective Juror roster is com

pl ete at seventeen. Are the five Wtnesses present?"

"Here, Your Honor."

The Judge nodded. "This is to be the trial of Roxanne
Roc for Violation of the Adult Conspiracy."

There was a ni xed gasp. Sone were anazed by the seri-
ousness of the charge; others that such a creature could have
done it. Roxanne had not even been near a child in centuries.

The awful brows | owered. "W shall now inpanel the

Jury." The grim gaze focused. "Bailiff, Prosecution, De-
fense, performyour roles.” The Judge closed his eyes, seem
ingly going to sleep
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Magi cian Trent called the first nane. "Threnody Barbar -
ian."

Metria's beautiful daughter, the half denpbness, stepped up
and took the interrogation chair. She had done her hair for
this occasion, and | ooked stunning in her short skirt, espe-
cially when she crossed her | egs.

"Do you understand that you are under oath?" G ossclout
asked her.

"Sure. You want me to tell the truth.”
Prosecutor Grey Mirphy approached her. "You are a bar-
barian," he said.

"By marriage," she replied. "I'man asocial half denon-
ess in ny nmiden state."

"Do you care about enforcing the Adult Conspiracy?"
"I think it's hilarious!"

"I's that a yes or a no?"

"That's a laugh.”

The Judge's left eye cranked open. "The Prospective Juror
will answer the question with an affirmation or a negation."
"What ?"

"That neans yes or no," Gey said
"Ch." She considered. "No."
"You don't care about enforcing the Adult Conspiracy?"
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"Right. | think it's crazy. | nean, what's so bad about
usi ng hot words or show ng your panties to a child? The kids
all know about them anyway."

Gey frowed. "I challenge this Juror, on the ground
t hat —= ,

"The Juror is excused," the Judge said.
" "What, just because | told the truth? | thought you wanted

the truth.”

"W appreciate the truth," Gey said carefully. "W just
don't feel that you are suitable for this Jury."

"Well, if you feel that way, | don't want to be on it!"
Threnody got up, al nost showi ng her panties in the process,
and went to join the audi ence.

Suppose those panties had shown? Metria wonder ed.

There were sone children in the audi ence. Wuld the Judge
have called a mistrial? O nerely tossed Threnody off the
cloud for contenmpt of court?

The Bailiff called out the second name: "Rapunzel Co-
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|l em

Rapunzel took the chair. She was as |ovely as Threnody,

but in a much safer, nmore denure way. She agreed that the
Adul t Conspiracy should be enforced, |est childish mnds be
corrupted. The Prosecution accepted her.

But the Defense did not. "Do you have any affinity with
t he Def endant, Roxanne Roc?" Princess |da asked.

Rapunzel frowned. "I don't know what you mean. | don't
even know her, except by reputation."

"Have you formed an opinion about her guilt in this mat-

ter?"
"Well, there nust be sone reason for her to have been
charged. I"'mready to listen to the evidence and decide."

Ida's moon swung neani ngfully around. "Suppose you
were charged with such a violation?"

"(bjection!" Gey called. "The Juror is not being

charged. "

"This relates to her attitude and belief," Ida responded.
The Judge shrugged. "Overrul ed. The Juror will answer."
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Rapunzel was shocked. "Wy, | would never, ever—t"

"But you are prepared to believe that a bird you don't
know woul d?" | da demanded, and her noon | ooked bl eak

"I didn't say that! But if the evidence—=

"Objection," Grey said. "Counsel for Defense is badg-
ering the Juror."

The Judge rapped the counter with his gavel. The sound
was expl osive. "Approach the Bench."

Gey and Ida went to the Bench. "Wat is your point,
Def ense?" G osscl out asked.

"My client has the right to be tried by a Jury of her

Peers," lda said. "Rapunzel is certainly a nice person, but
her perspective is that of an ordinary Xanth citizen, not that
of an isolated roc. So she is not a Peer."

The Judge actually | ooked faintly inpressed. "Wat do
you consider to be qualification for a Peer?

"To be a wi nged nonster, or isolated from mai nstream

Xanth."

"But that would exclude al nost everyone!" Gey pro-

t est ed.

"No, | could find twelve or nore qualified Jurors in this
group. "
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G osscl out nodded. "Point taken." He glanced at G ey.

"Do you have any objection to a Jury consisting of w nged
monsters and i solated others, provided there are a sufficient
nunber ?'

Grey shrugged. "No objection. Your Honor. Provided
they accept the Adult Conspiracy as valid."

"Very well. This should facilitate the sel ection process.
Proceed. "

But at that point the castle shook. There was a faint how -
ing sound, and the floor slowy tilted.

"What is going on?" Gossclout demanded irritably.
"I''"ll check!" Metria said, and popped outsi de.

It was an ugly storm brewi ng. Dark clouds were scudding
around the castle in a malignant pattern, and the w nds were
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ri sing. Because the Nanel ess Castle stood on a floating
cloud, it was subject to destabilization by high w nds.

"Fracto!" Metria excl ai med.

She was answered by a nmenacing roll of thunder. It was

the evil cloud, for sure. Fracto had probably been sent to do
this mschief by the Denoness V(EAN)""': her second effort

to disrupt the trial. That meant that the stormcould not read-
ily be stopped.

She popped back inside. "Curmul o Fracto Ninbus is at-
tacking," she said.

"Why, that inpertinent pip-squeak!" G ossclout snapped.
"I remenber when he flunked out of ny Ethics of Mgic
class a nmere century ago."

"Well, we'll have to find a way to stop him and soon,"
Metria said. "Before he huffs and he puffs and he bl ows our
castle down."

"I could transforma nunber of folk into roc form" M-
gician Trent suggested. "So they could flap their wi ngs and
bl ow hi m away. "

"(bjection!" lIda said. "Anchored to the castle, their
backdraft might turn it right over."

And if she believed it was so, it well mght be so.

"W need sonething fast and gentle," Metria said. She
felt responsible, perhaps because she had been forewarned
by the Sinurgh.

"A person in the audi ence has the talent of making a force
field," Magician Trent said. "Perhaps that could stabilize the
castle.”
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"No," Sorceress Iris said.""'It merely keeps anything in
or out. It wouldn't stop the castle from being turned over
entire.”

Meanwhil e the stormintensified, shaking and tilting the
castle worse. People were holding on to their chairs, but the
chairs were starting to slide

There was a squawk of al arm from Roxanne's chanber;

she was trying to protect the egg in this increasingly treach-
erous situation. Normally, being between a roc and a hard
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pl ace was quite safe, but the egg could crack against the
stone nest if jogged or rolled too violently. HOLD ON' the
Si nurgh's thought cane. Then, to Metria: DO SOVETH NG

But what could she do? She was an insignificant denon-
ess. It would do no good for her to go out and insult Fracto,
who woul d just get worse.

Her despairing gaze saw the wi nged nonsters flying above
the others, achieving stability by having no direct contact
with the heaving castle. Anong them was Chena Centaur,

the nobst recently converted one.

Chena! Metria popped across to her. "Chena—+ need your
wi shstone. WII it work for ne?"’

"I"'mnot sure. No one else has tried it."

"It has to. Gve it to ne."

Di stracted, the centaur reached in her pack and brought

out the little stone. Metria took it and popped outside the
castle. The clouds were roiling closer, and worse, form ng
obscene blisters about to burst and spatter the castle with
their juice. The castle was in the center of a turbulent wall
of gray-black cloud that formed a conplete circle and ex-
tended up and down, meking an awful tube. That tube was
contracting, and the clouds were moving faster as it did, like
a stone winding up on a whirling string. Wen that tube got
smal | enough, the castle itself would be whirled around and
probably hurled right out of Xanth. Fracto was doing his very
worst ever this time. And the Sinurgh couldn't stop it, be-
cause she couldn't directly oppose the Denmoness VAEYN)"8.

That was why Metria had to find another way.

She lifted the stone. "I wish Fracto would go away," she
sai d.

The storm hesitated. The wi sh was taking effect!
But then the notion resuned. Metria's wish wasn't

enough to stop the effort of two denons: Fracto and Venus.
Now what coul d she do?

A light bulb flashed just over her head. 'Mentia, make
your wish!'

Mentia took over the body. She was a little crazy, but not
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crazy enough to support the possible destruction of all Xanth.
She held up the wishstone. "Fracto, go away!" she w shed.

Again the evil stormhesitated. Two wi shes were stronger
than one. The funnel of dark clouds |ost cohesi on and began
to expand.

But then it pulled itself together again. Fracto was so or-
nery that even two wi shes were not enough to turn him aside.

"Woe Betide!' Mentia said.

The i nnocent tyke took over the body. We Betide's big
soul ful eyes brimed with fetching tears. She held up the
wi shstone. "Please, Fracto, go away!" she wi shed.

This time it was too nuch. The wi sh of an innocent child

was the strongest of all. Curses! Foiled again! The wall of
cloud fragmented, and the fierce winds died. The stormfel
apart into a great ness of brownish blobs, Iike diarrhea foul-
ing the sky, and faded into inmpotent drools of mst. Fracto
was gone

GOO0D WORK, GOOD DEMONESS

Metria resumed control. She was, if not overwhel ned by
the conplinment, at |east generously whel ned. But she knew
her job was not done. There could still be one nore effort
to disrupt the trial, and she had to guard against it.

She popped inside. The castle had stopped rocking, and

the creatures were settling down. Judge G ossclout spied her.
"You had sonething to do with this?" he asked around a
glower in her direction

"Yes, Your Honor," she confessed, abashed as al ways by
his direct attention.

"You may yet lose a bit of nush fromthat idiot skull,"

he said, turning away. And she felt deeply nattered again,
because the Denon Professor's faintest favor was a thing
rarely granted to any creature.

The inpaneling of the Jury continued. In deference to the
nature of the Defendant, who was a wi nged nmonster, half
the selected Jurors were w nged nonsters: d oha and G ae-
boe G ant-Harpy, Gary Gar and Gayl e Goyle, Stanley

Steaner, and Che Centaur. The others were objective aliens,
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on the assunption that this would enable themto understand
t he viewpoint of a bird who had been nostly isolated from
Xanth for several centuries: Dug and Ki m Mundane, whose
contact with Xanth had been limted; Sherlock Bl ack and
Jenny Elf, who had cone fromfar |ands not all that |ong
ago; Marrow Bones fromthe gourd realm and Corn Pew er,

who never did relate well to ordinary Xanth reality. Cynthia
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and Chena Centaur were seated Alternates, in case sonething
shoul d happen to any of the inpaneled Jurors; each of them
had becone w nged nonsters after being sonething else, so
they shoul d understand both perspectives. Overall it was an
unusual but well qualified Jury.

The Judge wasted no tine. "lIs the Prosecution ready?"
"Yes, Your Honor," G ey Mirphy said
"Proceed. "

Now the wal |l separating the trial chamber from Roxanne

Roc' s nesting chanber slid back, making one huge centra
chamber. Metria was surprised; she hadn't realized that this
was a feature of the nanel ess Castle. The big bird was now
inthe full view of all the assenbled trial personnel. She
seenmed oblivious, neither tw tching any feather nor making
any sound. She merely sat, as she had for centuries.

Grey took the center stage. "The Prosecution will dem
onstrate that the Defendant, Roxanne Roc, egregiously vio-

| ated the Adult Conspiracy by uttering an Adult Word in the
presence of a minor, and thereby nmay have prejudiced the
future of Xanth."

A murnmur passed across the group. Roxanne's near eye
opened. "Squawk!" she protested.

The Judge's | oud gavel banged. "There will be order in
this court. Defense will have its hour in due course."”

But this was the nub of it, Metria realized: How could

Roxanne have done any such thing, when there had not been

any mnors in this castle in all the centuries of her confine-
ment here? This was one of the nobst protected places in all
Xant h; before the trial, few creatures had even known of the
Nanel ess Castle's existence, fewer had visited it, and the roc
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had not spoken any bad words to them So the charge seened
basel ess. Yet Grey Murphy evidently took it seriously, and
he was nobody's fool. Hi s talent was to nullify magic, and
he seemed to be able to nullify foolish notions too. If he
thought the big bird was guilty, it seened likely that she was.

Grossclout oriented on Gey Mirphy. "Resune."

"First the matter of the Adult Word. The Prosecution calls
Pheira Human to the Wtness Seat."

Pheira stood and came to the Wtness Box. G undy Gol em
approached her. "Do you swear to tell the truth, no matter
what ?"

"Sure."

"The Wtness is duly sworn," the Judge said, with nore
than a hint of annoyance at the informality.

Grey approached the Wtness. "Were do you |ive?"
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"I live in a mushroomin the deepest jungle north of Lake
Qgr e- Chobee. "
" "What is your talent?"’
"l summon aninmals to help nme, or those | want to help."
"Have you ever interacted with the Defendant, Roxanne
Roc?"
"Yes, once, about two years ago."
"State the full nature of that interaction." »

"Well, it was an accident, really, and nothing rmuch hap-
pened, just—

"(bjection!" lIda said, and her noon bobbed. "The Wt -
ness is offering a conclusion.”

"Sust ai ned, " the Judge said.

Grey grinmaced, then cane at it another way. "Did you
have a di al ogue wi th Roxanne Roc?"

"Yes. But it really wasn't—

"(bj ection!”

" Sust ai ned. "

"But | need to establish the context of this encounter,"
Grey protested.

The Judge was unsynpathetic. "Find a way that doesn't
Roc AND A HARD PLACE 289

cause the Wtness to offer a concl usi on about the Defen-
dant."

Grey considered. Then he faced the Judge. "Prosecution
requests the assistance of the Court Special Effects Oficer
to animate this testinony, and the Court Translator to rep-
resent speech, wi thout invoking any conclusions of the Wt-
ness. "

"Granted. "

The Sorceress Iris came to the stage, followed by little
Gundy Golem "What scene do you want?" Iris asked

"Start with her hone, and ani mate her description for the
Jury and audi ence. "

Iris stood beside the Wtness, and listened to her words,

whi ch were now spoken faintly, so that the Jury did not hear
After two and a half nonments, the illusion picture forned.

It started with an aerial scene, sinmilar to that seen by crea-
tures being carried through the air by a roc. It showed Lake
Qgr e- Chobee, with the chobees basking at its edges. South

of it was the Curse Fiends' ThunderDone, and west of it
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was Black Village. Then the view slid to the north, noving
down until it intersected the ground.

There was a deep jungle there, through which the Kiss

Mee River wound. The river had been very friendly, unti

the denons pulled it straight, making it into the Kill Me
River. But later its friendly curves had been restored, and
once again those who drank of it becane kissing friendly. In
fact, sone of those who partook of its fresh water becane
qui te fresh.

Metria, watching, found herself becom ng part of the

scene, and canme to understand the inpressions and feelings

of the woman whose scene this was. It was her half soul that
was doing it, she knew, she never used to care about feelings.

Thi s becane a probl emone day for Pheira, when a man

cal l ed Snide happened by. He spied her giving directions to
her pet catal og, and nade sarcastic remarks about the cat.
"You think that noth-eaten fur ball w Il renenber your di-
rections?" he denmanded sneeringly. "You nust be as stupid
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as it is." The imge was Snide, but the voice was that of
G undy Golem who was doing the dialogue. It didn't matter
because Grundy had a natural talent for insults.

Now, Pheira was not a person to take of fense w thout

cause, but sonething about the man's attitude annoyed her
For one thing, he was wong about the cat, who coul d i ndeed
take orders conpetently. "Ch, go have a drink!" she said,
whi ch was just about as close as a nice girl could get to
swearing. Then she wanted to swal |l ow her tongue, because
she renenbered the effect the river water had on fol k who
weren't used to it. The last thing she wanted was to have
Snide get too friendly.

So she retreated into her nushroom and cl osed the door

The house was, of course, somewhat nushy, but was the best
she could afford. She was afraid Snide would cone after her
and that the nmush would just make himeven nore inclined
for what she didn't want.

She peeked out the wi ndow, and her fear was confirmed:

Snide was drinking. In a noment he would be not only snide
but fresh. She had to escape!

Maybe if she could find her friend Alias, she could get

away. Alias' talent was to nake everyone around hi m answer

to wrong nanes. Wen there was a crowd of people, it could

get so conplicated that they had to conpile a list to get them
all straight again. Snide would never find her in such a

crowd!

But Alias was el sewhere today, and anyway, there was no
crowd of people to help confuse things. So what about her
friend Tom who could conjure a snmall cloud and pl uck any
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tool or weapon he needed fromit? OF course, he had to return
the tool to the cloud before he could get any other tool, but
it was a pretty strong talent. If he were here, he could pul
out a sword and tell Snide to go |ose hinself in a boggy

swanp.

But Tom wasn't here either. None of her friends were
close. So she would just have to flee for it, hoping that Snide
woul d give up the chase. She woul d i nvoke her power to
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sumon an animal to carry her rapidly away. What ani ma
woul d be best?

Now Sni de was approaching the house, and he | ooked re-

ally super awful fresh. Hi s hands would be all over her the
monent he got close. She had to summon an aninmal im

medi at el y. /

Maybe a Rocky Mountain Goat, because it would carry
her swiftly up the nearest rocky mountain, and she woul d be
able to hide behind the rocks if she needed to.

She opened her nouth as she exerted her summoning tal -
ent. "Roc—

Then Sni de crashed through the wall of her house. Actu-

ally "crash" wasn't a good description; it was nore like a
squi sh, ripping a sagging hole. The suddenness of it startled
her, so that she didn't conplete her .word. Besides, Snide
was al ready reaching for her, and he snelled sickeningly
fresh. It was probably tine to scream

But her talent had been invoked, and it oriented on the
nearest aninmal of the type she had nanmed. Unfortunately she
hadn't nanmed an animal, but a bird, and she didn't do birds
because a peculiarity of her talent was that—

Too late. Suddenly she was flying. She sailed right out

through the hole in the nush wall and up into the air. She knew
what had happened: She had attenpted to sunmon the wong

kind of creature, so instead of bringing it to her, she was being
brought to it. Because it was a type of bird, she was flying to it.
It was her own nessed-up magic doing it. She just had to hope

that wherever she | anded was not worse than being caught by a
fresh man.

Lo, she found herself flying right up into a cloud. Her

tal ent had never backfired this badly before. But of course,
she was going to wherever the nearest roc bird was, and it
must be flying high above the clouds, as they tended to do,
so that the magi ¢ of perspective would nmake them seem | i ke
much smaller birds. For reasons she wasn't quite clear on,
the big birds tended to conceal their presence, so that hunman
fol k sel dom encountered rocs cl ose by.
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Then, astonishingly, she saw a building on the top. of the
cloud. A castle in air! And she was flying right into it. Wat
a m sadvent ure!

She canme to light in a huge inner chanmber, before a roc

bird sitting on a huge stone nest. The bird was fearsonely

| arge, but seenmed as startled to see her there as she was to
be there.

"Squawk?" the bird inquired

Pheira didn't understand bird talk, but took this as a ques-
tion. She started to explain how, her talent had gotten foul ed
up, bringing her involuntarily here.

"Squawk!" the bird said, evidently mffed.

"Freeze that franme," Gey Mirphy said

The scene stopped where it was. Gundy turned to the
Wtness, who was sitting right where her illusion self was
standi ng. "Repeat exactly that Roxanne Roc said to you."

"She said ' Squawk?' and then ' Squawk?' and then
she—=

"Those were the very words?"
"Yes. And then—=

Gey turned to Gundy. "And what do those words trans-
late to, in human terns?"

"The first is "What?' and the second is 'Danl' " the go-
| em sai d.

"Are you sure?"

"Of course I'msure! | speak and understand the | anguage
of all living things. That's what | was nade for, before
achi eved living status."

"And what is the nature of the second word?"
"Qbjection!" lIda cried. "Conclusion!"

Gey turned to the Judge. "This is in the Translator's |line
of expertise. He is qualified to define the word."

The Judge nodded. "Overrul ed. The Translator may an-
swer the question."”

"It refers to the process of nmending torn cloth by neans
of rows of stitches," Gundy said. "The process is tedious,
and the result tends to be unsightly, so is usually not appre-
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ciated. A darned itemis neither as pristine nor as val uable
as the original. Thus when anything is accused of being
darned, or when anyone is told to dam—

"Get to the point," the Judge runbl ed.
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"I't is considered an objectionable word," Gundy said
"One not suited for the delicate young ears of snall chil-
dren."

"A word not suited for small children," Gey repeated

wi th enphasis. "One which would be a violation of the

Adult Conspiracy if uttered in the presence of a very young
child."

"Exactly. O course, it's only a mld transgressi on—

"Thank you." Grey turned to the Judge. "I am done with
this Wtness." He stepped away.

"But what's the rel evance?" Mtria asked. "There wasn't
any child there!"

The Judge's gl ower swiveled to cover her, but she passed

her hand across her mouth, leaving it visibly zipped shut,
and he let it pass. She knew she had better not speak out of
turn again.

| da approached the Wtness. "Wa's there a translator pres-
ent when you encount ered Roxanne Roc?" she asked.

"No. | didn't understand her squawks."

"So you did not realize thatshe had spoken an unfortunate
word. "

"That's right."

"In fact, until this time you had no notion why you were
summoned to be a Wtness at this trial."

"Objection!" Grey said. "lrrelevant, immterial, and be-
side the point."

" Sust ai ned. "
"What happened then?" |da asked.
"(bj ection! Rel evance. "

"It's relevant to ny Defense!" |da snapped, wth unusua
asperity for her normally sunny nature. Her noon | ooked
simlarly annoyed, though not actually eclipsed.

"But this is a Prosecution Wtness."
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"Sust ai ned. "

"Then I'Il call her when ny turn cones,’
i ng away.

| da said, wal k-

"The Wtness may step down," the Judge said.

Pheira returned to the audi ence, evidently somewhat be-
mused. The scene faded.
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Gey smled grinmy. "Second, the natter of the presence
of a child. The Prosecution calls the Simurgh to the Wtness
Seat . "

There was a nmurmur of awe at this, causing the Judge to
i ssue a general -purpose glower that silenced the sound.

THE SI MURGH REQUESTS PERM SSI ON TO RESPOND | N PLACE,
ONNG TO THE LIM TED SI ZE OF THE STAGE.

Grossclout alnmost smiled. "Granted. The Special Effects
Oficer will generate a small illusion to be addressed in the
W tness Box."

Sorceress Iris nodded. A small image of .the Simurgh ap-
peared, perched on the back of the Wtness Chair. If anyone
t hought such a representati on hunorous, he had the sense to
stifle his reaction.

Grundy Gol em approached. "Do you swear to tell the
truth, no matter what?"

i DO The answer seened to cone fromthe bird in the
Wt ness Box.

"The Wtness is duly sworn,"” the Judge said.
Grey Murphy approached. "What is the nature of your
enpl oynent ?"

"Objection,”" lda said. "Rel evance."
G ossclout frowned. "Is there rel evance?"
"Yes, Your Honor. It will be apparent in a nonent."

"Then proceed. The Wtness nmay answer."

I AM THE COLDEST AND W SEST CREATURE I N THE UNI VERSE.
1 HAVE SEEN THE DESTRUCTI ON AND RESURRECTI ON OF THE
UNI VERSE THREE TIMES. | AM AMONG OTHER THI NGS THE
GUARDI AN OF THE TREE OF SEEDS.

"Do you find this tiring?"

AFTER A FEW M LLENNI A, | T DOES GET DULL.

ROC AND A HARD PLACE 295

"Are you considering any way to alleviate that dull ness?"

I HOPE IN DUE COURSE TO PASS ALONG SOME OF THESE
CHORES TO MY SUCCESSOR, WHO W LL EVENTUALLY BE AS
WSE AS | AM

"And who is your successor?"
MY UNNAMED CHI CK
"Where is this chick?"

IN AN EGG BETWEEN A ROC AND A HARD PLACE, HERE IN
THE NAMELESS CASTLE, WH CH WA, 3 ESTABLI SHED FOR THI S
PURPCOSE.
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"And where precisely is the egg now?"
UNDER ROXANNE ROC.

There was a nmurnmur in the chanber, despite the Judge's
glare. This was news of enornous inport.

"How long will it take your chick to hatch fromthe egg?"
SI X HUNDRED YEARS

"When was the egg delivered to you?"

SI X HUNDRED YEARS AGO, I N THE YEAR 495.

"Then it nust be due to hatch this year."

YES.

"What is the state of the chick?"

THE CH CK IS SENTI ENT AND SAPI ENT.

"That is, alive and intelligent," Gey said. "Can the chick
hear words that are spoken in the nesting chanber?"

YES.

"So when Roxanne Roc spoke that forbidden word, the

chick heard."

YES.

Roxanne, listening in the adjacent chanber, junped. It was

clear this was a revelation to her. That wasn't surprising;

there was a glare-stifled murnur in the audi ence, and a nuted
exchange of glances in the Jury Box.

Grey turned away. "Your Wtness."

| da approached the i mage, and her noon inspected it cu-
riously. "Since you are the wisest creature in the universe,
why didn't you anticipate this infraction and prevent it?"

W SDOM DCES NOT EQUATE TO FOREKNOWLEDGE. PHELRA' S
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VISIT TO THE NAMELESS CASTLE WAS ESSENTI ALLY A RAN-
DOM ACT THERE WAS NO WAY TO ANTI Cl PATE. THE DAMAGE
WAS DONE BEFCRE | COULD ACT.

"So you did nothing?"

I NI TIATED THE SEQUENCE OF EVENTS LEADI NG TO TH S
TRI AL.

"Even though you knew that the Defendant had no aware-
ness of her violation?

"(bj ection! Argunentative, conclusion."
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"The Simurgh knows everything," |Ida said evenly. "She
is qualified to give an opinion."

"It's still argunentative," Gey argued.

The Judge pondered briefly. "Rephrase your question."

"Do you believe the Defendant was aware of her infrac-
tion?"

NO

"Then "why did you—

"bj ection! The Wtness is not on trial."

"Sustai ned. The Wtness does not have to answer."

I WLL RESPOND NEVERTHELESS. | REQUI RED THI S TRI AL BE-
CAUSE | GNORANCE | S NO EXCUSE. A VI OLATI ON HAS OC-
CURRED, AND IT MJUST BE DEALT W TH.

"Even though—
"(bj ection!”
" Sust ai ned. "

I da shrugged, not |ooking frustrated. Metria understood
why: The nenbers of the Jury, both human and nonster,

under stood the nature of the unvoiced objection, and were
bei ng swayed by it. "I amdone with this Wtness," she said

"The Wtness may step down.'
fromthe chair.

The smal |l inmage faded

Grey Murphy stood. "The Prosecution rests,"” he an-

nounced.

He had called only two Wtnesses, but they had been

enough: They had established that the Defendant had uttered
a Forbi dden Wrd, and that a minor had heard it. Roxanne
Roc was in deep dung.

15

DEFENSE

The Judge's devastating gaze swept across to Princess
Ida. "lIs the Defense ready?"

"Yes, Your Honor."

"Proceed. "

"The Defense calls the Sinmurgh to the stand."

Abj ection! She said she was done with that Wtness."
"I was done for cross-examnation. Now | want her as ny
Wtness. That's a different matter.'’

The Judge roll ed one eye expressively, but allowed it
Overrul ed.”

The i mage of the Sinmurgh reappeared on the chair. Ida
addressed it. "You have stated that your egg was delivered
si x hundred years ago, and that you arranged to set up the
Nanel ess Castle for its incubation. Wen did you assign
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Roxanne Roc as eggsitter?"

THE YEAR 500.
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"So that was five years after you received the egg?"

YES.

"You had to take care of the egg yourself in the interinP"
"(bj ection! Rel evance."

"I am establishing the inportance of the Defendant's duty.
This relates to her character."

Grey shook his head. "Inportance and character have no
necessary interconnection. Prosecution will stipulate that the
job is inportant. So inportant, in fact, that any default is a
nost serious—

"Cbj ection! The Prosecution's case has already been
made. "

Judge Grossclout's dour nouth quirked in a hint of a sug-
gestion of a thought of a faint unfrown. "The Defense's ob-
jection is sustained. The Prosecution's objection is overrul ed.
But do not try the linmted patience of this Court with too
free an interpretation of your mssion.”

lda smled sweetly at the Judge. Metria realized that she

| ooked very nice when she did that. Probably she believed

that she was nmaking a marginally favorable inpression, and
so it was true. Even her little noon seened to glow That

was bound to have nore of an inpact when she addressed

the Jury. Then she returned to the Wtness. "You took care
of =

YES.

"Was it difficult to eggsit while also guarding the Tree of
Seeds on Mount Parnassus and attending to your other du-
ties?"

YES.
"So you decided to get an eggsitter?"
"(bj ection! Defense is |eading the Wtness."

"This Wtness can't be |l ed against her will," lda retorted.
"Overrul ed. "

YES.

"Was the egg inportant to you?"

There was a ripple of mirth through the audi ence as the
Si nur gh answered YES
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"So you did not seek just any creature to do the job."
TRUE.

"In fact, didn't you seek the nobst qualified creature avail -
abl e for that nost inportant task?"
YES.

"And that creature was Roxanne Roc."
YES.

"So by your judgment, which is by definition the nost
authoritative one avail abl e, Roxanne Roc was a highly qual -
ified bird. In fact, a creature of excellent conpetence and
character."

YES.

"And did she performin the manner you required?"
YES.

"For al nmobst six centuries."
YES.

"And does she remain so qualified today?"
YES.

"So your pursuit of this infraction does not inply that the
Def endant is in any way deficient in conpetence or charac-
ter."

AGREED.
"And you still trust her to sit your egg."
YES.

There was anot her subdued murmur in the court. The
words and action of the Sinurgh herself were the best pos-
si bl e endor senent of Roxanne Roc's character.

"Thank you." lda turned to smle at Gey Murphy. It was
a try to dispute THAT expression, but her noon brightened
prettily. Metria worried about its effect on a man who had
been too |l ong betrothed without result. "Your Wtness."

Grey approached the chair. "But the Defendant did violate
the Adult Conspiracy."

YES.

And there was the crux, Metria realized. It hardly mattered
how great a person Roxanne was; she had done the deed.
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And it hardly mattered how fetching Princess |Ida becane;
Gey's talent nullified that nmagic

He nodded significantly at the Jury. "Thank you. | am
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done. "

The i mage faded. Ida faced the audience. "I call Gnen-
dolyn Goblin to the stand."

The pretty little lady Chief of Goblin Muntain stood and
canme to the stage. She was duly sworn in.

."Have you encountered the Defendant?" |da asked her

"Yes, once.
"State the circunstances of that encounter."”

" "well, | was rivaling ny bratty little brother Gobble Gob-
lin for the Chiefship of our tribe, and he arranged for ne to
have to fetch what was between the roc and the hard place."

As she spoke, the Sorceress Iris animated it, so that the scene
in Goblin Muntain appeared. Gaenny Goblin was with her
Conpani on Che Centaur and her friend Jenny EIf, both of

whom were now on the Jury. The three of them struggled to

grasp the neaning of the requirenent, and realized that they
woul d have to sonehow find their way to the Nanel ess Cas-

tle in order to fetch the precious roc's egg.

The scene shifted past the conplicated route they took to
reach the Namel ess Castle. It was in fast forward, so it

| ooked as if they were feverishly dashing across Xanth and
scranbl i ng upward toward the Castle. They reached the main
chamber where Roxanne sat on the nest. Gaenny used her

magi ¢ wand to lift the supposedly sleeping bird off the nest,
exposing the beautiful crystalline egg. Then Che touched it.

And Roxanne squawked. "Stop!" G undy transl ated.

"That's the Simurgh's egg!" And on her conmmand the en-

tire castle was suddenly seal ed shut, so that the intruders
coul dn't escape.

There foll owed a chase, as the big bird sought to catch
and confine the three, and they sought to escape. They man-
aged to get Roxanne into one of Jenny Elf's shared dreans,
and had a dial ogue with her, and | earned how she had run
afoul of the Simurgh and | ost her power of flight. She had
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finally petitioned the Sinmurgh for release fromher ground-
ing, and the Sinurgh had assigned her to comunity service
in the Nanel ess Castle, where she had to remain until she

hat ched the egg stored there. She did not know that she had
actual |y been chosen for this inportant |abor; she thought it
was a rebuke rather than a privilege, but she did her best
regardl ess, because she was that kind of person

And there she remmi ned for al nost six centuries, guarding

and warm ng the egg. She was allowed to eat only those

i ntruders who threatened the egg, and since she didn't want
to nake a mstake, she was very careful. In this case she had
waited until one of the intruders actually touched the egg.
Then she had acted.

Metria remenbered. She had passed that scene at that
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time, while on game-duty for Professor Gossclout, and seen
Jenny and Che in the cage the roc had put themin. Gaenny
Goblin had been fending off the bird with her nagic wand,

so it was an inpasse, but it didn't | ook good for the intruders.

"So the Defendant defended the egg loyally," Ida con-

cl uded.

"Ch, yes!" Gaenny agreed. "She was a terror. But we

came to understand that she was just doing her job, and we
came to respect her for that. In the end we reinterpreted our
requi renent, and took one of Roxanne's old shed cl aws, be-
cause it had fallen into .the nest beside the egg, so was al so
bet ween the roc and the hard place.”

Ida next called Okra Ogress to the Wtness Stand. She
testified that she and her friends Mela Merwonan and |da
Human had been sent by the Sinurgh to rescue the stranded
trio, and had done so, with the help of a Seed of Thyne and
sonme negotiation. Because Roxanne had been out of circu-
lation for several centuries, she had not |earned that Che
Centaur was to be protected by all wi nged nonsters, so that
he could in due course change the history of Xanth. Once
she | earned this, she honored .it.

There was another murmur in the audi ence as the ani na-
tion showed lIda herself in the scene, along with two of the

302 Pl ERS ANTHONY

menbers of the Jury and three Wtnesses. But an all-purpose
gl ower by the Judge stifled it, as usual

Okra agreed that Roxanne had acted in an honorabl e nman-
ner, and had certainly protected the egg to the best of her
ability.

Mel a Merworman, the next Wtness, was wearing her |egs

instead of her tail. She took tinme to settle her conely pos-
terior in the Wtness Chair so that the nales in the audience
could conplete their gawking, then endorsed the ogress' tes-
timony. In the end they had gi ven Roxanne the Seed of

Thyme, and the big bird had not used it to destroy them as
she readily coul d have done.

"So the Defendant proved to be a creature of her word,"
I da concl uded.

"Yes. She's a good person.”

Pheira was the next Wtness. "So you heard the Defendant
squawk, but did not at that tinme know the neani ng of her

exclamation,” lda said. "You were not aware that she said
a word that was forbidden in the context she didn't know
exi sted. "

"bj ection!"

"I''"l'l rephrase. It was just a squawk to you."
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"Yes," Pheira agreed.

"Per haps an excl amation of surprise or dismay, when she
realized that you had arrived there accidentally and that it
m ght be a chore to get you clear of the Naneless Castle."

"Yes. That is the way | understood it."

"And indeed, that is exactly the way she intended it. She
coul d understand your speech, because nobst aninals take the
trouble to | eam human speech despite being unable to speak
it thenselves, in contrast to the ignorant attitude of nost
humans. Her frustration was that she was unable to explain
to you howto return to your hone."

"Yes."

"In fact, she m ght even have nade an anal ogy to a sock
that had been torn, that woul d need tedious and i nperfect
mendi ng, because the sock doesn't understand the problem™
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"Why, yes," Pheira agreed, brightening. "In that sense,
it wouldn't be a bad word at—=
"(bj ection!”

"Sustained. Jury will disregard that comment."

The Jury, however, looked as if it wasn't sure it wanted
to forget the comment. |da was doing a remarkably apt job
of swayi ng the nmenbers of the Jury, perhaps because of her
talent of belief. She probably had the Idea that she could
save Roxanne, and what she truly believed always canme to
pass, because she was a Sorceress.

"But she did get you safely hone, didn't she?" |da con-
ti nued.

"Yes. She had a chip of reverse wood. | held it, then

exerted ny talent to sumon the roc again. It reversed the
thrust, and sent me flying right back the way | had come. It
was exactly what | needed. In fact, it even helped nme get rid
of Snide. I'msorry that | never had the chance to thank her,
or to return her chip of wood."

"So the Defendant, once she understood the situation,
treated you with hel pful courtesy.”

"Yes. She was great. She could have eaten ne, but she
didn't."

Metria could see that this made another inpression on the
Jury. By rights, Roxanne could have chonped Pheira, for
i ntrudi ng where she didn't belong. But the bird had acted

conpassi onately rather than viciously. But still, she had ut-
tered the bad word.

Ida was finished with the Wtness, and Grey had no further
questions; the danage to his case was already quite enough
"The Defense calls Roxanne Roc to the Wtness Stand."
Judge Grosscl out spoke. "Are you aware that if the De-
fendant testifies on her own behal f, she will becone fair
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game for the Prosecution, who nmay cause her to incrimnate
her sel f ?"

"Yes, Your Honor." lda's noon | ooked serious. "But I
feel the risk nust be taken."
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"Proceed. The Wtness nmay answer from her present |o-
cation."

Ida faced the other chanber. ' 'Roxanne, please relate what
befell you during the Tine of No Magic."

There was yet another nuted murrmur. The Tinme of No

Magi ¢ had occurred in the year 1043, fifty-two years before,
and a nunber of the participants of this trial had not been
on the scene at that tinme. To themit was History, and
therefore boring. Wat relevance could this have to the pres-
ent case?

But Grey Murphy did not object. Either he saw some rel -
evance, or he was curious hinself.

Roxanne began squawki ng. Grundy Gol emtransl ated, and

the Sorceress Iris animated the scene. It was of the Nanel ess
Castle on its cloud, floating serenely above the Land of
Xant h. Roxanne hersel f was snoozing, as she sonetines did
during the sonewhat tedious centuries, and in .that state she
| ooked as if she were a great stone statue.

Then, abruptly, the magi c ceased. This was because Bi nk
Human, participating in an aspect of the Denon X(A/Nth's
reality, had given the Denon | eave to depart. The Denpbn

had done so in half a trice, going sonmewhere far from Xanth
and taking his magic with him For all of Xanth's magic
stemmed from the anbi ence of the Denmon, representing that
trace that |eaked out, rmuch as the heat of an aninmal's body
| eaked out to the surroundings. Sonme nmagic remai ned for a
while, in the manner of sone heat, slowy diffusing from
Xanth's |arger concentrations, but it was so scant as to be
virtual Iy unnoti ced.

I medi ately the cloudstuff of which the castle was made

began to soften, and the cloud itself lost its buoyancy. It sank
rapidly toward the suddenly bl eak | and. Roxanne had no idea

of the background cause, but did realize that the cloud and
castle woul d crash and be destroyed if she didn't do

somet hi ng qui ckly.

She | eaped of f the nest and ran outside. She peered down
past the fragmenting brink. There lay Xanth, spread out nuch
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as usual, but twice as dreary as usual. It |ooked al nost as
bad as Mundani a. Not far away was Lake Kiss Mee, |ooking
as if it had been kicked instead of kissed.
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Maybe she could get the castle to splash down into the

| ake, instead of wecking on land. It would still be one awfu
collision, but the cushioning effect of the water m ght enable
her to save the egg. That was all that nattered.

She dug her talons into the | oosening cl oudscape, stood

up straight, and spread her giant w ngs. She couldn't fly,
because the Sinmurgh had deprived her of her power of flight
for the duration, but her wings still could beat the air and
make a strong backdraft. If she could just push the castle
toward the | ake..

The castle noved—n the wong direction. O course; she

was facing the | ake. She angl ed her wi ngs, and caused the
cloud isle to spin around until she was facing away from
the water; Then she punped as hard as she coul d. Already
the castle was much | ower, because it had continued falling.
But there was still a chance to slant it down to the | ake.

She punped until she thought her heart would burst,

wat ching the | and rush up beneath her. She couldn't see the
| ake now; was she going in the right direction? She must be,
because forward was the one way she could not see.

But she couldn't let the egg take the shock by itself; it
coul d be cracked open. So as the tops of the trees | ooned

cl ose beneath, she let go, turned, and |l aunched hersel f back
into the incubation chanber. She was diving for the nest—
just as the castle struck the water.

There was a horrendous swish. Walls of water sailed up

all around, visible through the higher wi ndows. The castle
came to a sudden but not calamtous partial halt—and

bounced back up. It was skipping across the water like a
clumsy stone! Because she had succeeded in angling it for-
ward at a faster rate than it was falling. She overshot the
nest, because everything but her was slow ng down drasti -
cally. She scranbled to turn around, so as to get back on the
nest and protect the egg.
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The bounce reversed, and the castle descended again. The

egg sailed out of the stone nest. Roxanne |eaped at it, and
caught it in her talons, oh-so-carefully, so that it would not
fall back against the stone. But she was falling now, too. So
she pushed her wi ngs down, hard, to break her fall and keep
the egg clear of the hard nest. Normally the safest place in
Xanth was between the roc and the hard place, but not in

this circunstance

The castl e skipped again, rising a second tine. It cane up
hard under her. Her wi ngs took the shock, and she was abl e

to land in the nest and lay the egg gently back in it. But she
felt a terrible shock of pain, and knew that one of her w ngs
was broken.

But she had no chance to be concerned about that. The
castle was Still bouncing across the water, in dimnishing
hops, rattling the egg dangerously. She wapped her w ngs
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down under herself and the egg, cushioning the contacts with
the hard nest.

At last the awful notion ceased. She breathed half a sgawk
of relief—then realized that there was still some notion. A
sl ow settling. The castle was sinking in the | ake!

She left the egg, secure for the nonent, and scranbl ed

back outside. Water was covering the surface of the cloud

and | apping at the base of the castle itself. The castle was
light, but the cloudstuff was getting waterlogged, so that in
the end it would sink to the bottom How deep was the | ake?
She didn't know, but feared it was way beyond the hei ght

of the castle. The egg would drown at the bottom of the I ake.

Unl ess she could do sonething to shore it up. If she could
make it float—

She clawed at the cloudstuff of the cloud-island' s rim
hauling it up. A fragment tore out, |eaving a gap. She quickly
jamred it back down, but at an angle, so that part of a rim
forned. One advantage of the deteriorating nature of the
cloudstuff was that it was now mal |l eabl e; she could shape it
to her whim

She noved around the edge, turning it up and jamrming it
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in place. Soon she had a boat of sorts, or raft. But it was

wat er|l ogged, and still slowy sinking. So she fornmed a chan-

nel -ranmp, |low inside, high outside, set herself at the |ow side
dug in, and began fl appi ng her w ngs again. Pain shot

through her left wing with every stroke, but she gritted her
beak and forced the motion through. She was directing her
backdraft across the water, by the crude channel

As she punped harder, the wi nd pushed the water al ong

the channel, and on off the cloudbank. Mre water seeped

into fill its place, and this, too, was forced al ong the channe
and out. Soon she had a weak fountain of water form ng,
squirting off the edge of her island, and the | evel on the

i sland was dropping. As it did, the island became nore buoy-

ant, and the castle slowy lifted. She was succeeding in mak-
ing it float!

At last the cloud surface was nostly dry, and she was able
to relax. Her broken wing was smarting somrething awf ul

and the rest of her was al nost worn out. But she had suc-
ceeded in saving the castle, and with it the egg. That was al
that mattered.

She checked on the egg, and it was secure. She didn't have
tosit onit all the time; it was |arge enough and dense enough
to hold its heat for sonme while. Still, it wouldn't hurt to—

The castl e shook. She scranbl ed back outside to check

There was a ship trying to collide with it! A big boat, filled
wi t h annoyi ng-1 ooki ng people- Its side was banging into the
cloudwal I, threatening to dent it and | et the water pour back

in
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"VWhat are you doi ng?" she demanded angrily. "Get away
fromhere!™ But all that canme out, of course, was two
squawks, which she knew from experience were indecipher-
able to ignorant human fol k. I ndeed, they were standing at
the rail of the ship, staring stupidly at her.

then she saw the nanme of the boat: RELATIONSHI P. This

was the craft that carried all the relatives! Naturally folk
hated to see its approach, because relatives tended to be a
pain, particularly those of one's spouse. These were probably
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ki ssing cousins, because this was Lake Kiss Mee. Right now
they | ooked quite sour, though, because the magi c was gone.

She braced one foot against the ship, and hooked the other
into the cloudstuff, and nmanaged to shove the ship away- It
drifted onward, toward whatever fate any rel ationship was
doomed to suffer.

Now she had tinme to ponder. Obviously the magi c had

departed, for what reason she wasn't conpetent to wonder.

The Nanel ess Castle had lost its enchantnment, and surely the
spell that denied her the ability to fly was al so gone—except
that the magic of rocs was the ability to fly, because no other
creature their size could do it. So the loss of the magic had
the sane effect on her as the null-spell. And of course, her
broken wi ng woul d have prevented her from flying anyway./

The question was, would the magic return? She had to as-

sune that it woul d, because otherw se she and the castle and
the egg were dooned. The proper place for themwas in the
sky, where it was safe; down here on |and or water, it would
be only a matter of tinme before |land nonsters attacked, or a
stormblew it over.

But she had no control over that. Al she could do was
wai t —and hope. And keep the precious egg warm

She went back to the nest and sat on the egg. She tried to

sl eep, but her wing was too painful. She w shed she had

access to a healing spring, but realized that the healing elixir
woul dn't work without magic. So she sinply steel ed herself

agai nst the pain and waited.

Every so often she went outside and repaired the deterio-
rating rim She judged that if the magic stayed away nore
than a day, there would be nothing nore she could do to
preserve the castle, because the cloudstuff continued to sag.
It woul d founder, and di sappear under the water

Unl ess she could guide the castle to |l and, so that at |east
it couldn't sink. Yes—that was her best course.

She anchored her feet and punped her w ngs again. The
pain flared awmfully, but she kept at it, until at last the soggy
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floating island bunped up against |and. She nudged it as far
up as she could, then rested. Now it wouldn't sink, at |east.

She returned to the egg, and sat on it, warming it with her
body. It took her a while to snooze, because of her pain and
fati gue—and when she did, nore trouble cane.

There was a horrible howing near the castle. Sone non-
ster was comng; and it sounded dangerous. She scranbl ed
out to assess the situation, because she did not want to be
surprised on the nest. The big disadvantage to perching the
cloud isle on land was that it was now exposed to the dep-
redations of |land creatures, which could be about as bad as
the sea creatures. Wrse, really, because surely there had
been no unfriendly ceatures in the Kiss Me | ake.

It was sonething that might once have been a dragon, but

now was a crazed obscurity in the night. It snapped at the
fringe of cloudstuff, tearing out huge gobs. It lurched toward
the castle itself.

Roxanne gave a squawk for chall enge and charged it. She

could not let it chew up the softening fabric of the castle and
perhaps get at the egg itself. She was in no condition to fight,
but she had to protect what remai ned of her charge, in case

the magi ¢ ever came back.

The nonster hissed and whirled on her. Its eyes glared
balefully. It was confused and nmaddened by the | oss of
magi ¢, but it was large and vicious. Maybe it was the rem
nant of a sphinx. Al she wanted was to make it go away,
but she feared that it would feel no pain and would not be
bl uf f ed.

She was right. The nonster snapped and cl awed at her,

gougi ng out feathers and flesh. She retreated—away from

the castle. It followed, intent only on viciousnhess. So she
continued to hold its attention, luring it away fromthe castle.
She coul d have fled, and saved herself a beating, but she
wanted to be sure it was far enough away so that it would

not blunder into the castle again. So she endured the unre-

I enting attack, though hardly any part of her body escaped

| aceration and bruising.
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When she was finally satisfied, she backpedal ed faster, es-
caping the nearly mndless thing. But now she was so worn
and battered that she wasn't sure she could straggle back to
the castle herself, let alone defend it from other predators.
She wanted sinply to collapse and expire.

But she didn't. She dragged herself in what she thought

was the right direction. After a tine the deadly fatigue over-
whel med her and she sank down on the ground, unconscious.

But after nore tinme she recovered a bit, and resuned drag-
ging. She couldn't |eave the egg vul nerabl e!

She had no idea how | ong she dragged and col | apsed,

dragged and col | apsed, but certainly time was passing. Her
concern for the egg grew, when would it cool too far? She

had to get there, and collapse on top of it, so that it would
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have its best chance, regardl ess what happened to her. Even
if she died, her body would take tinme to cool —perhaps tine
enough for the magic to return. Then—

Then what ? The egg needed her protection with magic as
much as without it.

Her consci ousness was di mm ng, but she realized that she

had to do nore. She had to find a way to get the castle back
in the sky, where it and the egg would be safe. If the magic
returned, the castle mght recover, and float again. But she
had to be with it, warnm ng and protecting the egg.

But what could she do? She was so far gone that just
getting to the castle mght be nmore than she coul d manage,
and then she woul d be unable to do anything nore useful
than warm ng the egg.

She pondered, and slowy came to some conclusions. First,

if the magic did not return, all was |lost; the egg, Roxanne
herself, and all Xanth. Second, if the magic returned, there
was a way to help. But first she had to hel p hersel f, because
otherw se the egg would be | ost anyway. And if the magic
returned, there was a way.

She had to find a healing spring. And she renenbered that
there was one in this vicinity; it was one of the nunerous
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springs that fed the Kiss Mee | ake. For there was healing in
ki ssing. Where was it?

She struggled with her nenory, and concluded that the
spring was no farther fromher than the castle was. So she
changed her course and dragged toward the spring. If the
magi ¢ did not return, it would be no good, but since in that
case everything would be lost anyway, it didn't matter. |If
the magic did return, it could be the salvation of the egg.

At length she reached the place she remenbered. There

was an indifferent pool, but the growmh of vegetation around
it was good, suggesting that nornmally it existed in suprene
health. This had to be it.

She would need to take a quantity of it with her. So she

| abored to fashion a watertight container. She gathered | eaves
and tw gs and clay, and tediously pieced together a bag,
drawi ng on bird lore that was ol der than magic. Now, if the
spring ever resunmed its power, she would be ready.

She stood at the brink of it, and rel axed. She had done

what she could. As she rel axed, she | ost her bal ance, and fel
forward into the spring. She |anded with a great splash, and

sank down bel ow the surface of the water, too tired to try to
clinmb back out. She knew she woul d drown, but her | ast

physi cal resource had been expended nuki ng the bag; now

she coul d not save herself.

Then somet hi ng happened. She was feeling better! The

pai ns and rawnesses of her mangl ed body had faded, and she
saw t hat her plucked feathers had been restored. But that was
i npossi bl e, unl ess—
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The nmagi ¢ had returned!

But why hadn't she drowned, even so? She was floating
beak down in the pool, not breathing.

Then she realized that it was inpossible to drown in a

heal ing spring, because it constantly heal ed whatever damage
the body suffered. The magic had returned in tine to save

her. O maybe it had returned after she had drowned, and
restored her. It didn't matter; she was suddenly fit to proceed.
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She was no longer horribly fatigued, and her broken w ng
was whol e.

She haul ed herself out, and filled her bag with the precious
elixir. Then she charged for the castle, at a phenonenally
faster rate than before. In tw and a half nonents she was
there—and saw the castle walls stiffening. Magic gave them
their hardness.

But nore was required. She lifted the bag and held it over
the gouged rimof the cloud isle. If this worked—

The rent heal ed. The cl oudstuff had just enough life in'it
to respond to the healing elixir. Her desperate ploy was
wor ki ng.

She wal ked all around the isle, carefully dripping elixir on
every wound. Then she went inside, and dripped nore elixir

on the castle's injuries. These, too, healed. Finally she cane
to the nest, and the egg, which was shivering with cold, and
dropped the last drop on it. The shivering stopped; the egg,

t oo, had heal ed.

She clinbed on top of it—and felt the castle nove. It was
floating again! It lifted fromthe ground, at first slowy, then
more swiftly, as the healing elixir penetrated to the |ast of

t he danaged crevices.

She had done it. She had saved the egg. That was all that
mattered. Al was well again.

"The Defense rests,
"Your Wtness."

Ida said as the illusion i mage faded.

But for sonme reason G ey didn't choose to question Rox-
anne further.

"Proceed to the summations," Judge G ossclout said,

Now Grey Murphy took the floor and addressed the Jury.

"You have just one thing to decide," he said grimy. "D d
Roxanne Roc violate the Adult Conspiracy? Her personality
does not matter; the Prosecution concedes that she is a fine
bird. Her intent does not matter; the Prosecution concedes
that her violation was inadvertent. Only one thing matters:

Did she do it? The evidence shows that she did. You have
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no choice but to find her guilty as charged." He sat down
agai n.

| da approached the Jury. "It is not that sinple," she said.
"Intention does matter. Perhaps it can't entirely excuse the
infraction, but it can nmitigate it. You nust wei ght the bal ance
of what Roxanne Roc did. Suppose she had not been there:

What woul d have been the fate of the egg? Wuld it have
been better off without her? This is the context in which you
must judge her."

She paused, marshaling her arguments, and her nobon got
focused. "Inagi ne that you were passing innocently by a
region you didn't know was forbidden, and suddenly found
yoursel f grounded, as she was, and puni shed by being re-
quired to sit on an egg for centuries. Wuldn't you feel a
trifle rebellious?" Now the power of her sorcery was com ng
into play. Her talent was the |Idea, and what she believed
came to be true, provided that no one who knew her talent
originated the idea. Could there be sone nenbers of the Jury
who didn't know her talent? Metria doubted it, but wasn't
sure.

"Suppose you neverthel ess served that penance honorably,
though it meant al nost conplete isolation fromyour Kind,

and fromall others, except for unwarranted intruders? So that
your only contacts with others were hostile ones, though you
yourself were naturally friendly?" Metria saw Jenny Elf nod-
ding, and Graeboe G ant-Harpy, and Sherlock Black. An im
pressi on was bei ng nade.

"Then suppose that your chance cane to escape, because

the enchantnent that bound you was gone, in (he Tine of

No Magi c? Wul d you have done it?'' Stanl ey Steamer nod-
ded, and Marrow Bones. "But Roxanne Roc did not. She

remai ned true to her mssion, though in great pain and peril
She went to extraordinary lengths to preserve the egg, and
succeeded when many anot her creature would not have."

Ki m Mundane nodded, and Gayl e CGoyl e.

"Then suppose you nade a trifling inadvertent error,
merely exclaimng in frustration when you realized that you
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were unable to explain to an accidental intruder what the
situation was. Wuld you ever have suspected that a chick
who had been silent in the egg for nore than five centuries
was |listening? That it would understand?" This time only
three did not nod: Corn Pewter, whose screen couldn't nod
anyway, Stanley Steamer, and Che Centaur, who as a centaur
was probably smarter than all the rest of them

"And suppose that for that inconsequential infraction you
were haul ed up on a charge of Violation of the Adult Con-
spiracy? That despite all your loyalty beyond the call of duty,
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you faced puni shnent for. breaking a rule that many feel is
a pointless infringement on the rights of children?" Now
Corn Pewter's screen showed a pattern of dots that forned
into an exclanmation point: his way of agreeing. And Che
Centaur, the youngest Juror, nodded. So did Cynthia and,
Chena Centaur, in the Alternate Juror section

And so did lda. "You have to know, when you think about

it, that sometines the law is a donkey. Sonetines it is not
the person, but the law, that needs correction. Wen extrene
honor and | oyalty are punished on a technicality instead of
bei ng rewarded, you have to know that something is wong."
Che Centaur nodded again, and so did several others. So did
nost of the audience.

Now there were tears in Princess lda's eyes, and her noon

cl ouded over. "Roxanne Roc gave the best years of her life
doi ng the very best she could in a sonetinmes extrenely dif-
ficult situation. She nmade one tiny m stake. Who anbng us

all woul d have done better? Wio anong us all has not nade

at |least as bad a mistake at sone point in our lives? How
can anyone condem her for being, in the end, not quite
perfect? That egg could not have had a finer guardi an, other
than the Sinurgh herself! How are we to reward this devoted
servant of that egg, who did so nuch to preserve it, and who
woul d never have had the chance to comrt the infraction

had she failed to safeguard that egg so well?" The tears were
reflected in Kirn's eyes, and Jenny's, and Gayle's, and d o-
ha's, and the Alternate Jurors', and the others | ooked uneasy.
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"If this is the reward of virtue, what hope is there for any
of the rest of us? You must deci de whet her you can in con-

sci ence convict Roxanne Roc in a case that shanes the stan-
dards of Xanth. You must decide what is right. Oherw se

what point is there in even being here?"

Ida turned away, and her noon hid behind her head as if

di sgusted with the proceedings. There was silence in the
court. Metria felt the way she was sure nost of the others
did: that the trial was, in the end, |udicrous.

The Judge focused both grimeyes on the Jury. "It is not

your business to deternmine the fairness of the law, only

whet her it has been violated. The evidence and argunents

have been put before you. | want you to understand that |
expect a suitable decision in this matter. | do not expect to
have a hung Jury. However, if that turns out to be the case,

I will deal with it as needs be. Behold." He gestured, and
one of Iris' illusions appeared behind him It was an econ-
ony-sized gallows, with twelve hangman's nooses turning

slowy, slowly in the wind. "I trust | make nyself suffi-
ciently clear."

The Jury nade a collective gulp and nodded. There woul d
be no hung Jury.

Judge Grosscl out banged his gavel . "The Jury will be se-
questered for deliberations. This court is in recess.”
The Jury and Alternates went to a private room and a
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mur mur of relaxation rippled across the audi ence. The trial
was al nost done.

Metria hoped that the Jury would cone to the right deci-
sion. But she had a soul-sinking feeling that there was no
certainty of that.

16
VERDI CT

Mel a and Nada were back in their pools, splashing

each other and scream ng and bounci ng as each

was struck by drops of salt or fresh water, and as-

sorted males were watching just as if this were the nost
interesting show in Xanth. One woul d never have known
fromwatching themthat both were mature Princesses, or that
one had a daughter alnost as well endowed as she was. Cute
Steven Steamer was being adored by any spare ladies in the
vicinity; when lIda picked himup he snapped at her noon,

but the moon was elusive. The little skel etons were playing
tag around the chairs in the courtroom Ohers were feasting
on the refreshnents provided, including a considerable pud-
dl e of boot rear left over from sonewhere.

Metria went to talk with Roxanne Roc, who renained at
the stone nest. "They can't convict you," she said. "The
whol e thing is facetious."
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" Squawk?"

"Ri dicul ous, droll, farcical, funny, absurd—=
" Squawk?"

"Whatever. It would be ludicrous to convict you after six
centuries of such |loyal service."

But the big bird did not |ook reassured.
"Metria." It was Bailiff Magician Trent. "The Judge
wants to talk with you, in his chanber."

"Ch. Thanks." She popped off, |eaving Trent to converse
wi t h Roxanne.

Grosscl out's gl ower was unchanged. "Metria, fetch Prin-
cess lvy here."

"But | can't carry a full person," she protested.
"Then get Prince Dolph to do it. In fact, you mght as

well bring Electra and the twins too. And King Dor and
Queen Irene. "

A bul b glimered over her head. "Ooo, Gossie, is this
what | think—

"Don't call ne Grossie, you inpertinent spook!" Wen

he saw that she was sufficiently cowed, he continued: "And
don't say anything about any conjecture you may have. Just
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tell themthat | wish themto attend the concl usi on of the
trial."

"Yes, Your Honor!" She popped off to Castle Roogna.

Soon enough the entire royal famly was traveling in a
basket carried by Prince Dor in roc form Metria popped back
to the Judge's chanbers. "M ssion acconplished. Judge,"”

she report ed.

"Good. Now go with the feline."

"The what?" But .then she saw Jenny Elf's cat Sanmmry
approaching her. "Ch, he nust be lost. I'Il take himback to
Jenny." She picked himup and wal ked to the Jury's cham

ber.

Jenny EIf was waiting. The other Jurors were seated in a
wide circle. "Thank you, Metria," she said. "Now, please
sit here and watch what we do."
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"But | only brought the cat back," she protested. "I'm
not supposed to stay in here."

"Yes you are," Jenny said evenly. "I asked Sammy to

find the one nost suitable for our purpose. He found you. It
seens appropriate, since you are hal f-soul ed. Judge G oss-
cl out understands."

"But what —=2"

"W do not wish to be a hung Jury, but we have found
ourselves unable to agree on a Verdict. Therefore we have
agreed to find another way to do it. W have a show for
you. "

"A what ?"
"Denmonstration, exhibition, array, display—

"I know what a show is! But why show ne anyt hing,
when you' re supposed to be deliberating?"

"W will explain that in due course. It is inportant to us
that you not know i mredi ately."

"l have no idea what this is about!"

"Excell ent. Now, please watch, and | will explain as it
goes. "

"As what goes?"
"The play about the dream of souls."
"The—=2"

"What ever. Now, there once was a young wonman cal |l ed

Donna, but you may think of her as anyone you wish to."

At this point Kim Mindane stood and stepped into the center
of the circle. "She was wooed by a very handsone, sensitive,
thoughtful, and |ikable young man." Dug Mundane rose and
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joined Kim taking her hand and kissing it. Kimlooked
thrilled.

"He had a pair of lovely w nged centaur steeds who took
them wherever they wi shed to go," Jenny continued, her

voi ce assuming a hunmming quality as Che and Cynthia Cen-
taur joined them "He took her to nice places. They did many
interesting things together, and Donna was falling deeply in
love with him and believed that he | oved her too. He just
seemed to have nore than the normal amount of soul."

Roc AND A HARD PLACE 319

Metria watched, benused. What was the point of this ir-
relevant little skit?

Then a scene filled in around the two people and the

steeds. They were no longer in the castle chamber, but in an
anusenent center having fun. She saw Dug tease Kim

(Donna) by inviting her to step on a pretty rug. Wen she
did, the rug threw her off, so that she |anded in a bed of
feathers. "That's a throw rug!" she excl ained with happy

i ndi gnat i on.

He | aughed and stepped on the rug hinself. It pronptly
threw himafter her. They wound up in a tangled heap on

the bed. Kim squeal ed and kicked her feet as he tickled her,
obvi ously enjoying herself.

A light illuminated them Kimquickly sat up straight and
tried to straighten her hair, afraid that someone woul d think
she was doi ng sonmething private in public. "Wat's that
spot |l i ght doi ng here?" she demanded, picking a feather off
her skirt.

"That is not a spotlight, it's a searchlight,’
her .

Dug i nformed

"What's the difference?"
"The searchlight hasn't yet found what it's |ooking for."

Ki m grabbed a feather pillow and whamred hi m over the

head with it. They had anot her pleasant bout of tickling and
squeal ing. But Metria noticed sonething slightly odd: Dug
did not | ook when Kirn's skirt flew up to show too nuch of
her legs, and did not let his hands stray when he tickled her
under her arns. These were opportunities any normal young
man woul d take automatically. It was alnost as if he had
some purpose other than nornal

Then they entered the castle's dining hall. Kimreached
for a large, pretty, but oddly shaped fruit. The top part of it
was transparent, and there were noving bubbl es inside.

"I wouldn't recommend eating that," Dug said.
"Wy not? It | ooks good."

"It's a perk-U-later fruit. It tastes fine, but later it nmkes
you w de-awake, so you can't sleep."
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"Ch." She set the fruit down, and its perking subsided.
"I"'malready beginning to get tired; | don't want ny sl eep
di sturbed. "

"Here," he said, bringing out a small netal object. He
used his thunb to flick alittle wheel on it as he touched it
to her arm

"What's that?" she asked.

"It's alighter. It will nmake you light, so you won't be
tired. "

"Ch, yes, | feel nmuch lighter now, " she agreed, and in-
deed her step becane bouncy.

They wal ked into the courtyard. There was an icy wall
with odd formations on it. Dug reached out and took one.
"What is that?" Kirn asked

"An | -cycle. Shall we have a race?'
"How do we do that?"

"We each get on an I-cycle and pedal it as fast and far as
we can before it nelts."

"Ch, this sounds like fan," she said. She took an |-cycle
of her own.

They both got on and put their feet on the cold pedals.

The cycles enabled themto race through the courtyard and

on out into the garden. The | oyal steeds ran after them seem
ing strangely subdued, as if none of this fun neant anything
to them Again Metria felt a tinge of concern.

There was a friendly barking sound as several of the flow
ering plants | eaned toward them "Oh, how cute!" Kimsaid.
" "What kind of flowers are those? They rem nd me of dogs."

"Those are cauliflowers," Dug said. "Wen they are

young, they are collie pups. They grow into dogwood trees."
Actual ly they | ooked and sounded nore |ike the two gar-
goyles. But Metria didn't care to quibble with the dream
ani mati on.

Kim | aughed, loving it. But neither Dug nor the steeds
did. Dug seened quite serious, when not actually playing up
to Kim and the centaurs seemed depressed.

They zooned toward a lady with a nusical instrunent
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She | ooked just like Jenny Elf, and the instrunent |ooked
i ke Sanmy Cat. She began to sing, but then cut off.
"What's the matter?" Ki masked, concerned.

"I am Marcia the nminstrel, | just realized it's too early for
me to sing," the singer replied.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi...%2019%20-%20Roc%20and%20a%20Hard%20Place.txt (254 of 267) [1/19/03 9:02:23 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2019%20-%20R0oc%20and%20a%20Hard%20P! ace.txt

"Ch—you rmust have the pre-minstrel syndrome,” Kim
sai d sympat hetically.

"Yes. Soon |I'Il be singing the greens and bl ues, instead
of the reds and oranges."”

They raced on through a series of arches. But there was a
man with a sl edgehanmer knocki ng them down. He | ooked

li ke Graeboe G ant-Harpy. "Wiy are you nmaking falling
arches?" Kim asked him

"l have to. |I'man arch-eneny."

"This is one weird place!" Kimexclained as they raced

on into a sheep pasture. But now their |-cycles were nelting.
Soon both dissolved into puddl es, on which the breeze raised
very small waves. In fact, they were m crowaves. That |eft
Kim and Dug standing on their feet in the pasture.

"You won," Dug said. "You cycled farther than | did
before yours nelted."

Ki m | ooked around at the sheep, | aughing. "That depends
on your point of ewe." She didn't notice that neither Dug
nor the centaurs | aughed.

Then they saw the beautiful sunset. "Ch, this has just been
the nost wonderful day of ny young life!"™ Kimcried. "I'm
so excited | could burst! | think nmy soul is ready to float
away in pure happiness."

"Yes," Dug agreed. He took her in his arnms and kissed
her deeply. The centaurs flinched.

Sonet hi ng was wong. Kimseened to shrink, to dw ndle,
to fall away as if struck. "Ch, | amundone!" she cried.
"You have sucked out mnmy soul!"

"Right," Dug said, satisfied. "And a fine soul it is, too."
He wal ked away, whistling. The centaurs followed, down-
cast.
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"He what?" Metria asked. She realized belatedly that she
was in one of Jenny's dreanms, and so were the others.

"He sucked out her soul,’
pire."

Jenny said. "He is a soul vam

"That's awful !I'"

Jenny didn't answer. Metria watched in horror as Kim

st aggered away, barely finding her way home. She | ooked
despondent, hopel ess, enmpty, and w shing she could die. But,
Jenny expl ai ned, Kimdi scovered that scattered bits of her
soul remained, clinging to her deepest |oves, such as her pet
green steamer dragon who cane out | ooking for her and

hel ped her struggle the rest of the way hone. These pi eces
came together to keep her alive, but they were only a shadow
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of what had originally been hers.

Kimwas now nostly soulless, and with this enptiness

came the baser enotions. She had been happy; now she was
depressed. She had |loved life; now she had the urge to kill
She was bent on revenge. She got a sharp knife and nade a
conceal ed sheath for it, so she could keep it with her all the
time.

"No, no!" the inadequate fragments of her soul cried
faintly. "This is not right!"

Because those fragnents were precious to her, Kimtried

to heed them She went to a wise and gentle man to ask for
hel p. This man was Graeboe G ant-Harpy, no |onger knock-
ing down arches. "My child," he counsel ed her, "do not
seek revenge. Stay honme and | et yourself recover; your sou
may regenerate in tine fromthe fragnents you still pos-
sess. "

It was good advice, but she | acked enough soul to take it
seriously. Vengeance was an easy concept, and forgi veness

a difficult one, for a person with too little soul. She had
t hought Dug | oved her, and he had only been after her soul
He had played her along, until her happiness of the occasion
had |i ghtened her soul and | oosened its noorings, so that he
could nore readily steal it. He had callously taken her npbst
preci ous possession. She had to make himpay for it.
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In fact, she wanted to kiH him Yet she was also afraid

that he might return, realizing that he hadn't gotten quite al
her soul. She didn't know how she would react if she saw

hi m agai n, because the main renuining fragnent of her sou
was what had | oved hi m nost deeply. She was afraid that if
she sonehow found him she wouldn't be able to destroy

him because of that little bit of |love that renmained in her,
and that he would then finish her off, cleaning out the |ast
bits and pieces of the remmants of her soul, |eaving her en-
tirely barren. So she wasn't certain whether she should kil
him or if she could. She battled the nonsters in her m nd,
trying to conme to a firm decision.

In the dream those nonsters appeared, resenbling two
gargoyl es and a wal ki ng skel eton. Kimfought them but her
knife had no effect on stone or bone, and she had to retreat.

She realized that she wasn't the only victim Dug nust
have done this to many other girls before her. Ooo, that nade
her furious! Maybe she could, after all, kill him

Then Dug reappeared. She knew what he wanted: the rest

of her soul, which had regenerated a little bit. She knew what
she shoul d do: stab him But he was so handsone, and so

much fun to be with, and his two sad centaur steeds were so
nice. He brought her a QT pie, guaranteed to nake her cute.
He promised to take her to see the bottle-nosed purpose, one
of Xanth's most hel pful marine creatures. He said they could
even go to Washi ng-town, where they washed folk utterly

cl ean. He spoke of eating the special fruit that hung from
bendy branches and tasted so good that anyone who tasted
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it was ready to have a party; it was called the dangling party
citrus. It all sounded so wonderful

In this manner he wooed her again, and though she knew
better, she felt herself giving up. She wanted to believe it
was true, that she could share joy with himas she had before,
that her | oss of soul had been only a bad part of the dream
She wanted to love him At the sanme tinme she knew that she
was being utterly foolish, and that she should kill him She
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fought to get her hand on the hidden knife, to bring it out
and up, to stab him but her willpower was feeble and fading.

Dug took her in his arnms and brought his |lips down to
hers. He was going to do it! He was going to suck the neager
rest of her soul out, and | eave her conpletely void.

She made one final effort. Her knifepoint came up part-
way. She wasn't able to stab him just to prick himthrough
hi s cl ot hi ng.

And he exploded |ike a burst balloon. Souls flew out
everywhere. Sone were fresh, sonme decayed; sone were in
good shape, sone hideously shrunken. Mst were in be-
tween. Hundreds, maybe thousands of them-and in his

greed he had wanted yet nore. He had been so full of souls
that he was ready to burst, and her tiny pinprick had done
it. She had, after all, managed to kill him

Ki m remai ned seriously shaken, not to nmention appalled

and di sgusted and afraid, but she had the common sense to
grab her own soul before it floated away, and draw it back
into her. It was one of the good ones; it had not had tine to
get degraded. She was whol e agai n!

The two centaurs grabbed at their own souls simlarly.
Then their sadness faded, and they smled. "You have saved
us!" they told Kim "You are a heroine." They spread their
wi ngs and flew joyfully hone, no | onger bound to the one
who had stolen their souls and exploited them

So Ki mwent hone, feeling better, though she was sorry
about | osing such a handsone suitor.

Unfortunately, there was a wannabee in the nei ghborhood.

This bee liked to assune characteristics that didn't belong to
it. This tine it assunmed the mantle of Public Gtizen. It had
seen her prick Dug, and reported her to the Better Business
Bureau. She was arrested and brought to trial. Since there

was no del ectabl e corpse, they charged her w th sonething

el se, because it wouldn't do to have a false arrest.

The Judge was a machine with a stem nonitor screen who
| ooked just like Corn Pewter. The Prosecutor was a fierce
bl ack man resenbling Sherl ock.
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"We shall denonstrate that the Defendant violated the
Adult Conspiracy," the Prosecutor said.

"But she didn't mean to," the Defense Attorney protested.
She | ooked |ike @ oha Gobli n-Har py.

"Who says | did it?" Ki mdenanded.

"l do," a winged nonster replied. "I amthe Sinurgh.

Wth ny omiscience | saw that when you rolled in the
feathers with that nan, you were carel ess about how your
skirt hi ked up, and a baby mouse | ooked out of its hole and
saw your panties. That is a violation."

"But this is ridiculous!" Kimprotested. "I never even
fcnew t he nouse was there.”

SI LENCE, the Judge's screen printed. HOW DO YOU PLEAD?

"This is crazy!"' Kimsaid. "Here | have just survived
havi ng ny soul stolen, not to nention |osing ny boyfriend,
and all you care about is—'

| RRELEVANT STATEMENT DELETED, the Judge printed, and
it was as if it had never been spoken, for reality was changed.

"I don't care what the Defendant knew or when she knew
it," Sherlock said grimy. "I amprepared to bring the nouse
into testify to the crine.”

"But the Defendant is a person of good character, froma
far land," d oha said. "She had no know edge of any such
violation."

"l gnorance is no excuse," Sherlock insisted.

"And she restored lost souls to many folk," d oha said.

"I amprepared to bring in two centaurs to testify to that.
Surely the good she has done outwei ghs any inadvertent
evil."

"She did the crine," Sherl ock said.

"She's a good person,” d oha replied.
The Judge's screen flashed. THE CASES HAVE BEEN MADE.
THE JURY W LL NOW RENDER THE VERDI CT.

Suddenly Metria was the cynosure of all eyes. This was
wei rd, because she wasn't even slightly sure of anything, |et
al one cyno sure. "W, me?" she asked.

YES, YOU.
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"This is all just a crazy dreaml” Metria exclainmed. "This

whole thing is just a house of cards. I'mgetting out of here."
And she broke her way out of Jenny's dream
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Only to find herself in the middle of the Jury Room still
bei ng wat ched by at | east a dozen pairs of eyes. NOWYQU

MUST DECI DE, FOR WE CANNOT, AND VWE MJST NOT BE A HUNG

JURY, Corn Pewter printed, the inmage of a hangman's noose
appearing on his screen, is THE DEFENDANT GUI LTY?

“I''l'l do no such thing!"™ Metria said. "I'mnot even on
this Jury."

DEMONESS CHANGES HER M ND.

Metria found herself with her mnd changed. "Yes, of
course |I'll decide," she agreed. "Just let ne ponder a bit."

OTHERS RELAX VH LE DEMONESS PONDERS. Musi cal notes

appeared on Corn Pewter's screen, and Jenny Elf began to
hum agai n. Soon a new picture formed, with all the nmenbers
of the Jury at the fancy castle, dancing in the ballroom Mar-
row did the Danse Macabre with a fine rattling of bones,

whil e d oha and Graeboe did pirouettes in the upper dorne.
Stanl ey Steaner kept the beat by clacking his teeth, and the
two gargoyl es made stone circles around each other. The rest
forned a fine square dance, drawing Marrow in to make it
compl ete, and then a round dance, followed by a triangle
dance. In this dream Dug was handsone in a formal suit,

and Kimlovely in a flow ng dress, and the rest |ooked great
too. They were all having a wonderful tine.

But not Metria. She was stuck with the Verdict. They
couldn't decide, so they wanted her to do it for them and
Corn Pewter had changed her reality so that she couldn't
refuse. She was supposed to deci de whether Kkn was guilty
of showi ng her panties to a baby nouse, but she knew t hat
this was just a Suppose story. The real Verdict would be on
Roxanne Roc, who had just as innocently erred.

How coul d a responsible Jury abdicate its responsibility
like this, by assigning the decision to a slightly weird de-
moness? This was a plain violation of its whatever.

In fact, this was a denons' beauty contest. The issue
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woul d be deci ded not by those who had the debate, but by
an i nnocent person who hardly knew what was goi ng on.
That person was Metria herself. "Hoist by ny own petard!"
she nuttered angrily.

"Lift up what?' Mentia inquired, 'Did you say sonething
dirty?

"I'"'mcaught in ny own kind of schene. | hel ped arrange
a marriage by setting up a denons' beauty contest, and now
the Jury is making ne decide their Verdict simlarly.'

"I wonder what gave themthat notion.'

A light bulb gl owed. The Denpness V(E\N)"-! This was
her third effort to mess up the trial! She had caused the duly
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appoi nted Jury to abdicate in favor of an unqualified creature.

Metria understood this nowbut still couldn't change it, be-
cause of Corn Pewer's stricture. It mght be wong, but she
still had to do it.

Well, there was a way out. She could just pop back to

Judge Grossclout and tell himwhat had happened. Corn Pew
ter wasn't watching her at the noment; she coul d escape
before he overwote her decision

But what woul d happen then? G ossclout would declare a

m strial —and that woul d probably represent the victory of
the Denpness V(E\N)1"-, who was trying to disrupt the pro-
ceedi ngs. There had to be a Verdict—er the Denon X(A\N)'h
woul d | ose, and all Xanth would pay the price. So Metria
had to do it—even if it resulted in an unfair Verdict.

Bur not alone. 'Mentia! Whe Betide! You are in. this too.
You deci de.

"Sure,' soulless Mentia said. 'The |l aw may be crazy, and
I"mcrazy, and | say she showed her panties and she's guilty.’

"No she isn't!' We Betide protested. 'She's a good girl
who was | ed astray by a bad man. He pushed her, he nmade
her roll in the feathers. He is the guilty one.

"But he's not on trial,' Mentia said. 'Maybe they're both
guilty. W have to decide about her, no one el se. And she
didit.'
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"But there were ex—ext—exten— We Betide stall ed,
unabl e to handl e such an adult word.

' Ext enuating circunstances,' Metria said
"Yes. So she's innocent.'

Mentia and Wbe Betide were on opposite sides, nmaking
another hung jury. So it was up to Metria after all. She
couldn't let all the others get hung.

The case, as presented to her, was agai nst Ki m Mindane,

who had been deceived, |ed astray, deprived of nobst of her
soul, and arrested when she fought back. Instead of charging
her with the crine jaf killing an evil predator, they had
trunped up a ludicrous incidental indictment they thought
woul d be easier to prove. Because Kimhad acted in self-

def ense, and hel ped many others recover their souls, so
shoul d be praised rather than condemmed. So she was on tria
for sonething irrelevant, because sonmeone wanted a convic-
tion. The tactic reeked.

And Roxanne Roc had given al nost six centuries of |oya

service, doing as well as any creature in Xanth coul d have.

Yet instead of being requited as she deserved, she was put

on trial for a trifling technical violation. Wwy? So as to avoid
the need to reward her? That gross unfainess was surely
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what had hopel essly divided the Jury, and it divided Metria
too. She wanted to prai se Roxanne, not punish her, but the
situation had been so crafted that she couldn't. She had to
decide on the basis of the limted technicality. Ch yes, the
Jury had re-created the situation, in the guise of a different
story, so that no one could say that an unauthorized person
had nade the deci sion about Roxanne. But in fact, they had
dunped the outrage into Metria's | ap. She had to decide.

Why had the Sinmurgh done this? Wiy did G ossclout and

the others go along with it? Were was there any fairness in
any of this business? Metria had only half a soul < yet she
could see that this entire thing was a travesty. The Jury saw
that too. Wy couldn't the Sinurgh? She was supposed to

be an extrenely fair-mnded and wi se bird. Was she actually
just a nean-spirited creature determned to wel sh on a deal ?
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But the Sinmurgh was not on trial. Roxanne Roc was. Me-

tria had to address the issue before her, not the issue she
wi shed she coul d tackle. Maybe the Denbness V(E\N"'' fig-
ured that the Jury would refuse to address that issue, and
would win if that happened. And if Metria herself refused,
what m schief might she be doing to all Xanth?

She struggl ed, going round and round, but finally she cane

to an unwilling conclusion. "It's crazy, it's wong, it's lu-
dicrous, it's a blot onus all, the lawis a mule, but technically
Kimis.guilty of the charge against her," she said.

The dance abruptly stopped. Al the living Jurors | ooked
stricken: But it was clear that they had nmade a deal, and
were honoring it.

so BE rr. Corn Pewter printed. DEMONESS, | NFORM JUDGE

GROSSCLOUT THAT THE JURY HAS REACHED | TS VERDI CT. YQU
W LL SAY NOTH NG OF THE MANNER OF I T. And the QO hers

nodded grimy. This was their secret—and hers.

Had she just saved Xanth—at the expense of a noble and
really innocent bird? Metria was nuch afraid that she had.

She popped out. Gossclout scow ed at her. "The Jury is
ready," she said grimy. And wi shed she could sink into
sone other realm

The Judge called the court to order. The various cel ebrants
ceased their efforts and quickly returned to the main cham
ber. The audi ence had swelled in size, because of the arriva
of King Dor, Queen Iris, and the rest of the Castle Roognha
personnel . Even the Good Magician Hunfrey and the nmem

bers of his household were here now. Metria was anmazed

She had delivered G ossclout's general sunmmons, but it was
still astonishing to see it honored so conpletely. The Good
Magi ci an al nost never left his gl oony study.

The Jury returned to its Jury Box. Metria saw that severa
of the fenal e nenbers were dabbing their faces with hand-
kerchi efs, and several nales | ooked unhappy. They had not
i ked their decision any better than Metria had. Only Corn
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Pewt er | ooked snug with a snmiley-face on his screen. He
must have been the only one to insist on guilty, forcing them
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all to face the threat of being hung. And Metria had sided
with him What a di sgrace!

"Have you reached a Verdict?" Judge G ossclout inquired
rhetorically, through a gl ower.

"W have. Your Honor," Sherlock said. He was evidently
the foreman. "W find the defendant, Roxanne Roc, guilty
as charged."

There was a gasp of dismay fromthe audi ence. Princess

I da | ooked stunned, and her noon turned its bright face

away, becom ng dark. In the adjacent chanber Roxanne's

beak di pped; if she had hoped for better, it had been in vain.

Yet sonewhere distant there was a sinister vibration as a
power ful denoness cursed and departed. Metria thought she
knew who that was. CORRECT, DEMONESS, the Sinmurgh's

t hought cane. YOU HAVE SAVED XANTH. THE DEMONESS

V(EEN) """ BET WAS THAT ROXANNE WOULD NOT BE CONVI CTED.
SHE BELI EVED THAT NO JURY COULD BE FOUND TO DECI DE
STRI CTLY ON THE BASI S OF THE EVI DENCE

She had i ndeed saved Xanth. But at what price? Metria's
hal f soul was hurting.

Judge Grossclout nodded. "Roxanne Roc, you have been

found guilty of violation of the Adult Conspiracy to Keep
Interesting Things from Children. Because this may prejudice
an extrenely inportant chick, | sentence you to a continua-
tion of your obligation to care for this bird until such tine
as the Adult Conspiracy no |longer applies to it."

"Qbjection!" lIda cried. "That could be centuries!"

The Judge ignored her. "You will continue to place the

wel fare of this creature before all others, until it is grown
and i ndependent. No other desire or obligation will take pre-

cedence over this mission." He glared in her direction. "Do
you understand and accept this sentence, Roxanne Roc?"

Slowy her head lifted. "Squawk."

"She understands and accepts,
"She will do her best."

Grundy Gol emtransl at ed.

"So let it be," the Judge said, banging his gavel on the
desk. The sound was so sharp and loud that it nade the entire
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castle reverberate. Then he turned to face the Jury and au-
di ence. "The suprene inportance of this m ssion nade it
necessary to verify the constancy of the one selected to per-
formit. A pretext was established for this purpose. | have
five rhetorical queries and a statenent to issue."
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He paused a nmonent. It was surely for effect, because the
Denon Prof essor never had any hesitancy about anyt hing.
"Here is the statenent: No other desire or obligation in all
Xanth will take precedence over this mssion."

Hi s bal eful near eye fixed on the Jury Box. "You, Che

Centaur, will in due course be summoned to tutor this chick

in all the things needful for it to know and understand. It is
for this purpose you canme into exi stence: wi nged so as to be
able to fly with it, a centaur so as to comuand sufficient
intellect for it. You will for atime sh'are its destiny. Do you
under st and and accept this m ssion?

Che Centaur's mouth had fallen open, as had those of the
other Jurors. They were beginning to realize that the Verdict
they had just rendered had nore significance than they had
thought. "I—+ do," Che said. Hs word was, of course, in-
viol ate, because he was a centaur. Yet he was dazed; he had
just learned the purpose in his life.

The Judge focused on Grundy. "The chick and roc wll

on occasion need to conmuni cate with other creatures. You,
G undy Golem will provide your service as translator as
required. Do you understand and accept?'

For a monent even the big-nouthed gol em was fl ustered.
"Yeah, sure," he agreed, looking quite flattered.

Grossclout's terrible gaze swng toward the audi ence,

whi ch collectively blanched. It fixed on the Good Magi ci an.
"And toward the successful conpletion of that m ssion, your
resources will be nmade available to Che Centaur and Rox-
anne Roc at need, w thout inpedinent. Do you understand
and accept. Magi ci an Hunfrey?"

"OfF course," Hunfrey said, seening unsurprised. Metria
realized that there had been considerably nore purpose in
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the Service he had required of her than she or anyone had
guessed.

The Judge's gaze swung toward t he chanber where the
Si nur gh perched. "And yours. Do you accept, Sinurgh?"

YES. There was no surprise there, either. It was, after all
her chi ck.

The gaze noved to another creature Metria hadn't noticed

bef ore, perhaps because it becanme visible only now. It was

a great horse, black as the mdnight sky, with the small bright
lights of the stars shining fromit. It was the Night Stallion,
the lord of the real mof dreans! "And yours. Do you accept,

Tr oj an?"

/| do. The Horse of a Different Col or faded out.

Now t hat gaze swung back to the Defendant, whose beak
lifted to face him "To facilitate the further obligation you
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have acquired, Roxanne Roc, your power of flight is hereby
restored and nmagnified beyond that of any of your kind. You
are granted the freedomto travel anywhere in Xanth in the
performance of your m ssion, wthout inpedinent. No crea-

ture or thing will hinder you in any manner, on pain of being
bani shed to the real mof dreanms and subject to the extrene

ill will of the Night Stallion and his night mares." There was
a groani ng nmurnmur through the hall; there could be no worse
fate than to be | ocked into perpetual bad dreanms. "You will
take any step you deem appropriate to secure the safety' and
wel fare of your charge, and will preenpt the services of any
creature or thing of Xanth toward that end, as necessary. For
the chick about to hatch— Grossclout glanced at his left
wist. '"'"—n three quarters of a nonment is destined to be the
successor of the Sinurgh, when she retires. It nust have the
best upbringing and education avail abl e, and the npbst con-
stant guardi an and governess, in fair tines or adversity. This
court is satisfied that you are qualified for that duty."

There was a nmurmur of awe through the audi ence and

Jury. Metria realized that Roxanne Roc had just been pro-
moted to Xanth's nost powerful position, because of the im
portance of her job. Her sentence was not a punishment, but
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a reward for her extrenely |oyal service. None of the mem
bers of the Jury had suspect ed!

"And because this mssion may indeed require sonme ad-
ditional centuries, the enchantnment that has preserved your

youth will continue for the duration. You will not age unti
your job is finished." Judge G ossclout's gaze lifted. "Now
it is time."

The gavel banged agai n, shaking the castle. There was a
| oud crack, as if sonething extrenely hard had sunder ed.
Roxanne squawked and junped off the nest.

"Ch!" Grundy transl ated.

The egg was cracking open. It fell into two segnments. As

it did there was the whirring of wings, and a stork flew in,
bearing a bundle. It | anded on the nest Roxanne had j ust

- vacated, set down its bundle, and renoved fromit—a fluffy
towel. It set this towel in the open egg and used it to dry off
somet hing inside. Then it rel eased the towel.

Metria watched in bermmusenment. |f the stork brought birds,

what was the point of eggs? And how could the chick have

been inside the egg, to overhear the bad word? Then she
realized that this was probably a courtesy call, to attend to
the hatching and make sure all was well. For of course, this
was not just a routine hatching.

Fromthe towel stepped The Chick. It scintillated with

twice the colors of the rainbow, sparkling like a collection
of brilliant faceted gens. It was, taken as a whol e, the nost
beauti ful and precious chick anyone had ever seen

It blinked, and caught sight of Roxanne. "Cheep!" it ex-
cl ai med.
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"Nanny!" Grundy transl at ed.

The chick stepped toward Roxanne, who quickly returned
to the stone nest and spread a wing protectively over it. It
was obvi ous that the two woul d get al ong.

The partition returned, closing off the scene. "Now there
is other minor business," Gossclout said. "Is the wedding
party ready?"

Magi ci an Trent stood. "Yes, Your Honor."
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"Proceed. "

The Sorceress Iris stood, turning to focus on the chanber.

It becane a festively decorated room with the audi ence ap-
propriately garbed. There was even a stork in attendance, for
the one who had cone to dry off the chick had remained for
the other cerenmony. This was unusual, but of course, every-
thing about this occasion was extraordi nary.

Trent wal ked to the side, and brought back the Denpbn
Vore. "Stand here," he said. Then he wal ked to the other
side, and brought back Magician Gey Mirphy. "Stand
here. "

"But |'mnot— Grey protested.
"Yes you are."

There was a crash somewhere outside. Everyone junped,
and lda's noon | ooked al arned. "What was that?" G ey
asked.

"The sun and the noon just collided," Che Centaur said,
and Gaenny Goblin tittered. "Fortunately no harm was
done. "

Metria remenbered how they had joked that this was what
Gey and vy were waiting for, before they married. Now
their last excuse for delay was gone.

Then the nusic started. Metria | ooked toward its source,

and was surprised to see Maestro No One sitting in a pit

mar ked ORCHESTRA, conjuring a series of nusical instru-
ments to play the thene. Apparently he had been able to

| eave the gourd for this occasion, perhaps because the N ght
Stallion hinself was attending.

Now a great organ nanifested, and played with enornous
authority. It was the wedding narch.

Two young wonen appeared at the back, in tw n weddi ng

dresses. Princess Nada Naga and Princess |Ivy Human. They

had been friends since both were fourteen. Now they were
getting married together. Metria recognized the weddi ng

dress first used by Electra, now restitched to fit Nada, making
her magically beautiful, though of all the wonmen in Xanth,
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must have made, which did nuch the same for her. The two

began their long wal k down the aisle toward the two hand-

sone nales waiting at the front. Nada was acconpani ed by

Ki ng Nabob Naga, and Ivy by King Dor Hunman: Naturally

their two fathers were participating, after waiting so long for
thi s occasi on.

Metria's eyes blurred. Now that she was married herself,

and had half a soul, she cried at weddings, and this was a
doubl e weddi ng, so she cried twice as hard. Her tears washed
out nost of the details, but it did seemto be a nice, if blurry,
event. Before she knewit, it was done, and the happy coupl es
were slicing the nonstrous cake soneone had rmade. |ndi -

vi dual groups were formng, as folk with common interests
chatted. Magician Trent was talking with Che, Cynthia, and
Chena Centaur, probably about the prospect of transform ng
some regular folk to winged centaur form They woul d need

to search for suitable volunteers, and" surely sone nor nal
centaurs woul d be interested. Rapunzel was talking with the
Bones fanily; no telling what nmutual concern such fol k had.
Metria found herself sitting alone am dst a pile of wet han-
ki es.

She was dinmy aware of a dial ogue between Dug and Kim

as they, settled nearby to eat their weddi ng cake. "I dread
goi ng back to Mundania, after this," he said. "I wish | could
stay and play the game again. Grossclout let slip that the
next winner's prize is the talent of creating things. That
would go nicely with your talent of erasure.”

Kimruffled his hair. "Maybe next tine. Dug. The trial

was nore inmportant, and the weddi ng was divine. At |east

we get to keep our summons tokens as souvenirs, though

guess no one would believe us if we ever told the truth about
them And | shouldn't tell you this, after the way you stole
my soul —=

"Well, you got back at me!" he retorted. "You pricked
me into burst nothingness.”

"You deserved it. Anyway, the Sinmurgh told ne that in-
stead of being docked for skipping classes, we'll both get
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A's. It seens that Corn Pewter has a connection to the col -
| ege 'database for grades. It's sort of our reward for Jury
duty."

"That's great! | can't think of nuch of anything | want
more than an easy A"

"What, not anythi ng?"

He | ooked at her. "Wel|l—=
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"Nuh-uh! That stork is entirely too close for confort."
Bubbl es perked up, glancing at the stork, which was standing
by a wall as if asleep. It was a curious business, having a
stork remain, Metria thought; naybe it was on call in case
there was an energency with the chick

Dug sighed. "You know, you'd | ook good with a noon
like lda's. Then maybe 1'd know by its phases whet her

you—

Kim stonped on his toe, but not hard. ."You may kiss ne,
if you pronmise not to suck out ny soul again."

"Done. "

Metria realized that she hadn't seen her husband in severa
hours. She had npre than kisses in store for him Then she
remenbered somet hing el se. She stood, sheddi ng hanki es,
and started to cross the hall.

"Metria."

She junped. It was Grossclout. "Yes, Your Honor?"
"Forget that. My duty is done. Were are you goi ng?"
"To the Sinmurgh, to return the extra sumons token."

"I's your skull still entirely filled with mush? The Si murgh
doesn't want it back."

"But then what—=2"

"What do you think, Denbness? You have conpl et ed

your assignnent, and by enabling the trial to proceed and a
proper Verdict to be achieved, you have spared Xanth nuch

m schief. The Sinmurgh intended you to have your reward

when that was done. Now you nust serve that |ast summons
and go hone to your husband."

"But who is there to serve it on? It's blank."
"Is it?" H's tone said nush. "Whose attention or atten-
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dance have you nost w shed to conpel ? You know t hat crea-
ture will not wait here forever."

She brought out the | ast token and | ooked at it. Now it
said THE STORK. The ot her side said DELI VER ES

"Well, now,' Mentia renmarked, while We Betide stared
in childish awe.

"Ch!" Metria exclained, a brilliant bulb flashing. Then
with determ nation and excitenent, she nmarched in the di-"'
rection of the I ong-Iegged bird.

The Denon Grosscl out al nmost smiled. Fortunately he was
able to stifle the m screant expression.
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