Chapter 1. Metria

It wasn't al ways easy, being the son of an ogre and a nynph. Sonetinmes the ogre started smashing
things just for the joy of it, or squeezing the juice fromstones one-handed, making an awful
mess. Sonetinmes the nynph was rather enpty-m nded, or threw a tantrum That was why Esk had made
this cosy hideout that no one el se knew about. Wenever things becane too difficult at home, he
canme here to relax and unwind. He |oved his parents, but there was virtue in solitude too.

He paused to | ook about and listen carefully. He didn't want any creature of Xanth, tame or wld,
seeing himenter, because then the |ocation would be no secret, and sooner or later his folks
woul d learn of it, and his privacy would be | ost.

H s hideout was in the hollow trunk of a dead beerbarrel tree. He had been lucky: he had been in
the vicinity in the nonth of AwCGhost, when barrel trees gave up the ghost if they were going to,
and had seen the spirit departing. "Aw, Ghost!" he had exclainmed in the classic ogre manner, and
that had enchanted the tree so that he could take over the busk without creating a | oca

commotion. He had cut a door in the fat trunk that sealed tightly so that it didn't show from

out side, and made vents so that the steany beer smell coul d dissipate; his nother, Tandy, would
never understand if he came hone reeking of beer! Then he had set straw in the bottom and brought
in pillows froma nearby pillow bush, and carved decorative scenes in the walls, and nade it
perfect. He was rather proud of hinmself; his only regret was that he could not afford to boast of
his acconplishment, because of the necessity for secrecy.

Al'l seemed clear. He hooked his nails into the crevice and pulled the door open. It was a smal
door, with an irregular outline, so that its contour was not obvious. He ducked down to step
through, then drew it carefully closed behind. He stepped across the floor and dropped onto his
nest of pillows.
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"Quch!"

Esk junped. "Who said that?" he denmanded.

"CGet your fat rmule off ne!"™ The voice cane from bel ow

He | ooked but saw only pillows. "My fat what?"

"Your fat donkey!" the voice snapped. "Pony, horse, jackass, whatever —eoffl"

Esk finally got a glimer of the word that was being sought. He got quickly off the pillows.
"Where are you?"

The pillow shifted outline. A mouth forned in its center. "Here, you oaf! Wat did you think you
were doing, putting gross anatony like that in nmy face?"

"well, 1=

"Never mnd. Just don't do it again, noron."

"But pillows are supposed to be—=

"Ch? Did you ever ask the pillows' opinion about that?"
"Well, actually, no, but—=

"So there, inbecile!l Now get out and let ne sleep.”

Esk got out. Then, as he wended his way home, he pondered. How had he been able to talk to a
pillow? He knew of only one person who could talk to an object, and that was the King of Xanth,
Dor. Since it was generally understood that talents did not repeat, except in the case of the
curse fiends, that neant that it wouldn't be Esk's talent. Beside that, he already had a talent:
that of protesting. Sonetines his nother said he protested too rmuch, but she did not deny it was
magi c. Since no one had two nmagic talents, that, too, elimnated the possibility of talking to



i nani mat e things.

Finally he worked it out. He was not the smartest person, being quarter ogre, but he never let go
of a problem being half human, and usually was able to come to sonme kind of settlenment, however
crude. It wasn't his magic, but the pillow s magic. He nmust have picked a special pillow, w thout
realizing: one that was alive. Al he needed to do was take it back out to the pillow bush and
exchange it for another, and his probl em woul d be sol ved.

Reassured, he continued on toward hone, having forgotten whatever problem had brought himto his
hi deout. As he neared it he snelled the delicious odor of purple bouillon. That meant that his
father, Snmash, had gone into his full ogre guise and foraged for the maki ngs. Smash was actually
only half ogre, for Esk's grandparents on that side had been Crunch Ogre and an actress fromthe
curse fiends. But when Snash got ogreish, no one could tell himfroma full ogre; he swelled up
horren-dously and burst out of his trousers. Tandy, however, being of nynmphly
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stock, preferred Smash as a man, so usually that was what he seened to be.

Esk could not voluntarily turn ogre, but when he got nad enough or desperate enough he did devel op
sonme ogre strength. It never lasted long, but of course it didn't need to; one strike by an

ogrei shly-powered fist could pulverize the trunk of a rock maple tree. Simlarly, he was nornally
i nept at acting, but when he really had to he could becone tenporarily proficient. That was his
heritage fromhis curse fiend grandnother. Mst of the tine it was his human heritage that

domi nated, since he was part human through both of his parents. He was a pretty ordi nary person
with gray eyes and nondescript brown hair. He often wi shed he were otherwise, but really had no
choi ce; he was obviously not destined for any sort of greatness.

But there was no use worrying about that; there was purple bouillon to be eaten

Two days | ater, being bored, Esk returned to his hideout. He entered and checked the pillows. They
all | ooked normal. "Which one of you is the live one?" he inquired, but had no answer.

He shrugged. He picked up the whol e nass of them and took themout to the pillow bush,

uncer ermoni ously dunping them beside it. Then he picked several new ones. He had to do this
periodically anyway, so they didn't get dirty and stale. He carried these to his tree and pl opped
t hem down i nsi de.

He hesitated, then eased hinself down on them Contrary to what the living pillow had said, his
posterior was not fat; in retrospect he wi shed he had corrected the pillow about that matter. But
he al ways thought up the smart responses way too |ate. That, again, was part of his heritage:

nei ther ogres nor nynphs were known for their quickness of wit.

He was hungry, so he brought out a pie he had picked sonme tine ago. It was a hunble pie, and they
were al ways best when properly seasoned. This one was decked with sodden raisins, and had a crust
that was rock-like, while its main body seened to be deconposing. It was definitely ready for
consunpti on.

He brought it to his nmouth and took an ogreish bite. His teeth came down, dug in—and the pie
erupted in his face. Raisins popped out and flew at his eyes, and the crust writhed against his
lips. "Get your ugly cat out of here!" the pie exclained.

"My ugly what?" Esk asked, startled.

"Your ugly kitten, feline, grimalkin, tabby—

"Ch, you nean ny ugly puss?" he inquired, catching on
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"Your ugly whatever,
doi ng, ogreface?"

the pie agreed, formng a wide nouth. "Just what did you think you were

"Ogreface?" Esk repeated, appreciating the conplinment. Then he realized that the pie probably



hadn't neant it that way. "I was trying to—=

"Ch you were, were you! Well, don't do it aga' n!"

" But —

"You never asked the pie whether it wanted to be chewed on, did you?"
"But it's hunble pie! It's nmeant to be eaten!"

"Alikely story. Now get your dimw tted face out of here so | can rest."

"Listen, pieface, this is ny hideout!" Esk said, devel oping a smi dgeon of heat. "I just tossed out
an obnoxious pillow, and I'll do the sane with you! You sure aren't very hunble!"
"You just try to toss this cookie, and you'll be sorry, bean-brainl"

That did it. Esk carried the pie to the door, pushed the door open, and skated the disk out into
the forest. Then he plunped down on his bed of pillows for a snooze.

It was a noderately cool day, and while true ogres |loved cold weather, Esk didn't. He cast about
until he found the tattered old bl anket he had sal vaged for this purpose, and drew it over him

The bl anket writhed and wapped itself around his feet. Then it squeezed his |l egs, and inched up
his torso, constricting as it did.

"Hey!" Esk excl ai med.

"Hay yourself, npo-brain!" the blanket said, formng a nouth on its surface. But it did not pause
inits squeezing; Esk's |legs were getting unconfortable.

Abruptly concerned, he thrust his |egs apart, the ogre strength conming to him The bl anket
tore—but then it fogged and rose up as a flying thing, hovering before him "Listen, dung-head,"
its mouth said, "nowl'mreally going to nake you sorry!"

But Esk's ogre dander was up. He grabbed the bl anket with both hands. "W' ||l see about that,
t hreadface!" Then he tore it asunder

The pi eces fogged again. The whol e thing becane vapor. This tinme it re-formed into the shape of a
denoness. "You're stronger than you | ook, bug-wit. But how | ong do you think you can oppose me?"

"What wit?" Esk asked, confused again.

"Flea-wit, ant-wit, chigger-wit—

"Ch, nitwit!"

"What ever. Wiy don't you answer the question?”
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Now at |ast Esk caught on. "The pillowthe pie—they were all you! You assuned their forns!"

"OfF course | did, genius," she agreed. "I was trying to get rid of you gently. But nowit's no
more Mss Nice Gal. I'mgoing to twist you into a pretzel and feed you to a dragon." In her
natural form she had arnms and hands, which were now reaching for him

"Dragons don't eat pretzels," he said, realizing he was in trouble. Denons (or denpnesses) were

notorious; they had i nhunan strength and no conscience, and they could pass right through solid

wall's. If he had realized what he was dealing with, he would have |l eft her alone. Now it was too
| at e.

“I'"ll jamyou down its nouth anyway," she said grimy. "Maybe it will forgive me in a century or
two." The hands cl osed on his neck and squeezed.



But this stimulated his ogre strength to full potency. Contrary to popular lore, ogres didn't
really like getting twisted into pretzels, whatever they- mght do to others. Esk grabbed her
wists and wenched them apart. "Who are you?" he demanded.

"I amthe Denpbness Metria," she replied, fogging again. Her arns and hands reappeared at his
throat, |leaving his own hands enpty. "DeMetria for short. Wo are you?”"

Esk grabbed her wists again, and wenched them outward again. "I am Eskil Ogre, and |I'm not going
to let you choke ne."

"That's what you think, nortal," she said. Her substance fogged yet again and re-forned, and this
time her arms were linked by a length of thin rope. She hooked this over his head and | ooped it
around his neck. "You can't get this off before you' re done for."

"No!" Esk gasped.
Now she seened startled. "No?" Her grip rel axed.

Esk balled a fist and smashed her in the face. The bl ow was solid, but her head sinply fol ded back
on the neck, as if hinged, then snapped back into place as he withdrew his arm She | ooked
slightly aggravat ed.

"No," he repeated. "I protest it.

She reconsidered. "Well, maybe not. | suppose it would be pointless to kill you; your body woul d
only stink up the region, and | don't care to haul it far enough so the smell wouldn't carry." The
cord dissolved into vapor and coal esced about her arms; it was evidently part of her substance.

"Well, I"mgoing to throw you out of here!" Esk said, his ogre aspect still in force.
"I"d like to see you try it, nundaneface."
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Mundanef acel Her insults were getting nore effective. That kept his ogre aspect in force. "I'l|
try it!"

He tried it. He grabbed her about the middle and haul ed her off her feet. Then he paused. Her body
was hunmanoi d and naked and vol uptuous, and was now tightly pressed against him He had been
di stracted by her words and actions, but now was noticing her shape. This was a new experience.

"Well, now," she said, smling. "I didn't realize that you wanted to be friendly. Just let ne get
your clothes of f—=

He dropped her. "Just get out!" he exclained, disgruntled.

"Forget it, junior. | found this place and it's mne."

"I made it and it's mne!" he retorted.

She arched an eyebrow. "You nade a beerbarrel tree?"

"Well, not that, but | adapted it after it gave up its spirit. That's close enough."
"Well, I like it, but I don't like you, so I'mgoing to get rid of you."

"No. "

She paused, studying him "Ah, that's your magic, isn't it! Wen you say 'no,' you stop a creature
from doi ng what she intends. That's why |I'm changing ny m nd, against ny better judgnent."

"Yes." His talent was not exactly nagician class, but it served himin good stead when he needed
it.



"So |I'd better not nmake any nore threats because you'll just say no to them" she continued. "But
I"I'l bet it isn't all inclusive. You can't say 'no* to the whole category of what | might try to
do to get you out, but you can say it to each individual thing as | try it."

"Yes." She was catching on with dismaying rapidity. Qoviously there was no ogre blood in her
I i neage.
"So I'll just have to find a way to nake you want to | eave," she concluded. "I can't hurt you

directly, but you can't hurt ne either, so we're even, for now "

"Why are you here?" he asked plaintively.

"Because it's getting too annoyi ng back where | conme from" she said. 'The hummers, you know. "
"The what ?"

"Never mind. Mortals can't hear them generally. But they drive denons crazy. They've gotten
really bad recently, there in the Vale of the Vole, despite all we' ve done to eradicate them So
I've had enough; 1've noved to where | can be confortable, after ny fashion."

"But you're trying to take the place where / can be confortable, after my fashion," he protested.
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"So sue ne."

"What ?"

"I't's a nundane term It nmeans 'Wat are you going to do about it, stink-nose? "

"l don't understand. Is Sue a girl?"

She | aughed, her whole torso jiggling. "I suppose we're stuck here together, junior. Mght as well
make the best of it. Maybe we'll even get to like each other, though that may be stretching a
point. Come, let me initiate you into the ways of denon sex." She advanced on him

"No!" he excl ai ned.

She stopped. "There's that nagic of yours again! | really wasn't going to hurt you, you know, this
time. | can be very affectionate, when | pretend to be. Let ne denonstrate."

"No." He was afraid of her now, as he had not been before, and ashaned for his fear. It wasn't
because he thought she would use a pretext to get close to himand then try to choke himagain; it
was because he was afraid she would do exactly what she threatened, and that he would like it. He
didn't trust a denon-stration.

She eyed hi m specul atively. "How old are you, Esk?"
"Si xteen."

"And |I'm a hundred and si xteen, but who's counting? You're old enough, in nortal terns, and |'m
young enough, in immortal ternms. Wiy don't you let nme buy this den fromyou, and pay for it with
experience? | can show you exactly what it's all about, so that you will never have to enbarrass
yoursel f by being clumsy with a nortal girl."

Esk barged by her, dived out the door, and headed for hone. Only when he was well away fromthe

hi deout did he ask hinself why. Was he afraid that she woul d somehow [ ead himinto some nmuch worse
enbarrassnent than he could guess? O that he thought that what she offered was sinply wong? But
was it wong? He wasn't sure.

He t hought about asking his parents about the matter. But then he'd have to tell them about his
hi deout, which he didn't want to do. Al so, he suspected that they just wouldn't understand. His
nmot her had never said much about it, but he understood that a mal e denmon had once approached her



and that she had been horrified. He could guess how she would react to news of a denoness's
approach to her son. She m ght even throw one of her tantrunms at him and that would hurt. H's
father | oved those tantruns, because they rem nded himof ogre slaps, but an ogre slap could knock
a grown tree askew or put a network of cracks in a rock.
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So he kept silent. Maybe Metria would tire of his hideout and go away. Denons were known to be
i nconstant, after all

Several days |ater he ventured again to the hideout. He entered cautiously. There was no sign of
t he denpness. But he knew that she could be conceal ed as anything; only tinme would tell whether
she really was gone

He sat on the pillows, and there was no outcry. He shook out his blanket, with no protest. He
found a piece of redberry pie and ate it without event. He began to hope.

It was surprising how qui ckly boredom set in. One thing about his experience with Metria: it had
been interesting, in nore than one way. Now that it was too | ate, he wondered whet her he had been
m staken in turning down her oifer. She m ght have provided hi mw th sone phenonenal experience!

He dug out his gane of pebbles. His collection of stones had served well in past tines to while
away dull hours. They were of several different colors, and he had fashioned a gane by draw ng
them out of the bag one at a tine and setting themdown on the floor in patterns. Each stone had
to be set next to one of its own color to forma line or curve. The object was for one color to
circle another. He might draw several red stones in succession, not |ooking at each until it was
clear of the bag, and Red woul d nake progress against Wite; then Wite would produce several and
reverse the advantage. Blue and G een and Gray were also in there fighting. Sonetines the colors
made al |l i ances, gangi ng up agai nst each other. The gane could get quite exciting, as he ani nated
the personalities of the colors in his mnd. The patterns could becone quite convol uted.

He brought out the first stone. It was glistening black. He set it down, starting the gane.
"Hey, freak, what do you think you're doing?" the stone asked.

He snatched it up and thrust it back into the bag and twi sted the opening tight, trying to seal it
in. But snoke issued through the material and swirled before him and soon Metria was there. "I
t hought you'd given up and left it to nme," she remarked.

"1 thought you'd given up," he retorted.
"Denmons never give up unless they want to. Cone on, | really want this place. Can't we deal ?"

"No." But then his foolish curiosity overcane him "Wy are you so insistent on this place,
i nstead of just beconming a bird and perching on a branch or sonething?"

"This place is secluded and confortable, and other creatures don't
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know about it. W denons need to spend nost of our time in solid state, and it's easiest to do it
whil e sl eeping, so a good private place is valuable.”

"l thought denons didn't need to sleep.”

"W don't need to sleep, nortal. But we can sleep if we choose, and often we do. This is a perfect
sl eeping place, so | nean to have it."

"Well, | don't nean to let you have it."



Her lips formed a pout. "I"'mtrying to be nice about it, Esk. It's an effort. Suppose | give you
two great experiences?”

" Two?"

"Sex and death."

"You already tried to kill ne!l"

"I mean the other way around. You can kill nme, after you enjoy ne."
"Dermons can't be killed." But he found hinself guiltily intrigued.

"We can't die, but we can do extrenely realistic emulations of dying. You can choke ne, and I']l
gag and turn purple and ny eyeballs will bulge way out and I'lIl struggle with dimnishing force
until finally I sag down and stop breathing and ny body turns cold. It will be just like
throttling a living woman. "

"Ugh," Esk said, revolted.
"Well, what do you want, then? Three great experiences? Name your stupid price."

He was tenpted to ask about the third experience, but decided that he probably would not like it
any better than the second. "No."

"1"I'l even throwin the first one free," she said. "Just so you can fully appreciate what | offer
I can assunme any formyou w sh, just to nake it interesting. Is there any particular nortal girl
you' ve been wanting to—

"No!" he cried.

"Look, there's no obligation! | just want to denonstrate ny good faith! | really want this den
wi t hout getting bothered all the time. |I know an awful lot that you could hardly learn in a year,
Il et alone in a day, and—

" Nol

"Don't be so stuffy." She inhal ed, nmaking her breasts stand out splendidly, and | eaned toward him

"I said no three times," Esk said querulously. "Why aren't you stopping?"

"Because |'mnot doing, |I'mpersuading," she said. "And you want to be persuaded, don't you, Esk?"

He was afraid that anything he said at this point would be a lie. He lurched out of the hideout,
ashaned of hinself. He had to get rid of the denoness, before she succeeded in corrupting hin
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He stayed away a full ten days this tine. But he felt out of sorts wthout the use of his hideout,
and realized that he was actually giving it up to her without a fight. He had to go there and
pester her until she left, instead of allowing her to do it to him

He braced hinself and went to the beerbarrel tree. Al was quiet, outside and in, but he knew this
was no certain indication of her absence. He sat on the pillows, shook out the blanket, ate a
scrap of cheese, dunped all the colored stones out on the floor, and poked everything he could
think of. There was no response fromany of it. Could she really be gone this time? O was she
merely lying low, waiting until he rel axed, before appearing with sone new of fer? How many such
offers could he resist, before he succunbed to the tenptation. How nmany did he want to resist?

Al ready she was corrupting him and she wasn't even trying!

Still, if she never manifested, then the hideout was his, even if she was here. Except that if she
shoul d be watching and |listening to everything he did here, how could he ever really relax? He had



to be sure she was gone, and not just out doing sone temporary m schief el sewhere.
He heard sonething, faint in the distance outside the tree. He held his breath, |istening.
"Eskil!l Eskil!"

That was his nother's voice! She was searching for him calling his nane, and if he didn't show up
soon, she was apt to discover this hideout! He scranbled out and ran to her, not directly but in a
roundabout way, so as not to give away the location of his secret place.

"What is it, Mdther?" he called when the direction was suitable.

Tandy turned to face him She had kept much of her nynphly figure, and was a pretty figure of a
woman. There was the corruption of the denpbness again: How could he presune to notice such a thing
about his own not her?

"Ch, Eskil," she said. "You nust come hone right away! It's horrible!"

He was gripped by sudden alarm "Wat's horri bl e?"

"Your father—sone other ogre smashed him | think, and—=

Hi s al arm becane horror. "He's hurt?"

"He may not survive the hour! W have to get sone healing elixir before it's too late!"

"I know where there's a spring!" he cried. "I'Il go get it!" He took the little bottle she
carried, and charged off through the forest, his heart pounding fromnore than the exertion. Hs
father, dying!
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He reached the spring and swooped with the bottle di pping out the healing elixir. Then he ran back
toward the house.

He charged in. "Were is he?" he cried, panting.

Tandy turned fromthe table, where she was preparing | eftover soup. "Were is who, dear?" she
inquired mldly.

"Fat her! Smash Ogre! | have the elixir!"

Smash energed from another room He was in his hunman node. "You called ne, son?"
Esk | ooked fromone to the other. "You—you're not hurt!"

Tandy's brow furrowed. "Whatever gave you the idea your father was hurt, Esk?"
"But you were just telling me, out in the forest—=

"I have not |eft the house all afternoon, dear," she said reprovingly.

"But— But obviously it was true. Hi s nmother never interrupted | eftover soup for anything short of
a dire enmergency, and it seened there had been not even a mld energency. How coul d he have
t hought —=

Then he understood. Metria! She could enul ate anything or anyone! She had pretended to be his
nmot her, and he had been conpletely fool ed.

"I + guess | had a dream " he said awkwardly. "I thought Father was hurt, so | fetched sone
elixir—=

"That was nice of you, dear," Tandy said, and returned her attention to her soup



"But save the elixir," Smash said. "Never can tell when that stuflTIl be handy."

"Uh, sure," Esk said, |looking for a stopper for the vial. But now the vial fuzzed into vapor, and
the elixir spilled to the floor. What a fool he had been

Next day he returned to the hideout. "Metria!" he bawl ed. "Show yourself, you dammed denoness!"

She appeared. "Wy, | do believe you are having a change of nmind," she said. "You never
conmplimented nme |ike that before."

"You made me think nmy father was dying!" he accused her

"Of course, Esk. If one thing doesn't work, | try another. How else am| to be left in peace
her e?"

"You nmean you're going to keep on doing things like that? Making me think nmy folks are in
troubl e?"

"Why of course not, Esk! Cbviously that didn't work either, because here you are again."
He didn't trust this. "Then what —=
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"1"I'l just have to do sonmething real to your folks, so you won't have tinme to bother ne."

It took only a nonent for himto grasp that, despite his quarter-ogre heritage. "No!"

"That's a category denial, Esk. You know you can't enforce that. 1'll get your fol ks one way or
another, in tinme. You can't watch themboth all the tine."

He | eaped at her. She started to dematerialize, then reconsidered. Instead she met him flinging
her arns about him "But I'mstill willing to deal for the den, and even to give you the free
sanple, if—=

The force of his |leap was carrying themon, and now they | anded together on the pillows. Metria
wr apped her |egs about his body and her arns about his head, hauling himin to her for a kiss.
"I'mreally being nore than reasonable, for ny kind," she whispered against his cheek. "All | want
isto be left alone in ny den."

"My den!" he gasped.

"Which | amoffering a generous price for," she said. "Mst nmen would grasp nost eagerly at the
chance, not to nention the flesh. Now just let nme get these clothes off you—*

He wenched hinself away from her. "No!"

She sighed. "Well, no one can say | didn't try. | really have nothing agai nst your fol ks, because
they don't even know about the den. But if that's what it takes to—

"No! I"II—+"1l |eave you alone! You | eave them al one!"

"Why how nice of you, Esk," she said. "You are beconing reasonable. | shall be glad to | eave al
of you al one, as long as you do not come here."

Esk got to his feet, turned around, and wal ked away from her. He knew he had lost, and it galled
him but there seened to be no other way.

Coul d he trust her to | eave his fol ks al one? The nore he thought about it, as he wal ked, the nore
he distrusted it. The denpness mi ght decide she |liked the house better than the tree, and act
agai nst the famly anyway. Denbns had no conscience; that was their great strength and weakness.



He had to get rid of Metria. Only then could he be quite sure that his famly was safe. But how?
Every tine he tried to make her nove, she tried to seduce him or worse, and she seened a | ot
closer to victory than he. Were could he find the answer?

Then he realized where. He would go ask the Good Magician Humfrey! Hunfrey knew everything, and
for one year's service would answer
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any question. It was a steep price, but would be worth it to save his famly fromthe possible
mal i ce of the denpbness.

H s decision made, Esk felt better. Tonorrow he would start his trip to the Good Magician's
castle.

Chapter 2. Chex

1 andy hadn't wanted to let himgo, of course, and he had been unable to tell her that it was to
protect her and Smash and their house that he was doing it. So he had told another aspect of the
truth: that it was tinme for himto take his Ogreish Rite of Passage (obviously the word was
"right," but ogres weren't nmuch on spelling) and perform sone mighty act of destruction to become
an adult, and so he wanted to go to the Good Magician to get advice. Smash had endorsed that
enthusiastically, so Tandy really couldn't prevent it. And, in a sense, it was true; it was tinme
for himto assert hinself, and he did need advice. But the great act of destruction he

contenpl ated was reversed; he actually wanted to prevent it by getting rid of Metria before she
hurt soneone. He hoped that wasn't too great a stretch of the reality.

"But the Good Magician requires a year of service for each answer!" Tandy had protested. "I know,
because | served that year, when—

"When he put you together with me," Smash had rem nded her. That had ended that; of course she
wasn't going to claimthat the Good Magici an had served her ill. He had indeed sol ved her problem
by providing her with a conpani on who could stand up to the denon who threatened her.

And what conpani on coul d enabl e Esk to stand up to Metria? he wondered. What he really needed was
a spell to nake her sinply go away and stay away, no questions asked. He would ask for it at the
outset, so that he could banish her immediately; then he would serve out his year, satisfied that
there was no threat to his folks.

Now he hi ked west through the brush, garbed in the gray shirt and trousers his nother had insisted
he wear, which matched his gray eyes. Such things were inportant to nothers. He was seeking one of
the magic paths that led to the Good Magician's castle. They were enchanted to protect al
travelers, so the trip should be easy enough. Here near hone he was fanmiliar with the |and, so
readi |y avoi ded probl ens, but when he
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hit strange territory he wanted to be on a path. Even as minor a nuisance as the curse burrs could
be bad, if one stunbled into a bed of them unaware. Mjor threats, such as |arge dragons—well, it
was best just to avoid those.

He found a path, but distrusted it, because it was too convenient. Sure enough, it led directly to
a tangle tree. Afull ogre might tranp down it anyway, being too stupid to know the difference,
and bash the tree, being too strong to care, but Esk was only a quarter ogre and had to exercise
some discretion. So he shunned the path—and sure enough, he blundered into a patch of curse burrs.

"Confound you!" he exclainmed as one dug into his |l eg. That one hesitated, then dropped off; his
curse had been pretty nmild. Too bad he didn't have any harpy bl ood; a harpy could curse so
villainously that the foliage around her dirty body snoked. Curse burrs never bothered harpies



Three nore burrs were pricking him "Go junp in the lakel" he exclainmed, and one fell off,
reluctantly. "Your parent is a weed!" and another | oosened. "May a dragon roast you!" and the
third I et go.

Hi s problemwas that he had never |earned to curse effectively. Tandy, being a gentle creature,
had not been any suitable role nodel in this respect, and Smash was not all that verbal; when
annoyed, he sinply turned ogre and bashed whatever bothered him Esk knew that his education had
been neglected in this respect, but it was rather late to do much about it.

There were two nore burrs pricking his ankles. They were difficult to reach, because when he bent
over his backpack tended to shift, so he sat down. Unfortunately, there were nore burrs below, and
what the denoness had terned his mule landed solidly on them

"HCESNU[OE!!" he bawl ed, sailing up. The burrs flew fromhimlike zzapping wi ggles, |eaving
little vapor trails behind.

Esk stared after them He hadn't realized that he knew | anguage |ike that! O course, he had been
stung hard in an indelicate place, so had reacted involuntarily. Stil

He tried to recall what he had said, but could not. Apparently this was |ike his ogre strength or
his curse fiend acting that cane only in extrene need. Too bad.

He resumed his trek, and in due course encountered a promising path. It did not lead to a tangle
tree or a dragon's lair, so seemed good. He wasn't sure how to tell whether it was enchanted, but
if no hostile creatures appeared on it, he would assune that it was.

He stopped for lunch. Tandy had made hi m bl ueberry sandwi ches, his favorite, and current pie. H s
teeth received a pleasant little shock when
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he bit into the pie and caused the current to flow The sandwi ches were delightfully cold, because
the berries had been harvested when blue with cold, in the nonth of FeBl ueberry, and retained
their frigid nature. Tandy had a special touch with food, which she said she had | earned while
serving the Good Magi ci an.

Wel |, maybe he woul d pick up useful skills too, while serving his term By all accounts, the
service the Magician required was not arduous, and was often beneficial to the server in
unanti ci pated ways. The nonsters that cane with questions served as guardi ans, and Tandy had
served as a housekeeper. Smash Ogre had perforned a task in lieu of a year, traveling with Tandy
and guardi ng her fromdanger. Esk would be willing to performalternate service, especially in the
conmpany of some young woman resenbling his nother in certain respects.

But that reninded himof Metria, who had offered himentirely too nuch conpani onship. He stil
wondered why he had so resolutely refused her offer. It wasn't because he really valued his

hi deout; he could have fashi oned another in a different region of the forest. Probably it was
because he sinply wasn't ready for the type of experience she offered—at |least, not with a
creature who was totally cynical about it. Areal girl, with real feelings and sensitivities and
concerns—that woul d have been npbst interesting. But a century-old unhuman creature who did it
purely as a matter of bargaining—that was frightening. She could have gotten himfairly into it,
then changed into a harpy or sonething, and | aughed her denoniac head off. He did not trust her at
all.

There, maybe, was the real key: trust. Denons were absol utely untrustworthy, because they had no
soul s; everyone knew that. The only safe way to handl e a denon was to stay away fromit, because
there was no telling what it might do next. Metria had first tried to kill him then to seduce
himm now she threatened his fanmly, and that only confirmed the popul ar wi sdom He hoped he
reached the Good Magician's castle soon, so that he could set that matter right.

He conpleted his [unch and resuned wal ki ng. He did not know how far distant the Good Magician's



castle was, but doubted that it was far. He knew a little geography, of course: his folks lived in
the heart of Xanth, and to the southeast was Lake Ogre- Chobee, and Lake Wails to the east, and the
great Gap Chasmto the north. The only direction renmai ning was west, where there was the Good
Magi ci an, and beyond him Castl e Roogna, where King Dor lived. The King was a friend of Smash Qgre,
but they hadn't been in touch for a while. Apparently King Dor had a child or two, and a pet
dragon; that was about the extent of what was known.
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There was a noi se ahead. Esk paused, listening. That sounded |like a small dragon, but it couldn't
be, because it was on the path. But what else could pound and hiss like that? Now he snelled
snoke, and that too suggested dragon. Dragons came in a nunber of varieties, adapted for |and,
water, and air; some were fire-breathers, some steaners, and sone snokers. Suddenly he w shed he
were arnmed, but all he had was a wal k-big staff.

The thing cane into sight—and it was a dragon, a small brown snoker with bright claws and dusky
teeth, because of staining by the snmoke. This was not the worst variety of dragon, but any variety
was troubl e, because all dragons were tough and hungry. What was it doing on the enchanted path?

Esk had no time to ponder, because the dragon was charging him nouth agape. He hefted his staff,
but it seemed feeble even in the face of this rather small dragon; one chonp would break the staff
in two. He thought to junp out of the way, but here the path was lined with curse burrs and worse.

The dragon scranmbled right up to him puffing snoke. It was about Esk's own mass, and however
small that might be for a dragon, it was big enough to be a real threat to the tender flesh of a
man. The jaws were big and the teeth like little daggers.

Those jaws and those teeth snapped at him "No!" Esk said.

The dragon's snout noved aside, and the teeth chonped on air. The snoky eyes | ooked startled. It
was wondering how it could have missed so ready a target. It reset itself and ai ned another chonp.

Again the bite missed. An angry plume of snoke issued fromthe nonster's nouth, bathing Esk and
meki ng hi m cough. He fanned the air with his hands, dissipating the snoke, but it clung to his
clothing. Now he would snell |ike a snoker!

The dragon, slow to grasp the nature of the opposition, nade a third attenpt. Its jaws opened
wi de.

"No," Esk repeated, poking at the nouth with his staff.

The jaws froze in their open node. They could not bite down on the staff, because of Esk's nmagic.
Di sgruntl ed, the nonster backed away, and then it was able to close its nouth.

The dragon pondered. Just as the thought that perhaps it should try once nore started to percol ate
t hrough the sonewhat dense substance of its head, Esk said "no" once nore.

This time the thought itself was bal ked. Qut of sorts, the little dragon noved on down the path,
giving up on this particular prey.
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Esk resuned his hike, disturbed. If this path was enchanted agai nst predators, why had the dragon
been on it? If it was not, was it the right one? He didn't want to be on the wong one. Yet it was
the only path he had found; if it was wong, where did it |ead?

He sighed. For now, he would continue along it. Possibly it was an unenchanted tributary, and in
due course it would intersect the enchanted one. If not—well, then he would sinply have to scout



crosscountry for the right one.

As the day waned, the path gave no sign of nmerging with any other. It curved al ong contours and
around large trees and crossed small streans just as if it had every business doing so. It
certainly extended too far to be justified as a fal se path!

Then another little dragon appeared. Naturally it charged him "No," he told it firmy severa
times, and finally it gave up and snoked on down the path.

Two dragons! One m ght have been a fluke, but two of a simlar type? The enchantnment was
definitely flawed!

Now t here was a notion: the spell might indeed exist, but have a glitch in it so that a certain
type of creature could slip through. That would nmean that this was after all the right path.

But as evening drew nigh, he worried. Even if it was the right path, there were dragons on it. How
could he Iie down and sleep, if a dragon m ght conme upon hin? He could only tell them no while he
was awake; if he got chonped in the night he could cry no and stop it, but the original danmage
woul d still have been done. If he got chonped badly enough before he woke, he coul d be dead. Even
alittle dragon was nothing to ignore.

He concluded that he could not afford to sleep. Not until he knew it was safe.
Then he heard a commoti on ahead. "Go away! Shoo! Shoo! Away!" It sounded |ike a woman.

He ran toward it. Soon he discovered not a woman but a centaur—a filly, with helplessly flapping
wi ngs and an ineffectively wielded staff in her hands. Another little dragon was attacking her
being held off only by the staff. The dragon evidently knew it could get by the staff before |ong.
Smoke was puffing fromit, as its internal fires heated.

Esk readied his own staff. "Get out of here!" he yelled at the dragon. Startled, it whipped around
to face him its smoke cutting off for a moment as it held its breath. Then, deciding that this
was a possible rival for the prey, it let out its smoke with a ferocious grow and | eaped at him

"No!" Esk cried. The jaws snapped in air as the dragon drew its snout
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aside. It landed, disgruntled, beyond him It started to turn back. "No," he repeated, and it
travel ed on away fromhim too stupid to realize that this had not been its own decision

"Ch thank you, traveler!" the filly said. "I don't know what | would have done, if—

"Uh, sure,"” he said, |ooking at her nore carefully. She had gray eyes and a brown mane, and the

W ngs were gray, matching the eyes. She wore a petite knapsack, across which a sturdy bow was
hung. The points of several arrows projected beside the knapsack. Evidently the dragon had cone
upon her so suddenly that she had not had a chance to set up with her bow. Her head was sonewhat
hi gher than his; this was because the human aspect of a centaur began above the equi ne aspect. Her
shoul ders were actually narrower than his.

Now he did a double take. Wngs?

"Don't stare at nme as if I'ma freak!" she excl ai ned.
"I, uh, just never saw-that is—

"My father is a hippogryph,” she said. "I inherit nmy wings fromhim'
"Uh, yes, of course,”" he said. "But why didn't you just fly away?"

She put her face in her hands and burst into tears.



Conpl etely disconfited, Esk stood on one foot and then the other, uncertain what to do.

In a noment her nood shifted somewhat. "I can't fly!" she said despairingly. "These w ngs just
don't have enough lift!"

"Uh, sorry," he said awkwardly.

"Anyway, thank you for rescuing me fromthe dragon. | didn't expect anything |ike that here; the
path is supposed to be safe.”

"That's what | thought," Esk said. "But that's the third little snoker |'ve seen on it."

She brushed back her nmane, which was just like the tresses of a human wonman, and took a deep
breat h, which accentuated a bosomthat also resenbled that of a human worman, only nore so.
Centaurs, of course, did not wear clothing; they considered it to be a human affectation. "Hello,"
she said brightly. "I'm Chex."

"1"m Esk."
"Did you notice that we nmatch?"

"Hair and eyes," he agreed. And wi ngs, he added nentally; they matched his suit in color and, to a
noder ate but reasonable extent, in texture.

"My father is Xap H ppogryph. My nother is Chem Centaur."

She was nmaking the introduction easy enough! "My father is Snash Ogre. My nother is Tandy Nynmph."
20
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"So you're a crossbreed too!" she excl ai ned happily.

"Quarter ogre, half human, quarter nynph," he agreed. "The human portion is half curse fiend,
technically. 1'mgoing to see the Good Magician."

"Why so am|! What a coincidence!"

"Well, we are on the sane path."

"Only one of us must be going the wong way."

"Well, | live east of his castle, so |I'mgoing west," Esk said.

"And | live west of it, so |I'mgoing east."

They stood there, considering. "Maybe there's a turnoff one of us missed?" Esk said after a pause.
"That must be so," Chex agreed. "I was traveling pretty fast; | could have trotted past one."

"l was traveling slowy; | don't think I did."

"Then let's go west," she said brightly. "And | ook to the sides."

"You are easy to get along with," he remarked. They wal ked west, with himparallel to her front
section. This was a little crowded on the path, but there didn't seemto be any better way to do
it.

"I"'mjust nostly tired of traveling alone," she confessed. "That dragon —how did you get rid of it
so easily? | couldn't nmake it quit."

"l just told it no. That's ny talent—to protest things. The effect doesn't |ast |ong, but dragons
aren't very smart, so it works well enough.™



"I wish | had a talent,” she said. "It used to be that centaurs weren't supposed to have magi c,
but now it's acceptable for the younger ones. My fenale parent is a mapnaker; she can project a
map of anything. She told nme how to reach the Good Magician's castle; it's hard to imagi ne that
she coul d have been nistaken."

" Geography changes," he said. "Tangle trees make new paths all the tine when the old ones get too
famliar, and streams change their courses when their old beds get too rocky. The path nust have
changed since your nother surveyed it."

"That rmust be it," she agreed.

"And you probably have a talent; it just hasn't nanifested yet."

"You're pretty easy to get along with yourself," she remarked with a smile that becane her

mar vel ously.

"l suppose I'mtired of traveling alone too." They | aughed together. Esk realized with a tinge of
guilt that he was finding it nuch easier to relate to this filly than to a real girl. Perhaps this
was because nothing nmuch was expected of a relationship between a man and a centaur; it was
strictly conveni ence and conpany.
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Now ni ght was cl osing. "Perhaps we should stop for supper and a place to sleep," Chex said. "Do
you think there will be other dragons?"

Esk had been thinking the sane thing; his legs were tired. "I had feared | couldn't afford to
sl eep; naybe now we can take turns watching."

"Yes!" she agreed gl adly.

They foraged for fruit, then set their watches: Chex would stand guard until she got sleepy, then
woul d wake himfor a sinilar spell. She assured himthat she would not fall asleep w thout know ng
it; some centaurs slept on their feet, but her |egs tended to buckle, waking her

Esk retreated to some bushes for natural functions, which nmodesty Chex found anusing, then piled
sonme | eaves beside the path and | ay down. But though he was tired, he was not yet sleepy. "Are you
going to the Good Magician to ask what your talent is?" he inquired.

She swi shed her tail as if snapping off a fly. "No; I'"'mafraid | would have to serve a year for
news that | have none. My concern is nore—well, awkward."

"Ch. | didn't nmean to pry."

"It's all right. | can talk to you. It isn't as if you're a centaur."”

"I"'mnot a centaur," he agreed. How well her sentinment echoed his own!

"It's to find out howto fly."

O course! He should have guessed. "You know, your wi ngs don't seem as big as those of the big
birds,” he said. "I'"mnot sure they could support you in the air even if they worked perfectly. |
mean, they mght |lift a smaller creature, but not a centaur."

"That's obvious," she said sonewhat coldly. "I've been practicing flapping themfor nonths,
devel opi ng ny pectoral nuscles, and as you can see they have filled out, but I just don't have the
lift | require.”

Esk was too enbarrassed to tell her that he had taken her front nuscles for breasts, and rather
wel | -formed ones too. Centaurs wore only occasi onal harnesses or protections agai nst heat or cold,
and never conceal ed their sexual attributes. The breasts of fenale centaurs tended to be

i mpressi ve by hunan standards, perhaps because they were structured to provide enough mlk for



of f spri ng whose mass was several times that of human babi es. Chex appeared to be no ol der than he
was, but her breasts woul d have been consi dered nore than generous on any hunan wonan. Cbviously,
he had |l et hinself be deluded by a preconception

"What | meant to say was," he said sonewhat awkwardly, "could it be that your magic talent is
flying? That your nuscles and wi ngspan only provide a small part of it, and magic the main part?”
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"If it is, then why can't | fly?"

"Well, if you were flapping your wings instead of doing your magic, then it wouldn't work."

"But how would I work nmy nmagi c?" she asked plaintively. "I have thought of that and tried to wll
nyself into flight, but nothing happens."

"l don't know. | think you' re right: you nust ask the Good Magician. Maybe he will be able to tel
you sone spell you can invoke that will make it work."

"That is ny hope," she said. "Wiy are you going to see hinP"

"I have to find out howto get rid of a denpbness who threatens ny famly." He expl ained the rest
of it, except for the business of Metria' s amatory offerings. That matter was too enbarrassing.

"I"'msurprised she didn't try to tenpt you sexually," Chex said. "Hunman nal es are known to be
vul nerable to that kind of inducement, and denbns are unscrupul ous."

He felt hinself blushing in the darkness. "Uh, well—=
"Ch, that's right—you humans are sensitive about that sort of thing, aren't you! How quaint!"

"Quaint," he agreed. Then, not wishing to discuss the natter further, he closed his eyes, and in a
nmonment he sl ept.

She woke himin deep darkness. "Esk! Esk!" she whi spered urgently.
It took hima nonment to get oriented. "Ch, yes, ny turn to guard."
"No, | think a dragon's coming."

Suddenly he was conpletely alert. "Were?"

"From ahead. | snell the snoke. After my prior experience, | amnore sensitive to that signal."
Now Esk smelled it too. "That's dragon, all right! I wish | could see it so | could know when to
tell it no."

"Use your staff,"” she suggested. "I'Il use mne, too."

"But | can't hit the dragon if | can't see it!"
"I mean as a sensing device. Hold it out in front of you, and when—
"Right." He hefted his staff and pointed it toward the snell of snoke.

Now they |istened, as the dragon huffed closer. Was his staff pointed correctly? Suppose the
dragon slid under it or clinmbed over it? The nonster seemed very cl ose! The odor of the snoke was
strong. If he waited too long, and got chonped before he—

"No!" he cried.

The huffing paused. "It's still sone distance away," Chex nurnured reprovingly. "Does your protest
work at a di stance?"



"No, " Esk said, chagrined.
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The dragon seened to have paused because of the sound of his voice. Nowit had a good notion where
he was. It grow ed and charged

"No!" Esk cried again. "NoNoNoNoNoNo!"

The dragon made a disgusted noise and retreated. They heard the scrabble of its claws on the path.
"One of those nos nust have scored,"” Chex said.

"Um" he agreed, enbarrassed. He knew he had pani cked, and cone reasonably close to naking a foo
of hinmsel f. Again.

"I"'mglad you are here," she said. "I could not have diverted it in the dark, and perhaps not in
the daytine either. | would have had to run—and that has its own hazards, in the dark."

"My turn to keep watch," he said, preferring to change the subject.

"As you wi sh." He heard a gentle thunk as she | owered her body to the path. He wondered how t he
forepart of a centaur slept; didit lie flat on the ground or remain vertical? But he didn't care
to inquire.

It turned out that she had kept watch for nost of the night. Before very long the sky to the east
i ghtened, and dawn was on the way.

As the nmorning arrived, he saw that neither surmise was quite right. Chex's hunanoid torso was

nei ther upright nor flat as she slept, but half-Ieaning back on her equine torso, above her folded
wi ngs. Her arnms were cl asped bel ow her breasts—her pectoral nuscles, he corrected hinself. Her
brown hair nerged prettily enough with her nane. She was right, he thought; the hue of her hair
mat ched his exactly, as if they were brother and sister. Could there be siblings of different

speci es? Perhaps not directly, but if they had been born at the sane tinme, when the order for
deliveries was for brown hair and gray eyes . . . well, with magic, anything was possible. At any
rate, she was a very pretty figure in this repose.

A beam of sunlight speared down through a gap in the foliage and touched her face. Chex woke,
blinking. "Oh, it's norning!" she exclainmed, lifting first her upper section, then her remaining
body. "Let me urinate, and we can get noving." She stood at the side of the path, spread her rear
legs and did it, while Esk stood startled. He knew that such things were uninportant to centaurs,
and that he should sinply accept her ways without reaction, but he knew he was about to flush
enbarrassi ngly.

Then he had a bright notion. "Me too," he said, and quickly rmade his way to a conceal i ng bush and
did his own business. She would think it was because of his quaint human nodesty, and that was
true, but it was mainly to give hinself a chance to clear his flush before rejoining her

"You really ought to do sonething about that foible," she remarked
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i nnocently as she plucked a pie froman overhanging tree. Her greater height, in the front
section, caused her breas—her pectoral nuscles to lift to his eye |evel as she reached up

Esk did not respond, because he wasn't sure to which foible she referred. But he suspected she was
right, and he resolved to try to learn how to performnatural functions in her sight without

bl ushing. After all, each culture had its own ways, and he wasn't anmong hunan bei ngs now.
Certainly he never wanted to be caught staring at what he wasn't supposed to notice anyway.



She handed himthe pie and reached for another. "Thank you," he said, fixing his gaze on the pie.
But he didn't even notice what kind it was; he just bit into it and chewed.

They resunmed their walk, and after an hour cane to an intersection. "There it is!" Chex exclai nmed
happi ly, seeming not at all dismayed at this proof of her prior oversight. "The path |I m ssed!"

"But there are two," Esk pointed out. "Which should we take—the one going north or the one going
sout h?"

"That depends on whether the path we're on passes north or south of the Good Magician's castle.”

"I know the Gap Chasmis north, but | don't know how far," Esk said. "Maybe if the north path
| eads there—

"Then the south one leads to the castle," she finished. "So let's try the south, and if it's
wong, why, we'll just go north. It can't be far now "

They turned south. The trees grew larger, putting the path in the gl oom of perpetual shade; then
they grew smaller, letting the sun shine down hotly. "I hope we encounter water soon," Chex said.
"Fm sweating. "

Esk hadn't realized that fenal es of any persuasion sweated, but certainly her brown coat was

glistening. "Maybe if you fanned yourself wi th your wi ngs— he suggested.

"Way, | never thought of that," she said. "I need to exercise them anyway." She spread her w ngs
and noved them generating a draft whose fringe he could feel. "Yes, that's nuch better, thank
you. "

The way opened out further, and now they cane to a small |ake. The path crossed it, passing right

al ong the surface of the water.
They exchanged a gl ance. "Can a path go on water?" Chex asked.
"If it's an enchanted path," Esk replied doubtfully.

"Well, we'll see." She stepped forward—and her front hooves passed through the visible path and
sank into the water with spl ashes.

I medi ately, there was a stir in the |ake. A wake appeared behi nd sonet hi ng huge and dark that was
speeding toward them No part of it
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quite broke the surface, and its outline was obscured by the refraction of the water, but it
seermed exceedingly sure of itself.

Chex quickly stepped back. "I think we should go around the | ake," she said. "If it was enchanted
to enable travelers to cross over the water, that magi c has been |l ost."

"Good thought," Esk agreed.

They started around, but the reeds at the edge twi sted and bent toward them show ng noi st
surfaces that | ooked somewhat toothy. Esk knocked several away with his staff, and they withdrew
with faint ugly hisses—but those on the other side | eaned closer.

"Esk, | think we had better nmove rather quickly through this section,"” Chex said. "The footing
beneath seens fairly firm | believe | could carry you, if you would not consider this to be an
i ndiscretion on ny part. Then | could gall op—=

"Anot her good thought!" he said quickly.

He gave her his staff to hold, then she put her right hand back over her torso, and he took hold



of it fromher left and she hel ped draw hi mup onto her back. "Take good hold of ny nmane," she
advi sed.

He got a doubl e handhol d, up between her w ngs. Then she noved out, quickly advancing fromwalk to
trot to gallop, while he hung on somewhat desperately. Water splashed up from her hooves.

About hal fway around the |ake, Chex turned her head around to face him Esk was startled by the
elasticity of her torso; fromwhat would have been the human wai st, she was able to tw st hal fway,
and her neck twi sted the other half, so that she was abruptly facing him wth her chest in
profile. "I wonder if you could take your staff?" she inquired.

Then he saw her concern. Several rather nean |ooking birds were winging toward them Their necks
were crooked and their beaks curved, and they | ooked hungry.

"I'f you go slowy, I'Il try to fend them off,
and took back his staff.

he said, as he unclenched his fingers fromher mane

She slowed to a wal k, using her own staff to knock at the | eaning reeds. He bal anced hinsel f and
squinted at the ugly birds. He thought he could stop them if they came down singly.

But about five of themfolded their wings partway and dived at himtogether. Their beaks | ooked
very sturdy and sharp.

"No!" he cried as they converged.

It was alnpost too late for themto change course. Two birds plumreted into the water. Two nore
swooped just overhead, striving desperately to rise. The fifth did a crazy wiggle in air, using
its wings to brake,
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and barely managed to reverse course before colliding with Chex's shoul der.

The wake in deeper water was conming toward them again. Esk tucked the staff under one arm and
grabbed new hol ds on the mane. "Resunme speed!" he said.

Chex resuned, flapping her wings to assist her progress. They nmade it around the rest of the | ake
wi t hout further event, rejoining the path.

Esk slid down. "I think we nake a fair team" he said. "You have the go, and | have the stop."
"That's a nice way to put it," she agreed. "I was terrified!"
"Well, you're a filly; you're supposed to be frightened of violence."

"And you aren't?"
"Yes, |'mnot supposed to be." He smled. "Just don't ask me howit really is."
"No questions,"” she agreed.

The nore he got to know her, the better he liked her. Despite their differences of culture, she
tended to understand the fundanmentals well enough

They wal ked agai n. Soon they encountered a nmountain. The path went through it, forming a dark
tunnel around itself.

They paused. "It's supposed to be safe," Esk said. "But after the dragons and the lake, I'm
nervous."

"Suppose we went in—and it wasn't safe?"

"Let's not go in."



"I I'ike your thinking."

"But how do we get around it? | see tangle trees on the slopes.™

"And dozens nore of those birds roosting on the upper slopes," she said. "You know, | amquite
sure there was no such nountain or tunnel on the map nmy dam showed ne."

"Your damm what ?" he asked, disgruntled by her |anguage.
"My dam My—you would call it nother."
"I wouldn't call mnmy nother a damm anything!"

She | aughed. "I suspect we have a barrier of communication. | nmean that nmy nother's map did not
have this particular feature of geography on it, so this nust be the wong path."

"Ch. Yes. Then we shouldn't have to try to pass this damm—this nother of a nountain.”

She | ooked at hi m somewhat curiously. Evidently the barrier was still in operation. But they were
agreed. They would turn back and try the north fork. He did not relish the return trip around the
| ake, but at |east that was a known hazard.

Chapter 3. Vol ney

1 he lake wasn't fun, but this tine they were prepared, and they made it around wi t hout damage.
They cel ebrated by pausing for lunch and drink. Chex had a cup she produced from her pack, with
whi ch she di pped water fromthe fringe of the |ake and drank delicately. Then they traveled at a
nmore | eisurely pace north. In due course they reached the intersection, and this time proceeded
al ong the north extension

Yet another little dragon appeared. "I'mfed up with this!" Esk exclaimed. He charged forward,
wielding his staff, feeling his ogre strength manifesting unbidden. He struck the dragon on the
head, then ramed the staff under its body, picked it up, and heaved it into the forest. The
dragon was not actually hurt, but was so surprised that it scuttled for cover el sewhere.

Chex was anmazed. "That dragon wei ghed as nuch as you!" she exclainmed. "Yet you tossed it like a
toy!"

"I told you, I'mquarter ogre," he said, relaxing. "Every so often sonmething triggers it, and | do
sonet hi ng ogreish.”

"Evidently so," she agreed. "l can't say | was ever partial to ogres, but | nust confess it was a
pl easure wat ching that dragon fly!"

"I't would be nore of a pleasure if | could sumon that power at will," he said. "But it's
involuntary, |like a sneeze, and it doesn't last long. My father is much nore of an ogre than | am
and ny grandfather Crunch—

"1'"'m happy with you," she said quickly. "After all, an ogre's intellect is inversely proportiona
to his strength."

"And his strength is directly proportional to his ugliness,"” he added.

"And to his taste for violence," she agreed.

"Wel |, of course. A good ogre can nake a nediumdragon turn tail just by smling at it."
"A good ogre would do the same for ne!”

"Whil e a good ogress can sour mlk by Iooking at it."
28

Val e of the Vol e



"And turn it to petrified cheese by breathing on it," she concluded. "Enough of ogres, let's see
if we can reach the Good Magician's castle before nightfall."

They resuned their trek The path wound onward, finding its way into craggy country that hinted of
the great Gap Chasmto come "This isn't pronising," Chex muttered

Esk didn't comment, because he agreed. Since this was the fourth direction they were exploring,
one way or another, and there were no nore, it had to be the one

There was a sound ahead "Not yet another dragon!" Chex exclained inpatiently "Those little
nmonsters are positively swarmng!"

"I't's not growing," Esk pointed out

"True But it's not walking |like a man or a centaur

They stopped, waiting for whatever it was to cone into viewln a nmonent it did so, surprising them
bot h

It was a creature larger in mass than Esk, but smaller than Chex. It had a | enobn-shaped gray body,
a small snout mfront, and tiny feet.

"Why, that's a huge nole," Esk said.

But Chex's mouth was striving to fall open. "I thought they were extinct she said
"Ch, no, there are many nol es underground," Esk assured her. "I've seen them—=
"That's no nol el" she said inpatiently "That's a vole!"

"A what 1*"

But now the creature had spied themlIt lifted its head, showing tiny eyes just beneath its fur The
eyes were brown. "Eh1*" it inquired

"Where are you fromi'" Chex asked the creature. She did not seemto be afraid, so Esk judged it to
be harml ess.

"Eh7 A ventaur," it said
"That's centaur," Chex said pnmy "I am Chex Centaur Who are you7"
It peered nore closely at her. "I am Vol ney Vole Pleav allow ne to paw "

"Don't you know you're supposed to be extinct?" she asked.
"Volev don't vttnk," it retorted indignantly

"I't has trouble with esses," Esk said, catching on

The snout turned toward him"And who are you, vir?"

"I am Esk "

"Hello, Evk Pleav allow nme to paw "

"We aren't trying to prevent you," Chex said. "Just to |earn about you"
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"l have inportant buvinew with the Good Magi vim. Pleav |let ne paw'

"But we're |looking for the Good Magician too!" Esk exclained. "W thought he was up this path!"



"Not thiv path," the creature assured him"Only the Gap Chavm "

"But then the Good Magician is nowhere!" Chex said despairingly. "W have | ooked along all the
ot her paths!"

The vol e studied them "Brown and gray,"” it remarked. "Good col orv

"That's right, we all match!" Chex said. "Only you're brown in the eyes, not the fur
"Thiv iv ny vurfave vuit."
Chex paused, translating it. "This is your surface suit?"

"That'v what | vaid, Chekv. | reverve it below." And the vole perfornmed a sudden convol ution
becom ng brown. The nost surprising thing was that its eyes turned gray. Now the three of them
aligned as perfectly as they were able

"Vol ney, | think we should have a talk," Chex said. "I think we are all in trouble, because we
can't find the Good Magician."

"But | nuvt find the Magivian!" the vole said, sounding desperate. "It iv novt inportant!”

"It's inportant to us too," Chex said. "I think we'll find himfaster if we conpare notes and make
common cause. "

Vol ney consi dered. "Common cauve,
surface outfit, eyes and all

he agreed. Then he convol uted again, changing back to his

"You see, Esk canme | ooking for the Good Magician fromthe east," Chex said. "I cane |ooking from
the west. We both followed a path to the south, but it wasn't there, so now we were trying the
north path—=

"And | canme fromthe north," the vole finished. "It iv not there."

"So we seemto have a problem " she concluded. "W all need to see the Good Magician, but none of
us can find him Have you any noti on how we shoul d proceed?"

"What did you find to the vouth?"
"A mountain with a tunnel. That wasn't on the map ny dam showed ne"
"Your damm what7" the vol e asked

"Never mindl |I'msure the nap was accurate."

"But featurev change

"Yes Still—=

"W muvt go to the end of that path,"” the vole decided. "That iv where it hav to be
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Chex sighed. "I suppose you're right. But we really don't find the prospect of going through that
tunnel appealing. There have been signs that the enchantment on the path has been unpaired, so
that it is no longer conpletely safe for travelers. If the tunnel were to coll apse—=

"A vol e hole never collapvev," Volney said with certainty.

"That's right—you were a burrow ng species," she said. "You nust know about tunnels."

"Al'l about them" the vole agreed. "If that tunnel iv not vafe, | wll vinply nake another."



Chex gl anced at Esk. "Do you concur?" she asked. "Shall we try the south path agai n?"

"l guew we'd better," he said.

She shot hima marvel ously dark | ook, and he realized that it really wasn't very funny. Hs
efforts at hunmor, like his efforts at original thought, tended to fall flat.

They proceeded back south, Chex leading, then the vole, then Esk. But it was now |late in the day,
and they realized that it would be night by the tinme they reached the tunnel, and that did not
appeal at all. So they paused at the cross paths and ate sone nore fruit. Fruit was new to Vol ney,
because he was not a clinbing or reaching creature, but he liked it. Then he sniffed out sone

edi ble roots that were new to Esk and Chex, but that were simlarly palatable after being washed
inthe fluid fromsone water chestnuts Chex plucked.

While they ate, they conversed. Esk and Chex told of their backgrounds and m ssions to the Good
Magi ci an, and Vol ney told of his.

The civilized voles were not, he explained, extinct. They had nerely departed for a greener
pasture, some centuries ago. The larger fanmly of voles conprised burrowi ng creatures ranging from
the tiny, vicious wiggle larvae to the huge am able diggles, with nany varieties of squiggles

bet ween. Because the civilized vol es avoided publicity, nost other creatures hardly knew of them
and regarded the squiggles as the dom nant representatives of the type. The regi on of Xanth

bet ween Castl e Roogna and the Gap Chasm had been getting crowded, so the voles had in due course
traveled into the wilderness to the east, where they had settled by the neanderi ng shores of the
friendly Kiss-Me River.

"Yes, | saw that on Mdther's nap," Chex said. "The Kiss-Me River connects Lake Kiss-Mee with Lake
Qgr e- Chobee. It is an al nost unexplored region of Xanth, and little is known about the details of
its geography."

"Which iv the way we like it," Volney responded. "For centuriev we have burrowed there in private
confort. But now—
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"Somret hi ng happened?" Esk asked, getting interested. CGeography was not his favorite subject, but
happeni ngs had greater appeal

"Di vavter," Volney agreed. "It iv that horror | have cone here to aneliorate. | wav choven to make
thiv divreputabl e journey becauve of ny ekvellent command of the vtrange | anguage of the vurfave
fol k."

"Yes, you speak it very well,"’
Esk was about to nake.

Chex said quickly, forestalling the somewhat |ess sensitive renmark

"However, | note you have vone difficulty with your ewev," the vole said discreetly.

"Sonme dif-—- Esk started, but was cut off by a flick of Chex's tail that stung his nmouth with
uncanny accuracy. The strike was not hard, but made himfeel strangely |ight-headed. Sonetines she
under st ood him al nost too wel !

"W all rnust do the best we can," Chex said gently. "Even those of us who have difficulty with our
esses. Just what is this disaster you have cone to aneliorate?"

"The very devtrucvion of the Vale of the Vole," he pronounced with feeling.

"The Vale of the Vole!" Chex repeated. "What a nmarvel ously evocative nane!"
"But the foul denmonv devavtated it," Vol ney said sadly.

Esk lifted his head. "I snell snpke,"” he said.



Sure enough, another little snoker was coning along the path fromthe west. It spied themand | et
out a hungry puff.

"Get on the south path!" Esk snapped. Chex and Vol ney scranbled for it, |eaving the east-west path
cl ear.

Esk stationed hinself just south of the intersection and waited. As the dragon charged up, he
mur nur ed " no.

The dragon tried to stop, but Esk said "no" again. Therefore the creature's feet kept going,
carrying it right on by the intersection. In a noment it was out of sight, still traveling east.

"Very nice," Chex said. "First you stopped its attack, then you stopped its reversal. It had to
keep on going, by which time it had | ost track of what it had been after.”

She understood his effort al nbst better than he did!

"That iv uvful magic," Volney agreed. "I regret | have no vuch talent."”

"Don't vol es have magi c?" Esk asked.

"Nothing vignificant. We nerely dig."

"You were about to tell us what happened to the Vale of the Vole," Chex said.
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"Ah, yev, and a vad vtory it iv," Volney said sadly. He went on to descri be how the foul denons,
who had previously shared the Val e al nost unnoticed, decided to destroy the friendly Kiss-Me

Ri ver. Apparently its neandering contours displeased them so they invoked nonstrous magi c and
pull ed the river straight.

"No nore curves?" Chex asked, shocked. She was, of course, a creature of nmany esthetic curves.

"Does it matter?" Esk asked, sonmewhat duller about the esthetics. He was a creature of irregular
i nes and bunps.

"OfF course it matters!" Chex exclainmed, her eyes al nost flashing. "Just how friendly do you
suppose a straight-line river is?"

"It iv unfriendly to the land, too," Vol ney said. He expl ained how the water now coursed directly
down the straight channel, not pausing to support the fish isolated by its |loss of |oops and

eddi es, and was | eaving many water-loving plants dry. The lush vale was beconing a barren vall ey.
The lovely moist soil that the voles had dug in was now turning to dry sand and dust, and their
tunnel s were eroding. Paradi se was converting to wastel and. | ndeed, the remmant of the waterway
was now known as the Kill-Mee.

"But can't you dig out new curves for the river to kiss?" Chex asked. "Can't you restore it to its
nat ural state?"

It turned out that the voles could not, because the denmons nmi ntai ned guard and harassed anyone
who tried to tanper with their ininical design. The voles were diggers, not fighters, and were
hel pl ess before the violence of the denons. If they could not restore the river, they would have
to | eave—but they knew there was no other region of Xanth as good as the Vale of the Vole had
been. So Vol ney was now coming to ask the Good Magician for the answer to their problem how to
stop the denons frominterfering with the restoration of the Kiss-Me River

"That's funny," Esk said.

Chex stared at him "I find nothing hunorous about the situation," she said severely.



"I mean, |I'mlooking for the Good Magician to | earn how to stop another denon,"” he expl ai ned. "She
canme to take ny hideout because things weren't so nice back where she cane from If the denobns
live in the Vale of the Vole, and they have fixed it up to suit themselves, why did she have to

| eave?"

"Maybe she cane from sone other area,"” Chex said

"No, she nentioned the Vale, or naybe the Kiss-Mee, |'msure of that. | renmenber it clearly
because she— But he didn't want to tal k about the
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ki sses the denpness had offered him Because it hadn't been exactly kisses proffered.
"Perhapv vhe iv an unl ovely denmonew," Vol ney said. "Vo the otherv vent her away."

"No, she's a lovely creature,” Esk said. "That is, | nean, she can assune any form she wants, and
that includes |uscious—+ nean sexy—uh, that is—

"We are getting a notion what that is," Chex remarked dryly. "She did vanmp you, didn't she!"

"Well, she offered, but—but |+ amtrying to get rid of her. Anyway, what would be ugly to a
denmon, who can assume any shape? | don't think she would have left for that reason. Actually, she
said it was the hunmers that drove her away."

"Hunm ngbi rds?" Chex asked, perpl exed.

"No, these are sonething that nortals can't hear, but that drive denpbns crazy. So she left. So
maybe it's ironic, that they straightened out the river but still aren't satisfied."

"Humerv, " Vol ney repeated nmusingly. "W may have heard of them One of us overheard a denopbn say
it was to get rid of themthat they straightened the river. But we don't know what they are."

"Well, it seenms to nme that if you could just find out what they are," Chex said, "you might use
themto make all the denbns nove out. Then you could restore the river, and the Vale of the Vole
woul d be friendly again."”

"Yev. Maybe the Good Magivian will tell uv that."

They noved on south along the path, through the big trees. But they had used up tinme resting and
tal ki ng, and darkness was | oom ng up fromthe gl oombel ow the forest. "W had better nake a good
camp for the night," Esk said. "Maybe we can set up sone stakes to hinder the dragons."

There was a crack of thunder. "We'Il need nore than that to keep fromgetting soaked," Chex said.
Esk squinted at the | oom ng clouds. "W won't get soaked. That's a color hailstorm™

She | ooked nore carefully. "Wiy so it is! We had better get under cover. There's no telling how
| arge those hail stones will be. And of course we'll still get wet when they nelt."

"A stormiv bad?" Vol ney asked.

"It can be bad," Chex agreed. "It is best to play safe, and find suitable cover. But there seens
to be little | oose wood here to fashion a shelter; we nay have to | ean against the | ee side of
trees.”
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"Why not go under?"

"Under what ?" Esk asked.



"Under ground. W never vtay up when it iv unconfortable above. In fact, we veldomvtay | ong above
anyway. "

"I can't go underground!" Chex protested.

Indeed, it would take a giant tunnel to get her below But the stormwas |ooning closer, and a
veil of pastel colors was drawi ng down. They were certainly in for it.

Esk spied a fallen trunk. Abruptly he strode over to it, his ogre strength surging. He picked it
up and swung it against the trunk of a giant standing tree. It splintered. He picked up the

| argest fragnment and broke it against the tree, then took several of the remnaining pieces and wove
themtogether, formng a crude platform He jamred the stoutest fragnents into the ground
vertically, then heaved the platformonto them

Then his strength receded, and he was normal again, and tired. "You'll have to finish it," he
gasped. "That's just the franme."

"That is good enough!" Chex excl ai ned. She swept up an arnful of brush and heaved it onto the
platform "That should stop the hail stones,"” she said as she gathered nore. "Wen they nelt, it
will drip though, but I can stand getting wet. Thank you, Esk."

Meanwhi | e, Vol ney was di ggi ng. Where he had been there was now a nound of dirt and a hole in the
ground. He was fast, all right!

The storm struck. Yellow hail stones crashed down through the foliage and bounced on the ground,
leaving little dents.

Chex got under her shelter. She had to duck her head and finally |lie down, because it wasn't high
enough, but it did provide protection

Vol ney' s snout appeared in the hole. "Evk!" he squeaked. "Here! There iv room"”

Esk scranbled for the hole as the hail stones bounced around him They were beconing blue, now, and
he knew t hat those were colder and therefore harder than the yell ow ones. They would hurt!

He half slid into the hole. It descended for a body |ength, then curved, descended sone nore, and
curved again. Hailstones were following him rolling down. Then it rose, and debouched into a

| arger section; he could tell by the widening of the walls, but could not see anything in the
dark. He noved into this, and cane up agai nst warm fur

"There iv roomfor both," Volney said. "The stonev and water vtay bel ow. "

This was a nice, cozy design! The vole had holl owed out a den that was
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bound to remain dry, unless there got to be so nuch nelt that it filled the whol e tunnel
"But suppose a dragon cones?" he asked.

"Then | vtrike the vupport, and the tunnel collapvev,
ever caught a vole in a hole."

the vole replied confidently. "No predator

And of course the dragons would not be foraging far during the storm Esk realized. They didn't
like getting battered any nore than other creatures did. That nmeant that Chex shoul d be safe
enough too.

After a brief time the storm passed on. Esk sought to return to the surface, but the tunnel was
entirely bl ocked by hail stones.

"Have no convern," Volney said. "I will nake a new ekvit." In nonents he did so, tunneling down,



then around and up. The excavated dirt piled into one side of the main chanber, evidently intended
for such storage.

Esk followed the vole, amazed by the velocity of the digging. "How do you do it so fast?" he
asked.

Vol ney paused in the darkness, turning within the tunnel though it was only his own body width in
dianeter. "My vilver talonv," he explained. "Feel."

Esk felt, cautiously, and found cold netal. It seened that the vole donned the talons as a nan
woul d gauntlets. "Were do you carry such things? | never saw them before."

"1 have a pouch for nevevvary toolv," Vol ney explained. Then he turned again and resumed his
digging. Esk had to crowd to the left to avoid the dirt flying on the right.

Soon they broke surface. A shower of nelting hail stones came down. They scranbled up through them
and st ood knee-deep on Esk, waist-deep on Volney, in the form ng, colored slush. Much had fallen
in that brief span

Chex was under her shelter, alnost hidden, for the stones were nounded above and around it. "I was
worried you woul d drown down there!"” she called

"No, Volney has a really cozy den below " Esk said. "He is a truly anmazi ng digger!"

"No, only average," the vole denmurred. "It is nerely ny volivh nature."

Nevert hel ess, Esk was di scovering Volney to be as interesting and useful a conpani on as Chex. This
group of travelers was random but seened about as good as could have been chosen for such a
j our ney.

They set up a three-way guard roster, with Esk taking the first watch and Chex the last, in
deference to the amount of tine she had spent the

36
Val e of the Vol e

prior night. Esk doubted that any dragons woul d appear until the slush had subsided, but he didn't
care to ganble, and neither did the others.

Vol ney di sappeared into his hole, and Chex settled down on a nearby el evation she cl eared of
slush. The shelter was useless for the time being, because of the mass of dripping slush on top

He wal ked up and down the path, keeping hinself alert as long as he could. The stars cane out and
flickered at himthrough the waving foliage. It was pleasant, and he was not at all lonely. He
knew he woul d have been, by hinself. It was nice naki ng new acquai ntances who had a sinilar

m ssion and dissimlar talents. Too bad they woul d soon find the Good Magician's castle and have
to separate.

When sl eep threatened to overtake himdespite his efforts, he went to the vole hole and called
down it. "Vol ney! Vol ney! Are you ready for your watch?"

There was a subterranean snort as the vole woke. "Ready, Evk." The snout poked into the starlight.

Esk crawl ed down and around and into the den and curled up hi the warmspot left by the vole. The
den was rounded in such a way that the earth tended to support a curled body, and was really quite
confortable. He had hardly conpleted that realization before he slept.

When he woke, there was a warm body next to him Vol ney was back, and Esk realized that the vole
had finished his shift and turned it over to the centaur

He crawl ed out, and discovered it was dawn. Chex was picking fruits and setting themon the
platform "No dragons!" she said briskly as she saw him



Esk had a call or two of nature to answer. He nerved hinself to do it hi her presence, know ng
that the sooner he navigated this social hurdle the better it would be. He started to take down
his trousers.

"Don't do it here," she said. "W don't want the snell in our breakfast."

Oh. Well, he had made the gesture, such as it was. Wth relief he retreated to a nore distant site
and did his business. He didn't have to actually do it in her presence; he just had to be able to
if the need arose.

They ate, and drank sonme neltwater Chex had saved in a pair of cups. Then Vol ney energed, bringing
out sone tubers he had found sonmewhere underground, and they traded sonme of the remaining fruit
for these. It was surprising how good the tubers were; the vole evidently had a fine nose for such
t hi ngs.

They resuned their wal k al ong the path. Wen they reached the | ake, Vol ney was taken aback. "I
can't crow that water!" he protested.
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Qobviously he couldn't. Esk wasn't certain whether voles could swim but it hardly mattered; the
gi ant nmonster out there made sw nming hazardous. If the vole tried to splash around the edge, the
way Chex had, he would be half floating, because his little | egs were too short to achi eve good
purchase beneath the water. The reeds would eat himalive. If he tried to tunnel under, he would
sinmply encounter muck that filled in as fast as he dug. There was no question: water was a

form dabl e barrier

He | ooked at Chex. No, it didn't seemfeasible for her to carry the vole. Volney was too big, and
not constructed for riding. A so, how would he, Esk, get around the |ake, if she carried soneone
el se?

"l think we should construct a raft,"” Chex said. "There is driftwod at the shore, sone fairly
substantial pieces, and if we use vines to bind it together, and long poles to nove it, it should
serve."

"Araft?" Vol ney asked. "Wat is thiv?"

"It's like a boat, only clunsier," Esk said.

"What iv a boat?"

Chex | ooked at Esk, then back to Volrtey. "Your folk aren't nuch for water, are they?"

"W have great revpect for water," the vole protested. "W drink it, we bathe init, we guide it
into our burrow for the nourivhment of root farnmv. The neandering Kivv-Mee River wav the life-
vevvel of our Vale." H s whiskers drooped. "But now, of courve, the Kill-Me River poivonv uv."

"But you don't go on it?" she persisted. "You don't swimor sail?"
"Vail ?"

"A boat is a craft that floats on the surface of the water, carrying folk across it A raft does
this too. A sailboat is propelled by a sheet stretched out against the wind. You do not know of
these things?"

"I't voundv |ike novt intriguing magic."

She sniled. "Well, we'll try to denonstrate this nmagic for you, so you can tell your folk when you
return. It should facilitate your use of the river. But tell me, how do you cross the Kiss-Me?"

"W have bridgev over it and tunnelv under it," Vol ney explained. "They were nuch | abor to
convtruct, but give good vervice. Unfortunately, when the denonv vtraightened it, these crow ngv



were |left vtranded by vacant channelv, and now are uvel ew. The volev on the far vide are unable to
join thove on the near vide."

"Coul dn't you make new bridges or tunnels?" Esk asked.

"Not while the demonv guard the channel. They permt no activity of that nature."
Chex sighed. "You need the Good Magician's counsel, certainly! Wll
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let's get to it. We nust gather as nuch wood as we can, as large and dry as we can, and tie it
together. W should be able to fashion a raft |arge enough to support us all.™

"You wi vh dry wood?" Vol ney asked. "WII it not get wet when it touchev the water?"

"Dry, so that it isn't waterlogged, and will float better.
"We can make a pile here beside the path."

She found a piece and picked it up

"Now at lavt | conprehend,” Volney said. He set off in search of wood

There was nore driftwood and fallen wood in the vicinity than had been at first apparent, and
before | ong they had a huge pile. They found strong vines, some of which they used to nmake a
harness so that Chex could haul the | argest pieces. Then they used that vine to tie the wood
t oget her.

By noon they had a |l arge, ungainly structure that nost resenbled a pile of refuse. But when they
heaved it into the water and shoved it to the deep region, it floated. They clinbed aboard, wth
Esk and Chex wielding |ong poles, and by dint of pushing at the nether nuck caused it to trave
out toward the center of the | ake.

"An island!" Vol ney exclainmed. "A floating island!"

"So it seens," Chex agreed.

“Shouldn't that be 'ivland ?" Esk asked.
Both stared at him "Whatever for?" Chex inquired.

"Uh, no reason," he said, enbarrassed. What coul d he have been thinking of?

The nonster of the | ake coursed close. "Go fry in the sun!" Chex called to it inpolitely. "You
can't get near us!"

The nonster, irritated, charged the raft. Its bulk | oomed huge. But Chex sinply poked at one of
its eyestalks with her pole, and it retreated. "Bullies have no courage when they face anything as
| arge as they are," she remarked with satisfaction

"Oo0oQo, " Vol ney noaned.

"What's the matter?" Esk asked. "That nopnster can't touch us."

"I feel ill," the vole said. Indeed, his fur seened to be devel oping a greenish tinge.

"You' re seasick," Chex said. "Here, | have a pill for that." She produced a green tablet from her
knapsack.

Vol ney swallowed the pill. In a monent his fur turned gray again. "Mich better," he said. "I don't

i ke being veavick."

They continued poling, and nmade steady, slow progress across the |ake. They paused m dway for a
I unch break; Chex had thoughtfully
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harvested sone fruit and put it aboard. Then they conpl eted the voyage, bunping up against the far
shore. They splashed to | and and hauled the raft as high as they could, so that it would not drift
away. They knew that they might need it again

They resuned travel along the path, heading for the mountain. But the building of the raft and the
voyage across the | ake had taken nuch tinme and strength, and they decided to spend anot her ni ght
on the road before tackling the nountain. They were now becom ng seasoned travel ers, and no storm
approached, so they had no significant problens this tinme.

Chapter 4. Mystery

1 hey arrived at the mountain. It |oomed as nassively as before, with its deep dark tunne
t hr ough.

Chex shuddered. "I dislike confessing this, but I amslightly claustrophobic. I don't think | can
wal k that passage even if it is guaranteed safe. |'mafraid the nountain will collapse on ne."

Vol ney sniffed at the rising bank. "But there iv no nmountain," he protested.
"You can't see the nountain?" Esk asked, surprised.

"I vee it, but it ivn't there.”

"You' re not naking sense."

"I will vhow you." The vole noved forward, into the bank—+titerally. H s body di sappeared into it.
"What ?" Esk and Chex said together
Vol ney' s snout poked out of the slope. "It iv illuvion," he explained.

"I'l'lusion!™ Chex excl ai ned. She reached out with one hand, and the hand passed into the apparent
substance of the npuntain. "Wiy so it isl™

"We never touched it!" Esk said, chagrined. "W just assunmed it was real!"
"That explains why it wasn't on ny damis nap!"
"What type of map?" Vol ney asked, confused. "An evil one?"

"Never mind. | just knew there wasn't supposed to be a nountain here —and there wasn't! Wat a
relief!”

"Does this nean we can wal k right through it?" Esk asked.

"Evidently so," Chex said, walking into it. For a nonment her equine forepart was hidden, while her
human upper portion remained in view, and, disconnected, her equine runp. Then the rest of her
di sappeared, and the shaggy slope of the nountain was unbroken

Esk reached out to touch the visible surface. H s hand encountered nothing; it vanished in the
rock.
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This was one persistent illusion! They knew it for what it was, yet it remained as clearly as
bef ore.

"But it's dark in here," Chex's voice cane.



"Dar knevv divturbv you?" Vol ney asked. "I have no problemwth it."

"Suppose there's a wall or sonething?" she demanded. "I'mnot worried about a nountain of illusion
falling on me, but | don't want to bang ny face."

"I can |l ead you," Vol ney said. "Volev never go bunp in the night."

They set up a columm, with Vol ney |eading and Esk at the rear. They narched al ong t he approxi mate
route of the path, but it didn't matter since there was no nmountain. At tines Esk saw the |ight
that shone down the tunnel and highlighted the contour of the rock, with Chex's body passing in
and out of it; the effect renmined eerie. But as they penetrated nore deeply, the |ight

di m ni shed, until all was dark

"Vtop!" Vol ney exclai ned abruptly. "There iv a chavm"
"A chasnml " Chex echoed. "Can we go around?"

"I will ekvplore." They waited while the vole noved along, first to one side, then the other. "No,
it cromev the full region."”

"You're sure it's not an illusion?" Esk asked, half facetiously.
"Quite vure. | cannot tell how deep or wide it iv, but it iv definitely prevent."
"Perhaps | can fathomit," Chex said. "I can explore it with nmy staff." There was the sound of the

staff tapping. "It is too deep; | can't find the bottom" Then, "But | can find the far side!l It
is not too far; | could hurdle it."

"I cannot junp," Volney said. "But | could tunnel under it, if there iv rock below "
"Maybe that's best," Chex agreed.

There was the sound of rapid digging. Then there was the noise of splashing. "OGopv! | cannot
tunnel through water!"

"Well, we got you across the lake," she said. "W should be able to get you across the chasm
After all, it's not exactly of the scope of the Gap Chasm"
"Can't tell," Esk said. "The Gap Chasm has extensions that jag a long way north and south. This

could be one of those."
"You are not nuch hel p," she said.

"Maybe we could help himcross," Esk said. "W have our staffs; if we nade a tenporary bridge—=

"No, they aren't |long enough. | touched the far side only at full extension."
"Well, if we tied themtogether—
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"They would bend in the mddle, and then the ends would slide off."

"But if we stood on either side and held on to them-=

She consi dered. "Perhaps. But we would have to be very sure of our hold."

"You truvted nme to |l ead you," Volney said. "I will truvt you to hold me."

They used the length of vine Chex had thoughtfully saved to bind the ends of the two staffs
toget her as securely as was feasible. Then she nmade a leap in the dark and [ anded on the far side
of the chasm Then Esk poked the | engthened pol e across, and she caught hold of it.



Now Vol ney donned his gripping talons—+t seened he had several sets for different applicati ons—and
took hold of the staff. He was not, as he had said before, a clinber, but he could cling to a
smal|l root, and this was simlar in dianmeter. He noved carefully out over the chasm while Esk
clung tightly to the end.

The pol e sagged, for the vole's weight was form dable. Then an end slid toward the brink as the
staffs formed a Vin the center. Esk now regretted his notion; he was afraid that sonething would
break, and Vol ney woul d be dunped into the dark depth. Fortunately he felt his ogre strength
comng into play; he would not |et Volney fall

Then the pull changed. Esk's staff angled further toward the horizontal. The vol e's wei ght was now
on Chex's staff.

"l tire!" Volney's voice cane. "l cannot clinb!"
"Esk, let go your end!" Chex call ed.

" But —

"I'"mgoing to haul himup! Let go!"

Hopi ng he was doing the right thing, Esk let go. His staff imediately slid over the brink and
clattered down.

But now there was the sound of npotion. Chex was using her centaur strength to pull her pole up
the vole along with it. There was a rasping and a clatter. How was it going?

Then Vol ney's voice cane. "I amhere!” It was fromEsk's level; the vole had reached the far side!

"I"'mglad," Chex gasped. By the sound of it, she had been tiring too; her human arms were weak
conpared to her equine |egs.

The rest was routine. Chex made sure Volney was all right, then | eaped back across the chasm Esk
got on her back and she nmade one nore | eap, carrying himacross.

Then they proceeded on through the nountain, and finally energed into daylight on the south side
Esk knew that his relief was no greater than that of his conpanions.
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Before them stood the castle. It had a nopat and a solid outer wall. The drawbri dge was down, and
on it was a big enpty cage

They stopped just before the npat. "The Good Magician's castle is always beset by chall enges,"
Chex said. "That is because the Mgician doesn't want to be bothered by querents who aren't
serious. But | don't see what kind of a challenge an enpty cage would be."

"1"ve heard that the challenges are always slanted toward the visitors," Esk said. "Does an enpty
cage nean sonething to one of us?"

They exchanged gl ances. None of them had a notion

"l suppose we could just go on in," Chex said. "But | distrust this. It is never supposed to be
easy to get in, and if it seens so, then that nust be a false inpression. | would much rather
understand the situation before cormitting nyself."

Esk could only agree. "But how are we to understand it, if we don't go farther?"

"Ch, we should be able to reason it out to sone degree,"” she said. "The intellect is always
superior to blind action."

"That's not the ogre view, " Esk said.



"W have uved vone intellect and vonme acvion," Volney said. "If one doev not work now, we can try
the other. But | find it odd that we have encountered vo many chal |l engev on the way to the cavtle,
and none now that we're here."

"That is strange," Esk agreed. "It's alnost as if the challenges were in the wong place."

"Or were they?" Chex asked, her wings flapping in her excitenment. "Could that be the way the Good
Magi ci an pl anned it?"

"But aren't they supposed to be at the castle?"

"We assumed so, but how do we know? The CGood Magici an makes his own rules! He could have put the
chal | enges anywhere along the route."

"But if they are slanted for particular visitors, how would the right ones be there for the right
visitors? There are three of us."

But her excellent centaur mnd was operating now. "l think he knew we were com ng, and from whi ch
directions we were coning, so he could have set things up for each of us that the others wouldn't
encounter.”

"But he didn't!" Esk pointed out. "W all encountered the little dragons."

She | ooked at the cage. "Look—there are dragon droppings in there, and the bars are soiled with
soot. Those little snmokers were in there, but they got out!"

"They were |et out,
couldn't."

Vol ney said. "That cage hav a clavp only a hunan paw coul d operate. M ne
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"Way woul d they be let out before they were used?" Esk asked.

Chex shook her head. "I don't have the answer to that, but let's see if we can work it out. W
three arrived together, and we hel ped each other get here. Does that seem usual ?"

"No," Esk said. "I thought it was supposed to be one at a tine."
"Well, let's pattern it. If things hadn't gone wong, who would have conme here first?"

"You woul d. You overshot the intersection; otherw se you would have arrived first, and then ne,
and finally Vol ney."

"So it seens reasonable that the Good Magician was setting up for me first. Now what woul d have
been good chal | enges for ne?"

"The mountain!" Esk exclainmed. "You're claustrophobic, so you were afraid to go into the tunne
until you realized that it was all illusion."

"And that could have been ny first challenge," she said. 'To figure out the nature of the
mountain, as | certainly should have done, because of ny damis map. But | failed that challenge
and turned back."

"Then | failed it too, because | was with you."

"But if you had conme al one, you would have gone on through the tunnel, because you aren't
cl austrophobic," she said. "So it wasn't a challenge for you; it didn't matter whether you caught
onto its nature."

"But that chasminsi de—that woul d have stopped ne, if | didn't fall into it."

"Whereas | had no trouble with that," she said excitedly. "So naybe those were two chal | enges, one



for each of us, set up together because we were likely to arrive so close together that there
wasn't time to set up conplete alternates. It is making sense!"”

"The | ake!" Vol ney said. "I could not crow the water! That wav ny challenge! And the chavmt oo,
becauve there was nore water below it, ekvending down and down."

"Yes. Because we were with you, we got you across, just as you got us through the nountain. W
hel ped each ot her past each other's challenges! | doubt we were supposed to."

"But what about the little snokers?" Esk asked. "We did not release them"

She contenpl ated the open cage. "I think that collection of dragons woul d have been a form dabl e
chal l enge for any of us. How could we have gotten by that?"

"I mght have," Esk said. "I could have clinbed over the cage, and said no to any that tried to
grab me through the bars.”

"True. So that wasn't your challenge after all. But it would have been much nore difficult for ne
or for Vol ney, because we don't clinb. Just
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hangi ng onto our staffs across the chasmwas all he could do. | suppose | night have tied a line
to the cage and hauled it out of the way, but he—=

"I fear | would have had to turn back," the vole said. "Unlew | had thought of your idea to uve a
raft, then uved the branchev to fill hi the chavmvo | could crow that too."

"But as it happened, soneone rel eased those dragons, and we encountered several along the paths,"
she said. "W really nust fathomthat mystery before we can nake sense of the |arger picture.”

"CObviously, something is wong," Esk said. "Those snokers weren't nmeant to be | oose, they were
meant to be caged, and only get |loose if the chall engee nmessed up. Soneone cut off the chall enge
before it started.”

"So it seems," she agreed. "Wuld the Good Magician hinmself have done it?"

"I don't see why. If he didn't want the dragons here, he would not have brought them"
"The Gorgon, then?"

"She woul dn't mess up what he set up!”

"I agree," she said. "Could soneone el se have done it?"

"It doesn't seemlikely.”

"So we are left with the inexplicable,” she concluded. "Perhaps now it is tine to enter the
castl e, expecting the unexpected."

Esk nodded consent, nervously. Volney did not |ook any nore confortable.
They stepped on the drawbridge. They haul ed the enpty cage off, then crossed on over.

Suddenly an ogre | oomed up before them The thing was nonstrous and hairy and ugly, and both Chex
and Volney retreated in alarm

But Esk's reaction was opposite! "G andpa!" he excl ai ned.

But it was not Crunch Ogre. It was sone other nmale, not quite as ugly, but still quite form dable.
I't blocked their way.

"We're only coming to talk to the Good Magician,"” Esk said, strongly suspecting that this would



not provoke any reasonabl e response. "WII you let us by?"

He was correct. The ogre ope'd his ponderous and marbl ed maw and nade a bel | ow of rage that shook
the castle.

How was he to get past with his conpanions? Esk realized that this was a challenge, and it was his
to neet and sol ve. But al nobst nothing could make an ogre stand aside; he was in a position to know
that. Nothing except—

Except another ogre. There was the key!
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But Esk could not invoke his ogre self just because he wanted to. It canme of its own accord, when
triggered by erratic circunstances.

Still, sonetines it was possible to arrange the trigger. It was ri sky—but so was standi ng before
an ogre as if ready to be eaten.

"Wsh me luck," Esk nuttered back to the others. Then he strode forward, directly into the ogre.
For a nonent the ogre was startled by this tenmerity. Then it grabbed for himw th a ham hand.

Esk saw that nmeat hook coming, and his ogre nature reacted. Suddenly he roared, his ogre strength
surging. "Go 'way, ne say!" he bellowed, and bit at the other's paw.

The ot her reacted astonishingly. It shrank away, literally; as it retreated, it became smaller
until it |looked very much like a man, and Esk towered over it. But Esk, his ogre dander up, wasn't
satisfied; he smashed at it with his own hamfist.

Sonet hi ng shattered. Fragments of glass flew out, and the other ogre was gone. Esk stood before a
man- si zed frame fromwhich jags of glass projected.

"It was a mirror!" Chex exclainmed. "Except—

Esk's ogre nature left him As he returned to the human condition, his intelligence increased, and
he understood. "A reverse nmirror!" he said. "It showed only the other side of me—the side that |
wasn't. So when | was a man, it was ny ogre self, and when | turned ogre, it turned human. Only |
was ogrishly stupid and aggressive, and broke it when | didn't have to."

Chex approached. "I don't think it was just a mirror," she said. "Vol-ney and | saw it too, and it
| ooked and sounded like a real ogre. Your state may have governed it, but it was real enough in
its fashion. Like the illusion of the nountain, it was enough to do the job. If you hadn't cowed

it

Esk shrugged. "Maybe so. Certainly it was nmy challenge, not anybody else's. This one wasn't |et
out early!"

"I't wasn't alive," she pointed out. "The inanimate challenges remain in place; only the dragons
are | oose, and naybe whatever other animals were supposed to be used."

"It wasn't alive, so it didn't |eave," he agreed, understanding. "So we still don't know whet her
anyone is in charge of the challenges. | don't like this."

"Neither do I," she said.

"Unlew thiv iv the chall enge?" Vol ney suggest ed.
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Chex paused thoughtfully. "This nystery? This is the true challenge? Meant for all three of us to



sol ve, together?"
"I do not know, | only guew, " the vol e said.

"It is a nobst interesting conjecture," she said. "W knew to expect the unexpected, and that's
about as unexpected as anything could be. It seens reasonable to conjecture that a nore
sophi sticated chall enge woul d be required to handle three dissimnmlar querents sinmultaneously."

"But why should there be three at once?" Esk asked. "W woul d have cone separately, if we hadn't
met on the paths."”

"True. It does seemlargely coincidental." She quivered her wi ngs, pondering. "Is it possible that
our mssions are |linked? That we did not arrive coincidentally, but that the three of us are
destined to cooperate in some greater endeavor so that a single answer will serve us all?"

"But you knew nothing of the Kiw Mee River," Vol ney protested.

"Yet Esk did encounter the sultry denoness fromthat region," Chex pointed out. "So his mnission
may have a conmon notivation with yours. | confess, however, that my own m ssion does not seemto
connect. | think this is too speculative to be taken as fact, at least at this stage."

"Maybe the Good Magician will tell us soon," Esk said.

"Maybe, " she agreed, but she seened dubi ous.

They proceeded on into the castle proper. It was silent; no nore chall enges manifested.
"Hal ooo!" Esk called. "Anybody hone?"

There was no answer.

They passed into the residential section of the castle. This should be beyond the region for
chal | enges, ordinarily, but no one met them "Maybe they stepped out for a bite to eat?" Esk
suggested facetiously, but the hunmor, if any existed, fell flat.

They wal ked t hrough chanber after chanber. Al were cluttered with artifacts of magic and
househol d exi stence; none had living folk. In the kitchen was a table with a petrified cheese
salad in the process of conposition; evidently the Gorgon had been naking it when she abruptly
departed. The greens were hardly wlted; she could not have left nore than a day before. In a
bedroom were toys and bins of assorted fruits: evidently the work of the Mgician's son Hugo, who
Chex had heard could conjure fruits. But no sign of the boy. Upstairs, in a crowded cubby of a
study, was a high stool by a table with a huge open book: the Magician's Book of Answers, over

whi ch he was said to pore constantly. But no sign of the Magician hinmself. There was even a

mar ker, showi ng the particular bit of information he had been contenplating; it seened to relate
to
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the aerodynam c properties of the third left central tail feather of the m dget roc bird.

"I didn't know there was a midget roc bird!" Esk renarked.

"You're not the Good Magician," Chex rem nded him

"Cbviouvly he was juvt finding hiv plave,
of ventaur w ngv,"

Vol ney said. "He wav about to revearch the propertiev

Chex and Esk stared at him "That rmust be right!" Esk said. "To Answer your Question!"
Chex | ooked stricken. "But why did he go, then? | need that answer!"

"That veenv to be our challenge to divcover."



It was the sane situation throughout the castle: everywhere there were evidences of recent and
normal activity, but nowhere did any person or creature remain. Al servants, if there had been
any, had departed; all creatures had been released, in the same manner as the little snokers at
the moat. | ndeed, they now realized that the npat itself was enpty; the npat nonsters were gone.
That was al nost unheard of for a castle. Yet there was no sign of violence; it was as if the CGood
Magi ci an and his famly had sinply stepped out for a nonent—and not returned. Wat could account
for this?

One region renai ned to be checked: the dungeon. That was said to be the region of major activity
for sone castles. Could they have gone down to check sonething there, and sonehow gotten trapped
bel ow?

But the stair down was not bl ocked, and no door was |ocked. It could not have been any sinple
entrapnent.

"If something happened down there," Chex said nervously, "it could remain dangerous. |f, for
exanpl e, he had a denobn there—=

That sent a chill down Esk's back. "A denon could account for it," he agreed. "Some of them are
just nuisances, like the one | encountered, but | understand that sone are truly terrible. If he

meant to keep it confined, but it got out—=

"Then it could have ranpaged t hrough the castle and smashed everything and everyone in it," Chex
fini shed.

"Exvept there wav no ranpage," Vol ney pointed out. "No vign of violenve."

"Not all denons are violent," Chex said. "Some are nerely m schievous. They assume other fornms,
and tenpt nortal folk into trouble. If the denon becane a dansel in distress, right outside the
castle, they all mght have hurried out to help, and—

"The Good Magi ci an shoul d never have been fool ed by a denon," Esk protested. "He's the Magician of
I nformation. He knows everything!"”
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She sighed. "I agree; it's a weak hypothesis. Let's gird ourselves and see what's down there."

They descended the stone stair. There was no sign of disturbance on the nether |evel either, and
no sign of anything intended to confine a demon. Small vials crowded the shel ves of storage
chanmbers, all of themcarefully stoppered; any severe activity should have shaken sone vials so
that they fell to the floor. This |evel was the sane as the others: normal for its nature.

Except for one small chanber behind a closed door. Chex peered through the tiny barred w ndow.
"Activity," she murmured tersely.

Esk felt that cold shiver again. "What is it?"

"It seens to be a—an experinment of sone sort," she said. "lIt's hard to make it out properly.
There's a container on a hearth, and it's boiling, and the vapors are overflow ng across the
floor."

"He nmust have been cooking up a potion," Esk said, "and forgot to turn it off when he left."

"Then we had better turn it off," she said. "There is no sense letting it boil away to nothing."

Vol ney sniffed the air. "Beware," he said. "That vnellv |ike
When he did not continue, Chex pronpted him "Like what?"

"What ?" the vole asked in return



"What does it snell |ike?"

"What doev what vnell |ike?"

"That potion!" she said inpatiently.

" Povi on?"

"The one you just snelled!" she said. "How could you have forgotten it already?"
"I forget," Vol ney said, seem ng confused. "What am | doi ng here?"

"What are you—t" she repeated indignantly. "Volney, this is no tinme for ganes!"
"For what ?"

Suddenly Esk caught on. "An amesia anbrosia!" he exclainmed. "Volney's nose is nore sensitive than
ours, and he's closer to the floor. Those fumes nust be spreading out and | eaki ng under the door
so he got the first dose!"

"Amesi a!" she cried, alarnmed. "W nust get away from here!"

"Cone on, Volney," Esk said. "W are going back upstairs!”

"Where?" the vol e asked

"Up! Up! To get out of the funes, before they get us all!"

The vol e bal ked. "Wo are you?" he asked.

"He's forgetting everything!" Chex said. "W've got to get himout!"
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"We're friends!" Esk said. "W nust tal k—dpstairs! come with us!"

The vol e hesitated, but renenbered nothing contrary, so foll owed them up. They sl amred every door
behi nd them and wedged strips of cloth fromthe sewing roomunder the last, to halt the creep of
t he vapor.

"Now | think we know what happened to the Magician and his fanmly," Chex said. "That concoction

got out of hand, and they forgot what they were doing!"

"But the magician was upstairs," Esk said. "Those vapors sink; how could they have reached him
there? They haven't even |l eft the dungeon yet, and woul d have been | ess extensive a day ago."

She nodded. "True, true. | was thinking carelessly. Those funes are a consequence of his
departure, not a cause, probably. But we had better turn that pot off!"

They were agreed on that. But how were they to do it?

"Maybe there's a counterpotion,” Esk said. "Sonmething we can m x up and pour into the dungeon that
will neutralize it. The Book of Answers might list it."

They hurried up and checked the book. "Wat would it be Iisted under?" Esk asked, turning the
anci ent pages.

"M for nenory, perhaps,” Chex said.

He found the Ms. "Magic," he read. "What a lot there is on that subject!" He turned nore pages.
"Ah, here: Menory." But he frowned as he tried to read the detail. "I can't understand this! It's
so technical!"



"Techni cal ?" Chex asked.
"Yes. What does 'mmenoni ¢ enhancenent enchantnment' nean?"

She pursed her lips. "It's technical, all right," she agreed. "Probably only the Good Magician can

interpret it; that's why he is the Mgician."
"We don't have time," he said. "W need sonething we can understand right now "
"We need a sudden bright idea,"” she agreed.

"I know little about magic," Volney said, evidently recovering fromhis whiff of ammesia. "But
ivn't there a kind of wood that changev the magi c pol ev?"

"Magi ¢ pol es?" Esk asked bl ankly.
"Vo that whatever it iv, it iv not, and vive verva."

"Whatever it is, it is not," Chex said, piecing it out.

"And vice versa," Esk concluded. "I don't know-*

"I think it'v called reverve wod."

"Reverse wood!" Esk and Chex exclainmed together. "That's it!" one or the other added.
They hurried downstairs, checking shelves. "Found it!" Esk called, as
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he opened a kitchen cupboard. "The Gorgon nust have used it for cooking, so that everything she
| ooked at wouldn't be stoned." He fetched down the chip of wood.

"But are you sure it's the right kind?" Chex asked.

"W can test it," he said. "Conme toward me. If it reverses ny nagi c—

"l understand."” She strode toward him

He held up the chip. "No," he said as she drew cl ose.

She | eaped at him Suddenly her rather soft front was pinning himagainst the wall.

"Qops," she said, backing off. "I didn't nmean to do that."

"I told you 'no' on your advance," he gasped. "But you accelerated it."

"So it is reverse wood!" she said.

"1 hope it's enough."” He | ooked at the chip, thinking of the chanberful of ammesia funes bel ow
"I't will have to be," she said firmy

They took it down to the seal ed door, unseal ed the door, and hesitated. "W need to get it in the
pot, | think," she said. "But if we get close, we'll forget."

"Not vo," Vol ney said. "Who holdv the wood—=

"WIIl reverse the amesia!" Esk exclainmed. "I'Il do it!" He hurried down the steps, holding the
chi p ahead of him Wen he reached the bottom he strode to the closed chanber, wenched open the
door, waded through the pooling vapors, and dunped the chip of wood in the boiling pot.

The effect was dramatic. Not only did the amesia reverse, as he could tell by his abruptly



shar pened nenory; the pot halted its boiling and froze.

He returned to the residential floor. "M ssion acconplished," he announced.

"Except that we still don't know what happened to the Good Magician," Chex rem nded him "So we

still don't have the Answers we cane for."

"Maybe a magic mrror can tell us where he went," Esk suggested.

They located a mrror. But as they approached, it flickered. "Castle Roogna calling Magician
Hurnfrey," it said. "Come in, Hunfrey. Over."

"He's not here," Esk said to the mrror

"Castl e Roogna calling Magician Hunfrey," it repeated. "Cone in, Hunfrey. Over."
"How do | turn this thing on to answer?" Esk asked.

The mrror forned an eye and eyed him "You can't, ogre-snoot," it
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said. "l respond only to authorized personnel. Tell the Good Magician to get his dinky posterior
down here and answer the King."

"But the Good Magician's not here!" Chex exclai ned.

"I didn't ask for excuses, nynph-noodle," the nmirror retorted. "Just get himhere."

"Listen, glassface!" Esk said, raising a fist.

"Uh-uh, mundane-brain,” it said. "I"'mworth a lot nore than you are. It's a capital offense to
break a mrror."

"Just put the King through to us, and we'll tell himwhat's happening here," Chex said angrily.

"Sorry, you don't have proper clearance, ponytail." And the mirror went blank

"l can see why nmirrors get broken," Esk muttered.

"It's just the perversity of the inanimate," Chex said. "I greatly fear we'll just have to go on
to Castl e Roogha ourselves, and tell them what we have found here, and see what they can do about
it."

"Cavtl e Roogna?" Vol ney asked.

"It may be the only way we can nmake any progress toward the solutions to our problens," she said.

So i ndeed it seened.
Chapter 5. Ilvy

1 hey spent the night in the Mgician's castle, and headed out for Castle Roogna in the norning.
They brought along a | adder they found in a storage shed; Chex hauled it along by hol ding one end
under an armand resting the other end on her runp. The |l adder interfered sonmewhat with her tail
so that the biting flies were nore of a nuisance than usual, but the distance was not far

They forged into the nountain of illusion, Vol ney | eading the way. When he announced the chasm
Chex unshi pped the | adder and pushed it out over the void. Then she secured one end, while Esk

wal ked across it on hands and feet. At the other end, he sat and held it while Vol ney crossed.
Finally they hauled the | adder the rest of the way across, and Chex made a running | eap and
hurdl ed the chasm as before. The whol e busi ness was acconplished nmuch nore swiftly and confortably
than their prior crossing.



They wal ked on out the north side and resuned the path. "You know, | wonder how those little
snokers got across," Esk remarked. "Could they hurdle that distance?"

"They're pretty active," Chex said. "I suspect they could. Perhaps they charged forward blindly,
and sone nmade it while sone did not. W don't know how nany were in that cage."

He nodded. Her surnise seened reasonabl e enough. Perhaps they had been lucky that only a fraction
of the dragons had surnounted the hurdle.

Then they cane to the | ake. "And how did they cross this?" Esk asked. "Do dragons swim and if
they do, does the water nonster |et them pass?”

Chex gl anced at the open water, where the nonster waited, then at the side, where the carnivorous
reeds waited. "They nmust have had some other way."

Vol ney sniffed the end of the path at the waterline. "If the nountain
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wav illuvion, could thiv be illuvion too?" he asked. "O could it be another avpect?"
"Anot her aspect of illusion?" Chex asked, puzzl ed.

The vol e wal ked out across the water.

Esk and Chex stared. "It's real!" Esk cried.

Chex sl apped her own flank resoundingly. "A one-way causeway!" she excl ai ned.

"I think not," Vol ney said.

But they were already racing for the path. Both stepped on it—and both sank through it and into
t he nuck.

Yet Vol ney remai ned above the water. "How=" Esk denanded, sonewhat niffed.

"I keep my eyev cloved," the vol e expl ai ned.

"Eyes cl osed?" Chex asked bl ankly as she haul ed herself out.

"“If what we vee iv not volid," Volney said, "then vonetimev what we do not vee iv volid."
"What we do not see is solid," Esk repeated thoughtfully.

Chex nodded. "Another reversal. The Good Mgici an seens very fond of that sort of thing."

"Very fond," Esk agreed, in no better nood than she. Had they realized this before, they could
have saved thensel ves an enornous anount of difficulty.

"But if the | ake nmonster should encroach— she said
"It iv an enchanted path, iv it not?" the vole asked, proceeding forward.

She nodded. "True—t should be secure. The dragons were on it because they were travelers; the
Good Magician let themgo home early, for a reason we do not yet grasp. O her nonsters should
still be barred—and i ndeed, we have encountered no others on it. So the water nonster should be
barred." She shivered. "Yet | begin to feel claustrophobic again. I am by no neans eager to trust
mysel f on that path blindly, though | hardly relish the mucky trip around the |ake."

Esk pondered. "Suppose you earned ne, as you did before—and | kept nmy eyes open? Wuld the path
becone illusory because of ne, or remain solid because of you?"



She snmiled. "Let's find out! | wouldn't do this with just anyone, but | trust you, Esk."

Esk found hinself flustered by the conplinent. Centaurs were notoriously distrustful of the
judgrent of others.

Chex cl osed her eyes while Esk nounted. Then he directed her toward the path. "Strai ght ahead-no,
slightly to your right," he said.
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"That's too clunsy," she said. "Just gesture with your knees."

"My knees?"

"Press with the one on the side you wish nme to turn from That's nuch nore efficient."

"Ch." He tried it, and sure enough, she noved quickly in response. In a nonent he was directing
her wordl essly.

He gui ded her onto the path, and the path held. It was, indeed, the wal ker's vision that
determned it; as long as she kept her eyes closed, her footing was firm Wen she drifted toward
one side or the other, he kneed her gently, and she noved imredi ately back to the center. The | ake
monster eyed them but did not approach; the path was indeed enchanted. The trip across was
surprisingly easy.

"Well," Chex said as they arrived at the far side. "That is indeed a relief."

Esk di smounted, and they wal ked on along the path, their spirits restored. Perhaps at Castle
Roogna they woul d di scover the answer to the Good Magi cian's strange di sappearance.

But as they drew closer to the castle, Chex became increasingly nervous. "lIs sonething wong?" Esk
finally inquired.

She sighed. "lI'"mnot sure. It is a personal matter."

"Ch. Not ny business, then."

"Perhaps it is your business, because it may affect your reception, and Vol ney's"
The vole's little ears perked up. "There iv trouble at Roogna?"

"In a way. | shall have to rehearse sone history to nake it clear."

Esk shrugged. "We'll listen." He was nore curious than he cared to admt; what could bother a
creature who was conpl etely open about natural functions?

"I am as you have noted, a crosshreed," she said.

"So aml," Esk rem nded her. "We might even have a combn human ancestor sonewhere way back."

She sniled briefly. "We might. But the centaur species, whatever its origin, considers itself a
pure stock, and does not | ook kindly on adulteration.”

"Cho! So they may not like you much!"

"Some may not," she agreed wanly. "Unfortunately, the ones who nmay | ook |east kindly on ny m xed
ancestry are mny grandsire and grandamon the centaur side."

"Your grandparents don't know?" Esk asked, surprised.

"My dam Chem Centaur, did not find a mate of her own species. Centaurs are not conmon beyond
Centaur Isle, so this problemcan arise.
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She—associated with a hi ppogryph. This is why | have wi ngs. But because she was aware that such a
I'iaison mght not be approved, she did not informher sire and damof the matter. Only her
brother, Chet, with whom she was closer. Thus, to the indiscretion of the Iiaison was added that
of deceiving her sire and dam Such things are not necessarily light matters, with centaurs."

"But it really was her own business, wasn't it?" Esk asked. "I nmean, she wasn't under any
obligation to report to her parents, was she?"

"That was Chenml s conclusion,” Chex agreed. "It is possible that other centaurs m ght disagree.”
"And your—grandparents—are at Castle Roogna," Esk concluded, getting the picture.

"I believe that they are."

"And when they see you, with your w ngs—

"I amuncertain of the nature of their reaction.”

"Maybe you can wait in the forest, while Volney and I go on in."

She sighed. "No, thank you, Esk. | believe it is tine to face the nelody."

"I'f that is the way you want it.

"I believe it is the way it nmust be. | do not |ike deception, and to the extent that nmy very
exi stence represents a deception, | owe it to nyself to elimnate it."

"l suppose that makes sense," Esk said. Centaurs were known to have an inpervi ous sense of ethics,
whi ch had bot h advant ages and di sadvantages for others who dealt with them

They nmoved wel |, encountering no nore dragons; it seened that the little snmokers had finally
gotten wherever they were going and |left the path. As night approached, they judged that they were
near Castl e Roogna.

They set up an overni ght watch system as before, not quite trusting the safety of the path.
Not hi ng happened, and in the norning they feasted on fruits and tubers and resunmed wal ki ng.

There was the sound of hooves ahead. "That's a centaur!" Chex exclainmed. "Ch, |'mnervous!"

Esk coul d understand her feeling. He was nervous too, but for a difl Fer-ent reason; he had never
been to Castle Roogna, and wasn't certain how the King woul d feel about a hunman-ogre crossbreed.
O course he was only bringing a nessage, at this point, about the absence of the Good Magi ci an
still, he worried. Volney Vole did not |ook any nore confortable.

They drew to the sides of the path, so as to let the centaur pass if it had
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a mnd to. But now Vol ney was sniffing the lowlying air nervously. "Ventaur—and dragon," he
announced.

Chex i mmedi ately unslung her bow and nocked an arrow, and Esk noved to stand before the vole, so
that he could say no if the dragon attacked.

"And human," Vol ney added.

A party of three—entaur, dragon, and hunman? How strange! Then he realized that their own party of
centaur, vole, and human (approxi mately) was equival ently strange.



The centaur cane into sight. It was a stout male, with a little girl on his back. Atruly
form dabl e dragon whonped al ong behi nd. Esk's nervousness increased; this could be a great deal of
troubl e!

"Uncl e Chet!" Chex exclainmed, delighted.

The centaur slowed, startled. "G ayw ng!" he excl ai ned.

"He calls ne that," she nmurnmured, flushing slightly with pleasure. "He doesn't nind ny—

"Who?" the little girl asked, as Chet stopped before them and the dragon whonped to a halt
behi nd, puffing steam

"Il introduce ours, and you introduce yours," Chet said briskly. "I am Chet Centaur, foaled of
Chester and Cherie Centaur; this is Ivy Human, daughter of King Dor and Queen lrene; and beyond is
Stanl ey Steaner, formerly known as the Gap Dragon.”

Esk al nost swal l owed his tongue. The daughter of the King, and the Gap Dragon?

But Chex was doing her side of the introduction. "I am Chex Centaur, filly of Chem Centaur and Xap
H ppogryph; this is Esk Human, son of Snash Ogre and Tandy Nynph; and this is Volney Vole fromthe
Ki ss-Mee River Valley, otherwi se known as the Vale of the Vole."

"The Kiss-Mee River!" lvy exclained excitedly. "I'd love to visit that!" She seened to be ten or
el even years old, pretty in an elfin way, with very little green hair and eyes to match. "Is it
really true that anyone who touches its waters gets so affectionate she just has to kiss the first
person she neets?"

"Not anynore," Volney said grimy. "It hav been ruined by the denonv. Now it iv called the Kill-
Mee River, and anyone who touchev it feelv like killing hiv neighbor."

"Say, Vol ney, do you have trouble with your— |lvy started.

"W three met on the way to the Good Magician's castle,” Chex explained quickly. "W all have

Questions, but the Magician wasn't there, so—
"Wy, we were just on our way to see Magician Hunfrey oursel ves,"
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Chet said. "He hasn't been answering his mirror, so we decided to go and see if there was any
probl em "

"Perhaps we should find a place to settle nore confortably, so we can conpare notes," Chex said.
"W seemto have nmuch to discuss.”

"Evidently so, cute niece,
| saw you last."

Chet said. He eyed her up and down. "You have filled out nicely since

"I'"ve been exercising to develop ny pectoral nuscles, but it hasn't enabled ne to fly."

"I can fix that!" lvy exclained. "Let nme ride you instead of Chet, and—

"Wait, lvy," the nale centaur said. "First let's get to a better place, as she suggested. Then we
can di scuss everything, and try everything, wthout blocking traffic."

Traffic! Esk al nost | aughed. There was no other traffic on this path.
"Tangl enan's close by," lvy said. "He has a nice gl ade."
"Who?" Chex asked.

"Tangl eman. He's a tangle tree."



"Atangle tree!"

"But don't worry," the child continued brightly. "He's reformed since Grandpa Trent turned him
into ajolly green giant."

They made their way to Tangl eman's grove. They had to cut through the jungle, but the dragon
whonped ahead; any potential predators vacated the region in a hurry. The two centaurs wal ked si de
by side, and Esk and Vol ney brought up the rear.

Tangl eman' s gl ade was i ndeed nice, nmaintained as only the tangle trees knew how Tangl eman hi nsel f
was a huge green man with withing tentacles for hair and barklike clothing. He | ooked fornidable
i ndeed, but grinned broadly when he saw lvy and her party. Cbviously they had mai ntai ned cordia
relations for years.

There was another round of introductions. Then Stanley and Tangl eman settled down to a gane of
Dunpi ngs and Dragons, which | ooked nore like a battle than a friendly contest, but since vy
wasn't concerned, the others weren't.

They compared notes and details. "So nobody remains in the Good Magician's castle,"” Chet said,
per pl exed. "We wondered, when we couldn't get through. But sonetines those mrrors get perverse,
so we decided to check. Ivy likes to visit Hugo and the Gorgon anyway, and Stanley has a thing

with the noat nonster, so—
"The npat nonster's gone too," Chet said. "All the creatures have been rel eased."
"That is very strange," Chet said. "The Good Magician can be taci-

VSal e of the Vol e

59

turn, but he takes good care of his environs, and he al nost never lets a creature go before its
termof service is done. It's as though they have noved out permanently."”

"Yes—but on very short notice," she said. "Things were interrupted in progress."

"We shall have to tell King Dor of this," Chet said. "But it will have to wait a few days, because
he and Queen Irene are away on business, up at the Water Wng. W were going to take a few days
for the trip, but there doesn't seemto be nuch point, now "

"Don't you want to verify what we have told you?" Esk asked.
"Verify a centaur's report? Whatever for?"
Chex smled. "He has not had much contact with centaurs, Uncle."

"Ch." Chet turned to Esk. "A centaur's accuracy of observation is perfect, and a centaur's word is
inviolate. It would be a waste of time to recheck my niece's findings; they represent the sane
information | would obtain."

"Ch. Then | guess we can go on to Castle Roogna," Esk said, out of sorts. He had known about
centaur accuracy, but as usual hadn't been thinking clearly. Sonmetines he regretted his ogreish
descent .

"That, too, is pointless, until the King returns,” he said.
"You nmean we should just wait here?" Esk asked.

"Of course not," Chet said. "That would be wasting tine."
"Then—="

Chex | aughed. "W shall sinply have to find sonething else to do for a few days," she said.



"Let's figure out where Magician Hunfrey is,
to find him"

vy said brightly. "Then we can tell my father where

"You have a map that |ocates |ost magicians?" Chet inquired wyly.

"Well, no, not exactly. But |I know who does: Chem She has maps for everything!"
"My dam " Chex exclained. "I haven't seen her in a year!"
"And ny sibling," Chet said. "It has been longer than that, for nme. She doesn't come around Castle

Roogna often, now. "
"Because of ne," Chex said, casting down her gaze.

"Because our damis just a bit conservative," Chet said. "I believe it is time to face that issue
directly."

' That was ny conclusion," Chex said.

"Of course. That gives us two reasons to go to see Chem"

"But we need three."

"Three?" Ivy asked.

"Centaurs need three reasons for doing things," Esk told her. He felt a
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mld and foolish gratification at this chance to show that he did know a bit about the breed.

The child considered. "That's right; 1'd forgotten. W were going to Magician Hunfrey's castle
because he didn't answer his mrror, and I wanted to share another punwheel cookie with the
Gorgon, and Stanley wanted to wrestle the nopat nonster. Three reasons. Now we know Hunfrey's gone,
so we don't have three reasons anynore."

"Where iv the mapnaki ng centaur?" Vol ney asked.
"Ch, she's doing a detail map of the Gap Chasm" Chet said. "It is very convoluted."

"Stanl ey needs to see the Gap Chasm " Ivy exclained. "He's going to take it over again any year
now, so he needs to keep updated."

Chet nodded. "That is true."
"And that's three!" she cried jubilantly. " 'Cause Chenis at the Gap Chasm "

"She does have a point, Uncle," Chex said, smling. "W need a map, and to fetch ny dam and to
take the dragon to the Gap Chasm™

"So it seens," he agreed.

"And we can learn all 'bout each other on the way!" lvy said. "Oh, this is fun!"
"Never becone tenporary guardian for a little Sorceress," Chet said with resignation

"And now let ne see if | can nake Chex fly,
Chex. "Lift me up!"

I vy continued with unabated enthusiasm She ran to

Chex, benused, assisted the little girl in nounting. "Now flap your w ngs,"'
hard, "

vy directed. "Rea

"Real ly hard," Chet and Chex said together



"Ch, pooh, you centaurs are all alike! Just do it!"

Chex spread her wings and fl apped them There was i ndeed nuscle on her chest; Esk tried not to
stare at the way her breasts rippled as she nade the effort.

"That's it!" lvy cried. "Harder!"

Chex flapped harder—and an expression of surprise crossed her face. "I have nore lifting power!"
she sai d.

"Sure you do, 'cause that's my talent. Enhancenent. Now take off."

It alnpbst seenmed that it was going to happen. Chex's front legs lifted fromthe ground. But no
matter how hard she fl apped, she could not get the rest of her body up; she remai ned standi ng on
her hind |egs.

"That's enough!" she gasped, dropping back down. "I'm wi nded!"

"Awwy, " Ivy said, disappointed. "Maybe you need to exerci se sone nore."
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"Perhaps | do," Chex agreed, flushed with her effort. "But for the first time, | canme close! It
was a wonderful feeling."

"It does seem odd that you should have functioning wings that don't quite do the job," Chet said.
"Perhaps they require nmagi ¢ enhancenent."

"1 thought the Good Magician woul d know," Chex sai d.

"Sure he does!" Ilvy said.

"Surely," Chet and Chex said together

Ivy didn't even bother to say pooh. She junped down and ski pped off to the gam ng nonsters. "Tinme
to get noving, boys!" she cried, wading into the nelee. "W're going to the Gap!"

That got Stanley's attention i mediately. The engagenment broke up and the two lined up for the
trip.

The party proceeded north, again cutting its ow trail. Once a sleeping flying dragon woke,

bel ching fire. Tangl enan | eaned over it and opened his nouth. The dragon gazed at the huge wooden
teeth and scooted away. Another tine a small tangle tree—ene in the vegetative state—nenaced them
as they passed. Stanley reared up and puffed steamat it, and the tree quickly w lted back

"I could get to like this sort of travel," Esk mumured.

"Yeah, it's real fun with them" Ivy said.
"Yes, it's really," both centaurs called

I vy stuck out her tongue. Esk buried a snile. He liked the little girl, even if she was a
princess.

By nightfall they were near the Gap. They canped by a spring and posted no guards; they needed
none in the present conmpany. Esk noted with private satisfaction that Ivy was just as secretive as
he was about natural functions; the centaur way was not the only way. In fact, lvy was a fine
antidote to the centaur attitudes.

In the norning they reached the Gap. It was a nonstrous crevice whose faces descended clifflike to
a narrow base far, far below Esk felt dizzy just peering into it.



"W shall have to travel along it until we find a way down,"” Chet said. 'That may require sone
tinme. There are bridges across it, but my sibling should be down inside it."

Vol ney sniffed the ground. "No need to vearch," he said. "The old vole holev remain; a |large one
will take uv down."

"Vol es are very good with tunnels," Esk explained to the others as Vol ney noved al ong.
"But he's going away fromthe chasm" I|vy protested.
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Then Vol ney found what he was sniffing for: the caveli ke entrance to a |large tunnel "You may w vh
light," he said as he plunged on in.

"I saw sone lightning rods close by," lvy said. She dashed off to pick them They gl owed nore
brightly as she held them enhanced by her nmagi c. Soon everyone who wanted one had a gl owi ng rod,
even Tan-gl eman. They trooped down after the vole.

The tunnel was | ong and dank, and branched many tines, but they foll owed Vol ney with confidence,
and eventually cane out at the base of the Gap. The vole hole had saved them a good deal of
t roubl e.

"Now to find Chem" Chet said. "Stay with us, Stanley; we don't want Stella to find us and take us
for prey."

"Stacey," lvy said snugly.

"What ?"

"Her nane is Stacey Steaner," lvy said.

"But she's listed as Stella."”

"But | naned her, same as | named Stanley. | can't help it if the ass who made the Lexicon got it

wrong. "
"The ass didn't get it wong; he listed both," Chex said. "There's an anbiguity, that's all."
"But when |'mhere, ny name is right," lvy said.

Chet shrugged, unable to refute that. Again the little princess had gotten the best of the
centaur. Esk enjoyed that, privately.

Agai n Vol ney's nose sinplified things. "They went that way novt revently,
west .

he announced, pointing

They travel ed west, and in due course cane upon Stacey and Chem They were exploring an offshoot
of the chasm one with jagged walls angling upward. Chem was projecting an i mage of it and
conparing the details to the real one, so as to match them perfectly. She was a | ovely brown-
maned, brown-eyed creature with a famly resenbl ance to Chex.

Chex enbraced her dam "M, how you' ve grown, dear!" Chem excl ai ned.
"l exercised."
"But whatever brings you here? | thought you were trying to learn howto fly."

"That's why | finally went to the Good Magician." She proceeded to that story, and to their need
for a suitable map.

"But | cannot show the Magician on a nap!" Chem protested. "I don't know where he is!"



"We thought you might be able to show a detail ed map of where he nmight be,"” Chex expl ai ned.
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"I suppose | could do that. Certainly | can detail any of the geography of that region for anyone
who wi shes to search for him"

So Chemreluctantly agreed to acconpany them back to Castle Roogna. Her sibling and her filly
understood her reticence; she had no nore desire to brace her sire and damon the matter of m xed-
breed of fspring than did Chex. But they all agreed that the tine had cone to do it.

Stanl ey decided to stay in the Gap awhile and visit with Stacey. Ivy pouted but yielded to
necessity; she could not keep the Gap Dragon out of the Gap forever. They were now near one of the
enchant ed crossings, so would need no protection once they got to the upper |evel.

There was no vole hole in this particular section, but Chem had napped it and knew a good way out.
It was along a side crevice on the north slope. They trooped up the jagged V of it, followi ng only
the branches Chem i ndi cated, and made their way through the puzzlelike labyrinth to the surface.
Then they took the invisible bridge across, which was a novel experience for Esk. He peered down
beyond his seem ngly unsupported feet, and felt dizzy. After that he foll owed Vol ney's exanple and
cl osed his eyes.

Tangl eman departed for his glade, leaving just the three centaurs, two human bei ngs, and one vol e.
They canped for the night, and when it rained they noved under a large unbrella tree. Vol ney
didn't need it, of course; he sinply dug one of his cozy burrows. lvy insisted on spending the
night there, to Esk's annoyance, until Chemprojected a map of this region that showed where a
good pillow bush grew. Then Esk gathered a fine pile of pillows and settled down in confort.

They did not hurry in the norning. Centaurs were creatures of integrity, but sonehow none of these
three found reason to rush on to the castle. Actually, there was no reason; King Dor and Queen
Irene were not due to return for another day. Chester and Cherie were supervising the grounds
during the royal absence, as it happened, and keeping an eye on Ivy's little brother, Prince

Dol ph. That, Chet remarked, was chal |l enge enough, for little Dol ph could change forminstantly to
anyt hing, and tended to beconme a npbuse and sneak out when he was supposed to be studying boring
Xant h history.

But, being the centaurs they were, they did not dawdl e unduly either. Thus at nidday they arrived
at Castl e Roogna.

Esk was inpressed. He had seen the Good Magician's castle, so knew the general nature of such
structures, but this was on a grander scale. Its walls towered above the npat, and the npat had
not one but several nonstrous nonsters. The grounds were girt about with an orchard con-
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tam ng every kind of exotic tree, and beyond were nore aggressive trees that were able to nove
their branches to bl ock unwanted trespassers. To one side was the zonbie graveyard, whose
occupants would rise up in all their sodden horror when required in defense of the estate. There
were even, Chet assured him several ghosts in the castle, though these were relatively harm ess,
merely waiting for their stories to be told.

A tiny man-shape stood at the drawbridge. "A horse rear with wings/" the figure exclained. "Wit
till the caretakers see that!"

"CGo tell them Gundy!" lvy cried happily. She was not aware of the gravity of the situation

The golemran swiftly into the castle. In a nmoment a pair of older centaurs appeared, nmale and
fermal e. They spied Chex together

"Geat!" the mal e excl ai ned.



"Appal lingl" the fenal e breat hed.

"Sire, Dam this is ny issue," Chemsaid, gesturing to Chex, who stood as if expecting to be
struck.

"And she can alnost fly!" lvy said.

Chex's granddam said no further word. She turned and went back into the castle.

Her grandsire hesitated. "This may take a little tinme," he said, then hurried after his nate.
The three centaurs turned with simlar |ooks of pain and wal ked away fromthe castle.

Ivy | ooked at Esk. "Does this nake any sense to you?"

"Not any | like," he replied.

"I thought Cherie would be glad to neet her granddaughter!"”

"I gather that centaurs don't approve of crossbreeding."

"Ch, pooh! Everybody crossbreeds in Xanth!"

Esk shrugged. "I fear Cherie Centaur doesn't see it that way."

"She doesn't |ike nagic nmuch, for centaurs," Ivy said thoughtfully. "Chester's better about that;
he's got a talent, and so does Chet."

Chet found a place for Chem and Chex to stay the night, and Esk and Vol ney joined them None of

the three said anything about what had happened, but the pall of gloomwas al nost tangi ble. Esk

realized that they had really hoped that Cherie would accept the situation. But centaurs, as Esk
was com ng to understand, were the nost stubborn of creatures.

The next day King Dor and Queen Irene arrived back, and in the afternoon they had a audi ence with
the three travelers. It was evident that they had no prejudice agai nst crossbreeds; indeed, they
openly ad-

Val e of the Vol e
65

mred Chex's wings. Ivy was there, now dressed in robes like the little princess she was, and so
was her little six-year-old brother, Prince Dol ph

They listened gravely to Esk's report of the Magician's nysterious absence. Then they listened to
Vol ney's story of the Vale of the Vole. It was apparent that they had already |earned sonething of
both these matters, and had cone to a decision before holding the audience.

"Ordinarily, we would do our best to help the voles,"” King Dor said. "But this matter, coming as
it does at the tinme of the crisis with the Good Magician, must wait. Qur first priority is to
| ocate Magician Hunfrey."

"Ch, Daddy!" Ilvy exclained indignantly. "Aren't you going to help themjust a little?"

"Not at this tine, lvy. Wien we recover the Good Magician, then he should be able to help the
vol es, as Vol ney has cone to ask himto do."

"But the bad denons are hurting that friendly river right now" Ivy protested. "At least let nme go
with them™"

"No," King Dor said.

"But Daddy!"



Queen Irene turned to her daughter. "No," she repeated, and the tone seermed nild, but the girl
shrank back as if severely rebuked.

That was it. There was to be no help of any kind from Castle Roogna. Esk couldn't help but wonder
whet her Cherie Centaur had anything to do with this cruel decision

They filed out. Now Vol ney was as dejected as Chex. What could they do? All their missions were
bal ked until the Good Magician was found.

As they departed the castle, Ivy dashed after them "But nmaybe soneone else will help!" she cried.
"The ot her centaurs, or maybe the ogres, or soneone! Maybe you coul d ask theml Maybe you three
coul d do sonething yoursel ves!"

Esk brightened. His own mission to the Good Magician seenmed relatively mnor, now, surely he had
been rationalizing when he thought that the denpbness would harmhis famly. Al she wanted was to
be left alone in his hideout. He had made this trip for hinself, really, to try to make hinself

i mportant, or at least worthwhile, in sonme way. "I amrelated to the ogres and the curse fiends
and the nynphs and fauns,"” he said. "I don't think ny owmn problemis nearly as inmportant as the
vol es' problem | could ask those other folk, and maybe they would help get rid of the denons in
the Vale of the Vole."

"I amrelated to the centaurs and to the flying nonsters,"” Chex said, brightening simlarly. "
want to learn to fly, but until the Good Magician is found, I mght as well do something to help
others. | think the
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vol es need nore help than I do, and I could ask those folk. Certainly I don't have much to keep ne
here. "

"And | amrelated to the creaturev of the greater famly of volev," Volney said. "The digglev, the
vqui ggl ev—+ coul d avk, and rmaybe they would help. Vertamy it iv pointlevv for me to wait for the
Good Magi-vion while ny folk vufter."”

"Let's do it!" Esk said. "Let's all go and ask our distant relatives, and see what help we can
get! Maybe we don't need the Good Magician or Castle Roogna!"”

"That's the way," lvy said brightly.
Sonehow, in her presence, it all made sense. They woul d solve the problem of the Kiss-Me River
t henmsel ves!

Chapter 6. Centaur

trotted south along the trail that her damis map had shown. She expected to reach Centaur Isle in
two days, and to spend one day there, and return in twd. That should be plenty of time to conplete
the rendezvous with Esk and Vol ney, who were questing in other directions. They had agreed to neet
in seven days, hoping that at |east one of them had obtained help for the Vale of the Vole and the
di stressed Kiss-Mee River. Atwo-day margin for error seenmed sufficient; centaurs were efficient
creatures who seldomif ever nmade errors, in contrast to the bunbling human bei ngs.

The trail wended parallel to the west coast of Xanth. It was neither well narked nor well
mai nt ai ned, but the protective enchantnent was on it, so there should be no trouble with
predators. Al so, there was |vy.

"CGee, this is fun!" lIvy exclainmd. She was on Chex's back, and everything was fun to her. lvy's
magi ¢ was Enhancenent, and it was of Magician caliber. Since she perceived Chex as a wonderfu
creature who could alnost fly, Chex was now noving at a trot that exceeded in velocity her norma
full gallop. The child's nmagi c buoyed her phenonenally; it was indeed |ike flying, because her
strength was so great and her feet so light. Also, the girl was good conpany; she nmade no

unr easonabl e demands, and was an excellent rider. Chex's granddam Cberie had been tutoring her in



nmore t han academ c subjects, obviously.

The thought of Cherie Centaur sobered Chex, however. By all accounts Cherie was a fine centaur
but she was conservative. She had tutored King Dor and Queen Irene, and now was tutoring the next
generation, but certain matters were beyond her acceptance, such as magic in centaurs. And
crossbreeding. Chester Centaur, in contrast, had the reputation of a roughneck, always ready to
fight rather than reason; but he was quite tol erant about nmagi c and crossbreedi ng. Uncle Chet had
said this was because of Chester's uncle, Herman the Hermit, who had had the nmagic ability to
commune with will-o0'-the-wi sps and had died bravely
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in the defense of Xanth fromthe w ggles. Al so, Chester was unable to perceive evil in anything
his offspring mght do. But though Chester had the nuscle, Cherie had the will, and that will was
mani f esti ng now. Chex was subtly not welcome in the region of Castle Roognha.

But little Ivy was another matter, and a power in her own right. Wen they had nade their decision
to get other help for the voles, Ivy had insisted on participating. She could hel p persuade the
centaurs of the Isle to help, she said. Besides which, she needed nore education, and visiting
Centaur Isle was part of it. Even Cherie had not been able to deny that logic, so Ivy had her way:
she was coming along, just for this one trip.

"But you seemawful quiet," Ivy said after a bit. "Is something wong?"
"Not with you, dear," Chex reassured her. "I was just thinking."
"About Cherie," lvy said wsely.

"True."

"Chester's working on her, but you know how centaurs are. Nothing's nore stubborn, when—eops. No
of fense neant!"

"None taken," Chex said. "W prefer to call it steadfastness."

"Maybe if you do something great, |like saving the Kiss-Mee, then she'll change her mind. Say, is
it true that just drinking fromthat river is |like getting snoboched?" The child had broached this
matter before, but evidently remained intrigued by it.

"That vernacul ar i s—

"Nonst andard usage,"” Ivy finished. "You centaurs are too stuffy!"

"But it is supposed to be true that the river, historically, has been very affectionate. However,
it seenms that it has suffered a radical personality change recently. That is why we wish to
restore it to its natural state."

"Yeah. So nowit's the Kill-Mee. That's funny!"
Then, exactly in time with Chex's correction: "Yes!"
Then lvy | aughed, and Chex had to | augh with her

They were well al ong, making even better time than Chex had projected, thanks to the enhancenent.
Woul d her hooves never tire? Apparently not, while she was carrying the little Sorceress!

"What's that stink?" |lvy asked. Then, as Chex opened her mouth: "Smell!" How the child loved to
t ease!

Chex sniffed the air. "Decay," she said. "Sone snmall aninmal nust have died recently. W will pass
by this soon."



But as they proceeded south, the odor intensified. "Ooo, ugh!" Ivy said, holding her pert nose.
"That rmust be a big animal!"

"So it seens,"” Chex agreed. "All living creatures eventually die."

"Not the Good Magician," lvy said.
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"Well, he is mssing, and we cannot rule out the possibility that—
"Ch, pooh! He just went sonewhere, so's not to be bothered.”

Chex wi shed they could be sure of that. She did not argue the case.

The snell intensified into truly awful scope. "A nonster!" |vy gasped.

It was all Chex could do to keep from gaggi ng herself. She had never before encountered m asma
like this! "A nonster," she agreed. "W've got to get by it soon!”

But they did not. The stench becane al nost pal pable. Ivy was coughing now. "What a stink!" she
cried. "I can't even see!"

Chex drew to a halt, too distracted to protest the naughty word this tine. She was having trouble

with her own vision. They seenmed to be swinming hi the putrid vapor. "W'Il have to go around it,"
she sai d.
"Castle Zonbie!" lIvy exclainmed. "It's near here!"

"That's the odor? Zonbi es?"

"No, they snell, but not like this. | mean we could go there, and they'll tell us how to get
around, 'cause they know about death and all that rot."

Chex decided not to try to correct that usage either. Zonbies were creatures of death and rot. She
was not enthusiastic about visiting such a castle, but it was obvious that sonething had to be
done. Chenis map had shown the castle; the girl was correct about its proximty.

She turned back and trotted toward an intersection she had noted sone way back. This alternate
path would I ead themto Castle Zonbie. As they proceeded along it, the awful odor dimnished. That
was a relief! She felt as if there were foul sludge coating her |ungs.

Ivy was right: there was a snell about Castle Zonbie, but it was quite bearable after what they
had experienced. Perhaps the zonbies conserved their rotting flesh better, not allow ng nuch of it
to escape as gas. There were a number of them working on the grounds, evidently tending the putrid
veget ati on.

The castle itself | ooked as if it were deconposing, but Chex knew this was nostly illusion; it was
of conparatively recent construction. Its noat was filled with slinme, and a zonbi e water nonster
stewed init. "H, Sleaze!" Ivy called out cheerfully, and the noat nonster actually nodded

Everybody liked Ivy!

The | ady of the castle cane out to greet them She showed no sign at all of zonbie-ism "Hi
MIlie!" Ivy called, exactly as before.

"Hello, lvy," the wonman replied. "Wo is your friend?"
"This is Chex. Chem s her noth—-her dam She's got w ngs!"”
"I had noticed." The wonman smiled at Chex. "You are welcone here, Chex, if you care to conme in."
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Chex was in doubt about what the interior of the castle mght be Iike, but Ivy was not. "W care!"
she cried, clapping her hands.

MIllie smled again. "You are so |ike your nmother at that age—and so unlike, too.

"1 know," lvy said. "She was nore serious. And nore—her— She made a gesture with her hands to
i ndi cate vol upt uousness.

"Be young while you can, dear," MIllie said.

"But when will / get all plushy and be able to fascinate men the way you do?" the girl asked
plaintively.

"By the tinme you find the one you want to fascinate, you will be able,” MIlie assured her

"And what about me?" Chex asked with a quirk of a smle. "I amone of a kind."

"So is Rapunzel," MIllie replied, "but she's nmarried now.
"To Gundy Golem™ Ilvy said. "Which rem nds nme, when is Snor-tiner com ng back?"

This junmp was too much for Chex. "Wo is Snortimer, and what does he have to do with unique
creatures finding nates?"

"He's nmy Monster Under the Bed," |vy explained. "G undy borrowed him and never returned him and
now it's awmful quiet under ny bed." Then, after the briefest of pauses. "AMully quiet."

"Ch." Chex was nore confused than before.

*There's a zonbi e nonster under Lacuna's bed," MIlie said. "I think he's |onely, now that she's
grown up."

"Ch, goody! I'lIl go play with him" |vy dashed off.

MIlie turned to Chex. "I presune this is not purely a pleasure visit?"

"It's a coincidental visit," Chex confessed. "W were going to Centaur Isle to seek help for the
vol es, who have a serious problem but there's such a horrendous snell on the path that—

"QOops! That nust be the sphinx! Jonathan said it |ooked ill."

"Jonat han?"

"My husband, the Zonbie Master. Sphinxes live a very long tinme, but on occasion they do die."
"That woul d account for it," Chex said. "Can anythi ng be done?"

"Ch, yes, of course. Jonathan wants to find that sphinx and nake a zonbie of it before it's too
far gone. Now that we know where to look, he'll go with a contingent of zonbies and convert it.
The process will take a few days, because a sphinx is a very large creature, but | know he will be
grateful to you for the information."

"But | have a linited tune to reach Centaur Isle and return," Chex
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said. "I can't wait a few days. Ivy thought you m ght know a way around."
"There is a way, but it is difficult. You would need a guide."

"I woul d be happy to have a guide, if one is available."



"A zonbi e guide."

Chex paused. She had not had prior experience with zonbies, and was not enthusiastic. "I would
have to carry a zonbi e?"

"Ch, no, of course not! W can give you a centaur."
"A zonbie centaur?" This did not appeal either

"Ordinary folk do have sone difficulty accepting zonbies as legitimte creatures in their own
right,” MIllie said.

Chex renenbered the difficulty some fol k had accepting crossbreeds, too. "A zonbie guide will be
fine," she said, making an abrupt decision

"Very well. 1'Il ask Horace." Then MIlie raised her voice. "lvy! You nust be on your way now "
"Amd " 1vy called back. "Zononster's fun!"

MIlie winked at Chex. "Unless you would like to stay and have a neal with the zonbies, dear."
Suddenly lIvy was running downstairs. "lI'mready to go, now, thanks all the same, Mllie."

"But we have such really rotten food!™ MIlie protested, smling. "The very best nold, and even a
few dead nmggots. Are you sure—=2**

"Quite sure, thank you," Ivy said with urgent politeness,

"Perhaps another tine, then," MIlie said with seenming regret. She had evidently had prior
experience with children. She |led the way out.

Horace turned out to be a not-too-far gone centaur. Hi s body was patched where hair had fallen
out, and his face was sonewhat worm eaten, but otherw se he was all right.

"Pl ease show Chex the alternate route to Centaur Isle,” MIlie said to him "And wait for her
return. Do you understand?"

"Yesh, MIlie Chosht," Horace said, speaking as well as he could with a rotten |ip and tongue.

Chex hel ped Ivy nount. "Thank you, MIlie; | really appreciate this."
"Anything in a good cause," MIlie said. "It was nice to neet you, Chex."
Then Horace was noving off, and Chex had to hurry to catch up with him "Bye, MIlie!" lvy called,

waving frantically. "Bye, zonbies!™ MIlie and several zombi es waved back

"MIlie certainly didn't ook Ilike a zonbie," Chex remarked.

"Ch, no, she's a ghost!" lvy said.
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"A ghost!" Chex exclainmed. But then she renenbered what Horace had cal |l ed her: ghosht.

"Well, she isn't really a ghost anynore," Ivy explained. "But she was one for eight hundred years,
so we still call her MIlie the Ghost."

"Ei ght hundred years!"

"Yes, and then she won a prize or sonething and was nade alive again, and she took care of Daddy
when he was little, and then she married the Zonbie Master and lived happily ever after. She's
real nice." |lvy paused.



Then: "Really nicel" in time with Chex's correction. And a | augh
Horace turned his head. "Watsch niche?"

"MIlie the Ghosht," lvy replied pronptly, stifling a giggle.
"Yesh," the zonbi e agreed.

"They aren't too bright," Ivy confided. "But they really are nice, when you get to know them They
defend Castl e Roogna, you know. "

Chex had known, because of the zonbie graveyard there. Neverthel ess, she was picking up a | ot of
interesting material fromthis child.

The path they were followi ng was easy to discern. Chex wondered why MIIlie had considered it to be
so difficult as to require a guide. Then Horace drew to a halt.

"Zragon nesht ahead," he announced, |osing a discol ored tooth.
That would make it difficult! Chex unslung her bow. "A big one?"
"Many bigh onze," he said. "VWwe go around."

"I thought we were already going around."

But he was leading the way into a thick tangle of vegetation. It seemed to consist of truly
nonst r ous vi nes.

"They're growi ng in dragon dung," Ivy renmarked. 'That nust be why they're so big! But you know,
these | ook |ike—=

Abruptly they came up to the biggest gourd Chex had ever inmagined. "But that's a— she started,
shocked.

"Hypnogourd," lvy finished, as Horace | eaped into the gi ant peephole.

"We can't— Chex protested, appalled. "No one escapes on his own froma gourd! There isn't even
supposed tobe any physical entry—t's all in the spirit! But he just—=

"I guess that's why we need a guide," lvy said.

Chex nodded. Maybe it did make sense. If she wanted to keep then-guide in range, she had to act
pronptly.
She nerved herself and | eaped into the peephol e.

She landed in thick vegetation much like that she had just left. But this had one inportant
difference: it was zonbie vegetation. The | eaves of the plants were rotting, and the stenms were
nmottl ed. Neverthel ess, vines were extending toward the depressions of what appeared to be sunken
grave
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sites. The vines were trying to tunnel into the ground here, rather than springing fromit in the
normal fashion

But she couldn't pause to figure out this anomaly; Horace was di sappearing on the wi nding trai
ahead. She galloped after him

"Funny—they're growi ng the wong way,
when | was in here before.”

Ivy said. "But you know, that's not scary, the way it was



"You were in the gourd before?" Chex asked, amazed.

"Yes. There was a whole big | ake of castor oil! Triple ugh! And a bug room | hated it. But here
it's only plants growing into zonbie graves."

"It's a zonbie horror!" Chex exclainmed, catching on. "Things that frighten zonbi es—+ike plants
boring into their graves and sapping their vitality, or whatever it is they have."

"That nmust be it!" lvy agreed happily. "Zonbie haunts!”

There was a sharp hiss ahead. It was a venompus snake, striking at Horace's |leg. But the centaur
| eaped clear, and the fangs closed instead on a sickly rose plant.

I nedi ately the plant changed col or, becom ng healthy and vigorous. Beautiful red roses forned.

"But what's so bad about that?" Ivy asked. "If it had bitten Horace, he woul d've been healt hy
again, wouldn't he?"

"Which m ght be the ultimate horror, for a zonbie," Chex said. "Just as getting bitten and turning
zonbie would be a horror for us." But it certainly was strange!

Horace drew up at a new threat: a region of slashing knives. There seemed to be no creature
wi el ding them the knives nerely cut of their own volition. This was as awkward for |iving
creatures as for zonbies; how were they to pass?

Horace drew a rusty knife fromhis backpack. He hurled it into the nelee.

I mmedi ately the other knives attacked it. Sparks flew as nmetal rasped agai nst netal. Soon the
magi ¢ knives, their blood frenzy aroused, were slashing each other. Not |long thereafter, all the
kni ves were broken, having destroyed each other. It seenmed safe to proceed through this region
now.

Wher eupon Horace turned and proceeded back the way they had cone. Startled, Chex followed. What
kind of a naze was this?

The pat h behi nd had changed. Now the zonbi e vegetati on was zonbi e m neral; decaying stones,
rusting netal, and dissolving plastic. Horace threaded his way through it, touching nothing except
the ground—until, abruptly, he brought a front hoof down on a sodden green rock

The rock fragnented. The chips fell to the ground and burned their
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way into it, sinking fromsight. The ground itself caught fire, burning with a sickly greenish
flame. Zonbie fire.

G adual | y a wooden under pi nning was reveal ed, as the earth above it burned away. The wood, oddly,
was untouched by the flanme, which flickered out.

Horace set his front hoof against the near end of the wood, and it descended. The far side lifted,
the panel was hinged hi the center. Beneath was revealed a flight of wooden steps, leading to a
lighted cellar.

"Cee," lvy whispered, intrigued.
Horace turned and wal ked back the way he had cone, ignoring the steps. Chex, benused, foll owed.

Again the setting had changed. Now it consisted of zonmbie animals: ratlike things that scurried
haphazardly around, sheddi ng fragments of thensel ves.

Hor ace stepped anong them taking care that his hooves crushed none. Chex followed, taking equa
care. She coul d guess what woul d happen next: the centaur would sel ect one creature to crush, and



then a new way woul d open, and he would ignore it. This was a strange place even in its
predictability!

Horace kicked a rat. The creature squealed. |Imediately the others rose up and squeal ed too. Then
they changed into nunbers and rose into the air. The ground becane a grid on whose squares the
shadows of the nunbers danced

Horace lay down, his body covering a nunber of the squares. The nunbers above those squares keened
angrily and attacked. They spun so that their ends forned cutting surfaces and plunged at his
body.

Chex, doubtful and not a little worried, lay down too. "I hope that zonmbie knows what he is
doi ng," she nurnured.
"I hope so too," lvy whispered. "I don't |ike those nunbers!"

I ndeed, the nunbers were attacking the two of themnow, as well. They buzzed down |i ke aroused
bees—and passed right through their flesh w thout inpact.

Chex | aughed. "They mnust be imagi nary nunmbers!”
"What ?" | vy asked.

"Nunbers used in mat hematics that aren't real,
use them anyway. "

Chex explained. "But sonmetines it is necessary to

"That doesn't make much sense to me," Ilvy grunbl ed.

"I"'msure it doesn't! But this nust be the hone of those nunbers. They are probably the bad dreans
of mat hemati ci ans."

Horace | eaned his humanoid torso back and went to sleep

Chex hesitated. Did the zonbie really know what he was doi ng or had
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he given up? If so, could she afford to follow his exanpl e? There were certainly dangers here, and
this was the gourd; they could be in real trouble, if—
"l guess we don't have much choice," Ivy said, for once not enthusiastic.

"So it seens, dear," Chex agreed. They both settled back and closed their eyes. To their surprise,
they slept inmediately.

Chex opened her eyes. It was day, and she lay on a beach. Across the open water she saw t he
di stant outline of a large island.

She blinked. "Could that be Centaur |sle?" she asked al oud.
"Yesh," Horace said from behind her.
Ivy woke. "We're here!" she exclainmed. "But how did we get here?"

"W went to sleep in the gourd,” Chex said, hardly believing it herself. "I can only surmnise that
to sleep in the realmof dreams is to wake in the real mof ordinary consci ousness."

"I guess maybe we did need a guide," the little girl said.
"I guess maybe we did," Chex agreed,

"CGotcha!" Ivy exclaimed. "You spoke ny |anguage!”



"After what we just experienced, your |anguage seens easier." Chex hefted herself up. "Is this
really Centaur Isle,"” she asked Horace, "or merely a dreamof it?"

"It really ish," he assured her. "Shorten cut."
So it seenmed. Chex decided to accept things as they seened, and get on with her nission

Ivy slid off her back. "I gotta feel solid sand under ny feet," she said. Chex understood; the
experience in the gourd had been unsettling, even for a little Sorceress.

Now she had to cross the water to the Isle. There should be a ferry where the trail arrived. "I'|
scout around for the crossing,"” Chex announced.

"Il rest here," Ivy said. "It'Il be safe enough, with Horace. Anyway, Mom gave nme a protective
charm"

Chex made sure. "You will wait here for nme?" she asked Horace.
"Yesh," he said.

She set off along the beach, trotting east, because the closest approach to the Isle seened to be
in that direction. Soon enough her judgnment was confirned; there was a raft with a sail at a
| andi ng.

She trotted up. "Halloo!" she call ed.
A centaur of middle age energed froma shelter. "Someone for crossing?" he asked.
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"Yes. | need to go to Centaur Isle, and then to return— She broke off, because the ot her was
staring at her wi ngs.

"Ch, a crossbreed,” he said, with deep disgust. "Forget it.

"But | have to talk to the centaur El ders about—

"We don't talk to crossbreeds,” he said curtly. "Now get away from here before soneone sees you.*

" But —
He reached for his bow.
"Now | ook!" she protested. "I have a right to be heard!"

The bow was in his hands. "Crossbreeds have no right to exist, let alone be heard," he said. "No
one will talk to you. You'd be executed without trial if you set foot on the Isle. Now fly away
before I"'mput to the trouble of burying your body."

Appal I ed, Chex realized that he was serious. Her granddamis attitude was nerely the echo of the
prejudi ce of the larger comunity of centaurs. They were unable to tolerate any devi ance from
their norm

For a nonent she was tenpted to stand her ground and put himto that trouble of burying her. But
she knew it would not acconplish anything; the position of the centaurs was sealed. As Ivy had
sai d: centaurs were stubborn

She turned and trotted away, frustrated and di sgusted. Now she appreci ated why her dam had rai sed
her largely isolated fromher own kind. Uncle Chet had been around often, showi ng her his nmagic

wi th boul ders and pebbl es, and sonme of the hermitlike forest centaurs had visited on occasion, but
never any centaurs fromeither the village north of the Gap or from Centaur Isle. Her education
was com ng hard. Centaurs were supposed to be the nost brilliant and consistent creatures of
Xanth, but her belief in this had been shaken. How could a species that was an obvi ous crossbreed



bet ween humanoi ds and equi noi ds be so restrictive about further crossbreedi ng?

Yet, as she considered the matter, she knew. |If centaurs accepted unrestricted crossbreeding, as
the equines did, they would eventually be fragnmented as a species, as the equines were. There were
no |l onger any true horses in Xanth, only in Mindania, where they couldn't interbreed with other
species. In Xanth there were night mares and pookas and were-horses and sea-horses and hi ppogryphs
and centaurs and unicorns and flying horses, and the original stock had been crossbred out of

exi stence. Now the centaurs were preserving their variant as a viable species, and were doi ng what
they had to do in that effort.

Still, there were even nore crossbreeds involving the human stock than there were of the equine
stock, ranging fromelves to ogres to multi-
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tnergings |like the sphinxes, yet the original stock remained viable. Humans did tend to di scourage
crosshreedi ng, but were reasonably tolerant of what did occur. Thus centaurs were wel cone at
Castl e Roogna, and other variants such as the golemand an ogre or two. So the restriction did not
have to be absol ute.

But, she rem nded herself in an effort to retain centaur objectivity, the human stock had a mgjor
source of replenishnent: Mindani a. There had been nmany Waves of col oni zati on from Mundani a, each
one adding to the straight human popul ati on of Xanth. Centaurs could not be reinforced simlarly,
for they existed only in Xanth. So the situations were not precisely anal ogous.

Al'l of which did not make her feel nmuch better. She could understand the position of the centaurs,
wi t hout appreciating it. What she really needed was a species of her own.

She | aughed to herself, sonmewhat bitterly. She was, as far as she knew, the only one of her kind
in Xanth. Some species!

She arrived back at the spot where Ivy and Horace waited. "Any luck?" the little girl asked
brightly.

"No luck," Chex said heavily. "They will not even talk to nme, because | am a crossbreed."
Ivy pursed her lips. "The way Cherie won't?"

"Yes. "

"Maybe | could do it—=

Chex considered. Ivy was a child, but she was also the King's daughter, and a Sorceress. The
centaurs night give her an audi ence. But she would have to go to the Isle alone, and that would
violate Chex's conmitment to guard her. Also, if the centaurs would not even talk to a variant of
their own kind, would they help a conpletely different species, the voles? This was highly

doubt ful .

"I think we should wite this off as a bad job, dear," she said. "I underestinmated the resistance

of the centaurs to our effort.”
I vy shrugged. "Okay. Maybe we can get help fromyour sire's folks, instead."

"The w nged nonsters?" Chex considered, finding this alternative nore interesting now that her
maj or hope had been dashed. "Well, certainly | could go to ny sire and ask. But he lives closer to
central Xanth; we shall have to return to Castle Roogna first, and | can conpare notes w th Esk
and Vol ney. Perhaps one of them has already found help."

"Un," Ivy agreed, glancing at her expectantly.

Chex waited, and Ivy waited. Finally Chex surrendered and said
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"Yes," in correction, and Ivy said it with her, then |l aughed. The odd thing was that this nade
Chex feel better

Horace led theminto the jungle, follow ng another trail that showed signs of disuse. Chex
realized that other creatures tended to avoid the paths used by zonbies. Prior to this experience,
she woul d have avoided it too. But after her rebuff by the living centaurs, she found the zonbie
centaur better conpany. The zonbies were providing what help they could, and indeed, had enabl ed
her to cut many hours off her trip south.

When the trail passed through | ooser forest, she drew up abreast of him "My | ask you a
questi on, Horace?"

"Yesh."

"How did you cone to be a zonbi e?"

"l zdied."

Evidently he wasn't nuch for detail! "How did you die?"
" Peopl eschooz. "

"I beg your pardon?"

"Par zon?"

Not much for social niceties, either. But these could hardly be expected of those whose brains
were rotten. "How did you die?" she repeated.

"Zome call it horschschooz."

"l don't understand."

"I think he said horse—= |vy started.

"Don't say that word!"

"Manure," lvy finished contritely. "A princess doesn't even know the other word."
"Let's hope not! But how could anything |ike that account for his death."
"I"'msure he can explainit, if I ask him" lvy said confidently. "Here,

let me ride him"

"I really don't think—=

"Ch, he can hold ny weight all right. | talked to himwhile we were waiting for you. He's nice
enough, for a zonbie." She | eaned across, and Chex had to nove close to facilitate the transfer
lest the girl fall between them

Ivy scranbl ed across and settled on Horace's back. "Horace, you're pretty strong,"” she said, and
i ndeed, the zonbie seenmed to be in better physical condition than before. "You can talk well, too,
I just knowit."

"Zt hank you," Horace said, and his voice did sound better. It was the child' s magic, enhancing
hi m

"How di d you die?" Ivy asked.
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"Peopl e zhooz."

"Peopl e shoes!" lvy exclained. "Wat they call horseshoes in Min-danial Were you throw these
nmetal shoes."

"Yez." The pronunciation was | ess slushy, but still not perfect. There was only so much
Enhancerment coul d do, when |ips were decayed and teeth nissing.

"But how did a ganme kill you, Horace?" |vy asked.

"Ht by a boot."

"Ch, an accident!" Chex exclainmed. "One of those hard netal shoes hit you on the head!"
"Yez. A heavy people zboot, with hob nailz."

"And then the Zombie Master revived you as a zonbie."

"Yez."

"How do you feel, being a zonbie?"

"I't"z not zbad. But ny oldz friendz won't play with ne."

"I'mafraid the living aren't too fond of the undead," Chex said. "They're prejudiced." She had
just had a good |esson in prejudice.

"Yez."

"But Zora Zonmbie's nice," lvy said, transferring back to Chex. "She's al nost alive."
"Zora is a friend of yours?"

"Yes. She hel ped Mom | earn about zonbies. Then she nmarried Xa-vier."

"Xavier!" Chex exclaimed. "I know him He rides Xap!"

"Yes. Xap's great. He's a hippogryph."

"I know. He's ny sire."

"Ch!" Ivy squealed with delight. "I didn't realize! That's how you got your w ngs!"

"That's how," Chex agreed. "I know Xavi er because he's been with Xap, but | didn't know he was
married. He never mentioned it."

"I guess that's less inportant to nales than to females,” lvy said.
"Unl ess he was ashanmed of having a zonbie wife."
"I don't think so," Ivy said. "He always seened real —+eally proud of her, when he was with her."

"Then perhaps he was afraid that others would have the wong picture of her, if they |earned she
was a zonbie w thout neeting her."

"Maybe. You'd hardly know she's a zonbie. That's how | know zonbies aren't bad, 'cause she's baby-
sitted ne and she's great."

Horace veered to the side. "Gourd," he announced.

There was another of the huge variety that grew in dragon dung. Horace plunged into its peephol e,
and Chex foll owed.
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Inside it seened exactly the same as it had been on thenl prior entry. Chex had thought they would
be in the region of inmaginary nunbers that they had left, but they were in the first stage, with
the zonbi e vegetation

They negotiated the region of knives the same way as before. **|I wonder what's beyond those
kni ves?" |vy asked.

"Perhaps nothing," Chex said. "It may be only a ritual, where a particular action is required to
change the setting of the maze. An intruder not know edgeabl e about this nmatter m ght take the
wong direction."

They came to the buried trap door. "I'd sure like to see what's down there!" Ivy said.

Chex was getting quite curious too; the steps seened very inviting. But she was sure it was a
trap; if she deviated fromthe route of their guide, she would perhaps be trapped within the
gourd.

They reached the nunmbers, and again |ay down and sl ept—and woke not far beyond Castle Zonbie.
There was no giant gourd here, just as there had not been at the southern beach; they had energed
by sone ot her mechani sm

Now ni ght was approaching. They had been to the verge of Centaur Isle and back in a single day, a
journey that would otherwi se have taken three. Chex faced the prospect of returning to Castle
Roogna two days early. That would be fine if Esk and Vol ney were back early, but not good if they
wer e not.

She considered as the castle came into view, then nmade her decision. "lvy, if MIlie and the
Zonbi e Master are willing, how would it be if we stayed here for two days?"
"Ooo, goody!" lvy exclainmed, clapping her hands. "I can play with Zononster all | want!"

So it was decided that sinply. Castle Zonbie seemed positively attractive, now.
Chapter 7. Gateway

ri sk brought out the pill sonmewhat doubtfully. Ivy had brought three of themfromthe Castle
Roogna arnory, telling himthat there were plenty of themand that she used themall the tine when
she was in a hurry. He had hardly wanted to suggest that the child was not telling the truth, so
he had accepted them But now that Chex had trotted off south with lvy, and Vol ney was tunneling
to his mssion, he was worried. Suppose they didn't work?

Wll, in that case he would have to proceed the ol d-fashi oned way, hoping he could make it in
time. He had sl ogged by foot fromhone to Castle Roogna; he could slog down to Lake Ogre-Chobee.
But he hoped the pills worked!

He put one in his nmouth and swallowed it. Nothing changed. It was supposed to enable himto trave
al nost nmasslessly, so that he could cover a great distance w thout inpediment or fatigue. But
maybe its enhancenment only worked on the child whose tal ent was Enhancenent.

He took a step—and shot through a tree. He had paused on the path that started out toward the
|l ake. It curved, so a tree was ahead of himsone distance ahead. Now it was behi nd.

Coul d his step have taken himthrough the tree? He reached sl owy back and touched the trunk and

met only slight resistance. The tree seened to have becone an illusion
Whi ch was the way the pill was supposed to work. The tree was as solid as ever; it was Esk hinsel f
who had becone very nuch like an illusion. H's mass had been nulled out, though he | ooked and felt

the sane as before. Ivy had told himtrue.

If Chex had pills Iike these, she would be able to fly! But of course she wanted to fly regularly,



not just during the span of one dose.

He faced southeast and started wal king. His feet touched the ground and sank into it slightly,
gi ving himnecessary traction. H s body zoonmed along as if it weighed no nore than a feather
bvi ously that was the
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case, though he felt the same. His leg nmuscles, prined to propel his full mass, had only a tiny
fraction of it to move now, so had a great deal of extra strength. He tended to | eap when he
intended only to push off, and to sail through the air far further than he could normally have
junped. He had troubl e keeping his bal ance, because what he thought were trifling corrections
becanme powerful shoves. He careered through trees with inpronptu abandon, |unging through a
seeni ng forest of phantons.

Soon he got it under control, however, and concentrated on rapid forward progress. It hardly

matt ered whet her he stayed on the path; he could pass through brush and ot her obstacles with

al nrost equal ease. Wen he tried to go through a hill he slowed, though, because the resistance of
the ground agai nst his body was greater than that against his feet. He had to go into a sw nmmng
motion, and this was |less efficient. So he stayed above, and avoi ded trees when he conveniently
could, so that they would not drag against him

He adnmired the whizzing scenery. The nearer trees were passing so rapidly that they blurred, while
di stant ones were slower, and far nountains hardly changed at all. He tended to plowinto hills,
then to sail when descending their far slopes. He saw wi |l d creatures, who were unable to nove out
of the way before he was upon them but he was beyond t hem before they deci ded what to do. He
spied a snoozing griffin and kicked at its nose without effect; the creature shifted its head,
startled, as he left it behind. This was fun

He was traveling rapidly, but he did have a good distance to go, so it was near nightfall before
he cane to the broad shore of Lake Ogre-Chobee. At last the pill was wearing off, and his nornal
mass was returning. Now he wi shed he had been | ess wasteful in the expenditure of his energy; his
foot and | eg nmuscles were tired in unusual ways because he had not been wal king in the norma
manner. The nore the pill wore off, the |l ess confortable he becane; he was good and sore!

He set about eating and making canp for the night, not too close to the water, because he didn't
like the ook of the green reptilian creatures in it. He was lonely now, he had gotten used to
conmpany, and decided that he preferred it. He finally settled in a tree for sleep; it wasn't
confortable, but it was relatively safe. He could tell any creature no, but he had to be awake to
do it. He should be able to hear anything that tried to clinb the tree in the night, or anything
that landed in its foliage.

In the norning, cranped, he took care of routine needs, then addressed the problem of entry into
Gateway Castle. The problemwas that it was under the water. The only surface entrance was via a
great whirl -
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pool, and he didn't trust that. He could take another pill and becone | ess dense than the water
and wal k down through it and the castle wall—but then he would be inside in no state to talk with
the inhabitants, and when the pill wore off they might not appreciate the manner of his intrusion

It would be better to apply at the front gate and be adnmitted legitimtely. But where was the
front gate?

Well, there nust be a route for supplies. The curse fiends were said to be insular, caring little
for outsiders, but they had to go out for food, wood, and other necessities. He would | ocate that
supply route, and intercept someone on it, and explain his mssion. Since he was related to these
people, it should be possible to get some attention



He wal ked al ong the shore, |ooking carefully for signs of activity. But the |ake was huge, and the
wal k was | ong. The chobees canme out, scranbling toward himon fat green legs. Their teeth were
plentiful, and he didn't trust them so he retreated into the forest until they did not foll ow

Eventual |y he did discover evidence of activity. There was a region with cultivated trees, and
that nmeant that soneone was cultivating them There were blue trees, and red trees, and orange
trees, their fruits ripening nicely; there were yellow, green, and blue berry bushes. There were
many different kinds of pie trees, and blanket trees, and all the other agricultural staples that
a community of human beings required. He was definitely in the right region

Sure enough, before long he heard voices, and came across young wonen harvesting an assortnent of
slippers froma grove of shoe trees. They wore sinple blouses and skirts, evidently harvested from
other trees at other times, in an assortment of pastel colors. Mtching kerchiefs bound their
tresses fetchingly.

He approached them "Excuse ne," he called. "I amlooking for Gateway Castle."
"Eeeek! A man!" they cried with flattering alarm Then they began counting: "One, two—

"No!" he exclained, realizing what they were up to. The curse fiends, unlike other creatures,
shared a conmon talent: that of cursing. A massed curse could be devastating; even his nother's
tantruns, which were related, were bad enough. He did not want to be hit by a several-girl curse

His "no," of course, stifled that; they lost their count and did not try to curse him Still, they
backed away from himdistrustfully. "Don't hurt us, sir; we are only working girls," they
excl ai med.

"I amonly a traveler |ooking for Gateway Castle," he repeated. "But | don't know how to get in."
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"Are you sure you're harm ess?" one asked him

"Quite harmess,"” he assured her

"Then we will take you in with us when we go," she said. "But you will have to check in with the
authorities.”

"I shall be glad to," he said. "Meanwhile, may | hel p you harvest?"

They giggled, and decided to let himhelp. So for the next two hours he hel ped them sel ect ripe
shoes. It was inportant that there be pairs that matched in size and type and col or; nany
excel l ent ones had to be |left because they had no mates. Thus, this was not as easy a job as it
had seened; indeed, in some cases it seenmed that it would have been about as easy to nake the
mat chi ng shoes as to find them

It was fun doing this work, not because Esk had any particular affinity for work, but because the
girls were of his owm age, and flirted with himconstantly, making remarks about |ady slippers

wi thout mates. Esk realized that there mght be nore for himat Gateway Castle than just his

m ssion. After all, his grandnother had been a curse fiend.

Then the tine came for themto reenter the castle. They trooped along with their baskets of shoes,
and Esk went with them He had been tired when he encountered them but did not feel so now. In
fact, he was feeling very positive.

They canme to a pier that projected sone distance into the |ake. They wal ked out on this and

wai ted, and soon a thing appeared, rising fromthe deep water. It resenbled a boat, and seenmed to
be made of wood, but it nanaged to sail under the water rather than on it. This was decidedly
strange to Esk, but the girls crowmded toward it without hesitation

The top opened, and there was a hole down into the boat. The girls stepped across in turn
clinging to the handhol ds set inside the hole and passing their baskets of shoes across. Then they



called to Esk, and he crossed too, and found that there was a | adder. He descended it until he was
wel | bel ow the surface of the |ake, his feet finally touching the floor. Then one of the girls
clinmbed back up. He glanced up to see what she was doing, and had to | ook away before he
enbarrassed hinmself by blushing. He had seen right up her skirt.

"Get it tight, Doris!" a girl call ed.
Ti ght ?

Then the |ight dimnished, and he realized what she was doing: pulling closed the lid to the boat.
In the abrupt darkness, soneone hugged hi m and another ki ssed himon the cheek, giggling. Then a

I antern canme on, and all the girls were standing sedately around him not one giving evidence of
havi ng done anyt hi ng unt owar d.
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It was a stern wonman with the lanp, coming from another chanber in the boat. "Everybody aboard?"
she asked bri skly.

"Yesnt—pl us one!" There was anot her giggle.

The wonman brought the | anp about, and spied Esk. "A man!" she excl ai ned di sapprovingly.
"We found himhi the shoe trees," Doris said. "May we keep him WMatriarch?"

"Certainly not. He's going right back where he—=

"No, " Esk murnured.

The wonan | ooked nonplused. "Well, the authorities will have to decide. Put himin the hold for
now. "

So Esk was conducted to the hold, which was sinply the cargo conpartnent of the boat. He settled
down anong the baskets of shoes, while the girls sneaked wi nks at himfromthe adjacent
conpart nent.

The boat began to nmove. First it sank, so that he knew it was under the water, even the entrance
hatch, and that was eerie. Then it slid forward, propelled by some unknown nmechani sm He coul dn't
tell whether there were nmen hi another chanber poling it along as he and Chex had poled their
raft, or whether it was nagic.

In due course the boat bunped to a stop. A girl clinbed up to the hatch and opened it, and fresh
I i ght descended.

Now the girls picked up their baskets and haul ed them out of the craft. "Bye, Esk," each nurmnured
as she passed, in low tones that the nmatron was not supposed to hear.

When all were gone, the matron strode up. "Come on, intruder,’
Magi strate. "

she snapped. "You'll be seeing the

He went where directed, clinbing up and out of the hatch. He found hinself inside a room whose
floor was water. The boat was sitting hi this, its hatch beside another pier. This time Esk could
see down around it, as the water was illum nated and clear. Now the nmechanismfor the craft's
travel was apparent: there was a winch and a rope attached to it! The boat had sinply been haul ed
into the underwater city, as it had probably been haul ed out to the edge of the |ake. Cbviously,
there woul d be no people sneaking in by night; the boat would not be sent out for strangers. He
was |lucky he had cultivated the girls. Not that he had m nded that particul ar diversion; he had
not realized before how pl easant such an associ ation coul d be!

The matron marched himupstairs to a grimoffice. Here the Magistrate frowned from his desk. "What
do you nean by intrudi ng where you aren't wel cone?" the man denanded.



Esk was tenpted to say that the girls had made hi m wel come, but
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suspected that would not be smart. "My grandnother was a curse fiend," he said. "I came to ask a
favor frommy rel atives."

"A favor? A favor?" the man demanded, reddening. "W don't do favors for anyone; we curse!"
"Not even for relatives?"

The Magi strate huffed indignantly, but evidently felt obliged by his office to investigate this
matter. "Who was your grandnot her?"

"Well, | don't know what she was called here, because she gave up that nane when she married ny
grandf at her. But maybe you know of the case. She was an excellent actress—

"Al'l of us are excellent thespians," he said stuffily. "The theater is our vocation."
"Who i npersonated an ogress," Esk finished. "My grandfather is an ogre."
"An ogre?" the nman demanded, outraged. "None of our citizens would touch so brutish a beast!"

"]l understand he abducted her froma set. But she married himfrom choice."

The man turned to a shelf behind himand pulled down a nmassive tone. He set it on the desk, opened
it, and turned the pages, running his forefinger down the margins. "Ogre, ogre," he nuttered as he
sear ched

"Crunch Qgre," Esk said hel pfully.

The Magi strate grimaced. "Yes, here it is. Hel pless dansel abducted by villainous ogre. W bl asted
himwi th a massive curse that killed all the trees of the region, but apparently the brute
escaped. "

"He became a vegetarian," Esk said. "The curse couldn't find him because it was |ooking for a
bone cruncher.”

"A | oophole!" the Magistrate said with withering disgust.

'They had a son named Smash, who nmarried a nynph naned Tandy, and | amtheir son," Esk said. "So
amrelated to the curse fiends, and now 1 cone to ask a favor of ny relatives."

"You may be related, barely, in a distasteful technical sense, but that gives you the right only

to visit, not to nake demands on us. | will grant you a two-day visa; after that you will be
banned. "
"Ch, | don't intend to stay longer. Al I'masking is help for—=

"Don't tell ne your business!" the man exclai ned. "You have no right even to ask, unless you earn
it."

"Earn it? How do | earn it?"
"By providing something we need. What can you do?"

Esk considered. Cbviously they woul d not be inpressed by his ogre node, even if he could invoke
it, and he doubted that his sonetine acting
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ability would be anything remarkabl e here. Then he renenbered sonething his grandnot her had
menti oned that had seemed like a joke. "I can be an audi ence,” he said.

"Soneone nust have told you," the Magistrate grunped.

"My curse fiend grandma,"” Esk agreed snugly, though he was surprised that this had worked. "You
have everything you need except advance audi ences, right? You need to try out your plays on
ordinary folk, before your season commences, to be sure they register correctly. Well, 1'm about
as ordinary as they cone."

“I''I'l grant you that, youngster. Very well, it is evident that you do have curse fiend |ineage,
even if you are a bad actor. Here is your visa; you have two days to be a good enough audi ence to
warrant our consideration of your plea. Don't waste them"

"I won't," Esk pronmised. "If you will just tell ne where to go to get to work—=

"First you nust clean up. Did you expect to performas an audience in that condition?" The
Magi strate's nose winkled. He snapped his fingers, and a girl appeared.

Esk recogni zed her. She was Doris, the one he had seen on the | adder

"Take this person to a guest roomand clean and dress himappropriately," the Mgi strate said.

"Yes, sir," the girl said neekly. She turned to Esk. "If you will follow ne, person.”
"Hs nane is Esk," the Magistrate said. "He will be a sanple audience for two days only."
"Yes, sir," Doris repeated. "Please follow ne, Desk.'

"Esk!" the Magistrate roared. "Can't you servants get anything straight?”
"No, sir," Doris said.
Esk followed her, intrigued. Doris knew his nanme; why was she pretending not to?

As soon as they were alone in the hall, he found out. "I subbed for the girl on duty,"” Doris
confided. "If the Magistrate caught on, he'd have ne flayed."

"But why? You've already put in a day's work harvesting shoes."

"I think you're cute. | thought if | showed you ny legs, you'd like ne. Now | get to wash you
That will be fun!"

"You—en the | adder—en purpose?” he asked, al nost choki ng.

"Wasn't | naughty?" She giggled. "I knew you'd | ook."

But now the other part of this situation registered. "You are going to wash nme?"
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"It's part of the duty. We're servant girls, until we serve our apprenticeship. Then those with
proper prom se get to try out for parts, unless we nanage to marry above our station. Wiat's your
station?"

Now it was clarifying. She was | ooking for a way to get a better position; her interest in himwas
little nore than an act, taking advantage of an opportunity. He had been fascinated by what he had
seen of her |egs, but he found her notive | ess appealing. "My station is very low," he said. "I'm
a crossbreed."

She gazed at him appalled. "What a dirty word!"

"Yes. So you don't want anything nore to do with ne."



"That's true! You can wash yourself!" She pointed to an open door

"Thank you," Esk said, entering the chanber. He was sure he had done what was best, but sonmehow he
was di sappoi nted. Her |egs had been quite stunning.

By trial and error he figured out how to use the cleaning facility. It was a kind of mniature
waterfall that came on when he turned a handl e, and stopped when he turned the handl e back. This
was a new ki nd of magic!

When he energed fromthe waterfall room he found new cl othing where he had left his old. H s other
bel ongi ngs were neatly set beside; he had not lost his two remaining travel pills or his hand
knife. That was a relief.

He donned the new cl ot hi ng, which was evidently what a sanpl e audi ence was supposed to wear. It
was a |ight blue set of trousers and a matching |ong-sleeved shirt. Both fit himwell enough. The
curse fiends evidently knew how to entertain a guest, or an audience.

He stepped out of the chanber, |ooking around. Imediately a girl appeared. She was not Doris;
this rmust be the regular one on duty. She was not as pretty or flirtatious, which was perhaps just
as well; he didn't want to forget why he had conme here. He really did want to help the voles, if
he coul d.

"Now you nmust eat," the girl informed him

She guided himto a cubby where a decent meal of fruits and cakes was waiting. Esk ate, going
along with the | ocal customthough not entirely confortable with it. Then the girl wi ped his face
and conmbed his hair for himand took himto a quiet, darkened chanber. Was she going to show hi m
her | egs, he wondered? But she nerely indicated the chair he was to sit in, which was wooden with
a single brown cushion on it, and arnrests. "The play will begin in a nonent," she said, and
depart ed.

Well, so far so good. He realized that he would have to watch and listen carefully, and form sone
kind of opinion so that he could nake a
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conmpet ent audi ence report. What woul d happen if he didn't like the play? Wuld they throw hi mout?
He hoped he |iked the production

Musi ¢ sounded, coning from an adjacent chanber. There seemed to be a nunmber of instrunents,
strings and wi nds and percussions, operating together harnoniously. Esk had never been nuch for
musi c, but now he realized that he sinply had not been exposed to conmpetent mnusic. This was very
i mpressive, and it induced a positive nobod.

There was a stage before him nostly concealed by a large curtain suspended fromthe ceiling. Now
that curtain brightened, seemingly lighted frombelow It rose, showing the rest of the stage—and
Esk | eaned forward, interested, his interest heightened by the drana of the nusic.

The stage was a nodel of Castle Roogna! There was the castle in mniature in the center,
suggesting the full-sized castle at a distance. There was the front gate, and the noat, with a
nodel of the serpentine nonster to one side.

A young man of about Esk's own age wal ked to the center. He wore ordinary clothes, but also a
smal | headband resenbling a crown. There seened to be plenty of roomto stand despite the presence
of the npat; Esk realized that the npat could be painted, so that there was no danger of the
actors falling into the water. But it certainly |ooked real; this was a cl ever stage.

"How s things, noat?" the young man asked, speaking clearly and with good force, so that Esk heard
himvery well.

' The nonster peed in ne again, Dor," the npat conpl ai ned.



Esk | aughed; the joke had caught himconpletely by surprise. Suddenly he realized that the young
man was supposed to be King Dor, who could talk to the inaninate and have it respond; that was the
Magi ci an-cal i ber magic that had qualified himfor the office. Not the King as he was today, but as
he was when young, before he assuned the throne

"Well, that's what nonsters do, when they're not biting people," Dor said reasonably.

"How do you expect ne to keep clean?" the npat demanded. "I'mnot a sewer!" And the nusic nade a
bl ah sound.

"I"msure you can handle it." Dor wal ked around the stage, exchanging greetings with the other
objects on it, including the door of the castle

Just as the novelty was wearing off, a young woman wal ked onstage. She was rather pretty, wth
bright green hair, and wore her dress provocatively, though she | ooked a year or so younger than
Dor. She was evidently a major character, because the nusic becane excited as she entered, with
little frills. "H, Dorl" she exclained, her voice well
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enunci ated and carrying just as well as his did. Esk wi shed that real people spoke as clearly!

"Ch, hello, Irene," Dor said with obvious |ack of enthusiasm That was another thing: it was easy
to read the feelings of the fol k onstage.

"Let's go sonewhere and kiss," Irene said, and the nusic went into a naughty-soundi ng thene. Esk
was rem nded of Doris, though this was a different girl. That started himon a chain of thought:
could Doris have been nanmed after King Dor? The curse fiends obviously had some interest in the
folk of Castle Roogna, since their play rel ated.

"No, |I've got to go talk to nore things," Dor said.

"You care nore about the inaninmate than you do about ne!" Irene flared. There was a runbl e of
nusi cal anger.

"Well, sure | do!" he retorted. "You're only a girl."
"I ma wonan!" she excl ai ned.

"Ha," he said, with withering contenpt. Esk found hinself trying to repeat the syllable hinself,
to get the exact inflection; what a way to cut sonmeone down!

"Il show you!" she excl ai ned. She w apped her arnms around him heaved himup, and threw himinto
t he noat.

There was a splash. Esk al nost junped out of his chair; there was real water there after all, and
Dor was in it, sopping wet. What a surprise! He realized that the sound of the splash had been
enhanced by the nusic, contributing to his reaction

"Il get you for that!" Dor sputtered, clinbing out.

"Ha!" Her use of the word was as effective as his. "You can't touch ne, 'cause I'ma girl." Indeed

she was, and she bared a bit of cleavage to prove it.
"Ch yeah?" Dor advanced on her threateningly

She stood her ground, the picture of fem nine certainty. "Yeah." Mre bosom showed, affecting Esk
nore than Dor.

Dor grabbed her and threw her into the nmoat. "Oooo!" Esk found hinmsel f breathing, surprised again;
he had thought Dor was bluffing. Evidently the music had thought so too; it was now a jangle of



amazenment .

"You—you—mn, you!" Irene screaned. Her hair was matted about her head and neck, and | ooked |ike
seaweed now. "I'Il get you for that!"

"I was just getting even," Dor pointed out.

She clinbed out. Her dress clung to her, enhancing contours that were nore vol uptuous than they
had seened before. "That's no excuse!"

Dor, alarmed, started to wal k offstage, but Irene ran after himand caught him She haul ed him
back toward the noat.
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"No, you don't," Dor said, struggling to escape that fate. They got tangled together, and both
fell in.

"You—you!" Irene cried, tearing at his clothes.

"That's what you say!" Dor retorted, attacking her clothes. Now they were fighting in the noat,
their clothing com ng apart. Flashes of Irene's body showed, and Esk gaped; that girl was supposed
to be only fifteen years ol d?

Now they were locked in the struggle, chest deep in the water, while the nock npat nonster
wat ched. Suddenly Irene changed her tactics. She put her face up against Dor's and ki ssed him The
nmusi ¢ made a naughty flourish

"0o00," Esk breathed as he saw Dor stiffen, then relax, then begin kissing back. It was easy to
i magi ne hinself in such a situation; he'd kiss back too, if a girl as lovely as that did that to
hi m

A new figure clonped onstage. This was a centaur, evidently nocked up by two human actors hi a
centaur suit. It was fenal e, because of the two enornous breasts nounted on front. The nusic
becanme sonber; this was a person not to be taken lightly. "Dor," she said, holding up a sheet of
paper, "l have graded your essay. | want to comrent on your spelling. Let ne read this to you as
you have it."

Dor and Irene continued kissing in the noat, oblivious of the centaur. Esk smniled; he understood
how this could be.

The centaur cleared her throat and read, and as she did, the words appeared on a scroll that two
arns held from of fstage, showing the spelling. "Eye live inn the Land of Zanth, witch is
di sstinked from Mundania inn that their is magic inn Zanth and nun inn Mindania."

Then the centaur glanced into the npat and for the first tine realized what was happeni ng. "Dor!
What are you doing with that girl?"

The kiss broke with a guilty start. The nusic abruptly ceased, |eaving awkward silence. The two
bedr aggl ed youngsters stood in the noat, their tops half exposed. "Just, uh, quarreling," Dor
sai d, shanefacedly.

"Quarreling! In that case |I'd like to see what you consider being friendl y!"
"We're getting to that, Cherie," Irene said with a narvel ously obscure and unrepentant snile

"I ndeed you are not!" Cherie Centaur said severely. She reached down and took Dor by the ear. "You
are conming to see the King, young man!"

As poor Dor was haul ed out of the water, the curtain came down. The scene was fi ni shed.

Esk rel axed. He had expected to be sonmewhat bored by the curse fiends' art, but instead he had



been fascinated. They were very good! He
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wonder ed whet her this play was an accurate replication of history. Had Dor really torn off Irene's
clothing in the noat? The King and Queen had seened quite sedate when he had had audi ence with
them but perhaps they had been di fferent when young and vital. Whuld little Ivy becone
conservative and dour when she grew up? Wuld Esk hinsel f? Wat an awful prospect!

Soon the curtain rose on the second scene. This was the throne room of Castle Roogna. The King sat
on the throne, and the Queen stood beside him Both were every bit as dour as their generation
seenmed to be. The nusic was now grand and sonber, as befitted royalty.

"Dear, we shall have to do sonething about our daughter, Irene," the Queen said.

"They don't call me King Trent for nothing," the King said grandly and sonberly, "Wat's wong
with the girl?"

"She's lonely."
"She'll get used to it, Iris. W did, after all. Loneliness is good for royalty."

"I think we need to send her sonewhere where there will be other girls her age. She has no one to
play with, here."

"What about Dor? He's only a year older than she is."
"He pays no attention to her. He's too busy talking to things."

"He shoul d be busy on his homework! He's supposed to be King after ne, you know. He has to learn
t hi ngs. "

"l know, dear. But

At this point the King launched into a |l engthy and somewhat dull lecture on the responsibilities
of kingship, and why a prospective King had to learn it all. Esk becanme inpatient, then bored; he
had no prospect of ever being a King, so had little interest in this subject.

Then Cherie Centaur trotted in, hauling Dor along by the ear. "Do you know what | found this
wretch doing, Your Majesty?" she denmanded ri ght eously.

"You will surely tell me at length," King Trent nuttered, and Esk smiled; he knew the feeling.
"He was stripping off your daughter's clothes!" Cherie said indignantly.

Esk frowned. That did not ring true. The centaurs hardly cared about exposure of bodies, as they
did not wear clothing thenselves. Even if Dor and Irene had done nore than kiss, the centaur

woul dn't have mi nded; centaurs regarded sexual interplay as another natural function. It was Dor's
poor spelling that should have excited Cherie's ire.

"What ?" the King denanded.
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"In the nmoat,"” Cherie continued. "If | had not arrived when | did—=

The King fixed a steely glare on bedraggl ed Dor. "Wll, what do you nave to say for yourself,
young man?"

"She started it!" Dor protested.



"And his spelling is atrocious,” Cherie concluded.

"That does it!" King Trent exclained. "I hereby banish this wetch to Mundania!"
"No, please!" Dor wailed, sinking to the floor in wetched supplication

"The King has Spoken," Queen Iris said with satisfaction. "I never did |like the way that boy
frittered anay his time with objects.”

"She shouldn't call her daughter an object," Dor nmuttered to hinmself, his voice neverthel ess
carrying clearly to the audi ence. The music made a sni de | augh

A guard cane in and marched Dor out as the curtain dropped.

Esk concluded that he didn't like this scene as well as the first. After all, Irene had started
it, and started the kissing too; Dor had been relatively innocent. Now he had just discovered how
interesting Irene could be—and he was bei ng bani shed to the worst of regi ons, drear Mindania. Were
the curse fiends trying to show how unfair human bei ngs sonetines were?

The curtain lifted on the third scene. The play continued, showing Dor in Mindania, unable to use
his magic, mserable, while Irene was miserable at Castle Roogna. Love denied—and Esk did feel it,
t hough he knew this was only an imtation of history, sonething that m ght or night not have
happened a generati on ago. He wi shed he could reach even the first stage of this tragedy: having a
girl to |ove

Finally, in the play, Dor had a revelation. "I love her!" he declared. Then he narched back to
Xanth and charged in to face King Trent. "I |ove your daughter and I'mgoing to marry her!" he
said, sweeping Irene into his arns. It was amazi ng how conveni ently near she happened to be.

"Well, why didn't you say so before?" King Trent denanded grunpily as the scene cl osed.

Esk knew it was all arranged and rehearsed, but Dor had nmarried Irene, and they now had two
children, so it could have happened sonmewhat like this. At any rate, he felt exhilarated by the
concl usion, being glad that the two had finally gotten together

Now a nman appeared. "Very good," he said. "I believe you will nake a credi ble sanpl e audi ence.
have only one question."

"How did | like the play," Esk said for him "WllIl, | did-=

"I will ask for the information | require," the man said curtly.
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"But I'mtrying to tell you—

"That is unnecessary."”

"But how can you find out how ! liked the play, if |I don't tell you?"

"We know how you liked the play. It is only a technical matter | am concerned with."
"A technical matter?"

"I see | nust explain," the man said gruffly. "Very well, pay attention. W do not need to ask you
how you reacted to the play because you were under continuous observation. Your reactions were
cat al ogued and matched agai nst the standard reaction chart. We now know that they are essentially
normal for your sex and age and culture. You will meke an adequate audi ence.™

"You were watching me? | didn't see—

"Naturally not. It's a one-way curtain. W recorded every fidget, every nose scratch, every smle
and frown and vocal expression. W know which parts you enjoyed and which you did not. Now that we



have aligned your individual reactions to this standard presentation, we can verify their
applicability to those plays we have not yet put on tour. W have zeroed you in."

"Zeroed me in," Esk repeated, wondering how many tines he had scratched his nose while watching
the play. "You say this was an old play?”

"Standard boy-neets-girl, boy-loses-girl, boy-recovers-girl, always good for a sinple audi ence.
Now the only question | have for you is why you frowned at the wong place in scene tw. Wen
Cherie Centaur was reporting how Dor had stripped Irene's clothing fromher. Did you find that
historically inaccurate?"

The man had been watching, certainly! That was exactly where Esk had objected. "Centaurs aren't
like that," he said. "They don't care how nmuch of a person's body shows. She woul dn't even have
noticed, and wouldn't have cared if they had gone conpletely naked in the noat."

"You are conversant with the attitudes of centaurs?"
"Well, some. | do know that nuch."

"How nmany centaurs have you known wel | ?"

"Wll, only one, really. But she is Cherie's grandfilly."

"Only one," the man repeated coldly. "On this basis you extrapolate an attitude for the entire

speci es?"
It sounded inadequate, now. "You asked me why | frowned," Esk rem nded him "That's why."

"A note shall be made." The nman turned away. "That will be all. Your next audience will be in the
nmor ni ng; the wench will conduct you to it."
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"The wench?" Esk asked somewhat bl ankly.

"The servant who brought you here." The man snapped his fingers, and imediately the girl
appear ed.

The man departed, and the girl showed Esk back to his room That was just as well, because he
woul d have been lost in the naze of passages by hinself.

"Was it rough?" the girl asked.
"Il survive," Esk said.

She flashed hima quick smle. "I will wake you in the norning." Then she was gone. She was
evidently no vanp, just one of the nothing folk of this realm

The next two days were full of plays. Esk enjoyed them generally, and soon was used to the

know edge that he was being scrutinized as closely as he scrutinized the plays. He did feel that
he was perfornming a useful service for this comunity, and that his reactions would help themto
refine their plays for their outside tours. For it seened that the curse fiends, though largely
sel f-sufficient economically, had a desperate need for the approval of others, in their chosen art
form They wanted their plays to be recognized as outstanding, and to have their audi ences eager
for the next season's offerings. Pronotion within their hierarchy was based on this; an effective
actor becane a | eader of their society.

Well, why not? It was a systemhe could live with. He regretted turning Doris off. A girl like
that, in a confortable place like this

But he had a mission to acconplish, and another society to help save. Thoughts of remnaining here
were idle; the curse fiends would not accept himanyway. They were treating himnicely now only



because they valued his input as an ignorant audi ence, and soon that would be done, as he
conpleted their current repertoire of plays.

The final play inmpressed himfor a reason other than the fiends intended, however. It was about a
man's interaction with a denon. Abruptly intent, Esk watched it closely.

It was, as the fiends put it, a standard pact-w th-denon narrative. A young man wi th whom Esk
readily identified (the players were very good at that sort of thing) went to Good Magician
Hunfrey with a Question: how could he safely tane a denon? He served his term of service—the

i nterm ssion between scenes served to abbreviate that year for the audi ence—and received his
Answer: a talisman, a diagram a verbal spell, and a parchnent on which was witten a contract.
"Now this will only work once, because the elenments are self-destructing," the Good Mgician
cautioned him "But this conmbination will sumon and control a denon,
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and the denon will then have to negotiate with you for its freedom You can conpel it to do
anyt hi ng you wi sh."

"Anyt hi ng?" the | ad asked eagerly.

"Anything within its capability. What | have provided will handl e one of the nost powerful denpns,
so it will be able to do a great deal, but it is not omipotent. However, it will not be able to
deceive you, so you may ask it what its capabilities are before you decide. Just nake sure that it
signs this contract, after you have filled in the details of your deal."

"I will!" the youth exclained. Esk felt as if he were there hinself, talking to the Good Magi ci an.
How nice it would have been if he could have asked a simlar Question. But of course the problem
in the Vale of the Vole was that there were nany denons; controlling one denon woul dn't do the
job. Still, he was really caught up in the play; perhaps he would | earn sonethi ng hel pful

The boy took the things hone and set the process in notion. First he traced the diagram which was
a strange five-sided affair, onto his floor, and when he had it exactly right he painted it there
so that it could not be scuffed out. Then he took the talisman and held it aloft. "Denon of the
Day, | summon you!" he intoned. "By this spell, appear in the pentagram " And he spoke the spell
whi ch sounded i nconprehensible to Esk, but potent all the sane.

The stage darkened. The nusic swelled om nously. Sparks flashed. The air above the pentagram
filled with snoke. There was a horrendous roar, naking Esk wince. He was sure that the one
wat chi ng hi mwas maki ng a note: special effects were being effective for the audience.

The snoke di ssipated, and within the pentagram stood a gl owi ng denon. Esk could see that this was
an actor in a denmon suit, not a true denon, but of course no real denpbn woul d have cooperat ed

unl ess truly conpelled by such magic. At any rate, the figure was suitably horrendous, and Esk
wondered how it had been brought onstage in this manner. Maybe the snmoke had conceal ed a trapdoor
entry.

"Ha! Gotcha!" the boy exclaimed. "Now you have to do ny bidding."

In response, the denon roared, and a flane shot out of its nouth. Esk was delighted; that was
anot her marvel ous special effect. Metria had never done that; now he wondered whet her she could
have. Dragons of the right variety could breathe out flane, but he wasn't sure whether denons
could do likew se. This nmight be an error

The lad, visibly daunted by this display—things were delightfully visible onstage—+allied his
courage. "You can't get out of that pentagramuntil | let you out!" Then, as the denon swelled up
angrily: "Can you?"

The denon pounded its fist at the air above the pentagram and nade
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it look just as if there were an invisible wall there. It tranped around, poking at the floor and
at the ceiling, but net resistance everywhere. So determined was it, that Esk found hinself
worrying that it would discover sone trifling gap in the nmagic shape, so that it could get out and
go on a destructive spree.

But the pentagramwas tight. The denon could not escape. Finally it stood still, defeated and
outraged. "Wiat do you want, dunghead?" it demanded of the boy.

Esk smled. It was always fun to hear |anguage on stage that it would not be feasible to use in
life.

"I want a fine house to live in for the rest of ny life, a cornucopia that never grows enpty, and
a totally beautiful woman to love ne utterly,” the boy said bravely.

"What ? This is inpossible!"

"No, it's possible. | verified it. A denmon of your power can do these things, and I won't let you
go until you sign the contract that specifies that you will do themall."

"Never!" the denpn swore
"Then stay there forever," the lad said, and turned his back as if to depart.

"Be reasonable!" the denon cried. "It takes time and expertise to nake a fine house, and | know
not hi ng about construction."

"You don't have to nake it, just get it for nme. | don't care how you do it."

Esk appreciated the fine point, but was |osing synmpathy for the boy. Evidently he didn't care who
el se suffered as long as he got what he wanted.

"Cornucopi as don't grow on trees, you know," the denobn continued. "The only one | know of is being
used by an orphanage to feed its children."

"I don't care where you get it, just bring it to nme," the boy said.

Esk | ost further synpathy.

"And beautiful wormen don't love folk like you," the denpbn said. "I may be able to do sone physica
things, but | can't change the heart of a woman!"

"Find a way," the boy said coldly.

"I tell you, there is no way! | might get a woman to say she |oved you, but her heart would still

be her own.”

Esk nodded. That denmon was maki ng some sense. He was al nost having sone synpathy with it.
The lad considered. "On further thought, | don't really care what's in
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her heart. Just have her conpletely beautiful, and willing to do anything | ask, anytinme, with a
smle on her face, and her heart can be whatever it wants."

"Ah, so you will settle for the senblance of a woman, provi ded she perforns to your
specifications."

"Exactly. No questions asked."



"Then perhaps we can do business."”
The boy passed in the contract, and the denon signed. The deal had been nade. The curtain dropped.

Esk spent the brief tine between scenes pondering his own situation with the denmoness Metria. He
had not summoned her, she had cone unbidden to his hideout, setting off this whole adventure. She,
too, had offered himthe senbl ance of a woman, a deal to get himto vacate his prem ses. Should he
have nade that deal ? Perhaps this play would help himto come to a concl usion

When the curtain |ifted again, the youth reclined within the open-face nockup of a fine house. The
denmon entered fromthe side, carrying a huge cornucopia fromwhich fresh fruits tunbled. In the

di stance canme a cry, as of a hungry orphan child. The denon put the horn of plenty into the
yout h' s hands.

"Wel | ?" the youth demanded.
"Sir?" the denon asked respectfully.

"Well, where's the woman?"

"The senbl ance of a woman,"” the denon nuttered

"l don't care what you call her! The deal's not conplete until you deliver her, and then | eave us
al one forever. You can't do a thing to nme, because of the contract."

"True, sir," the denon said. "I will send in the wonan."

By this time Esk's synpathy had transferred pretty much to the denon. The youth was a spoiled
brat, while the denon was honoring the letter of his contract.

The denon wal ked of fstage, while the boy pulled luscious fruits fromthe cornucopia, bit once into
each, and tossed them away, reveling in the horn's plenty.

In a moment a truly striking woman wal ked onstage. She undul ated in her revealing gown, she al npst
flowed fromher |ong golden tresses to her dainty slippers; she was the nost |uscious creature Esk
had seen in all his life. He was half snitten with her himself, foolish as he knewthis to be. The
curse fiends had produced an actress to portray the nost totally beautiful woman alive—and she was
t hat .
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"I have cone to please you, you handsome man," the woman announced in a sensuous tone.
The youth | ooked at her. Hi s eyes wi dened appreciatively. "You're the one?"

"I amthe one," she said, doing a little pirouette that flung her gown out, showing a flash of her
awesone | egs. "The senbl ance of the perfect woman."

"You'll do anything I want?"
"Anyt hing," she breat hed.
"Take off your dress."

"As you wish, Ovirile man," she said, and opened the upper section of her gown as the |ight
di nmed and the curtain came down. Esk strained to see her body, but could catch only the nost
tantalizing glinpse as the scene was cut off.

When the curtain |ifted again, the two were in bed, having evidently conpl eted a scene Esk wi shed
he coul d have watched. But this was a fanily-rated play, where suggestion was preval ent over
reality. The youth was asl eep, the woman awake. She stage-whispered in his ear: "lIs the contract
safe? Is the contract safe?"



The youth stirred. "The contract!" he nuttered blearily. He lurched up in his nightclothes and
| unbered to a cabinet, where he drew out the scroll.

"Is it the right one? Is it the right one?" the wonman whi spered.

The youth peered at it. "I can't read it in this light!" he exclaimed. "If anyone stole it, and
put anot her paper here—

He funbled for a candle, and lit it froma live coal in the fireplace, alnobst singeing his
fingers. He held the candl e above the parchment. "Yes, it's the right one," he said, peering down.

"Does it protect you fromthe denon? Does it protect you fromthe denon?" the wonman whi spered.

He | ooked nore closely finding his place. The candle tilted precariously. "It says '. . . said
denon shall not harm said beneficiary in any way, nor seek to have any other party do so.' That's
tight; the denon can't touch ne."

"Are you sure? Are you sure?" the woman whi spered

"Sure I"'msure!" he said irritably. "See, right here it says—eops." For a drop of wax had fallen
fromthe tilting candle, landing with a splat on the parchment. There was a puff of snoke as the
hot wax interacted with the ink

Wth a curse of annoyance, the youth grabbed at the solidifying wax
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with his fingers and yanked it off. A bit of the parchnment adhered. "Only a spot," he nuttered.
"Where did it strike? Wiere did it strike?" whispered the wonman.

"Dam! 1t blotted out a word! Now it says . . . said denon shall . . . harmsaid beneficiary. The
word 'not' is gone."

"Well now, isn't that a coincidence!" the woman said. But she wasn't the worman anynore. Fromthe
bed rose the horrendous shape of the denon. "I wonder how that drop of wax coul d have | anded ri ght
at that particul ar spot?"

The youth | ooked at it with appalled realization. "You did it!" he cried. "You used your magic to
make the wax fall right there! You cheated!"

"I did not harmyou," the denon said. "I only guided a little wax so that it would not burn your
hand. | honored the contract, and shall continue to do so."

"You will?" the youth asked with sudden hope. "Then turn back into the woman!"

"But now the wording of that contract has a new directive for me," the denon said. "It directs me
to harmyou. So—

The youth screaned as the denon advanced nenaci ngly on him but the curtain dropped, concealing
what happened next. The play was over.

Suddenly Esk was gl ad he had not nmade the deal with Metria. Denons were too clever, too slippery!
The youth in the play had deserved his fate, but it was still a scary rem nder

And the Vale of the Vol e was overrun by denons. Now Esk appreci ated Vol ney's quest much nore
directly. They had to get those denobns out!

"Your visa has expired,” the Magistrate infornmed him "You nust now depart."”

"But first | must ask ny favor," Esk remi nded him



"Ch, that. Very well, let's hear it.
"I want the curse fiends' help in ridding the Vale of the Vole of denpbns."
"Get rid of the denbns? Wy?"

"So that the voles can restore the nice curves to the Kiss-Mee River."

The Magi strate | aughed. "What do we care about the vol es? W have probl ens enough right here at
Gateway Castle! The level of the |ake rises and falls erratically, alternately floodi ng our

farm ands and dehydrating them Qur crops suffer, and wild animals run anuck. W are hardly about
to sacrifice val uable manpower to help stupid aninmals put curves in a stupid river!"”
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"But | served as a good sanpl e audi ence for two days!" Esk remi nded him "Now you fol k know how to
tailor those new plays nore precisely to your audiences. Don't you feel you owe ne anything?”

The Magi strate frowned. "Perhaps there is a snall debt owing. Very well, we shall assign you a
person to investigate the situation."”

"A person?" Esk asked doubtfully.

"lI"msure she can do what is required,” the Magistrate said with a quirk of a smle
" She?"

"Her nane is Latia. She will neet you at the exit."

Esk groaned inwardly. How could a single woman hel p agai nst denons? But it seenmed that this was
the best he could get. "Thank you," he said, with what grace he could nuster. The effort strained
his own acting ability.

"You will depart these premises in the norning. | amauthorized to extend to you the appreciation
of Gateway Castle for your service."

"Cateway Castle is welcone," Esk said shortly, his ability exhausted.

He had sone spare time, so he took a tour of the castle. The servant wench was happy to guide him
The castle was entirely underwater, with wi ndows that showed the fish swinmring by, and in its
center was a massive glass wall that circled a depression in the water. In fact, this was a

whirl pool that spun its way savagely down to unseen regi ons beneath the bottom of the I|ake.

"But where does it go?" Esk asked.

"No one knows," the girl said. That was it; not only did she not know, she was not curious.
Apparently that quality had been largely bred out of the curse fiends.

The wonman was waiting for himat the dock. She was ancient. Her body was stooped and ugly, her
hair stringy and gray, her skin so winkled that it al nost buried her features. "Wll, let's get
goi ng, youngster," she snapped.

"Uh, do you know what | asked for?"
"No. Does it matter?"
Esk sighed. Perhaps it didn't. She was unlikely to be of much use regardl ess.

They clinmbed down into the boat and took seats. Soon a bevy of girls joined them their |egs
flashing prettily as they descended the |adder. "Say, it's Esk!" one excl ai ned.

"And Crone Latia," another added with distaste.



"Don't let it bother you, wench,"” the old woman snapped. "I'm |l eaving Gateway."
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"Ch." The girl was disconcerted. "Well, good luck, | guess.*

"Don't be facetious."

That danpened things, and they rode in silence as the cable hauled the boat to the outer pier
Then the girls clinbed out and headed off to their harvesting duties of the day, and Esk and Latia
started on the way to Castle Roogna

"l have two pills,"” Esk said. "They will enable us to travel w thout nuch resistance, so that we
can cover the distance in a single day."

"Hrnph," she remarked. "1'll believe it when | see it."

So he gave her a pill, and took the |ast one hinself, and she believed. They travel ed rapidly
nort hwest, but she was old, and unable to nove as rapidly as he could, so they did not get the
whol e way after all. Esk tried to hurry her along, knowing that their trek on the follow ng day
woul d be much sl ower; he wanted to cover as nuch as possible while it was easy. But she woul d not
be hurried, and when the evening cane they were still sone distance from Castle Roogna.

They stopped at a suitable glade near a spring, making canp. Latia nellowed sone, now that they
were well clear of the hone of the curse fiends. "Do you know why they assigned me to go with
you?" she asked.

"No. | adnmit to being curious."

"It's because they wanted to get rid of ne anyway, and they believe that | amunlikely to return
fromsuch a wild mission." She glanced sidelong at him "What is the mission?"

"To get rid of the denobns, so that the Kiss-Mee R ver can be made curvy again, so that the Vale of
the Vole will be nice."

She snorted. "That figures. Mrtals can't do anything about denons."
"Unl ess they get the right talisnan and spell and diagram and contract."

"Those are known only to the Good Magician, who is as grunpy as | am And they don't necessarily
work as advertised."

"l know. | saw the play."

"Well, 1'lIl try to help you, because that's what |I'mhere for, but | amobliged to advise you of
the risk."

"The risk?" Esk asked.
"You know how we curse fiends all have the same talent? That of cursing?”

"Yes. | haven't actually seen it in action, but | understand it can be pretty bad. My grandnot her
was a curse fiend."

"She was?" The ol d wonan showed greater interest "What was her nane?"
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"I don't know her curse fiend nane. She married ny grandfather, an ogre."

"Ch, that onel | renenber her. A fine actress, but inpatient with convention."



"You knew her?" Esk asked, anmzed.

"Of course | knew her! How young do you think I anf? |'m glad she nanaged to make a good life for
hersel f."

"You consider marrying an ogre good?"
"Certainly. Ogres have their points."

Esk was getting to like this woman better. "So you don't | ook down at nme because |'mthe grandson
of an ogre?"

"Not if you don't |ook down on me because of ny defective talent.”
"Defective tal ent?"

"I was about to tell you ny liability. My curses have becone erratic. One in three turns out to be
a blessing."

Esk | aughed. "A blessing! Wiat's wong with that?"

"It interferes with a regul ar existence. Once when we were stunning a maraudi ng dragon, and
conbined to hit it with the strongest possible curse, ny blessing played havoc with the curses,
and the dragon not only survived, it got stronger. W were |lucky we were close to the pier, so
that we coul d escape underwater."”

"Ch. | can see how that would be a problem"™

"So if sonething attacks, and | curse it, that may only make the situation worse. O course, the
mal function is fairly regular; nmy last two efforts were good strong curses, so | have refrained
for six months from naki ng another. The Magi strate was aware of that, and eager to get ne away
from Gat eway. "

"Smart of him" Esk said cynically. "Maybe you can bl ess us and make the rest of our journey
easy."

"I can't curse or bless nyself, only others."
"Well, maybe you should curse nme, then, and if as you say it is really a bl essing—

"That woul d be dragon roulette," she said. "I can't be absolutely sure it's a blessing; it is
merely a strong probability. Whatever it is, it will be extremely powerful, because of the
accunul at ed backl og. "

But now Esk was thoroughly intrigued. "I'lIl risk it. Curse ne."
"No, there is that elenment of risk."

"But if you curse nme, and it's a blessing, then you'll know your next two curses will be true
curses, and you can depend on them for protection. That woul d be an advantage, because we have
some rough country still to cover.”
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She was thoughtful. "There nmay be something in what you say. Consider it overnight, and if you
still wish to experinment in the nmorning, 1'll do it."
They slept, and in the norning it still seemed intriguing to Esk, so he repeated his request.

Latia hesitated, but finally wound up and delivered a round curse.

There was a wash of sonething across him that made his hair lift slightly, but it wasn't painful
"That's it?" Esk asked. "I don't feel better or worse."



"That's strange," Latia said, as nystified as he. "It never misfired |like that before. Maybe ny
talent has finally gone into conplete renmission, and | can neither curse nor bless anynore,"

"Maybe, " Esk agreed, with mxed relief and regret. "Well, let ne do sonething private, then we'll
get noving."

She nodded. Curse fiend conventions were akin to the hunman ones hi this respect, rather than the
centaur ones, and he was just as glad. He made his way to a private copse and got ready to do his
busi ness.

The ground gave way beneath his feet. Too |late he realized that the thick brush conceal ed a
sinkhole. He flailed, trying to catch hold of sonething to support him but failed; then he
pl unged down into the hole.

It was a long-termsink, not a new one; |ight came down, and vines grew everywhere. Esk slip-slid
on the smooth enanel surface to the bottom rolling. He saw the drain; fortunately it was cl ogged
with vines. Finally he fetched up with his face wedged agai nst a cool surface. He blinked, and

| ooked.

It was a hypnogourd, and his right eye was right by the peephole. Before he realized, Esk had
| ooked i n—and was caught there, his consciousness | ocked within the gourd.

Only interference in his line of sight to the peephole could break his trance, for that was the
nature of the gourd. It was unlikely that Latia would find himin this hidden recess of the
ground; the sinkhole was invisible froma short distance beyond its rim

Now at last the nature of Latia's effort seened clear: it was after all a potent curse, its action
del ayed just Iong enough to make it truly effective. Esk was stuck here for the duration

Chapter 8. Diggle

V ol ney swal | owed one of the strength pills Ivy had given him donned his heavy-duty tal ons, and
started digging. The result was anmazing; the earth flew back, and he nmade progress at twice his
normal rate. If he had had a pill like this when they were trying to pass the chasmin the
illusory mountain on the way to the Good Magician's castle, he would have been able to bore way
down bel ow the | evel of the water and pass under it. How nice of the little human girl to do him
this favor; he was not really partial to human folk, but he did |ike Esk and now this child.

He was headed for the realns of the | esser voles. The Kingdom of Voles in Xanth conprised al

manner of digging creatures, ranging fromthe nonstrous diggles to the m nuscule w ggles' |arvae,
wi th various shades of squiggles between. Back in the dawn of creation, so it was said, the Denobn
L(I/T)ho, Maker of Earth, devised all the species to inhabit the fertile region between the
flighty surface and the depressive depths. The huge diggles took the | arge expanses of rock far
down, and the swift squiggles took the | oose superficial earth, and the wi ggles took the linited
veins of super-hard netallic stone. Litho's chosen creatures were the voles, and they were granted
their choice of all the regions of the earth, and they prospered beyond any of the others. So
while all the digging creatures were technically voles, the voles of the Vale were the archetypes,
the envy of all others.

But Litho had reckoned w thout the denons. Just as the voles differed in type and degree, so did
the denons. The original Denons were omipotent entities, but the | esser denbns were nere

nui sances, bearing about the sane relation to Litho as a wormdid to a vole. Unfortunately, both
worm and denon could be a ot of mischief in the wong place. That was of course what had started
Vol ney on his quest for assistance. If only the Good human Magi ci an had been hone!

Vol ney made excel l ent progress, but he had a way to go, for first he sought the | argest creatures,
the diggles. They tunnel ed w thout using
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cl aws, boring through the rock magically. They could | eave a tunnel behind, or |eave the rock as
solid as it was before, depending on their nood; normally they left it solid so that they could
have the pleasure of boring through it again and again. If they agreed to cone to the Vale and
bore, the denons woul d be unable to prevent them because a tunneling diggle was physically

i nsubstantial. |Indeed, the diggles would be able to bore new and curvaceous channels for the river
faster than the denmons could straighten them The denmons woul d have to give up the futile effort
and find another place to reside.

He reached the deep | evel of the diggles. Now all he had to do was intercept one, and ask it to
take himto its | eader.

Easi er thought than done. He had no notion of the schedul e on which individual diggles travel ed.
He woul d just have to wait until one passed within hailing range.

Meanwhile, tinme to eat. He had brought sone fruit from above; he was developing a taste for it.
When the Val e was restored, he would have to see about harvesting fruits and nuts there. He doffed
hi s heavy digging claws and ate.

After a bit, his little ears perked. Voles did not depend to a great extent on sound, but at tines
it could be inportant. There was sone type of scraping in the tunnel he had | eft behind.

He |istened carefully, trying to identify the source of that sound. |f some predator from above
had happened on his tunnel and was pursuing him he would have to fight. He had of course plugged
the end of it, so that no creature would encounter it by chance, but a predator such as a big
serpent could sniff it out. Actually, the advantage woul d be Vol ney's, here deep in the rock
because the predator could not maneuver, and Volney's artificial talons could gouge flesh as
readily as stone. Very few creatures preyed on voles, in the deep earth. It would be anot her
matter on the surface, where space was unlimted and predators could grow to enornous size. That
was why voles normally stayed clear of the surface. Besides, the light was too bright up there. He
wonder ed how the surface creatures were able to stand it. Only his volish ability to change his
fur and eyes for the surface conditions permitted himto handle it. Now, in his brown subterranean
coat and gray lenses for maxi numeffect in near darkness, he was nore confortable.

But this did not sound like a snake. It seemed to consist of many tiny scrapings, as of insect
| egs .

Suddenly he realized what it was. N ckel pedes!

This was di saster. He could not use his talons effectively against those little predators;
ni ckel pedes were too small and nunerous. They woul d
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scranbl e under his defense and start gougi ng ni ckel -sized disks fromhis tender anatomy. It was
not possible to reason with them all they knew was hunger. H's tunnel down nust have passed cl ose
to one of their nests, so that they heard him and scouted about until they found his hole. Now
they were on his trail, following the tunnel to its end, which was where he was.

He coul d not hope to escape them by dashi ng back up his tunnel; they would swarm over his body as
he passed. He could not hide fromthemin the darkness, for they needed no light; indeed, bright

light killed them They were guided by touch and snell, as he was, and they could go anywhere he

could dig.

He woul d have to go forward. If he intersected another tunnel, he could go along it and outrun
them for they were too small to travel rapidly. But what other tunnel would there be, here? He
was bel ow the nornal vole level, into the diggle level, and the diggles had left this rock solid.
He could tell by the sound of it when he tapped. He would have to dig his own tunnel, and that
woul d sl ow hi m down to nickel pede velocity. Eventually he would tire, even if he took another
strength pill, and they would catch himand feed on him H's situation was abruptly desperate.

The noi se grew | ouder. One nickel pede had outdi stanced the pack, and was honing in on him Vol ney



donned his enhanced tal ons, oriented, and struck savagely down. Hi s sonar-location was accurate;
the claw speared the nickel pede, killing it. The things were hard to kill; the strike had to be
just right, and with sufficient power, or it nerely bounced off their hard shells.

One down—thousands to go! He had to nove.

He took another pill. Imrediately the strength spread through him He resuned digging, know ng
that this would only prolong the chase; he was too far fromthe surface to reach it before tiring
and sl owing and getting caught, and indeed, the 'pedes might well be faster than he, traveling up
But he couldn't just wait to get eaten alive!

If only a diggle would come! Then he could hitch a ride, and be phased through the rock as if it
were air, and the miniature nonsters would just have to clack their pincers enptily and remain
hungry. But there was a characteristic sound the diggles nmade when traveling, and that sound was
not here; he could not depend on finding a diggle.

The rock fairly flew out behind him Normally he let the debris accumul ate behind, blocking the
tunnel | oosely. But the nickel pedes would have no trouble navigating this; they would sinply
scranbl e through the crevices between the fragnmented rocks. A serpent he could have bal ked
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somewhat by packing the plug nore tightly, and then striking at its energing nose. Small size was
an advantage to the little gougers. If only he could pack it so tightly as to nake it conpletely
solid agai n—but that was beyond his power. It was a nmaxi manong his kind: only magic could restore
bored rock

He paused for a nonent, |istening. The sound was there, pursuing. Al he had done was namintain his
| ead, or perhaps inprove on it alittle. He had to have some better way! But what better way was
there? His thinking was going in circles.

Circles .
Then he had a notion. He wasn't sure it would work, but it might. Certainly he had to try it.

He resuned his digging, forging through the rock, not even trying to nake a plug behind. He wanted
vel ocity, even though the nickel pedes nmight gain. He dug in a curve, bearing left. He stayed on
the sane |evel; that was inportant.

In due course he could tell by his sense of |ocation and the nanner the rock ahead vi brated that
he was about to intersect his own tunnel. He dug until only the thinnest wall separated the two.
Then he reached up and excavated a hole in the top, forming a vertical tunnel. He nmade this go
straight up for a short distance, then curved it to the |level, above the original tunnel. He

wor ked as quickly as he could, though he was tiring; he had little tine to spare.

Then, just as the first of the nickel pedes caught up to the end of the | ower tunnel, he scooted
back down. He speared the nickelpede with a claw and threw its body back. Then he resuned di gging,
qui ckly breaking through the thin wall and nmaking a conplete intersection of tunnels at the bottom
| evel

There were ni ckel pedes nassed in the other tunnel, of course. They turned, snelling him and
poured back into his new opening. But Vol ney scranbled up and away the nonment the breakthrough was
conplete, into his vertical hole. He nade the turn to the horizontal |evel, then stuffed refuse
into it, plugging it behind him so that what remai ned was a hole up that dead ended.

Now he settled down and waited, resting. If this worked, he had saved hinself. |If not

It worked. The nickel pedes were not the snmartest of creatures. They were tracking himnostly by
following the tunnel. As long as it snelled of him they would pursue it to its end. It was a
systemthat was normally effective. But now the tunnel was a |loop, and so it never ended. They
were goi ng around and around forever. If any tried the hole in the ceil-
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i ng, they stopped when they discovered that it went nowhere; obviously he wasn't there. Sone few
m ght work their way through the plug and reach his hideout, but those few he could spear with the
talon. The great majority were stuck in the trap he had devised: circularity.

Vol ney rested, recovering his strength. It was inportant that he not attract attention to hinself;
i f he nmoved too nuch, the nickel pedes nmight feel the vibration and start searching for it. A few
did come through to him and these he did quietly spear. When he was sure he was sensitized to
their entry, he slept; any com ng through woul d wake hi m1ong enough for spearing.

Then, finally, he heard a diggle. Hs wait was over! It no longer mattered if the nickel pedes
becane aware of him

He started digging, going in a direction that would put himdirectly hi the path of the diggle.
When he got there, he waited.

The diggle was traveling slowy. Its wormike nose projected into the chanber Vol ney had forned.
"Ho, Dig!" he cried in the | anguage common to all the nenbers of the great famly of voles. The
magi ¢ of Xanth made communication intelligible to all the menbers of a particular group, such as
the voles, or the hunmanoids, or the dragons. Unfortunately it did not do the same between groups,
whi ch was why Vol ney was unusual ; he had | earned the humanoid node. It had been a terrible
struggle to master the peculiar conventions of the alien system but he had persevered, and
succeeded better than the other voles hi the class. They had known that the Good Magici an was
humanoi d, so this study had been a necessity. If only they had al so known that the Good Magi ci an
woul d be absent!

Meanwhi | e, the diggle had been considering. Diggles were not especially rapid of wit. Now it
responded. "Ho, Vole!" it replied.

"Take me to your | eader.”
It considered again. "Were is your song?"
Oh, yes—diggles |liked songs. Unfortunately, that was not Vol ney's strength. Wat should he do?

A ni ckel pede scranbl ed up behind him H s activity had attracted their attention, and now the
little nonsters were working up anot her horde.

"Song!" Volney cried in the humanoi d node. "Song, song, sooongg!"
And the diggle was satisfied. It was too slowto realize that this was not a very good song.

Vol ney clinbed onto the diggle's cylindrical back and dug in his talons. This was necessary to
hold his position; the diggle's skin was so
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thick and tough that it suffered no disconfort. "Song-song-soonngg-song!" Vol ney conti nued,
getting into the swing of it.

The diggle resuned its notion, phasing through the rock and the crowdi ng ni ckel pedes as if both
were fog. It made a turn, orienting on the diggle |eader.

Soon they were there. The | eader, being old, no |longer phased readily through rock, so preferred
to remain in a network of physical diggings. Volney was well satisfied with this; it put himon
the sane footing.

"I come to ask diggle assistance for the voles," he said in vol etal k.



"But the voles talk only to thenselves!" the | eader protested. |Indeed, it was said anong the
di ggi ng species that the squiggles talked only to the diggles, and the diggles talked only to the
vol es, and the voles ignored them

"That situation has changed slightly," Vol ney explained. He went on to tell of the problemin the
Val e of the Vole.

"So you wish us to go and bore out new curves, to make the river friendly again."
"Exactly. The denmpns cannot stop you, because you are insubstantial when you bore."

The diggle | eader pondered, after the fashion of his type. After an hour he replied: "W diggles
have no quarrel with the denons, and woul d not wi sh to antagoni ze them Therefore we shall not
interfere in this business."

Di sappoi nt ment snote Vol ney, He knew that this decision was final. "I thank you for your
consi deration," he said heavily.

"But perhaps the squiggles will have another attitude,"” the diggle said. "They are snaller than
we, and nove nore rapidly, so their mnds are nore flexible. | will give you a guide so that you
may seek their |eader."

"I thank you for that notion," Volney replied. He had planned to ask the squiggles next anyway,
but this would make it easier.

The diggle gave hima pebble. "The taste will guide you."

Vol ney took the pebble and put it in his nmouth. He nade a circle. Wen he faced one way, the taste
becanme increasingly good; when he faced another, it became bad. No probl em understanding this
gui de!

He bid parting to the diggle |leader, and set off toward the good taste.

The route, to his surprise, was |evel rather than upward. The squiggles normally |ived very close
to the surface—so close that they often deposited their refuse dirt on the surface, instead of
having it plug the tunnel. Deep rock wasn't their specialty, as they liked to bore with blinding
speed. The light dirt and unplugged tunnels contributed to their velocity; dense hard rock
inhibited them Well, maybe there was a deep valley or
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an of fshoot fromthe Gap Chasmthat brought the surface down to this level; the squiggle
| eadership mght indeed prefer to reside in such a secluded region

It was growi ng warner; Vol ney found hinmself panting. Surface creatures such as humanoi ds and
centaurs had a crass way to dissipate heat: they exuded noisture fromtheir skin, and this liquid
evaporated and cooled them This led to residues on their bodies and in their fur or clothing that
built up a typical and not necessarily delightful odor. Voles, |ike nost other creatures, did it
nore delicately: by sticking out their tongues and letting the breeze take the heat. However, it
had to be conceded that there were tines when the humanoid's allover bath of sweat might do the

j ob better.

He paused so as to abate his body's generation of excess heat. But the heat renmined; it was
radiating at himfromthe stone. That was surprising; this was supposed to be a cool |evel. Were
was it coming fron? Surely the squiggles didn't Iike it this hot!

He turned away—but inmediately the pebble in his nmouth turned foul. That was not the direction! So
he faced forward again and resunmed bori ng.

The heat increased, and now there were runmblings in the rock whose nature he didn't trust. He had
heard of vol canoes, which were great |ocal upheavals fromthe heated depths; could one of those be



inthe vicinity? Yet why would the squiggles choose to live in such a dangerous regi on?

As he finally felt the pattern of an opening in the rock, the heat was al nost unbearable. Just in
time! He broke through and popped into a | arge subterranean cavern

He paused again. There was no sign of the squiggles. The arches and chanbers were entirely
natural, as were the irregular grooves in the floor, which seened to have been n.ade by the
dripping of hot liquid fromthe ceiling. The floor was actually cooler than the ceiling; the
drippings had solidified into |layers of colored stone that in light would surely be rather pretty.
The source of the heat was above.

Yet that was where the pebble indicated the squiggles were. Wien he Iifted his head it turned
sweet; when he sniffed the floor, it turned sour. This was strange indeed!

Well, either he accepted the validity of his guidestone, or he didn't. Volney lifted hinself on
his hind feet and reached up to dig into the ceiling. The stone here was relatively soft, and his
tal ons quickly gouged out a fair-sized hole. In fact, the digging becane easier as he progressed,
and soon he was able to Iift himself into the new hole, wedge his hind feet against the stone
sides, and pull out big globs from above.
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But it was also getting hotter. Volney's tongue was lolling against his fur, inadequate; he could
not remain in this environment nmuch | onger. He gave one final swoop with his talons, then slid
back down; he had to cool

The rock above sagged, then nelted. A gob of it dropped. Vol ney barely dodged it; this stuff was
nol t en!

He | anded on the relatively cool floor, panting. Mre hot rock dropped fromthe hole, splatting
against the floor. It was getting worse! Surely there could be nothing up there fit for a living
Ccreature to exist in!

Sonet hi ng gave way. Then | ava poured out of the hole, so hot it glowed, illumnating the cavern
The | ayered stone was indeed pretty, the nmonment before it was buried under congealing | ava. Vol ney
scooted back —and the pebble hi his nmouth gave hima nasty taste.

Somet hi ng was definitely wong! That pebble was guiding himinto a scorching death hi a pool of
mol ten rock! Had he not quickly retreated fromthe hole he was boring, he would have been fried
alive—and now that he was retreating to safety, the pebble was objecting!

But the |ava gave himno tine to consider the inplications. Mrxre of it was pouring down, hotter
yet and increasingly liquid and bright. It flowed across the floor, filling a channel

Vol ney decided to forget the foul taste of the pebble and retreat the way he had cone. But by a
nmost unfortunate mi schance, the |ava was now fl owing hi a channel between himand his hole. It had
cut himoffl

Should he try to tunnel under it? The floor was cooler than the ceiling, so he mght do this. But
the way the stuff was flowing, he had no certainty that it wuldn't flow into the hole he bored
and catch hull there. He couldn't risk that!

Had he been a junping creature, |ike Chex Centaur, he could have hurdled it and gotten away. But
he was not; that channel, narrow as it was, had becone an absolute barrier to him He would get
severely burned just approaching it.

He | ooked back at the hole in the ceiling. It had becone a fountain of lava, the fluid splattering
down and spreading out along several channels like the tentacles of a gl ow ng kraken. Soon he
woul d be bl ocked off from escape in any other direction

He hurried in the only direction he could go, past the glowi ng colum of falling | ava and down the
slight incline of the floor of the cavern. There was a bright channel of lava on his right,



pi cking its way al ong.

Suddenly the lava veered toward him Volney froze, alarnmed; had he not stopped, the |lava would
have singed his feet, for it had gone right into
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the channel he was in. Then, feeling the renewed heat of its closeness, he stepped left to get
around it.

The lava flowed left, cutting himoff.
Vol ney paused again. That was al nbst as if—
The |l ava fl owed back toward him

Vol ney cane as close as a vole could to junping. He lifted his front feet clear of the reaching

| ava and stretched to the left, then dropped his front feet and sort of hunched his rear feet into
them The |ava puddl ed where his feet had been. A tiny patch of shed hair puffed into snoke as the
mol ten rock touched it.

He ran on, getting around the |lava. But now a new channel was converging fromthe left. He dodged
right, and the first string of lava resuned its forward flow, about to intercept him again.

It was! The lava was actively seeking himout, trying to catch him It was limted because it had
to fl ow downhill or on the level, but so was he.

Vol ney scranbl ed between the convergi ng channel s and nanaged to get beyond just before they net.
This was getting very unconfortabl e!

He ran on down, but the several channels of fire paced him They were definitely trying to trap
him-and if this cavern ended, he would have no way to escape. There was no tine to cut a new hol e
for hinself, assuming he could reach a wall; there were lava |ines between himand any wall he
saw. If he tried to dig out through the floor, the lava would sinply pour in after him He had no
further doubt of that! The ceiling—no, he could not risk thatl

He saw a flicker ahead. Ch, no—snore lava! In fact, nore lines of lava, conming fromthe other
direction. He was caught between them dooned.

Then he realized that the fire ahead was a reflection. There was water there—a subterranean | ake
It filled a depression in this part of the cavern, and bubbled gently.

And Vol ney couldn't swim

He cane to the lip of it and dipped a paw. The water was pleasantly cool; the bubbling was from
air coming up through it, not fromboiling. It wasn't deep; the light of the |l ava shone right

t hrough, showing that this was really only a large puddle. He could just about wade through it, if
he had to.

The | ava poured down, twin tentacles stretching forth to hiss against the lake to his left and
right. Now he had no choice; he had to wade!

He waded in, and the lava did not. It didn't like the water, and drew back angrily at the brink
hardening. He felt the bubbl es passing up around his body, innocently tickling him Reprieve at
| ast!

Then the |ight brightened. Vol ney | ooked back and saw with horror
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that a huge sheet of |ava was sliding down behind him It intended to press right on through the
| ake, boiling it away, so that it could finally nail its prey! He had to get beyond!

But he could not. Already streaners of lava were flowi ng around the | ake to either side, enclosing
it. Volney tried to wade faster, but saw that he was too slow, by the time he crossed, the | ava
woul d neet itself at the far side, and the escape route would be gone. If only he could swim then
he coul d nove rapidly enough through the water

He tried, splashing valiantly, but only succeeded in causing an enraged hissing at the rimas the
spl ashes | anded. It was no good; he could not make sufficient progress. He had | ost this race.

He | ooked up. That was worse; not only was the ceiling out of his reach here, it was beginning to
glow on its own. That meant that the main mass of this nmolten nonster was closing in fromits
horrendous pool, ready to nelt through and drop directly on him

Was there no escape? Above and around was doony bel ow was water. He would drown if he tried to
hi de under the surface; he would burn if he did not.

But there was one chance. Volney didn't even pause to consider how well it night work; since it
was his only course, he plunged in.

Literally. He took a breath and ducked bel ow the water. One of the reasons he coul dn't sw m was
that he was too dense to float; his feet were always on the bottom Voles had to be dense, in
order to bore through rock. Now this property of his body served himwell; he was able to dig in
the bottom nmuch as if he were digging into dry ground. He scooped out the nuck and soon
encountered the firm stone below, this pond was a nmere puddl e, an accunul ation at a | ow spot.

But the bubbles were still coming up. The stone was porous, and water and air extended down into
it. That was now inportant.

He did as much as he could on one breath, then flipped over and poked his head out of the water
The ring of fire was flaring higher, and the ceiling was gl owi ng; not much time remai ned! Vol ney
t ook anot her breath and ducked down agai n.

He bored down farther, stirring up nmuck so that the water was cloudy; it was fortunate that he
required only the sensation of touch, not vision. He got as far as he could, then shot up again
for nmore air.

This continued breath by breath. The hol e deepened rapidly, but the
deadly lava | ooned cl oser. The edge of the pool was hissing steadily as
the | ava encroached, destroying it in stean soon the lava would nmake its
mej or nmove and overwhel mthe pond entirely.

Vol ney dug as deep as he could, then curved his tunnel, as he had
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when | eaving the circle for the nickel pedes. He dug horizontally, then slanted up. It was getting
harder to nmake progress on a breath, because of the tine it took himto cram along. But if this
wor ked—

It worked. The bubbling air was catching in the upper part of the new tunnel, formng a bubble
rat her than pushing on through the rock right away. Air, like water, generally took the easiest
course. Each tine Vol ney returned, there was a | arger bubble, until at last it was |arge enough
for himto fit his snout into and breathe. Now he no |l onger had to retreat all the way to the
surface of the pond; he could recharge right here.

That was just as well, because at last the lava was striking. There was such a horrendous hissing
that he heard it right through the rock. He could no | onger go back there.



Vol ney continued his boring, operating fromhis new base. The work was faster, now, because of his
closer air supply. He had a lot of work to do, yet, and he was not yet safe fromthe lava, but he
knew t hat the corner had been turned; he was on his way to escape.

Now he pondered the matter of the guide pebble. It had | ed himexactly wong! How could that be?

Had the diggle | eader betrayed himand sent himto his death in the riving |lava? He found that
hard to accept; diggles were slow but honest, if only because the conplexities of deception were
too much for themto nmanage. This pebble was an exanple: a diggle could not understand intricate
directions, and would inevitably get lost if it depended on instructions. But the pebbles were
easy to understand: just proceed toward the good taste. Even the nbpst wormw tted diggle could
follow that system Wen it got where it was going, it could take a new pebble that would guide it
to the new destination. The smarter diggles would see to the distribution of the pebbles, thus
directing traffic. The diggle | eader had done for Volney what it did for its own kind: given hima
pebbl e oriented on his particular destination

How, then, could it have directed himso badly? He really needed to understand, because he wanted
no nore encounters with lava flows! Was it a bad stone? Yet it seenmed to be working well, just
wong. It had guided himto doom not to his destination. To the very place diggles as well as
vol es should avoid at all costs.

The pebbl e must be operating in reverse! It nust have sweetened on the forbidden region and soured
on the proper one. Yet why should this be?

He considered and concluded that he nust have run afoul of a difference in taste. Diggles were
worm i ke, and their idea of a feast was a vein of coal. Voles were nore |ike the surface
creatures, and they preferred sweet foods. So to a diggle, bitter or sour might be positive, while
sweet
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could represent spoil age. The pebble had been warning himw th an ever-sweeter taste that he was
goi ng wong, but he had m sunder st ood.

VWhat a difference taste could nake! This mnor distinction between diggles and vol es had very
nearly killed him

Vol ney oriented on the bad taste. It was an awful experience, but he was glad to do it; now at
| ast he was going right. He hoped.

Soon enough he arrived at the squiggle headquarters. Here the creatures were as much smaller than
he as the diggles had been larger. They were correspondingly nore alert. He did not have to wait

for one to conme along; they tunneled out to meet him "What brings you here, O volish one?" they

i nqui red, quivering their whiskers expectantly at him

Vol ney expl ai ned that he was seeking help for the Vale of the Vole. Their |eader was apol ogeti c,
but expl ai ned that though he personally would like to help, he hardly knew how, and that there
were el enents anong themthat thought that it was high time the lordly voles were brought down to
smal l er tunnels. He was the soul of discretion, but it was evident that there was considerable
resentment of the voles, historically, by those who had had to yield the best pastures to them
and that history extended into the present. Thus the squiggles probably woul d not have hel ped, had
they had the ability to. Volney really couldn't blanme them

However, the squiggles said, they woul d be happy to give hima pebble to guide himto the nearest
wi ggl e, who happened to be a female in quest of a mate. Vol ney denurred; voles had no truck with
wi ggl es! Take the pebbl e anyway, they urged, in case he changed his mind. So Vol ney, avoiding
rudeness, accepted the pebble and put it in his travel pouch.

Then, with heavy gizzard because of his failure to find help, Volney bored toward the surface.



He broke ground sone distance fromhis starting place, deep in the surface jungle, and changed to
his surface suit and eyes. Because he had a good sense of direction, he knew where Castl e Roogna
was. He did not really enjoy pottering along on the surface, but it was faster than tunneling, and
he did not have a great deal of tinme left; his nether excursions had taken nost of his week.

He reached the agreed rendezvous spot in the orchard on schedule. Chex was already there, and so
was little vy, who it seened was al ways to be found where things were happening. "Here'ss

Vol ney!" Ivy cried gladly, running up to give hima hug. He wasn't sure how she nanaged that, but
she did.

"Where's Esk?" he asked.
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Chex spread her hands. "There hass been no ssign of him" she said with the hiss of the surface
folk. "But I'mssure he'ss on the way."

They exchanged stories of their searches. Vol ney was amazed to learn that she had not only entered

the gourd, but had done so physically. "I did not think that was possible," he remnarked.
"Ch, ssure," lvy said eagerly. "I've done it! | had a night nmare sshoe that let me go in, and
came out at the Good Magician'ss casstle, but | losst it."

"Lost the castle?" Vol ney asked, startl ed.

"The mare sshoe, dunmy! Too bad, 'causse it'ss ssort of interesting in the gourd, if you can
sstand the icky sstuff |ike the bug housse and the | ake of casstor oil. There'ss a garden of
candy, and—=

"That sshould be no horror to you!" Chex exclai ned.

"Well it wass, 'causse | think if | ate any, |I'd maybe get caught forever in there, so | had to
pass it by, and that was the awfullesst thing | ever did!"

Chex smiled understandi ng®. 'The gourd iss the repossitory of bad dreanss," she rem nded |vy.
"Yeah." Then, as Chex began to speak: "Yess!" And a giggle.

Ti me passed, but Esk did not return. Now the tune for rendezvous was past, and they were getting
al arned. "If ssomethi ng happened—ot that anything could have!" Chex said nervously.

"Yes," Vol ney agreed as nervously.
"W might go out to neet himif he'ss alittle late."

"Where?" For Esk coul d have taken any route to Lake Qgre- Chobee and any route back; they had
virtually no chance of intercepting him

Then an ol d wonan staggered up. "Ah, a winged ccentaur and an exxtinct volel" she exclained. "You
musst be Essk'ss friendss!"

"We are!" the three of them chorused.

"l am Latia, of the cursse fiendss. | curssed him wthout neaning to, and now he'ss |osst. |
| ooked all over, but could not find him sso finally | cane here, hoping that you would know how
to locate him"

Vol ney | ooked at Chex. Esk—ost!
"There'ss a finder sspell in the arssenal!" lvy exclained. "I'Il get it for you!"

Vol ney rel axed. Maybe it would be all right after all



Chapter 9. Gourd

C/ sk found hinself in a tangled m xture of glade and jungle that was strange in ways he could not
quite fathom About one thing he was not confused: he was in the world of the gourd. He had never
been here before, but his father had warned himabout it. Wen a person | ooked into the peephol e,
his spirit entered the gourd, and could not escape it until some other person came and broke his
line of sight. If no one cane, he would renmain indefinitely, and his body would slowy starve.
According to Smash, it could be a ot of fun in the gourd. But Snash was hal f ogre, and what an
ogre thought was fun was not necessarily what Esk

woul d.

He had been smitten by the curse, and fallen in a sink, and | anded agai nst a gourd. That neant
that Latia would have trouble finding him—and might fail. Since her curse really had been a curse
instead of a blessing, and it was by her own estinate a singularly potent one, it neant she
probably would fail. He was in deep trouble.

Coul d he escape on his own? He struggled to renenber what el se Smash had sai d about the gourd. It
was the hone of the night nares, who were the couriers of bad dreans; the nares delivered themto
deserving sleepers, and could pass freely in and out. No other creature could, except by neans of
t he peephol e.

Wel |, perhaps he could find a night mare and ask her to help him If she went out and put a dream
in Latia's head that showed exactly where he was, then the old woman could | ocate him This would
take time, but at least it was a chance.

It seened to himthat there was sone terrible price that a mare required for such assistance,
t hough. What was it? He couldn't renenber. Well, he would find out in due course.

Where could he find a night nare? Smash had said somet hi ng about a pasture where they grazed,
somewher e beyond a haunted house and a city of noving buil dings where the brassies |lived. Esk
didn't know what a
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brassy m ght be, but hoped he would recognize it if he sawit. So he would start |ooking for those
t hi ngs.

Now he exami ned his environnent nore closely. He perceived an assortment of paths, all tangled
together like a hel ping of spaghetti. Did one of themlead to the haunted house, or the brassies,
or the night nmares?

There was one way to find out. He set foot on the clearest path and wal ked along it. The tangl ed
terrain seened to retreat slightly, reorienting to accommopdate the perspective of the path he had
chosen.

But Esk was cautious. He distrusted, as a matter of principle, any path that was too easy, because
that was exactly the kind that could lead to a ..

And there it was: a tangle tree. Just as he had feared.

Esk backed off—and di scovered that this was a one-way path. It was clear and open ahead, and did
not exi st behind; the brush had closed in, girt with glistening thorns and sline-coated | eaves. In
normal Xanth such foliage woul d be dangerous; here in the gourd it was surely worse.

He hesitated. Certainly he did not wish to go forward into the tangler, but he couldn't go back
and the sides | ooked no nore inviting.

The tangle tree had no such concern. Already it was reaching for himwith its tentacles. They were
stout and green and noved with a di smaying sinuousness; this was the | argest and nbst aggressive
tangl e tree he had encountered, the stuff of a bad dream



A bad dreaml O course! The gourd was the repository of horrible dreams. The night mares surely
came here to pick up the dreans of tanglers, which they then carried to the Xanthsi de sl eepers.
Dreans, |ike other forns of art, required effective original nobdels.

Maybe this would be a good place to stay, so that when a mare cane, he could ask her to take his
nessage.

The first tentacle reached for his face. Esk ducked, but it pursued him The tip of it caught in
his hair and coiled it tight, drawing himup

Esk drew his hunting knife. He reached up and sliced off the tip of the tentacle, freeing his
hair.

Green goo spurted fromthe severed tentacle. "Ooo!" the tree groaned. Then, wathfully, it
intensified its effort. Six nore tentacles swooped in.

Esk knew he couldn't fight all these off with his knife. So he ducked under and ran in the
direction that surprised the tree: straight down the path toward it. Behind himthe path dissol ved
and the jungle closed in—just intinme to get grabbed by the tentacles that had ai med at Esk

Suddenly the tangler was in a struggle with the thorn vines and poi son sline | eaves. Horror
agai nst horror! Esk ran on, directly into the enbrace
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of the tree, while the tree was distracted by the outside action. Tanglers, |ike nobst vegetation
were not unduly bright; once launched into a grab, they tended to fight it through w thout regard
to the nature of what they had grabbed.

The path led right to the huge wooden maw of the tree, which was now grinmacing with concentration
Above it was a bole that opened into a giant eye. Nornal tanglers did not have eyes, as far as he
knew, but this was no normal plant; this was a bad dream Esk stopped, hoping the eye woul d not
spy him

There was the sound of tearing. The tentacles ripped out the thorn and sline plants by their
pallid roots and hauled theminto the wooden orifice. The tree took a big bite—and of course got a
mout hful of thorn and sline.

Now was as good a tine as any to sneak away. Esk sheathed his knife and started out on another
path, one of several that led in to the tree. But the nmonent his foot touched it, it vanished.
These were all one way: in. How could he get out?

He woul d have to use his magic. He chose another path, and as his foot canme down on it, he
murmured "no." This bal ked the path's natural inclination, and it remained as it was. Esk had not
thought to use his talent quite this way before, and hadn't been sure it would work in the gourd;
he was now reassured.

The path gradually dimnished as it got farther fromthe tree, and finally petered out am dst a
confusion that was sinmlar or identical to the one he had started at. He had acconplished next to
not hi ng, apart from ascertaining that the easiest path was not necessarily the best.

He | ooked at the other paths that now offered. They couldn't all lead to tangle trees, because
tanglers were notoriously isolationist; they reserved hunting territories and resisted
encroachnment by others of their kind.

He shrugged and stepped across to the best |ooking of the other paths. It couldn't lead to a worse
evil than the |ast!

Agai n the surroundi ngs refornul ated to accommpdate the new perspective, and it seemed that this
was the only natural path for any person to take. But Esk was nore cautious than before. He turned
around and followed it back the way he had cone. It did not vanish; it was a two-way path. Good.
He turned again and proceeded in his original direction



Soon enough he discovered its bad dream This was a nonstrous (of course!) kraken, the nefarious
seaweed nonster that snared unwary swinmmers. But this one was swinmming in the air above the path.
Its
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tentacles were just as long and sinuous as those of the tangle tree, and had saucer-shaped
suckers.

Even as he spied it, it spied him It floated toward him tentacles reaching.

Esk drew his knife again, knowing that this was hardly a threat to a creature such as this. He ran
al ong the path, knowi ng that escape woul d not be feasible either. He was correct on both counts;

t he kraken paced himw thout seeming effort, its tentacles extending toward himin a |eisurely
manner. It knew it had him it was supremely unworried about his effort either to fight or to
escape.

He could tell it no, of course. But Esk was annoyed by these troubl e-|eading paths, and now that
annoyance burst into anger.

As the tentacles touched him he sheathed his knife and tackl ed them bare-handed. H's ogre
strength mani fested. He caught one tentacle and squeezed it and its sucker to a painful pulp; he
caught anot her and yanked viol ently.

The kraken reacted as had the tree, keening in nonentary pain, then throwi ng half a dozen nore
tentacles into the fray. This tine Esk did not avoid them he grabbed themand tied theminto
knots. He knew he was talcing out his private frustration on a weed that was only trying to do its
job, but his ogre nature didn't care. Nothing in its right mnd nessed with an ogre!

Very soon, the kraken had had enough; the bad dream had turned on it. It jerked away and fl ed,
| eavi ng Esk in conmand of the path.

He rel axed, feeling a bit guilty. He should have told the weed no, and passed on unnol ested. He
shoul d not have taken out his frustration at being trapped in the world of the gourd on a
relatively innocent creature.

Soon he came to the end of the path. It sinply stopped, and the nmess of thorns and poison sline
resumed. So he reversed, and followed it to its other end—which termnated sinlarly. This was a
path that went nowhere; it was sinply the kraken's run. Again, he had gai ned not hing.

Well, there were other paths. He wal ked back toward the center of the limted one he was on
casting his gaze about until he saw another that departed at right angles. He found a stick and
used it to push the thorns and slinmes to one side, and stepped carefully across.

The perspective shifted again, centering on the new path; the one he had just |eft was now al nost
i nvisible, and what he could see of it seened twisted, while it had been fairly strai ght before.
The floating kraken was nowhere to be seen. This was certainly a deceptive region

Thi s present path wound pl easantly around and down, follow ng a
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contour he had not noted before. Soon it presented a clear spring, whose water sparkled w thout
nmovi ng.

I f Esk had not known that this was the region of bad dreans, his experiences with the other two
pat hs woul d have warned him He did not trust this water at all! Cbviously the travel er was
intended to drink fromit. Wat was the trap? Wiat could be so bad about it that it was part of
the source region for sleeping horrors?



He heard a commotion. Something was coming down the path. He stepped carefully off it, avoiding
the big thorns, and made hinself as inconspicuous as he coul d.

It was a desperate bunny, fleeing a gross, slavering wolf. The bunny hopped down the path, its
soft pink ears thrown back by the wind of its velocity, its little nose quivering. The wol f
charged straight after, fangs

bar ed.

Esk woul d have stopped the wolf's pursuit by telling it no, but the pair was noving so fast that
both animals were by himbefore he worked up the thought. He sinply had to watch as the bunny made
it to the spring and | eaped in, barely avoiding the wolf, who screeched to a halt at its brink
Apparently bad-dream wol ves did not |ike water, so the bunny was

saf e.

But the bunny, having plunged into the water, suffered a transformation. Its appearance didn't
really change, but its aspect did. It enitted a peculiar keening growl, then swam purposefully
toward the waiting wolf, who seemed hardly to believe its luck. The crazy bunny was returning to
its jaws!

The bunny scranbled to shore and shook itself. It growl ed again, and its eyes blazed red. It bared
its teeth. Then it | eaped on the wolf, who was so surprised it didn't nove. The bunny's teeth
snapped cl osed on one of the wolf's ears, and its two feet thunped hard agai nst the wolf's nose.

The bunny was savagely attacking the wolf! The wolf, amazed, |eaped back. The ear tore free of the
bunny's teeth, leaving a splatter of blood. The bunny | eaped again, toward thewolf, teeth
shappi ng.

The wol f shoul d have been able to dispatch the bunny, but its confusion was such that it turned
tail and fled, the bunny pursuing.

Esk wat ched, as anmzed as the wolf. What was in that water?

The bunny's nose wi ggl ed. The creature paused, w nding Esk. It stopped, turning toward him It
grow ed again, and its eyes ignited. It |eaped.

"No!" Esk cri ed.

The bunny was in mdair so could not change course, but it did change its mind. Instead of biting
Esk, it sinmply |anded agai nst his chest and
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i medi ately junped off. Then it resumed its progress up the path, followi ng the wolf.

Esk | ooked at the spring. There was only one thing he could think of to account for what he had
seen. He knew of |ove springs, that caused any creature drinking themto fall violently in |ove
with the next creature of the opposite sex it encountered. It was understood that the nost

prom nent crossbreeds had ari sen because of the intercession of |ove springs: centaurs, harpies,
merfol k and so on. But here in this real mof bad dreanms, this nmust be the opposite: a hate spring.
Thus the bunny had i nbi bed, and been filled with such hate that it had lost all fear of the wolf.
It had hated Esk, too. It was no |longer gentle and frightened; now it was vicious and bold. Its
personal ity had changed radically.

Esk concluded that he did not want to drink fromthat spring. He wal ked slowy back along the
path, seeking sonme other route.

He had tried three obvious, well-forned paths, and each had led himto mschief. It was time to
change hi s approach. Wat about a hidden, devious path?



He al nost missed it. The path was so inconspicuous that it was virtually lost in the tangle. It
m ght not be a path at all. But he decided to try it. He stepped carefully across.

Once nore the perspective shifted, and the path becanme nore evident. But it was in poor repair,
and was so convoluted as to seemto nmake | oops in places. Brush overhung it, and stones intruded
on it; he had to watch his step, every step. Was it worth it?

He decided that it was. After all, if nothing had used this path recently, then it probably was
not bei ng mai ntai ned by some nonster for a bad dream Its very difficulty nade it safer. He
proceeded with inproving confidence.

Then, abruptly, he encountered a human skeleton. It lay athwart the path, its skull on one side,
its leg bones on the other. There was no flesh remaining on it at all

Esk sighed. "Cbviously this path is not safe either,’
hi pbone with the toe of his boot.

he said. "This poor fell ow— He touched a

The skel eton stirred. Esk | eaped back, though he knew that he had probably just caused the bones
to shift and coll apse. After all, bones could not nove on their own!

The skeleton twi sted around and sat up

Esk retreated farther. It was noving/

The skeleton got to its feet, sonmewhat unsteadily.

"All right!" Esk exclained. "I'll vacate your pathl | don't need to fight another bad dream”
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The skull turned on the neck bones, and the holl ow eye sockets oriented on him "You found nme?"
the toothy jawbone asked.

"I found you, and now |I'Il |eave you," Esk agreed. "Really, |I'mnot |ooking for trouble, just for
a way out of here. No need to chase ne."

"Pl ease, keep ne," the skeleton said. Its |lower jaw noved as it spoke. Esk wasn't sure how it
could speak with no flesh to guide the air, but it

di d.

"Keep you?" Esk asked bl ankly. "Wat for?"

"So | will no longer be lost."

"You are lost? | thought you were dead!"

"No, I'mlost," the skeleton said firmly. "This is the Lost Path."
"How can a path be | ost?"

"When no one finds it," the skeleton said. "Please, | rmust find ny way back to the Haunted Garden
but | cannot unl ose nyself. Take nme by the hand and hel p ne be found."

Esk's initial horror of the skeleton was fading. After all, this was the place of bad dreans, and
t he skel eton was no worse than others. "But |I'mlost too."

"No, | can see you are of nortal vintage. You nust be peeping.”

"Uh, yes," Esk agreed. "I fell, and ny eye cane up agai nst a hypnogourd. I"'mtrying to find a
night mare so she can take a nessage out, so that ny line of sight can be broken. But until then
I"'m stuck



here. "

"Yes, you are only tenporarily mislaid. But | amproperly lost. Therefore | nust plead for your
help; if you do not unlose nme, | may never recover ny station."”

"Your station?"

"l ampart of the skeletal set, adjacent to the Haunted House. Sonme horrendous ogre cane through

and—=
"That was ny father!" Esk excl ai ned, renmenbering what Smash had

sai d. The skeleton drew away fromhimwith alarm "GCh, no! | thought you
m ght be a rescuer!”

"Wait, skeleton," Esk said quickly. "I suppose if ny father was the cause of your getting |ost,
should try to get you found. Wat's your

nane?"
"Marrow, " the skel eton said.
"My nanme's Esk." Then, sonmewhat awkwardly, he extended his hand.

The skeleton took it. "Ch, thank you, Esk! | will nmake it up to you! | amlost, but |I do know
sonmet hing of the environs. If there is any way | can be of assistance . "
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"I think you have already hel ped ne," Esk said, disengaging fromthe bones of the hand as quickly
as he could do so without affront. "I was |ooking for the haunted, uh, set, because ny father
mentioned it; if | can find that, maybe | can follow his route to the pasture of the night mares."

"That certainly mght be true!" Marrow said with bony enthusiasm "I cannot tell you the way
because | amlost, but | can tell you anything else about it, and I'msure ny associates will have
i nformation."

"CGood; let's get going."
But the skel eton hung back. "You nust take ny hand; | can not unl ose nyself."

"Ch." Esk took the hand again, realizing that he had to follow the strange rules of this place.
Actual ly, the bones were firmand dry, not slimy as he had feared. "Do you know t he proper
direction?"

"Alas, no," Marrow said. "Wen that ogre started throwi ng bones—no of fense intended—+ fled, and
lost track of location. | tried to find my way back, but somehow | had stunbled onto this path,
and that was it. | have renmained |ost ever since. Finally | just lay down to rest my weary bones,
so to speak, and then you cane."

"But once you were on the path, it wasn't lost any nore," Esk said. "So you should have been able
to find your way out."

"Not so. Once | was on it, | becane part of it, because | did not find it; |I merely stunbled on
it."

"I"'mnot sure | did nuch better. | tried three other paths, and all were bad, so then | |ooked for
a different kind—=

"And found it!" Marrow exclained. "So you are not |ost. Even though you cannot directly escape
this world, you can find your way fromthis path."



"Are you sure of that?"
"No, " Marrow confessed.

Esk shrugged. The thesis nade as much sense as anything else, and it was nore encouraging to
believe in the chance of escape than in the |ack of any chance.

The jungle thinned, becomng nore like a forest. That was a relief; Esk felt nore at home in
forest. Perhaps he was finding the way out. If he returned Marrow to the garden of the wal ki ng
skel etons, and if one of the others did know the way to the pasture of the night mares—

Sonet hi ng bounded away, startling him It |ooked |ike a mundane deer, but it was bright red. "Wat
was that ?"

"Only a roe," Marrow said. "Didn't you see the color?"

"Yes. That's why | couldn't be sure what it was."

"Roes are red," Marrow said. "I thought everyone knew that."
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**| happen to be a stranger here,"” Esk said somewhat shortly.

They came to a potted plant. It was bright blue, and had knobs on the ends of its stens. As they
approached, it lifted the knobs nenacingly; obviously it intended to punch at anyone who cane too
close. "What is that?"

"Aviolent," Marrow said. "Didn't you note the color?"

"Ch, | see," Esk said, irritated. "Roes are red, violents are blue."
"I think he's got it!" Mrrow excl ai nmed.

"Just who are you tal king to?"

"The violent, of course. Didn't you hear?"

"I guess | don't speak the local dialect. What does it say?*

"It says it isn't its fault it got lost. They were planting violents on the nedian strips between
maj or paths, but they rejected this one and threw it away."

Esk began to have sone synpathy for the blue plant. "Wy did they
reject it?"

"Because they didn't want any nore violents on the nedia."

"Ch." He should have known that no expl anati on woul d nmake much
sense here.

They continued along the path. In due course they had to pass under a kind of woven vine that
seermed to have eyeballs set intoit. "Say, isn't that an eye queue?" Esk asked. "M father
encountered one of those; it nade himvery smart for a while. Wiat's it doing here?"

"Maybe | can find out,'
skull. "It says it was |lost fromthe Lexicon

Marrow sai d. He reached out, caught the vine, and set it on the top of his
" he reported.

"The Lexicon? What's that?"

"The eye queue says that some ass from Miundani a canme through with a secretary and listed all the



thi ngs of Xanth—except the eye queue vine. So the vine is lost."
"Too bad," Esk said. "Now nobody will be smart."

Marrow stepped out fromunder the vine, and it fell back into place over the path. Apparently it
could not becone a part of the skull, probably because there was no brain to enhance.

Farther along was a little squiggly thing, hardly | arge enough to see. "Wat's that?" Esk asked.

"Alost vitamin, | think. Let nme see." Marrow put out a finger bone to touch the thing. "Yes,
vitamn F."

"What's it for?"

"Ch, it has potent F-ect.”
"Potent effect?"
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"F you nake the right F-ort."

"Let's find vitamin X instead," Esk said grimy. "Then nmaybe we can becone X-pert in finding the X-
it, if it X-ists."

"X-actly," Marrow agreed, not catching Esk's irony.

They conti nued past other lost itens: a |ost fossil bone that Marrow greatly admired, as it was of
a species of creature unknown in Xanth or Mindani a, whose di scovery woul d revol utionize the
under st andi ng of both; a lost band of the rai nbow, nore wonderful than any other; a |ost stream of
consci ousness; and a lost dire strait. Esk would have found all these things considerably nore
interesting if he hadn't been so acutely concerned about finding his way out of the gourd before
his body got into trouble in Xanth. Suppose a dragon sniffed it out? He could wake up to find

hi nsel f chonped.

Then they cane to a young wonan sitting in a bath. She was of nmetallic hue, and quite nicely
proportioned. Esk could tell because her only clothing seenmed to be a netallic halter covering her
front.

She junped up as they approached. "Ch, good!" she exclainmed. "Found at last!"

"Uh, hello," Esk said, trying to keep his eyes above the | evel of her chest. He knew t hat Chex
Centaur woul d have called his attitude foolish, but the attitude was one of the things that had
not gotten lost. "I amEsk, and this is Marrow. "

"Hell o, Esk and Marrow," she said brightly. "I"'mBria Brassie."

"You're a brassy!" Esk excl ai ned.

"That's brassie,” she corrected him "I'mfemale, as you evidently hadn't noticed. A nale is
brassy."
"Ch. Sorry. I, uh, noticed, but—=

"That's not nuch of an apol ogy," she nuttered.

Esk plowed on. "1've been | ooking for you!"

"Well, you have found nme. Have we net before?" She gave her brass hair a shake so that it glinted
prettily.

"I mean, | was |ooking for where you live, because | think that's near the night mares* pasture!

Do you know wher e—=2"



"No, |'mhopelessly lost. |I thought you knew. Didn't you cone to get nme out of here?"

"l cane by accident," Esk admitted, glancing down, then wenching his eyes up again. That wasn't
much better, because her bosomwas full and her brassiere was scanty.

"He's a peeper," Marrow expl ai ned.

Esk felt hinself starting to flush, though he knew that the skeleton was referring to the gourd,
not what Esk was trying not to stare at. "Yes,
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yes," he said quickly. "I fell, and | anded agai nst a gourd before | knew, and now |I'm stuck here."
He swung his gaze around, to indicate the surroundings.

"Are you having trouble with your eyes?" Bria inquired.

"Uh, sone, maybe. Do you have any information about the terrain? Anything that mght help us get,
er, unlost?"

She turned, |ooking away fromhim In the process she showed her pert brass bottom that flexed
exactly as if made of living flesh. "I'"mafraid | don't. | like to explore, and was seeking a way
to visit the outer world, but as you can see, | got lost."” She conpleted her turn, and Esk haul ed
his eyes up once again. "Are you sure you're well?" she asked solicitously. "You seem fl ushed,

whi ch | understand is a signal of distress anong living folk."

"Uh, yes, | amdistressed,” Esk agreed quickly. "My body is stuck in that pit, and I'mvery nuch
concerned that something will happen to it before | get rescued. If | can just get to a night
mar e—

"Yes, it nmust be quite a problem being alive," Bria said. "lIs it true that you have to eat and
elimnate, just to keep goi ng?"

"Brassi es don't?"

"Of course not. Why bother with all that inconvenience and ness if you don't have to? | suppose
you have to wear all that clumsy clothing to keep you warm too."

"You shoul dn't enbarrass him by remarking on his weaknesses of the flesh," Marrow reproved her

"Ch, that's right," she agreed. "I apol ogi ze, Esk." She stepped into him put her arns around him
and ki ssed himon the mouth. "lIs that enough?"
Stunned, Esk just stood there, for the nmonent as still as a netal statue hinself.

"It seens it is not," Marrow said

"Il just have to try harder, then," she said brightly. "Esk, | apologize for anything | may have
said to offend or enbarrass you, and hope you will forgive nme that transgression.” Then she
enbraced himso closely that he started to | ose his balance and nade an involuntary grab for
support, reaching around her. Then she kissed himagain, deep and |ong. She was nade of netal, but
her Iips were warm and soft and firm and so was her body.

Finally she drew back her head a little. "Is that enough?" she asked agai n.
Esk felt as if he were floating at treetop height. Al that anchored him
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was his grip on her body. Then a nmound fl exed under his hand, and he realized where that grip was.



He froze again.

"Apparently you are not putting enough into it," Marrow said.

Bria nmade a cute little grimace. "Apparently not. Well, 1'Il nmake sure it takes the next tine."
She inhal ed, preparing for the suprenme effort.

"No-no!" Esk stamered. "Il-1—4 accept your a-apol ogy!"

She cocked her head at him and her hair shifted with a coppery sheen. "Are you sure? You stil
| ook flushed."

"Ab-absol utely sure," he said uncertainly.

"That's a relief. Be sure to tell nme if | enbarrass you again."

"Uh, yes, certainly," he agreed, as she disengaged, and his hand finally slipped fromher buttock

"Apol ogi zing is such a chore," Marrow said. "I don't know whether it is worse for the offender or
t he of f endee. "

Now it was not just his gaze, but his fancy that had to be sternly reined. Esk's experience with
wonen was quite limted, but he was discovering that the nuances of such interaction could carry a
form dabl e charge. He had nmet Bria only a few ninutes ago, but already she had opened a dramatic
new di mension to his imagination.

"W had better just walk along the path," Bria said. "Since Esk is not part of our world, he
shoul d be able to unlose us, if we maintain contact with him"

"My sentinent exactly,” Marrow said.

Bria took Esk's right hand and Marrow his left, and they wal ked on along the path, which was wi de
enough at this stage to accomobdate themin this formation. Esk suffered hinself to be guided, for
hi s thoughts were not properly on the subject. How could a creature of netal be so soft?

The oath jigged and jogged, becom ng narrow and then wi de again, but they naintained their |inkage
and advanced resolutely along it.

Bria spied sonething in the path, perhaps a tiny pebble, and bent quickly to pick it up with her
free hand. "Just what |'ve always wanted!" she excl ai ned.

"Ch? What is it?" Esk asked.

She gl anced sidelong at him "Nothing of consequence, perhaps. Just another lost item!| think I'l
save, just in case | should one day need it."

Esk shrugged. O course she could pick up anything she wanted. A stone as snall as that was hardly
worth the eifort, though

The scenery was changi ng, so they knew they were getting sonewhere. Now they seened to be
approaching a region of nore orderly plants, that—
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Light flared, interrupting his observation in md thought. "Ch, I'mso glad we found you in tine!"
Chex exclaimed. "Are you all right, EsSkT

"What'v thiv?" Vol ney asked.
"A bare-bottonmed hussy!" Latia exclained. "And a bundl e of bones!"

Esk snapped alert. "Don't say anything enbarrassing!" he cried. "These are ny acquai ntances in the
gourd!" For Marrow and Bria were with him still holding his hands.



"That's right," Chex said. "Whatever a visitor to the world of the gourd is in contact with when
he departs it, acconpanies him These are gourd folk."

The skel eton and the brassie seened dazed now. It was Esk's turn to take charge. "On ny right hand
is Bria Brassie," he said. "On nmy left, Marrow Bones. They wereon the Lost Path. Bria and Marrow,
these are ny friends in Xanth normal: Chex Centaur, Volney Vole, and Latia Curse Fiend."

The several naned parties nodded in turn. Then Chex assessed the situation. "I believe we can
return Marrow and Bria to their own world. Esk, you have sinply to hold their hands and | ook into
t he peephol e; then, inside, release them and we shall break your eye contact so that you return
al one. "

"And where will that |eave us?" Bria demanded indignantly. "On the Lost Path-where we can't
escape?"

"But this is not your world," Chex protested. "Everything is different here.”

"I wanted to explore this world anyway," Bria said.

Marrow shrugged. "I think | amno nore lost here than | was on the Lost Path. At such tine as sone
one of you peeks in a gourd and | ocates the Haunted Garden, you can return nme there directly."

"But the gourd is |ocked onto the sane scene," Chex said. "Each tinme Esk peeps, he will find
hi nsel f exactly where he was before."

"Agreed," Marrow said. "But you others will have different scenes, and perhaps one of themw Il be
the one | require.”

Chex nodded agreenent. "Yes, we can do that now Odinarily |I would not voluntarily look into a
hypnogourd, but this seens to be a constructive exception." She reached down and picked up the
gourd. "Free ne after only a nonent, please,"” she said, and put her eye to the peephole.

She froze in place. Esk disengaged fromBria and Marrow, and put his hand over the peephol e,
interrupting Chex's vision.

The centaur resuned aninmation. "I was in a region of paper objects," she said. "Some exceedingly
el aborate constructions; | had no idea that paper could achi eve such configurations!"
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"Wong set," Esk said. He took the gourd and held it down for Vol ney.

The Vol e | ooked, and froze. Then Esk covered the peephole, and Volney returned to life. "An endl ew
vheet of fluid," he reported. "Very pretty, but | think not correct for theve folk."

Esk held the gourd up for Latia. She |ooked, and froze; then, when Esk broke the I|ine of sight,
she grinmaced. "A great wide plain, with black equi ne shapes on the horizon," she said.

"The pasture of the night nmares!" Esk exclainmed. "Just what | was |ooking for—but no | onger need!"

"It seens that we cannot help these visitors at the nonent," Chex said. "Perhaps if they do not
mnd remaining with us for a tinme, we can find sone other person whose gourd orientation is nore
rel evant."

"That's fine," Bria said. "I shall be happy to spend sone tinme here."
"But you will have to dress decently," Latia said.
"What ?"

"Different conventions!" Esk said quickly to Bria. "She only neans that here it will be better if
you wear a dress."



"That's right," Marrow said. "You do wear clothing here."
"l don't," Chex said.

"Humanoi ds wear clothing, nostly," Esk said.

"l suppose we shouldn't enbarrass the world we visit," Bria said reluctantly.

"There is a broadcloth tree close by," Latia said. "I can readily make you clothing fromthat."
She glanced at Marrow. "And if | can find sone herringbone material, that should do nicely for
you." Latia set off for the fabric, trailed by the two fromthe gourd.

"Broadcl oth and herringbone,” Chex nurnured. "She has a special sense of alignnment."

"The curse fiends are very conscious of the proprieties," Esk agreed. "I gather she rendezvoused
with you and Vol ney, and then Vol ney sniffed ne out?"

"Exactly. We did not realize that you would return with conpany, but perhaps it is for the best. |
gat her you were unsuccessful in your quest for a solution to the problemof the Kiss-Me River?"

"Unfortunately, yes. But | can still ask the ogres for help."
"W nust eat and conpare notes," she said, "then decide what to do in the norning."

"Yes. | ameager to hear how the two of you fared." Indeed, he was glad to be back with faniliar
conpany. But still his mind kept flirting with the experience he had had with Bria's node of
apol ogy. He had
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returned fromthe gourd, his body intact, but his mind had hardly settled yet. He w shed he could
tal k to soneone about that.

"She seens like a nice enough girl, and quite well forned," Chex remarked, as if reading his mnd
"But she is not of your world, Esk."

Chapter 10. Cheiron

\ _"hex trotted south, carrying Marrow on her back. She was headed for her sire's region, and the
skel et on woul d not have been able to keep up afoot.

Actual ly, Marrow did not |look |like a skeleton now Latia had worked up an effective suit of

herri ngbone cloth, and picked hima pair of stout slippers and a pair of thick gl oves that
extended well up past his wists. He | ooked very much like a living man, except for his skull, and
even that could be nasked by the hat and scarf. Fortunately he did not weigh very much, even
bundl ed up Iike this, because he was all bone.

They had discussed it the prior night, after exchanging stories of recent adventures. They had
decided to distribute the new additions to the group anong the original nenbers, with the fiend
wonman and brass girl acconpanyi ng Esk, and the skel eton acconpanyi ng Chex. The vol e was tunneling
alone, again; it was too difficult for any of the others to keep pace with himdeep underground.
Perhaps this time they would be able to obtain some nore solid conmitnent of assistance. They
woul d neet in seven days, as before, and see where they stood. One way or another, they intended
to rescue the Kiss-Me R ver fromits unhappy plight.

It was possible that Marrow woul d not rermain with her long, for they had agreed to ask any other
folk they met to look in a gourd, and to conduct Marrow there if either the horror house or the
haunt ed garden were found, because the two were adjacent. Meanwhile, she was happy to talk with
him because like all centaurs she was curious about anything that was out of the ordinary.

"How is it that you hold together without flesh or tendons?" she inquired.



"That is the nature of skeletal nagic," he explained. "The toe bone is connected to the foot bone,
and the foot bone is connected to the ankle bone, and the ankle bone is connected to the |eg
bone—
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"I grasp the connection," she cut in wyly. "I suppose it is that sane nmagi c that ani mates you?"

"OfF course. Just as the magic of life aninmates your flesh. Doesn't it becone quite hot in there,
with such a ponderous nass of flesh encasing you?"

"We have becone acclinmatized to it," she said with a private smle. "Howis that you are able to
speak, when you have no lungs, no throat, no nouth?"

"It is just part of the magic. Certain notions of the jaw produce certain sounds, and we learn to
control these when young, until we becone proficient. The full process takes several years, but we
consider it part of the art of growi ng up."

"Of growi ng up? You nean, there are child skel etons too?"

"Of course. Did you suppose we were fashioned whole fromair?"
"1 thought you were the remains of formerly living folk."

"The remains of living fol k? What an appal | ing notion!"

"No offense was intended, Marrow," she said quickly.

"We of the outer world don't have much direct contact with you of the gourd, so are ignorant about
many things. | apologize if—

"No apology required," he said quickly. "OF course you did not know, that is why you asked."

Chex renenbered sonething that Esk had nentioned in passing. "About apology—+s it true that your
kind does it by Kkissing?"

"OfF course notl Whatever gave you that idea?"

"Perhaps | misconstrued a reference. Esk said sonething about the brassies—
"They do it their way, of course. Bria enbarrassed Esk, so she kissed him"
"Skel etons don't do it that way?" This was interesting!

"Certainly not. How could we kiss?"

"I see your point. Yet in that case—

"We knock skulls."

"Doesn't that hurt?"

"Hurt?"

She realized that pain would be a foreign concept to creatures who had no soft flesh. "I think
understand that it does not. But suppose a skel eton enbarrassed a brassie? Wuld they kiss or
knock heads?"

"How coul d a skel eton enbarrass a brassi e?" he asked.

That stunped her, so she noved on to another subject. "You said there were snmall skel etons. How do
skel et ons reproduce?"



"Very sinmple. He strikes her so hard she flies apart. That is known as
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knocki ng her up. Then he selects sone of the snaller bones and assenbles theminto a baby
skel eton. "

"But doesn't she need those bones for herself?"

"Well, how does a living creature reproduce?"

"He inserts his seed in her, and she grows a foal fromher flesh."
"Doesn't she need that flesh for herself?"

Chex consi dered. She concluded that Marrow had nade his point.

In due course they reached Xap's stanping ground. The hi ppogryph was there, snoozing. He had the
body of a centaur and the forepart of a griffin, with great golden wings and a gol den bird-of -prey
head. He was evidently past his prine, but still a powerful figure of a wi nged nonster

"Hell o, sire," Chex call ed.

Xap snapped his head out from under his wi ng and squawked.

"He doesn't talk much," Chex explained to Marrow. "But | understand himwell enough." Then, to the
hi ppogryph: "Sire, this is Marrow Bones fromthe gourd. He would Iike to return if he can find a
normal person oriented on his region.”

Xap squawked agai n. Chex turned to Marrow, who renmi ned on her back, swathed in his herringbone.
"Sorry; my sire says the last tine he | ooked in a gourd, all he saw was a | ake of purple manure. |
don't think you'd care to go there." The skel eton nodded agreenent; manure nmade bones snell bad.

"Sire," she continued, "I amlooking for help for a friend. | would like to ask the w nged
monsters for that help. Do you suppose | could neet with then?"

Xap squawked. "Who? Cheiron?" she asked. "No, | don't know himor of him but |I doubt that | need
to. Sire, | wish you' d stop matchmaking! |'ve told you before that no ordinary centaur wants to
mate with a winged one; nbst won't even speak to ne. My centaur granddam won't, and she's typical
| feel nore confortable with the wi nged nonsters. At least they don't treat me like a freak
That's why |'m hopi ng they mnight help, when the centaurs refused."”

Xap squawked again. "But | can't go up there!" Chex protested. "It's inaccessible to | andbound
creatures!”

But it turned out that the winged nonsters had a firmpolicy: they woul d not deal with any
creature who would not nmeet themon their turf. Xap could help by notifying themof her coning
appear ance, but she would have to get herself to the turf.

Chex nerved hersel f. She dreaded the effort, but knewit was the only way. She knew the route, but
doubt ed she could travel it. About the best she could do was to die trying.
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She explained this to Marrow as she started for the nountain trail. "But isn't dying awkward for
fleshly creatures?" he inquired. "Very."

"Does it require courage for a fleshly creature to risk it, then?" "I suppose so," she agreed.
"Fortunately, centaurs are noted for their courage." But her tongue was drying up in her nouth.
How she wi shed she had been able to find the Good Magi cian and had | earned how to fly! At the foot



of the nountain she paused to defecate and urinate; there was no sense carrying any inessentials
up! Marrow found this process quite interesting; his kind had no experience with it. "Life seens
i ke such an inconveni ent business," he renarked.

The trail proceeded steeply. Soon it canme to a rushing torrent of water: the nmountain's own
process of urination. "Hold on," she warned Marrow. "There is no bridge; I'll have to ford this."

Marrow hung on, and she waded into the stream The water was frigid; in a noment her |egs were
getting nunmb. Then the current intensified, doing its best to dislodge her footing, but she
mai ntained it.

Then, in the center, the channel abruptly deepened. She was unable to find proper footing, and the
rush of water was too fierce to permt her to swm

Frustrated, shivering, she backed out. "I can't pass!" she said, uncertain whether the droplets on
her face were fromriver spray or her eyes. "Allow ne to inspect the situation," Marrow said. He
clinmbed of f her back, doffed his clothing, and wal ked al ong the bank, swi nging his skull from side

to side. "Yes, as | thought, there is a cave." "A cave? Here?" she asked. "How do you know?"
"Skel etons have a sense about things underground,” he explained. 'There is water in this cave, not
as cold as the river, with very little current, and it is large enough for your body. | can guide

you through it, if you wish."

"Yes!" she exclainmed, gratified. Then, realizing that there was a detail he night have overl ooked:
"But | have to breathe, you know. Is there any air?"

Marrow angl ed his skull, orienting on the hidden cave. "Sone. In bubbles. Several paces apart. |
can gui de you."

Chex decided to take the plunge. "Then guide me! Just remenber, | need to breathe every minute or
so; if I don't, I'Il drown." "Wat is drown?" "Dying because of insufficient air."
"Ch, yes; you don't find that confortable. | will try to renenber that: air every nminute."
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"Exactly where is this cave?" she inquired, not conpletely at ease about this, but seeing no
better alternative.

"Just a few paces upstream It is quite convol uted.*'

Anot her problem occurred to her. "That neans you will have to direct ne constantly—but if it is
underwater, you won't be able to speak.”

"Ch, | can speak; you nerely may have difficulty hearing."

"I appreciate the distinction. Let me explain to you howto direct me without words." She

proceeded to drill himas she had Esk, so that he could guide her accurately with his knee bones
and feet bones. Now the interference of his speech (or her hearing) would not put her at risk of
drowni ng. Perhaps Marrow did not properly appreciate her concern about this detail, but she was

greatly relieved anyway.

Whoa, his | eg bones said.

Chex halted. "Here? But | don't see it."

Turn, the left knee said. Marrow was already good at this!
She turned to the stream Caution, his knees said.

He was getting very good! She hadn't known that that directive existed! She stepped into the
river, experiencing the deadly chill of it.



The bed fell sharply away; it was surprisingly deep here. CGuided by his | eg bones, she made her
way around and down, discovering a big hole below the water's surface, slanting back under the
bank and curving to be parallel to the river. Here was the cave!

She had to duck her head to get conpletely into it, but it was big enough to accommvodate her
Before she did that, she turned one last tinme to face the skeleton. "Renenber, you nust direct mne
to air within a mnute. How good is your tinme sense?"

"It is excellent," he assured her. "W nust have precise timng when we dance, just as we need
t hor ough coordi nati on when we ganble.”

"You ganbl e? How do you do that?"
"We roll the bones, of course. It's a great way to pass the tine between gigs."
"G gs?"

"Assignnents. Wien an order for a bad dream cones in, and we have to perform They never give us
enough advance notice, so it can be a real scramble. So our existence consists of |ong periods of
boredom punctuated by brief flurries of terror. It's just like war."

"Terror? What are you afraid of ?"
"Not us; the recipients of the bad dreans."

"Well, just don't ganble with your tim ng! |I'mabout to undergo a brief period of terror nyself,
and | don't need any help in that!"

"The first air bubble is just fifty-two seconds distant," he said.
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Chex realized that she would just have to trust that. She inhaled deeply, causing a local fish to
goggl e at her chest, and held her breath, and ducked under the surface and into the cave.

Now she renmenbered her cl austrophobia. She was heading into a confined region

But it was filled with water, she told herself. That was different. The cave woul d not coll apse,
because it wasn't under pressure; the water sustained it. She had to believe that!

She tended to float, so that wal king was difficult; she had to reach up with her hands and nore or
| ess pull herself along the roof of the cave. Marrow s firm knee pressure guided her, so that she
encountered no dead ends or tight squeezes. He was correct about its tenperature not being as cold
as the river, though it was still unconfortable. Her wings also hel ped; their feathers were

i nsul ative and protected that part of her torso. But she worried: had he assuned that she woul d be
wal ki ng at her | and-bound pace when he judged the time to the air bubble? If so, it would take her
several tinmes as long, and that would be a disaster! Should she turn back while there was stil
time?

She decided to ganble. After all, if the air turned out to be too far away, she woul d have no way
to cross the river. Besides, if she turned back now, her claustrophobia would think it had the
victory and would never let her try it again. So it was this or nothing. The bubble had to be

wi t hin range!

Precisely fifty-two seconds after her start, her head poked into a bubble of air. She took an
eager breath, her enotional relief greater even than her bodily relief. Marrow had been right
about his excellent sense of timng

The air was quickly turning bad; this was not a big bubble. She held her breath again and noved
on, this tine renenbering to expel the spent air slowmy fromher nouth; that would save tine when
she hit the next bubble, and also give her a gradually increasing density so that her hooves woul d
have slightly nore traction.



The chill of the water was now numbi ng her eyeballs, causing blurring vision. It was so dark here
that she really wasn't seeing anything, so she got smart and cl osed her eyes, protecting them Now
she was conpl etely dependent on the skeleton's guidance. This, oddly, decreased her fear of
enclosure; it was as if she were no longer herself, but a mere vehicle answering to directives.

In forty-one seconds she canme to another bubble of air. This one was |arger, so that she was able
to breathe nore thoroughly before noving on
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Now Marrow gui ded her in a sharp turn to the right. The cave descended, then hooked up just h
time to give her another bubble. She realized that they were not necessarily follow ng the nost
direct route, but rather the one that guaranteed an air bubble within every nminute. The skel eton
was doi ng an excel |l ent job!

Just about the time she feared she would | ose control of her |inbs because of the deepening cold,
the cave angl ed up, and her head broke the surface of the river near the other bank. They had nade
it across!

Chex stunbl ed out and stood shivering. Her body was in an awful state, but there was a warm core
of gratitude to Marrow for getting her through. She had just navigated an otherw se inpassable
barrier! She had mastered not only the challenge of the river, but of the cold and her own

cl austrophobia. That was in its fashion a triple victory.

"You know, " she gasped as her neck thawed, "if we find sonmeone up on the nobuntain who orients on
the haunted garden, we may have to wait to return you to the gourd, so that you can guide nme back
through this cave.”

Marrow shrugged. "Wiy not? It is a very pleasant cave."

A pl easant cave! But of course the skeleton was i mune to cold and accustoned to operating in
dar kness.

They resuned their trek up the nountain. Very little tinme had passed; it had nerely seened |ike an
eon to her, as she had progressed bubbl e by bubble through the cave. Al ready she was wanning wth
the exertion. Maybe she really could nake it to the top

Time: just how much did she have? It had taken one day's travel to reach her sire, and another to
reach the base of the mountain. If she nade it to the top in one day, that would | eave her one day
there to convince the winged nonsters to help. Then the three-day trek back to the rendezvous with
Esk and Vol ney. She was on schedule, so far.

The thought of Esk remi nded her of the nmanner he had nissed their prior rendezvous. That had been
an ugly occasion! Had the curse fiend Latia not had the wit to seek themherself, it could have
been the end of Esk! All because he had foolishly asked her to curse him thinking that it would
be a bl essing. Human beings did have an erratic streak that caused themto act in irrational ways.
Sone bl essi ng!

Yet he had survived it, and even brought out a denizen of the gourd who was proving to be of
consi derabl e assistance to her now. What mi ght have been a curse to Esk was, ironically, a
bl essi ng for Chex!

But the other party he had brought out was the brass girl. Her kind, it had turned out, atoned for
i nci dental offenses by kissing, and evidently she had perforned such an atonenent for Esk. Human
bei ngs tended to
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be unduly influenced by appearance and action, rather than being guided by practical and



intellectual considerations as centaurs were; that was another of the human liabilities. Sonetines
she wondered just how the human species had survived so well in Xanth. On the other hoof, they did
have sone endearing qualities. Esk had accepted her imediately and used his nmagic talent to help
saf equard her from m schief; in fact, he had been nore generous to her than the centaurs had been
So she was not about to condemm the hunman fol k; probably their assets did bal ance out their
liabilities in the ong run

So Bria Brassie had kissed him and the boy was obviously smitten. That was a curse indeed! Yet,
with a further and exquisite irony, Esk evidently did not perceive this as an aspect of the curse.
Could it be that his entry into the gourd really had been a blessing? If so, it had to be a

power ful one, because Latia had expl ained the nmanner in which her curses strengthened when all owed
to accumnul at e.

This intellectual riddle was intriguing, so she continued to divert herself with it as she
progressed up the steep trail. Assune that Esk had been struck by a very potent bl essing. Then her
advant age of Marrow s help was only peripheral, part of that blessing, facilitating her mssion
and therefore Esk's mission. And Bria-she could be a good deal nore inportant to that m ssion than
t hey had supposed.

But she was a creature of the gourd. That neant that she had to return to it, for her existence in
this world was no nore substantial than Esk's had been in the gourd. She had to rejoin her world,
or she would eventual ly perish. Wat, then, of her interaction with Esk?

Assunme that such an interaction was feasible. After all, Bria did | ook human, when all owance was
made for her netal. Suppose Esk did not want to give her up? That was where the zonbie's huge
gourd cane in: Esk could enter that physically and go after her, and perhaps bring Bria out
physi cal | y.

No—+f Marrow and Bria renained physically in the gourd, then it should not be feasible to return
themto their honme regions within it nmerely by having sone person or creature of the outside realm
| ook in through a peephol e and take them al ong. So they nust be physically outside. But Chex was
sure that no denizens of the gourd had settled outside it, historically; her dam woul d have

i nformed her of anything like that. So there had to be a reason that they could not survive
indefinitely outside. Wat could that be?

Well, she had a source of infornmation. "Marrow, what would be the consequence if you did not
manage to return to your realmin the gourd?"
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"I would slowy fade away," he said pronptly. "I amafter all, merely the stuff of bad dreans."
"Then if Bria, to take a random exanple, w shed to remain here, she could not?"
"She coul d not—nl ess she got access to a soul ."

"Access to a soul ?"

"We creatures of the dreamreal mhave no souls, of course. That is our primary distinction from
you living folk. If we had souls, we would cone alive, and be able to survive nornal terns here."

Now Chex renenbered: there was a great demand for souls in the gourdl The reason was suddenly
clear. "My dam gave up half her soul to the night mare Inbri."

"Yes, half a soul becones a whole soul, as it fills out. This takes time, but is done on
occasion. "

"So if soneone were to give you half a soul, you would be able to live here indefinitely?"

"True. But of course | have no wish to live. | amsurprised that you folk put up with the
awkwar dness and occasi onal nessiness of it."



Chex nodded. She believed she had worked out a solution to Esk's problem if it devel oped. If she
survived this nmountain hike. She was sure that Esk would not be able to devise a solution on his
own; he |l acked centaur rationality.

She came out of her reverie to discover the trail narrowing. They were well up the mountain now,
and the sl ope was becom ng sheer; there was barely roomfor her hooves on the slightly dinnished
sl ant that was the path.

Then it becane too slight for her; the girth of her body caused her center of gravity to be too
far out fromthe face of the nountain to remain stable. If she tried to go any farther, she would
inevitably fall.

She stopped; she had to. The suggestion of the trail continued on around the curve of the
mountain, with an awesone hei ght of wall above, and a m nd-bl anki ng depth of drop bel ow. She could
not clinmb that cliff, and would certainly die if she fell. Wiat could she do?

"I don't suppose you know of a nearby cave?" she asked Marrow.

"No cave," the skeleton replied.

"Then | fear we cannot continue. This is, as far as | know, the only trail, and it is too narrow
for nmy body."

The skel eton considered. "It does not appear to be too narrow for ny body."

"That may be true. But | amthe one who nust reach the neeting
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pl at eau and address the wi nged nonsters; they would not listen to you, as you are not w nged."
"Still, I think I mght assist you. Could you manage that path if you had a line to cling to?"

"Yes, | suppose | could. But | don't carry a line; I'ma bow and arrow centaur. My arns aren't
strong enough to sustain nmy full weight on a line, you see. My grandsire Chester has very strong
arns; he could do it, but not nme." She clenched her teeth with frustration. "Ch, how | w sh |
could fly!”

"But you could hold on, with support for your feet."

"Yes. But even if | had a line, | could not attach it, because | can't even see the other end of
the trail."

"I shall look." Marrow di snounted and wal ked al ong the trail. As the | edge narrowed, he had to
turn sidewi se and step carefully, but it was evident that he had no fear of heights or of falling.
That seened to be another advantage of being nonalive. He noved on around the curve and

di sappeared from sight.

After a while he returned. "There is a rock that | could cling to," he announced.

"How nice for you," Chex said, trying not to be cutting

"So if you will just kick ne apart, then swing nme around so that | can grasp on with one hand, it
will be all right."

Chex's dismay received a jolt. Was Marrow proposing suicide in his fashion? "Wat?"

"Just let nme take hold here, so | don't fall off the ledge," he said. "Now kick me hard."
"But that woul d destroy you!" she excl ai ned, appall ed.

"Ch, no, we can re-formreadily, when prepared. Kick ne apart; then | will explain the next step."



Chex had considerable difficulty accepting this, but finally did what he asked. She retreated
along the trail until it w dened, turned around, and backed up to the place where he was hol di ng
on to a solid rock. Then she gave hima trenendous kick on the hipbone with a hind foot.

The skeleton flew apart. The bones sailed into the air, disconnecting. But then something strange
happened. The bones did not disconnect all the way; instead they formed into a |line that flopped
down t he nount ai nsi de.

"Now haul ne up," Marrow s voice cane.

She wal ked back to the turnaround point, then came forward again. She braced herself and peered
down over the |edge.
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The Iine of bones extended well down the slope. About halfway along it was the skull. "Haul ne,
it repeated

This was strange nagic! She took hold of a bone and drew it up. Marrow s finger bone was no | onger
connected to his hand bone, or his hand bone to his wist bone; one finger bone was connected to
anot her and another, forming the line. She hauled the line up hand over hand, noting that the
finger and arm bones connected to rib bones and neck bones and finally the head bone.

"Now swi ng the rest out around the nmountain," the skull told her. "Up to the level of the trail
the rock is not far beyond your vision."

Chex obeyed. She started the |line of bones sw nging back and forth, pendulum fashion, until she
was able to bring the end of the Iine high enough. Then, just at its height, she let go, and it
flung out, slapping against the nmountain.

"Got it!" the skull exclained. "Now pull ne tight."
Chex gazed at the arc of bones. "But if | pull too hard, won't you come apart?"
"I don't think so. I will warn you when ny limt approaches."

So she hauled on the line again, and the line tightened, until when she held an arm bone the skul
call ed out "enough."

"What now?" she call ed back
"Touch the arm bone to the hand bone."

She held a | oop of the bone line. She brought the arm bone to the hand bone—and i medi ately the
two snapped together as if magneti zed.

"Now use ne to keep your bal ance,"” the skull called. "Try not to put too nuch strain on ne."

Chex | ooked at the narrow path, with the bone |ine now stretched above it. It seenmed perilously
precarious. But Marrow had known what he was doi ng before, so she had to trust hi mnow

She held on to the Iine and wal ked out al ong the precipice. The wall shoved her solid equi ne body
out, and she could not brace with her feet. Her wings nade it worse, because they added to the
breadth of her body when fol ded, and there was no roomto open them here. She clung to the Iine,
her body increasingly off-balance, |eaning out over the gulf below She had never been afraid of
hei ghts, just of depths, but it would be easy enough to cultivate such a phobia now

Her hands were becom ng sonmewhat sweaty, but she could not clean them She hoped the bones weren't
ticklish.

"That's very good," Marrow s skull said, right under her hand.



Startled, Chex alnost let go of the Iine. She had for the nmonent forgotten the nature of it!
"Thank you," she nuttered tersely.
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She handed herself on along the rib bones and the backbones and the hi pbones, closing her nmind to
the precise nature of them not from any humanli ke skittishness, but because she did not want to
rai se any question in her mnd about how they were able to hold together in this format. Marrow
was a nore surprising creature than she had first thought!

Finally she reached the end, where the trail w dened and the endnost finger bone clung. It had
found a niche in the stone and hooked into it. Had she realized that this was all that supported
the Iine, and therefore her tilting body, she would have been even nore concerned than she had
been!

She got her footing and let go of the line. "I'"macross!" she called to the skull. "Wat now?"

"Haul me in," the skull called, as the line swng down fromthe other side. The far finger had |et
go.

She haul ed hi the bones, hand over hand. "That's good," the skull said as it arrived, giving her a
monentary stare with an eye socket.

"But how do you get back together?" she asked.

"For that | will require sone assistance,” the skull admtted. "You will have to set the bones
together in the proper order."

"But | don't know the proper order, except in a very general way!"
"I will direct you."

And so it was. She touched each bone to the one the skull called out, and it anchored in place.
Before too | ong Marrow was back in proper skel etal shape.

"The nmore | | earn about you, the nore | respect you," she told himas the job was conpleted. "I
never realized that bones could be so versatile.”

" Thank you. | must confess that your flesh is not nearly as clunmsy or repul sive as | had
anticipated.”

"Thank you," she said with the trace of a snile

They nmoved on up the nountain. The way was easier now, as the slope gradually |evel ed; they were
nearing the crest. Just as well, for the day was drawing toward its close, and she did not want to
be on the trail at night. If any of the wi nged nonsters m stook her for nocturnal prey, her
situation could becone difficult.

Then they cane to a cleft in the nountain. It cut right across the path, as though it had started
as a crack and wi dened with tinme, until now it was a form dable gap. How was she to get across it?

She | ooked around. There were a few scrubby trees, and sone dead wood, and sone weeds, and
assorted | oose rocks. That was it. She | ooked
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again at the cleft. It was plainly beyond her junp range. There seened to be no narrowing of it to
the sides; in fact, this was its narrowest part. The entire top of the nmountain was split, and the
nmeeting plateau was on the other side.



"I can perhaps throw you across,"” she told Marrow. "But it is too far for ne."

"I see no handhol ds," the skeleton said. "And if there were, | fear | could not sustain your full
wei ght. Cohesion only goes so far."

"To be sure," she agreed. "You have done nore than enough; | would not ask you to attenpt that,
even if | had sufficient armstrength to nanage such a crossing. There has to be another way."

But was there? None of the itens of deadwood were | arge enough to forma bridge, and certainly the
stones would not do it. Unless—

She got to work, not letting herself think about how risky it was. She picked up wood, and rolled
rocks, formng a pile at the brink of the cleft. She packed themin as solidly as she coul d,
fashi oning a ranp whose height rose significantly above the ground.

Marrow apprai sed this activity with a tilted eyeball socket. "lIsn't this a diversion of the
strength you need to cross the cleft?" he inquired.

"I"'mbuilding a ranp," she explained. "My hope is that it will enable nme to achi eve a broader
| eap. ™

He considered. "Judgi ng by your denonstrated power of foot and present mass, | believe you will
fall short of the far landing by this amount," he said, holding his hand bones about a body wi dth
apart.

Chex renenbered how accurate his estimte of her progress in the water cave had been. That
di smayed her. She had hoped that the added el evati on would do the trick. She had used up all the
avail abl e materials; she could build the ranp no higher

But she had one other chance. "I cannot fly, but my wings do provide some lift," she said. "WI|I

that extend ny di stance enough?"

"I have no know edge of the paraneters of flying," he said.

"It will have to do," she said. "Let ne toss you across now, and I will join you in a nmonment."
"As you w sh."

She pi cked hi mup by neck bone and hi pbone, swung hi m back, then heaved himacross. He landed in a
pile, but in a nmonent straightened out; he was not subject to bruises. Then she tossed her bow and
qui ver of arrows across, and her supply pack; she wanted to carry no wei ght she could avoid on the

junp.

Then, reflecting, she caught up again on natural functions. That was
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one nore way to reduce weight. She had not eaten during this clinb and was hungry, but at the
nmoment that was for the best.

It was time. She trotted to the other side of the crest, then started her takeoff run. She
accel erated steadily and snoothly, saving her peak effort for the conclusion. She hit the ranp,
put forth her full strength, and galloped up it. At the very brink she | eaped into the air.

The nmonent she was over the cleft, she spread her wings and flapped themnightily. She felt their
downdraft, but knew it was not enough; her effort at flight was nere pretense.

Then her front hooves canme down on the rock, and she knew she had made it. She brought her rear
hooves up to overlap the prints of the front ones, securing her |anding, and made a snall
secondary leap to reorient. For the first time in her life, her wings had made a significant and
positive difference! How glad she was that she had built up her pectorals!



She came to a halt, then turned to face Marrow, panting. "I hope that's the |ast hazard of the
trail!"”

"Interesting,"” he remarked. "Your wings did extend your distance significantly."

"Most interesting," she agreed wyly. It seened that skel etons were not nuch for enotion, other
than the generation of terror in bad dreans.

She ate sone fruit from her pack, then donned her knapsack and bow and quiver. "It can't be far
now, " she sai d.
"It is not," Marrow agreed. "They are just beyond the next crest."

"How do you know t hat ?"
*'| can feel the quiver of the ground as they land."

Skel etons were evidently very sensitive to quivers of the ground! "Good enough! 1'll go make ny
pitch."

"Pitch? You plan to fashion another ramp?"
"Ranmp? Not unless there's another junp!"

"Pitch is the inclination of a declivity."

"It is also the inclination of a presentation."
"Amazi ng. "

They crested this portion of the mountain. The |ofty plateau opened out, and there were the w nged
nonst ers.

They were of all types: griffins, dragons, rocs, sphinxes and assorted | ess comopn creatures, such
as the hippogryph.

Xap stepped forward. He squawked.

"l understand,” Chex said. "I had to nake it on nmy own, or they would not listen to me. WII they
I'isten now?"

He squawked affirmatively.

"O wi nged nonsters," Chex said. "I cone on behalf of the voles of the
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Val e. The denbns have strai ghtened the Kiss-Mee River and turned it ugly and nean, and prevent the
voles fromrestoring it to its natural neandering. WII you help hold off the denmons so that the
river can be restored?"

There was a babbl e of squawks and hisses and grows. Then Xap squawked.
"They will decide tonorrow," Chex repeated.
Xap squawked agai n.

"I must neet Cheiron?" she asked. "You nentioned himbefore. Sire, you know | have trouble with
centaurs! My granddam refuses even to talk to ne, and the centaurs of the Isle would not let ne
address them"

The hi ppogryph shrugged and dropped the subject. He hel ped her forage for her supper and showed
her to a suitable place to spend the night. Marrow, who needed no sl eep, spent the night wal king



around and meki ng the acquai ntance of the various nonsters. "A nunber of these would do well in
bad dreamns,” he remarked, inpressed.

In the norning Xap expl ai ned the nmechani sm of the decision. Because | anguage was a problemwith
many of the nonsters, and so was |l ogic, they would abide by a presentation nmade by chanpi ons. She
woul d represent the cause of the voles, and Cheiron would represent the cause of the w nged
nonsters. The cause that was nobst persuasive would win.

Chex realized that she, in her fatigue of the prior day, had blundered. She had rejected an
introduction to the centaur, and now Cheiron was angry, and she had to oppose himformally. She
was confident that she could have nade her case successfully against one of the bird-brained
nmonsters, but a centaur was a different matter. Now she had to go up against an intellect
conpar abl e to her own.

Well, what was done was done. Perhaps Cheiron would appreciate the plight of the voles despite his
private affront. She would just have to do the best presentation she coul d.

But when she stepped out to neet Cheiron, there was only a great wash of darkness hovering over
the plain. It was as though a stormcloud had noved in. "Wat is this?" she asked, perplexed.

Xap squawked
"Li ght and darkness”™" she repeated. "I amthe light, he the dark? How can | nake ny presentation?"
Xap squawked agai n.

"Wth ny nmind?" Yes, that was it. She had assuned that the presentation would be verbal and
| ogi cal ; now she realized that it was not nmerely a matter of having chanpions to make the
presentations; the presentations thenselves had to be in a formintelligible to the |ess
sophi sti cat ed
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monsters. Thus |ight and darkness; flying creatures were good at determ ni ng shades.

The wi nged nonsters were positioned in a circle covering the plateau. All of themfaced in toward
the center. They were as still as statues, waiting.

She thought of the Vale of the Vole as Vol ney had described it, inits original state: verdant,
peaceful , pleasant, the Kiss-Mee River caressing it with its nmeanders. O how any creatures that
drank fromit becane suffused with good will and affection, though not conpelled into enbarrassing
or awkward romantic relationshi ps as happened with |ove springs. Light flared around her

di mi ni shing the darkness above, and at the interface between the two the contrasts forned a
picture that showed her vision.

Then she thought of the way the denpbns had cone, channelizing the river, replacing its soft curves
with hard, straight lines. The picture shifted to show the nmeanness of the present Vale, where
veget ati on was dying and creatures shunned each other, and the notto was Kick Mee or even Kil

Mee.

Finally she nade her plea. The inages of flying nonsters manifested in the picture, swooping down
on the shapes of the denons, harrying them driving themout of the Vale. Vol e shapes appear ed,
tunneling through the dikes and walls, letting the captive water out, so that the Kiss-Me could
return to its natural state and nourish the Vale of the Vol e again.

Now Cheiron's countercase devel oped. The flying nonsters descended on the denbns, but the denobns
fought back, dematerializing and reforning behind the nonsters, throwi ng rocks at them stabbing
them pulling the feathers fromtheir w ngs. Soon the poor nmonsters were in a big pile on the
ground, wounded and dying, while the voles renmained unable to do their work on the dikes. Then the
denmons piled brush on the pile of injured creatures and set fire to it.

When Chex had nade her presentation, the |light about her had expanded, until the whol e plateau was



illum nated, and the darkness above had di m ni shed. Wien Cheiron nade his response, the darkness
grew, reaching down, squeezing out the light. Even the fire in the picture blazed darkly, with the
smoke roiling up like a bad dream of the gourd and merging with the darkness. The |ight remai ned
strong only around Chex herself; she had | ost ground.

She tried again. She thought of the way Esk was going to see the ogres, who were his ancestors
just as the winged nonsters were hers, to ask for the help that his human kind refused to extend.
She t hought of Vol ney Vole, tunneling down to visit the nost dreaded of his kin, the w ggles, on
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a simlar nmssion. If either of these agreed to help, then the wi nged nonsters woul d not be al one,
and mght after all be able to prevail against the forni dabl e denons.

As she thought, her |ight brightened and pushed back the darkness, farther than before, and the
i mges in the picture glowed. The nmarching ogres seened al nost noble, and the denons | ooked
affrighted as the forces of both ground and air advanced. Victory was possi bl el

Cheiron's return sally cane. The darkness swel |l ed against the bright picture, and the picture grew
smaller, as if retreating, until it was tiny and far away. Wuat did the wi nged nonsters care what
t he | and- bound nonsters did? The denons were no threat to the creatures of the air

Chex did not wait for that case to be conplete. She surged back with an inpronptu thesis of
enotion. The wi nged nonsters did care, they had to care, for what harnmed one part of Xanth harned
all parts, and what harmed the nonsters of the land al so harned those of the air. Human beings

ni ght be cal | ous about the problenms of a nonhuman regi on, and centaurs night be indifferent to
noncentaur matters, but surely the wi nged nonsters wanted to have a better rapport wth other
creatures than this

As she projected those thoughts, the Iight rallied and pushed back the darkness. But the darkness
forged back. There was no point in having the winged nonsters be as foolish as the ground-borne
monsters; all of themcould perish on this foolish quest.

But Chex woul d not abide that. Even if the quest were hopeless, still it was a worthy one. The
deed shoul d be done because it was worth doing, without regard to possible failure. O her
creatures night mask their cowardice with expressions of indifference, but this should not be the
way of the bol dest of all creatures, the w nged nonsters! Better to die in such an honorabl e
quest, than to live in the dishonor of noninvolvenent, the way the humans and centaurs were. Human
folk did not seemto care about the plight of volish folk, but other aninmals shoul d.

Her light brightened and spread with every point, beating back the darkness, until little was |eft
of it except a small cloud. Now secondary sources of |light were starting up, like flanmes ignited
by flying sparks. These were fromthe nonsters that rimmed the plateau; they agreed with her

The dark cloud shrank, until at last the figure hovering within it became visible. And suddenly
Chex felt faint.

Cheiron was a w nged centaur/

O course she should have realized that before! She had correctly identified his name as typica
of centaurs, but had failed to connect this with
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the fact that every creature on this plateau was wi nged. The path she had taken up had been little
used, and there had been no centaur prints showing on it. The only way Cheiron could have cone
here was by flying. This should have been obvious to her instantly; she had bl undered personally
as well as tactically. She had alienated the only other creature of her precise kind.



The | ast of the darkness above dissipated, and the sun shone down. But in Chex's heart new
darkness was welling. How could she have been so w ongheaded!

Cheiron flew down toward her, and the sunlight highlighted his silver wings and his gol den hooves.
He was the handsonest centaur she had even seen! He appeared to be of mature age, certainly ol der
than she, well muscled and sl eekly structured. And he could fly!

He | anded before her and folded his wi ngs, but she was too chagrined to neet his gaze. "I like
your spirit, filly," he said. "You fought your way up here, and you fought your way through the
darkness | spread. Your sire was right about you: you are worthy not only because you are the only
other of ny kind in Xanth. | cane here fromafar when | heard of you, hoping you were worthwhile."

Timdly, flushing in the atrocious human manner, she | ooked at him He was snmiling. "You—you are
not angry that | did not neet you before?”

"Furious," he said. "But you are young yet, and cannot be expected to have mastery of all socia
graces, especially when nost centaurs shun you. | know how that is; believe ne, | know At |east
it gave ne the pretext to try your nettle. The winged nonsters will travel to the Vale of the
Vol e; you have persuaded them And |I—=

She gazed at him snitten the nmanner of any adol escent in the presence of wonder. VWat a creature
he was! "And you—=2"

"I will welcome you—when you fly to me." He turned, spread his wings, and took off, |leaving her in
the downbl ast of air that was scarcely nore tumul tuous than her enotions.

She had to learn to fly!
Chapter 11. Qgre

1 hey wal ked along the path to Castle Roogna. Chex had promnised Princess Ivy that she woul d send
Esk in for a report once she found him and Ivy had promsed in return to dig out something el se
to help themget help for the Kiss-Mee River. As it was turning out, little lIvy was doing al nost
as nuch good for them as her parents night have.

"Who is lvy?" Bria inquired.

Esk explained, for of course Bria had very little information about the nornal Xanth hierarchies.
"Ch, she's Irene's daughter!" Bria exclainmed. "My nother Blythe knew Irene."

"She di d?" Esk asked, startled. "How could that be?"

"After your ogre father tore up Marrow s folk, he went on to tear up the brassies, and he abducted
Blythe to this world. There she got to know several interesting people, including your nother
Tandy, and | ater she cane to help Mare Inbri rescue your Kkings."

"Way didn't you tell ne that before?" he asked.

"I didn't think it was relevant. Besides, a girl has to be careful around ogres. Your father put a
dent in nmy nother."

"He wouldn't do a thing like that! He's always been loyal to ny nother!"

"Are you saying it's not true? You enbarrass ne."

Esk paused. This prom sed to becone conplicated. "Uh, no, |I'mnot saying that."
"Then what are you sayi ng?"

"Just that there nmust be sonme m sunderstanding."”

"Ch." She seened disappointed. "Anyway, |ater she married nmy father, but | think she nissed the
outside world some. | grew up very curious about it. That's how | got lost; | was |ooking for a



way out."
Esk smled. "Well, you found a way out!"
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"No, you found it. I'mnot really out, though; |I'mtrapped here the sane way you were trapped

i nside."

"You nean your body is still there on the Lost Path?"

"No. But I"'mnot really out, either, because the nmonent you go back into the gourd, 1'll go back

too, or fade out, or something—+ don't know exactly what happens, but it isn't good. Wiat | need
is away to get stabilized, so | don't get into trouble here."

"Chex found a physical way into the gourd!" Esk exclained. "Through the zombie gourd! Maybe if you
went back in through that—=

"Coing in won't do ne any good."
"But | thought—=
She gl anced at himappraisingly. "You shouldn't try to think, Esk. It's bad for ogres."

"Wel |, nmaybe you could go back in with nme, and then go out through that big gourd. Then you'd be
out on your own, and not dependent on ne."

"That won't work either. I'mon the Lost Path, renenber."”

"Yes, but if we find soneone who enters the gourd at your home region, then that person can take
you back in, and you won't be |ost anynore."

"But | still wouldn't know where the zonmbie gourd is. | would just get |ost again, trying to find
it."

"That's ridiculous!" he snapped. "You could get a map or sonething, and find it. Someone in there
has to know where it is!"

"You think I'mridiculous!" she exclainmed, her brass face clouding up. "You enbarrassed ne!"

Qops. He had been trying to avoid trouble, but had sonehow wal ked into it anyway. "lI'msorry. |
didn't nean—-

"That's no way to apol ogi ze!"
Esk gl anced at her, then at Latia, helplessly.

"Go ahead,"” the curse fiend said shortly. "Apol ogize the proper way."

"Uh, yes," Esk said. He stopped wal king, and Bria stopped wal king. He took her in his arms. "I
apol ogi ze for enbarrassing you," he said, and gave her a quick kiss.

She stood notionless, seeming to be a brass statue. "I don't think you did a good enough job,"
Latia renarked.

Esk tried again. "Bria, |'mvery sorry | enbarrassed you, and | hunbly apol ogi ze," he said, and
ki ssed her sonewhat nore authoritatively.

Still the brassie girl stood, absolutely frozen. It was as if she had been cast in netal and
all owed to harden in place

"You need instruction in kissing," Latia snorted disdainfully.
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Stung, Esk wrapped his arns about Bria, swung her around, and gave her a kiss that threatened to
brui se his |ips.

Then at last Bria nelted. "Accepted,” she nurnmured.

"Now there's a girl who woul d be excellent on the stage," Latia murrmured. "I have sel dom seen
better managenent.”

"What ?" Esk asked.
"Not hing," the old wonan said, with the suggestion of a smrk

They resuned their wal k toward Castle Roogna, but now Esk's head was spinning in rmuch the way it
had the first tine Bria had kissed him He tried to renmenber exactly how he had enbarrassed her

but was unable. He tried to figure out what the curse fiend woman neant about managenent, but drew
anot her bl ank.

Before long they reached Castle Roogna. Princess Ivy danced out to neet them "You found him" she
cried happily.

"Volney Vole sniffed himout," Latia said. "The centaur and the vole had to go on additiona
searches, but we brought him back here."

"He | ooks sort of dazed," the girl said.

"He was sone tine in the gourd.™

"Ch. That would do it." Then she noticed Bria. "Hello. Wo're you?"

"Just sonething he fished out of the gourd," Bria said.

"You're a gourd fol k? How exciting!"

Esk found his tongue. "She's Bria Brassie. Her nother knew your nother."

"A brassi e? Then her nother nust be Blythe Brassie, who got the dent from Smash Ogre!"

Bria gl anced sidelong at Esk, who al nbst choked.

Fortunately Ivy was prancing on to a new subject. "I found sonething to hel p! A pathfinder spell!"

"A pat hfinder?" Esk asked, accepting the object she gave him It | ooked like a bit of tw sted
Wire.

"It's a spell, and it finds your path for you," Ivy explained. "Werever you want to go."

"That's easy. | want to go and ask the ogres if they will help the voles. But | can't walk there
and back within a week, unless you have sone nore of those speed pills."

"No, | don't dare take any nore; soneone'd notice. But this is just as good. Ask it for the path
to the ogres!”

"You don't understand. | can find the ogres; | just need nore tinme than | have."
"Then ask it for the path that'll take you there in the time you have," Ivy said brightly.
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"That spell can do that?"



"Sure. But there's one problem It works only once for each person.”
"Well, | can follow the sane path back; that's no problem”

The girl's forehead winkled. "I"mnot sure it's like that. | don't think you can find the path
again without it."

"I know a path like that," Bria remarked. "Only you can't find your way/romit."
"CGee, that nust be fun!"™ lvy said.

"l suppose | could use the spell to get there," Esk said. "Then hope to nake it back the regul ar
way in tine. Maybe it can be done."

"You can get back, stupid," lvy said. "Just have a friend use the spell to find the return path."
"Way that's right!" Esk exclained. "I'menbarrassed! | should have thought of it."

"Uh-oh," Latia nuttered.

"You enbarrassed him" Bria said to lvy. "You will have to apol ogi ze."

Ivy was interested. "CGee—how do | do that?"

"Like this," Bria said. She put her arms around Esk. "I apol ogi ze," she said. Then she kissed him
"Extraordinary!" Latia murnured admringly. "No opportunity wasted!"

"That |ooks like fun," Ivy said.

At that point there was a splash and yow fromthe noat. "OCops—Mbatie's teasi ng soneone agai n.
CGotta go!" lvy dashed off.

Esk examined the spell. "1'lIl need soneone to go with nme, | suppose,” he said

"Have no fear; we are both going with you," Latia said.

"But 1'mgoing to ogre country!" he protested. "It nay be dangerous."

"That is why we're going with you," Bria said. "Men always d<5 get into trouble on their own."

Esk wasn't conpletely certain of her logic, but he was still slightly unbal anced fromthe |ast
kiss or two, so accepted it. He knew that Bria was nainly teasing himw th those ki sses, because
she was of a different world, to which she would in due course return, but still the kisses had
their inmpact. If only he could find a real girl |ike her

"Then |I'd better figure out how to use this spell,"” he said, |ooking at the pathfinder

"That's no problem" Latia said. "W curse fiends have used them on occasion. Sinply hold it up
focus on it, and say the nane of the place to which you wish to find a path."

\
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"Ch." Esk held out the wire and opened his nouth.

"But also specify that you want the shortest path,” Latia added. "Qtherw se you m ght get the
scenic route; that would be |longer than the one you would find on your own."

"Thank you for that little detail,"” Bria said.

Latia glanced at her. "Are you being snide, girl? That woul d enbarrass ne."



"No, not at all," Bria said quickly. "I was only being appreciative!"
"I thought as nmuch."

When it came to managenent, Esk realized, the old woman was no slouch. Wmen of all ages seened to
be better at that than nen were; even little Ivy had nanaged to get around her father's
restrictions without nmuch difficulty.

He addressed the pathfinder spell again. He focused closely on it. "The shortest path to the QOgre-
Fen-Qgre Fen," he said.

He bunked, for there before himwas a path he hadn't seen before. It was reasonably w de and firm
and clear; there would be no trouble following it. But it was headed sout h.

"The ogre fen is in the north!" he objected. "This is the wong path!"
"Poppycock, " Latia snappped. "Pathfinders never err. Trust it instead of your private judgnment."

Esk realized that he had no particul ar choice, because if he didn't take the proffered path, he
woul d have to find his own way, which would take hima week or so one way. He stepped out on the
pat h.

Latia and Bria followed. The path bore contentedly south, entering the thickest jungle. Then
safely out of sight of Castle Roogna, it changed course, curving back to the north. "See? It knows
where it's going," Latia said.

"But how can it be the shortest path, when it just added this extra | oop south?" Esk asked.
"Maybe it has a sense of privacy."

The path curved left, and continued curving, until it intersected itself slightly above its prior
| evel . The curve tightened, conpleting a second |oop, coming in just above and inside itself.

"This path is just playing with us!" Esk said. "lIt's not going anywhere."

"It probably has its reasons," Latia said. "Don't criticize it too sharply; you m ght enbarrass
it."

Esk didn't want to kiss the path, so he refrained fromfurther coment. The spiral continued,
until it becane quite high and tight; they were circling in a narrow radius at treetop |evel
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Then at |last the path took off to the north again, along the branch of a giant tree. "See, it just
needed to wind up to its elevation," Bria said, pleased. "It nust be a fermale path; it knows what
it's doing, even if others don't."

Esk hoped so. The branch gnarled down into the depths of the foliage, and the shade deepened, so
that they had to watch carefully to make sure of their footing. There were nany side branches, but
they could tell which one that path foll owed because it was well worn. Esk wondered about that;
the Lost Path in the gourd had been tricky to follow in places because of disuse. Wo used this
one so nuch?

"Probably there are several standard paths," Latia remarked, answering his thought. "Maybe
segrments of them get assenbled, end to end, to nmake a particular route to a particul ar
destination. So this segnent has been nuch used, but only by folk going to other regions. It
hardly matters, so long as the programming is accurate for us."

They came to the trunk of the tree. There was a hole in it, and the path entered the hole. The
interior was like a tunnel, surprisingly extensive; it continued long after it seened to Esk that
it should have energed fromthe far side of the tree. The sides grew snoother, and assumed a faint



glistening as if noist.

Then Esk encountered a stalactite. "Now wait a nmonent!" he exclainmed. "Stalacs are in caves!"

"That is curious,
wood. "

Latia agreed. She put her hand to the descending cone. "But this is after al

Esk touched it. Sure enough, it was wood. The darkness had given it another senbl ance.

The tunnel finally energed onto another branch. "Is this the sanme tree?" Bria asked, blinking in
t he sudden |i ght.

I ndeed, it seened different. The bark was snoother, and the dianeter of the trunk seened snmller.
Curious, Esk held on and worked his way around the outside until he could see the side they had
ent er ed.

There was no entry. The tree had a hole on only one side—the side fromwhich they had exited.
He returned and peered back into the tunnel. It extended way back, and there was |ight at the end.
"You act as if you had never before seen a nagic path," Latia remarked.

Esk was enbarrassed, but struggled manfully to naster it, fearing the consequence nore than the
enmbarrassnment itself. He turned his face forward and strode out al ong the branch path.

This one had snall er branches that extended up, overhanging it, and
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some of these bore fruit. Esk reached up and plucked a plunb that was bobbing below a stringlike
twig. Plunbs always grew that way, straight up and down, and bobbi ng when they were ripe. He bit
intoit, and it was juicy and good. So this was a plunb tree!

But farther along the branch were two matching fruits of a different type. They were greenish-
yel l ow, and thickest through their bases. He plucked themboth, for it was inpossible to pluck a
single one; that was the nature of pairs. These, too, were very good.

Fart her along was a big pineapple. He let that one pass; that kind of fruit was apt to be
expl osi ve.

"This is a versatile fruit tree," Latia renarked

At last the path passed fromthe tree. It stair-stepped down to the ground, and then coursed al ong
to a snmall river.

Esk paused. "I don't see the continuation across the river."
Latia and Bria | ooked. The path intersected the river at a slant, and did not resume beyond it.
"Only one explanation," Latia said. She stepped into the river

Her foot did not splash into the water. It landed on it as if encountering solidity. She took
anot her step, and stood on the water. "Just as | suspected," she said. "The path goes on the
river."

Esk, at this point, knew better than to question it. He stepped out on the water, and found it as
solid as ice but not cold. This was the path, all right. He should have realized before, for the
path fromthe Good Magician's castle had crossed water too.

Bria followed. "I think I like the ways of the outer world," she said, fluffing out her skirt.

Esk, |ooking at her, discovered that the water she stood on was reflective. He could see right up
her legs. He turned again, quickly. Even though he had seen all of her legs in the gourd, before



she put on the dress, he felt guilty about seeing themnow Guilty about wanting to see them
"Did | enmbarrass you?" Bria inquired.

And there was the other aspect of that trap! He wanted to tell her the truth, that she had
i nadvertently enbarrassed him through no fault of her own, but he knew that would only conplicate
things. "I, uh, enbarrassed nyself," he said.

She | aughed. "You're going to have trouble settling that!"

Troubl e, indeed! He knew she was only teasing him possibly she understood about the reflection
Why couldn't his emption follow his intellect, and accept the brassie girl as a tenmporary
acquai nt ance?

The river broadened, until they were wal king well away from either
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shore. Now water lilies spread across its calmsurface, obscuring the reflections, which was a
relief. But where was the path going? It seened to have little concern about its destination
sometimes it bore north, sonetines south, and sonetinmes east or west. Now it was heading out into
what prom sed to beconme a | ake. When would it get serious about its destination?

Abruptly it stopped. Latia, now | eading the way, suddenly splashed into the | ake beside a big
green lily pad.

Esk dropped to his belly on the solid portion of the path and reached down to haul her out. Hs
questi ng hand caught her bony ankle. He yanked on it—and felt the sting of a slap. Wat was
happeni ng?

Then Latia's head poked up. "Sorry, Esk— thought you were a | eech or sonething. It's al
right—+the path is down here. Just step down and reorient." Her head resubnerged.

"Did you notice—her hair wasn't even wet," Bria said.
Esk hadn't noticed, but now he recalled it. He had reached into the water, but his armwas dry.

He stepped off the end of the path, and dropped into the water. He was holding his breath, but it
didn't seem necessary; he wasn't really subnerged. In a nonment his body tw sted around, and he
found his feet comng to rest against the underside of the lily pad. He was standi ng upsi de down,
in the | ake!

He tried breathing, and it was all right. He saw fish in the water, swi nming normally, which was
inverted conmpared to him but to himthe water was air.

He | ooked down (up) the way he had cone, and saw Bria's | egs. They were very nice legs, all the
way up. Yet again he wenched away his gaze and tried to stifle a blush.

Then Bria junped in. She spun about and | anded beside himon the lily pad, which bowed with their
wei ght. "Careful," she said. "W don't want to break through and fall out through the sky!"

Esk stepped across to the next lily pad. He discovered that these pads had no stens; they were
just there. He squatted and touched his finger to the | ake surface between pads. Hi s hands broke
t hrough the surface tension and dangled in the air.

"We'd better stick to the pads,” he said. "I think they' re the stepping stones.™

They noved on, following the irregular trail of green pads. Finally the slope of the | akebed
descended, requiring themto duck their heads. Wen it becane so shallow that they could not walk
Esk tried stepping through the surface and resum ng normal orientation.
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He found hinmself thigh-deep in the |lake, looking at a solid jungle of thorns. The path did not
continue in this direction!

Latia enmerged. "There they are," she said. "d oudstones."

Esk | ooked. There above the | ake was a snmall line of tiny clouds, the nearest and | owest within
st eppi ng range.

He shrugged and stepped onto it. It depressed a little, wobbling, but sustained his weight. He
stepped quickly to the next, which was higher and larger, and this one was nore stable.

Bria energed. "Ch, | like this world better and better!" she exclainmed. "W don't have anything
like this in the gourd!"

Esk refrained frompointing out that he hadn't seen it in this world either, until now Mybe he
just hadn't travel ed enough, before.

The cl oudstones took them safely across the | ake and down to the far shore. Wy the path hadn't
gone directly there Esk coul dn't guess, but he was in no position to question its rationale. Just
so long as it got themto ogre country within three days!

At last the path resunmed nornal operation, proceeding directly north through m xed terrai n—nti
they came to the mrror.

It stood across the path, a vertical full-length sheet of glass, big enough to reflect a conplete
man. Esk woul d have crashed right into it, because it reflected the path perfectly, making it | ook
i ke a continuation—but he saw hinsel f approaching and realized what it was before colliding. So
he stopped, and admi red his sonewhat bedraggled inage. Bria | ooked nmuch better, but Latia | ooked
wor se.

He peered around the mirror. Beyond was a dense, inpenetrable curse-burr patch. To the sides were
itch plants. Above was the foliage of a poison acorn tree. This was a dead end that was really
deadl y!

**There has to be a way," Latia nuttered. "Maybe this is a door.'
experimentally at the gl ass.

She poked her finger

Her finger passed through it without resistance. "I think | have found it," she said, as her hand
and then her arm di sappeared into the mirror. The reflection showed only that portion of her that
was on the near side.

"But we don't know what's in there!" Esk warned, for he saw that her armwas not enmerging fromthe
other side of the mrror. It was like the hole in the tree: it came out el sewhere.

"The other end of the path, obviously," she said, and put her head through. In a nonment the rest
of her disappeared, and the mirror was clear

"You | ook a nmess," Bria said, contenplating Esk's reflection. "Let nme conb your hair." She brought
out a brass conb from sonewhere.

"Uh, but— he protested weakly.
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"Ch, did | enbarrass you? |'d better apol ogi ze."
"No, no, that's all right!"

"It's best to be sure."” She put her arms around him



Esk knew he shoul d protest sone nore, but he | acked the gunption. She squeezed himclosely and
ki ssed him and she was warm and soft and fascinating. He closed his eyes, and knew that he woul d
not have known she was brass fromthe present feel of her. Again he felt as if he were floating.

"I f—+f you are nade of hard nmetal," he said as she released him "how can you be so—so—=2"
"Ch, | can be quite soft when | want to be," she said. "After all, we brassies couldn't nove very
well if we renmined absolutely rigid."

"But your nother—that dent—=

"The ogre caught her by surprise. He picked her up by her brassiere, then dropped her on the brass
hat of the man bel ow. "

Esk began to get a notion where the dent m ght have been. "I see. So it was an accident. But
woul dn't the dent have undented when she turned soft again?"

"No, dents are the nost permanent kinds of things. She's still got it; she pretends it's a
dimple.™

"I can see why you dislike ogres."

"No, | always thought it was romantic. |1'd like to neet an ogre nyself."

"Well, I'"mpart ogre."

"I know," she said softly. Then: "Oops, did | enbarrass you? You're blushing again."
"No, no, it's all right!" he said.

But she decided to play it safe, and apol ogized in her fashion

"Well," Latia remarked, stepping out of the mirror. "I can see that you folk were really concerned
about nmy welfare while | was in the mrror."

"Uh— Esk said.
"Don't tell me, let me guess. She enbarrassed you."

"I't's amazing how often | do that," Bria remarked innocently. "I nust be very clunsy about outside
worl d ways."

"To be sure," Latia agreed dryly. "Well, I'mhere to report that the path continues beyond. It's
an odd scene, but presumably it is what we want."

They stepped through the mirror. The other side was indeed strange; instead of being a mirror, it
seened |i ke a clear pane of glass, showing the path they had just cone from A one-way m rror—-what
strange magi c!

The path ahead was gl ass, too, reflective in the manner of the |ake
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surface. The scenery to the sides was odder yet; it was all of glass. The brush was greenly tinted
gl ass, and the trees had brownly tinted trunks and greenly foliage. A grayly tinted gl ass rabbit
bounded away as they approached, and a redly tinted glass bird sail ed overhead.

"It reminds me of honme, a little," Bria said. "Only there everything is of brass.™

"We'll get you home when we can," Esk reassured her

"Ch, I'mnot honesick! This is a wonderful adventure. |'mjust conparing."



The gl assy forest opened out into a glassy plain, with many gl ass blades. Creamy tinted gl ass
animal s glazed on it. They made gl assy noo-sounds and noo-ved away, worried by the nongl ass
i ntruders.

d azed? Grazed, Esk realized. Then agai n—

Then a gl assy unicorn charged up, ridden by a glassy man. The man di smounted and strode toward the
party, drawi ng a shining glass blade. He spoke with the sound of breaking cutlery, brandishing the
weapon. "Your glass will be ass!"

"No," Esk said, realizing that the glassy man nmeant m schi ef.

The man changed his nind. He renpbunted his glass steed, and they gall oped away, sending up a cloud
of gl ass dust.

"Let's nove on through here quickly," Latia suggested. "I don't think these folk are friendly."

They hurried on along the path. Soon they cane to another sheet of glass. "This should be our
exit," Latia said. "But I'll just check. You two can get back to what you were doing." She stepped
through the glass, and they watched her wal k around a curve in the path beyond.

"What were we doing?" Bria inquired brightly.

" Uh—

"Ch, yes, | was apologizing to you. | don't remenber what for, but better safe than sorry."
"But you don't need to—

Her warm ki ss cut himoff. He decided that it was pointless to protest. Bria was correct: she
could be very soft when she chose to be

Yet her body was entirely brass, and sonme of her ways were brassy too. Any expectations he m ght
have were foolish. He knew this; in fact he was absolutely sure of this. Yet sonehow he doubt ed.

Latia returned, conming around the curve and stepping through the glass. "Yes, it's our path," she
reported. "And it seens to be near the ogre fen."

"Ch? How do you know?" Esk asked.

"Ch, nothing specific. Trees twisted into pretzels, boul ders cracked
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with hairy fist marks on them dragons slinking about as if terrified of anything on two | egs.
Per haps | am nmi st aken."

Esk didn't press the case.

They stepped through the glass. Esk turned to | ook back, and it was a mirror, show ng nothing of
the gl assi es beyond. That had been another interesting experience!

Latia had described the terrain accurately. They were definitely in ogre country. Esk felt
nervous; he had ogre ancestry, but little direct experience with full ogres. This could be a
di saster.

Soon they heard a great crashing, as of trees getting knocked down. An ogre stonped into view,
carel essly sweeping brush and rocks aside with one hamfist while picking his nonstrous yell ow
teeth with the tenpenny nails of the other ham hand.

This seenmed |ike a worse and worse idea. This was a plain aninmal brute! The ogre stood twice Esk's
hei ght, and was so ugly that clouds of snpg formed wherever it gl anced.



"Qooo, what a beast!" Bria murmured admiringly.

The ogre heard her. H's shaggy puss swung around to aimat her. "Wiat this nme see—ene tiny shel”
he excl ai med.

"We canme to talk to you ogres," Esk called.

Now the ogre spied the rest of the party. "He walk, to tal k?" Ogres |acked facility with pronouns,
because they were very stupid.

"Yes, we walk to talk," Esk said. "Please take us to your |eader."

The ogre scratched his hairy head. G ant fleas dodged out of the way of his dirty nail. "Want to
take, no m stake?"

"No mi stake," Esk agreed.

"Ckay, you say!" And the ogre reached out and grabbed Esk, hauled himup, and jamed himinto the
huge backpack he wore. Then he grabbed Latia and Bria and treated themsimlarly,

"1 hope you know what he's doing," Latia muttered.
"I hope so too," Esk nuttered back

The ogre strode on, shoving brush and trees out of his way, while the pack jogged violently with
his motion. The three clung to the rimand the straps, because getting bounced out would lead to a
pai nful fall.

The ogre arrived at an ogre village. There was a huge fire in its center, beside which sat a great
bl ack pot.

"Heat pot!" the ogre bellowed. "Me got!"

"Uh-oh," Esk said. The pot was full of water, but he could see sone bones in the bottom They
rem nded himof Marrow, and that was not reassuring.
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The ogre swung the pack off and brought it to the pot. He began to invert it.
"No!" Esk cried.

Per pl exed, the ogre paused. "No so?"

"We cane to talk, not to be cooked!" Esk yelled.

O her ogres had appeared, including several females. If the males were ugly, the fermales were
appal ling. "W | ook, not cook?" one inquired, scratching her head so vigorously that the lice
scattered in terror.

"W want your help for the voles!" Esk cried, w shing he had never undertaken this foolish
m ssi on.

"Put vole in bow!" another ogre exclained, smacking his lips with a sound that startled the birds
froma distant tree

"We came to inpress you with the need for this," Esk said, knowing that the chances of inpressing
these nonsters with anything they had to say was so snmall as to be worthl ess.

"Such mess, inpress?" the ogre who had brought them denanded, and all of themlaughed with a
volume and crudity that only their kind could manage. —



"Yes, inpress," Esk continued doggedly. "For your help."

The first ogre thought about that. Hi s craniumheated with the effort, and the fleas got hotfeet
and junped off. Finally he exclained: "M say okay!"

The other ogres, glad to be relieved of the horrible effort of having to think for thensel ves,
bel | owed their agreement.

"Wonderful ," Latia said. "Now all we have to do is inpress them and our case is won."

"Maybe we can do that," Bria said brightly. "W each have our natures and our talents."

"I"'mnot sure— Esk began

"For exanple, | can be very hard when | want to be. |I'Il show you." She clinbed out of the pack
whi ch the ogre had set on the ground beside the pot. "Eat ne, ogre!" she cried. "Chew ne up!"

The ogre did not wait for a second invitation. He snatched her up a noment before three other ham
hands reached her, and janmmed her feet in his maw. He chonped.

There was a pause. Then slow surprise spread across his puss fromthe region of his maw. For his
teeth had crunched somet hi ng much harder than bone.

He pulled Bria out and | ooked at her. She still |ooked edible. "She sweet; ne eat," he concl uded,

and opened his maw wi de and janmmed in her head.
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But the teeth crunched again on hard netal. Bria's head renained attached. "Can't you do better
than that, ogre?" she cried fromthe vicinity of his tongue.

Confused, the ogre haul ed her out. Inmmedi ately another ogre grabbed her and chonped on an arm It
was a powerful chonp; the sound of it rang netallically, startling a passing cloud so that it
dropped a little water. A chip of yellow tooth flew out.

"Tough, she, me agree," the ogre confessed.

"Do | inpress you?" Bria demanded.

The ogres exchanged gl ances. They were stupid glances, and traveled very slowy, so this took sone
time. The surrounding trees tilted away, worried when ogres acted strangely. But eventually they
al |l nodded agreenent; they were inpressed.

"So that's how it goes," Latia said. "Well, let's see what | can do." She clinbed out of the pack
and addressed the ogres. "Wo is the ugliest anong you?" she asked.

An ogress | eaned forward. As she did so, all the nearby plants wilted "Me be ugly, nme say smugly!"
She certainly was ugly; Esk had never seen a nore horrendous puss.
"I can be uglier than you," Latia said.

Al'l the ogres |laughed at this, not even needing tine for thought. It was obvi ous that nobody could
be uglier than the ogress.

"Ugly is as ugly does," Latia said stoutly. "Wat can your ugly do?"

The ogress turned and | unbered into her hovel. A flock of bats flew out, |ooking stunned. She
brought out a battered pitcher of mlk. She grimaced at it—and the entire pitcher curdl ed.

Esk gaped. That was ugly indeed! He had thought the stories about that sort of thing were
exagger at ed.



Then Latia put her hands to her head. She had powder and chal k, and was using these to make up her
face.

"What's she doi ng?" Bria asked.

"She's an actress," Esk said. "All curse fiends are good at dranma. They can nake thenselves quite
pretty—and | guess ugly, if they want to."

Latia | ooked up. Her face, honely to begin with, had been transforned. Now it so ugly it was
sickening. But the ogres just |ooked, undisnayed; they were used to ugly.

Then Latia wal ked over to the big pot. "Lift nme up,"” she said.

Curious, an ogre picked her up and held her over the pot. Latia ainmed her face down, and scow ed.
The water curdl ed.

Esk gaped. So did the ogres.
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"Wel | ?" Latia inquired, as the ogre set her down.

"We confess, we inpress,"” an ogre muttered, still staring at the pot. He poked a ham finger in.
The water was definitely curdled, not frozen. It clarified in the region of his finger, finding
this to be relatively pretty.

Esk remenbered how his grandnother, a curse fiend, had enul ated an ogress and won his
grandfather's love. At |ast he had a notion how she had done it.

But nowit was his turn. Wat could he do to match what the wonen had done? If he got nad, he
coul d develop ogre strength for a short time —but that would only match the strength every nor nal
ogre had, not exceed it. That "would not inpress them

Then he realized what woul d. "Who is stupidest?" he asked.
"Me!" the first ogre cried, forgetting to rhyne.
"Me, nme!" another exclained, remenbering.

There was a chorus of clains, for of course each was proud, and consi dered hinsel f the stupidest
creature of all tine. But finally one energed as doninant: the hugest and sl ackest-jawed of them
all. He was so nuscular that when he tried to think, the nuscles bulged on his head, but so stupid
that his effort to think couldn't even dislodge the fleas; his skull couldn't get hot enough

"Well, | am stupider than you," Esk asserted. "I'll prove it."

Then he concentrated, and his terror of failure invoked his ogre strength. He marched across and
wr apped his arns around the ogre's |egs, and picked himup and swng hi maround, exerting all his
ogre power, and cracked the ogre's head into a tree. The tree snapped off, but the ogre wasn't
hurt, of course.

The ogre was, however, annoyed. Qgres didn't really like snapping tree trunks with their faces;
they preferred hamfists. He snatched up the fallen trunk and swung it toward Esk, ready to smash
himdown into the ground with a single blow

Esk stood his ground. "Wat could be stupider than doing what | did to an ogre like that?" he
asked.

The ogres considered. Then, as the tree cane down and Esk junped aside, they started to |augh. The
wel ki n shuddered with their haw haws, making the sun vibrate and shed a few rays, and even the
ogre Esk had attacked joined in. It was a good joke indeed. Nothing could be stupider than that!



"That was a damfool thing to do!" Latia snapped.

"Totally idiotic!"™ Bria said.

"Precisely," Esk agreed. "It was the stupidest thing | could have done."
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They were silent, acceding to the sincerity of his claim

Thus it was that Esk's party inpressed the ogres and won their support for the m ssion. Now al
they had to do was survive the ogres* wel com ng party and manage to explain how to reach the Vale
of the Vole fromhere. The ogres woul d hel p.

Chapter 12. Wggle

V ol ney tunnel ed down toward the wi ggle princess, guided by the |ocator pebble the squiggles had
given him This stone, like the other, was reversed for him he had to orient on the foul est
taste, avoiding the good taste.

The wiggles, as he understood it, were the strongest borers of all the clans of the voles. Mre
correctly, their larvae were. Wien a pair of wiggles mated, the female went to a suitable patch of
rock and made her nest, and when the | arvae hatched they drilled out into that rock in an

i ncreasing radius until they found good |ocations for feeding and growh. Very few were |ucky; the
great majority of the thousands of |arvae perished when they used up all their strength in the
vai n search.

The wiggles' problemwas that their tastes were highly selective. Each individual liked only a
particular flavor of rock, and would not eat any other. Since there were many hundreds of flavors,
and the veins of rock were randomy distributed, the chances of a single w ggle |arva happeni ng on
its particular flavor were perhaps one in a thousand. There were several thousand larvae in a
typical swarm so normally a few did find their hones. This was the reason that the ground was not
overridden with wiggles; a fenale mated only once, and was thereafter sterile, because all the egg
cells in her body were expended in the laying of the larvae. In any given year, there would be
only one or two swarns, limted to their particular veins of stone. It mght have helped if the
stone that was suitable for swarm ng was the same as what was suitable for eating; then all the

| arvae woul d settle down i mediately and eat.

But as he reviewed this in his mnd, Volney saw why this was not so. If all the thousands of
wiggle |larvae ate the rock they swarned in, they would soon finish it, and the vein would become a
pul sing mass of partially matured wi ggles. None of those would grow to maturity, because the food
woul d be gone. All would perish, and the swarm woul d di e out wi thout descendants. So it was
necessary for swarmtaste and grow taste
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to differ; the swarmtaste was identical for all the larvae, while the grow taste was different
for each. The wiggle systemreally did make sense, when taken on its own terns.

But this particular w ggle princess, the squiggles had explained, was a nmutant, or close to it.
There was normal ly a good range of variation in a swarm wth the tastes of individual |arva

i ncludi ng the nost nundane flavors of rock and the nost exotic. The flavor required for swarm ng
mat ched that of the princess's food; since she normally consuned nost of the food in the process
of maturing, she then had to find simlar rock in another place for her nest. This particular
femal e had an extrenely exotic taste, so had been unable to find any nore of her kind of rock. She
could not mate until she was assured of a proper nesting site. Once she found that, she would
sunmmon a male, and they would mate, and she would go to the new site to make the nest.

The reason the squiggles, who were fairly canny creatures, thought Vol ney might be interested, was



that this princess's taste was for air-flavored stone. She had found her vein and consunmed it, but
that seenmed to be the only such vein available. Generally wi ggles preferred rock-flavored stone;
she was a real rarity. But what she might not realize was that there was a good deal of air-
flavored stone on the surface, because of the way the air contanminated everything it touched. In
fact, a simlar taste accounted for those few swarns that occurred at the surface, when a w ggle
fermal e happened on the surface and had a matching taste. The creatures of the surface believed
that they had to destroy every wiggle larva in the swarmto prevent any from generating new
swarns; that was their ignorance. The truth was that their effort nade very little difference,
apart fromsonme tenporary conplications caused by the nanner the larvae drilled through things,
because none of the larvae woul d have the same taste as their queen-nother. Only those with sone
taste for deep rock, who managed to reach a suitable vein of it, would survive. Al the surface
creatures needed to do was ignore the swarm and it would pass. Thus spake the squiggles, who had
been nore than satisfied to educate one of their lofty volish cousins on the facts of life at the
other end of the spectrum

Al'l this was news to Vol ney, who had shared the conventional surface creature al arm about w ggle
swarm ng. That showed that there was sone justice to the attitude of the | ower species of ground
borers: the voles of the Vale had gotten out of touch, and were forgetting the nature of their
relatives. He would have to reeducate his conpanions of the Vale, once this mission was over

But first he had to get it over, and that was not a sangui ne prospect.
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Though a wi ggle swarm m ght not be the disaster he had supposed, it would still be devastating
enough in the tenporary sense, because of the way the larvae drilled through everything they
encountered, leaving their little zzapp holes. Such holes could be quite painful for other living
creatures, and even lethal. To |oose a swarmon the Vale of the Vol e-he remai ned uncertain how

wi se that mght be, even if the voles and other creatures there had sufficient warning to evacuate
the area until the swarm had passed. Concerns of this nature had caused himto disniss the notion
of seeking the wiggle princess out of paw, before. But now, with the failure of the other two
menbers of the party to obtain help, he had to try it. He hoped he wasn't making a terrible error

Such were his thoughts as he tunneled down at a slant, following the foul taste of the pebble.
Periodically he rested and ate sone fruit and root fromhis pouch, for this was an extensive dig.
In due course he slept, keeping his whiskers alert for nickel pedes; he had no intention of being
trapped that way agai n!

After two days, the sourness of the pebble practically nunbed his tongue. He was getting cl ose!

I ndeed, in another norment he broke through to the tunnel network of the princess. He blinked, for
it was lighted; bright fungus grew on the walls, illum nating the region in pastel shades. There
was a definitely fem nine aura here; he would have known i medi ately that this was the abode of a
femal e even if he had stunbled on it by accident. He paused to prepare hinself for the encounter
then sent out a call hi vol etal k.

She answered i mredi ately. "Wo intrudes on ny network?"

Vol ney was taken aback. Her voice, in vole terns, was dulcet. He had expected a sonmewhat grating
encounter, for his kind had very little contact with her kind.

"1 am Vol ney Vol e, seeking perhaps a favor." H's words rem nded himof the manner his human and
centaurian conpani ons hissed their "s" sounds, nmaking their speech artificial; he was of course
too polite to nention it to them realizing that they probably suffered frominfirmties of their
pal at es.

She appeared, and he was surprised again. She was a surprisingly petite creature, remniscent of a
femal e of his own species, with gray fur that seened to glow. She resenbled a wiggle larva not in
the slightest; she was definitely of the fanmily of voles.

"And | am W lda Wggle," she responded. "I would be nore than happy to grant you that favor, but I



am not at the noment seeking a mate."

"So | have been informed," he said, surprised at her interpretation. He
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was not her type! A vole and a wi ggle, however conpatible physically, were inconpatible
genetically; they could only go through the notions of mating, never producing offspring. "M
favor is not of that nature; | amnot of your particul ar species."”

"What is it, then?" She fluffed out her fur, |ooking very pretty. Vol ney became conscious of the
grime on his own fur, because of his two days of boring. He should have taken tinme to lick hinself
clean! But he had a renmedy: he shifted to his surface suit, his fur turning gray, his eyes brown.
Because he had not been boring in that, it was clean.

"I amfromthe Vale of the Vole, and we have a severe problem The denons are harassing us, and
t hey have straightjacketed our formerly friendly river, the Kiss-Mee, and nade it and the Vale
unfriendly. W are seeking sone way to drive the denons off, so that we can restore the river to
its natural and superior state, so that our Vale may be pl easant again.”

"That is very interesting, |'msure," she said politely. "But |I think it is no affair of nmine."

"It occurred to me that if a wiggle swarming were to occur in that vicinity, the denons woul d be
di sconfited, and would depart, allowing us to restore the river."

"But wiggles do not swarmon the surface,” she protested. "There is no decent-tasting rock there!"

"There may be," he said. "According to the squiggles, who bore both in the depths and near the
surface, there is a good deal of air-flavored stone at the surface.”

"Air-flavored stone?"
"I understand that the flavor you prefer is of that nature.”

"I know what | |ike, but | never knew what it was called. Do you nean to say that there is stone
inthe flavor | require at the surface?"

"The squiggles seemto think so. Wen | first encountered them they nistook ne for you, because
of the odor remaining on ny fur. Therefore it seenms that the particul ar atnmosphere of the Vale nmay
be conpatible for you."

"You don't snell like my rock," she protested.

"I't has largely dissipated now, for | have been sone tine away fromthe Val e. But perhaps sone
snell remamins in my pouch.” He opened his pouch

She sniffed. "Yes! That is ny flavor! Ch, | wish | had known before! | nust mate and go there
i mredi atel y!'"

"There is a conplication,”
a region.”

he said. "The |l arvae of a wiggle swarmare damaging to the creatures of

"Damagi ng? | know nothing of this."
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"That is because your kind normally swarms in linmited veins of specialized rock, where no other
creatures live. On the surface the range of a swarm becones virtually unlinited, because the

| arvae travel through the air, which offers little resistance. They | eave holes in the creatures,
which is awkward."



"Ch, | see. | suppose that could be awkward, as you say. But why don't you use a contai nnent
spel | ?"

"l beg your pardon?"

"A contai nment spell. This has been used historically by our kind-on those rare occasi ons when our
territory overlaps that of other creatures. It confines the swarmto a set radius, so that no harm
occurs beyond it."

"But doesn't that interfere with your cycle of reproduction? If the | arvae cannot travel freely,
how can they find the rocks they need?"

"Not any nore than a limited vein of swarm ng rock does," she pointed out. "W wiggles are
accustoned to limtations. If the containment spell linits only the radius and not the depth, some
larvae will find deep rock. Those that remain on the surface have no chance anyway, as they seek a
different flavor."

Vol ney was highly gratified. "Then it appears we can exchange favors," he said. "Tell me where

this contai nnent spell is, and | will tell you where the Vale is."

She was visibly pleased. She fluffed out her fur sone nore, and gazed at himwi th eyes that
shifted frombrown to gray as her fur converted the opposite way. "It is lost at the nonent;
sonmeone carried it into a gourd and failed to bring it out.”

"Woul d that be on the Lost Path in the gourd?" he asked, renenbering sonething that Esk had sai d.

"Why, yes, | suppose so. So if you go there, you should be able to find it." She gazed at himwi th
those big eyes, that were now turning fromgray to violet, while her coat becane pleasantly green

It was evident that the wiggles were nore versatile about coloration than the voles were. "You are
a handsome vol e, Vol ney."

"The Vale is—are you famliar with the outline of the land of Xanth? —t is in the central part,
south of the Gap Chasm north of Lake Ogre-Chobee."

"I amsure | can find it," she said. Her eyes were brightening to red, while her fur was turning
silver. "I amso glad you cane to see ne!"

There was sonething about her attitude that nagged him He | ooked into her face, and realized what
an extraordinarily attractive creature she was. Those bl azing red eyes—

Red eyes! That was the color of mating
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"I must dig on, now," he said quickly. "So nice to have encountered you."

"Remai n awhile," she breathed. "W could have such a good tine."

He realized now what had happened. Wl da had found a suitable place to nest, because he had told
her of the Vale and confirmed it with a snell. That had noved her into her mati ng phase—and he was
the closest nale. Wggles were not the brightest of voles, just as the diggles weren't; they were
governed nostly by staggered instincts. First a wiggle found a place to eat and grow, then the

mal es turned to prowing and the fenal es searched for nesting sites. Once the sites were found,
the fenales were ready to nmate, and the first male who prow ed their way was the one. That
normally did not take |ong, because they put out a nating scent that attracted any males in the
vicinity.

The mating scent! That was why she was beconing so attractive!l She was starting to generate it,
and he was feeling its initial inpact. They might be of different species, but it seenmed that this
type of scent signal was universal. If he remined, he would soon be overwhel med by it, despite
the distinction of species, and—



And it was a trap. Not because there was any danger hi the act itself; it was apt to be quite
pl easurabl e. But because they were of different species.

"Remenber, | ama vole, while you are a wiggle," he reninded her

"Don't tell ne you are prudi sh about cultures,"” she murmured, rubbing her fur against his. The
process sent an electric tingle through his body.

He took a deep breath-and realized that the nating scent was getting to him He would be
overwhel med all too soon, and then he woul dn't care about species.

"I't isn't prudishness," he explained. "It's pointlessness. W would not be fertile; you would

produce no swarm"

"I don't understand that," she said. "Wen one nates, one produces. One swarny then one joins
adult society, and subsequent matings are infertile."

"The genes differ. You need to nate with one of your own species, a wiggle male. I'msure one wll
happen al ong soon." Because the mating scent could circulate through the fissures of the rock
reachi ng prospective nmales, who would del ay not a nonent.

"Let's not wait," she said, nuzzling his neck.

The scent was about to overpower him Vol ney knew why this was wong, but now he was having
trouble remenbering. Did it really matter? She was such a |l ovely creature!
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Then he had a desperately bright notion. He took the guide pebble fromhis nouth and jamed it up
his nose. Now the bitterness of it overwhelned the alluring mating scent, and his mnd reverted to
nor nal .

Now it was clear to himwhy this was a dangerous trap. If he tried to mate with her, it would not
take. Therefore she would not becone gravid, and her mating instinct would not abate. She woul d
continue her desire to mate, and her scent and appearance would reflect that desire—and he would
find hinmself |ocked into a perpetual mating role. She would not seek any other while he was there,
and no wi ggle male would intrude, however eager, for no volish creature was wanton about nating;
thus there would be no way for her to becone gravid. And no way for himto escape, because a nale
could not deny the mating scent when it was in full strength.

He woul d never leave this tunnel, not even to eat. He would gradually starve, unable to wench

hi nsel f away, and his | ast act before he died would be another nating with her. Nature's natura
curtail ment would not be invoked, because of the genetic inconpatibility. Other creatures of Xanth
coul d crossbreed, but not the voles; they were pure strains, kept pure by this limtation

Well, it mght be possible for the mating to take, if enhanced by the elixir of a |ove spring, or
by an accommodation spell. But neither was present on this occasion, so that was of no
signi ficance

"Don't you like nme?" WIda inquired.

He did not want to affront her, because he wanted her cooperati on when she did successfully breed
with one of her own kind. A wiggle swarm suitably contained, should banish the denons fromthe

Val e, and certainly it would rumthe denons' dikes and let the water out of the Kill-Me channels.
"I sinmply want what is best for you," he said. "And that is a mating with one of your own species.
I must go locate the contai nnment spell." And that was nost of the truth—about all she mght be

capabl e of assinilating.
"I really don't understand," she said, She tickled his nose with a whisker

The tickle caused Vol ney to sneeze. The foul pebble flew fromhis nose, and was |lost in the dust.



Suddenly he was exposed to the full inpact of the mating odor

It was tine for desperate neasures. Vol ney held his breath and | eaped for the wall. He jamred on
his external claws and dug at the wall with extraordinary vigor. The rock powdered under the magic
of the talons, and a new hol e devel oped.

174
Val e of the Vole
"What's the matter?" W da asked. "Did | say sonmething to of fend you? | apol ogi ze!"

"Don't apol ogi ze!" Vol ney gasped, renenbering one nore thing Esk had nmentioned. Some folk had a
nost intimate node of apol ogy!

"But | only want to be nice to you!" she pl eaded.
As Vol ney breathed, sone of the scent reached him Wy not sinply turn back and—=2

But his rational mnd still had enough sway to domi nate—as |long as he held his breath again. He
continued his digging, getting his nose into the new rock, filtering out the scent.

"Ah, you wish to flirt," she said. "I will play! I will catch you!"

"Yes, catch ne!" Vol ney gasped. He could dig his way out of her range, and before she found him a
wi ggle mal e woul d pass within range of her scent, and would preenpt the nmating. Then, afterwards,
she woul d renenber the Vale, and feel no outrage at Vol ney's abrupt retreat.

But he had forgotten what good borers the wiggles were. Wlda started her own tunnel, parallel to
his, pacing him and she readily matched his progress. He had no nore strength pills; he could not
enhance hinself with a spell to outdistance her. Wen she grew tired of playing, she would | oop
her tunnel and cut off his, and nmerge the two; and then her scent would overwhel mhim and they
woul d be locked in the futile mating effort.

What could he do? She was tunneling above him preventing himfromgoing for the surface. She

m ght not be bright about the details of genetics, but she was canny about tunneling, as all the
menbers of the great famly of voles were. It was inherent; any related creature who coul d not
tunnel well was soon squeezed out of the ground. One of the shames of the surface creatures was
surely their inadequacy as tunnel ers.

Maybe he coul d doubl e back, fooling her, and then head for the surface before she could catch him
She woul dn't brave the surface until after mating; it wasn't the wi ggle way. He hoped.

He wi dened his tunnel, making roomto turn his body around, then scurried back. It was nuch faster
reexcavating refuse rocks than boring through solid virgin stone, and he nade three tines the
speed. He soon intersected her original suite and scranbled through it.

"How nice," she nmurnured, wi ggling her whiskers. "You have returned."

Vol ney held his breath and skidded to a stop. She had anticipated him He could al nost feel the
scent caressing his fur. He spun about and plunged back into his tunnel. Soon he was back at its
end, boring forward. Could he angle it up now, before she followed himback here?
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He coul d not. She was already angling her tunnel toward his; he could tell by the sound of it.
Then he had a dark notion. He knew one place she woul dn't go!

Abruptly, he angled down. He had the excellent volish spatial menory that enabled himto orient on
any region he had visited before. He knew where to go.



Wl da paced him not closing in, evidently curious about this new ploy. She knew he couldn't dig
down forever; eventually he would have to turn up again, and then she would end the flirtation and
close in for the finale.

Wuldn't it be easier, he wondered, just to let her catch hin? But then he realized that it was
the scent influencing him Every time he bored through a fracture zone, a suggestion of that scent
filtered through, and now it was filtering through the fracture zones of his will to resist and
centering on his desire. If he let her catch him he would never nake the rendezvous with his
friends on the surface, and the Vale of the Vole would not be saved. He had to fight on through

Now he was nearing his current destination: the living lava flow If he played this too close, he
woul d suffer another type of fate; and as he fried to death, he would wi sh he had renmained with
the wiggle princess after all. For if he died in the lava, then Wl da would mate el sewhere, and go
to the Val e—and there woul d be no contai nnent spell

He felt the heat. He did not know the full extent of the flow, but did know where his prior tunnel
toit was. He angled across to intersect that, hoping that Wlda did not realize what he had in
m nd.

Her tunneling slowed as she felt the heat of the lava; this was not a region she |iked! She was
hesitating, while he ground on. Good; he didn't like this region either, and didn't want to go any
further into it than absolutely necessary.

Then she cane to her decision. Her tunnel angled to intercept his.

Vol ney increased his effort. He was tired fromthe two days of solid boring he had done to reach
the princess, but he knew that he had to draw on any strength he had remaining. If she caught him
all was |ost.

The heat of the rock increased. This made the boring easier for his magic talons, but also worried
him he was approaching the lava fromthe other side, and could not be sure of its limt.

Despite his effort, WIlda was gaining on him Before he could |Iocate his tunnel of several days
ago, she cut himoff. Her tunnel broke through into his, and her nose appeared before his nose.

"This is fun," she said. "But | don't like this region. Let's go back to

176

Val e of the Vol e

my suite and nake love." This was, in the circunstances, a virtually irresistible offer

Vol ney tried to hold his breath, but his effort of boring had hi m gasping; he could not stop
breat hi ng now. He knew he had | ost. He breathed in her fragrance.

But, strangely, he felt no overwhel ming desire for her now She was pretty, and she was nice; he
found no fault in her. He did not blanme her for her nature. In another situation he would have
liked to associate with her nore thoroughly. But he no longer felt the conpulsion to nate with
her. What had happened?

The scent that was strong in his nostrils now was that of the lava. It was very close, and the
rock through which they were tunneling was hot.

That was it: the lava was burning off the mating scent! He had been saved by the fl ow

"Princess Wlda," he said gently. "I like you, and find you nost attractive. But | amnot of your
species, and | would do you no favor by attenpting to nmate with you. | nust return to the surface
to l ook for the contai nnent spell, so that your swarmmay flourish in the Vale w thout hurting any

other creatures there. Go and find a mate of your own kind, and take nmy best w shes with you."
Her whi skers quivered unhappily. "You do not wish to mate with ne?"

"1 want to, but know it would only harmyou,"” he said, and realized that he was not being



insincere. "I amdoing what is best. | wll always renenber you, with deepest regret for what |
cannot do, for you are a delight anong fenales.™

Then he resuned his tunneling, heading up at a steep angle. She squatted where she was for a
monent; then, forlornly, she turned and noved back toward her suite.

It was done. Somehow he was not thrilled. If only he could have yielded .

It took himthree days to reach the surface, because he was tired; he suspected the fatigue was
enotional as much as physical. The nerest suggestion of that mating scent clung to his fur, and
every so often he got a faint whiff, and it sent himinto a daydream of regret. The princess was
wi ggle, true, but she had been nost del ectable; now that his decision had been nade, he was free
to regret, endlessly, what night have been, foolish as that would have been. He coul d appreciate
Esk's problemw th the brassie girl; the sweetest tenptation could be that which was known to be
t he nmost foolish.
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He had one day remaining to nake the rendezvous when he broke surface. It was not that far away,
so he col |l apsed and sl ept.

On the next day he trudged on to Castle Roogna, and to the orchard. There were Esk and Chex, and
the brassie girl and the skel eton nman and the old curse fiend, and of course little Ivy, who
dashed up and hugged himexactly as if he were one of her pets. The odd thing was that he

di scovered that he liked it; he felt nuch nore volish in that nonent.

They exchanged histories. It turned out that Esk had gotton the ogres to agree to hel p; already
the gross hunmanoi ds were organizing in their dull fashion for their tronp to the Vale. Chex had
gotten the winged nonsters to agree, too; they would appear in due course.

Then Vol ney, with sone nisgiving, explained what he had acconplished. "A wiggle princess!" lvy
exclaimed with the characteristic hu-nmanoid problemwith the "s." "How excssiting!"

Chex was far nore sober. "A w ggle sswarn?" she asked, alarmed. "That'ss quite a rissk!"
"W sshall have to ssearch for the containment spell on the Losst Path," Esk said.

That led to a discussion of ways and neans. The gourd was very chancy; who should enter, by the
zonbi e route, and who shoul d stay behind?

"I don't want to enter that way," Bria protested. "It might get me permanently fouled up."

"Readi |y ssolved," Chex said. "Let Essk return you to the Losst Path; then he will |ook for you
fromthe insside, and resscue you again. Then you will be able to cone to thiss world all the way
physsically, or to return to your ccity. Wat iss your ccity called, inssidentally?"

"Brassilia," Bria responded. "But | nmay not want to return there."

"It will be your choicse, of coursse,"” the centaur said. Volney could tell by her manner that
Bria's hesitation was no surprise to the centaur. O course the brassie girl wanted to renmmin
here; she was casting her scent for Esk. That was obvious to every nenber of the party except, of
course, Esk hinself.

Chex turned to the skeleton. "And you, Marrow—do you wi ssh to rissk the | oop back in via the
zonbi e gour d?"

"I confesss to developing an interesst in thiss world," the skeleton said. "I amin no russh to
return to the haunted garden. Sso | would like to travel with you, if you concur.”

"But you rissk a convol ussi on whosse nature we do not properly un-dersstand," she rem nded him
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Marrow shrugged. He was very good at that, because of the articulation and exposure of his bones.
"It iss an interessting convol ussion."

"Very interessting," the centaur agreed. "That makess our party four, | think that iss enough
Latia and Bria can wait here, and if we do not return in a week—

"Then | will go in after you," Bria said. "And Latia will informthe voless of the Vale that the
ogress and w nged nonssterss and w ggl ess are comi ng, sso they can prepare.”

That settled it. Tonorrow their party of four would set out for the huge zonbie gourd Chex knew
about. Vol ney knew it had to be done, but he was ill at ease. The notion of physically entering
the gourd appalled him But not as rmuch as the notion of letting his folk of the Val e down.

Chapter 13. Dreans

It took themone day to reach the zonbie gourd, because the others could not travel as rapidly as
Chex. They planned for a journey of two days within the gourd to find the containment spell, and
the sane tine to return, giving themone day's | eeway. The nargin was the sanme, but the stakes
were rising; the Vale of the Vole nmight well be hostage to their success.

Chex brought out the pathfinder spell. Esk had used it for the path to the ogre fen, and it would
not work for himagain, so Chex was taking her turn now. "The easiest and safest path for four
folk to the I ost contai nment spell," she enounced carefully. Esk recogni zed the wi sdom of that;
the gourd had its own difficulties and dangers, such as entrapment on the Lost Path. He had asked
for the shortest path to the ogre fen, and it had been slightly harrowing in places; the gourd was
bound to be worse.

The path appeared before them As they had anticipated, it led into the huge peephol e. Esk was
nervous about this, because of his prior experience with the gourd, but he reninded hinself that
this was not the same situation; when they entered physically, they could depart physically, on
their owmn initiative. Al so, they had the guidance of the path. And of course he had not been hurt
before, just confused. He had even energed with a couple of new friends.

But the others were leaping in, and he had to follow before he got left out. He | eaped—and found
hinmself in the mdst of rotting plants. It was as if sone nonstrous blight had descended on this
gl ade and caused the vegetation to sicken and die.

"Vonbi e plantv," Volney nmuttered, evidently as bothered as Esk was.

Chex was showi ng the way al ong an overgrown and slushy path between depressions. Esk saw a fallen
headst one, and realized that these were sunken graves, with the sickly plants crowding them He
did not like this place at all!
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"Wat ch the snake," Chex call ed.

Esk | ooked ahead, and saw a horrendous zonbie serpent striking at Marrow s bone leg. But its aim
wasn't good; it bit a plant instead. The skel eton wal ked on, unperturbed. He was back in his
original state, having doffed the suit Latia had made for himat sone point; indeed, it seened
like a pointless affectation for him

Vol ney paused, watching the snake. He started to pass it, and it drew back again to strike; he
scoot ed on ahead, and the snake missed and bit the plant again. It really was not particularly
bright or swift, as snakes went, though perhaps was up to par as zonbi es went.

The oddest thing was that the plant was now beconing quite healthy. The venom seened to enhance
it.



"Zonbi es are afraid of health,” Chex called back. "So the bite threatens to deliver what they
fear. But we aren't zonbies, and we can't be sure what it would do to us."

I ndeed they could not be sure! Esk tinmed the snake, and zipped on by it, and ran to catch up with
t he ot hers.

They were now at a region of slashing knives. "This is the route | took before," Chex said. "The
path | eads here, but it nust diverge sonewhere, because | was going to Centaur Isle then." She
drew a knife from her pack, and threw it into the gantlet.

There was an instant nelee as the knives attacked the intruder knife. They cut each other up in
the process, going wild, and soon all of themwere broken. The four of them should be able to pass
this way—but the nmarks of the pathfinder's path no | onger seened to go here.

Chex nodded. "It changes; the knife fight is nmerely a key, not a part of the path." She set out
al ong a new path that proceeded back the way they had cone.

The decayi ng vegetation had changed to decayi ng stone and ot her junk. Chex came to a green rock
that was so far gone it resenbled a fungus. She lifted a forehoof and struck it against this rock

The thing flew apart. \Were the pieces |anded, they sank into the ground, and awful green fire
rose up, spreading to the ground itself, consumng it. Before | ong sonethi ng showed beneath: a
pl atform of wood that did not burn.

Chex knocked the near end of the wood, and it dropped, and the far end swung up. There was a
hol | ow beneath, w th wooden steps | eadi ng down.

"Now the path should | ead away," Chex renarked.

But it did not. The wear narks that signaled the proper route proceeded down those steps.
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"I admit | was curious about this," the centaur said. "But it neans the route will no |onger be
famliar to ne. At least this has been enough to show you the way of it; the path can be devious."

Indeed it could bel "But reasonably safe and easy," Esk repeated. He wi shed he knew what was
consi dered reasonable in the strange world of the gourd! If striking zonbie snakes represented
safety, what woul d represent danger?

Chex stepped down into the pit, somewhat awkwardly. It was evident that centaurs were not nade for
stairs. There was a | andi ng bel ow, | arge enough for the four of them Beyond it, a broad |ighted
passage extended, and this was clearly the path.

They lined up four abreast and wal ked onward. This really wasn't very bad, so far; maybe the path
was going to be easy by human definition

Then they cane to a rusty barred gate across the passage. Behind it stood four grotesque zonbies.
One was a rotting man, another a decaying centaur, another a noldy vole, and the last a tattered
skel et on.

"This has abruptly becone specific," Chex remarked. "Something knows we are here."
"I am not reawured," Vol ney said.

"It is not unknown," Marrow said. "We of the gourd are animations of the concepts of bad dreans.
Now that you—and it seens |—-have entered this real mphysically, those dreans are coal escing.
suspect this will become rather unpleasant for you."

"Not for you?" Chex inquired.

"l do not dream of course, so cannot have a bad dream™"



"But that figure before you | ooks very much like a spoiled skeleton.™

"Yes. This is odd. It nmust have mistaken ne for a living creature. | amnot certain whether to
feel flattered or insulted."

"But what do we do now?" Esk asked. "Break through the gate? It has no opening, and the bars are
too closely set to let us through.”

"If, as | conjecture, these are aninmations fromour nmnds, it will be necessary for us to face
themdirectly,” Marrow said. 'They are of course intended to frighten us away. Bad dreams |ose
their power when the subject fails to flee in terror.” He glanced around. "I hope you will not
repeat that in the outside world. Trade secret, you know. "

Esk woul d have laughed, if his knees hadn't felt so weak.

"Then | shall face nmy doppel ganger," Chex said boldly. She stepped up to the gate.

The zonbi e centaur stepped up simlarly, as if it were a mrror image. It net her right at the
gate. She put out her right hand, and it matched her with its left. She touched it—and her hand
passed through its hand.
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No, not through—nto. The two nerged, and di sappear ed.

Startled, Chex drew back her arm So did the zonbie, and both hands reappeared.

"Li ke water!" Esk exclaimed. "Like putting your hand into water! It disappears, and so does the
reflection."

"That must be it," Chex agreed grimy. She spread her wi ngs part way, as she tended to do when
westling with a concept, and the zonbie did the sane.

Then she stepped forward, into the gate. The doppel ganger duplicated the nption

They nerged. Their two front sections disappeared into each other, |eaving a two-reared beast.
Then the rears nerged, leaving only the two briefly swishing tails. Finally, the tails drew
together in the center and were gone.

Then a picture formed, superinposed over the gate. It was of Chex, galloping through a forest,
casting worried gl ances back over her shoul der. What was she fleeing fronf

She entered a field. Now the pursuit canme into view. It consisted of a herd of centaurs: nmales,
fermal es, and young ones, brandi shing spears and bows. They seenmed intent on killing her

The field ternminated in a rough slope strewn with rocks. Chex had to slow to avoid cracki ng her
hooves agai nst the rocks, and the pursuing centaurs gained. One ained his bow

The descent becane sharper, until she could go no farther wi thout |osing her footing entirely.
Beyond was a drop-off to a raging river. There was no chance of fording that; if she tried, she
woul d be dashed to death against the rocks in the river. Her plight and her terror were nanifest.

"It's only a vision!" Esk called. "It can't hurt you! Just a bad dreanl™

Chex heard him She glanced at himwith realizati on—and abruptly was back in the passage with
them the dream gone.

The zonbie centaur was back on its side of the gate, unchanged. The way renmai ned barred.
Chex was breathing hard; she had evidently had quite a scare. "You saw it?" she asked

"W saw it," Esk agreed. "You were being chased by centaurs."



"They condemmed ne because of nmy wi ngs," she said. "They regarded ne as a freak!"

"Exactly as the real centaurs do," Esk agreed.

"Then that is your deepest fear or shane,
you: rejection by your own kind."

Marrow said. "The worst dream the night mares can bring

Val e of the Vol e
183

She shuddered. "Yes. | try not to think about it, but it does hurt terribly. | want to be part of
my species, and | cannot be."

"You nust face it down," Marrow said.
"How can | do that? They will kill nme if | do not flee them™

"But a dreamdeath is not a real death," Esk rem nded her

"I hope you're right," she said grimy. "Don't wake me, this tune."

She marched back into her doppel ganger. The two di sappeared again into each other, and the dream
r eappear ed.

Chex was fleeing through the forest, heading for the field. But this tine she forced herself to
stop, and to turn and face her pursuers. "You have no right to harass ne like this!" she cried. "I
amwhat | was foaled to be! It is no fault of mne!"

"Freak! Freak!" they chorused. "Death to all freaks!"

Then they stabbed her with their spears, and shot her with their arrows, and carved her with their
knives, until only a shuddering mass of flesh remai ned.

Chex woke scream ng. The second dream had been worse than the first! The threatened viol ence had
been no bl uff.

Esk junped over to her and opened his arns. She reached down and clutched himto her, heedl ess of
t he physical or social awkwardness. "Ch, it was horrible!" she cried. "I died! They killed ne, and
it hurt, and | was nutilated and dead!"

"Terrible," Esk agreed, holding her as well as he could, though her pectorals were squeezing
agai nst hi s neck.

"That was evidently an inproper way to face that fear," Mrrow said.

"First | fled, then | faced them " Chex sobbed hysterically. "Both were wong. Wat else can |
do?"

"That iv for uv to convider," Volney said. "Vhe hav tried the ekv-trenev; what remai nv between?"

Chex di sengaged from Esk. "Here I'macting like a silly filly! OF course this is a problemto be
anal yzed and solved. | was reacting in blacks and whites, when reality is generally in shades of
gray. But the dream had such verisimlitude, it overwhel ned ne!"

"Such what?" Esk asked, daunted by the six-syllable word she had used.
"I't was realistic," she clarified. "It made ne believe | was there even though | knew better."
"It made ne believe you were there, at first," Esk said.

"And | thank you for your support,” she said. "I amconing to appreciate the value of friendship."
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"Friendv," Vol ney said, nodding in his erulation of human idiom "Could we join you there, and
oppove the ventaurv?"

"Say, yes!" Esk exclainmed. "Four are better than one! And Marrow could give thema real start!"”

"I appreciate the offer," Chex said. "But | wouldn't want to put you into that sort of danger

Per haps you could not actually be killed, but believe nme, you could be hurt; | felt that pain! In
any event, | believe this is ny personal challenge to surmount; if 1 should do it with help, it
woul dn't count."

They saw the justice in her position. "But if you can't fight them or reason with them or escape
them what can you do?" Esk asked.

"Reject them™" Marrow said.

Chex's eyes widened. "I think you're right! I was treating themseriously both tines, and so they
had power. | gave themthat power!"
"Yet you knew they were figments of a dream" Esk said. "They still attacked you. |I'mnot sure

that just telling themyou reject themw |l do any good."

"No, it won't," she agreed. "I have to prove it. And, since this is a dream | think I know how. "
She faced the gate. "Wsh nme |uck."

"Mountains of it!" Esk said
"Cavev of it," Vol ney agreed.
"Rib cages of it," Marrow said.

She nerved herself visibly, then strode into the gate. She di sappeared agai nst the zonbi e centaur
and the vision forned.

This time she ran to the field, then braked and whirled. The horde of centaurs charged up
br andi shi ng their weapons.

"You have no authority here!" she cried. "This is nmy dream | reject you and all you stand
f or —narrowness, intol erance, violence! That is not nmy way, and should not be yours."

They charged on her, weapons flashing. Ch, no! Esk thought. It wasn't worKking.

Then Chex spread her wings and | eaped into the air. The wi ngs stroked powerfully, the downbl ast
stirring up a cloud of dust and bl owi ng back the manes of the centaurs. She rose above them
slowy, grandly.

She was flying!
The centaurs gaped. This was entirely unexpected!

"I reject your |and-bound ways!" Chex cried. "You have no wi ngs, so you condemm those who do! That
i s your fundanental failing—sour grapes!"

Now t he centaurs began to recover. They lifted their weapons—and Chex accel erated her wi ng beats
and | aunched up into the sky, quickly
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passi ng out of range. "I don't need your approval; | don't fear your condemmation!" she called. "I

have my own life to live! | |eave you behind!"



Then she woke. She was back on the floor, panting, flushed with victory, and the dream was gone.

"But inreal life, | still can't fly," she said sadly. "I recognized that the terns of the dream
were different, and that if |I had awmful liabilities, | also had wonderful abilities. They go
together; the extremes are feasible, in the dream So | drew on the positive, and vanqui shed the
negati ve. And do you know, it's true! | don't need the centaurs anynore! I'mfree of ny liability
of false desire; I no longer want to be Iike themor accepted by them | want to explore ny own
hori zons, which are so nuch greater than theirs! Their reality is valid, for them | could not
flee themas long as | desired their acceptance, nor oppose themas long as | knew that their
dream presentation was nerely an exaggeration of their actual way. | could not defeat them on
their own turf. But when | invoked ny turf, they were hel pl ess!”

She paused, realizing that the others were staring at her. "What's the natter? Do you di sagree?"

Esk found his voice. "You' re through," he said.

She | ooked around. "Wy, |I'mon the other side of the barrier!"”
"Your victory," Marrow agreed.

"l cane to terms with nmy worst fear or shanme,"” she agreed. "It no |longer haunts me. The dream was
only the representation of it. The barrier was only another representation. Neither exists for ne
anynore." And she wal ked through the gate without hindrance, turned, and wal ked through it again.
The metal bars had no substance.

Esk stepped up to touch the bars—and hi s doppel ganger matched him reaching out to neet his hand
fromthe other side. Esk jerked his hand back; that barrier remained real for him

"The vonbi e ventaur iv gone," Volney said. "But the otherv remain."

"W nust conquer our own bad dreans," Esk said.

"I vhall tackle mne," the vole said, and marched into the gate.

The zonbie vole nmet himsnout-on. The two nerged, and the dreamforned. It was of a tunnel whose
wal l's glowed prettily with colored fungus. He entered it by boring through the wall, the magic
metal talons on his front feet gouging through the rock as if it were nud.

Anot her vol e was there—-no, Esk realized that there were subtle distinctions of form and
coloration. It was a fenale, and not of precisely Volney's species. Her eyes and fur changed col or
as his did, but she differed too.
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"The wiggle princess,"” Chex murnured. She had crossed the barrier again and now st ood beside him

Ch. Esk thought of the denoness Metna, and began to understand the nature of the vole's deepest
shane

Vol ney cane to stand before the w ggle She approached, and they sniffed noses. There was a
pl easant snell, as of blooning flowers. It reninded hi msonehow of Bna Brassie, and that was
funny, because she was nade of netal and snelled of polished brass.

Vol ney jerked away, and the dream ended. He was back in the passage, on the near side of the gate.
"I wav afraid it would be that," he said.

"You desire the wiggle princess," Chex said
"But the trap—

"Yes, you explained," the centaur said "But you avoi ded her, so you should have no shame in that
connection. You did what you had to do, and we are on this quest for the contai nment spell because



of it."

"Yet | cane so clove to failing," Volney said. "Because of ny un-worthnevv
"Your what?" Esk asked. "You always struck nme as a fine figure of a vole."
"I amnot," Volney said. "The rejection by her kind that Chekv feared —v alvo mne."
"This requires explanation," Chex said. "Aren't you on a mssion for your folk?"
"l am-but it iv not becauve | amthe bevt for it, but becauve | am ekvpendable."

"Expendabl e?" Chex asked. "How could that be?"

Vol ney sighed. "It iv the tine for the baring of vecret vhamev. | was a vuitor for an ekvtrenely
vohvh feral e vole, but vhe turned invtead to another."

"An extrenely vohsh vole turned you down?" Chex asked. "Surely that is no fault of yours!"

"Yev it iv," Volney insisted. "Volve mate for hfe, and when | wav rejected, | becane ineligible
for any vubvequent matvh. There wav nothing for me to do but depart.”

"One rejection nakes you—taboo?" Chex asked. "That hardly seens reasonable.”

"You are not a vole," he rem nded her. "Think of me av having vprouted wrgv."

"Poi nt nmade," she agreed, grinmacing.

"But then you were goi ng—and hel ping your folk," Esk said. "Were is the shane in that?"
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"I did not undertake the mivvion for the good of the Vale, but av a pretekvt to depart," Vol ney
expl ai ned.

"Still, you did plan to conplete it, didn't you?"

"Yev But when | met WIda—~

"You were tenpted to forget your mission," Chex concluded "Yes, | can appreciate that But you did
resist that tenptation, so there is no shanme "

"The vhane iv in the tenptation,” Volney said "I vhould not have been"

"I doubt it," Marrow said "You resisted that tenptation both in life and in the dream”

Chex nodded "I think you have not yet faced your deepest fear or shane"

Vol ney sighed with an exhalation of 'Vs." "Then nuvt | fave it now," he said. He wal ked forward

into his doppel ganger vol e.

The scene re-fornmed. Dulcet Wlda Wggle came forward to meet him sniffing noses. The snell of
flowers grew strong

Vol ney hesitated, then took the plunge If seduction by her was not his deepest potential shane,
what was? He noved in to enbrace her in the vohsh way.

Her nose wi ggl ed She was snelling sonething A picture formed above them a scene within the scene,
a female vole turning away fromthe Vol ney of the scenelet.

"She realizes he is a rejectee,”" Chex nurnured.

Abruptly the w ggle turned away The scent of flowers faded. Volney was left there—rejected again



Abruptly he woke, back beside themin the passage. Now his deepest concern was clear, that his
basi ¢ unworthiness as a vole would have alienated the wi ggle princess, had he chosen to dally with
her. Then he woul d have been guilty twi ce- of betraying his mssion and his Vale, and of failing
at that

"There is only one solution," Chex said "Conplete your mission. Then if there is fault, it is none
of yours, and you need have no further shame The wi ggle princess would not reject you then, but if
she did, you would know that it was her error, not your own "

"But | amguilty of unvolivh weaknew, " he protested

"Only in your bad dream " she said "You are afraid of weakness, you have not practiced it in
life."

Vol ney shrugged Then he marched back into the zonbie vole. The dream fornmed—-and di ssi pat ed
i mredi ately, |eaving Volney on the far side of the gate
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"Now you believe,
form™

Chex said. "The dream has lost its power over you. Thus it was unable even to

"Now | believe,'
rejecvion.”

Vol ney agreed. "I will conplete my mivvion, regard-lew of tenptation or

Esk took a breath. "My turn," he said.
The zonbie man cane to neet him Esk nmerged—and his dream opened out.

It consisted of a swirling universe of stars and dust and noons, all noving in the splendor of
their separate trajectories, rather than being fixed in their shell the way they were in reality.
The noon, instead of being a mass of green cheese, was in this weird vision a nonstrous ball of
cratered rock. And, strangest of all, the Land of Xanth was but a peninsula on the surface of a

gi ant nundane sphere. Esk woul d have known that this was a hallucination even if he hadn't already
been aware that it was only a dreamn

The scene kept coming toward him the detail expanding, until it became a map of Xanth, on which
he was standing. Then a parallel picture formed, identical to the first, except that Esk was not
init.

That was all. He stood di senbodi ed, studying the two pictures, one with his imge and the ot her
wi t hout. There was absolutely no other distinction between them

He screaned. In a nonent he found hinself back in the passage. Chex hurried across and enbraced
him nuch as he had enbraced her between her dreans, conforting himas his horror slowy faded.

"But what doev it nean?" Vol ney asked, perplexed. "I vaw no monvterv, no vhane. Merely two venev."

"There was no difference!" Esk cried. "None at all!"

"True," Chex nmurrmured. "But this was no horror to us. Wiy should it be to you?"
As he thought about it, Esk came to understand it. "I amin one, and not in the other—and there is
no difference. | make no difference at all!"

"Yes, Esk," Chex said.

"It doesn't matter whether | live or die," Esk said. "Xanth is just the sane. Wat justification
is there for ny existence?"

"That is only your fear, not the reality,” Chex rem nded him



"But maybe it is reality!" he argued. "I am nothing and nobody; what | do doesn't matter. |
realize now that | set out to see the Good Magici an because | needed sone proof that | had sone
i mportance, some nmission in life. Getting rid of the denpness, saving ny folks from her—that was
only a pretext. | hoped the Good Magici an woul d sonehow—+ake nme worthwhile."
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"But you are worthwhilel" Chex said. "How can you doubt that?"

"I tell myself | am" Esk said. "But deep inside, I"'mnot sure that it is so. What have | done to
make any difference at all to Xanth? If | had never lived, would it matter to anyone or anything?
The picture with ne in it is just the same as the one wthout ne."

She considered. "I suppose that could be. But it would be simlarly true for all of us.

bj ectively viewed, we may ahl be unworthy. But | think there is an answer. You don't have to
settle for what you are at this noment. You can work to make a difference. This is what Vol ney
will do. Then the pictures will change."

Esk nodded. "When you say it, it does seemto nmake sense. But how can | nake a difference? Xanth
is so big, and I'mso small."

"How rmuch difference would the Kiss-Mee River nmake?"
"Alot. But that's Volney's mssion. W're only hel ping."
"But if he can't do it without you?"

"And if | could help himdo it—then there would be sonething that would not be the sane w thout
me," Esk said, liking the notion.

He wal ked back into the gate. The zonbie met him and nerged, and the dream cane agai n.

"I am nothing now," Esk said. "But | can nmake a difference, and |'mgoing to try. If | succeed,
will be something. That's all | can do—all any person can do. To make an honest try. |If that's not
enough, then nothing's enough, and it's not worth having any bad dreans about."

The pictures shimered. Then sonething wiggled on the one that had his inmage. A river that was
al nrost straight on the other nmap was assumi ng curvature here.

That was all. It was only a dream but it gave Esk trenmendous satisfaction. He knew what he had to
do to abolish his deepest fear. To guarantee that his Iife had sone bit of nmeaning. Hs life was
not necessarily enpty until he failed to acconplish that m ssion

The vision dissipated. Esk found hinself standing on the other side of the gate.

Only Marrow rermained on the original side. "It is ny turn," the skeleton said. "But | hesitate."
"That is understandable," Chex said. "W have all had very difficult experiences."

"I have no concern about a bad dream" Marrow said. "I do not dream because | amnot alive. My
concern is that either there will be no reaction, because there is nothing in ne to generate it—-no
fear, no shane, no guilty secret—er that nmy attenpt to cross will trigger an error that will blow
the program"”
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"Do what ?" Esk asked.

"This trial is geared to living folk, with dreans,” Marrow explained. "If one w thout dreans
enters it, the nechanismcould clash, unable to orient, and the entire setting could be



conprom sed or destroyed. | amuncertain whether this should be risked."

"He has a point," Chex nurnured. "He is a creature of the bad dreans; how can he have one of his

own?"

"What happens," Esk asked, "if the program ah, bl ows?"

"This entrance to the framework of the gourd would be closed off," Marrow said. "You m ght be
trapped here, with no route of escape. O there could be enotional or physical damage to the three
of you."

"Marrow iv a good guide,"” Volney said. "W nmay not conplete the quevt wi thout hiv advive."
"Then maybe we should risk it," Esk said.

Chex nodded. "Maybe we should. There is after all no indication of trouble; there is a skeleta
zonbi e ready. Come on through, Mrrow. "

The skel eton shrugged. "It is, as the saying goes, no skin off nmy sinus cavity." He marched into
the gate. The zonbi e skeleton met him and the two merged.

A picture started to form It showed Marrow, standing in the passage, exactly as he was. Then it
di ssi pated, and Marrow was standi ng back where he had started.

"I't tried to make a dream for hinm" Esk excl ai ned.
"And found nothing on which to fasten," Marrow said.

"I"'mnot sure of that," Chex said. "There had to be something even to start it, and | think we
shoul d understand what it is. It could be significant."

"He was bounced without a dream" Esk said. "It thought there was going to be a dream so it
started it, but then it found out there wasn't, so it ended."

"But there was a dream" she insisted. "A sinple one, but nevertheless a dream That suggests that
Marrow does possess sone reality on our terms."

Now Vol ney was interested. "Wat could vuch a reality be? He hav no life."

"The picture was just of him wunchanged,"” Esk said. "For a nmonment | thought it was him until it
faded. "

"I ndeed it was ne,’
me as | am"

Marrow said. "Since | have no life, | have no dream It was just a picture of

"Yes, it was," Chex agreed. "Therefore, that nust represent your deepest fear or shane."
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"I have no fear or shanme," Marrow repeated

"That may be why you were rejected,"” Chex said.

"Because it accepts only those who can reconcile their dreans, and | had none to reconcile,’
Marrow sai d, noddi ng his skull

"No. Because you refused to conme to terms with it."

That anused Esk. "Wy should he cone to terns with what doesn't exist?"

"Because it does exist," she said firmy. "Had it not existed, he would have passed through
wi thout challenge. But there is a zonbi e doppel -ganger waiting for him and he can't pass until he
overcones that deepest spectre within him"



"There is nothing within nme," Marrow protested. "My skull and rib cage are conpletely hollow, as
you can see." He knocked on his skull with a knuckl ebone, and the sound was hol | ow.

"So was the skeleton in the dream" she agreed.
"You nmean he's afraid of hinmself?" Esk asked incredul ously.

"Perhaps." She gazed at Marrow. "Are you?"

"What could there possibly be to fear in that?" Marrow asked, irritated.
"You are avoi ding an answer."

"But there is nothing in me to fear by ne,
living human folk. | have no other reality."

the skeleton said. "I exist only to generate fear in

"So your dream suggests," Chex said. "Does that please you?"

"Way should it? | have no right to be pleased or displeased. It is nmerely my situation.”
"Again, you avoid an answer."

"How do you think | feel?" Marrow demanded

"I'd be pretty upset," Esk said. "Here ny deepest fear was that | counted for nothing in Xanth, so
my |life may have no nmeaning. You aren't even alive. That's one step bel ow nme, even."

"I't would be foolish of me to wish for life," Marrow said curtly. "It involves nessiness."
"How can a creature who isn't alive be foolish?" Chex asked

"Life is just a mass of awkwardnesses about consuni ng substance and elininating substance," Marrow
said. "OF disconfort and pain and shane. The end is exactly what | already am dead. It is
poi ntl ess. "

"But life has feeling," Chex said. "And you have feeling. |Is your deepest fear that you can never
be any nore than you are now?"

"But | can never be nore!"

"Why don't you try the gate again," she suggested.
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Mar r ow shrugged and wal ked back into the zombie. This tine a nore substantial picture fornmed—ef
him as he was.

"But | don't want to be like this forever!" Marrow cried abruptly. "And maybe | don't have to bel
If Esk can make of hinmself something worthwhile, why can't | aspire to be nore than a spook?"

The dream held for a nmonent nore, then faded. And Marrow was on the near side of the gate.
"I will hug you," Chex said. She did so.

Marrow seemed dazed. Esk coul d understand why. The skeleton was coming alive, at least in
aspiration. That was an enornous advance.

Esk nmarvel ed, privately. He understood how living fol k coul d becone dead, but not how dead fol k
could becone alive. Was this a genuine process, or nerely an illusion spawned by this real mof
dreans? Suppose Marrow only thought he was starting to dream and therefore to |ive?

"Let's nobve on," Chex said briskly. "W now have better notions of our notives and natures, but it



will come to little unless we find that contai nnent spell.”
Al'l too true! They noved on al ong the passage, which seened brighter now.

"No nore rot," Vol ney remarked, sniffing the floor. "W have pawed beyond the vonbie region."

"I amglad of that!" Chex said. "Not nerely because | amnot partial to rotting flesh, but because
this nmeans that this is indeed an access to the whole of the world of the gourd, not nerely the
zonbi e segnent. This path is proving itself."

Then the passage ternminated in a blank wall. The path went right up to that wall and into it, but
they could not pass through that solid stone.

"What now?" Esk asked, disnayed.

Chex passed her hands along the wall, feeling for crevices or |oose panels, while Vol ney sniffed
at the bottom for any evidence of inpenna-nence. Both found nothing. The wall remained conpletely
solid and i nmovabl e.

"Any notions, Marrow?" Esk asked wyly.

"Perhaps. There is obviously a way through this barrier, as there was through the last. W have
but to find that way."

Esk suppressed a sharp response about restatements of the obvious. "Then what is your notion?"
"This is the real mof dreans. Perhaps a dreamis needed for the wall."

"You nmean if we dreamwe can pass it, then we can?"

"Mre likely we shall have to handcraft a dream as is generally done here."

Val e of the Vole

193

Chex became interested. "How does one handcraft a dream of passing through a wall?"

"One designs it and inplenents it," the skeleton said seriously.

Chex showed signs of suppressing the sane irate response that Esk had. "Could you be nore
speci fic?"

"Certainly. It is possible that if we portray a passage through the wall, it will operate as
portrayed. **

Chex seened doubtful, but she scouted about the passage until she found a fragnent of stone that
was bl ack and crunbly. She used this to mark a black line on the wall. She extended it into a
crude picture of a door. Then she pushed agai nst the door. Nothing happened.

"Let me try,’
t hat knob.

Esk said. He took the rock and drew a doorknob. Then he made as if to grasp and turn

It turned. The door opened out of the wall

Startled, they piled through. They entered a large gallery in which many lovely pictures were
hung.

"Exhibitions at a picture," Chex remarked, |ooking around.

The path | ed past scenes of rivers and | akes and waterfalls, past scenes of deserts and badl ands
and dry hol es, past scenes of snowy forests and fl owering bushes, past scenes of strange houses,
i ncluding one with chicken legs, until it stopped at a portrait of a gargoyle. A stream of water
was issuing fromthe nonster's mouth and splashing into a pond bel ow



Their path went up the wall and into the pond in the picture.
Esk sighed. "I'"Il try it," he said.

He poked his finger at the pond. H's finger passed into the picture, and he felt the wetness of
the water. He pushed his armthrough, and it got wet too. Finally, he put both arns into it,
ducked his head, and dived forward into the picture.

He splashed in the pond, which was deeper than it |ooked. He swam and in a nonent haul ed hinself
out onto the pavenent beyond the pond, dripping. He | ooked back, but saw nothing except the rest
of this |landscape, which was a pleasant country village whose source of water was evidently this
fountain. The sun was high in the sky, buttressed by fleecy clouds. He had entered the world of
the picture.

The path travel ed on down a road, which led into an ordinary forest. There was nothing to indicate
that this was the world of the gourd

There was a splash behind him Vol ney Vol e appeared in the water. In a nonment he caught the rim of
the pond and haul ed hinsel f out, as Esk had done.

Then Marrow arrived, appearing from nowhere. The skel eton coul d
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not swm he sinply put his bone feet down and wal ked al ong the bottomuntil he cane to the edge
Then Esk reached down and caught a bone hand, and hel ped haul Marrow up and out.

"There will be a splash," Mrrow war ned.

I ndeed there was, as Chex landed in the pond. This time Esk was watching cl osely. She appeared as
if jumping out of a mirror: first her front section, then her hindquarters. The mass of her body
caused the water to rise and overflow She had a difficult time clinbing out of the pond; she got
her forepart clear, but Esk had to catch her hands to help her brace and lift a hind foot, and
Marrow grabbed that hind foot and lifted it to the rim Then they hel ped roll her up and over that
brink as she haul ed her other hind foot up. She got on her belly, precariously poised by the pond,
and finally managed to tilt her body away fromit so she could get back to her feet.

"If this is the easiest and safest path," she grunted, "I would very rmuch dislike the nost
difficult and hazardous one!" She shook herself, spraying water out. "I hope we don't have far to
go yet!"

They wal ked down the road to the forest. As they passed the first trees, the path abruptly
diverged fromthe road and plunged into the thickest tangle of vegetation

Chex sighed. "I should have known."

But sonet hing was naggi ng Esk. "This path seens faniliar, sonehow "

"Naturally," Marrow said. "It is the Lost Path."

"And the | ost containment spell will be on this path!" Esk exclainmed. "W're getting close!"

Buoyed by this realization, they piled onto the devious path. Only Marrow seened apprehensive.
"There will be no escape by having your eye contact with the window to the gourd broken, this
time," he warned,

That chilled Esk's enthusiasm But he saw no alternative but to forge ahead. |f they becane
trapped on the Lost Path despite the guidance of the pathfinder spell, then their dream of saving
the Vale of the Vole was vain. But if they did not take this path, the dream woul d be abandoned.

Chapter 14. El enents



1 he path was inordinately convoluted, but as they traveled it, it seemed clear enough, just as
had been the case when Esk was on it before. Soon the famliarity was unm stakabl e; he renenbered
the contours. Before long they would cone to the place where—

"Say, Marrow " he exclainmed. "WIIl you be where you were?"
"l am here, of course," the skel eton said.

"I mean that if you entered nmy world the sane way | entered yours, just in mnd rather than in
subst ance, your body shoul d—

"I doubt it. We mmgical creatures |lack your grip on reality; we are entirely where we appear to
be. So neither | nor Bria Brassie will be on this path; you found us, so we are no |onger |ost."

Chex nodded silently; she had evidently figured this out for herself.

"That nmakes sense," Esk said. But he remai ned nervous; suppose the skeleton did appear in the
pat h?

But when they cane to that spot, only the dent left by Marrow s hi pbone remained in the ground.
Marrow s expl anati on had been correct. Hi s whol e existence was where it seenmed to be. There were
i ndeed differences between the living and the nagical creatures.

Bef ore, he had had to hold Marrow s bone hand to get hi munl ost; now Marrow was wal ki ng
i ndependently, because he had been found. Evidently the pathfinder's path superseded the qualities
of the Lost Path, and none of them was | ost.

Sonet hi ng red bounded away. Chex was startled, but Esk reassured her. "That's only a roe. Roes are
red. "

She gave him a peculiar |ook, but did not conment.

Then they reached the potted plant. "That's a violent,'
bl ue. "

Esk said nonchalantly. "Violents are

She | ooked at himagain, and again stifled her conment.

"I't was supposed to be planted on a nmedian strip, but they rejected it," Esk continued.
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She finally bit. "Wy?"

"Because they didn't want any nore violents on the nedia," he explained innocently.
"That does it!" she exclainmed. "I amgoing to throw you into the thorn bushes!"”

"Pl ease don't; that would nettle ne."

She took a step toward him but was interrupted by Vol ney's squeal of |aughter. Enbarrassed, she
faced away i nstead.

"1 suspect she is the one who got nettled,” Marrow remarked. They went on in silence. Soon they
passed the eye queue vine, and the lost vitamin F, and the other itens, until they passed the
pl ace where Bria had been. Esk renmenbered her kisses of apology, and felt hinmself flushing.

"Here is where the brassie picked up that accommodation spell,” Marrow renarked.
"The what?" Esk asked, startled.

"The | ost accomodation spell. Elves and other creatures use them when they want to breed with
fol k the wong size or type."



"How can it be lost, if the elves use it?" Chex asked.

"I't's not listed in the Lexicon, just as the eye queue is not, so it is lost,"
patiently.

Mar r ow expl ai ned

"Just how does an accommodati on spell accombdate?" Esk asked, now quite interested. He renenbered
how friendly Bria had beconme about that tine, and wi shed he had realized the spell's nature
bef ore.

"If an elf wishes to breed with a human being, or an ogre or whatever, the acconmpdation spell,
when i nvoked, nakes them appear to be of sinmilar size. Thus they can acconplish their desire with
reasonabl e di spatch.”

"Suppose they are different in type, rather than in size?" Esk asked. "If, for exanple, one were
fl esh and the other netal ?"

"The spell would nake them conpatible,” Marrow said. "Those elven spells are quite potent. They
coul d breed."

"l suspect that soneone has designs on someone,’
that someone doesn't mnd very much.”

Chex remarked. She glanced at Esk's flush. "And

"I's it, uh, one of those one-tine spells?" Esk asked. "Like the pathfinder, where one person can
onl y—=2"

"No, it's continually invokable," Marrow said. "I was haunting an elf once, in a dream and he was
living with a mermaid on a regular basis. He was afraid of death, not of loss of the nermaid, and
he had been with her for years." He made a fleshless grin. "I assuned the senblance of an el ven
skel eton and chased himright to the edge of the water, but then the

Val e of the Vol e
197

mermai d put her arms around himand shielded himfromthe fear | represented, and | had to retire.
She had a bosomlike that of Chex, except that it was glistening wet."

"My pectorals get glistening wet when | exercise in hot weather," Chex renarked.

"But what —what about an unreal person?" Esk asked with tornented excitement. "How could she—=2"

"W have al ready seen some progress, with Marrow hinself," Chex nurnured. "Sonetines the unrea

becones real, in association with real folk."

They conti nued wal king the path, but Esk was hardly aware of the other details along the way. Had
Bria's apol ogies really been because of the nature of her culture, or to inpress hinf? She had
inpressed him all right! But what had been her notive? WAs her true interest in him or in
getting unlost, or in trying to becone real ?

The nore he considered it, the nore it seened to himthat she had wanted sone avenue out of her
predi canent, and he was what had been avail able. So she had left the gourd with him and now had

i ndependence of a sort. She could use that accommopdati on spell with any other nale; why should she
bother with hin? He wi shed that thought did not bother himso nuch

"Well, look at that!" Chex exclaimed, startling himout of his reverie. "Qur path diverges from
the Lost Path!"

"But the contai nnment vpell—vn't it lovt?" Vol ney asked.

"Perhaps not in quite the way we assuned," Chex said. "O perhaps there is a section of this |ost
path that is neither easy nor safe, so we nust detour past it."

They followed the pathfinder's path. It led into a region conpletely different fromtheir recent
experi ence. Splashes of color fornmed in the air above it, spreading and changi ng and di ssol vi ng.



Strange sounds sounded, groans and whi nes and unpl easant |aughter. Snells wafted by, sone |ike
perfune, sone like rotting brains.

"It is good to return to conventional horrors," Marrow said enthusiastically.

"That's right," Chex said. "This is the origin of bad dreans; | had al nbst forgotten."
"Yes. These are the sensations experienced by those alone and nervous. Aren't they |ovely?"
"Lovely," she agreed with resignation

Then a huge face forned above them its eyes glow ng. "Wioo invades theese mry prem sesss?" it
demanded wi ndily.
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"Ch, go retire to the Lost Path!" Chex snapped at it. **W've been through enough already. *'

"Qooh, soo00?" the face asked, scow ing. The mouth opened wi de, inpossibly wide, until it was
larger than the face itself. Fromit cane another entire face, uglier than the first, with a hugh
warty nose and dag-gerlike teeth.

"Tressspasssers!” this new face hissed.

"Look, would you m nd?" Chex asked inpatiently. "W are trying to get sonmewhere, and we're getting
tired of routine spooks. Just let us alone."

"Aarrgh!" the face growed. It opened its mouth, and the dagger teeth flashed. Fromthis orifice
cane a third face, even worse, with little dancing flames in lieu of eyes, and a beak instead of a
nose, and a hole like a deep cave for a nouth.

"WIIl you | eave oft?" Chex shouted. She unslung her bow, nocked an arrow, and let it fly at the
beak.

"Uh, that mght not be w se," Esk said, somewhat too |ate. He was anazed at the facility with
whi ch she had attacked the face. He had known that centaurs were good with bows, but had not
realized just how good.

The arrow passed right through the beak, for it was only an inmage in the sky. But the face reacted
with outrage. It roared, sending dowmn a blast of frigid air adm xed with sleet, and | unged down at
them Before they could nove, the gaping orifice closed on them The nonster had swallowed their
party whol e!

The tenperature plumeted, and the sleet quickly coated themwith ice. In a nonent they found
t hensel ves standing on a snow covered hill, with the wind howing around them driving off any
heat remaining in their flimsy bodies.

"You're right," Chex said, her teeth chattering. "I shouldn't have done that."

They huddl ed together for scant warnth, except for Marrow, who wasn't affected, though the snow
was caking on his bones. The stormraged around them blotting out the sun and, indeed, the sky.
They were unable to look into the wind; the whole scene was just the rush of air. It was nmean in
the belly of the air nonster

And it was increasing! The force of the wind was threatening to sweep themright off the nountain,
even before they froze to death. "S-sonme easy p-path!" Esk chattered.

"l believe this is the realmof the Elenent of Air," Marrow com
of the Vole
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ment ed. "The gourd annex, of course. Air becones quite stormy when aroused.”

"Fanvy that!" Volney nuttered from al nost under the snow.

"Fancy that," Chex repeated. "Let's burrow down for sonme warnth until this passes.”

"I't will not pass," Marrow said. "Wen Air is offended, it will not rest until it destroys its
of f ender. "

I ndeed, the stormwas still intensifying. The sleet and snow blasted at themlike sharp sand.

Their huddl e was not effective; there was too nuch exposed surface, and the wind and cold were too
i nt ense.

"We shall have to tunnel down below it,"” Chex said. "Only I amunable to tunnel well, and am
afraid of close confinenent. Only the know edge that this is all the world of the gourd has
enabl ed nme to endure the subterranean passages we have navigated hitherto,"

"l amable to tunnel,"” Vol ney said. He donned his special talons and nore or less dived into the
snow, sending up a shower of white. In a nonent he disappeared into the hole he was excavati ng,
with only the flying refuse signaling his activity.

"Your fear of confinenent did not manifest in your bad dream " the skull renarked.

"That is true," she agreed, surprised. "I was nore afraid of rejection than of getting squashed.
If | conquered ny deepest fear, | should be able to conquer ny |esser fear." She squared her
shoul ders. "At any rate, | will try. I think at this point I would rather be squoze than froze."

"But it will take too long to dig a hole in the ground big enough for all of us," Esk said.

"W can nmake a snow fort to shelter us partially until the digging is conplete,” Chex said. She
tried to nove snow with her hands, but they quickly turned blue, and her activity slowed; she was
freezing. "Oh, if only I had a shovel!" she exclained, tucking her hands under her wings.

"I will be your shovel," Marrow said. "Kick ne."

"What ?" Esk asked.

"Kick nme apart and formny bones into a shovel," the skeleton clarified.

"Ch, yes!" Chex agreed. "Bend over."

Marrow bent over, and she turned around and delivered a powerful kick to his bone posterior. His
bones flew apart, but as they | anded they connected in a chain. Chex formed this chain into a
crude shovel, with the long | eg bones serving as the handle and the tines of the rib cage serving
as the scoop. There were a nunber of bones left over, so Esk forned these into a sonmewhat clunsier
second shovel with the grinning
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skull as the scoop. There was a |inkage of tiny bones between the shovels; it seened that Marrow
never cane conpletely apart.

They proceeded to dig, and it went very well. The energy they expended wanned them and the
shovel s worked very well despite their seem ng clunsiness. Apparently the nagic of the skel eton
facilitated whatever task his bones were shaped to. Soon they had a nmssive excavation, and the
force of the howing winds was first cranped and then cut off.

Meanwhi | e Vol ney was still boring down. Abruptly his head appeared in the hole. "I have found a
cave," he announced. "However, it nmay not be wive to enter it."

"Why not ?" Esk asked. "W can't stay here long; we'll freeze!"



"There nay be anot her nonvter."

Chex paused in her labor. "It is a warm cave?”

"Confortable. But—

"Then let's chance the nonster!" she excl ai med.

"But what about the path?" Esk asked. "W have to follow the path!"

"The path iv there," Vol ney said.

"That does it," Chex said. "If | can scranble down your hole, I'mgoing to!"

"In a moment," Vol ney said. He resuned tunneling, and the hole w dened rapidly. Soon it was wi de
enough to allow Chex to squeeze through—er so she judged.

"Push me when | need it," she told Esk, handing himher shovel. "lgnore ne if | scream | nay
foolishly panic." She had to | ean her head and shoul ders way forward, and grasp her front |egs
with her hands, and stretch her hind feet out behind. It |ooked |ike an extrenely unconfortable
position for her, but she sinply did what she had to to get by.

Vol ney hel ped pull her from bel ow, and Esk hel ped push her from above, but the thickest part of
her body wedged in tight and woul d not nove. She was stuck.

"Now what do we do?" Esk asked rhetorically.
"Use one of ny bones as a lever to pry her out," the skull said.

Startled, Esk al nbst dropped it. But why shouldn't Marrow tal k when re-fornmed into a shovel ? He
spoke by nmmgi ¢ anyway. He set his shovel, which had arm bones for its handle, at the end of Chex's
shovel, formng a double-length pole. "Can you hold firmif | push at the side?"

"Certainly," the skull said. "W skeletons pride ourselves on our rigidity."
Esk slid the business end of the shovel/pole down where the centaur
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was wedged, then slowy |eaned outward on the handle, trying to wedge her body in just that anount
needed to enable it to pass. It didn't work.

"Alittle to the left,"” the skull suggested.

Esk tried again, to the left, beside one of her folded wings. "Yes, that's it," the skull said. "I
can feel the give, here. Alittle nore . "

Esk pushed a little harder. Suddenly Chex gave a wiggle, and her torso slid down a little. It was
wor ki ng!

Fol  owi ng Marrow s suggestions, Esk pried carefully in different places, each tine getting the
torso down a bit nmore. Finally it slid the rest of the way down. She was through

Esk dropped down behind her. The hol e debouched in a cave, where the centaur and the vol e were now
standing. In the light fromthe hole he had come from Esk saw that Chex was touching up sone
scrapes on her hide. "I, ah, had to pry a little," he said.

"Good thing, too," she said. "I was in danger of suffocating, not to nention panicking." |ndeed,
she seened shaken, but she had survived the experience.

It was warmer in the cave, and that was a blessing. He spotted the faint glow of the pathfinder
path; it did indeed pass this way. But what was this about a nonster?



There was an ear-grinding bellow fromthe direction the path | ed. There was, indeed, a nonster

They exchanged gl ances. "But we can't go back,"” Chex said. "Even if | could squeeze through, going
up, | wouldn't care to; there's only the angry Elenent of Air up there."

"And it is supposed to be safe," Esk said. "So far, it has been scary, but we haven't actually
been hurt."

"Vo far," Vol ney agreed, tw tching his whiskers disapprovingly.

They noved on along the path. It wasn't | ong before they found the source of the roaring. It was a
huge face set in the floor of the cave, whose nmouth was a cave in itself, and whose eyes were
st eam ng vents.

Chex paused at the chin. "The last face was that of the Elenment of Air," she said, "at |east as
personified here in the gourd. That should nake this one the personification of the El enent of
Earth. "

"Growerr!" the nouth roared, and sul furous gases funed up, naking them cough
But the path led into this mouth.
"Let's put Marrow back together while we consider," Chex said.

"No need," the skull said. "You may need a shovel or a |ever again—or a weapon. Wait till we're
clear of these difficulties, if you don't mnd carrying ne."
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"I don't mnd," Esk said. He was conmng to respect the skeleton's properties increasingly. Marrow
was a very versatile fell ow

"I'f we invult thiv fave, it could be novt unconfortable/' Vol ney warned.
That gave Esk an idea. "So let's flatter it!" he said.

Chex nodded. "Perhaps we could have had an easier transition through Air, if | had not lost ny
tenper. That was a npst uncentaurish thing for ne to do."

"Have you ever seen a handsoner face?" Esk asked loudly. "One with nore, uh, earthly features?”
"Way, I'mnot sure | have," Chex replied. "It is a nobst appropriate scul pture.”
The huge nouth stretched into a smle. The roaring abated.

"Let's go in and see what other wonders are here," Esk said. "I'"'msure it is even prettier inside
t han outside."

"That is certainly possible," Chex agreed. "W do tend to forget how nmuch we owe to the El ement of
Earth. Wthout it we would have very little substance."

The smile stretched into a satisfied grin. Alarge stony tongue protruded, formng into a ranp.
They wal ked down this ranp, into the nmouth. There was no squeeze at all

After a short descent, the ranp leveled out into a winding road through a network of caves.
Stal actites hung fromthe ceiling, and there were magnificent pillars rising frombelow, their
poi nts seeking those of the stalactites with uncanny accuracy. Sone were of prettily col ored
stone, showing green and red and yellow in nerging bands. Some were crystalline, translucent,
seem ng al nost too delicate to survive any shudder of the ground in the region. Some gl owed,
providing soft light for the path. Now it required no stretch of imagination to conplinent the
beauty of this region; it was indeed |ovely.



There were al so chanbers of broken stones, but even these were remarkable. The stones were
assorted gens, ranging frommulticolored quartz to scintillating dianonds. Here Chex's fenale
nature asserted itself. "W are nerely passing through,” she said, "but | wonder—do you think it
would be all right if |I took one little fragment of this lovely purple anethyst? It is such pretty
stone!"

"If the Element of Earth doesn't object," the skull said.

Chex | eaned down to pick up one stone, froma nound half her height. "May | keep this one?" she
asked. "I pronmise to treasure it forever, and ny nmenory of this region."
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Fromthe walls of the cave there cane a soft purring

Esk resolved to try the positive approach first, in all future encounters with strange folk or
forces. Wiat a difference it had made in this case!

Finally they cane to a wall of fire. "This promi ses to be nore of a challenge,” Chex remarked.

"How do we enter the Annex of the Elenent of Fire wi thout getting burned?"
"l suspect you will have to becone flanes," the skull said.

Chex | aughed, then sobered. "That was not hunor," she concl uded.
"It certainly isn't funny," Esk said. "I don't want to get burned up."
"Per hapv nore inmagi navhi on?" Vol ney asked.

"You nean nmake anot her picture of a door, and step through it?" Chex asked. "But if beyond is the
realmof fire, we would still be burned."

Esk pondered. "W insulted Air, and al nost got wi ped out in a snowstorm W conplinmented Earth,
and had a very pleasant tour. Suppose we conplinent Fire? These El enents have power, and they can
make things hard or easy for us if they choose."

Chex nodded. "If Air could alnost freeze us to death, naybe Fire can refrain fromburning us to
death, if it chooses. But how do we conplinment Fire?"

"You might try telling it the truth,” Marrow s skull said.
"The truth?" Esk asked. "That we don't want to get burned?"
*That we have a mission to perform and need its help."

It was Esk's turn to nod. "I'"IIl try it."

He faced the wall of fire. "O El enent of Fire,
t hrough your realm My we talk to you?"

he intoned, "we are four travelers who nust pass

A giant face forned in the wall, with eyes |like sunspots and a nouth |ike a nonstrous magnetic
flux. "Qoooh?" it inquired hotly.

"Yes, we have traversed Air and Earth, and now we conme to you. We have used you in our cooking and
to heat us when we are cold. We appreciate your power, but we cannot touch you w thout being hurt.
WIIl you let us pass w thout being burned?”

The face considered. "You must be-cone flane," it said, enunciating each syllable with a flare of
fire.

"But — Esk began



"W can becone flanme—wi thout being hurt?" Chex cut in.

"Yes—f you ac-cept," the fireface said.
"And we can go on to the next real nP"
"Yes. "

"Then we accept," she said. "How do we becone flanme?"
For answer, the nouth opened into a big fiery circle.
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"We have to trust the word of the Elenent of Fire," Chex said. Then she |l eaped into the circle.
She vani shed. In her place was only a dancing flanme in the shape of a centaur

Esk stared, horrified. "It burned her up!" he whispered.

The centaur-flame turned and nmade a beckoning notion

"No—that is her," the skull said. "She has becone flane. Throw ne in next."

Esk's hand was shaki ng, but he heaved the bone staff through the hoop. It converted into a flane
t he shape of a skel eton

"It nmuvt be true," Volney said. "The path iv vuppoved to be vafe, renenber. Heave ne up nekvt."

Esk | eaned down and | ocked his hands together. The vole put a hind foot in, then heaved as Esk
heaved, and managed to flop into the circle. He too di sappeared in flame.

Now it was Esk's turn. He contenplated the ring of fire, and quailed. Was it really safe to pass
t hrough that hoop, or had the others been burned up and nocking flane-images substituted? How
could he be sure? Chex had conquered her claustrophobia and entered Earth; could he conquer his
fear of being burned and trust his body to Fire?

He hesitated, unable to take the plunge. The three fire fol k beckoned himfrom beyond. But fire
denons woul d do that, too; it was no proof that his friends were all right.

Then he thought about how he m ght escape, if he did not enter the flane. The path that had
brought them here could not be travel ed the other way; there were too many barriers, blank walls,
one-way pictures and such. He could not return alone; he had to be with someone who had the

pat hfi nder spell that could ferret out a new path. So he was lost, by hinmself. He m ght as wel
perish in the flamne.

That gave himthe doubtful confidence to take the plunge. He took a breath, held it, and junped
into the hoop.

There was a flare of vertigo. Then he landed on a jet of fuel, and it buoyed hi mand sustai ned
hi m

"Wl come aboard," Chex said. "For a nonent | thought you weren't going to rejoin us!"
Esk | ooked down at hinmself. He was fashioned of flane!

"Be careful not to stray froma source of fuel," Vol ney cautioned. "You can fade quickly if
carel ess.”

Esk did a double take. "You're not lisping!" he exclainmed, his body flaring brightly with his
surpri se.
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"l never lisped!" the fire-vole said indignantly. "It is you who has corrected his hissing."

Esk decided not to argue the case. He quickly verified the fuel situation; if he stepped off his
jet, his body becane anenm c and threatened to flare out. There were nmany jets here, so there was
no problem he sinply had to step fromone to anot her

He | ooked at Chex. She was changi ng shape

"Flane is malleable," she said, observing his | ook. He wasn't sure how any of them saw or heard or
spoke, but they did. "I have trouble keeping ny posterior hot, so | amexperinenting with a shape
that is nore efficient for this purpose." She continued to change, until she lost all senblance of
cent aurhood and nost resenbled the flame on a big candle. Then she extended a pseudopod of fire to
an adjacent jet, and flared up there, and let her prior self die out.

Esk tried it. He nerged his two feet into one base, and felt better; nore of the fuel was pouring
into his being. He reached for the next jet, and saw that it was an extension of flame rather than
an arm why take the trouble to shape a useless arm when all he needed was the connection?

Soon all of themlooked |ike candle flanes, even Marrow. They commenced their trip across the
realmof Fire. The path showed in the formof a pattern of fuels, whether conprised of just gas,
or flowing liquid, or sturdy solids. They could endure on any of it, though then- color and heat
varied as the fuels did. The flavors of the fuels varied, and their reliability. Gas was green and
flickering, while coal was blue and even, and wood was yell ow and sputtering. They becane

connoi sseurs of fuels, for these were the stuff of life. To be without fuel was to perish: a
horri bl e thought.

They crossed the field of fire, and cane to a sharp boundary: water. A seem ngly endl ess | ake
stretched across the plain, termnating the fuel and therefore the fire. It seemed bl eak indeed.
But the path continued into it.

"We thank you for your hospitality, Fire," Esk said. "Now we nust nove on through Water."
A flame face appeared. "I don't envy you," it said, and flaned out.

"Ch, Elenent of Water," Esk said, addressing the |ake. "W are four travel ers who nust pass
t hrough your territory. May we do so in safety and confort?"

A face forned on the surface of the |ake, with eyes |ike whirlpools. "Dive in," it nouthed wetly.
"But at the noment we are in the formof flames," Esk said. "W fear being abruptly quenched."
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The water nmouth sinply opened into a widening ripple ring. There was no other answer.

"I will try it," Marrow said. "I have no life to |l ose.™
The skel eton-flanme | eaped into the water, hissed hugely, and flickered out. "Qops,"” Vol ney said.

Then a bone-white fish poked its snout out of the water. It spouted a stream of water toward them
then turned tail.

Esk | ooked at Chex. "Marrow?"
"So it would seem" she said.
"Then I'Il follow " Esk dived into the water

He felt the shock of the cutoff of his flame. But at the sane tinme he felt the pleasant pressure
of the cool water. He inhaled—and felt the water surge through his gills. He was now a fish



There was anot her splash, and a new fish appeared. This one had brown scales and a | arge body with
white fins above that fluttered like wings. "Hello, Chex," he said in fishtalk.

"This is very like flying!" she replied, pleased.

"This is very like living," the bone-white fish said, wiggling its bony fins.
There was one nore splash, and a squat fish with short fins appeared. 'This is very like
tunneling," it said, also pleased.

They swam across the El enent of Water, following the glowing trail of bubbles that narked their
pat h. They passed wavi ng seaweed pl ants, and bubbling underwater springs, and regi ons where the
sunl i ght speckl ed the upper surface, and shallows where white sand lay |ike a desert w th dunes,
and deeps where the seafl oor was lost in the gl oomof the unfathomabl e unknown.

It was, indeed, like flying. Chex fairly danced, her upper fins stroking like wi ngs, noving up
toward the surface and down toward the floor. Esk had never longed to fly, but now he understood
how it was with her; there was a unique freedomin this node that nmade | andbound travel seem
oppressively dull.

O her fish came to watch them pass, but these did not intrude on the marked path. Sone were | arge
and | ooked hungry, but the path was evidently enchanted to keep them of f.

In due course they reached the far side of the El enent of Water, gourd annex. The path |ead
through a translucent vertical wall, and there seened to be no special challenge to passing
through it, except for their fishly status.

"O Void," Esk spoke, "we are four travelers, needing to pass through your territory on a quest.
WIIl you—=
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He broke off, horrified. "Wiat am | saying? That's the Void! No one escapes fromit!"

"Except the night mares,"” Chex agreed, equally horrified. "My dam was here once, and had to be
carried out by night nares. She had to pay a fee of half her soul for that!"

"And ny dam-ay nother too!" Esk said. "And ny father—+they were left with no nore than one ful
soul between them W can't go there!”

"You forget," Marrow said. "This is not the true Void we face, but nmerely its annex. This is the
dream of the Void, which horrifies sleepers, even as you are being horrified now It is no nore
bi ndi ng on you than the gourd itself."

Chex nodded, which was a nice acconplishment in her fishly form "I suppose we can risk it then
since the path leads into it, and the path is supposed to be safe." She sounded extrenely
uncert ain.

"We either trust it or we don't," Esk said. "Since we nust pass through it to reach the
contai nnent spell, that is what we nmust do." He hoped he sounded nore assured than he felt. H's
knees felt weak, which was al arm ng because he didn't have any knees at the nonent.

Esk repeated his ritual address to the Void, but there was no response. They discussed this, and
concluded reluctantly that if they could swimthrough the barrier, it was probably safe to do so,
and they woul d assume appropriate forns in the next Element. Perhaps even their own.

This time, nmutually nervous, they |linked hands (fins), and swam forward into the barrier together

They found thenselves floating in the air above a featureless plain. The water was gone, but they
remai ned fish.



"I thought | might revert to ny owmn form" Chex said, surprised.

As she spoke, she did so, becoming a centaur, floating in the air without flying. "And be tied to
the ground," she added, startled again. \Wereupon she dropped to the ground, her hooves striKking
with cl unks.

"Then why aren't the rest of us reverting?" Esk asked.
The rest of themreverted simlarly. Marrow was in his assenbled form the conplete skel eton

"I think I would have settled for a fleshly state,’
fully fleshed, naked.

he said wistfully. And becone a |iving man,

"I think we have a special situation here," Chex said, with a certain centaurish understatenent.

"Very special," Vol ney agreed, assuning the form of another nman.

"This is like the Fire realm" Chex said. "There we could shape our forms, and Vol ney spoke as we
do; but here it is nore so."
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"I had noted your anelioration of speech,” Vol ney agreed. "I always wondered what it would be like
to wal k upright, as human fol k do."

"Or to be fleshed, as living folk are," Marrow added, assuming the formof a male centaur
"Or to be masculine,” Chex said, turning nale.

"Un we may be in danger of getting distracted fromour mssion," Esk warned.

The others inmediately reverted to their natural forns.

"I will be relieved when we finally reach the containnment spell,"” Chex said. "W could be
distracted for eternity in a place like this, and the danger of that might be simlar to that of
the gourd via the peephole, not to nention the risk to the Vale of the Vole."

"Al'l too true," Vohiey agreed. "There are dangers other than physical."

They followed the path, which wound generally downward. At first the scenery was bl ank, but
gradual ly trees and fields and bushes devel oped.

Chex paused. "At the risk of distraction, let ne pose a question," she said. "lIs it possible that
there is no scenery, and that we are imagining it? If so, things may not be what they seem”

"Easy to test," Esk said. "Let's all concentrate on there being no scenery, and see if it
di sappears. "

They concentrated, and it di sappeared.

"My next question," Chex said slowmy, "is, are we also i magining the path?"

Esk whistled. "We'd better find out!"
They concentrated, but the path renai ned.

"That, at least, is genuine," Chex said, relieved. "W can imagine any scenery we want, just so
long as we don't |ose the path."

They proceeded, and the scenery formed again, this tune nore elaborately and less credibly. It
seenmed to be a joint effort, with voles and wi nged centaurs flying in the distance, and trees
growing in the nmanner of bones and bearing skulls for fruit, and brass girls peeking from behi nd
translucent netal curtains that showed their bronzed | egs.



Then the path led into a | oop. There was no question about this; they circled the | oop severa
tinmes, verifying that it went nowhere.

"I think we have cone to the end," Esk said. "But where is the contai nnent spell?"
"Abol i sh the scenery," Mrrow suggest ed.

They concentrated, and their surroundi ngs becane bl ank again. Now they saw that the path's | oop
encl osed a deep hole. The terrain sinply
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curved down until lost in a blackness so deep that it seemed to suck themin; they had to yank
their gazes away.

"But what is it?" Vol ney asked.

"l suspect it is the center of the Void," Marrow said. "The black hole from which nothing
returns.”

"But if the spell is down there, how can we bring it out?" Esk asked.

"You forget again," Marrow said. "This is the Void annex, not the Void itself. This is a
representation of the center. W might indeed be able to fetch sonething fromit."

"But the path does not go into it, just around it,’
not init, but—

Vol ney said. "That suggests that the spell is

"But is it!" Chex excl ained.

"The contai nment spell is the Void?" Esk asked, confused.

"I think | see the logic," Chex said. "What contains a w ggle swarn®"

"Not hi ng," Esk said. "You have to catch and kill every one, or there will be another swarmlater."

"Not so," Vol ney protested.

"Point taken," Chex said quickly. "But we agree that there is no wall that will bar swarm ng
wi ggl e | arvae; they zzapp through everything until they run out of energy or find their particular
type of rock or get killed."

"True, " Vol ney agreed.

"So the notion of a containment spell is a strange one," she continued. "It clains to contain the
uncont ai nabl e. However, there is one thing that contains anything inside it, w thout exceptions,
and that is—=

"The Void!" Esk and Vol ney chorused.

"The Void," she agreed. "My dam and Esk's parents escaped the outer region of the Void only
through the intercession of the night nmares, who al one can range such regions freely. So that

outer wall of the Void should contain the wi ggles too, not hurting them just preventing themfrom
escaping it, until they run out of energy and expire. They would di e happy, inmagining that they
are in their favorite rock, but they would not reach beyond it. In due course all of them would be
gone, except those who drilled down and actually found their type of rock within the encl osed
region. The Void is indeed the contai nnent spell."

Her | ogic was conpelling. "But how can we take the—the Void with us to the Val e?" Esk asked.

"Cbviously we can't," she said. "But perhaps we can take this representation of it, and it will do
the job."



"I magi nation won't stop a wiggle swarm " Esk protested. "A wiggle larva has very little
i magi nation; it is single-ninded."

"True. But | suspect that this gourd Void operates |ike the peephole. If
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we take it to the Vale and set it up, it will lock the wiggles into the real Void, which is a
region just like this only nore permanent, and the effect will be the sanme. Then all we shall have
to do is return it to the gourd, and—=

She broke off as the inplication sank in. Marrow was the one who voiced it. "How do we set up the
Void there without being trapped in it ourselves, and how do we return it to the gourd when we are
done with it?"

"There nmust be a way," Esk said. "W really have two problens: getting it there, and getting it
back—wi t hout being trapped init."

Marrow | eaned over the hole, peering at it. "Don't do that!" Chex exclainmed. "If you fall in—=

"It is only a representation," the skel eton rem nded her. He reached down, picked up the edge of
the hole, and folded the hole in half. Then, as the others stared, he folded it again, into a
quarter, and continued until it was a small wad he could hide in one bone fist. "The probl em of
moving it has been solved. | was concerned that | would be unable to handle it, because the denpn
fol k cannot handl e anything of the gourd, but it seens I am not nmade of the sane stuff as the
denons. "

"BEvidently not," Chex agreed. "I did not realize that denons were limted in that respect.”

"Denons, being soulless, are barred fromhandling things that relate intimately to souls," Marrow
expl ai ned. "Mst of the things of the gourd relate, for it is the living conscience, the guardi an
of the soul, that summons the dreans."

The bl ank scenery around them was gone. Now they stood hi a |arge chanber, evidently the real-life
setting for the illusion that was this aspect of the realmof the gourd. The illusion had faded
with the folding of the central part of it.

"Uh, yes, so it seens," Esk agreed. "W can take it there, and back here the same way. But only if
we can be next to it to pick it up, and when the wiggles swarm we'll be so full of zzapp hol es
that we'll be dead."

"I am al ready dead," Marrow rem nded him "I shall be glad to remain beside the hole until the
wiggle swarmis done."

"And the rest of us can remain outside," Chex said. "Marrow, | think you have nmade the conpletion
of our m ssion possible!" She | eaned down and kissed the top of his skull

The skel eton seened di sconcerted. "WAs that an apol ogy?"
"An apol ogy?" she asked.

"You either kissed me or knocked skulls, and that nmeans—
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She | aughed. "Yes, that was an apol ogy for ever thinking that you were not as genuine a person as
any of the rest of us!" She glanced about. "Now | et's have—+tet's see—Vol ney use the pathfinder
spell to find us a path to the zonbie gourd exit. He hasn't used that spell before." She brought
out the pathfinder spell and handed it to the vole.



"dadly," Vol ney said.
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Chapter 15. Monsters

1 hree women wel conmed them back to Castle Roogna: old Latia, mature Bria, and young |lvy. Everyone
else was tied up with the search for the m ssing Good Mgician Hunfrey.

Esk happened to be | eading as they arrived at the orchard, so he got the first brunt of it.
"Did you get the containnent spell?" Latia asked.

"Have | caused you enbarrassnment ?" Bria asked.

"What was it like in the gourd?" |vy asked.

Esk addressed themin order. "W got it. Yes, you have. It was weird."

Then Marrow showed his fist full of Void, distracting Latia, and Chex started giving a travel ogue
for Ivy, leaving only Bria.

"Then | must apol ogi ze," she said eagerly. "Wat did | do?"
"You used ne to get you out of the gourd, and to try to becone real."

She had been about to enbrace him but now she paused. "Yes, that's true. But you know, mny nother
Bl ythe, always did rather regret that she never got to know the ogre, your father, better, or get
out nore into this world. She spoke of it sonetines, and | could see how sad she was. It wasn't
that she was unhappy in the Gty of Brass, just that she wondered what ni ght have been. |

i nherited that wondering; that's why | wandered, and finally got nyself lost. | was |ooking for a
way out, but | couldn't find it. Then you canme, and | knew right away that not only could you get
me out, but you were sort of cute too. Then when | |earned that you were the son of Mbdther's ogre,
I just knew | wanted you for nyself. Wien | found the acconmodation spell | knew it was possible.
1 knew you were | ooking for a flesh girl, and that you wouldn't like ny type without a | ot of
encouragenent, so | just had to act fast if | was to have any hope at all. That's the whol e of

it."

"I don't think so," Esk said. "Way did you think I wouldn't |ike you?"
"Wll, I"mnot exactly like the flesh girls."

"You're still holding back."

"What ever happened to you in the gourd, you learned a lot!" she excl ai ned.

"I | earned ny deepest fear, and now | can recogni ze that kind of fear in others. You nust have
good reason to think I won't like you if | knowthe truth."

"I't's the soul," she whispered.

"The what ?"

"We creatures of the dreamreal mdon't have souls. W can't be real w thout them"
"You want ny soul ?" he excl ai ned, shocked.

"Maybe—half of it?" she said timdly.

"You can't have any of it!" he exclained, outraged.

"Yes, of course," she said alnobst inaudibly. "Then |l et nme apologize, and I will |eave you al one."



"No! No apol ogy! |I've had enough of that artifice!" He spun away from her and stal ked off.

The ot her dial ogues were w ndi ng dowmn. "W rmuvt nove on to the Vale," Vol ney said. "The nonvters
will be arriving."

"Start in the norning!" lvy exclainmed. "There's so nuch | want to hear!"

They agreed. They were tired fromtheir day's trek. The path out through the gourd had been al npst
as convoluted as the one going in, and then they had had to walk fromthe gourd to Castle Roogna
It would be better to start fresh in the norning.

Next day they set forth, with Vol ney |eading the way, then Chex, Esk, Marrow, Latia, and Bria. The
brass girl had not spoken to himsince his rebuff of her desire, and he felt a little guilty about
that, but a Iot angry about being asked for such a thing. Half his soul!

Then he renenbered sonet hing Chex had said, and speeded up to wal k abreast of her. "Didn't your
nmot her | ose half her soul ? To get out of the Void?"

"Yes. That was the price of the night mares. Souls are in great denmand in the real mof the gourd.
Your folks paid it too."

"They never tal ked much about that aspect of their experience,
hal f souls."

he said. "I never thought they had

"Ch, they don't. The Night Stallion gave back a soul at the end, so they each had a full one
agai n. They probably never thought about the matter since."

Esk wasn't sure of that. "But your nother—

"My dam never got hers back. But she really didn't mnd. You see, that was the half soul that went
to Mare Inbri, and enabled her to

-t-
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beconme real and survive the |loss of her body in the true Void and beconme a day nmare. Chem grew her
soul back in tinme, anyway, so really didn't |ose anything."

"Soul s—ean grow back?" He had heard of this, but nowit was inportant to get the matter quite
straight.

"Ch, yes, if there's sonething to start with. That's how babi es get souls, | understand; they take
some from each parent, and grow the rest, and the parents grow back what they have lost. So while
| understand it is not fun losing part of your soul, it's not torture either. | would not have a

soul of my own if nmy dam had not been able to grow hers back to full strength. Wiy do you ask?"
"Bria wants half mine.'

Chex gazed down at himsidelong. "Ch, so it has cone to that? | can't say |I am surprised."
"That's why she's been playing up to ne. For ny soul, so she can become real."

"Ch, is that how you see it?"

"What other way is there to see it? She decided to use nme to get her out of the gourd. 1 thought
she liked ne."

"Is there a conflict between the two?"

"I'sn't there? You don't use sonmeone you really like."



"I"'mnot sure of that. Liking and shari ng—they can go together."
"I guess she'd like me to give her half ny soul!"
"But she has a honme in the gourd. Why woul d she want to renmi n out here?"

Esk spread his hands. "l guess she just likes it better here. She says she likes exploring, and
her nother knew ny father."

"But why would she like it better, when it's so strange for her?"
"What are you getting at?"

"I wouldn't want to go to a strange realmand stay there the rest of ny existence, unless | had a
very good reason."

"I really don't see any reason for her."

"I'f I met sonmeone who lived in that other realm and | wanted to be with him and could not unless
| stayed there, then I think | nmight do what | had to arrange to stay."

Esk considered. "Are you saying that it's the other way around? She's not using nme because she
wants to stay, but she wants to stay because she |ikes nme?"

"Well, | do wonder why she hasn't asked any other man for his soul. Surely she had opportunity
while we were absent, but Ivy said Bria just
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kept nostly to herself and didn't say much. That she did no exploring, and seened depressed, unti
you returned."”

Esk shook his head. "I wish | knew her true notive."
n W]y?ll
"Because it makes a difference!" he flared. "If she just decided I was the handiest idiot with a

soul to take—t"
"Why should it nake a difference? You don't have to give her anything you don't want to give."
"What if | gave her ny soul and she just went off el sewhere?"

"Then the resolution of that indecision mght be worth it. It would certainly be a way to
ascertain her true notive."

Confused, Esk didn't answer. He dropped back, his thoughts in a norass.

The path reached the intersection that |led south to the Good Magician's castle and north toward
the Vale. Volney went north, and they trailed along after him

This path soon narrowed and curved eastward, followi ng the contours of the |and. Vol ney proceeded
with sureness, but evening fell before they progressed very far along it. They had to canp for the
ni ght.

They foraged for fruits and tubers. Marrow and Bria hel ped, though neither needed to eat. The
sight of her stirred him like a breeze lifting the curtains of his confusion. If all she wanted
was his soul, and she couldn't have that, why hadn't she sinply gone el sewhere? She hardly needed
to help themif she didn't want to.

Why should it nake a difference to him Chex had asked. Because Bria had ki ssed himand been soft
in his arnms and he w shed he could have nore of that. Maybe he was a fool, but that was the way he
felt.



Chex had told himexactly howto | earn the truth.

He went to Bria. "I'Il give you half ny soul,"” he said.

"What, to get rid of me?" she snapped. "I don't want it!"

"Then why did you ask for it before?"

"I - Then she turned away. "Ch, never mind."

This was not at all what he had expected. "No, | really want to know "
"Because | was foolish," she said. "I thought— But again she broke off.

Esk began to see the answer. "Because you thought we coul d maybe—have a life together?"

"I shoul d have known better! I'mjust a brassie fromthe gourd! Fm not even alive! Wy shoul d
anyone want to—to— She dabbed at her face with a corner of her skirt.

She sounded exactly as uncertain of her value as he had been of his.
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And as prickly about admitting it. H s understandi ng expanded. "Sonmeone m ght."
"Ch, sure," she said corrosively. "Wo?"

"Only another fool," he said. "I think | owe you an apol ogy."

She gazed at him a brass tear on her cheek. "You nmean you want to—=2"

"I msunderstood your notive, | think. | thought you wanted nmy soul, not me. It hurt."
"Ch, Esk," she said, abruptly softening. "I—=

"Take half ny soul. Then do what you want."

"Let's just apol ogize for now," she said. "I want you to be sure."

They apol ogi zed to each other, her way, and Esk was sure already. But she wouldn't take his sou
yet.

Chex saw them hol ding hands, a little later, and nmade no comrent. Neither did any of the others.
That meant they understood.

In the norning they resumed the trek, and this time Bria wal ked with Esk. The path conti nued
eastward wi thout unusual event; it did seemto be enchanted, and now that the little dragons had
gone, there were no other threats.

By evening they reached the Vale of the Voles. It was a sorry sight: a broad valley overrun by
scrub, nuch of which was dying. Through it ran a channel as straight as a metal pole, along which
ugly brown water coursed. There was a bothersome hunmi ng sound throughout.

"That's funny," Esk said. "I thought only denons could hear the humers."

"They have gotten worve," Volney replied. "Now there are vo many that everyone can hear them But
t hey bother the denmonv worve than uv."

The denobns were there too, cruising around recklessly. The vol es were evidently keeping |low, so as
not to attract the notice of the irate denons.

"What a wastel and," Chex renarked.



A denmon in the formof a small black cloud nade a right-angle turn and zeroed in on her. "Wat did
you call ne, horseface?" it demanded.

"I wasn't talking to you," Chex replied. "I didn't even know you were there."

"That's a lie! You called ne a wasteband!" the denmon screeched. "I'IlIl pulverize you!" A muscul ar
armsprouted fromthe cloud and fornmed a fist that cocked itself, aimng for her face.

"No, " Esk said.
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"Aw, you aren't worth the effort, mare-hair," the denon said, and drifted away.

"I may be m staken
denons. "

J-atia said, "but | believe | see why the voles would Iike to be rid of the

"They were not bothervone until the humrerv got bad,"” Vol ney said. "Now the Kill-Me R ver makev
everyone, vole and denon, bad tenpered.™

"The wi nged nonsters and ogres may arrive any tine," Esk said. "W'd better get a good night's
rest before it gets hectic.”

"Yes, indeed," Chex said. "W shall need to get organized too. Do we have any canpai gn plan?"
"Canpai gn plan?" Esk asked bl ankly.

"Who is going to direct the nonsters? Exactly what are they going to do when they arrive?"
"Way, just wade into the denons and drive themoff," Esk said.

"More likely the ogres will wade into the wi nged nonsters, unless there is sone organization."

"Uh, yes," Esk agreed, disgruntled. "But how do you organi ze ogres?"

"You establish an overall plan, then designate a liaison to their |eader. The sanme for the w nged
monsters. Organi zation and discipline—that's the key to prevailing in any conflict. But first we
need a | eader."

"l guess, since you know how to do it— Esk said, unconfortably.

"Afilly? Don't be ridiculous. It has to be a man."

"Ny 2"

"Because that's the nature of armes. They have nale | eaders.”

"That's silly!" Esk protested. "The nost conpetent one should be the |eader."

"No. The nost acceptable one nust be the | eader." She sniled. "And | think that is you, Esk. You
are the only male human creature in this party, thus related to all others by blood or sex."

"Bl ood or sex?" Esk repeated, alarned.

"Ogres, curse fiends, brassies, centaurs, and manlike skeletons all derive in some devi ous manner
from human stock. That's blood, figuratively. Volney is nale, as are you. So you have an affinity
with each of the rest of us, and with those we are working with. You have sone small basis for
under st andi ng each of our viewpoints, and we all know that, so we can accept you as our | eader
nmore readily than we coul d accept another creature. Does anyone di sagree?" She gl anced around.

The ot hers shrugged.



"But | don't know anythi ng about |eadership!" Esk protested.

"A good | eader asks advice, of course, and chooses as he thinks best. |
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suggest that you establish a canpaign plan, and appoint |iaisons to the several groups."

"Uh, yes," Esk agreed, still feeling out of sorts. "The plan is to wade into the denons and drive
them out of the Vale. Any objections?"

"Yev," Vol ney said. "The denmonv can dematerialive, and will do vo when threatened. How can we
drive them out?"

"You're right," Esk said, chagrined. "How could | have forgotten! Uh, does anyone have a
suggesti on?"

"Yes," Latia said. "I happen to know a bit about denons. It is true that they can dematerialize at
will, but it is also true that they cannot mamintain that state indefinitely or they | ose cohesion.
I think they have to spend about ninety percent of their time in solid form If they don't, they
start to dissipate into vapor, and cannot recover."

"But | thought denmons were eternal!" Esk said.

"They are, but their material forns aren't. |If they vaporize, and can't recover, they nust remain
vaporous, as clouds or simlar, unable to have nuch tangi ble effect on physical things. They don't
like that. | know of one case with a perpetually bad nature. He calls hinmself Cumulo Fracto

Ni mbus, the King of Clouds. He's really just a vaporized denon. He serves as a bad exanple for

ot her dempns; they don't want to be relegated to that state."

"But the denons can denmterialize for short periods," Esk said. "So they can just do it when a
nonster attacks, then re-form How can we get around that?"

"I was coming to that. If the nonsters sinply keep attacking, forcing the denbns to constantly
denaterialize, before long their vapor limt will be used up, and they will have to go. A
concerted, continuous canpai gn should do it in a day or so. W just need to see that the denons
get no rest in solid form"

"Say, yes!" Esk exclainmed. "And we'll have the nonsters to do it! Thank you, Latia! That's a big
hel p!"
"That's what | cane for,"
qui te.

she said, alnost forgetting her dour nature so far as to smle. But not

"Any nore objections or suggestions?' Esk asked, feeling better

"Suppose the denpbns attack us?" Chex asked. "I mean, not the nonsters, who can take care of
t hensel ves, but those of this party who are vul nerabl e? They coul d di srupt our organi zation, not
to nention our lives."

Esk's feeling plunmmeted. "I never thought of that, either! We'Ill have to plan to protect
ourselves. | can say no to those who attack me or anyone with ne, and the others—+ don't know. "
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"I can throw a curse," Latia said. "I have two bad ones stored up
presuning that the one | threw at you was, after all, a blessing."

She glanced at Bria. "That is

"I think it was," Esk agreed, and Bria smled at him



"I can hide anmobng ny kind," Vol ney said. "The denonv cannot div-tnguivh well between volev; we all
|l ook alike to them | vhould be av vafe av any."

"Then | appoint you to be our liaison to the volves," Esk said. "And Chex to be liaison to the
wi nged monsters, who should be able to protect her. | think Bria and Marrow can't be hurt. So
maybe we aren't as vul nerable that way as we thought."

"Who will be liaison to the ogres—and to the denmons?" Chex asked.
"The denons!" he exclained. "W're fighting them"

"We need liaison to the eneny, too, so we can |let the denons know what we want: their withdrawal
fromthe Vale."

Esk consi dered. "Maybe Latia can be liaison to the ogres; they were really inpressed by her—uh, by
the way she curdl ed water."

"By my ugliness," Latia said. "lIt's high time that paid off for me! Certainly I'll serve in that
capacity."

"And for the denobns, that |eaves Marrow or Bria. Does one of you want to—=2"
"I"l'l doit,"” Bria said. "I'll nake nyself extrenely hard for them™
"Then | suppose Marrow i s—+s our reserve," Esk said.

"You will need a messenger, when you have information to inpart or new directives to give to the
scattered folk," Marrow said. "l can serve in that capacity."

"Yes, that's good," Esk agreed. "So | think we're pretty well organized, now Let's sleep.”

They did, but it took hima long tinme to relax. He was aware, now, of the form dable challenge
ahead. He had sonmehow t hought that once they got hel p and reached the Vale, everything would fall
neatly into place. That wasn't so. People could get hurt!

Finally Bria canme. "Put your head in my lap," she said. "I don't need to sleep."

He did so, and found her lap surprisingly soft. She stroked his hair, and it was very nice, and
soon he sl ept.

It was storny in the norning, which seened appropriate. Ogres | oved foul weather, and perhaps
wi nged nonsters did too. There was the sound of trees crashing down as sonething big and viol ent
approached the Vale, and a big, w nged shape sailed out of the swirling sky.
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"Li ai sons, get out there and intercept your folk!" Esk cried. "Before they encounter each other!"

Chex gal |l oped of f to the regi on where the wi nged nonster was coni ng down, while Latia put on her
ugliest face and clunped toward the forest crashing. "I will notify the volev," Vol ney said. "Can
you find ne if you need ne?"

"Gve me a hair of your pelt,"” Marrow said. "I can use it to orient on

you.

Vol ney touched his flank with a talon, and several hairs came | oose. The skel eton took one and put
it to his nose. "Yes, | will know this scent."

"You can do that?" Esk asked, surprised. ""Find one vole anong hundreds, by smnell?"

"Not exactly by smell," Marrow said. "I sense the essence of things nagically, whether by Iight or
by sound or by substance. | speak the sane way. No offense intended, but it seens to ne that your



fleshly mechani sns are relatively clunsy."

"I suppose they are," Esk said. "W fleshly creatures do nost things in the nundane nmanner, saving
our magic for special things. That nmay be why we have talents. It has been said that in Xanth,
some creatures have magic, while others are magic; |I'mone of the former, and you are one of the
latter."

"Yes, all nmy magic is needed just to handl e nmy perceptions, conmunication, notion, and to keep ny
bones together. There is none left over for a separate talent. Perhaps that is why | would like to
achieve the living state.”

The skel eton's aspiration seemed to have evol ved; usually before, Marrow had remarked on the
i nconveni ence and nessiness of the living functions.

"I think the sane goes for me," Bria said. "Only | don't long for a nagic talent, just for

"A soul ," Esk said. "l told you, you could have half of mne.'

"And | told you to wait until you're sure. | don't think it's the soul |I want; that's just the
means to the end.”

"An end?" Esk asked. "What end?"

"Love. | don't think I can truly experience it without a soul. Al | can experience is ny futile
longing for it."

"A soul ,"
with ne?"

Marrow said. "Yes, of course that is necessary. | wonder whether anyone woul d share one

"Maybe if you got to know someone well enough," Esk said. "You certainly seemworthy of it."
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Now Chex and Latia were returning, trailed by what turned out to be a stallion with a bird' s head,
and an ogre who—

"Grandpa! " Esk exclaimed. "Crunch Ogre!" For it was indeed he, the vegetarian ogre who had married
a curse fiend actress, now grizzled with age but still the epitome of ogreishness: big, ugly and
st upi d.

"Me learn of plan, do what ne can," Crunch said.

"And this is nmy own sire, Xap Hi ppogryph," Chex said happily. "He took this pretext to check up on
me. "

"These two can speak for their groups,” Latia said. She grinmaced. "Your grandfather says | rem nd
himof his mate, who is beautifully ugly."

"That's great!" Esk said. "Now | know we'll have good contact with the ogres and wi nged nonsters.
Did you explain that they nmust not fight each other?"

The hi ppogryph squawked with distaste, and the ogre made a horrendous scow . That was sufficient
answer; they understood.

"But you will get to bash all the denons you want," Esk conti nued.
This time the squawk was joyous, and the ogre smled, which was of course worse than his scow .

Esk expl ai ned about the need to harass the denpns steadily, until they departed the Vale just to
find some place where they could put in sone solid tine in peace. Monster and ogre nodded; they
were going to |love this!

Now t he forest behind shook with the horrible tread of nmany ogres, and the troubled sky darkened



further with the arrival of nmany w nged nonsters. Crunch and Xap hastened to neet with their
groups and expl ai n things.

"You had better |ocate Volney and tell himthat the action is about to begin," Esk told Marrow
"The voles will want to tunnel well out of the way."

"I'mredi ately," the skel eton agreed, and headed off.

"How do | contact the denons?" Bria asked. "I don't know their |eader, or even whether they have a
| eader."

"l think you will just have to go out and see whet her any one of themlooks like a | eader, and
then address that one. If he's not the | eader, he can still act as liaison. Tell himthat we won't
| eave until the denpns do."

"1"l'l do that," she agreed.

"We had better rejoin our contacts," Chex said, "in case there are any questions or confusions."
"Yes," Latia agreed. "You know, | can see why ny friend married that

222

Val e of the Vol e

ogre. There's a certain splendor in all that brute power uncluttered by the restraints of
intellect."

"Qgres do have their points," Esk said, feeling foolishly proud of his heritage.

They departed, and Esk found hinself alone. It had been a long tinme since he had been al one, even
for a mnute, and he discovered that he felt unconfortable with it.

Then the ogres waded into the Vale of the Vole, punching at denmons with great gusto, and the

wi nged nonsters flew across the Vale, spearing denons with their claws with equal gusto. The

weat her continued to deprove, but Esk stood out in the wind and rain and watched the carnage with
sinmple joy. The canpaign to restore the Kiss-Mee River had begun

A denpness appeared beside him "So it is you!" she exclained. "Just as the brass girl said!"
Esk | ooked closely at her. "Ch, no—Metrial" he exclainmed. "Wat are you doi ng here?"

"I heard the forest shuddering, and saw the nonsters massing above, so | was curious. Then | saw
this strange netal woman, and she told nme that you were running this show Just what do you think
you' re doi ng, Pesk?"

"That's Esk! We think we're clearing the denpbns out of the Vale of the Vole." Indeed, as he spoke,
there was a great splashing, as the ogres reached the channelized river and waded in, knocking out
the retaining walls as they went. "You won't have the Kick-Mee River to kick around any nore."

"Ki ck- Mee," she repeated. "That's al nost clever, Esk."

*Thank you. Now go away. W have to restore the river you denons ruined."
"But we only did that to get rid of the humrers!" she protested.

"And did it work?"

"No," she confessed. "They're worse than ever."

"Well, we're only doing this to get rid of you denons."

"Do you think it will work?"

There was sonet hing about the way she inquired that bothered him "Wy don't you go back to ny



hi deout and rel ax?" he asked nastily.

"It was getting dull there after you quit. W denons aren't happy unless we have someone to
pester." She focused on himthoughtfully. "I think you're nore of a creature than | guessed,
before. Let me do you that service we discussed.” Her dress dissolved, |eaving her naked.

"Absolutely not!" Esk exclained. "You disgust ne!"

Val e of the Vole

223

"No, | never discussed you with anyone else. | didn't even renenber you, till now "
"That's disgust as in ugh," Esk clarified. "You re confusing words again."

"Ugh," she agreed. "Thank you for that correction. Let's do this quickly, so | can still have tine
to bash a bird before they quit." She reached to enbrace him

He straight-arned her, but his hand passed right through her head wi thout affecting her body. She
enmbraced himhungrily, rubbing her lush torso against him "Let ne just get these clothes off you
you darling nortal man," she rmurmnured

"No!" Esk cried. This time it carried the force of his magic, and she had to desist.
She stood back slightly, considering him "Wy not, Esk? Don't you |ike wonen?"
"Sure | like wonen! | just don't I|ike denmons!”

She snapped her fingers. "That brass-ass! She's the one! | should have realized!"

"So what if she is?" he asked defensively, bothered that he should have to defend anything to a
denoness.

"Esk, she's no nore your kind than | am She has no living flesh, no soul. Wiy be a fool ?"
"What do you care what kind of a fool | an? You got my hideout; now | eave nme al one!"
"Well, 1'l'l think about it," she said. "Meanwhile, I'Il just serve as liaison to ny folk."
"I don't want you as liaison!"

"Too bad," she said, and faded out with a superior snile

The rain was easing, and the clouds thinning. But the nmelee was getting worse. Esk peered at the
action, and discovered to his horror that the ogres and wi nged nonsters were starting to fight
each other. Even as he saw that, Marrow hurried back

"I told Vol ney, then got caught in the scuffle," the skel eton said.

"Qur nmonsters are starting to fight each other!" Esk said. "Go find our ogre and wi nged nonster
liaisons and tell themto stop it! W haven't gotten rid of the denmobns yet!"

"Ri ght away!" Marrow agreed, and hurried of f again.
Bria ran up. "l found a liaison!" she cried. "A denpbness who said she takes the nessage.”

"l don't want that one!" Esk said. "That's the one | know from before! She cane here and tried
t o—hnever mnd."
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"Ch, she did, did she?" Bria said with some asperity. "Well, tw can play at that gane!" She



stepped out of her dress.
"What are you doi ng?" he asked, upset.

"I'" m seduci ng you, of course." She cane to enbrace him

"But there's a battle going on!"

"Yes, we'll have to hurry."

"But | thought you wanted half my soul!"

She paused as if startled, then recovered. "Yes, give nme half your soul!"

Esk had pronised, but he did not like this at all. This was not the way Bria had been before.
"Well, cone on!" she said urgently.

"No. Not now," he said, feeling like a conplete heel. Wiy was he renegi ng?

"Well, then, see if you get any of this!" she snapped, and her dress reappeared on her body. She
stal ked away, and was soon | ost to view

The canpaign was falling apart, as the ogres and w nged nonsters fought each other instead of the
denons. This had to be stopped—but how? He had told themnot to fight each other

Marrow returned. "The voles want to know why the nonsters are fighting each other instead of the
denons. "

"I wish | knew" Esk said. "Maybe the nonsters |ack discipline. Maybe a better |eader woul d have
prevented this."

Chex gal | oped back. "My sire says the ogres started it!" she exclaimed. "They just laid into the
wi nged nonsters they could reach!"

"We' Il have to see what Latia reports,” Esk said dejectedly. "Ch, everything is going wong!"
"The battle, anyway," she agreed.
"Wth Bria, too. She—=~

"There she is now," the centaur said.

I ndeed, Bria was com ng back. Esk decided that abjection was the best policy. "Bria, I"'msorry!"
he exclainmed. "I'Il give you ny soul right now"

She hal ted. "What?"

"I didn't nmean to renege! | just-was confused."

"Esk, | told you |l wanted you to wait. It's too big a decision to make on the spur of the nonent."
"Yes, but then you asked for it right away, and—

"l did not! How could you think such a thing?"

"But just now, when you were here—

"What are you tal king about? I've been down | ooking for a liaison denon the whole tine."
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"She was," Chex put in. "I saw her down near the river channel."



"But— Esk said, his confusion getting worse.
"And | found one," Bria said. "A denpness, who said she would talk to her folk."
"Yes, that was Metria, the one who—

Latia rushed up, gasping. "Crunch says the wi nged nonsters started it! They just flew down and
started attacking ogres, so naturally the ogres fought back! Wy did they break the truce?"

"The ogres started it!" Chex protested. "My sire would not deceive ne!"

"Crunch woul d not deceive an ugly curse fiend," Latia retorted, "even if he were snart enough to
make the attenpt, and she stupid enough to fall for it. The ogres didn't start it."

"Everybody bl anmes the m schief on sonebody else!" Esk cried. "But sonebody must have started it!"

Then they all did double takes, conming to a common realization. "The denobns can change form" Chex
sai d.

"And they | ove nmischief," Latia added.

"And they have notive to ness up our canpaign,” Bria concluded. "Once | talked to Metria, they
knew what we were doing, and who our | eader was!"

"So dermons in the formof ogres attacked the wi nged nonsters,” Chex said.
"And denons in the formof w nged nonsters attacked the ogres," Latia said.

Esk snapped his fingers. "And Metria—she nust have assuned your form Brial! Now | renenber—your
cl ot hes reappeared on you as if by magic! You can't dress that way!"

Bria pursed her lips. "She enulated ne—and tried to get your soul ?"
Esk was overwhel med by new chagrin. He seemed to be flushing across his entire body.

"I think we had better hurry back and explain to our liaisons," Chex said. "And call a tenporary
retreat."”

"Yes," Latia said. Both hurried away.

Bria approached Esk. "And you al nmost gave it to her," she said. "Wat a disaster that woul d have

been! "
"How coul d | have been such a fool!" Esk npaned.

"Because you are a nice man with a nice soul who just doesn't want to believe evil of anyone," she
said. "I think I had better stay close to you, after all. The denpness can bring any nessages
here. "

226
Val e of the Vole
"I thought she was you, and | told her no," Esk said, still overcone by guilt.

"And she took off her clothes,” Bria said, "I suppose | should be insulted, but I'"'mnot. | think
maybe she wasn't acting like ne, so you were suspicious, and that's why you told her no."

Esk brightened. "Yes! She wasn't acting like you! Only | didn't realize=

"If I seemto ask you for anything, or offer you anything, just say no," Bna said. "Because it
won't be ne, it will be her."

"I guess I'mglad it wasn't you," he said. "I apologize for thinking it was you."



"Accepted," she said, and they kissed.

The battle was beginning to clear, as the ogres and wi nged nonsters got the word and retreated.
The denon ploy had failed, but the battle had not been won.

By the time the di sengagenent was conplete, the day was |late. To Esk it seenmed as if only an hour
had passed, but it had been many hours.

They di scussed the day's events, and worked out a new plan for the norrow. Each nonster woul d take
a particular territory, and bash anything else found within that region, regardless of its
appearance. That way the denons could not fool them because each nonster would know that no ally
woul d intrude in his particular spot. Marrow would serve as an observer, but not as a messenger
because no nmessenger could be trusted. The denons woul d enul ate the nessenger, and carry fal se
messages. But though there might be a hundred skel etons ranging the battlefield, only one would be
the true Marrow, and Esk would be able to identify himby using his magic. He would sinply tel

any skel eton no, meaning that his appearance was wong, and if it were a denon, that appearance
woul d change. Only the true Marrow woul d be unable to change. Esk coul d have done this with

Metria, had he thought of it intime. "So |l will listen to Marrow, tonorrow," he concluded. "And |
will talk to any others directly, showing ny nagic, so that | know they are valid, and they know
am "

Then they made their various preparations for the night. Bria joined Esk. "I want to give you

sonet hi ng, " she rmur mur ed.
"No," he said, alarned.

She | aughed. "Don't worry, I'mnot the denpness! It's the accommobdation spell. | want you to have
it."

"Me? \Vhy?"
"I can be very soft when | want to be, but not that soft. There are sone
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things flesh can't do with brass. That's why the spell is necessary. Keep the spell; if you don't
invoke it, | can't seduce you."

"Uh," he said, nonplused.
"So if | succeed in doing so, you'll knowit isn't ne, it's the denoness."
" But =

"1 just thought you'd like the secunty of knowing that." She handed himthe spell.

Esk | ooked at the object she had given him It [ooked like a grain of rice. "This—+s it?"

"Some of the elven spells are very snall, but potent nonetheless." She smiled briefly. "So to
speak. "
"But 1'll lose this!”

"Swal low it, then; you won't be able to lose it."
"But if | digest it, it will be gone!"

"No, it will be part of you for all your life. You will be able to invoke it anytime by gesturing
like this." She nade an enconpassi ng sweep with her hands. "All you will have to do is be close to
the one you wi sh to accommodat e, whoever that nmay be."

"But | don't want anyone but you!"



"I was teasing you, Esk," she said gently. "Though it is true it would work with any fenale. If
you get the wrong one, sinply dissolve it by reversing the gesture."

"But it's your spell!"™ he protested. "You found it!"

"And you found ne, so | amyours."

"But you're the one who needs it, not me. | nmean, you're a brassie, in a realmof flesh, so—
"There's only one | wish to accormpdate, so he can have the spell."

"But this is so—

"Esk," she said seriously. "I asked you for half your soul, so | could | ove you better and be nore
like you. You may give nme that, when the tine is right. You run the risk that if you do, and | am
not what | seem you will have |ost half your soul and have nothing in return. Well, | want you to
have sonething back, and | think this is it. |I run the risk of giving it to you, and then you

| eave and | have nothing in return. So we are sharing risks, but if we win, we win together. Eat
the spell; make it yours for always."

Esk ate the spell. Then he lay down and held her until he tired and fell asleep, after which she
held himuntil he woke agai n. Somewhere between they exchanged an apol ogy or two, but these ni ght
si mply have been ki sses.
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Next day the canpai gn resuned. The ogres marched to their assigned quadrants, and the w nged
nmonsters flewto theirs. Latia and Chex went to make contact with their |liaisons, and Volney with
his. Then both groups comenced the bashing of denons, and if the denons resenbl ed other ogres or
nonsters, so nmuch the better. The voles, forewarned, lay |ow

Marrow wal ked t hrough the Vale, up and down its long | ength, inspecting the situation. Soon the
skel eton returned. "The nonsters are bashing each other again!" he cried. "Sound the retreat!"

"Take nmy hand," Esk said.
Per pl exed, the skeleton extended a bone hand, and Esk took it in his own. "No," he said.

The skel eton shi mered and changed, beconming a grotesque parody of itself. "Get |ost, denon," Esk
sai d.

"Denoness/" it said, and Metria's visage formed. "How did you know?"
"Marrow woul dn't tell a fib like that," he replied.
She puffed into irritated vapor and di ssi pated.

"You really showed her,’
canpai gn proceeds. "

Bria said, taking his hand. "Come, let's entertain ourselves while the

Esk | ooked around—and saw Bria on his other side, seated a little way away. He | ooked back at the
first. The two were identical

"I gnore the denoness over there," the closer one said. "She doesn't matter." She drew himin

toward her for a kiss.

Esk remenbered what Bria had told himthe | ast evening. He could distinguish between the brassie
and t he denpbness—but only by doi ng sonet hi ng whose success woul d nake hi mw sh he hadn't, because
it was possible only with the denpness. Unless he used the accommopdati on spell, which he had no
intention of doing. That left himw th no way.

Then he snapped the fingers of his free hand. "What a fool | am " he excl ai ned.



"For waiting so long," the Bria close to himagreed.
"No," he said, invoking his magic.

"She fuzzed in outline, then reverted to Metria's form "Curses, foiled again!" she excl ai ned,
di sgusted, and vapori zed.

Esk | ooked at Bria. "You never spoke!" he excl ai ned.

"I knew you coul d distinguish between us if you wanted to," she said.
"I wanted to, but— He shrugged. "Not the way you suggested."

"I know | shouldn't tease you like that! It could nmake trouble."

"Not anynore,"” he said. "Now that |I've finally figured out the obvious."
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"Your fleshly brains do seemrather inefficient at tines."

"I"'minsulted."

"Then | nust apol ogi ze." She cane to himand put her arns around him

"No, " he said.

She halted in place. "I wish you'd let nme."

"Just making sure," he said. "You didn't dissolve into vapor, so you are the right one."

She nodded agreenent, but still could not kiss him because of his magic. So he ki ssed her
i nst ead.

The battle died down. The nonsters were either tiring or running out of targets. "Do you think the
denmons have fl own?" Bria asked.

"I don't trust themto give up so readily," he replied. "There nmust be sone trick." But he
couldn't think what it might be, because the demons certainly seenmed gone.

The skel eton returned. "The action has died out everywhere,
out of denons."

he reported. "The nonsters have run

"G ve nme your hand."
The skel eton extended his hand. "No," Esk said.

"I realize you don't trust this report, but that's the way it is," Marrow said unconfortably.
"I know it is," Esk said. "I had a fal se skel eton come before, so | amverifying each.”
"Ch, yes, of course. | had forgotten."

Chex and Latia were approaching. Esk touched each, using his nmagic, and each was genui ne. There
seened to be no denon tricks

"Maybe we had better verify this ourselves," Esk said.
"How can we do that?" Chex asked.

"Well, 1 can touch things to nake sure they aren't denons, and | thought Latia might throw a
curse. That could stir themup."



"I think it could," Latia agreed. "But | could verify only a limted region that way, and | have
only two curses before I reach a blessing.”

"That's nmy problemtoo," Esk said. "I can expose one denon at a tine, but it would take forever to
expose themall, and that wouldn't get rid of themanyway. So let's hope they're really gone."

They wal ked into the valley, to the nearest square governed by an ogre. The ogre stood and nade a
nonstrous ham fist, ready to pulverize them

"Oops, | hadn't thought of that," Esk said. "OfF course it thinks we're denons pretending to be
us."

"You stop the ogre, so | can get close enough to curse his territory," Latia suggested.
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"Good enough. "

When they reached the edge of the square, the ogre charged. "NoP* Esk said sharply.

The ogre, dully surprised, backed off. Latia stepped in and hurled her curse.

A rock, a bush, and a pile of dirt wavered and vaporized. In a noment three denons nanifested,
rubbi ng the regions of their posteriors. This was evidently where the curse had scored.

"Go to it, ogre!" Esk cried, as he and Latia scranbl ed back

Wth a horrendous roar, the ogre grabbed at two denons and bashed their heads together, while
stonping on the third. The denobns, of course, dematerialized. But their cover had been bl own.

"I'f any new objects appear in your territory, bash them " Esk called to the ogre.
"Me see, hee hee!" the ogre agreed, stonping gleefully. Meaning had returned briefly to its life.

Chex sighed. "Qoviously the denpbns haven't vacated. They are getting plenty of solid-tinme by
conceal i ng thensel ves as inert objects. They can't hurt us that way, but neither can we drive them
out. | fear we are losing this canpaign.”

Esk nodded glumy. "Fortunately, we do have another resource. | had hoped we woul dn't have to use
the wiggle swarm but it seens we'll have to."

"I vuppove we alwayv knew it would cone to thiv," Volney said. "Qtherwive we would not have vet up
for it."

"But it nmeans that the voles remaining in the Vale will have to evacuate," Chex said. "They won't
like that."

"W will do what is nevewary," Volney said grimy. "I will give the word now." He noved off to
find his |iaison.

"It seens ironic,
destroying it."

Chex remarked, "that in order to save the Vale, we have to cone close to

"W seem pretty much |ike nonsters ourselves,” Bria said.
They proceeded dejectedly back toward their canp.

Chapter 16. Swarm

Wake, Esk!" Bria whispered urgently.

"Huh?" he asked dully, finding it dark. "Wat tine is it?"



"M dni ght, or thereabouts," she said. "Esk, | hear something."
He grabbed her hand. "No," he said.
"Ch, don't doubt me now" she cried. "I'"'mthe real brassie! Just listen."

She was solid, and did not vaporize at his chall enge. He had been afraid that Metria was trying to
fool himat night, when he couldn't see her. He listened.

There was a kind of distant roaring noise. "Maybe the ogres, on their way hone," he said. For they
had di sm ssed the ogres and wi nged nonsters, knowing that their efforts could not after al
di sl odge the denons.

"Qgres namke crashes, not sustained roars. That's sonething else.”

"Maybe Marrow will know. He's been scouting around. He doesn't sleep any nore than | do."
"Where is he?"

"Qut there somewhere. Should we call hinP"

The roaring seened | ouder. "Yes." Esk put his hands to his nmouth and called: "Marrow Marrow "
In a nonment they heard the skel eton approaching. "You heard it?" Marrow asked.

Esk took his bone hand and verified his identity. "Yes. Do you know what it is?"

"It is water, and it is coursing this way. Is that significant?"

"Wat er ? From wher e?"

"Fromthe Kill-Mee R ver, obviously, or the Kill-Mee |ake. That is the only significant source in
this vicinity."

"But we are uphill fromthe Vale! How can the water be com ng here?"

Chex stepped up; there was no nmistaking her footfalls in the dark. "The denbns nust be doing it.
They are good at channelizing; they may
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have nade a new channel that |eads here, and boosted the water with a spell."
"But why?"

"My guess would be to get rid of us," she said. "W have caused thema | ot of disturbance, and are
pl anni ng more, so they may be l[aunching a preenptive strike. | didn't think they had the
organi zation for that, but it may be they do."

"You bet we do!" canme Metria's voice. "W learned it fromyou. Too bad you woke up early."

"We'd better get out of here," Esk said.

"You'll break your legs, trying to run in the dark," the denoness said. "And if you don't run
you'll never escape it. W have a torrent com ng! The whole of Lake Kill-Mee is pouring down
here! ™

"There is low and all around,” Marrow reported. "I believe she is correct; you cannot escape it in
time. I amnot threatened, of course, as | cannot drown, but the rest of you—=

"l cannot drown either," Bria said.



"Maybe we can throw up a barricade," Esk said, grow ng desperate.

"Fat chance, nortal," Metria said. "You' ve had it. My only regret is that you were too stupid to
be seduced away from your stupid camnpaign.”

Al ready the roaring was swelling to an al armi ng proportion. Water was surging al ong the | ower
channel s to either side of the hillock they had canped on. "W've got to try!" Esk cried.

Then there was a new crashi ng. "Hoo, hee, where be?" Crunch's voice bell owed.
"Go away, you big ugly idiot!" Metria screaned.

"She nice too, denmon shrew," the ogre bell owed back, pleased at the conplinment. In a few nore
strides he arrived, his huge horny feet striking sparks fromthe groaning ground they hit. "It get
wet, need help yet?"

' Take Vol ney to safety!" Esk cried, knowing that the vole, being |owest to the ground, was in the
greatest inmmedi ate danger. Had there been nore time, Vol ney mght have tunnel ed down and nade a
cl osed-of f chanmber that would survive the torrent dry. But now he just had to be gotten away.

"Me roll, take vole,
hi m up.

the ogre agreed. There was a sound as he found Volney in the dark and picked

"Ch, phooey!" Metria exclainmed. "One's getting away!"

There was the sound of great wi ngs, and a huge flying shape blotted out the few stars that dared
to show their light on this awful night. "Sguawk?"
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"Sire!" Chex exclaimed. "Take Esk to safety!"

"No!" Esk cried. "Take Latial" Because he knew that she was older and nore frail than he.

Xap didn't argue. He found the curse fiend and got her nounted, then spread his w ngs and took
of f.

"Doubl e phooey!" the denpness swore. "Two saved. But that's all, you fool; no other nonsters are
com ng, SO you're stuck!"

I ndeed, the water was now attacking the hillock, gleefully gouging out chunks of it. By the sound,
there was a great deal nore coming. Marrow and Bria might survive the flood, being dead already,
but Chex and Esk were in real trouble.

"Ch, how !l wish | could fly!" the centaur cried over the al nost deafening roar

"I wish you could too!" Esk cried back. Then he had a notion. "Bria—could the accomvpdati on spel
make her able to fly?"

"It could make her able to mate with you, but that's all,"” Bria replied sadly. "Ch, Esk, | don't
want to | ose you!"

"Take my soul!" he screanmed at her. "Take it before | lose it anyway!"
"No! That would only nake ne |ove you, and you'd be gone!"
"Then give it to ne," Metria said. "No sense in wasting a serviceable soul.'

Esk suggested that she do sonething with herself that perhaps only a denpness coul d manage; it
woul d have turned a nortal inside out, or worse.

"Cet on ny back," Chex called. "I"Il try to forge through the water."



"You'll never succeed, nule-mane!" the denpness screanmed. "The water's too strong!"

Esk was sickly certain she was right, but he staggered through the shallow rushing water toward
the centaur. "VWhere are you, Chex?"

"Here," she called back. Her swi shing tail touched his right arm which felt abruptly Iight.

He reached her and tried to nount, but the splashing water made her hide slippery. She had spread
her wings for stability, and was flapping them and the downdraft nade it worse. He slid off with
a spl ash.

"Try again," she urged. "Maybe Marrow or Bria can boost you." Her nervously switching tail caught
hi m across t he back.

Suddenly Esk felt inpossibly light. He junped—and | eaped right over her back, |anding wth another
spl ash on the other side.

"What's the matter?" she cried over the roar

"I + junped over you!" he exclained, hardly believing it. "I feel so light!"
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"That's true,"” Marrow said. "Her tail makes things light; | felt it when | rode her and it flicked
me. | had forgotten."

"My tail makes things |ight?" Chex repeated, surprised.

"Chex!" Bria screaned, as Esk junped again, nore carefully, and made it to the centaur's back
"Flick yourself!"

"Why— Chex sai d.

"That's right!" Esk said. "Your magic nmust be in your tail! It nmakes things Iight enough to fly!
That must be why the biting bugs take off when you swish them"”

Chex swatted herself with her tail. "Ch ny goodness, | feel it! | feel it!" she screaned, delight
overcom ng her horror of the raging water. "I'mlight—+ think light enough to fly!"

"Take off!" Bria cried. "Marrow and | will be all right! Get into the sky!"
"Hang on!" Chex said, but Esk needed no warning; he was gripping her mane tightly.

She flapped her wi ngs harder. Her body tilted, as if she were standing on her hind feet. Then it
evened as her hind quarters lifted. They were airborne!

She continued to stroke strongly. Her body spun about in the air as it lifted, naking Esk dizzy,
but they were above the flood and therefore safe. "Just stay up!" he cried. "You don't need to go
anywhere, just stay out of the water!"

"I wish | could see better!" she cried back. "I'mso afraid of crashing into something and
falling!"

"Then fly straight up, toward the stars!" he replied. "You can see them"

"Yes!" She punped slowy on up. The roar of the water dimnished slightly as they put distance
between themand it. "But | amtiring!" she panted. "I've never flown before!"

"Call for help!" Esk recommended, not sure whether he was being facetious.
She took himliterally. "Help!" she screaned.

There was an answeri ng squawk in the distance.



"Sire!" she cried with glad recognition

Xap Hi ppogryph flew toward them and was soon hovering beside his filly. "Sire, I"'mtiring, and
must cone down!" Chex cried. "Can you guide nme to a safe |andi ng?"

There was an affirmati ve squawk. Then Xap | ed the way, and Chex followed, getting the hang of
navi gati on even as her wings |ost strength.

"Flick yoursel f again!" Esk suggested.
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She did it. "Ch, yes, that does help! Now | can make it, | think!"

It was true. The |ightness caused by her magic flicking gradually wore off, but could be restored
by repeated flicking. Al she needed was wi ng strength, which would conme naturally with practice

Soon they reached the dry hill where Crunch and Vol ney and Latia waited. The last thing Esk heard
before Chex's hooves touched down in a clunmsy but serviceable | anding was Metria's angui shed
"Darn! Darn! Darn!"

They had survived the denons' counterattack

By norning the water was ebbing. Even the full Kill-Mee |ake could not keep the entire region

i nundated | ong; the water was running through new channels to rejoin the river and surge on down
into Lake Ogre-Chobee, where it would surely agitate the curse fiends. Soggy refuse was
everywhere, and high-water narks were on the trees. Huge tangles of battered brush were balled hi
the thickets, while snmall tenporary ponds stewed as the sun heated t hem

Gazing at this, Esk realized that he might have clinmbed a tall, stout tree and rode out the flood.
But how coul d he have known what tree was secure, in the dark? A nunmber of |arge ones had been
under m ned and toppled. Al so, that would not have hel ped Chex. So the way it had turned out was
best .

The four fleshly nenbers of the party were safe and, thanks to the return of Crunch and Xap, were
likely to remain that way. But the two creatures fromthe gourd were gone.

"They said they would survive," Esk said, trying to sound positive.

"They are all netal and bone," Chex agreed with a simlar effort.

"Me | ook down brook," Crunch offered.

Xap squawked. "Sire will search by air," Chex translated. She spread her wi ngs experinmentally, but
wi nced and fol ded themagain. "My nuscles are stiff fromthe night's exertion. I'mnot ready to
fly again, just yet." Then she | ooked surprised. "But they are stiff here," she added, reaching
back to touch under her wings. "Not here in the pectorals.” She cupped her breasts.

"You ninny," Latia said. "Did you really think those were rmuscles you were devel opi ng there? You
have become a mature feral e of your species!”

"But | exercised!" Chex protested.

"You exercised, and strengthened your wing nuscles, true. But you were al so beconming a nare, or a
wonman, however you choose to call it. Any nan could have told you."
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Fl ustered, Chex | ooked at Esk, who could only nod. Her breasts had never |ooked nuch |ike nuscles
to him



For the first tine, he saw a centaur bl ush

"Well, letv vearch where we can for Bria and Marrow," Vol ney said diplomatically. "W can vpread
out and keep each other in vight, wal king dowmward until we find them"

They did that. Chex wal ked cl osest to the Vale on the east, then Esk next west, then Vol ney, then
Latia farthest west. They wal ked sout h, pushing through tangles, slogging through nudflats, and
maki ng generally nessy progress. Far ahead they heard Crunch proceeding in the ogre nmanner
crashingly, and above Xap wheel ed, his sharp eagl e eyes peering down.

They searched all norning without success. Esk's heart slowy sank, as if caught in the nud he
sl ogged through. What would he do if they couldn't find Bria?

By evening they knew it was no use. They had canvassed the regi on up and down and si deways,
| ooki ng and calling, but had found no sign of either |ost creature.

"But they can't die, because they aren't alive," Esk said around the lunp in his throat. "They
can't be hurt!"

"But they can be mislaid," Chex said. "Perhaps the water caught them and washed themall the way
down into Lake QOgre-Chobee, and they are waiting for it to ebb before they slog back here."

"That rmust be it," Esk agreed. But he knew that it was as nuch of an effort for Chex to believe
this as it was for him Bria and Marrow shoul d have been able to hold onto sonething and ride the
rushing water out, then call out if stuck in a tangle. Indeed, they could have clinbed a tree with
far nore confidence than Esk, because if it fell they would not be killed. Their conplete

di sappearance was i nexpli cabl e.

"W have done what we can," Latia said briskly. "W nmust sinply wait for their return in due
course, and get on with our business. The wiggle will be arriving soon."

They foraged and ate and settled for the night. Esk slept alone, and didn't like it; it had not
taken long at all for himto get quite accustoned to Bria' s conpany.

As darkness closed, a figure appeared. "Hello, Esk."
"Bria!" he exclaimed joyously. Then he caught on. "Metria. Go away."

"Don't be that way," the denmpness said. "You've |ost your netal girl, but denbn substance can be
as good. Let me show you what | can do for you."
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"You're trying to corrupt ne, so | won't nake any nore trouble for the denobns!" he said angrily.

"That, too. But | have devel oped respect for you, Esk. You' re an interesting nan. W could have a
| ot of fun together." She |lay down beside himand drew his head into her bosom It snelled faintly
of snoke.

"1 thought you just wanted to be left alone,” he said grunpily.

"Yes, when | choose. And to have stinmulating conpany when | choose. | m sjudged you, before, so
I'"'m making up for that now Cone, have a pleasant night with nme; your conpani ons need not know. "

"No!" he gritted.
"Ch, fudge," she said. "You keep doing that, you fool." She dissolved into vapor and was gone.

So the denons knew of their |oss. That did not make Esk feel any better. He knew he coul d not
trust Metria, yet for a noment hi his sorrow and | oneliness, he had al nrost been tenpted. He felt
guilty for that.



Next day the water was down further, but there was still no sign of Bria or Marrow. There was,
however, another arrival: Xap reported a pretty vole coning along the path fromthe east, |ooking
good enough to eat.

"That'v Wlda," Vol ney said. "Now we nuvt vet up for the vwann."

Well, this mght help take their mnds off their |ost conpanions. They plunged into this new
aspect of their canpaign with vigor.

Wlda Wggle was indeed a very pretty figure of volishness. She wore her surface coat, gray, wth
i ntense brown eyes. Her fur al nost gl owed, and her contours were softly rounded. Esk was sure that
if he had been a vole, he would have found her conpellingly luscious. It was hard to believe that
this dulcet creature could be the origin of the worst nmenace of Xanth: a w ggle swarm

But it was so. "Have you the plafe?" she asked, speaking the humanoi d | anguage as well as Vol ney
did, but with an accent.

"We have," Esk assured her

"Have you the fpell?"

"W have."

"Ekfellent. |I have mated, and muft foon nake ny neft."

"The way we have set it up," Esk explained, "is that you will select a site near the center of the
Val e. Then, before the larvae hatch and swarm you and all other vul nerable creatures wll
evacuate the Vale, and we'll lay down the contai nment spell, which is really an aspect of the
Void, and leave it in place until the swarmis done. Then we'll fold up the Void
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again, and the voles will return to restore the river. The denon's dikes will be hopel essly

rui ned, of course, so the restoration will be easy."

Wl da considered. "I have two queftionf," she said, wiggling her nose delicately. "Are you fure
the denonf will |eave?"

"Well, we think they will, because they won't enjoy the swarmng at all, and once their dikes are
ruined they'll have to do the work all over again, and denons are not noted for their patience. If
it doesn't work, we'll just have to think of sonething else."

"And who will fet out the Void, and fetch it back agai n?"

"Way, Marrow will do that," Esk said. "You haven't net Marrow yet; he's a— He broke off.
"Qops, " Chex said.

"Ch, ny!" Latia said. "W forgot that we needed himfor that little chore!”

"Do you fol k have a problen?" Metria inquired, coal escing.

"You' ve been listening!" Esk said accusingly.

"OfF course,"” she said. "I'mthe denon liaison, after all. Your brassy girlfriend appointed me."
"That's brassie!" Esk snapped. "Not brassy."

"I don't think you're going to find your bone friend in tineg,
one. Considering that we hold both hostage."

t he denobness said, "or your netal

"What ?" Esk gasped.



"Well, | really don't expect you to believe nme, but it's true. W couldn't let you folk proceed
with your plan unchallenged, after all. You can have them back the nonment you agree to stop
harassi ng us and go home."

"Dam you!" Esk swore.

"That's hard to do, just as it's hard to kill your dead friends. All we can do is hold them Are
you ready to deal ?"

"No!" Esk cried in fury and anguish. "1'Il handl e that Void myself!"

"Esk, you'll be holed!" Chex protested. "You wouldn't survive!"

"I'man old crone; I'Il doit,"” Latia said. "It doesn't matter nuch if | die."

"I''l'l never understand you nortals' will to sacrifice," Metria said. "It won't work, regardless,
because whoever remains in the Vale will be holed and killed, and won't be able to renove the Void
anyway. "

They exchanged gl ances. "She's right," Chex said. "A fleshly creature can't do it."
"But a denonic creature mght," Metria said. "Wy don't you ask ne?"

"What ?"
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"l said—=

"l know what you said. Even if a denon could handle the Void, which no denon can, why would you?
This is to drive you out of the Vale!"

"I can't touch the Void, '"tis true. But | could protect a nortal fromthe swarm by naking nyself
into an invisible shield."

"You know, she could," Chex said. "But—

"But why? I'Il tell you why," Metria said. "lIt's because we denons have nothing to fear fromthe
wi ggl es. W can either vaporize or make ourselves too hard for themto penetrate. W just don't
like the ness they will make of our dikes. But you nortals won't believe that, so we'll have to

prove it the hard way. Are you ready to deal ?"

"Deal ?" Esk asked. He was getting bew | dered, as he tended to do when events becane too
sur pri si ng.

“I''ll help you with the Void," Metria said. "And we will release our hostages to you. I|f."
"If what ?" Esk asked guardedly.

"If, after you are satisfied that you can't drive us fromthe Vale, you will put the sane effort
into solving our problemthat you have put into trying to get rid of us."

"Us hel p you?" Esk denmanded. "That woul d be crazy!"

"Suit yourself," she said, beginning to fade.
"Wait!" he cried. "I didn't say I wouldn't!"
She resolidified. "Now you are getting sensible. It isn't much we ask, after all."

"Let nme see whether | understand this correctly,” Chex said. "You are allow ng us one nore try at
getting you denons out of the Vale of the Vole, and if we fail, then we nust try as hard to get



rid of the humrers as we did to get rid of you."
"That's it," Metria agreed.
"But if we fail to get rid of you, we may fail to get rid of the humrers, too!"

"But you'll try as hard as you can, and you mi ght have better success," the denpness said. "You
fleshly creatures have souls, and therefore a degree of honor; we think it's worth the deal."

"And we get Bria and Marrow back," Esk sai d.

"The nonent you start working for us," Metria agreed.

"Al'l right," Esk said. "I'll nake the deal."

"Now wait," Chex protested. "This isn't tight. If we do drive the denmons out, we won't get back
t he hostages, and—

"Never nmind," Esk said. "I have ny reason. |'m neking the deal, not
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you." He turned to the denopness. "I will handle the Void; you will protect ne."

"But vhe may not!" Vol ney said. "How can you truvt her with your |ife?"

"Because |'m making the deal ," Esk said, "It's nmy responsibility. If |I die, then the deal is off,
and the rest of you can do what you want. So the denpbness has sonme incentive to honor her part of
it, and keep ne alive."

Metria nodded. "You have gotten snmarter, nortal."
"But then the hostages would not be freed," Chex said.

"I'mthe one who is love with Bria, not you," Esk said. "If |I'mgone, there's no such | ever on
you. And the denpbns don't want the hostages anyway; they're just using them against us. So if |
don't make it, you just quit and go hone, because the Vale will be | ocked forever in the Void, and
of no further use to either the voles or the denons. W're playing for double or nothing, here; if
Metria lets nme die, the denons | ose as nuch as we or the voles do. Mre, actually, because the
denons al ready control the Vale, and the voles will be driven away if the denons remain."

"You've learned to play hardball,"” Chex said. The termderived from Miundani a, wherein the bal
m ght be soft, but the play bashed heads. Ogres were fans of Mundane ball ganes, as they were of
Mundane politics, because of the extrene viol ence there.

"It will take nme a day to build nmy neft, and another to lay ny eggf,” Wlda said. "Can the vol ef
evacuate in that tinme?"

"They'l|l have to," Volney said. "Let'v get on it."

They got on it. They hel ped organi ze the evacuation of the voles fromthe Vale, while Wlda built
her nest in the center beside the deleted Kill-Mee River. The voles enmerged fromtheir deep
tunnels in fanmilies, with cute little ones scranbling along behind their elders. Al of them
changed fromtheir subterranean outfits to their surface coats, whose gray color resisted the

bri ght ness and heat of the sunlight better

The denons watched cynically. They didn't care whether the voles left or stayed; they intended to
govern the Vale their way regardless. Simlarly they watched Wlda at her |abor fashioning her
nest. She gathered sticks and stones and broken bones, and sand and nud and ot her crud, and forned
a smal |l round house, chinking every crevice tight. Then she clinbed into that house and pulled the
lid down securely.



The voles were only hal f evacuated then, but that was on schedul e, because they had one nore day.
They toiled on out, all day and all night, until the Vale was entirely clear. The denons remai ned
where they were, unconcerned.
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Esk took the wadded-up Void, which Chex had saved in her pack, and carried it to a spot near the
nest. "\Were are you, Metria?" he called.

The denoness nmaterialized beside him "Here | am nortal. Wat's on your fool hardy m nd?"
"I't's alnmobst tine. | just want you to be here with ne when | open the Void."
"I will be as close to you as a second skin," she assured himwth, it seened, a certain relish

The Iid lifted off the nest. WIlda's head poked out. "I have an hour to get clear,
spying Esk. "If everything ready? No vol ef renain?"

she said,

"I't's ready," Esk said.

Wl da scranbled out of the nest, let the lid fall back into place, and hurried toward the forest.
She knew that the wi ggle |arvae had no discrimnation; they would hole her as readily as anything
else in their path.

Just as she plunged into the forest, Esk heard a noise fromthe nest. The larvae were starting to
hat ch!

He took out the Void and unfolded it. He laid it out on the ground and stepped away fromthe bl ack
hol e that appeared. It mght be nerely an aspect of the Void annex of the gourd, but it | ooked
deep, and he didn't want to fall in.

The sounds were increasing at the nest. "Tinme to shield ne,"” he told Metria.

"That | will do, nmortal man," she agreed. She wavered, and becanme a flat sheet. This sheet floated
toward him becoming translucent, then transparent. It brushed up against him and passed through
his clothing, plastering itself to his body.

"Hey!" he protested as it pressed against his face, threatening to snother him "I have to
breat he, you know "

"So you do, nortal," she said. "I forgot." Awinkle forned, so that the fit against his face was
not quite tight, and air could get in fromthe sides.

The wiggles were definitely swarm ng now. Holes were appearing in the nest, and their zzapping
spread out in all directions.

"How coul d you pass through ny clothing, but still stop w ggles?" he asked nervously.

"I phased out and in again," the sheet replied. It continued to close about his torso, wapping
about his arns and | egs. She had not been joking about being as close to himas a second skin!

"Hey!" he exclainmed, as the sheet abruptly tickled himin the crotch. It was confornming itself
precisely to his private parts. "Stop that!"
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"Make me, nortal!" the sheet replied, giving himan enbarrassi ng squeeze.

Esk junped, turned, and started to stride away. "Don't turn!" the sheet cried.

Zzappt



"Quch!" He clapped his hand to a buttock

"l told you not to turn,
a wiggle."

the sheet said. "I amcovering you only on the front. You got tagged by

I ndeed, there was bl ood on his hand where he had touched his buttock. A passing wi ggle larva had
grazed him He hastily turned to face the nest again—and felt somethi ng bounce off his chest.

"Just in tine," the sheet said. "If that had struck your back, it woul d have hol ed you."

Now the zzapps of the wiggle larvae were all around him passing so thickly that there was no way
to avoid them Metria was indeed protecting him He just w shed that she wasn't so conscientious
about certain regions of his anatony.

"I never prom sed you |l wouldn't enjoy it," the sheet said, giving himyet another enbarrassing
tickle. Yet at the sane tinme a zzapp bounced off there, so he knew that this closeness was
necessary. She was teasing him but also doing the job she had pronised. She evidently did have a
certain interest in his body, though he couldn't see why; if she wanted a body, why didn't she
have a mal e denon assume that shape?

The carnage of the wiggle swarmwas becom ng horrendous. The shrubs and trees were getting hol ed
and tattered as the tiny worm ike creatures zzapped through. Each wiggle larva would junp forward
a short distance, then hover in place in the air, absolutely still. It was evidently tasting its
surroundi ngs to di scover whether they matched its need. Then, unpredictably, it would junp forward
again. If anything was in its path, it sinply tunneled nmagically through. That was why wi ggles
were considered the worst scourge of Xanth; a swarmruined just about everything in the vicinity.

Except the denmons. The denbns were ignoring the |larvae, or at |east were not alarnmed by them A
denon in the vapor state could not be hurt by holing, and they were achi eving such conpact ness
when solid that the wi ggles bounced off, as they did fromEsk. Metria was right: this was no way
to drive out the denons.

However, if anything happened to Esk, all the denons would be trapped in the Void, for they could
not escape it. They weren't in any disconfort within it, they sinply could not pass its outer rim
whi ch was near the edge of the Vale. That would be one way to rid the Vale of them
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The only trouble was that it would rid the Vale of serviceability for anything el se; any vol es who
entered the Void would not be able to depart again, ever

No, waitl He had m scal cul ated. Once the wi ggle swarm was gone, anyone, human or vole, could
enter, fold up the central hole, and abolish the Void. Wiy hadn't he thought of that before? He
had never had to risk his life here!

But the denpness hadn't realized it either, or Chex, so at |east he had conpany hi his
fool i shness. That was a confort. Anyway, soneone would have had to risk his life, in order to

pl ace the Void, and that person woul d have been stuck in it with the wi ggles, and he, Esk, was the
only one Metria would have been willing to protect, so it all cane out the sane.

The hours passed as the carnage proceeded. The zzapps of the wiggles becane fewer, here, as their
radi us of destruction increased, but Esk knew better than to take a chance; one holing by one

tardy larva could still put himaway. That nmeant that he remained in cl ose—very cl ose! —contact
with Metria. After a long while she tired of nudging and tickling himin intimte regions, having
evidently had as much fun as she wanted with him but they were still stuck with each other's
conpany.

"Why, really, did you nmake this deal ?" he asked her

"To get this close to you without your saying no, of course," the sheet responded pronptly. "How
el se could | surround your flesh with mine for hours at a stretch?" She squeezed himin a



| ocal i zed region, making her neani ng considerably clearer than he |iked.

"I don't think so," he retorted. "Your sole object has been to enbarrass ne or subvert ne so that

I could not be an effective | eader agai nst the denons. Now that we're cooperating, there cannot be
much pl easure for you in ny conmpany. You had to know you were letting yourself in for a | ong, dul
day. So why did you do it?"

"You are getting smart again," she said. "I suppose there is no reason not to tell you the truth,
now. W really do want to be rid of the hummers; they are just about as bad to us as the wiggle
swarmis to you. Every tine we try to settle down in solid state to rest, they drive us crazy with
their humm ng. We have tried everything we can think of to get rid of them but they just keep
getting worse. When we saw how determ ned and cl ever you were getting in trying to deal with us,

it just seemed that you might even solve our problemw th the hunmmers if you had reason. That is
the truth. W're desperate, and we want your help. Wthout it, we're going to have to vacate the
Val e anyway."
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"You nmean if we had just done nothing, you denons woul d have gone, and the vol es' problem woul d
have been sol ved?" Esk asked, chagri ned.

"It is an irony, isn't it," she agreed conplacently.
"You don't know how that nmakes ne feel!"

"Ch, | know," she said. "Even if you can't solve our problem | wll have sone delight in
remenberi ng how much frustration | caused you sinply by telling you the truth."

Esk | aughed sonmewhat bitterly. "You outsmarted me, all right! Yet if | had it to do over again, |
probably woul d, because—=

"Because of the nmetal girl? You nortals do put inordinate stress on rel ationships."
"You do have her hostage? You weren't just telling us that to cause nore m schief ?"

"W do have them both. Remenber, | was with you when you deserted them we knew exactly where they
were. W couldn't abduct you, because we wanted your hel p, but when you | eft them behind, they
were ready prey. They thought we were actually rescuing them at first, but then they realized who
we were, and the girl started crying and saying your nane. It was quite amusing."

"Dam you!" Esk repeated
"We've been through that before," she rem nded him

Esk shut up. She was still baiting him when she had opportunity. He was already conmitted to help
her cause; there was no need to give her extra satisfaction

Ni ght fell, and he |ay down and slept, carefully facing toward the w ggle nest. The denpness
stroked his hair in the manner Bria had, using a flap of her sheet, but he refused to curse her
again. Tonorrow he would be with Bria again; that made it bearabl e.

By noon the next day the wiggles had cleared, and it was safe to fold up the Void. Esk did so, and
Metria gave hima final goose and separated fromhim He had failed, as she had predicted, and now
had a new chore to tackle.

The Val e was in shanbl es. The di kes made by the denons were rubble, holed so many tines they had
col l apsed. The trees were tattered and many woul d die. The water had spread out, passing through
the holes, and formed a great messy marsh. The whol e regi on was deathly quiet.

Esk, about to fold up the Void, paused. "Metria—€do you notice anything?"

She forned in her natural guise. "I notice you have ruined the Vale for vole and denon by your



foolish exercise. It will be a real chore to rebuild those dikes."
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"Way rebuild thenf"

"To get rid of the hunmers, of course.”

"Listen, Metria. What do you hear?”

She |istened. "Absolutely nothing. It's eerie.”

"What about the hunmers?”

She was so surprised that she dissipated into vapor, and then reforned. "They' re gone!"

Esk had been thinking fast. Now it burst upon himin much the way the sun burst out of a

snot hering cloud. "Don't you see, denoness—t is the environment that spawns the humers! The
spread of the water evidently stifles them There used to be a lot of water in the Vale, because
of the way the Kiss-Mee River neandered. Then you channelized it, and the land dried out, and the
hunmers i ncreased. Maybe they need stagnant pools such as the ones you left in the cutoff

meanders; flowi ng water washes themout. | don't know the exact pattern, but |I'msure now that it
i nvol ves the disruption of the natural river. Now the humers are gone —but if you channelize the
river again, they will return worse than ever! That's the answer to your problem+to restore the

Ki ss-Mee River, and keep every meander!”

She seened stunned, which was unusual for a denon. "Wen we straightened the river—the hummers got
worse. Now they're gone. But we can't leave the Vale in a stew like this; even the voles woul dn't
be able to use it. Denons and voles need dry land to canp on."

"You can have the dry land," Esk said warmy. "Just nmake it natural land. Let nature take its
course. That neans neanders, and occasional flooding. It may be inconvenient for you, but it nust
be devastating to the hunmmrers, who probably need still, stagnant water to breed in, like that in
your hol ding ponds, and dry land to forage on, like the Vale the way you nade it. Let the river
change its level as it wishes, and the land alternately flood and dry out, and you shoul d have
very few humer problens. I'monly conjecturing, of course, but doesn't it nake sense to you?"

She |istened again, and heard no humrers again. "It does nmake sense to ne, nortal. Let ne consult
with my kind." She vapori zed.

Esk folded the Void carefully, and wadded it into a fist-sized ball. They would have to return it
to the gourd, but one of their number who had not yet invoked the pathfinder spell could do that,
perhaps Marrow. He, Esk, would have to renmain here until the denbns were satisfied about his
solution to the hunmer problem but that was all right; he didn't have any other pressing

desti nati on.

As he wal ked slushily out of the Vale, Metria reappeared. "We'll give it
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atry, nortal. We'll even help the voles restore the river. Meanwhile, we'll release the hostages;
they're a bother to keep anyway."

And there at the edge of the forest was Marrow-and Bria. The brassie girl rushed down to fling
herself into his arns. "I was so afraid you had fallen and drowned!" she excl ai ned. "The denpns
woul dn't tell us anything!”

"They're denonic," he agreed. "But | think 1 have solved their problemw th the humers. They are
going to help restore the Kiss-Mee River to its natural state.”



Then there was a flurry of discussion, as things were worked out. WIda Wggle, having passed
beyond her reproduction cycle, was now ready to settle down with a nale for fun and conpani onshi p,
and she still liked Volney. The two were conversing by the shattered riverbank, and it seened that
some of the water's affection was returning, for they were touching noses in a fashion that was
surely the volish kiss.

Marrow was going to return the Void, then see what el se he could do to becone real; he thought the
fol k at Castle Roogna might be able to use his services in |looking for the | ost Good Magician.

Latia was returning to her people, her nission conpleted; that success would ensure proper respect
for her during her retirenent. Xap and Crunch departed together, evidently friends now And Chex—

"I believe | have a date with a wi nged centaur," she said, spreading her wings. "I don't think
need to be concerned anynore about the acceptance of ny species. | mean to generate ny own
species." She flicked herself with her tail and took off, and her happi ness seemed to spread out
in ripples.

A shape appeared in the sky. For a nonment Esk thought it was Chex returning, but instead it was
her sire Xap. He | anded before Esk and squawked.

Esk could not understand the w nged-nonster | anguage, but he thought he m ght guess. "You say you
have a nessage fromny grandfather, Crunch Ogre, that | have performed an act of ogreish
destruction, absolutely ruining the Vale, so | am now considered an adult in the ogrei sh node?"

Xap squawked agreenent, and took off again. "Tell him| appreciate his news!" Esk called. "I never
woul d have guessed, otherwi se!"

Xap's final squawk sounded very like |aughter. Evidently the hip-pogryph's sense of hunor was nore
liberal than his centaur filly's.

"I shall have to stay here awhile," Esk told Bria. "I prom sed the denons, and of course I'd |ike
to see the Vale of the Vole restored to its
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original beauty, and the Kiss-Mee River to its former affection. So if you—=

" Speaki ng of affection," she nurnured, "let's go sonewhere private and try out that accommodati on
spell. Now that your grandfather says you are adult, you should be able to handl e an adult
rel ati onship."

"Uh, | neant, if you want half my soul now—=

"That, too," she agreed. Then she hugged him and he knew that it didn't matter what was done in
what order; they would be together



