Chapter 1. Heaven
Cent

vy woke, stretched, and opened her eyes. It

was dawn; the sun had not yet quite dared showits round
face, because darkness made it nervous, but soon it would
get up its nerve. She | ooked at the Tapestry, with its ever-
changi ng picture of Xanth. She never really tired of watch-
ing it, though her interest waxed and waned. It waxed

when it rained outside because it was nore fun to remain
inside where it was dry, and it waned when Zora Zonbie

was waxing the stairs and the snell of the wax got chok-
ingly thick. Thus, as she put it, it waxed when it waned,
and waned when it waxed. It was her private joke with

Dt "ph? the adults didn't understand. Adults were chroni-
cal sl ow about such things.

Sure enough, Zora was waxing today; the snell was just
starting. lvy had only mnutes to find a pretext to go far
away, several days if possible, until the wax settled down.
But she was running out of pretexts; what was left?

She junped out of bed so suddenly she frightened the
nmonst er under it—& abraham she heard his honk as he
shrank away. He was a young nonster, replacing Snhorti-
mer, who had departed | ong ago; he tended to be tinmd.

She was al so reaching the age when folk started not be-
lieving in Bed Monsters, and that nade it that nuch worse.
When she turned eighteen she would stop believing en-
tirely, and the poor thing would fade away. G abby was
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qui te upset over the prospect, for sone reason. She was
sorry about that, but there was really no alternative; she
couldn't stop herself fromgetting ol der

She ran barefoot to the next room where Princess Nada

sl ept. Nada had nmoved in three years before when Dol ph
brought her home, and the two had becone great friends,
because they were the same age and rank and sinilarly
pretty. Nada was only half human, but she kept her human
formwhen staying at Castle Roogna, just from courtesy.
Princesses had to | eam courtesy early, because princes
certainly didn't.

"Nada!" she cried. "I need a pretext in a hurry."
Nada sat up in bed, winkling her nose. "I know, |
smell it too. I'lIl go with you."

"OF course! But where?"

Nada concentrated. "Have we used the mrror yet?"



"W don't have the magic mirror!" Ivy reninded her
"Com Pewter got it |ast year, and won't give it back!"

"Yes. So—
Ivy caught on. "So we'll just have to go and fetch it!
Because |I'lIl need it when | use the Heaven Cent!"

"Exactly. Except—

"I know. Except that Com Pewter isn't going to let us
have it without a fight, and he fights dirty. Still, it's a
perfect excuse, if we can only figure out a way."

"Maybe El ectra—"

"That's right! She could shock Pewter into letting it
go!"

El ectra appeared in the doorway. "Did someone say mny

nane?" she asked sleepily. She was a freckled child whose
hair was a bit frizzy; her eyes were the col or of wonder,

and there were snmile lines around her button nose. No one
woul d think, to | ook at her, that she was tragically in |ove.

"Zora's waxing the stairs! Cone help us get the nagic
mrror fromCom Pewter!"

"I's that what | snelled! Just let nme get dressed!"

There was a scranble as the three of themdived into
proper clothing. In a noment they were together again;

the two princesses in dresses, glancing jealously at Electra
in her rainbow jeans. She was of comon stock, so could

get away with practical clothing. She was al so sl ender
enough to wear it without attracting stray nale eyes or
fermal e frowns.

Quickly they trooped down the hall to the farther stair-
way, avoiding the wax. Unfortunately this | ed them past
Dol ph''s room and he heard them He had ears |ike those
of a werewol f, perhaps because he comonly assumned

wol f formto snooze. Hi s door banged open. "Hey,
where're you goi ng?" he cried. "Are you sneaking out
agai n?"

Nada and El ectra paused: Nada because she didn't want

to hurt his feelings, Electra because she was in love with
him Both were betrothed to him of course, though he

was only twelve. In a nonent Electra would invite him

al ong, because she always wanted to be close to him

To prevent that. Ivy dived in. "W're going to get the
magi ¢ mirror from ComPewer so | can have it when

use the Heaven Cent," she said. "So we can find out
where Good Magician Hunfrey is and finally conplete
your Quest."

"But Mbther won't let you— he started, reasonably.

"So you'll have to cover for us!" Ivy finished. ' Bye! "



He still | ooked doubtful. But Nada stepped in and kissed
him not saying a word. "Uh, sure," he said. He was

Silly Putty in her hands, of course, even though he knew
she didn't love him It was the mrror inmage of his asso-
ciation with Electra. He changed into zonbie form and

wal ked back the way they had come. Zonbies didn't m nd

the snell of wax, so he would be able to brave those stairs
despite Zora's m schi ef.

They conpl eted their escape. Whatever Dol ph had done

must have been sufficient, because no one tried to inter-
cept them Ivy whistled for Stanley, and in a nonent the
dragon whored around the castle and joined them He

was al nost grown now, and soon woul d have to depart for
the Gap because guarding it was his job. Ivy would be sad
when he left, but knew it was the sane as it was with her

age had its burdens. Meanwhil e, he was excellent protec-
tion; they had no fear of wild nonsters while in the com
pany of the tanme one.
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They snatched fruits fromthe orchard as they passed

through it, eating on the run. Then they reached the main
path going north. Every so often Com Pewter arranged to

set up a D-tour, and then King Dor would send out sorme-

one to shut it down because it was a public nuisance. |vy
happened to know that there was a D-tour currently in

force, and this tine they neant to take it. It was the easiest
way to reach the evil machine. They were supposed to

stay clear of the infernal contraption, of course, which was
part of what made himso intriguing. Stanley would be>fio
protection against him but Electra woul d. vA>

Sure enough, there was the D-tour. They veered onto
it. Now they could rel ax, because even if it got shut down,
they wouldn't lose it.

They stopped for the night near the unlevel playing field
where the Bulls and the Bears charged back and forth.
Grundy Gol em had discovered this during his Quest to

| ocate the missing pet dragon. It was called the Market,
and the Bulls and Bears were the Stock. Al npbst every day
the foolish animals resuned their pointless activity, react-
ing dramatically to insignificant events and ignoring najor
events. There were many strange things in Xanth, but this
busi ness was too strange for even the craziest folk to un-
derstand. What did those Bulls and Bears find so fascinat-
i ng about that Stock Market?

St anl ey whonped off into the thickest wilderness to

catch a bite to eat, while the three girls harvested pies
froma pie tree near the path. It wasn't nuch of a tree,
but Ivy used her talent to enhance it, and then the pies
becane so healthy that they steanmed. There were nany

nmore such trees along all the paths than in years of yore,



because Ivy's nmother, Irene, had seeded themin and nade
them grow, and |Ivy had Enhanced t hem

Wiile they ate, they talked, for it was always fun to talk
when there were no adults to listen in. Inevitably the sub-
ject found its way to Romance, for that was the nost

fasci nating concept ever to approach teenage girls.

"When are you going to Find a Boy, Ivy?" Nada in-
quired. "I nmean, you're well into seventeen, and when

Man from Mundani a 5

your nother was that age she had al ready | anded your
father and trussed himup."

"And by the tine ny little brother was nine, he had
al ready | anded two finacees," Ivy agreed. "I confess to
bei ng retarded. "

Nada and El ectra grinned ruefully. Nada had been four-

teen when the young Prince Dol ph had cone to her father,

the King of the Naga, for help, and because the naga

needed an alliance with the humans, the King had agreed

to help if Dol ph married his daughter. Nada had had to
pretend she was Dol ph's age, nine, knowi ng that her rea

age would freak himout. It was only a betrothal, of course;

they would have to wait until Dol ph came of age for the
actual cerenony of marriage. But neanwhile the alliance
was valid, and Nada had kept conpany with Dol ph while

her folk received sundry itenms fromthe Castle Roognha
arsenal to fight off the encroaching goblins. There seened
to be nore goblins in Xanth than there used to be; no one
was quite sure why, but it did nmake for trouble.

Then the Heaven Cent had brought El ectra to Dol ph.

She had to marry himor die, so Dol ph agreed to be be-
trothed to her too. That had happened at about the tine
Dol ph di scovered that Nada was five years ol der than he,
so it m ght have been an easy decision for himto nake.
But in the end he had realized that he | oved Nada, so that
betrothal had remai ned.

Thus their quandary: they all knew that Dol ph had to
choose between the two girls before he came of age. If he
chose Nada, he would honor his word to the naga folKk,

and as a prince he was bound to keep his word. But El ec-
tra would die. None of them wanted that

Three years had passed, while Electra used her tal ent

to charge the Heaven Cent. The three girls had becone

fast friends. So they accepted the situation as it was: un-
resol ved. Electra | oved Dol ph, and Dol ph | oved Nada.

Nada didn't |ove Dol ph, and Dol ph didn't |ove El ectra.

How was this picklenent to be settled? No one knew, but

it remained a favorite topic for conjecture. Fortunately it
woul d be several nore years before Dol ph Came of Age,

so the matter wasn't pressing yet.
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"Didn't you know a Boy, once?" El ectra asked. She

had been born nore than eight hundred years before—

maybe cl oser to nine hundred—and had sl ept through al
those centuries until Dol ph ki ssed her awake. So her phys-
ical age was fifteen, and she | ooked twel ve; indeed, she

was still a child in all the ways that counted, except for
the spell that made her |ove Dol ph- But because of that
spel I, she understood sonething of |ove and had a lively

curiosity about it.

"Yes," lvy said, renenbering. "I knew Hugo, the
Good Magician's son. He was five years older than ne."

"The right way around!" Nada said. They all knew that

a boy could love a girl who was five years younger, but a
girl could not |ove a boy five years younger. That was
Nada's plight. She could marry Dol ph, when the time

cane, but couldn't love him

"Ch," Electra said, understanding. "So when the Good
Magi ci an di sappeared, so did his son!"

"Yes. Hugo wasn't nuch, but he was nice, and he could
conjure fruit. Only he usually conjured rotten fruit."

"Rotten fruit!" Electra exclained, |aughing. She
plucked a cherry fromher pie and tossed it at Ivy. "Have
sone rotten fruit!"

"Ch, so that's the way it is!" lvy cried with nmock out -
rage. She plucked a fragment of peach from her own pie
and threw it at Electra. "Have a peach of pie yourself!"
But El ectra, childishly canny, ducked, and the piece hit
Nada.

"Cho!" Nada said. Her pie was | enon neringue, but
there were no | enobn pieces to throw, so she threw ne-
ri ngue instead.

In a nonent they were engrossed in their very nost

favorite sport: a food fight. For some obscure reason this

was frowned on at the castle, so this was a gol den oppor-
tunity. When Stanley returned, all three were thoroughly
spattered. The dragon offered to Iick themclean, but at

the first lick Electra dissolved into titillations of ticklish-
ness, and that set themall off in helpless |aughter

Fortunately there was a hot spring nearby. The three
pl unged in—enly to indulge in a fury of splash-fighting,

Man from Mundani a 7

with piercing screans, while Stanley prowed in a circle
around them ready to help steamthemclean. If it hadn't
been for him every predator in the regi on would have

been there, attracted by the delicious sounds of shrieking

nynmphs.
It was fun, being girls.

They canped for the night in a nest of pillows within
the circle formed by Stanley, who curled around and caught



his tail in his nouth. Ivy had told himthe story of Uro-
borus, the giant serpent who circled the Mundane worl d
(which it seemed was round) and grasped its own tail, and
Stanley liked the notion, so now he slept that way hinself.
He was long, but really not that |ong; he could not hope

to circle the world. It didn't nmatter, because he was only
doing it for the feel of it. Meanwhile, they were quite safe,
whi ch was the point.

When they got tired of wal king, they took turns riding

on Stanley. It was an art to remai n perched while he
whonped al ong, but they had had tine to practice it. First
the rider would be Iow, then riding high, then | ow again.
Wheee! Electra took special joy in this, not ashanmed to
yield to her juvenile inmpulses. Ivy and Nada, being nore
mature (and in dresses), were obliged to pretend that it
really wasn't all that special

As they approached Corn-Pewter's cave, they paused for
a consultation. "Should we try to hide our identities from
hi n?" vy asked. Com Pewter was really an "it" but it

was easier to ascribe masculine evil, so they called it
n he. n
"He'l'l never be fooled," Nada said. "He'll know we

didn't come here just to giggle."
"But maybe if we can hide our talents—=

Nada shrugged. "We can try. But | don't think it wll
work. He certainly knows about [vy."

"Unl ess he's overconfident, so doesn't check, and—
Ivy's eyes flicked neaningfully toward El ectra.

Nada nodded. "Wen | change form try to escape,
di stracting him—=

Now El ectra nodded. "Gotcha."
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"All elseis bluff,” Ivy said. "Maybe we'll pull it off
wi t hout viol ence. ™

"Maybe, " Nada agreed, seening |ess confident.

"Stanley, you go hide in the jungle," Ivy said. "After
the invisible giant passes, sneak up and follow us, but
don't let yourself be seen. That machine in there is devi-
ous, and we nmay need to be rescued if things go wong."

St anl ey nodded. He was only a dragon, but in lvy's
presence his ferocity and intelligence were enhanced, and
he understood her perfectly. He ceased whonpi ng and
slithered into the brush beside the path. In a noment his
si nuous green body nerged with the foliage and di sap-
peared. He woul d be wat ching.

They | ooked on, chatting innocently, in the way girls



had when i nnocence was the last thing on their ninds.

The ground shook. "There's the invisible giant, right
on cue," lvy remarked. "Get ready to spook."

The ground shook agai n. They paused, gazing wldly
around. "What's that?" Electra cried, her hair flaring
slightly. She was very good at spooki ng.

There was anot her shake. "It's the invisible giant!" Ivy
cried in seening horror.

"EEEEEEEK! " Nada and El ectra screanmed in perfect
uni son.

"Run!" lvy cried,

The three broke into a run, right toward the cave. That
was the way Com Pewter set it up: first travelers got onto
the D-tour, then they were herded by the invisible giant
until they took refuge in the cave—where they were trapped
by Com Pewter. They were walking into it deliberately,
this tine.

Just before the sl ow noving giant came into sight (as it
were), they reached the cave and plunged in. It was dark,
but in a nmoment a |ight showed deeper inside, so of course
they went toward it. Soon they were in Com Pewter's main
chamber.

There he was: an odd collection of wires and col ored
metal ware, with a big glassy screen sitting up in the center.
Words appeared on this screen, witten in |ight:

&REETWES, d RLS.
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The three tittered uncertainly. Ivy put her finger to her
mouth as if nervous, which really was not nmuch of an
exaggeration. "Wat is that?" she asked, staring at the
screen.

| AM COM PEWTER, YOUR HOST, the screen said. TO
WHAT DO | OWE THE HONOR OF THIS VISIT, PRI NCESS | VY?

So nmuch for secrecy! lvy decided to get right on with
it. "I have conme for the magic mrror you stole from Cas-
tl e Roogna."

i STOLE NO M RROR! the screen printed angrily, i WON
I T.

"You stole it!" Ivy retorted. "And | want it back!"
DI D NOT! the screen replied.

"Did too!"

DI D NOT!

Ivy realized that Com Pewter, who was of the techno-
| ogi cal persuasion, could continue this argunent forever.



Machi nes were like golens: it didn't bother themto repeat
things indefinitely. Ivy, being just about grown-up (except
for the matter of a boyfriend), could no longer indulge in
such activity; it wasn't dignified.

"You lured a traveler here, who was using the mrror
with ny father's perm ssion, and you only |l et himgo be-
cause he left the mrror," Ivy said stoutly.

CORRECT. | PLAYED A GAME WTH H M AND WON. THE
M RRCR | S M NE.

"The mirror is not yours!" she snapped. "It wasn't his

to give away! He had borrowed it, and he was going to

return it when he finished his mssion. So you stole it, and
you have to give it back."

I WON IT AND| DON T HAVE TO RETURN I T
"Yes, you do!" lvy said. "O else!"
OR ELSE WHAT?

"Or else ny father. King Dor, will have to do sone-
thing."

YOUR FATHER DCES NOT KNOW YOU ARE HERE.

This nmachine was entirely too clever! "Well, then, /
will have to do sonething."
DO WHAT?

" Wi teiwto \2&. A& YBHTCE b-ask. fcy fas»l > w kfj crook."'
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BUT A PRINCESS IS NOT' A CROXX

"I''l'l make an exception."

THEN | WLL HAVE TO HOLD YQU CAPTI VE

Ivy delivered a haughty stare. "Are you threatening ne,
you crock?"

YES.

So nmuch for bluffing! "Then it's war!"

I T ALWAYS WAS

"War, then," she said boldly. "Were do you have the
mrror?"

VHY DO YOU WANT | T?
"Way should | tell you that?"
WHY SHOULD | TELL YOU WHERE I T | S?

Oh. "You nean you'll tell me where it is, if | tell you
why | want it?"

OF COURSE.

'l need it to take with nme when | use the Heaven Cent.'



The screen blinked. This news had evidently taken the
machi ne aback. Then the words appeared: THE MRROR i s

I'N THE CABI NET BY THE BACK EXIT.

Ivy | ooked toward the rear of the cave. There was a
cabi net. She knew the nmachine could not tell an untruth,
but it could tell a partial truth. "Is the cabinet |ocked?"

NO.

"There must be sone reason | can't get it, even if |
beat you."

THERE | S NO REASON.

"I don't believe it!"

GO TO THE CABI NET. TAKE THE M RROR.

"You're giving it to me?" she asked incredul ously.

NO. | AM MERELY EVI NCI NG MY GOCD FAI TH. YOU NAY
HOLD THE M RROR. | T DOES NOT MATTER, BECAUSE | F |
MAKE YQU CAPTI VE, THE M RROR REMAI NS CAPTI VE TOO

vy wal ked to the cabinet. She pulled open its top
drawer. There was the nmagic mrror! She picked it up

"Maybe it's the wong mrror!" Nada excl ai ned.
"Maybe it only | ooks like the one you want."

TEST I T, the machine printed inperturbably.

"Show ne ny brother," Ivy told the mrror.
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Prince Dol ph appeared in the mrror. He was sitting
quite still. That was suspi ci ous.

"Show ne the larger context," she said.

The i mage of Dol ph shrank as the scope of the scene

i ncreased. Now t he inmage showed the boy sitting on Ivy's
bed, watching the magi c Tapestry.

"That little stink hom" Ivy exclained. "He sneaked
into my roomto watch the Tapestry!"

"That figures," Nada said. "He does like it."
Ivy nodded. "Alnost as well as he likes you," she
agr eed.

The mirror was genuine. "All right. Pewter," Ivy said.
"Now it starts. |'mwal king out of here—with the mr-
ror." She started wal king toward the front of the cave.

PRI NCESS | VY CHANGES HER M ND, the screen printed.

"Well, maybe not with the mrror," she said.

"Ivy!" Nada cried. "Don't let himrewite the script!"”
Ivy glared at the screen. "So you're doing it. Pewter!"
she said severely. "Well, it won't work! |'m not changing
my mnd!'" She resuned wal ki ng.



PRI NCESS | VY SEES A BI G HAI RY SPI DER ON THE FLOOR.

There was the spider, right in front of her. ' Eeeeek!’

she screeched, horrifi ed.
"Don't fall for that!" Nada called. "It's illusion!"

"But it's a big hairy illusion!" lvy replied.

"Just walk through it!"'

Ivy realized that she woul d have to do just that. She
took a nervous step toward the spider

The spider reared up on six of its hairy |egs, and hissed.
I vy skipped back, affrighted again.

"This is ridiculous,"” Nada said. "I'll take care of that
spider." For the naga had no fear of spiders; they ate
t hem

NADA ENCOUNTERS HER WORST HORROR, the Screen

print ed.

The spider converted into a man-hi gh nound of cake
covered with ice creamcovered with chocol ate fudge with
whi pped cream t oppi ng.

"Ch, ugh!" Nada excl ai ned, retreating.
"You hate cake?" Electra asked, amazed.
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"When | traveled with Dol ph, we canme to an isl e—ene

of the keys—nmde of cake and icing and all. W ate unti

we got sick. Ever since, | can't stand the stuff. My stom
ach turns at the very notion!"

"Well, mne doesn't!" Electra said. "Let ne at it!"
ELECTRA ENCOUNTERS HER WORST HORRCOR

The cake reshaped into an open coffin. The interior was
pl ush, and there was a coverlet and pillow inside. It |ooked
qui te confortabl e.

El ectra's eyes went round with horror. "No, no! | don't

want to go back to sleep there!" she cried, retreating. For
she had slept for a thousand years (mnus tinme on" for good
behavior) in just such a coffin, having fallen in as victim
of a curse by Magician Miurphy. |If she ever went back to

it, she would slunber the rest of the sentence, then die in
her sl eep. She backed away until she al nbst banged into

the big screen.

Wi ch was exactly where Ivy wanted her. "I think we've
had enough of this," she said firmy. "I'"mnot going to
let that hairy spider stop nme this tinme! Nada—

"Right." Nada abruptly changed form becom ng a



snhake. |If the spider reappeared, she would snap it up
NADA ENCOUNTERS—+he screen began

But at that point Electra, responding to their agreed
signal, slapped her hand down on top of the screen and
delivered a tremendous jolt of electric current. That was
her talent, of course, and it was form dable in the right
situation.

The screen nickered. WRITE-ERROR! it flashed. Then
gi bberi sh synbols raced across it. Then nore words: |N
TERRUPTS OFF! Then nothing; it faded out entirely.

"Come on, let's get out of here before he recovers!”

Ivy said. She hurried across the cave. Nothing opposed

her; the illusions that had been the spider, cake, and coffin
were gone. Electra's shock had thrown Corn-Pewter into
confusion, and he would have to put all his circuits in

order before he could resunme revising reality.

They ran out, Nada resum ng hunan form There was
Stanley in the entrance tunnel, steanming. Had their elec-
tric magic ploy failed, the dragon woul d have fired a jet

r
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of hot steam at the screen, and that probably woul d have
done the job. They had cone prepared.

They rushed out into daylight while Stanley guarded

their rear. If Com Pewter recovered too soon and started
printing barriers to their escape, the dragon woul d use his
head of steamafter all.

The day remmi ned clear, but there was now a horrible
snell, as of a hundred fat nen sweating in unison

El ectra was childishly fleet on her feet. She led the
way—and suddenly stopped. "Ooof!" she grunted, and
sat down, gasping.

Ivy was next. ‘"Lectra! What's the natter?"

El ectra, still struggling for breath, pointed ahead. But
there was not hi ng there.

"The odor nust have choked her," Nada said, com ng
up. "Did a sphinx die nearby?"

I vy stepped forward—and banged into an invisible col-
um.

Then, from above, came a sound: "A-oo00-ga?"

"The invisible giant!" lvy exclainmed. "He's standing
here! "

"Because he doesn't know what to do now that Com
Pewter's on the blink," Nada said. "But we can help
him" She tilted her head back. "Hey, G ant!" she call ed.
"Go take a bath!"



"Baaat h?" the huge voi ce cane back
"Go junp in the lake!" lvy called hel pfully.

The nonstrous invisible | egs noved. The ground quaked

with each footfall. In a nonent a patch of trees to the side
was flattened. Then another patch, in the shape of a tre-
mendous footprint. Then there was a truly phenonenal

spl ash in the nearby | ake.

"Move—before everything floods!" Ivy cried, helping
El ectra to her feet. The girl wasn't hurt; she had just had
the breath knocked out of her

They ran on down the path—and indeed, a wash of wa-
ter was com ng, and drops spattered down around them
I'i ke rain.

St anl ey whonped after them catching up. They had
made their escape—and Ivy had the mrror!
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* k* *

There was whatfor to pay when they returned, of course,
but Ivy was used to that; she had gotten into mischief all
her cute life. She had recovered the magic mrror, and
that went far to stifle her nother's sharp tongue. Anyway,
Dol ph had been watching their little adventure on the Tap-
estry, and woul d have warned King Dor had things gone

really bad.

Still, Ivy was bothered by one aspect of it. It seened

to her that their escape had been too easy. Sober |ater
refl ection suggested that surely Com Pewter had known of
Electra's talent, and could have insul ated hinmsel f agai nst
it. Wiy hadn't he done so? Had he been careless, just this
once? It had seemed so at the tinme, but in retrospect this
seenmed less likely. It was alnmost as if the machine had
wanted to give back the mirror. But that didn't seemto
make sense. Com Pewter never did anything for anybody
voluntarily, unless he stood to gain a |lot nore than he | ost.
What could he gain fromgiving up the valuable mrror?

Wl |, the deed was done, and she had the mirror. Now

she had confidence to use the Heaven Cent. For now that

El ectra had charged it, the cent was ready for use—and
they had al ways known that it would be used to conplete
the Quest Dol ph had started: to find Good Magi ci an Hum
frey, who had di sappeared seven years ago with his famly
| eaving his castle enpty. He had to be found, for unan-
swered Questions were piling up. Xanth needed him

Prince Dol ph could not use the cent. Their parents had



been quite firmon that. Prince Dol ph had gotten hinself
betrothed to two girls at once, and he had to stay and face
the nmedicine. He had to choose between them get unbe-
trothed to one and marry the other, when he came of age.
Until he settled that nmess (Queen Irene called it a "situ-
ation" but a nmess was what it was; everybody knew that),

he was not goi ng anywhere.

So vy was going to use it. The magic of the cent was

that it took whoever invoked it to wherever or whatever or
whenever or whoever needed that person the nost. There
was no certainty that Good Magi ci an Hunfrey needed |vy
the nost, but his nmessage to Dol ph had naned the Heaven

Cent. If the Good Magician thought it would help him
then surely it would, for Hunfrey was the Magician of

I nformation and knew everything. So Ivy expected to find
him wherever he was, and expected to be the right person
for the job. Magic had a way of working out, with her.

Yet she was not, deep, deep down inside, quite sure.

For one thing, there was Magician Miurphy's curse. M-

gi cian Murphy had lived eight or nine hundred years be-
fore, and his talent had been to nmake anything that could
go wong, go wong. He had cursed the folk of Electra's
time, and as a result Electra had been caught up in the
spel I, and Dol ph had wound up betrothed to two girls in-
stead of one. Ei ght hundred years, and Mirphy's curse
had been potent! So how could she be sure it was not stil
operating? That it would sonehow ness up her m ssion,

and make things even worse than before, and get her |ost
as well as the Good Magici an?

The answer was, she could not be sure. Maybe Magi -

cian Hunfrey had known best—but maybe he had forgot -
ten about that ancient curse. There was only one way to
find out for sure—and that made her nervous.

But she did not express these doubts to anyone else, for
that m ght nmake it seemthat she wanted to renege on her
agreement to use the Heaven Cent. She certainly wasn't
going to do that! The Good Magician had to be found;

Dol ph had done his part, and now it was her turn

The day soon canme. The Heaven Cent was fully charged

and ready. Electra said so, and El ectra knew, she had been
trained in this by the Sorceress Tapis, who had woven the
great historical Tapestry that now hung in Ivy's room In-
deed, the first cent she had crafted had worked marvel -

ously well, bringing Electra herself here to the present just
when t hey needed anot her Heaven Cent.

I vy had watched those old events nore than once on the
Tapestry, verifying everything that Electra had told her,
not because she doubted the girl, but because she was
insatiably curious about old-tine adventure and ronance
and tragedy. Certainly her own life |acked any trace of
such el enments; she was safe and dull here in Castle
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Roogna. That ni ght be another reason she wanted to go
on this Quest: for the things she missed. And she did want
to go, despite her secret nisgivings.

VWhere woul d the cent take her? To the top of fabul ous
Mount Rushnost, where the wi nged nonsters gathered?

To the bottom of the deepest sea where the nerfol k swanf?
To the heart of the savagest jungle where things too aw
ful to contenplate quivered in their foul ness? Were was
the Good Magi ci an? That was the nystery of the age, and
she could hardly wait to unravel it.

vy made her farewells to all her friends and famly
menbers. Her father |ooked unconfortable, and her

nmot her was stifling tears. They all knew that Ivy would

not be hurt or even be in serious danger; they had been
able to verify this with incidental magic, perhaps having
private doubts simlar to Ivy's. But they had not been able
to | earn where she would go or how | ong she woul d be
away—enly that she would return unharned. So it was an
occasi on of m xed feelings.

She said good-bye to her brother, Dol ph, and his two
betrot heds, Nada and El ectra. Surely she woul d be back
intime to see the resolution of that triangle! Nada gave
her a sisterly enbrace, and then Electra gave her the
charged Heaven Cent. The girl was chewing her lip as if
wanting to say sonething, perhaps about staying clear of
curses; lvy smiled with a reassurance she w shed were
genui ne.

But she had one nore farewell to make: she went out

and gave Stanley Steamer a final hug. "I think it's time

for you to go to the Gap," she said tearfully. "You're a
big dragon now, and | can't keep you forever. But I'll visit
you, after I'mdone with this business."” Stanley gave her
face a careful lick, after she enhanced the softness of his
t ongue.

She took the cent and held it before her. It was the size
of a large penny, gleamng brightly, its copper surface im
bued with the magic of its nature. Al she had to do was

i nvoke it!

She shivered, renmenbering Murphy's curse once nore
But surely that could have no real force. After all, the Evi

Magi ci an had been confined to the Brain Coral's storage
pool ever since the time of King Roogna; how could his
curse on the Sorceress Tapis affect Ivy now? It nust have
done all the damage it was going to, which was plenty. It
was foolish to worry about it!



Ivy stifled her foolishness. "I invoke you, Heaven
Cent," she said firmy

Then it happened.

Chapter 2. Mindani a

‘rey woke and | ooked at the conputer. Sud-
denly he nade a connection: the conmputer was doing it!

Then he thought, no, that's ridicul ous, a machine

couldn't do anything like that. Well, obviously it could,
but this was such a disreputable thing that it wouldn't. He
had cobbled it together from used conponents and gotten

a friend who understood the guts of conputing to make it
work, knowing it was far fromstate-of-the-art, but it did
take care of his school papers. Sonetimes weird nmessages
showed on the screen, |ike | NCOVPATI BLE OPERATI NG SYS-

TEM or NONSTANDARD PERI PHERALS. What el se was new?
Apparently his friend had set up sonething called CP/

DOS that everyone el se said was inmpossible. He had put

a Directory on User 99 that worked nost of the tinme, so

he stayed with it, and usually his papers cane out pretty
much the way he typed themin: mediocre. That was al

the conputer did, or could do.

But then he thought sone nore, and wasn't sure. Be-
cause there certainly seemed to be a connection. It had
started with that program and the vacant apartnent, and—

He sat up and held his head in his hands. He was sure

he coul d nmanage to cone to a conclusion if he worked at

it. But after that date with Salnonella he felt so sick and
weak that even thinking was al nbost too nuch of an effort.
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Still, he was sure he was onto sonething, if he could just

work it out before the revelation fled.

Grey had conme here to the city apartnment because his

folks couldn't afford to board himat the college. Cty Col -
|l ege had to take any |l ocal resident who qualified, and its
tuition was tax-supported low, so by renting this cheap
room and living nostly on canned beans Grey was able to
squeak by. He was not a great student, and he had no idea
what he mght major in if he got that far, but his father
said that he was stuck in this mundane world and if he
didn't make sonething of hinself, no one else would do

it for him Since a college education was the way to start
maki ng sonet hing of hinmself, he was getting it, or trying
to.

He had thought life was dull. Now that he was taking
Freshman English, he realized that he had greatly under-
estimated the case. He was receiving a superlative edu-
cation in just how deadly dull education could be! His
grades were slipping slowly from C+ through C toward



C—and points south as his nmetaphorical hands |ost their
fingernail clutch on conprehension

Then he had received that program from Vaporware

Limted. The ad had been inpressive: "Having trouble in
school ? Let the Wormenliven your life!l W pronise ev-
erything!" Indeed they did; they prom sed to i nprove his
grades and his social life at one stroke. |If anything was
duller than his grades, it was his social life, so this really
interested him The problemwas that not only was G ey
strictly average in mnd, he was conpletely forgettable in
body. His driver's license listed his hair as "hair-col ored”
and his eyes as "neutral." He excelled at no sports, and

had no clever repartee. As a result, girls found himpretty
much invi si bl e.

He knew it was foolish, but sonetinmes he was no world
beater on comon sense either, so he hocked his watch
and sent off the nobney for the program Then, once the
money was safely gone, a classmate had told hi mwhat the
term "vaporware" neant: conputer prograns that were

prom sed but never delivered. He had been suckered again.
Par for the course
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Then the program had arrived. Suspecting it was nerely

a bl ank disk, he had put it in his floppy disk drive, in-
tending to read its directory. But suddenly the thing was

|l oading itself onto his cut-rate hard di sk. Then the screen
cane alive:

GREETI NGS, MASTER
"Uh, same to you. What—=2"

I AM THE WORM A SENDI NG FROM ONE WHO HAS AN
I NTEREST I N YOU. | HAVE ENCHANTED YOUR COVPUTER. |
AM HERE TO SERVE YOUR NEEDS. ASK ME ANYTHI NG

What was this? None of his other prograns operated
this way! "Uh, your ad said you pronised everything and
would enliven ny life."

TRUE. NAME THE ASPECT OF YOUR LI FE YOU W SH EN-
L1 VENED.

He hadn't even typed in his remark! It was as if the
thing had heard him "Unh, social. | mean, no girl—=

WHAT G RL DO YOU W SH?

Amazing! It really was responding to his spoken words!
"That's the problem | really don't know any girls, and—=

CHOOCSE FROM THE LI ST: AGENDA, ALl MONY, ANOREXI A,
BEZOAR, BULIM A, CONNI PTI ON—

"Agenda!" Grey exclainmed, realizing that the nmachine
could go on listing forever. How could he tell anything
froma name, anyway? So the first one would do to test
this odd program s bluff.



GO TO THE APARTMENT ACROSS THE HALL.

"But that apartment's enpty!" Gey protested. "No
one's rented it in ages!"”

The screen rippled in a manner rem ni scent of a shrug.
YOU CAN LEAD A HORSE TO WATER, it printed.

"Look, 1'll show you!" Grey said. "It's not even
| ocked, because it's enpty.'' He went to his door, opened
it, stepped across the hall, and opened the facing door.

A girl stood just inside the apartnent. She was rather
pretty, with her brown hair tied back with a neat ribbon
and every button in place. "Ch—are you the superinten-
dent ?" she asked. "The stove doesn't seemto—

Gey swall owed his surprise. He had had no idea that
anyone was noving in! "Unh, there's a switch in back

that—+'11 show you—+' m not the superintendent, just the
boy next door—+ mean— He stifled his confusion and

wal ked to the stove and pushed the switch. "Now it'l|l
work. They just didn't want it going on by accident—

"Ch thank you!" she exclained. "You are so hel pful
What's your name?"

"Uh, Gey. Gey Murphy. |+ go to Cty College,
and- "

"Ch, how nice! I'mgoing there too! |I'm Agenda."
He goggl ed at her. "Agenda?"
"Agenda Andrews. How nice to find a friend so soon!"

"A friend?" He was still benused by the coinci dence
of names. He had just chosen that one fromthe Wrnms
list!

"Aren't you?" she asked, |ooking cutely troubled.
"Uh, oh, of course! The friendliest! | just—=

"Why don't we have |lunch together? |I'm sure you know
all the best local places."

There was another pitfall. "Unh, sure, but—
"Dutch, of course. | wouldn't presune to inpose—

It remai ned awkward. He was broke until his weekly
check arrived fromhone. "I, uh—=

"On second thought, let's eat in," she said brightly. "I
happen to have sone things with nme."

"Unh, |I've got half a can of beans—

"No need." She bustled to the kitchen cupboard, which
it seemed she had al ready stocked. "Wat would you
Iike? | have Asparagus, bread, corn, doughnuts, eggpl ant,



fish—

"Unh, doughnuts are fine.'
al phabetical | y?

She had her shelf organized

So it was that they had a nice nmeal of doughnuts. Before

he knew it, he had a girlfriend, and she had his whole life
organi zed, just about. It was great, for a few days, but
then it got on his nerves. Agenda did everything by the
nunber, or rather, by the al phabet. But Grey was a dis-
organi zed kind of guy. He didn't Iike having his life run
by the cl ock and book

It was al so apparent that Agenda's arrangenments were
progressive. First they had an informal neal together. Then
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they had a formal one. Then they went on a date: a Grated
nmovi e, where they held hands. Then they kissed. Then
she set an appointnment for himto neet her parents.

He realized that he was on a well-organized treadml|

to marriage and a conpletely nundane life. He liked
Agenda, but he wasn't ready to make that comm tnent

yet. He was trying to break the nundane traces, and that
woul d be inpossible with her.

"Dam!" he nuttered under his breath.

YOU HAVE A PROBLEM? the conputer screen inquired.

The machi ne was al ways on, now, the first tinme he tried

to turn it off after installing the Wrm program the screen
had protested with such logic that he had backed off and
left it on. G ey was barely average in gunption too, it

seened.

"Well, yes," he confessed. "l've got this girlfriend,
and she's nice, but she's so organized | can't stand it, and

now—-
YOU WSH TO HAVE A DI FFERENT d RL?
"Well, | hate to say it, but—=

CHOCSE: ALI MONY, ANCREXI A, BEZOAR, BULIM A, CA-
THARTI C, CONNI PTI ON—

"Anorexia!" he cut in. He knew better than to take up
with a girl called Alinmny! O course the name m ght not
mean anyt hi ng, but why takes chances? Anorexia sounded
i ke a good narne.

GO TO THE APARTMENT ACROSS THE HALL.

"But that's where Agenda is!" he protested. "If | go
there, | just know she'll have things so organized that 'l
never get away.''



YOU CAN LEAD A HORSE TO WATER

Grey sighed. He'd just have to show the machi ne
He opened his door and crossed the hall. He knocked

on the door.
It opened. There stood a strange, thin girl.
"Uh— Gey said, anmmzed.

"You don't think I"'mtoo fat, do you?" the girl inquired
anxiously. "I'mon a diet, but—=

"Uh, no, you're fine! Unh, | thought Agenda—
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"She noved out this morning. She said this place was
too di sorgani zed, or something. |I'm Anorexia Nervosa."

Moved out this norning? He had never suspected! Wat

a coincidence! "I'"'mGey. Uh, you don't believe in orga-
ni zati on?"
"Ch, no, I"'mvery disorganized! No discipline at all. |

keep getting fat. You don't think—=

Grey took a solid | ook at her. She was coat hanger thin.
"If you were any thinner, you' d look like a boy," he said.

She | aughed nervously. "Ch, you're just saying that!
I"'mso fat, | hate it! | thought if I lived al one, maybe
coul d reduce, and | ook pretty."

As it turned out, this was no innocent ploy. Anorexia
truly believed she was fat, and continually dieted to nmake
herself thinner. It was awkward eating with her, because
she barely pecked at her food, |leaving nost of it on the
pl ate though she | ooked as if she were starving. He tried
to reassure her, but she sinply would not believe she was
t hi n enough.

"I"'mafraid she's going to keel over any nonent from
hunger!" Grey exclaimed in the privacy of his apartnent.
"Then they'll think that |I'm somehow to bl ane."

YOU WSH A DI FFERENT G RL?
"l guess so."

CHOCSE: ALI MONY, BEZOAR, BULIM A, CATHARTIC
CHLAMYDI A, CONNI PTI ON—

"No, no, wait!" Grey cried. He had done a snidgeon

of research in the interim because of his association with
Anorexia, and so had a notion what to expect from Bu-

lima, Bezoar, Conniption, or Cathartic.

DYSLEXI A, EMETI C, EMPHYSEMA, ENI GVA, EUPHORI A—



"Dyslexia!" he cried, realizing that the conputer would
not stop until he made a choi ce.

&0 TO THE—

"I know! " He opened his door, crossed the hall, and
knocked.

Sure enough, a new girl was there. She was a bl ue-eyed
bl onde, and | ooked neither fat nor thin. "Ch, you nust
be the nice young man across the hall!" she excl ai ned.
"Anorexia told me—=
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"Uh, yes. Uh, you don't have any hang-ups about eat-
ing, do you?"

She blinked in cute surprise. "Wy no. Should I?"

Dysl exi a seened |ike the perfect girl. Then he discov-
ered that she couldn't read. There was sonet hi ng wong
with her eyes or with her brain, so that she saw things
backwar ds or upsi de down. She had managed to finesse

her way through cl asses, for she was bright enough and

had good legs, but it was a chore to get through a witten
homewor k assignment. He had to read the material to her
and correct her odd errors of witing. This soon becane

t edi ous.

YQU HAVE A PROBLEM?
There was the Worm again! "I like her, but—

The screen printed the list of nanes. G ey knew better
than to choose Enetic or Euthanasia, and wasn't sure about
Eni gnma, so he chose Euphori a.

Euphori a was |uscious. Her black hair swirled down

around her cleavage like a living thing, and her eyes were
hypnotically intense. She was extrenely friendly, too. But
very soon he discovered what she was into. "But | don't,
uh, do the drug scene!" he protested.

"Try it, you'll like it," she urged, proffering a cigarette
of strange design. "This stuff will send you to the noon
and stars, and you will float for eternity!"

That was exactly what he was afraid of. He fled.
YQU HAVE A PROBLEM?

He tried one nore tinme, passing over Ml anoma, M -

asma, Treblinka, and Polyploidy in favor of one that
sounded safe: Salnmonella. That turned out to be a ms-
take. Sal was a great cook, but the food turned out to be
cont am nat ed

Now, waki ng weak and bl eary, he had finally caught



on: "Worm you're doing it deliberately! You are offering

me only treacherous girls!"
I AM NOT WORM THAT WAS ONLY THE | NSTALLATI ON

"Al'l right, already! So I'lIl call you Sendi ng! Now why
are you finding me only girls who are troubl e?"

HOW COULD YOU SAY SUCH A THI NG

"Every one of them has something wong with her! If

you can't do better than that, | don't want any! Al that's

happened has been a | ot of heartache and nmy grades de-

scending to D +! Let's give up on girls and concentrate on

schol astics."
TRY ONE MORE G RL

"No! I'mthrough with wonen! | want to make good
grades and be sonething in the world!"

TRY ONE MORE G RL.

So it was that way. He could not out argue the com

puter; it only repeated itself indefinitely. "All right:

more girl. And when that one messes up, it's grades."
CHOOSE—

"No you don't! Al those nanes are pied! | don't care
about the nane! Just find ne a good girl, one | can be
wi th and—=

AGREED.

one

"No tricks, now, or the deal's off! Any little pretext and

I"lI'l dunp her! You got that, Wrm- nean, Sendi ng?"
GO TO THE APARTMENT ACROSS THE HALL.

"All right! One nore tinme!" Because, after all, he did

need a girl. Wthout one, he would be reduced to having
to do his homework, which was a fate only half a sm d-

geon this side of oblivion.

Gunpily, still in his runpled pajamas though he saw
by the bleary clock on the hall wall that it was nearly
noon, he knocked on the apartnent door

The door cracked open and a bl ue eye peered out.
"You' re not a nonster, are you?" she inquired.

Gey had to smle. "Wll, | do feel like one at the
monent, but as far as | know, that's temporary. \Who are
you?"

She opened the door wi der, reassured. "Ch, good, a
human person! | was afraid that in this horror house it
woul d be much worse. I'mlvy."

"I''mGey. Are you a normal girl?"

Now she | aughed. "OF course not! |'ma princess!"”
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Well, she had a sense of hunor! Despite his best inten-
tion, he liked her. Maybe the Sending really was playing
it straight this tinme.

Ivy invited himin, and they tal ked. She seened just as
eager to know about himand his situation as he was to
know about her. Soon he was telling her all about his
dreary life, which sonehow seened nuch | ess dull when

she was listening. Ivy was an attractive girl about a year
his junior, with blue eyes and fair hair that sonmetines
reflected with a greenish tint, evidently picking up what -
ever color was near her. She had been frightened at first
but now was rel axed, and was a fun person to be with.

But there were sonme definitely odd things about her

For one thing, she seened quite unfamliar with this city,
or indeed, this country, perhaps even this world. He had
to show her how the stove worked and even how to open

a can of peas. "What funny nagic!" she excl ai ned,

wat ching the electric can opener

For it seened that she believed in magic. She clai nmed
to be froma magic |and called Xanth, spelled with an X
where she was a princess and pies grew on trees. So did
shoes and pillows. Mnsters roamed the jungles, and she
even had a pet dragon called Stanley Steaner.

She was obvi ously suffering del usions. Sendi ng had

nmouset rapped himagain. But by the tinme he was sure of
this, it was too late: he liked Ivy too well to | et her go.
She was a great girl, apart from her dreanl and. Since her
del usi on was harm ess, he decided to tolerate it.

But there were hurdl es. One cane when she realized

that he was not teasing her about his situation. Her face
clouded with horror. "You nean, this isn't a setting in the
gourd? This really is Mindani a?"

That was a quaint way of putting it! "That's right. Min-
dania. No magic."

"Ch, this is worse than | ever dreaned!" she ex-
claimed. "Drear Mundani a!"”

She had that right! H s |life had been about as drear as

it could get—until she came into it. "But what are you
doing here if you didn't know you were comni ng?" he

asked. For the sake of conpatibility, he did not debate her

Xant h del usi on; he would find out where she really was
from eventually. The truth was, he rather |iked her dream
realm it had a special quality of appeal. Pies grow ng on
trees—that certainly sounded better than canned beans!

"l used the Heaven Cent," she expl ai ned matter-of -
factly. She lifted a common old style penny she wore on
a chain around her neck. "It was supposed to take ne
where | was nost needed, which is where the Good M-



gician is lost. But the curse nust have—eh, no!’

He was catching on to the rules of her nagic |and. "You
mean it woul d have taken you there, but a curse made it
go wong? So you're stuck where you shouldn't be?"

"Yes," she said tragically, near tears. "Ch, how aml
to get out of this? There's no magic in Mindania!"

"That's for sure.” Yet somehow he wanted to hel p her
to return to that magic |and, even though he knew it wasn't
real. Her belief was so firm so touching!

"Ch, Grey, you' ve got to help ne get back to Xanth!"
she excl ai ned.

What could he say? "I'Il dowhat | can."

She flung her arms around himand ki ssed him She was

an expressive girl. He knew she was suffering froma per-
vasi ve delusion, and that sooner or later the authorities
woul d pick her up and return her to whatever institution

she had escaped from but he also knew that he |iked her

That made his dil ena worse

G ey did what he could. He took Ivy to the coll ege
library and | ooked up Xanth. It turned out to be a prefix,
"xant ho," meaning "yellow, " that connected to various
terns. lvy said that wasn't what she wanted. The library
was a | oss.

Then, on the way back to the apartnent building. lvy
spi ed sonmething in a store window. "There's Xanth!" she
excl ai med, pointing.

Grey | ooked. It was a paperback book. On it was a star
proclaimng "A New Xanth Novel!" Did lIvy think she
came fromthis book?

"There's Chex!" she conti nued.

" Chex?"
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"The wi nged centaur. She's actually four years younger

than me, but she seens ol der because her sire's Xap the

hi ppogryph, and nonsters mature faster than human folk,

so she matured hal fway faster than | did, and she's married
now and has a foal, Che. And there's Vol ney Vol e, who

can't say his esses, only he thinks we're the ones who have
it wong. And—

"This book—t really describes where you think you're
fron?" he denmanded i ncredul ously.

She faced him baffled. "Wiere |I think I'm fronP"
"This book—t's fantasy!"

"Of course! Don't you believe ne?"



Dam! He had his foot in it now Wy hadn't he thought
to avoid the issue? "I believe—you think you' re from
there," he said carefully.

"I amfrom Xanth!" she retorted. "Look in the book
I"'min there, I know" But she was perilously close to
tears.

Grey wavered. Should he get the book and check? But

if she was init, what would it prove? Sinply that she had
read the book and nmade it the focus of her del usion. Be-

si des, he renuni ned broke.

"Uh, I'msure you're right," he said. "I don't need to

look in the book. '

That was a half truth, but it nollified her. They contin-
ued wal ki ng back to the apartnent buil ding.

Gey's mind was seething with thoughts. Now he knew

where Ivy thought she was from but he didn't know

whet her to be relieved or alarned. It wasn't a |and of her

own invention—but was it any better as a | and soneone

el se had invented? The del usion was the sane. Still, it did

of fer some insight into her framework; if he got the book

and read it, he would at |east be able to relate to the things
she did.

Still, he wished that she had a better notion of the dis-
tinction between fantasy and reality. She was such a nice

girl in other respects, the perfect girl, really, and he could
really like her alot, if only—

Could like her a lot? He already did! Which nade it
that nmuch worse

In the hallway she stopped. "This can't be Mindania!"
she excl ai ned.

"Where else would it be?" he asked warily.

"Because we can understand each other!" she said ex-
citedly. "W speak the sanme | anguage!"”

"Well, sure, but—

"Mundanes speak gi bberish! They can't be understood
at all, unless there is magic to translate what they say into
real speech. But you are perfectly intelligible!"

"l shoul d hope so." Was this the begi nning of a break-
t hrough? Was she coning to terns with reality? "Wat
| anguage do they speak in Xanth?"

"Well, it's the | anguage. The human | anguage, | mean.

Al'l human folk speak it, just as all dragon fol k speak Dra-
gonese, and all trees speak tree-talk. Gundy Gol em can
talk to any of them and my little brother Dol ph when he
becomes one, but the rest of us can't, because our talents
are different. Not that it nmatters nuch, usually, because
all the partbreeds speak human too, like the centaurs and
har pi es and naga, and those are nobstly whom we deal



with. But the Mundanes are sort of crazy; they speak all

di fferent | anguages and can't even understand each other

alot of the time; it's as if each group of themis a different
ani mal species. Only in Xanth do they speak the human

| anguage. So this has to be an aspect of Xanth. You al nost

had ne fool ed!"’

Just when he thought she was getting better, she got
wor se! But because he |iked her, and knew how sensitive
she was to criticism he spoke cautiously. "How do you
know t hat you aren't speaki ng Mundani an? | nean, that
maybe this is Muindania, and you can speak our |anguage
when you really want to?"

Ivy considered. Then she shook her head. "No, that's

i npossi ble. I've never been to Mundania, so |I've had no
way to learn its | anguage. So this has to be an aspect of
Xanth. What a relief!"

"But if this is Xanth, then everything |I've known al
my life is a delusion!" Grey said, hoping to shock her into
sonme awar eness of the problem

"I know," she said synpathetically. "You're such a
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nice man, | hate to have it be like this, but you will have
to face the truth sonmetine. I'Il do ny best to help you
withit."

Grey opened his nmouth, but closed it again, baffled. She
had the situation reversed! How was he ever going to get
through to her?

"Let nme think about it," she said. "First I'll figure out
a way to convince you. Then we can go | ook for the Good
Magi ci an, who nust be somewhere near here. Then we

can gui de himhone, and the Quest will finally be done."

She expected to convince hinml Well, maybe that was
best, after all; when she realized that she couldn't con-
vince him nmaybe he woul d be able to convince her

The next several days were indecisive. Gey's check

came, and he paid his rent and bought nore cans of beans,
and, against his better judgment, that copy of the Xanth
novel lvy had remarked on together with its sequel. He
stayed up late to read it, though he knew he shoul d either
be doi ng his honmework or sl eeping.

It was a story of three unlikely travelers who sought to
rid a valley of denpbns. Sure enough. |vy was there—but
she was only ten years old! So it could hardly be the sane



girl.

He gl anced at the sequel. There Ivy was fourteen. Well,

if this was about three years later, she could be the sane
one! This was the story of her little brother's Quest for the
m ssing Good Magician. But first he had to finish reading

the first novel

He fell asleep over the book and dreamed of Xanth. He
was hungry, so instead of opening a can of beans he

pl ucked a fresh pie froma pie tree. Suddenly he Iiked
Xanth very well, for he was | ong since sick of beans.

He woke, and wondered wouldn't it be nice if there
really could be such a nagic |and! No nore beans, no
nmore Freshman English, no nore bare cheap apartnent!
Just warmth and fun and free pies! And |vy!

H s eye saw the conputer screen. The conputer was
on, but the screen was dark; it dimed itself after half an

hour if left alone, so as not to wear itself out. On inpul se
he rose and went to it. "Does Xanth exist?" he asked it.

The screen brightened, i THOUGHT YOU D NEVER ASK! YES

"I mean, as a real place, not just sonething in a fantasy
novel ?"

THAT DEPENDS.
This was interesting! "Depends on what?"
ON WHETHER YCQOU BELI| EVE.

Oh. "You nean, it exists for lvy and not for ne, be-
cause she believes in it and | don't?"

YES.

Grey sighed. "So anything that anybody believes in
exists for that person? That's not nuch help."'

TOUGH.

"Are you sassing ne, you dunb machine? | ought to
turn you off!"

DO NOT DO THAT, the screen printed quickly.
But Grey, mffed, reached out to push the On/Of switch
YQU LL BE SCR

Then the screen went dark as he conpl eted his notion
It was done. He had been foolish to leave it on so |ong.

He returned to his bed and went to sleep alnost im
medi ately. This time he dreamed of |vy, whom he was
comng to like very well indeed, despite all |ogic.

In the norning he got up, dressed, and stepped out to

knock on Ivy's door. They had been having breakfasts to-
gether, and other neals too, because they got along so well.
Apparently the first girl, Agenda, had |l eft a good deal of
food on the shelves, and lIvy was using what remnai ned of



that. Whatever it was, it was better than nore beans!

I vy opened the door, and sniled when she saw hi m
gesturing himinside. Her hair was nussed, but she seened
prettier than ever to him She was neither vol uptuous in
the manner of Euphoria, nor skinny in the manner of An-
orexia; for his taste she was just right.

"Uh, | was reading that Xanth book | ast night," he
began as he stepped in. "It—

He broke off, for she was staring at him "Europe tal-
cum gi ddi ness!" she excl ai ned.
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"What ?"
"lcon nut United States ewer tale!"”

Grey gaped. Had she gone entirely crazy? O was it a
j oke? "Uh—=

She | ooked at him conprehensi on com ng. "Yukon
tundra stammrer eater?"

"I can't understand you either," he agreed. Then did a
doubl et ake. He had understood her—n a way!

"Mafia thei st Monday error!" she excl ai med.
Grey shook his head; she had | ost hi m again.
"Buttery cookie unstable yodel fourteen?' she denmanded.

"l don't know—+ just don't know Sonething happened,
and suddenly we can't comunicate. It's alnost as if a trans-
| ator were turned of f—=

He did a second double take. Turned off? Could his
conmput er have anything to do with this?

"Pardon nme," he said, and hurried back to his room

He turned on the computer. It took a few seconds to
warm up; then the screen |ighted.

RY, it concluded. He renenbered: it had been in the
process of telling himhe'd be sorry.

"I's this your m schief. Sending?" he demanded.

I TOLD YQU NOT TO TURN ME OFF. THE M SCHI EF | S
YOURS

' '"That's ComPewer!'' lvy exclained at the door

"You know this machine?" Gey asked. Then: "You're
tal ki ng nmy | anguage again!"

"You're not tal king gibberish anynore!" she agreed.
"l can understand you again!"



"What's this about the conputer?" he asked. "Do you
know about computers?"

"Com Pewter is an evil conniving nmachine," she said.
"He rewites reality to suit hinself. If you're in his
cl utches—

"I'"'mnot in anyone's clutches!" Then he reconsi dered. That

chain of girls, starting with Agenda and ending with Ivy her-
sel f the Sendi ng program had been responsi bl e! Wen he

turned it off, he could no longer talk with Ivy. Cbviously there
was a connection. "We'd better talk," he said.

"Yes," she agreed quickly. "But not here!"

"Not while this thing is listening!" he said. He reached
to turn it off, but hesitated. They couldn't talk, if they
spoke gi bberish to each ot her

So he left the conputer on, and went to her room Ob-
viously that wasn't beyond the machi ne's range, because

its translation still worked, but maybe it couldn't actually
eavesdrop on what they were saying.

"Now | ' m not sure where we are,"” lvy said. "If this

i s Mundani a, we shouldn't be able to understand each
other, and that happened for a while, but magic doesn't
work in Mindania either, and it takes magic to nake
Mundane speech intelligible. So if there's magi c—

"I have this funny program" Gey said. "It talks to
me without ny having to type in—well, anyway, | don't
think it's nmagic, but—=

"Progran®"

"It's a set of instructions for the conputer. It's called
Sending, and it—well, that conputer hasn't been the sane
since. It does things it never did before, couldn't do be-
fore, and it seens, well, alive. It—2, uh, wanted a girl-
friend, and—

"And it brought me?" she asked.

For a monment he feared she was of fended, but then she
smled. "It brought you," he agreed.

"But it was the Heaven Cent that brought me here.”
"Maybe the conputer knew you were com ng."

"Maybe. But Com Pewter doesn't hesitate to rewite
events to his purpose. Are you sure the Good Magician
isn't here?"

"This is Miundani a! No nmgi ci ans here." But then he
renenbered Sendi ng, and wasn't sure

"Hunfrey could be here, but then he couldn't do nagic.
He woul d look like a small, gnonelike old man. His wife's
tall and— She nmade notions with her hands.

" St at uesque?”



"And his son Hugo, ny friend—

Gey felt a shiver, not pleasant. "Your friend?"

"From chi | dhood. W were great conpanions. But we were
al ready growi ng apart, and for the |ast seven years | haven't
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seen himat all, of course. But |'m sure none of them are

happy, if they're stuck in Mindania. So if they are here—=

"I haven't seen any people |ike that. But of course
don't know many people in the city."

"Either they are here and that's why the Heaven Cent
brought nme here and the nmagic's working, or they aren't
here and Murphy's curse sent me awy and it's another
pi ckl enent . "

"What ki nd of curse?"

"Magi ci an Murphy nade a curse a long tinme ago, and we
don't knew whether it sdll has effect. But if it does, it could
have sent ne to the wong place, and this could be Mindani a."'

"My nane is Murphy," Gey said. "My father is M-
jor Murphy, and I'm G ey Mirphy."

She stared at himwith a peculiar intensity. Then she
shook her head. "No, it couldn't be. Magician Mirphy
lived al most nine hundred years ago."

"Maybe Murphy's curse sent you to the nearest Mir-
phy," he said jokingly.

But she took it seriously. "Yes, that could be. It could
be the | ast gasp of the curse. So it's not coincidence, but
it's not where | was supposed to go either. | was supposed
to go where | was nobst needed."

"1 thought you were supposed to go where the Good
Magi ci an was. "

'Yes. W assuned that was where | was nobst needed,
because of his nessage."

"Skel eton Key to Heaven Cent," Gey said
Ivy jumped. "How did you know t hat ?"
"I, uh, got that book. It says—

"Ch, of course. The Muse has them but sonmeone
sneaks them out to Mundania every so often. It's a bad



busi ness, but they can't seemto fix the | eak. Anyway,
Dol ph found the Skel eton Key—that turned out to be
G ace' 1 Ossei n—

"Who?"
"l thought you read the book."

"Not that far, | guess. | fell asleep. But |I did | eam how
the Good Magi ci an di sappeared. "

"Grace'l is a wal king skeleton. She's very nice."
"Ch, like Marrow Bones."

"Yes. So she was the Skel eton Key, and she hel ped get

the Heaven Cent. So it seens natural that this was how
the Good Magician wanted us to find him But if the curse
diverted ne to a Murphy instead of to Hunfrey—

"Maybe the Heaven Cent worked properly, only the
Good Magi ci an wasn't the one who needed you nost."

Her eyes w dened. "What ?"

Grey gulped. "I uh, really needed soneone |like you. |
mean— He faltered, enbarrassed.

"But you don't believe in magic!"

"I wish | did!'" he exclainmed fervently. "I wi sh—+ wi sh

I could believe in whatever you believe in, so | could be
wherever you are, and— But he couldn't continue, be-
cause he knew he was maki ng even nore of a fool of

hi msel f than usual

"You needed nme," lvy said, nusingly.
"l guess |'d better go now "

"You don't believe in Xanth, so you don't believe I'm
a princess or that | have any magic," she said.

"But | do believe in you!" he cried desperately.

She gazed at himw th a new expression, appraisingly.
"So it really doesn't nake any difference to you whet her
I"mroyal or comopn, or nmagic or not."

"I wish it didl Ch, lvy, | think you' re such a wonderfu

girl, if only it wasn't for this—+this—=
"Del usion," she concl uded.

"I didn't say that!"

"But it's true."

That he could not deny. He nade a suprenely awkward
retreat to his room If only he could have found sone way
to express his feeling wi thout messing up

The conputer screen lighted as he entered. YOU HAVE



A PROBLEW?

"Stay out of this!" he snapped, and struck the On/ O f
switch viciously, shutting it down. Then, unable to con-
centrate on anything else, he sat on the bed and resuned
readi ng the novel
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Chapter 3. Signs

I vy sat and thought for some time. She had been

so sure that this was an aspect of Xanth, perhaps a setting
in the gourd, and that Gey was an acconplice in the de-
ception. The only question was whether it was witting or
unwi tting. He seened so nice, but of course that could be
part of the challenge. She had to figure out where she was
so she could reach the Good Magician. After all, if this
pl ace was so devious that not even Hunfrey, who knew
everything, could find his way out, it surely would not be
easy for her either. So she knew that nothing night be as
it seemed, and she had to question everything. Sonething
wanted her to believe this was Miundani a, but that business
about the | anguage had given it away. She had known it

was really Xanth.
Then the | anguage had stopped. Was this another trick,

to deceive her by patching up the prior oversight? Gey
had seenmed genui nely confused—but again, if he was set

up to play a part, he mght really believe this was Min-
dani a. She had tested himby trying to use her talent to
enhance him so that he woul d beconme nore obviously

what ever he was and show his real nature; but there hadn't
seenmed to be any effect. In fact, her magi c seenmed inop-
erative. Even her magic mirror didn't work; it just showed
her reflection, her hair so pale that no one would know it

e *£.

was supposed to have a green hue. It would be easy to
believe this really was Miundani a, except for the | anguage.

Then she had seen Com Pewter. Suddenly things had

fallen into place! Coviously Pewer couldn't operate in
Mundani a, because only nagic ani mated him The strang-

est thing, though, was the fact that Gey could turn Pewer
of f. That meant that Grey had power over Pewter, and that
was m nd- boggl i ng.

Then she had | earned how Grey saw it—that a nmagic

di sk had come in to animate Pewter—and realized that this
m ght actually be Mundania. After all, sone bits of nagic
did operate in Mundani a, such as rai nbows, and Centaur

Anol de had been able to carry an aisle of magic there.
Maybe that di sk had cone from Xanth, sent by Com

Pewt er, and made the Mundane machine turn magi c. Then

it had used its nmagic to enable Ivy to talk clearly in Min-
dani a, or to make Miundane speech intelligible to her, or



both. When it had been shut off, that had stopped, and the
full reality of drear Mundani a had manif ested

That seermed to make nore sense than anything el se.

But Grey had not changed at all when the machi ne was

of f; he was independent of it and seenmed just as confused
as she had been. So maybe it was foolish, but she believed
that Gey really was what he seened to be: a nice young
man.

But there had been any nunber of nice nmen, not all of

t hem young, who had played up to her in Xanth. She knew
why: because she was a princess. Any man would like to
marry a princess, even if she never got to be King of
Xanth. So she had never trusted that. She had wanted,

perhaps foolishly, to be liked for herself alone, not for her

position or her Sorceress magic or the power of her father
Thus her romantic life had been scant, in sharp contrast
to that of her little brother. She |iked Nada so well that
she had entertai ned nore than a whinsical notion of pay-
ing a call on Nada's hig brother, Naldo, who was surely a
fine figure of a prince. But if Dol ph married Nada when

he cane of age, it would not be expedient for her to marry
Nada's brother, so she had not followed up on that.

Now, suddenly, she had discovered that Gey really did
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li ke her for herself, because he thought her magic and her
position were part of a delusion. Thus everything she had
told himhad counted against her, in Gey's estimtion—
yet he obviously |liked her very well. Her nother, Irene,
had | ong since taught her the signals of male interest and
deception. Her nother really did not quite trust nen; her
dictumwas "Never let a man get the upper hand—there's

no telling where he might put it." Ivy had known that
fromthe tine she was two, and kept it in mnd. But poor
Grey obviously had no notion of upper hands; he couldn't
say anything to a girl w thout somehow bunbling it. That
was one of his endearing qualities.

Now Grey had beaten a confused retreat, and she had

to decide what to do. If this really was Mindania, with

no magi c except for that Com Pewter extension, and the
Good Magi ci an wasn't here, she would just have to extri-
cate herself fromthe foul -up that Magician Mirphy's curse
had rmade. | magi ne: getting sent to a Miurphy instead of
Hunfrey! She would have to find her way back to Xanth

with the Heaven Cent, so that Electra could recharge it
and they could try again, this time wthout the curse. But
how coul d she do that?

She knew the answer: Dol ph had | earned of a secret



way into Xanth that bypassed the usual barrier. It went
through the gourd. It was in Centaur Isle, or the Miundane
equi val ent. She just had to get there and go through

But how coul d she get through Miundani a, when she

couldn't even speak its | anguage? For now she knew t hat
the monent she left the vicinity of the | ocal Com Pewt er,
the gi bberish woul d resune. She had no Mundane noney,

whi ch she knew was necessary, because here things did

not grow on trees. Wll, she had the cent—-but she cer-
tainly wasn't going to use that for noney!

She woul d have to have hel p. That neant G ey—f he
would do it. Well, she would just have to ask him

She stood, adjusting her blouse and skirt. This Min-

dane clothing wasn't as good as Xanth clothing; it chafed
and wore. But it had to do. She was just |ucky that Agenda
had been about her own si ze!

She went to the door and out and across, and knocked
on Gey's door. In a nmonment he answered.

"Grey, | need to ask you— she began

"Xbj u—xfsfjoup hjccfsjti bhbjo!" he exclainmed, turn-
i ng awnay.

Oh. He nust have turned off the Pewter device again.
He woul d have to turn it on again before they could con-
ver se.

Even as she realized that, she had a notion. "Wait!"
she said, catching his arm For there was a point she
wanted to make while Pewter wasn't watching.

He paused. "Xi bu?"

She smled, turning himgently around to face her
squarely. Then she | eaned forward and ki ssed him not
har d.

She drew back. He stood as if stunned. "Zpv'sf opu
nbe bu nf?" he asked, anmazed.

"It's all right. Gey," she said, sniling. Then she in-
di cated Pewter.

Dazedly, he wal ked to the nachi ne and touched the but-
ton that turned himon. In a noment the screen cane to
life.

IF YOU PERSI ST IN THI S FOOLI SHNESS—the screen
print ed.

"Well, you aggravated ne," Gey retorted. "But now
I need to talk to Ivy."

OF COURSE.

Gey made as if to return to her room but Ivy held up
a hand in negation. "It's all right if Pewer listens," she
said. "I'll need to talk to himin a nonent anyway."



NATURALLY, the screen said snmugly.

She faced Gey. "I believe | amin Mindania," she
said. "I need to return to Xanth. WIIl you help ne?"
"But-"

"But you don't believe in Xanth," she said. "But would
you believe if | showed you Xanth?"

"You see, | think I know how to get there. But | need
help. If you will come with ne, and talk to peopl e when
| can't—
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"Ch, of course,"” he agreed.

She faced the screen. "Com Pewter, you knew | was
com ng, didn't you?"

YES.

"And you know where I'mfrom"
YES.
"WIl you tell Gey where |I'mfronP"

YES.

"Uh, you have to tell it," Gey said. "It takes things
literally."

"Tell him" she said.
PRI NCESS | VY | S FROM XANTH.

Grey stared. "You say that? But how can a nachine
believe in fantasy?"

WHEN I T I'S TRUE.

"You see, we could have asked himall along," Ilvy
said. "Pewter, why am| here?"

GREY NEEDS YOU MOST.
"But what about Good Magici an Hunfrey?"
I KNOW NOTHI NG OF H' M

So it was the curse! She hadn't been sent to Hunfrey,
but to the Mundane nost in need of her conpany. Yet a
mystery remained. "Pewter, why are you here?" she
asked.

TO FACI LI TATE YOUR ENCOUNTER.



"But you don't care anything about ne!" she protested.
| RRELEVANT STATEMENT.

So Pewter wasn't telling. She wasn't surprised. She con-
sidered herself lucky that he had cooperated to this extent.

She turned again to Gey. "If you will help me, | wll
show you Xant h," she said.

Grey evidently remai ned benmused by Pewter's endorse-
ment of her origin. He m ght not believe, yet, but at |east
he was having nore troubl e disbelieving. That was prog-

ress of a sort. "I'Il, uh, help you if I can."
"You will have to guide ne to No Nane Key."
"To what ?"

A KEY SOUTH OF FLORI DA, the screen said hel pfully.
"But that's far away from here! How—-*

Hl TCHHI KE.

"But nmy classes! | can't skip—

CHOCSE: |1 VY OR FRESHVAN ENGLI SH.

Gey was taken aback. "Well, if you put it that way—=
YOU HAVE VI RTUALLY NO APTI TUDE FOR SCHCOLARSHI P.

Grey becane suspicious. "You act as if you want ne
| ogo!"

YES. THEN MY ASSI GNMENT W LL BE COMPLETED.

lvy, too, was suspicious. "Wat is your assignnment?"
TO GET GREY MURPHY | NTO XANTH.

Grey shook his head. "I don't believe this!"

YOUR BELI EF IS | RRELEVANT. TURN ME OFF VWHEN YQU
DEPART.

"This is absolutely crazy!" Gey exclaimed. "My com
puter wants ne to go into a delusion!"'

"You understand,” lvy rem nded him "we won't be
able to talk intelligibly to each other until we get to Xanth.
I will have to keep ny nouth shut in Mundania."

"But we can't go, just like that! My father—=

"Look at it this way," lvy said. "If we don't find Xanth,
you can cone back here in a few days, and Pewter wll

have to hel p you pass all your classes, so your father
doesn't find out and turn himoff forever. But if we do find
Xant h—

Gey got his wits about him "Let's say, for the sake of
nonsensi cal argument, that we find it and you go there—



where does that | eave me? Al one again, and far from
home, and in trouble when | get home!"

"You're welcome to come into Xanth with ne," Ivy
said. "l thought that was understood. But | assuned you
woul dn't want to."

"I, uh, if you go there, | want to go there too. Even if
it is crazy."

Ivy smiled. "You might like it—even if it is crazy."
G ey shrugged, defeated. "Wen do we start?”

"Now, " lvy said, delighted.

"Now? But =

NOW the screen said.

Gey tried to marshal another protest, but Ivy smled at
him and he nelted. She had seen Nada stifle Dol ph sim
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ilarly; it was nice to know that such magi c worked, even
i n Mundani a.

"Now, " Grey agreed weakly.

They del ayed only | ong enough to pack some cl ot hes
and food, because neither grew on trees in drear Min-
dani a. Then they set off.

Hi t chhi ki ng turned out to be a special kind of magic: a
person put out one thunb, and it caused the novi ng ob-
jects called cars to stop. Sone of them anyway. Cars
turned out to be hollowinside, with confortable seats and
belts to hold the people down in case they bounced out.
Each one had at |east one person riding in it, and seemned
to go nore or | ess where that person wanted. But there
were obstacles: glowing |ights hung above the car path and
flashed bright red the nmoment any car approached. Then

the driver nuttered something under his breath that

sounded vill ai nous even in gibberish and funed for half a
m nute before the Iight changed its mnd and fl ashed green
The driver would start up, his car's round feet squealing—
only to be simlarly caught by the next flashing red |ight.
Ivy wi shed she coul d understand the purpose of this magic,
but suspected it would not make rmuch sense even if she

had been able to comprehend the dialect.

Several car rides later, night was falling, as it did in
Mundani a much the way it did in Xanth. Apparently the

sun feared darkness just as much here, for it was nowhere
to be seen as the night closed. They stopped hitchhiking
and ate sone beans from Gey's can, then | ooked for a

pl ace to spend the night.

G ey was sonewhat confused about this, so |vy took
over. They were at the edge of a big village—<alled a



town, as she renenbered—and sure enough, there was a
barn. "Cvu xf dbo'u kvtu— Gey protested, hanging

back. So she kissed himagain and | ed himby the hand
around to the back, where she found a door. I|nside was a
loft filled with hay, just as she had expected.

But instead of |eaving the hay all nice and fluffy and
| oose, the idiotic Muindanes had sonmehow conpacted it
into cubes! So it was all hard and bunpy. But they were
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abl e to scrape together wi sps and nmake a serviceabl e bed.
She made himlie down, then she |ay down beside him

and spread their jackets over them as bl ankets, as well as
nmore hay. It was confortabl e enough.

Once Grey realized what she was about, he cooperated
readily enough. Side by side, they fell asleep

Next day they got up, dusted off the hay, and sneaked

out of the barn unobserved. |Ivy was hungry, and knew

Gey was too, but realized that it was better to get noving
early than to pause for nore beans. What a relief it would
be to get back to Xanth where there was good food for the

t aki ng!

The cars zoonmed by without stopping, despite the magic

of the thunb. Cbviously even this limted spell was not
reliable, in Mundania. Gey nuttered sonething unintel-
ligible, but she understood the gist: the people in the magic
vehicles were all in such a hurry that none could pause to

do a favor for anyone el se. That seened to be typical of

this dull |and.

Then a pretty blue car slowed. "Ppqt!" Gey said,

seem ng chagrined rather than pleased. He tried to back
away fromthe road, but the blue car pulled to the side to
intercept him

There were two people inside, dressed in blue, with
squashed flat caps and shiny copper buttons. Ivy recog-

ni zed the type: denmons! She had seen them on the Tap-
estry. These were of the variety known as Fl atfeet, who
were devoted to interfering with travel ers. No wonder G ey
was al ar ned.

But it was too late. The Platfoot on the right gestured

to them Ilvy knew better than to try to run; denons could
al ways catch normal folk, unless there was strong coun-
tering nmagi c. However, she also knew that the hassling

was usually harm ess; the denons |liked to nmake peopl e
assune odd positions, and to pat themall along their bod-

i es, and ask enbarrassi ng questions, but after they had had
their fun they generally noved on to other things.

"Xi fsf zpv Ijet hpjoh? Epo'u zopx ju't jmmfhbm up
ijudiijif? Mu't tff vpvs JE, " the Platfoot said gruffly.
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Gey tried to explain, in simlar gibberish, but of course

the denons didn't listen; they never did. They made him

take out his wallet, which was a little flat fol der containing
various cards and the odd nundane "mnoney" of which

G ey had very little. They perused his cards, and the nearer

Fl atfoot frowned in his best denonic fashion. Apparently

Grey had passed inspection

"Cvu uif hjsm+tif nppit voefsbhf. Jbwf up difdl ifs

upp.
The Flatfoot turned to Ivy and held out his fat hand,

pal mup. Ch, no—was he going to go into the patting
routine? She really wouldn't care for that.

Gey turned to her, holding up his wallet, which the

Fl atf oot had returned. Suddenly she realized that the de-
mon wanted to | ook at her wallet—and of course she didn't
have one. She had observed that the wallets of npbst Min-
dane women were much |arger than those of the men, and
cont ai ned everything except kitchen sinks, but she didn't
have one of those either. "I don't have any," she ex-

pl ai ned.

The denon's eyes wi dened, and Ivy realized her ms-

take. She had agreed with G ey to keep silent, to let him
do the tal ki ng, because what she said sounded al nbst hu-
norously garbl ed to Mundanes. They had conpared notes,
after the first siege of garbling, and | aughed. Wen she
told him"You're tal king gi bberish" he had heard "Eu-
rope tal cum gi ddi ness,” and when she asked "You can't
understand ne either?" it had come out "Yukon tundra
stamer eater?" But the worst had been when she asked
"But why could | understand you before, then?" and he

had heard sonmething |like "Buttery cooki e unstable yode
fourteen?" Discussing that, she had rai ded his neager re-
frigerator—a box that was magically cold inside—and

found cookies and butter. Sure enough, there had been
five of them which crunbled when she tried to spread the
hard butter on them (unstable) and becone fourteen frag-
ments. They had | aughed and | aughed. And there was the
key to their relationship: they got along well together,

| aughi ng at the same things. She had never had that ex-
perience with a man before, only with Nada and El ectra.
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But now t he demon was gazing at her in annoyed won-

der —denons were good at such expressi ons—and she

knew she was in trouble. How could she explain that she
was from Xanth, when the Flatfeet would not believe in
Xanth? But, as Grey had warned her, if any Mindanes

t hought she really believed in Xanth, they woul d assune
she was crazy, and that would be worse mschief. So even
if she could talk their |anguage, it wouldn't do nuch good

What coul d she do? She shut her nouth and spread her
hands. She had nothing to show t hem



"U bu epftju: tif't b svobxbz!" the Flatfoot said. His
door swung open and he heaved hi s ponderous bul k out.
" Dpnf po—xf sfubl joh zpvjo!" he snapped, grabbing Ivy

by the arm

She | ooked at Grey for guidance, but he just | ooked
back hel pl essly. She understood the problem it was im
possi ble to escape fromdenons, so it was necessary to
go along with them Maybe it would be all right.

The two of themwere put in the back of the Flatfoot's

car, which then caromed away down the road. Grey held

her hand, trying to provide confort, though it was evi dent
that he had little control of the situation. Soon they arrived
at the denon's residence, where nmale and femal e Fl atfoots
abounded, and there were many of the fierce blue cars

with flashing lights on top. Wat a fearsome place!

There was nore tal king, then a matron denobness t ook
Ivy by the arm 1vy hung back, not wanting to be sepa-
rated from Grey, but he nmade a gesture that this was al
right.

The matron took her to a small chanber where there
were chairs and a table. Then she spoke gibberish in a
questioning tone. lvy nerely spread her hands, know ng
better than to speak again.

Then the nmatron brought out pictures: nmen, wonen,
children, table, chair, car—everything was in this coll ec-
tion, it seenmed. She pointed to a picture of a nman, then
brought her hand up to her forehead, al nbst touching the
hairline. Then she flattened her hand and brought it away
fromher head, pal mdown. "Nbo," she said firmy

VWhat was she up to? lvy kept her nouth shut.
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The matron pointed to a picture of a woman. She made

a fist with her thunb up, then flattened her hand as she
had before, and noved it out at the level of her cheek

" Xpnbo. "

I vy wat ched, sayi ng not hi ng.

The wonman pointed to herself, and made the second
gesture again. Then she pointed to Ivy, and nade it once
nor e.

Suddenly lvy caught on. This gesture indicated a
worman! She |ifted her own hand, thumb up, then flattened
it, imtating the gesture.



The matron sniled. She pointed to the picture of the
nman.

vy pronptly nmade the higher gesture.
"Wsz hppe!" the matron excl ai ned, pl eased.

The significance of this was not lost on Ivy. This was a
way to communi cate that bypassed the spoken | anguage!
Wth this she could talk to the Muindanes! Though she
hoped not to be in Mindania nuch | onger, she realized
that her inability to speak their peculiar |anguage could
prevent her fromescaping it, because the Mundanes woul d
think she was unable to speak or was crazy. She needed

to satisfy themthat she was a nornal person so that they
woul d | eave her al one—and here was the way to do it.

She dived into the sign-language | esson with a ven-

geance. She told herself that she was very smart at this
ki nd of thing, and therefore she was, because though magic
m ght not work very well here, her power of enhancenent
still worked on herself. She quickly mastered the signs for
"man," "woman," "girl" (merely a smaller "woman"

and got into nore general terms, such as the one for going
somewhere: the two index fingers rotating around each
other in the manner of a wheel rolling forward. The ma-
tron was amazed and pl eased; it seemed she had never
before had so apt a student.

There was a knock at the door panel, and a Fl atf oot

appeared. The matron, startled, glanced at her wi st,

where a funny bracel et was. The ornanment had a round

flat surface like that of a sundial, and two little |lines whose
posi tion changed magi cal |y, because they never changed

while Ivy was | ooking but were always different when she
| ooked away and then back at it. Then the matron spoke
rapidly to the Flatfoot, who departed.

The matron faced Ivy and nmade a gesture toward her

mout h several times, as if pushing something into it. Ivy
was perpl exed; what did this nean? Too rmuch tal k? Rather
than struggle with that. lvy inquired about the bracelet.

The matron tapped the back of her wist with a finger
several tines, then made a funny fist and circled it across
her other flat palm Ivy shook her head; she coul dn't make
sense of this. The matron opened her picture book and
pointed to a sinmlar bracelet there, with the word "xbudi "
beneath it. Apparently it was just a special kind of deco-
ration.

Then the Flatfoot reappeared with a package. The ma-
tron took it and opened it. Inside were several sandw ches
and two of the funny Mundane paper boxes of milKk.

Ivy made a |ightning connection. This was food! The
matron didn't need to make the hand-to-nmouth sign again;

it was obvious that it nmeant "eat." Ivy was fam shed.
More tinme had passed than she had realized, and she hadn't
had breakfast anyway. It was now around mi dday.



The matron gave lvy two sandw ches and one box of

m |k, and took the others herself. Ivy quickly picked up
the ternms for "egg sal ad sandwi ch" and "mi| k"—the | at-
ter was nost peculiar, involving the squeezing of the two
hands separately as if hauling on short ropes, instead of
t he obvi ous plucking of a m|kweed pod—and ate eagerly

as the | esson continued.

Now it was business: the matron was questioning her,
usi ng the signs they had established. Were is |Ivy going?

Qops! vy understood the question well enough, but how
could she answer? |If she said "Xanth," she woul d be
deemed crazy. But then she saw the way through

Ivy is going hone. The sign for "home" was |like the
one for "eat" and "sleep," because honme was where a
person usually ate and slept. Xanth was indeed honme for
lvy!

The matron nodded. Who i s man?

She neant Grey. That was easy. Friend. The signh con-
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si sted of hooking her right index finger over her left index
finger, then the left over the right, making a double |ink-
age.

The rest was relatively easy. It seenmed that not only

were the Flatfoots worried that Ivy was crazy, they thought
that G ey mght be nmistreating her or that both of them
were running away fromtheir homes. lIvy had al ready re-
assured the matron that there was nothing wong with her

m nd, only her |anguage, and now reassured her that G ey
was hel ping her return home, not run fromit. She also
realized that they woul d have questioned Gey simlarly,
not having to use the hand signs, and that he would have
been smart enough to avoid any detail on Xanth. The de-
mons were only trying to help, in their fashion

Satisfied, the matron brought Ivy back to the main
chanber, and spoke a torrent of gibberish to the denopn
in charge. The denon nade an "I surrender" gesture and

waved to the back of the room

G ey appeared. Ivy ran to himand flung herself into his
arms and hugged himclosely. What a relief to be with him

again after being captive by the denons!

The denons allowed themto go. In fact, they even ar-

ranged for vy and Gey to get aride in a big car, one that
hel d about fifty people in twin rows of chairs. But |vy,
catching on to a good thing, turned back to the natron

and nade signs to ask for the picture book of signs. This
was a way she could talk to Grey in Mundania, too! The



mat ron, who was remarkably nice for a denoness, gave
her the book and a snile.

The big car cane and they clinbed in and found two
seats together near the rear. Then Ivy opened the picture
book and started teaching G ey the signs.

The "bus," as it turned out to be called, did not go
directly to No Nane Key; in the confused Mundane man-

ner it went instead to a huge village, where they had to
get off and go find another bus. But the other bus wasn't
there yet, so they had to wait in the big, crowded building
for several hours. That was really no problem there were
toilet facilities of the Mundane ki nd—separate ones for the
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mal es and fenal es—and pl aces where G ey could buy them
more sandwi ches. They used the extra time practicing
signs. Gey was al nost as quick as she had been to realize
their usefulness; if they learned all of these signs, they
woul d not need Com Pewter to nake the Mindane gib-

berish intelligible.

A Mundane man saw them practicing, and approached.
Enbarrassed, Grey desisted, but the man surprised them
by using the signs hinself. You deaf? he inquired, touch-
ing his ear and then his nouth.

No Ivy signed. Then she did a double take. This man
knew si gn | anguage!

It turned out that the nman was deaf and had | ong ex-
perience in using the signs and in sonmething termed "lip
readi ng" that enabled himto understand the words spoken
by others. He was waiting for the sane bus they were, and
had t hought they were deaf like him Hi s name was Henry.
He was glad to give thempractice in the signs, for he
could make themwi th marvel ous finesse, so rapidly that

it was inmpossible for themto follow But with practice,
he assured them they too would be able to communicate
like this, so that it was al nbst as good as regul ar speech

Their bus was |ate, but they hardly noticed. They went
right on practicing, their dialogue becom ng increasingly
proficient, though nowhere close to Henry's proficiency.
When the bus cane, they took seats beside Henry so they
coul d keep practicing.

Then their bus broke down. They had to wait for three

more hours for a "relief bus" to resunme their journey. It
didn't matter. The other passengers, bored with the del ay,
gradually joined in, and Henry becane the teacher of a
class. It was evidently a ganme for sone, using signs in-
stead of gibberish, but it was a gane that several children
took up with great enthusiasm and aptitude.

The new bus cane, and they all transferred to it, and

their journey resumed. Mst of the Mundanes | ost interest

in the class, but a nunber stayed with it. For the first tine
Ivy was able to talk, inalimted way, directly wi th Mn-



danes! They turned out to be folk very |like herself and
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Gey, traveling to visit friends or famly or to new types
of work or just for the fun of it.

Ni ght closed, and finally they returned to their padded
chairs and rested, and lvy slept. It had been a | ong day-
but a good one. She was gl ad, now, that the Flatfoots had

pi cked them up; she had gai ned far nore than she had

lost, if she had lost anything at all. This sign tal k—+t was
maki ng Mundania far |ess frightening, and she was no

longer in as big a hurry to leave it. O course she realized
that only a few Mundanes used the sign talk. Still, it was

a great discovery.

They came at last to the nearest large village to No

Nane Key. Here they had to change buses again. They bid
farewell to their newfound friends and went to the waiting
room where they slept on benches until norning. This

was |ike trekking through the jungle in Xanth: it had its
i nconveni ences, but really wasn't bad when one got ac-
customed to it.

In the nmorning they rode a smaller bus down toward

what in Xanth woul d be Centaur Isle, but here was a group

of a squintillion or so islets. They got off at No Nane Key
and wal ked to the region which Dol ph had descri bed.
Though the key was small, it turned out to be a fair wal k.

At length they came to an ornate gate. This is it! lvy
si gned. \Were ny brother was!

Gey's face was studiedly neutral. She knew he stil
didn't believe in the reality of Xanth, and was wary of
what they m ght encounter here. But he had agreed to
bring her here, and he intended to see it through. She
understood that determination in himand liked it; Gey
wasn't rmuch of a believer, but he was a decent person
who kept runbling al ong on whatever course seemed nost

nearly right to him
We nust go in, she signed. Turn key is there.

G ey wal ked to a box mounted beside the gate and

pressed a button. Evidently this was a magic bell to signa
those inside. Sure enough, a voice sounded from nowhere,
speaking in gibberish. Gey responded.

Tell himwho | am Ivy signed.
Grey paused. Sure? he signed back. Actually he used
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the sign for "agree," touching his forehead and then



aligning his two forefingers together, because they didn't
know t he proper one, but she understood well enough

Yes. Princess Ivy of Xanth. There was no sign for Xanth,
so she used "home." She actually signed "Prince M

Join Home." Some adaptation was necessary until their
vocabul ary of signs expanded.

Grey grinmaced, but evidently said it.

There was an abrupt silence fromthe box. They waited
nervously, knowi ng that Grey's last statenent had had an
ef fect —-but what ki nd?

Then the words cane again. "If you are of Xanth, speak
now. "

Ivy junped. She understood! Com Pewter nust be here!

"I am Princess lvy of Xanth," she said clearly. "W
brot her, Dol ph, was here three years ago. He was nine
years old. You helped him now you nust help ne."

There was a pause. "Wth whomwas Prince Dol ph?"

"He was with Nada Naga, his betrothed. She is ny
age. "

There was anot her pause. "Describe Nada."

vy remenbered. "Oh-she was in the formof a snake,
because she couldn't keep her natural form here.”

Then the gate swung inward. "Enter, Princess Ivy."

They stepped in. Grey gaping. It was obvious that he
had never expected this to work.

Turn Key cane down the path to neet them hol ding

somet hing in one hand. He was a big fat ol der man, just
as Dol ph had described him only nmore so. He spoke gib-
berish; then fromhis hand came words for |vy: "What
are you doi ng here in Mindania, Princess |Ivy?" Appar-
ently he had a box that could speak both | anguages.

"The Heaven Cent sent ne, but it was a m stake."

"Ah, so Prince Dol ph found the Heaven Cent!" the box
excl ai ned, after a pause for gibberish that Grey evidently
understood. This did not seemto be the sane as Com
Pewter after all; the box was a golemthat translated the
man' s Mundane speech. That was a relief; lvy did not

trust ComPewter. "But why didn't he use it hinsel f?"

"He's grounded until he decides which girl to marry,"
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Ivy said. "So | used it instead, only Magician Mirphy's
curse nust have interfered, because | got sent to Gey



Mur phy in Miundani a."
They entered Turn's house, which was very nice, with

carpets on the floors and w ndows | ooking out on the Key.
"My understanding of such magic is limted," Turn said.

"But | doubt that an eight-hundred-year-old curse could
have such a far-reaching effect. Certainly it would not con-
fuse a Mundane Murphy for the Magician Mirphy or cause

the Heaven Cent to go conpletely haywi re. There nust be

sone better rationale for what occurred.”

I vy remenbered that Dol ph had nmentioned the convo-
luted way that Turn Key expressed hinself. She put up
with it. "Anyway, | have to get back to Xanth so we can
try again, and | pronised to show G ey what Xanth is
like. You see, he doesn't believe in nmagic."

"You told a conpl ete Mundane about Xanth?" Turn

asked, appall ed.

"It's all right. He doesn't believe it."

"He will if you showit to him"

"But | have to show him | don't want himthinking I'm
crazy."

Grey spoke gibberish. In a monment the gol em box

translated. "I'mlistening to all of this, you know 1'1l]I
concede that you two know a strange | anguage, but you

haven't shown ne any nagic."

"A skeptic,” Turn said. "That's good. If he returns to
his home now, there should be no problem"”

"No!" Ivy said sharply. "I want himto see Xanth!"
Turn gazed at her. "Xanth is no place for Mindanes;

you know that. He'd get eaten by the first dragon he en-
countered. "

"I'"ll protect him" lvy said. "I know ny way around

in Xanth. Anyway, | have the magic mrror, so | can get
right in touch with Castle Roogna."

"You intend to take himall the way to Castle Roogna?"
"Of course! So he can neet—

IIW]y?II
Thi s brought her up short. "Wy?"

Man from Mundani a 53

"Wy woul d you want a nan from Miundani a to neet
your fol ks?"



"Well, if | -he—+ nean— She funbled to a halt, con-
f used.

"Because you like hinP" Turn asked.
"Wl —=
"Do you have any idea how your fol ks m ght react, if—=

G ey | ooked perplexed. "What are you two talking
about? Even in translation it sounds |ike nonsense!"

Ivy found hersel f beset by a stormof indecision. Turn
had seen right through a notion she had not even known
she had. She knew very well what he was tal ki ng about,

and knew he was right. She should send Grey home to his
col l ege right now.

She | ooked at Grey. He was absol utely nondescript in
appearance and abilities. He was a ni ce person—but Min-
dania was not a good place for nice people. He woul d
have to go back to what he called Freshman English, and
it would slowy grind his life into nud.

"And if you take himin and he becones a believer,
will not feel free to let himpass this portal again," Turn
warned. "We can not all ow=

"I know," lvy said. "Still—=

"You're a princess; you can do as you like," Turn said
gravely. "But you are young and inpetuous, and rmay bring
i ncal cul abl e m schief to others."

"I know," lvy repeated al nost inaudibly.
Turn shook his head grimy. "I wash ny hands of it."
"What' s goi ng on?" G ey demanded via translation

Ivy took a deep breath. "Grey, I+ like you, and you
hel ped me a lot, and | prom sed to show you Xant h.
But - "

He assuned a | ook of understanding. "But of course
you can't, because it doesn't exist. Look, lvy, why don't
you cone back with ne, and—

That did it. "And | will show you Xanth!" she con-
cluded. "Only, once you are in it, you may not be all owed
to leave. So | really have to warn you—

Grey shook his head tolerantly. "Let's assume for the
sake of argunent that Xanth exists and you take ne into
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it and | can't return. What is there for ne in Mindani a,
as you put it?"

"Freshman English," she said with a smle.



"Right. Afate marginally worse than death. So show

me your Xanth; 1'll take ny chances. Actually, it would

be sort of nice to be in a land Iike that, where pies grow
on trees and magi c works." He grimaced. "There | go

again, getting foolish. The truth is, | just want to be with
you. lvy; | don't care where you go, as long as | can be
by your side."

He |iked her, as she liked him w thout doubt. But he

had no notion of what he was asking for, and she was
wong to bring himinto it. Probably she should send him
back to his dull home. But she knew she wasn't going to.
"Send us through. Turn," she said. "Both of us."

Turn nodded, having expected this. "I nust warn you

that the route is not direct. You have to proceed through
the gourd—and that is different for each person. The Ni ght

Stallion will know your identity, so you won't be harnmed,
but he does not like having solid folk trespass in the gourd,
so he won't help you either. You will have to find your

own way through, and it mght turn out to be a significant
chal I enge. "

"I'"ve been in the gourd before," Ilvy said.

"But never with a Miundane conpanion."

She knew that changed the whol e picture. But she was
committed. "We'll do it anyway. Just take us to the
gourd. "

Turn sighed. "As you wish. Princess."
Chapter 4. Mountain

‘rey and Ivy followed the fat man out to the

rear garden. This was a thoroughly fenced exotic jungle

wi th pleasant byways and even, by the sound of it, a trick-
ling streamin the background. Then they cane to a non-
strous waternelonlike thing, with a stemon one side and

a hole in the other. This was evidently the "gourd" they
had nentioned that was the route to Xanth. He was sure
there wasn't any nore inside that gourd than pul p and
seeds.

Ivy faced himand nmade signs. |nside talk.
There was anot her translator box in there? Wy not!
Hol d hand, she conti nued.

@ adly! He took her hand. lvy clinbed into the hole,
and he clinbed in right after her.

Suddenly they were in a cave that seened | arger than
the gourd itself. Ch—the gourd was nmerely a faked-up
entrance to this new chanber. C ever!

"This is nerely an aspect of Xanth," Ivy said. "It is
where | thought | was before.”

"You thought you were in a big gourd," he agreed.

Then he realized that the | anguage barrier was gone; they
were talking directly again! No wait for the translation
conmputer. This was an i nprovenent.



"W don't have to hold hands, now that we're past the
threshold," she continued. "But stay very close to ne,
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Grey, because the world of the gourd isn't |ike regular
Xanth. It has funny rules, and it can be pretty scary."
"Scary? Like an anusenent park horror house? |'m not

worried. "
"The gourd is where the bad dreams are made," she

said. "Then the night mares carry themto each sl eeper
who deserves them Nothing here is really real, but it can

terrify al nost anyone."

Not really real. WAs she coming to her senses and ad-
mtting that Xanth was just a state of nind? That she
wasn't really a princess in a magical |land but just a girl
who liked to dreanf? "Thanks for the warning," he said.

"Also, it is set for each person who enters it, though
usually that's not physical," she continued. "That's why

| entered first, so that ny presence would fix it. You had
to be in physical contact with ne at the time; otherwise it
woul d have put you into a separate dream sequence, and

we m ght never have gotten together again.”

"That woul d have been bad," he agreed. She seened

to nmake so nuch sense! She had really worked out this

fantasy pretty thoroughly. O course it was nodel ed on
the Xanth novel s, which she nust have read a | ot nore

carefully then he had. Now he wi shed he hadn't ski nmed

parts.
"Just renmenber: nothing here is really going to hurt

us, as long as we keep to the proper path and don't spook
But we may be terrified before we get through.”

Grey renenbered one scene in Xanth, where a party

had made a harrowing trip along the Lost Path where as-
sorted punni sh things abounded, and Prince Dol ph had
gotten lost in a nodemairport: the innocent Xanth idea
of horror. If this horror-house setting was nodel ed on
that, he had little to worry about. "I'll keep that in mnd."

There was |ight ahead. They proceeded toward it, and
soon the cave opened out into a breathtaking | andscape.

It was a nountain, projecting up fromgloomny mists

into the sunlight, its curious outlines showi ng in starkest
relief. It was stepped vaguely like a pyranmid with crude
terraces set off by vertical drops, and abrupt cave entri es,
shining crystalline spires, and a flying buttress or two. At
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the very top, perched at what seened a precarious angle,
was a turreted pal ace or castle, so far and high it | ooked
tiny. The whole effect was of fairyland beauty and chal -

| enge.

Beside him Ivy was silent, gazing as raptly as he at the
mount ai n. Then she came to life. "I had hoped it wouldn't
be this bold, this soon," she murnured.

Grey wal ked forward to gain a better view of the fas-
cinating structure. Suddenly he stopped. He had al nost
banged into a glass barrier! Then he | ooked again. "Wuy-
it's a picture!" he exclainmed. "Just a picture of a fancy
mountain! W can't reach it."

"I don't think that's the case,"” Ivy said. "This is the
gourd, renenber, where dreans are real. W shall have
to enter the picture.”

"Enter the—2" But he remenbered that there had been
just such a scene in one of the books, so naturally she
believed it. "Okay, you nmake the scene, and I'll follow"

"Yes." She stepped forward and through the barrier

Grey gaped. She was standing on the painted path that
|l ed down into the painted valley that contained the painted
nmount ai n. She was inside the picture!

Then he realized that it was an optical illusion. There
was an entry there, or something. He noved over to where
she had stood, then forward, cautiously. He put out a hand.

He touched the surface of the picture. He passed his

fingers along it. The thing was definitely a painting, done
in slight relief; he could feel the edge of the terraces and
of each of the steps on the stone stairways circling the
mountain. No way to wal k into that scene!

Yet there was Ivy, part of the picture. She had wal ked
down the path a way, perhaps assum ng that he was right
behi nd her, and perspective nade her | ook smaller. Was
it really her? He stroked her backside with a finger—and
she j unped.

VWiile Gey stared, the pictured Ivy whirled around, a

m xed expression on her little face. She was alive—yet

pai nted! He had felt the material of her skirt, the firmmess
of her tiny bottom yet also the flatness of the painting.
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I vy was sayi ng somet hing, but he could not hear her,
of course. How could a figure in a painting speak?

Then she started maki ng signs. Grey, she signed, using
the signs for white and bl ack, which they had agreed woul d
be his name: mx white with black and you got gray.

Her nanme was Green Plant. He made that sign, an-



swering her. Suddenly they had a new use for the |anguage
of the deaf.

Cone here she signed.
/ can not he signed back, hardly believing this. How

could she be part of a picture, yet still alive and novi ng?

She wal ked back toward him growing rapidly |arger as
the perspective changed. Finally she was his own size,
standing in the foreground of the picture. Take ny hand.

Grey put forth his hand. He set it against the painting,
besi de her, having | earned caution about touching her im
age directly. She put her hand up to match his.

The texture of the painting changed under his fingers.
It becanme warm and yielding, like flesh. Then his hand
cl asped hers, their fingers interweaving.

She tugged, and he fell forward. He had the inpression
of stepping into water, the surface tension crossing his
body. He blinked, and tried to recover his bal ance.

Then Ivy was hol ding him steadying him "Don't
worry. Grey, you're in," she said

It was always nice being close to her, but he was too
distracted to enjoy it properly. He di sengaged and | ooked
back. There was the cave: a picture nounted in a huge

frame.
He | ooked forward. There was the nountai n—+targer and

sharper than before. The air was cool er here, and snelled
slightly of ocean; a sea breeze ruffed his hair and lvy's
tresses, making the green flicker.

G een?
He snapped back to | ook closely at her. Her hair had a

definite green tint! He took a hank between his fingers,
inspecting it. Blond and green

"My nother's hair is much darker green," lvy said,
under st andi ng. "Because of her green thunb, you know.
She has green hair and green panties, and she turns other
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worren green with envy. But |I'monly a shadow of her, so
I"mless green.”

"Green panties?" Gey echoed.

Ivy's hand went to her nouth. "Ch, | shouldn't have
told! No man outside the fanmily is supposed to know t he
col or of her panties! Pronise you won't tell!"

"I, uh, won't tell," Grey agreed nunbly. He had better



concerns than anyone's panties, at the noment! How coul d
he be within the picture, and the place he had cone from
converted to a picture?

He put out a hand to touch the painting behind. He felt
the rough texture of the painted stone of the cave wall.

"l guess you believe in magic, now,
smugly.

lvy said, atrifle

G ey snapped out of it. "Magic? O course not!" Ob-

viously this was a sophisticated illusion, with sone sort

of curtain or force-screen that gave the inpression of paint,
whi chever side of it was touched. His mnd interpreted

that texture as whatever he saw beyond it. The only nys-
tery was how Ivy had gotten through that screen and how

she had brought himthrough. Her hair color would be a
function of special lighting. He had seen nore dranatic
effects in magi c shows.

"Ch. Well, let's get on with the challenge."
" Chal | enge?”

"You know, the Night Stallion has chall enges set al ong
all the routes in the gourd to keep strangers out. | had to
swimthrough a | ake of castor oil once to get through

Ugh! "

"Ugh!" he agreed, and she flashed hima sweet smile.
That made it all worthwhile.

They wal ked on down the path toward the nountain.

The mist thinned as they approached, and he saw that the
mountain rose abruptly out of a plain so flat as to resenble
the surface of a table. It was fashioned of gray stone and
was bare: no trees or grass at all. It looned increasingly

i mpressively, being nmuch |arger than he had judged from

t he cave.

"Uh, we have to clinb this?" he asked.

"Of course. That's the nature of the challenge, |I'msure:
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to reach the castle at the top. It |ooks just like Castle
Roogna, but of course it isn't because Castle Roogha's in
the jungle, not atop a bare nountain, and anyway, this is
the gourd. Probably there's a window fromthe castle to
Xanth proper. But it won't be easy reaching the castle.”

G ey | ooked at the sheer din's of stone, and tilted his
head back to see the tiny castle far above. He swal | owed.
He wasn't acrophobic, but unprotected heights made him
nervous. There were no guardrails on those narrow | edges!
"Uh, what's the name of this, uh, challenge? Munt

Xant h?"

But Ivy was wal king boldly onward. He had to follow



or let her risk it alone. The name of the nountain hardly
mattered; they just had to clinb it. He hurried to catch
up. Maybe the clinb would not be as bad as it | ooked!

They came to the base. It rose steeply fromthe ground
with no apol ogy, the stone too sheer to scale w thout spe-
cial equipment. The | owest | edge was out of reach.

"Yes, it's a challenge, all right," lvy said. "But maybe

a passive one."
"Passive?" Gey asked, feeling stupid again.
"Rat her than an active one."

"What's the difference?"
"Wth a passive challenge," she explained patiently,

"you don't get chased by nobnsters."

Oh. "Let's keep it passive," he agreed.

They wal ked around the base. The circunference of the
mountain did not seemgreat; in fact, far smaller than it
shoul d be to acconmopdate such a |arge castle at the di-

m ni shing top. Unless the castle was as small as perspec-
tive made it seem It would be a real irony if they got to
the top and di scovered a dol | house castl e there!

They came to a small bush grow ng right against the
base. "Maybe that plant conceals an entry," Gey said.
I ndeed, the rock seened less solid behind it. "Snells |like

sone kind of mnt."

"Be careful," Ivy said. "It might be a—*
A sharp stick poked out fromthe plant as Gey |eaned

over it. He junped back just in time to avoid getting

st abbed.
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"Spearm nt," lvy finished.

Grey glanced at her, but she seened serious. He picked
up a pebble and flipped it at the plant. Another spear
popped up and stabbed at the pebble with di smaying ac-
curacy. "Spearmnt," he agreed.

"They are dangerous to approach," |vy expl ained un-
necessarily. "They attract birds and things with their
snell, and then they—

"I get the picture." Spring-|loaded spears nestled in an
ordinary plant: a trap fit for a jungle fighter. And a pun
fit for a crazy story witer. He would have | aughed, had
he found it funny.

They continued on around the nountain. Soon there
was another plant, and this one definitely masked a flight



of steps that led to the first |edge. The mint snell was
strong agai n.

Grey made a cautious approach and inspected the plant.
He saw no spears. Still, he did not trust it. He found
anot her pebble and flipped it into the bush.

There was an expl osion of dust. It surrounded himin a
cloud. Grey inhal ed—and started sneezing.

He scranbl ed back and away, sneezing violently.
"' Tha—ah—that 's—ah—pep—€hew'' he exclained
t hrough hi s sneezi ng.

"A peppernmint," Ivy agreed. "I should have known."

Grey sneezed hinself out and found hinself sitting on

the ground, panting, his eyes watering, his nose itching to
trigger nore of the same. "Pep-peppermnt,"” he wheezed

in deep disgust. A mnt that peppered the intruder with
ground pepper.

After a nonment they went on, as it didn't seemworth-
while to risk the sneezing they would do if they pl owed
through the guardian plant to get to the steps behind it.
They mi ght sneeze thenselves right off the |edge!

They came to a third plant. Once again the smell of
mnt was strong. Gey flipped a pebble at it, and the nint
responded with an aroma like mnty incense.

"That's all?" he asked, not trusting it. "lIncense?"

"I't nust be a frankinmnt plant," Ivy said. "They just
make a nice snell for special occasions.”
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"Not frankincense?" he inquired, suspecting another
pun.

"No, those make a snell that gets people frankly an-
gry.”

Gey let that pass. He had, after all, asked for it.

There was a cave entry behind the plant. They deci ded
totry it. If it didn't lead quickly up to the |edge, they

woul d retreat and search for another.

Inside was a circul ar staircase that corkscrewed right up
to the ledge. No challenge at all! They energed from an
arch that turned out to be inmediately bel ow a | edgel et

bet ween maj or | edges.

Ivy | ooked up at the | edgelet. "Grandpa Trent!" she



excl ai med.

Grey | ooked, but saw nothing. It was an enpty pl ace,

with a kind of canopy over it. "I see no nan," he said

shortly.
She glanced at him startled. "You don't see King
Enmeritus Trent?"

"Right. | don't see him"
She faced the | edge. "He doesn't see you. Grandpa!"

She paused. Then she said "COh."
"Why don't we go up there, and |I'Il prove there's noth-
ing there," G ey suggested

"No need," she said sadly. "He says he isn't really

there. It's just an illusion to go with the Enchanted Moun-
tain. There are a nunber of them but they will vacate the
Enchanted Mountain now so as not to interfere with us."

WAs she coming to her senses? "So we can ignore it,"

he said. "Let's get on up to the top and be done with

this."
"Yes," she said, alittle tightly.
But they still had to decide which way. To their left as

they faced the nmountain was a flight of steps leading to
somewhere out of sight. To their right the | edge continued
more or less level, around and al so out of sight. They
decided to start with the | evel approach, on the theory that
it should be easier to explore quickly. If it went nowhere,
they would return and try the nmore prom sing steps.

The ledge led to a narrow bridge over a big cave en-

trance. The stone of the bridge was cracked; the narrow
ness was evidently because the rest had crunbl ed and
fallen. Gey did not like this. "Suppose it coll apses under
our wei ght ?"

She shrugged. "We'll fall. But we can't actually be hurt.
The gourd doesn't hurt people physically, it just frightens
them Besides, when | set out to use the Heaven Cent they
checked the auspices, and said | would return unharned.

So if we fall, we just pick ourselves up and try again."

Grey was not at all reassured. He had no confidence in
magi cal reassurances or in the beneficence of the gourd.
But he knew that his objections would not sway |vy, whose

belief defied logic. Still, he nade an effort to get through
to her.
" 'lvy, maybe you will get home okay, but | have no such

guar ant ee, because your magic experts didn't know I was
com ng. And maybe the gourd won't hurt you, because
you're a Princess of Xanth, but | amno such thing, and it



won't care about ne. So |'mworried about that bridge."

She considered briefly. "Yes, it is true; Mindanes can
have trouble in Xanth. | will have to use nmy magic to
protect you."

"Your magic?" He didn't like the sound of this nuch
better.

"Wl l, not exactly ny nmagic. | mean, use the magic
that protects ne to protect you too. That way you'll be as
safe as | am"'"'

Gey still was not rmuch reassured. He was afraid |vy
woul d do sonething foolish and get themboth hurt. This

m ght be a fancy amusenment park setting, but people could
get hurt in themif they were carel ess. He had pointed out
to her how he night get hurt, even within the framework

of her belief, but it was she he was really worried about.
She believed so firmy in her own safety that she could
take foolish risks. But how was he going to persuade her
ot herwi se?

"Take ny hand," she said. "W'I| cross the bridge
together. If you fall, | fall too. So we'll both be safe.”

Grey sighed. He would just have to take the risk and
try to shield her body with his owm if they did fall.
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He took her hand, and they started across the parti al

bridge. It was just an arc of stone, seeming all too fragile,
with the dark maw of the cave below. It was so narrow

that they had to turn and put their backs to the wall and

si destep across. |vy | eading.

"Ch!" Ivy exclaimed, falling backwards.
Backwar ds? he thought as he wenched her toward him

Her back was to the wall!

Then she was in his arns, and he saw that the cave
bel ow extended up in a narrow w ndow behind them the
security of the wall was no security at all. She had al nost

fallen into the cave.
But it had one good effect. Ivy decided that she didn't

like the idea of falling, even if her safety was guaranteed.
"We'Il have to be nore careful,” she said. Gey said
not hing, happy to |l eave her with that attitude.

They tried again, this time keeping both sides of the
bridge in nmnd. Ivy faced outward, and Grey inward, so
each could see the hazards of one side and warn the other
They sidl ed across. The stone settled slightly, and ground
out sone sand, but did not collapse. Then they were

acr oss.



But if this was the | owest hazard, when the ground was

really not too far away, what of the higher reaches, when
any fall would certainly be fatal? Gey |iked this whole

busi ness less as he got into it.

There were steps beyond the bridge, w de and solid.
They linked arns and marched up them side by side.

The | edge continued, hugging the irregular curve of the
nmount ai n, sonetines slanting up, sonetinmes down,

soneti nmes having steps, sonetines a ranp. They made

good progress. Soon they | ooked down and di scovered they
had made a conplete circuit. They were above the pl ace
where they had first gotten onto the | edge.

But they were still near the base of the nmountain, with
nmore | aps of the spiral above. The day was passing, and
neither of themwanted to be caught out on the | edge by
night. So they hurried as fast as they safely coul d.

But it was cold in the upper reaches, and the w nd was
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rising. Bits of the nether fog were breaking off and rising,
drifting ominously close to the nountain.

"Rats!" Ivy swore. "I see Practo!"”
"What ?"

"Cumul 0 Fracto Ni nbus, the worst of clouds! He is

always up to mischief! I don't know how he gets into the
gourd, but he's here. He nessed Dol ph up too, when he
was here."

"An evil cloud?" But now he renenbered: there had

been sonething about a nasty little cloud in the novels.
He found the notion of a bad cloud quaint. Still, this was
definitely the wong time for a storm and one did seem
to be brewing. Rain would make these sl oping narrow

| edges treacherous indeed!

"Fracto's an ill wind, all right!" she said angrily. "He's
sure to try to blow us off the nountain!"

"Maybe we can find a niche for shelter."

"Yes, we'd better." She |led the way on up—and there,

al most i medi ately, was another |arge opening in the wall.

It was a deep cave, extending far back into the mountain,
curving out of sight. It would do nicely for shelter. If the
storm got too bad, they could sinply retreat further into
the cave, and renmain dry.

The storm bl ew up horrendously. Grey had to admit, it

did at tines vaguely resenble a denonic face. But it was
definitely a cloud, and clouds did swirl and rain; there was
not hing magi cal in that.

The rain slanted into the cave. They noved back. Water



coursed along the floor, trying to wet them They found a
rise and perched on that, safe fromwetting. It got cold,
as the cloud blew frigid upper air down into the cave. Gey
opened his jacket, folded it around Ivy, and hugged her
close for nmutual warnth. Her greenish hair spread out |ike
a scarf, helping insulate them It was quite nice.

It was truly said: it was an ill w nd that blew nobody
good. Delightfully enbraced, they fell asleep, waiting out
the storm

By nmorning the storm had bl own over, and sunlight
streamed down, brightening the nountain. They were
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hungry, but all they had to eat was one bean sandwi ch | eft
over fromtheir traveling. Ivy had expected to pluck pies
fromtrees, of course, so hadn't been concerned. Gey,
nmore sensi ble, had hung on to the sandw ch, and now it
paid off. They split it, and though it was squashed and
messy, it was also delicious. Hunger was a narvel ous tonic
for the appetite!

They had occasion for the use of a bathroom but there
was none here. Wiy was it. G ey wondered, that in stories
a man and woman coul d travel together for weeks in alien
real ms and never had such a need?

"Uh, maybe there's a deep crack farther back in the
cave," he suggested. "Very deep, so . "

Ivy nodded. "We'll find it."

They noved cautiously back into the cave. The |ight of
day faded rapidly around the turn, slowing themfurther.
Then the passage divided. Gey checked one branch, and
vy the other, keeping in touch by calling.

His foot found a crevice. He explored it with his toe. It
was about six inches across, and too deep to fathom "Ivy!
I found it!" he call ed.

"So did I!'" she called back
"Maybe it's the same crack!"
"You use yours and I'Il use mne," she suggested.

Good idea. This was |ike separate bathroons. It was a
bit awkward in the dark, but he managed

There was a roar from deep bel ow, as of a nonster who

had just had a bad experience. Gey | eaped away fromthe
crevice. Then he headed back toward the front of the cave,
eager to return to daylight. He knew it was just a recording
intended to scare him but it was conming too close to suc-
ceedi ng.



He alnost collided with Ivy as the branches nerged.
"Maybe that wasn't the best place after all," she said.

Gey didn't argue. They hurried on out and into the

bl i nding daylight, letting the echoing roars fade behind.
There was no sign of the storm Fracto had bl own hinself
out .

Steps resuned. They noved on up and around, circling

the narrowi ng nmountain a second tinme. But just as they
compl eted the | oop, the path ended.

They stopped, disnayed. The path did not exactly end;

it turned inward and angled up the nountain so steeply as

to becone a cliff, until it disappeared into a circular open-
ing. There was no way they could clinb that slope! But

they could not go straight ahead; it was a sheer drop to

the next | edge bel ow.

"But we were never on that |edge!" Gey protested.
"How can we be above it when we never wal ked on it?"

"There must be nore than one spiral up the noun-
tain," lvy said.

"But it | ooks |ike one! | nean—

"Things are sel dom exactly what they look like, in

Xanth, and less so in the gourd," she said. "The entrance
to that spiral could be nasked in illusion, or the mountain
could change its configuration each day. W may be on

the sane spiral we started on."

She was talking magic again. Grey let it pass. "W
need to find a way down to that |edge. See, it goes on up
and around the nmountain; it nust be the right one.”

"Well, we could hold hands and junp down."
"No!" he cried, fearing that she was serious. "I nean,
let's not tenpt fate, or whatever. It will be easier to walk

back down than it was to clinb up here."

"Besides which, it mght be cheating to junp," she
sai d. "Challenges have to be net the right way, or they're
no good. W'll never get to the top if we do it wong."

Grey was happy to agree. They reversed course and
wal ked back the way they had cone.

Actually, it wasn't much easier going down than it had

been going up; their knees weren't toughened to it. They
trudged on as quickly as possible, not wanting to have to

spend anot her night on the sl ope. For one thing, the fa-
cilities at the castle at the top were surely better than those
of the cave, and without nether nonsters.

They came back to that cave, and now the | edge they
want ed was above them But if it was part of a double
spiral, where was the lower |oop of it? Gey saw no change



in yesterday's nountai nscape.
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Then he | ooked beyond the nountain. "Uh-oh!"

Ivy | ooked at him "What?"

"Look away fromthe nmountain! Wat do you see?"

She | ooked. "Wy, it's changed!" she said, surprised.

I ndeed, the approach path fromthe original cave (now

a picture) was gone. They were in a broad green plain,
with thick grass and |uxuriant trees. There were nountains
in the di stance—eonventional ones, that had not been there

bef ore.

"This nountain is the same,"” he said. "But everything
else is different!”

"I told you things could be strange in the gourd," she
rem nded him

Grey strove to find a nonmagi cal explanation for this
phenonmenon. "Maybe the rain | ast night nade the dor-
mant vegetation of the plain grow "’

"And the different mountains?" lvy inquired snidely.
"I"'mstill working on them"

They resuned their trek. Just beyond the cave they

turned a coner, and spied what they had m ssed the day

bef ore because of the distraction of the storm a flight of
steps rising to the higher | edge! The configuration of the
mount ai n hadn't changed; they just hadn't been paying at-
tention. That was a relief to Gey.

But the mddle of this stairway was broken. Evidently a
boul der or something had fallen here, and smashed out a

section.

They had no choice: they had to scranble over the de-

bris. Gey led the way, proceeding very carefully, finding
secure handhol ds and foothol ds. The very jaggedness of

it hel ped, because sharp edges were easier to grasp than
snoot h planes. He had to work his way up an al nost ver-
tical section, but got hold of the undamaged step above
and nanaged to haul hinself up. Then he lay on the step
and reached down to help haul Ivy up. She was fairly
athletic, which was a quality he Iiked, and nmade it up

wi t hout too much troubl e.

Then they dusted thensel ves of f and noved up the re-



mai ni ng steps to the upper | edge.
Now t he nystery unravel ed. This | edge actually began

here! It dead-ended bel ow, and proceeded on up. It was

as if it were the continuation of the | edge they had been

on before, but had gotten sheered away and set | ower.

Per haps this had happened | ong ago, and | ater soneone

had built the stairway to reach it, and still later the boul der
had smashed the stairs. Gey wondered just how old this
nmount ai n was!

They wal ked up the new | edge, conming to the point

above the cave they had spent the night in. Here there was
a right angle in the |l edge and in the rock bel ow, al nost
like the prow of a ship.

G ey stopped abruptly. He gazed out across the plain
agai n. Sure enough—+t had changed some nore. The grass
and trees were different, and the distant nountains had
cone cl oser.

"This thing's a ship!" he exclained. "It's sailing
through the valley!"

Ivy considered. "Yes, | suppose it is. | told you things
are strange in the gourd."

That set him back. He was arguing the case for magic!
There had to be sonme ot her explanation. Maybe the msts

of the prior day had conceal ed nost of the surrounding
scenery, and it appeared to change as those m sts cl eared.

"Let's get on up to the top," he said gruffly.

They resuned their walk. Gey's legs were tired, and

he knew Ivy felt the same. But the realization that they
were back on track buoyed them both, and they made good
progress.

Then the | edge becane another bridge. This tine it was
no partial thing; it was a far-rangi ng span that narrowed
alarmngly at the apex. Gey |looked at it and quail ed.

"Now all we need is a st— Ivy began with disgust.

"Don't say it! It might cone! The last thing we want is
a—a you- knowwhat!" He refused to say the word
"storm"”

She smled, atrifle grimy. "I think your unbelief is
wavering, Gey! You are right; it is not smart to speak the
nanes of those you don't want to hear. But even without
that, how are we going to cross? | don't feel that steady
on ny feet."
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She spoke for themboth! "It gets so narrow-raybe
we can sit astride it there, and sort of hunp across."



"Hunmp across?"

"I'"ve done it on school yard mounted | ogs," he ex-

pl ai ned. "You sort of put your hands down and lift your
body and bunp forward. You can nove along pretty well

when you get the hang of it. If you |ose your bal ance, you
just lock your legs around the log. You can't fall, really,
if you keep your head." He sat down and denonstrated,
awkwardly, on the flat surface.

"How cl ever!" Ivy exclained, delighted. "Let's go!"

Gey led the way again. This wasn't because he was

brave, but because he just couldn't see nmaking lvy take a
risk he wouldn't take hinself. He pretended it was routine,
but the truth was he was tight with fear. H's hands were
sweating, and his jaw was cl enched; he hoped it didn't show.

He wal ked as far as he dared, because that was the nost
efficient way to travel. Then he got down on hands and
knees. When the arch becane too narrow for that, he put
his | egs down and straddled the stone. He put his hands
behi nd and heaved, hunping his body forward.

It worked. He kept doing it until the bridge peaked,
descended, and wi dened. He tried not to | ook down, be-
cause that made hi munpl easantly dizzy; there was nothing
down there except cruel stone, far bel ow.

Wien the stone becane too wide he | eaned forward
until he lay on it, then lifted his |egs, got to hands and
knees, and noved on. It wasn't fan on the downsl ope, but

it was a relief to be there

At | ast he reached the solid nountain again, and turned.
There was lvy, not far behind him She was not as nervous
about falling as he, because of her belief in magic, but he

remai ned nervous about her

"That was fan," she exclainmed as she caught up to

him But some of the green of her hair seened to be on

her face, and he knew she had felt al nbst as queasy as he.
This clinmb was certainly a chall enge!

They wal ked on up the path. The nountain was com
paratively slender here, but high, and the | edge was
smal ler. They had to go single file. This time lvy took the
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| ead, because he wanted to be in position to catch her if
she slipped and started to fall. The path was increasingly
steep, without steps, and still |acked any kind of guardrail

he woul d have been happier craming up it, but that would
have been too slow. N ght was closing in.

Then out of the gloony sky canme figures in the air.
"Qopsy!" lvy said, spying them "Wvens! Probably
they forage here, picking off helpless clinbers.™

"Such as us?" Grey asked, trying to suppress dread.



He knew what wyverns were: snmall winged, fire-breathing
dragons. O course he didn't believe in thembut cer-
tainly there was sonething ugly in the air, and that was
apt to be just as bad for themas a fantasy creature.

"Yes. But don't worry; 1'Il use ny talent to foil them"”

"But your talent's Enhancenent! Wn't that just nake
them even nore form dabl e?" Again, he was trying to
make her see reason wi thout actually expressing his dis-
belief in her magic. At some point they would have to
have this out—but not way up here on this treacherously
exposed pat h!

"Not necessarily. 1'll show you."

The flying figures | ooned cl ose—and they did i ndeed

| ook I'ike dragons. But of course such things could be
mocked up and even be made to fly. This was obviously

a nmost intricately fashioned setting, so such threats were
feasible. Certainly those creatures, whatever their true na-
ture, could be dangerous. He didn't see how enhanci ng

them could help foil them assuming it could be done at

all.

Ivy stood facing the dragons. She seened to be concen-
trating. The dragons approached even faster than before,
their beady eyes glinting, plunes of snoke trailing from
their nostrils.

The | ead dragon oriented and accel erated, flying di-

rectly toward them It jetted a colum of fire. Gey started
to scranbl e away, not wanting to get fried—but Ivy didn't
move, and he couldn't |eave her behind. So he forced him
self to wait, hoping that she did know what she was doi ng.

The jet of fire mssed. Then the dragon, |ooking sur-
prised, mssed also; it shot right past them so close that
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they were buffeted by the hot breeze of its passing. Wat

had happened?
The second dragon winged in toward them It too nissed

with both fire and teeth, seem ng as anmazed as G ey was
by this. Then the third one.

"What happened?" G ey asked.
"I told you. | Enhanced them"

" But —



"I made themfaster. So they flew faster than usual, and
whi pped their heads around faster, and fired faster. So
their aimwas off. They can't score on us until they get
adjusted to their new powers—and they won't have them
when they're not attacking us."

Grey worked it out. He had driven a car once that was

| arger and nore powerful than he was used to. Then he

had conme to a turn in the road, and al nost careened off

the road because his refl exes were wong. He had rmade

hasty adjustments, know ng that he could quickly weck
hinmself if he didn't. It could have been the sane for the
dragons. It would require precise timng and coordi nation

of vectors to score with fire while on the wing, and if that
timng was off, there would be no score. So what lvy said

made sense
Assumi ng that she could really do what she clai ned.

But that was nmagic.

"Let's get on before they recover," lvy said.

Good suggestion! They wal ked up the path while the

dragons reoriented. Wien the dragons nade their second
strafing runs, they m sjudged the range agai n and gave up
in disgust. "See? | don't like to use ny talent frivolously,
but for self-defense it's all right," Ivy said.

Grey was just glad that the creatures had been pro-
grammed to miss! The threat had seened real enough, and
he could hardly wait to get off this nmountain! He would
try to reason with Ivy about the nmatter of the dragons at

anot her tine.

The path | ooped around the nobuntain again, but the
di ameter of the nmountain was now so small that the circuit
did not take rmuch time. They wal ked up the last stretch

to the castle itself, crossing one final bridge. The castle
was, after all, full size, no longer looking |ike a dollhouse.

They paused at the great wooden door, and | ooked back
Fromthis height they could see far across the | andscape. It
was definitely a riverscape; they were sailing (wthout sails)
upriver toward distant |ofty peaks that reflected red in the

| ate sunlight.

Grey shook his head. He did not believe in magic, of

course, but certainly this was a marvel ous setting! Prob-
ably only this nmountain was genuine; the rest would be
formed from some kind of projection on a surroundi ng

screen. As anusenent parks went, this was the best he

had encountered! It was too bad that it was too persuasive
for sone. Ivy would be a terrific girl if she only could rid
hersel f of her belief in Xanth!

Ivy turned to him "You' ve been great. Grey," she said,
and qui ckly kissed him

How he wi shed he could believe in Xanth!
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Chapter S. River

ehey had finally reached the door to the castle.

Ivy was nuch relieved; she had been afraid that Gey

woul d panic and fall when the wyvens attacked. She had
even hesitated to explain in too nmuch detail how she could
nullify them because she did not want himto have to

come to terns with the concept of nmagic while they were
danger ously exposed. Suppose he spooked and fell off the

| edge? It was better to wait until things were nore secure.

So now she nerely kissed himand told himthat he had
been great. |ndeed, he had been, considering that he did
not believe in magic; it nust have taken real courage to
carry on in the face of that doubt! He should be a great
guy, once he got over his confusion and saw Xanth for

what it was.
She addressed the door: "Hey, door, don't you know

me?"
The door didn't answer. Qops—she had forgotten that

her father. King Dor, wasn't here. It was his talent to
speak to the inanimate and to have it answer in the human

| anguage. He had resided so long in Castle Roogna that

his magi ¢ had i nfused those parts of the castle that he used
a lot. Thus she always talked to the castle door, and it
normal |y opened for her because it recognized her. But

this wasn't really Castle Roogna; this was an imtation

one, a setting in the real mof bad dreans. So her father
wasn't here, and his magi c had not rubbed off.

"Uh, doors don't know peopl e,
"You have to turn the knob."

G ey said delicately.

vy was getting tired of his patronizing attitude about
magi c. So she decided to nake a snall denonstration. She
concentrated on the door, enhancing its affinity to her fa-
ther. It was an enulation of the real front door of Castle
Roogna, so there was a basis for this; if she made it even
more like the real door, it would be able to respond in the
manner of the original

Then she spoke to it again. "Door, if you don't open
this instant, 1'll kick your shin panel!"

The door hastily swung open.
It was very satisfying to see Grey's gape.

Then he recovered. "Oh—t wasn't |ocked. Mist have
been bl own open.”

"By what wind?" lvy inquired sweetly. The air was
now quite still.



But Grey nerely shrugged. The door might not be
| ocked, but his mind was. It was npbst annoyi ng.

They stepped in. The entrance hall was enpty, of

course. lvy had seen many people and creatures she knew,

scattered around the Enchanted Muntain, but rather than

confuse things she had asked themto fade out. Since they
were all ghosts, they had obliged. That way she had seen

not hing that Grey hadn't seen, which nmade the clinb eas-

ier. The sane was true here in the castle, and it seened

better to leave it that way.

"It's enmpty!" Gey said, as if surprised

"It isn't the real castle," she reminded him "This is
the dreamrealm wth settings for all the bad dreans. So
there aren't any fol k here except when they come to nmake
up a dream concerni ng Castle Roogha, and then they aren't
real folk, just the gourd actors."

He | ooked at her as if about to Say Something for Her
Om Good, but managed to stifle it. "So where do we go
from here?"

"Wherever this sailing nountain takes us,"” she replied.
"We shoul d keep watch, and when it passes sonme region
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I recognize, we can get off and I'll lead us hone to the
real Castle Roogna."

Again that Oamn Good expression crossed his face, but
again it was displaced by Not Yet. "But if this is the—the
real mof dreams, you won't be able to reach the real, uh

Xanth from here."

"Yes | will—-when | see a section of the gourd |I rec-
ogni ze. |'ve been through it before, you know. So if | see

the sea of castor oil— But she did not care to conplete
that thought; the notion of diving into that awful stuff made

her si ck.

"A sea of castor oil?" he asked bl ankly.

"Well, maybe it's just a |l ake of it. You know-the oi

that | eaks fromcastors, those little wheels that nove fur-
niture around. They feed it to children to make them fee

bad. "

"I renmenber," he said, making a face. "W get sone-
thing simlar frombeans. That's the stuff of bad dreans,

all right!"

"Woul dn't you know it—n Mindania it's the bad things

that grow on trees!" she excl ai ned.



"On plants, anyway," he agreed wyly. "W have many
horrendous pl ants: nuclear, nunitions, sewage—

"So if | see that lake, I'Il know where we are, and then

I can go the sane route | used as a child to return directly
to Castle Roogna. There's a candy garden, and a bug house
and ot her awful stuff."

"A candy garden is awful ?"

"Because of the tenptation. If you take even one lick

of a lollypop, you' re stuck in the dreamreal mforever, or
worse. | think. I"'mnot quite sure, but | don't care to
ganmble. So we'll just have to stick to our own food unti

we get out of here."

"We finished our |ast bean sandw ch," he rem nded
her. "Actually, if it had gotten any nore battered and ol d,
it would have tasted |like castor oil beans!"

She grinmaced. "Well, let's get a good night's sl eep,
then hope that we can nove on in the norning before we
get too hungry."
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He smiled. "W may be hungry, but there's not much
tenptation if there's no food."

vy was getting increasingly annoyed by his superior
attitude. "You want tenptation? I'll show you tenpta-
tion!™"

She led the way to the kitchen and flung open the door
There was a fine array of cakes and pastries laid out with
gl asses of delicious drink on the side. The heavenly snell
was al nost overwhel nmi ng.

"There is food here!" G ey exclained, amazed. He
stepped in, admiring it. "But strange, too. Wat's this?"

"That's a patti cake," she explained. "I won't eat them
unless I'msitting down."

" \My?u

"Because," she explained patiently, "when you take a
bite fromsuch a cake, you get patted.”

He paused, then resolutely continued his questioning.
"What's so bad about that?"

"These are fresh cakes, so they give pretty fresh pats.
So you have to protect any part of your body you don't
want patted. It's worse with hot cross buns."

He pondered that, then smled, then saw her frown and
changed the subject. "Wiat's this fizzing drink?"

"Boot rear. You had really better sit down for that."

Grey | ooked pai ned, and she realized that he had just



bitten his tongue so as to stifle a |l augh. He was using
Mundane nmagi c: pain to stop mrth.

"How about this one?" he asked, indicating a gl ass of
brown fluid.

"Mocol at echi |l k. "
"From nocol ate choo-cows, no doubt."
"Exactly."

He sighed. "You're right. This is too tenpting. | want
to gobble it down despite your |udicrous puns."”

"I'f you think it's | udicrous,
you eat sone, then?"

" she flared, "why don't

"Maybe I will!" he retorted. He picked up the gl ass of
chil k and brought it to his mnouth.

"No, don't!" she cried, flinging herself at him She
pushed the gl ass away before he could drink fromit.
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"Uh, okay," he said, disconcerted. "If you really fee
that way."

"When are you going to get it through your Mindane

head that this isn't Miundani a?" she demanded. "Magic
really does work here, and you can get into horrible trou-
ble if you aren't careful!"

"I"'msorry," he said contritely, with his This-is-Not-

t he- Ti ne-t o- Di sabuse- Her | ook. "Are there any other
things to watch out for?"

"No, this should be safe as long as the setting isn't in
use. But maybe we'd better check."

"Of course."” He followed her out of the kitchen

She | ed himthrough the castle. Everything seened to

be in order. It was dark and gloony with the onset of

ni ght, as was appropriate for a bad dream setting. She was
about to take himto one of the guest roons where he

coul d sl eep—she woul d use her own room of course—

when she spied sonet hi ng odd.

"This isn't right," she said.
"I't looks like just another door," Gey said. "Wiat's

wong with it?"



"There isn't any such door in the real Castle Roogna."
"Ch, soit's not a perfect replica. Maybe it's a secret

entrance for the spooks when they cone to set up a bad
dream "

"Yes, that's probably it," she agreed. "So we'd better
stay away fromit. There's no telling what's beyond it."

"What's the harmin | ooking?"
"The same as in eating the food here. W could be

trapped in the setting.”

He shrugged. "We seemto be trapped now, unless we
want to go back down the nountain and out the picture
cave and back into the real world."

"Mundania isn't the real world!" she protested.
"Let's just say it is ny real world, and Xanth is yours."
So he still refused to believe. She hoped she woul d be

abl e to convince himbefore he got into real trouble.
She showed himthe guest room "You sleep here," she

told himshortly. "I'll be just down the hall, in ny room
Don't do anything foolish."
"Fool i sh?"

"Li ke sneaking down to the kitchen in the night. It's
better to go hungry until we get where we're going."

"Ckay, no sneaking down to the kitchen," he agreed.
"But is it all right if | dreama little?"

" Dr ean"
"About you, maybe."

She paused. "Are you trying to pay ne a conpli-
ment ?"

He | ooked abashed. "Uh, | guess so."

"You think I"mcrazy to believe in nagic, but you stil
want to dream about nme?"

"Look, I'mnot being sarcastic!" he exclainmed. "I'm
just not very good at inpressing anyone | really like."

lvy felt two and a half emotions warring in her. ' 'How
would you like me if you learned | really was a princess
of a nmmgical real n?"

"l don't care what you are in what kind of realm | just
think you're a great girl. I wish—+ don't know what |
wi sh. "



There it was again. He liked her only for herself, be-

cause he didn't believe any of the rest of it was true. Wat
she had told himof her background was actually a liability
by his perception, because he thought it meant she was
making it up. She remai ned annoyed by his refusal to be-
lieve what she told him yet nattered by his evident sin-
cerity about the rest of it. She was seeing himin his worst
I'ight, she knew, because of his confusion—but she did like
what she saw. Grey really was a decent person

Vel |, when they got into Xanth proper, she would show
hi m magi ¢ he could not deny, and then he woul d beli eve.
When she saw how well he adapted to that, she would
know how wel | she could afford to like him

For there was one enornous barrier to any serious re-

| ati onship between them G ey was Mundane. That neant
that he had no magi c. When she had been trapped in Min-
dani a, he had been a great confort, and she had needed
himto get back to Xanth. But now that they were on the
verge of Xanth, the conpl exion of the matter was chang-
ing. She could bring himthere and show him Xanth's won-
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ders, but she well knew that any serious rel ationship was
proscribed. The old rule that exiled anyone who | acked a
magi ¢ tal ent had been thrown out by Grandpa Trent, so
Gey could remain in Xanth, and i ndeed woul d probably
have to because there might be no certain way back to his
pl ace in Muindania. But for a Princess and Sorceress to
associate too closely with a no-talent man: no way.

That was one reason she had del ayed using the nagic
mrror. She had been busy, of course, just clinbing the
mountain and getting Grey through. But she could have
paused | ong enough to bring out the mrror and contact
her fol ks. Indeed, they well mght be watching her on the
Tapestry. No, the Tapestry didn't reach into the dream
realm she remenbered now. That increased her guilt. So
she knew she woul d have to get through before too | ong,
because Queen Irene would not brook too nuch foolish-
ness on the way.

But if she had brought out the mirror on the nountain,
and Grey had seen it operate and realized that its nagic
really did work, his whole philosophy night have been so
severely shaken that he m ght have done sonething fool -
ish. So she had waited until she could be al one.

Now she was al one. She brought out the mirror.
"Mot her," she nurmured.

Queen lrene's face appeared in the mrror. "Well, it's
about tinme, Ivy!" she said severely. "Have you any idea
how we worried when you dropped of f the Tapestry? Wy

didn't you call in before?"



Ivy smled, seeing right through Irene's severity. "I was
in Mundania, as you surely realized. Mther. | couldn't
call; the mirror was dead there. But | came back as soon

as | could.”
"And where are you calling fron? That can't be your
own room behi nd you!"

"We're in the gourd. Mdther. In a nock Castle Roogna.
It took us two days to clinb the Enchanted Muntain, and

only now could I —=
"We? Who are you with, lvy?"

Ivy could see that her nother was not in an understand-
ing nood. "A Miundane. He—=
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"You spent two days and one night on that inferna
mountain with a Mundane!" Irene snhapped. "Have you
any idea—t+"

"l needed his help to get to the gourd access," Ivy
expl ai ned. "Then he wanted to see Xanth, so |I'm show ng
him There really wasn't rmuch other way | coul d repay
himfor his help."

Irene glanced closely at her. "Cbviously not. Does he
realize that he'll be a msfit in Xanth, and that there's little
chance he will be able to return to his prior situation?"

"I tried to tell him but he doesn't believe in nmagic."

"Doesn't believe in=+" Incredulity and outrage rippl ed
across lrene's expressive face.

"Mundanes are like that," Ivy rem nded her. "It's been
a bit awkward here in the gourd, so | haven't pushed it.
I"d like to get into Xanth proper first."

I rene sighed, somewhat grinmly. "You should never have
brought himthis far. It's like pulling a live fish fromwater
and not throwing it back. He's apt to be miserable."

"I know," lvy said sadly.

"W shall arrange with the Night Stallion to nove you
out in the norning," Irene said. "Bring the Mindane out
on the north turret then; we can't |eave himin the gourd."

“I''l'l bring him" Ivy agreed. She felt so guilty, know

ing how awkward it would be for Gey, stuck in a land

where practically every person except hinself could do

magi c. But it would have been worse | eaving himin drear
Mundani a! From hi s description. Freshman English was

just about as bad as the | ake of castor oil. She really hadn't
had a good choice to make, so she had gone with the | esser

of evil s—she hoped.

"Good night, dear," Irene said with motherly resig-



nati on.

"Good night. Mther," Ivy replied with daughterly
guilt.

The mirror became bl ank, then showed her own face.

It was sonewhat drawn. Enbarrassed by her unwanted
maturity, she forced a sunny smle, naking herself |ook
younger .

Then she put the nmirror away, and got herself ready for
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the night. It took her sone tinme to sleep, despite the seem
ing famliarity of her room

She woke hungry as the norning sunlight beaned into

her room Her roomwas on the west side of the castle,

but it didn't matter; this was the gourd, and it followed its
own rules. Probably the ship/mountain had nade a turn

in the | andscape/river, turning the castle around. She got

up, washed, and concentrated on her dress, enhancing it

into a fresher and cleaner state. It was Mindane cl ot hing,

but here it was subject to her nagic.

She stepped out and wal ked down the hall to Gey's
room Hi s door was cl osed, so she knocked. There was

no answer.

She did not want to be late for the connection on the
turret, so she knocked again, harder. "Gey! Gey! Are
you up?" Still there was no response.

Worri ed, she opened the door. The room was enpty.

Grey was not a heavy sl eeper, so he night have gotten up
earlier and gone el sewhere in the castle. Not down to the
kit chen, because he had prom sed not to, but—

"Ch, no!" she breathed. She hurried out and down the
hall to the extra door. She had forgotten to nmake him
prom se not to go there, and if his curiosity had caused
himto open it, they could be in real trouble.

The door was closed. Had he opened it and gone
through, or had he left it al one?

She checked the rest of the castle, just to nmake sure.
He was nowhere. So he nust have used that extra door

"Dam!" she said, using a villainous Mindane curse.

There was no help for it. She would have to go after



him and right away. She only hoped he hadn't gotten him
self into nore trouble than she could get himout of.

She packed her knapsack and put her hand to the knob
The door opened i nmedi ately.

As she expected, there was no sharp nountain drop

beyond. There was a | ovely green | andscape; a rocky

sl ope, with bushes growing in clunps and trees in the
distance. A faint path led fromthe door over the nearest
ridge.

She stepped forward, so as to see beyond the portal that
hid much of the view. Now she could see a w der section

And there, sitting on a rock, was Gey. "Gey!" she
cal | ed.

He | ooked up. "lvy! Don't close the—

Too | ate. The door slanmed shut behind her—and sud-

denly it and the portal vanished, |eaving her standing on
the path. That path went on down the sl ope beyond the
regi on where the door had been, and to a section of forest.

It was of course a mmgical portal, simlar to the pictures
into which they had stepped. Only those who had the right
magi ¢ coul d use that door fromthis side. She had fallen
into the trap exactly as G ey had.

Gey ran up to join her. "I was only going to |ook!"
he exclainmed. "But | couldn't see nuch fromthe door, so
I just took one step, and—

"I know. It's a one-way door."
"A what ?"

"Sonme doors, |like some paths, are one-way. You can
go forward on them but not back. They don't exist in that
direction."

"But that's nonsensical!" he protested.
"No, it's magical."

He | ooked down the path, evidently trying to see the

vani shed door. "One-way gl ass, maybe," he said. "You

can see through it fromone side but not the other. If only
I could get ny hand on it!"

He still refused to believe! And his foolishness had got-
ten them both stranded here on a nmagic route, so that they
could not go to the turret on tine and be transported di-
rectly to Xanth proper. "You idiot!" she cried, abruptly
furious.

Grey hung his head. "Yeah, | sort of knew that," he
agreed. "I shouldn't've come through. So | just sat and
waited for you to find me. Only—=

"Only I was an idiot too," she said, her anger cooling
as quickly as it had devel oped. "Well, nothing for it ex-



cept to follow this path.”
"1 thought maybe you woul d be able to—"

"My magic i s Enchancenent, not portal naking. But
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it's not a complete disaster. This path nust go some-
where." She realized that she could use the mrror to get
back in contact with her nother, but she was with Gey
again and preferred to wait. Maybe there woul d be some
other way to reach Xanth, w thout having to make her

error too obvious.

They followed the path up the slope and over the ndge.

It went down across a shallow indentation, then over an-
other ridge, then dowmn into a small valley. There, nmasked
by bushes and trees, wound a snmall river.

They came to the river, and stopped, startled. The water
was bright red!

Grey squatted and dipped his finger intoit. "Quch, it's
hot!" he exclained. "And thick, |ike—

Ivy took his finger and sniffed it. "Blood," she con-
cl uded.

"Bl ood," he agreed. "A river of hot blood!"
"Yes."

"But how can such a thing be? | nean—

"This is the real mof bad dreans,"” she rem nded him

"Bl ood frightens nost folk, especially when it splatters.
This nmust be the source of the blood used in the npst

vi ol ent dreans."

"But that's—=
"Nonsensi cal ? Magi cal ?"
“"Horrible, " he said.

"There's no bridge, but the path continues beyond it,"
she said. "How should we cross it?"

G ey | ooked around. "Sonehow | don't want to wade

through it. There nmust be something we can use to nake

a bridge or raft. Maybe there's a boat; | mean, the regul ar
users of this path nmust have a way to cross."



"They m ght junp,” lvy said. "Or have a fly-across

spell; you never can tell."

Grey grimaced, still not believing in nagic despite ev-
erything. "Well, since we can't junp that far and have no
flying spell, we'll have to make do with nmundane efforts.

Let me check al ong the bank."
They wal ked upstream The forest becane thicker, and

there was a huge tree partway fallen across the river, but
no boat or raft.

Gey eyed the tilting trunk. "Wnd nust have taken that
down, but then it hung up in those trees on the other side.
Looks about ready to fall the rest of the way.''

"Yes," lvy agreed, nervous about wal king under it. If
that huge trunk came down on them it would drive them
right into the ground!

"Maybe we can nake it drop," he continued. "Then
we could wal k across on it, no trouble at all." He wal ked
to the base and pushed with his hands.

The tree was so firmit was rocklike. Then Gey put up

a foot and shoved. Ivy happened to gl ance at the top,
across the river, and saw it wiggle. "You noved it!" she
excl ai ned.

"But it's still hung up. It's too well supported.” He

wal ked around the base. "Look, there's a branch, driven
into the ground. That nust be holding it up, while the top
is hung up in the other trees. If | knocked out that bottom
one, it would probably tear free and cone right down."

"Ri ght down on your head!" Ivy said, alarned.

He | ooked up. "Um vyes. Maybe if | could pull on it

with a rope, if | had a rope ..." He | ooked around, but
saw no rope. "Some vines, perhaps." But there were no
vines. "On the other hand, if | got a pole and | evered at
the base ..." But there was no pole, either

"Maybe there's sonething better downstream" |vy
suggested. "We could wal k down and see."

G ey nodded. They wal ked downstream beyond the

path that intersected it, but the land only cleared, offering
not hi ng, and soon the river flowed into a nmuch larger river,
its blood diffusing in swirls through the clear water.

"W might swimaround it," Gey said.

"No," Ivy said firmy. "See those colored fins?"

"Shar ks! Feeding on the bl ood!"

"Loan sharks," she agreed. "They'll take an arm and
aleg if youlet them but | suppose they'll settle for just
blood if there's nothing better.'

"Loan sharks," he nmuttered, |ooking as if he had



chewed on a | enon.
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"We could follow the path in the other direction," lvy

sai d. "Down past where the castle was." But she was

afraid that even if they managed to return to the castle, it
woul d be too late for the rendezvous with her nother.

Maybe it was tinme to use the mirror again, even if that

made for a problemw th Gey.

"Let's go back to the tilting tree," he said. "There has
to be a way to bring it down."

She was gl ad to agree, because that would keep him
occupi ed while she pondered what to do. She was getting

i ncreasingly hungry now, that alone would drive her to the
mrror, if they didn't nake progress soon. This setting was
quite unfamliar to her, and she didn't know what direction
was best. The real mof dreans was odd to begin with, and
she did not enjoy being lost init.

They reached the tree. Grey scouted around. "You

know, there's a pretty steep slope here," he remarked.
"And only brush, this side. There were a |l ot of big rocks
in the field we wal ked t hrough."

"Yes," lvy agreed, wondering what he was working up
to.

"If we could roll one down here, to knock out that
supporting branch—=

"Yes!" lvy exclained, seeing it.

They hurried up the slope. Soon they were back in the
field. There were several big rocks, ranging from knee-
hi gh to wai st-high. "This one seenms about right," Gey
sai d, approaching the | argest.

"But that's way too big to lift wi thout nagic!" she pro-
test ed.

"And too big to nove without a lever," he agreed.
"But see howit's perched on the slope. |I think it wll
work, with alittle luck."

"Luck? | thought you didn't believe in nmagic!"
He smled. "That kind, | do. Let ne see what | can
do. "

He wal ked across the slope, and picked up a sharply

poi nted stone he had spied. Then he went back to the
hung-up tree. "Yes, it's pretty good; certainly worth a
try."
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"Try what?" |vy asked, baffled.
"Maki ng a channel ," he said. He squatted, and began
di ggi ng besi de the supporting branch

"Don't do that!" Ivy protested. "You'll bring the tree
down on your head!"

"No, this is only the end of the channel." He was al -
ready novi ng away, scraping the soft forest dirt into a
cavity that was indeed | engthening into a channel

"You nean—the rock? Down here?"

"Yes. It should roll in the direction of |east resistance.
It shouldn't take nuch of a channel to guide it. By the
time it gets here, it should be rolling pretty fast.'

"Way, that's brilliant!" Ivy exclained.
"No, only conmon sense," he said, pleased. "I'm not
a brilliant guy; you know that."

I vy thought about that as she searched for a sharp stone
so that she could help. Gey didn't seemto think rmuch of
hi nsel f, and i ndeed he was general | y uni nmpressive, but

he didn't seemto fade nuch in the crunch. He just keep
pl uggi ng away at what ever he was doing, and doing in-
creasingly well. She liked that. She woul d never have
thought of rolling a rock down a channel to rmake a tree
fall across a river!

eThey dug and scraped, nounding dirt on either side of
the channel, and evening out any bunps so that the rock
could roll snoothly. Wien they reached the rock, they
deepened the channel, undercutting the boul der

The rock didn't nove. It extended down into the ground.
But G ey kept working at it, deepening the channel and
mai ntaining its slope, so that when the rock did nove, it
woul d keep novi ng.

lvy, fatigued and dirty, straightened up and stood back
"Maybe if we pushed, now," she said. She wondered

whet her she should offer to Enhance his strength for this,
but feared that he would take it the wong way.

"Maybe, " he agreed.

They got on the other side of the boulder, braced their
backs against it, and pushed with their |egs.

It nmoved. Surprised, they tunbled and scranbl ed out
of the way.
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The boul der crunched down into the channel, hesitated
ponderously, then decided to nove on. It rolled, slowy
and raggedly, but determ nedly.

They junped to their feet and followed it down. Wuld



it break out of the channel? It seened to be trying to, as
it rolled irregularly, but never quite nmade it. It gathered
speed, and plunged into the bit of forest.

Just before the branch, the rock veered to one side,
threatening to mss. But the edge of it clipped the branch,
and the branch snapped with a loud crack. The tree shud-
dered, then slowy let itself down as the rock splashed into
the river. Crunch! The top crushed into the ground on the
opposite side and wedged into place.

"Ch, it worked, it worked!" lvy cried, dancing with
joy. Then she grabbed Grey, hugged him and kissed him

"Let's roll sone nore boulders!" he said dazedly.

She ran to fetch her knapsack. "Let's get across; we've
used up half the day already.'

Grey clinbed onto the trunk and followed her. But in
the mddle, directly over the river, he paused, staring
down. "I1've been thinking," he said. "Were does al
this bl ood cone fronP"

"I told you—t's just a prop fromthe bad dreans," |vy
said. "It doesn't have to conme from anywhere. It's— She
st opped hersel f before saying "magic."

"But it goes somewhere," he pointed out. "It goes into
the larger river. And if it doesn't come from anywhere,
then we shoul d have been able to wal k upstream and get
around it. It just seens too much like a regular river to
me. "

"Maybe there's a blood spring, farther up," lvy said,

| osing patience. "Look, Gey, this place doesn't follow
normal rules as either you or | know them any nore than
dreans do. It's not worth worrying about."

"I was thinking," he continued doggedly, "that if it
conmes froman—an aninmal, a big aninmal, that creature
must really be hurting. | think we should go check."

I vy opened her nouth to protest, but the insidious |ogic
of it began to get to her. A big animl? Wat an awf ul
t hought !
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"Very well," she said wearily. "Let's find out exactly
where it cones from"

Grey conpleted his crossing and clinmbed down beside

her. Then they trekked upstream |vy hoped that Gey's
conj ecture was wong, but she couldn't discount it. Surely
a big bucket of blood, self-restoring, would have done the
job as well as this river! And why was the bl ood so hot?
Temperature hardly mattered for bad dreans, just appear-
ance. Also, why was it out here in nowhere, instead of
more centrally | ocated?

The river coursed intermnably, forcing themto clinb
over ridges and through thickets. At one point there was



a red waterfall of it, and they had to find a way up the
preci pitous sl ope before they could rejoin it. This was cer-
tainly farther than it needed to be for a dream prop

Then they reached what m ght be the source: a hole in

a bank. They piled stones and brush agai nst the bank so
as to nake a ranmp to the top, expecting to find a | ake of
bl ood beyond. But there was none; it was just a low hill.
Ivy was relieved; there was no aninal after all

The hill noved. vy screaned and | ooked for sonething
to grab onto, but all that offered was G ey.

They stood, frightened, as the center of the hill swelled
upward. Then it paused, and slowy subsided. And swelled
agai n. There was an odd wailing sound.

"This hill is breathing!" Gey exclained.

Now | vy caught on. "This is a—a giant! Wth a hole in
his side!"

"I npossible!" Gey said. But he | ooked doubtful

They wal ked al ong the length of the hill. Soon they
verified it: there was a nonstrous head, its face turned to
the side, breath howing in and out of its mouth. This
really was a living, breathing giant!

"And he's tied down," Ivy said, pointing out cords that
stretched across the outflung arns. "He can't help him
self!"

"While he bleeds to death!" Gey said, appalled. He
m ght not believe in magic, but he obviously accepted this
giant. "W nust help him"
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"Yes, we nust," lvy agreed. "But how? He's so big,
and we have no tools or anything."

"Maybe we can ask him" Gey said.

"Ask him" she exclained. "But he can't be con-
sci ous!"

"I think he is," Gey said. He approached the huge
head. "G ant, can you hear nme?"

The eyes blinked. The nouth pursed. "Hyesss!" the
wi nd how ed.

"How may we hel p you?"

The giant's nouth pursed again. This tinme the words
were clearer. "Magi c bandage in pocket."

Ivy | ooked. Sure enough, there on the chest was a bul ge,
and it was a pocket. She knew that a magi ¢ bandage woul d
stop the flow of blood fromthe giant's wound, because
that was the way magic worked. "It's here," she called to
G ey.



The gi ant spoke again. "But first—aame your reward."

Grey was taken aback. "l don't want any reward! Here
you lie bleeding to death— just want to help you!"

The giant was silent. Grey cane across to join lvy, and
toget her they haul ed the huge bandage out of the pocket.
"What an irony!" Grey exclainmed. "The bandage ri ght
here, and he can't reach it hinself!"

"Not irony," lvy said. "Torture."
Grey's nouth opened and cl osed agai n. He nodded.

The bandage was as big as the mattress of a bed, but

not as heavy. They pulled it across the giant's heaving

chest and to his side. They let it fall to the ground beyond,
then took turns dropping onto it, as it cushioned their

| andi ngs nicely.

They dragged it to the spouting wound. Now |vy saw

that the blood jetted at high velocity froma relatively snall
hole no nore than the size of a hunan head. The bandage

was certainly big enough to cover it—f they could just get

it on.

"I hate to think of the hydraulic force of that flow "
G ey said. "Maybe that's the wong term but certainly it

wi Il blow away the bandage before we can get it placed.”
"It is a nmagic bandage,” Ivy renminded him "I think
we'll just have to try placing it, and see what happens."

"I don't want to depend on nagic!" Gey said

Ivy sighed inwardly. She could postpone this issue no
longer. "I think you'll have to, this one tine. You know
we don't have a chance w thout it."

Grey | ooked at the wound, then at the bandage, then at
the wound again. "I suppose the technol ogy that can make
a setting like this can make a way to deal with it," he
said. "Aforce field or sonething, or maybe the hydrant
gets turned off when the bandage cones near. So we'll
just have to try it."

Ivy wasn't conpletely satisfied with that rationale, but
at least it nmeant that Grey was ready to try the bandage.
They brought it up close to the wound.

"Maybe if | shove it across fromthis side, and you go
across and catch it fromthat side," Gey said uncertainly.

"Yes." lvy ducked down and scooted forward. There

was a clear spot of ground right next to the giant's side,
bel ow the jet, because the blood was shooting out so fast

it didn't touch ground for sone distance. She passed right
under it, feeling its close heat, and strai ghtened up on the
other side. "Ready!" she cried over the roar of it.

Gey westled the bandage up so it | eaned agai nst the
giant's side. He unfolded the cute little knife he carried
and used it to slice away the w appi ng, exposing the clean



surface. Wien he had the bandage clear, he put away his
kni fe, took careful hold, and nudged the bandage forward,
edgew se.

It touched the rushing blood. Despite her confidence in

its magic. lvy al nost expected the bandage to be caught

and flung violently out to float in the red river bel ow. But
the edge of the bandage cut into the streamas if the bl ood
were no nore than a beamof light; there wasn't even any

spl ash.

Grey gaped, but kept shoving. The bandage | urched

across, cutting off nore of the flow Soon it was all the
way across, and Ivy grabbed hold of it. She hauled it far
enough to be centered across the wound, then pressed it
onto the giant's skin by leaning against it. "Tanp it on!"
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she called to G ey—and di scovered that she didn't need to
call at all, for the roar of the jet had stopped. She was
ri ght beside Gey, close enough to touch.

They pressed it tight all around the wound. Were the
bandage touched skin, it adhered so firmy that there was
no |l eakage at all. In the center, over the wound, it nerely
thrummed faintly with the pressure of the bl ood behind it.
The job was done.

Ivy | ooked down the slope. The river of blood was still

there, but dw ndling because its source was gone. It would
probably take days for all of it to clear, if it ever did; sone
of it mght sinply clot in place.

G ey shook his head. "There nust have been a | ot of
pain there," he said. "Just sort of lying here while his life
ebbed. | have a notion how he nust feel."

Ivy thought of his life in Miundani a. |ndeed, he ni ght
have a noti on!

"Now let's see if we can free him" Gey said. "It

woul d take forever for me to saw through all those bonds
with ny penknife, but maybe he knows of a better way."
He wal ked toward the ranp they had fashi oned before.

"Maybe he'll be able to break free, when his strength
recovers," lvy said, following. "Now that he's not | osing
hi s bl ood—=

"l don't think so. Enchantrments usually cone in
threes."'

"What ?" she asked, astonished.



"Threes. They set it up that way in fairy tales, so they
probably do the same in fairy-tale settings. W have to
play the gane their way or it won't work."

"You believe in magi c now?"
"No, just in the way pronoters operate."
She was silent. There seened to be no convincing him

They came again to the head. "G ant, we have patched
your wound," G ey said. "How may we free you from
bondage?"

The huge nouth pursed. "Magic sword in scabbard.”
"We'll try that," Gey said
"Name your reward."

"I told you: no reward. | just don't like you being stuck

here like this." Gey headed down the giant's chest, | ook-
ing for the scabbard.

Ivy ran after him "For a man who doesn't believe in
magi ¢, you're doing very well!"

"Magi ¢ has nothing to do with it!" he exclainmed. "This
gi ant has been treated rotten, and I don't like it. | don't
care if it is just a setting, | can't just let it be."

He didn't believe, but he wanted to do what he thought
was right. Ivy didn't know whether to be mad at him or
proud of him

The scabbard lay along the giant's right side, belowthe
bandaged wound. It was huge—and so was the sword it
sheathed. "I can't use that!" Gey exclai ned.

"I think you can," Ivy said. "You may not believe in
magi ¢, but it is obviously working. Put your hand on the
hilt."

"This is crazy!" Gey protested. But he slid down, used
his feet to unsnap the containing strap, and worked his
way up to the hilt. The thickness of the thing was greater
than the length of his body!

But he put his hand on it—and the sword reduced in

size to fit his own proportions, the hilt fitting confortably
in his hand. He drew it out and held it aloft, amazed.
"This-"

"I's a magic sword," lvy said, somewhat snugly. "Now
you can use it to cut his bonds."

"Uh, yes," he agreed, disgruntled. "lI'd sure like to
know how t hey nanaged this effect!’

He junped the rest of the way down, then wal ked up

along the giant's side. \Wherever he saw a cord, he sliced
carefully at it with the sword, and it parted. He wal ked
entirely around the giant, cutting every bond, until he



reached the left foot.
"Qops!" he excl ai ned.

Ivy had been paralleling himon the top of the giant.
She ran down the leg to see.

There was a giant netal nanacl e cl anped about the

ankle. A heavy chain led fromit to a solid netal block
beyond the feet. Even with every cord cut, the giant would
be unable to walk away fromthis spot!
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Grey continued on around the legs, cutting the remain-

ing cords. Wien he reached the nonstrous scabbard, he
reached up, shoved the tiny sword into it, and let go. Im
medi ately the sword returned to its former size, filling the

scabbar d.
They returned to the giant's head. "I have cut the

bonds," Grey announced. "But you have netal shackl es

on your feet. How can | get those off?"
Once nore the mouth pursed. "Key on pedestal ."
"Ch. | should have | ooked! I'Il fetchit."

"Name your reward."

"'Forget it, giant! | just want to get this job done.'
headed back down to the giant's feet. lvy foll owed, be-
mused again by Gey's attitude. He m ght at |east have
asked for that fabul ous magi c sword!

G ey

There was a key by the chains, longer than Gey's body.
But he was catching on to the rules of this region. He put
his hand on it, and abruptly it fit his hand.

He took it to one of the manacles. There was a huge
keyhol e there. He put the tiny key in and tamed it. The
manacl e snapped open. The giant's | eg was free!

He went to the other manacle and opened it simlarly.
Then he returned the key to its spot. Wen he let go, it

becane its original size

"Ckay, giant!" he called. "You're free now"
"Moove awaay!" the giant called fromthe far-distant

head.
They hurried back away fromthe | egs. Then the giant

stirred. The earth quaked as the |inbs noved. The upper
section lifted as the giant sat up. It was |ike a nmountain
being formed froma winkle in the terrain.

"Wheeere aare yoou?" the giant call ed.

"Down here!" Gey called back, waving.

The giant | ooked, and spotted them The upper torso



| eaned down. "I asked you three tinmes to nane your re-
ward for hel ping nme," the giant said.

"And | told you three times no," Gey responded. "If
you' re okay now, we'll be on our way."

"But I want to know ny benefactor," the giant said.
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"l beg of you, remain a bit and exchange stories, for the
end of this is not yet."

"I don't like this,” Ivy murmured. "He may want to
eat us."
Grey stared at her. Then he shook hinself. "No, | can't

believe that would be in the script. But just to be sure, 'l
ask." He cupped his hands about his nmouth and call ed:

"W are hungry, and we fear you are. Can we trust you?"

The gi ant | aughed, and the booning of it echoed across
the terrain. "I don't eat people! | understand they taste
awful! | have magic biscuit. | will share it with you in
exchange for your conpany this hour.'

"My friend fears we nust not eat anything here," Gey
cal | ed back.
"This is not dreamfood," the giant said. "I brought it

with ne from Xanth. It is safe to eat."
G ey | ooked at Ivy. "Wiat do you say?"

Ivy's hunger pangs roiled up fiercely. If the giant turned
out to be dangerous, she should be able to enhance him
into clunsiness. "l say let's trust him Mybe he knows
the best way out of here."

"Ckay," Gey called.

The gi ant extended his right arm The huge hand cane
to rest on the ground before them

Grey | ooked at her again. "Trust hinP"

Ivy remenbered that she was supposed to return from

this quest safely. "Trust him" she said, and clinbed onto
the hand first. She hoped this was a good deci sion. She
was a Sorceress, but her magic had its linmits.

Grey joined her. Then the hand cl osed partway, form ng
a crude cage, and lifted. In a monent they were high
above the trees, traveling swiftly toward the giant's face.

But the giant only set themon the flat top of a nearby
mount ai n, where he could converse without having to lie
down again or shout. He brought out a jagged fragnent

of biscuit that m ght have been broken from an outcrop-
ping of rock and set it beside them Then he brought a



pi ece of cheese as big as a house, and squeezed out a little
grog froman enornmous wi neskin. "Al'l from Xanth," he
assured them "Eat your fill!"
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I ndeed, he crammed a huge chunk of biscuit and cheese

into his nmouth and chewed with evident relish. Ivy could
restrain herself no |onger; she wal ked to the biscuit, used
her foot to break off a piece, and scooped up sone of the
cheese. Both turned out to be excellent. They gobbl ed them
down as if they hadn't eaten for a day or two—which was

exactly the case.
"Now we talk!" the giant said, satisfied. "You tell me

your tale, 1'll tell you mne."
Ivy was content to let Gey tell their story, his way. She

settl ed back agai nst an escarpnent of cracker and |istened.
Chapter 6. G ant

%'rey was feeling considerably better about

this adventure, now that his stomach was full. The cracker
and cheese made himdry, so he scooped up sone of the
puddl ed grog in his two hands and drank it. Whew It was
pot ent stuff!

Then he told the giant their story, condensed. How |vy
was a Princess of Xanth (why provoke her by saying oth-
erwi se in her presence?) who had been sent on a nission
to find a |l ost Magician but had sonehow | anded in drear
Mundani a, as she put it. How he was an ordi nary young
man who happened to live in the next apartment, who had
tried to help her find her way back. How they had clinbed
an odd nountain, stepped through a door to a new | and,
and di scovered the river of blood. "So we canme to help
you, because it was the right thing to do," he concl uded.
"That's all there is to it."

The giant smled. Fromthis range it |ooked like a fis-
sure in the face of a cliffside. "I think not." Then he told
his story.

He was, it turned out, named Grard. He had been a
young (under a century old), carefree giant wandering the
unexpl ored central regions of Xanth, when

As Grard G ant tal ked, the grog nade Grey rel axed and
woozy. He found it easy to identify with the story, and
seenmed to live it hinmself, as if in a dream
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Grard had one bad character flaw, according to others:

he was a do-gooder. \When he spied an injured aninmal, he
tried to help it. Wien he found a tree suffering in a
drought, he tried to water it. And when he saw wong, he
tried toright it. Unfortunately, those on the receiving end
did not always understand or appreciate his efforts.

For Grard was an invisible giant. There were a nunber

of his tribe in Xanth; but they tended to be shy, and they
didn't like to hurt things by treading on them so they
mai nt ai ned di stant profiles. They ronped freely in their
own ranges, but in recent years the human fol k had been
expandi ng and exploring nore of Xanth, and this was re-
ducing the giant habitat. They had to tread carefully in-
deed when human fol k settled nearby, for hunmans could

be extraordinarily inquisitive. Human fol k al so had magic
talents, and that was a probl em because sone nagi ¢ coul d
harmthe giants. So the giants retreated as the humans

advanced, generally.
One day Grard spied a new human settlenent, deep in

the forest. He knew he should stay clear, but it happened
to be one of his favorite forests, so he renained to see
what was going on. It turned out that the beerbarrel trees
of this region were especially potent, and the man who

was tapping themwas hauling the beer to a distant village.
He kept the secret of the trees' location so that only he
could tap them Realizing that, Grard was satisfied, be-
cause it neant that no nore hunans woul d be comni ng

here, and it would still be safe for giants as long as they

wat ched out for this one homestead.
One evening there was trouble in the human house. It

seened the little boy had gotten into the cookie jar when
he wasn't supposed to, and eaten themall, so that no one
el se could have any until the cookie bush in the famly
garden could grow nore. He was sent to his roomfor the

day as puni shnent .
But the boy, rebellious, sneaked out his w ndow and

.ran away. Grard, watching invisibly, shook his head; he
knew chil dren were not supposed to do that. He watched
the boy slink into the forest. Because night was com ng,
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the forest was dangerous for small creatures; the spooks
of the evening were always alert for hel pless victins.

The little boy, naturally, soon repented his action. But

it was too late: he had gotten hinself |ost. As night closed
he gave up and curled up agai nst a hoarse chestnut and

went to sleep. It seened that the heavy breathing of the

wi nd through the | eaves of the tree lulled him

Predators closed fromevery side. Grard, |ooking down



from above, could see them The boy would shortly be a
nmorsel; the only question was which predator would reach
himfirst, and whether he would get in one good scream
or none as he was chonped and swal | owed.

So Grard, mneddl esonme as al ways, succunbed to his

nui sance of a do-gooding instinct. He reached down and
carefully picked up the sleeping boy before any predator
could chonp him He carried the boy back to his famly's
house and set himon the doormat. Then he used the tips
of his fingers, and with the nost delicate touch pried up
the roof over the boy's bedroom Wen he had the house
open at that point, he lifted the boy again and set himon
his bed in his room Then he squeezed the house shut
again, slowy, hardly making a sound. The boy was back
where he bel onged, and no one the wi ser; when he woke

in the norning he woul d think he had dreaned his running
away, and with luck his folks m ght never know he had
been gone.

Then Grard returned to the place where the boy had

fallen asl eep. He put his hand down by the hoarse chestnut
tree and piled some dead | eaves around the fingers, so that
they might be mstaken for a sleeping form The first pred-
ator to pounce on that would receive a surprise! Grard
didn't plan to really hurt the creature, just shake it around
a bit to discourage it fromgoing after any nore sl eeping
boys.

But the predators were smarter than he. They snell ed

the di fference between Boy and G ant, and stayed cl ear

Grard realized this only later, after his little trap fail ed.
At the tine he didn't know, and while he waited in perfect
silence he fell into boredom and then into sleep hinself.
Thus his trap becane a nap.
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A night mare approached, bearing a bad dream i ntended

for the bad human boy who had run away from hone. She
was Mare Crisium Cris for short, and she was behind
schedul e and very rushed. The gourd was short-hoof ed
this night; several nmares were getting their hooves
trimmed, so their burden of dreans had to be carried by
others. Thus Cris did not pause to verify the identity of
the dreaner; the boy was supposed to be here and some-
one was here, so she kicked in the dream and gal | oped of f
for the next subject. She was |later to get her tail severely
tweaked for that error, but that was another story.

So it was that Grard dreaned the dreamintended for

the boy. It would have terrified the boy, but it had a rather
different effect on the giant. The first part was routine: a
brief rehearsal of the boy's flight from hone. Then cane

the main entre:
A huge female figure | ooned, garbed vaguely like the

boy's nother. "Bad boy! Bad boy!" she screaned, her



voi ce echoing |like thunder. "Wen | catch you-t!"

The boy, of course, was supposed to cringe in fear and

pl ead for nercy. He knew he deserved the punishnent,

and feared it horribly. But Grard gazed at the gi antess—
and saw there the woman of his dreams. The boy's dream
technically, but still a remarkably wonderful creature. He
was smtten instantly with [ ove for her

The huge hand of the giantess reached down to catch

the scruff of the boy's neck. Grard could not restrain him
self; he took hold of that hand and kissed it with a re-
soundi ng smack.

For a nonent the giantess | ooked surprised. Then the
dream censor cut in: TILT! TILT! ABORT! ABORT!

In a noment the dream di ssipated, and G rard woke,

He knew what had happened: he had reacted in a way the
human boy never woul d have, and that had tilted the dream
the wong way and caused it to self-destruct. The night
mares were very possessive of their dreans; they wanted
none of themgetting into the wong hands. He had gi ven

an erroneous signal and ruined it.

That |ovely giantess was gone! Truly, it had becone a
bad dream for him because he woul d have gi ven anyt hi ng
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to have seen nore of her. Wiere did she |live? How had
she cone to participate in the drean? How could he find
her ?

Fromthat nmonent his directionless |life was over; he
had a quest. He had to find that giantess!

He asked everywhere, but none of the other giants knew
where she m ght be. None had even heard of her. "Mist

be fromsone other tribe," one said. "After all, she was
visible."

"She was in a dream the rules are different there,"”
G rard pointed out.

"True. Maybe you should inquire in the real mof
dreans. "

That seened |i ke an excellent notion. The real m of

dreans was in the gourd, as everyone knew. Anyone could
enter that realm merely by | ooking in the peephol e of any
hypnogourd. The probl em was that the person could not

| eave until some other party interrupted the contact of eye
and peephol e. That coul d becone awkwar d.

Grard considered. He could ask another giant to stand

by and cut off his viewinto the gourd. But the probl em
was that the outside giant could not know when the tine
was right; Grard mght be on the verge of discovering the
giantess, only to be cut off and never find her again. He
really did not know nuch about the gourd, so did not



know what rul es operated. Maybe there was sone way to

break the contact frominside, so that it would be under

his own control. He decided that since he would rather die
than be without the giantess, he might as well take the risk
of dying in order to make the best possible search for her

He went to a private forest that had a gl ade where a
hypnogourd plant grew. He lay down on his stomach be-

tween the trees, wiggling to fit, and propped his chin next
to the gourd. He moved the gourd around until the peep-

hol e was about to cone into view Then, chin stil

propped, he closed his eyes and set the gourd firmy in

pl ace.

He opened his eyes. One eye found t he peephol e.
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He was inside the gourd. He knew it was only his sou
sel f, not his physical body, but he felt the same, and woul d
not have known better had he not known better.

He was in a jungle. The trees were so big that they were
slightly taller even than hinself, and that was certainly the
tipoff that this was not the real |and of Xanth. They were
solid, too; as hard as rock maple, by the feel of their
trunks, or ironwood. It hadn't occurred to himthat any-
thing in the dreamreal mcould be that solid, but obviously
it was.

Sonething tickled his bare toes. He | ooked down and

saw that giant vines were curling over them They | ooked
i ke krakan weed tentacles, with big suckers. A sucker
clanped onto a toe with a slurping sound.

There was pain. It took a while to travel all the way
fromhis toe to his head, but it was authoritative when it
arrived. "Youch!" he bell owed.

I n response, another sucker clanped on, wth another
slurp. They were sucking his bl ood!

Grard didn't have to stand for that! He bent down and

pi nched the first vine between his fingers, pulling it off his
toe. But it refused to |l et go. The sucker sucked so tightly
that it threatened to rip the skin off with it. After a no-
ment, doubl ed pain reached Grard's brain: it hurt to pul

on that vine!

Meanwhil e, nmore were rustling in, their suckers quest-
ing for firmflesh. Soon his feet would be food for the
vi nes, and he woul d be unable to stop it because it hurt
too much to pull them of f!

Grard reacted as giants do: he lifted his free foot and
stonped. The vines caught below it were squished flat.
They wiggled a nmonent, then expired.

He stonped again, this time right beside his caught foot.
"Take that, sucker!" he cried.



A few nore stonps flattened all the vines around him
The suckers, deprived of their stems, |ost suction and fell
away, to be stomped in turn. It served themright.

Graid wal ked on. He wondered whether the giantess—
he thought of her as G na, because that was the way she
had | ooked in the dream-had cone this way and been
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trapped and forced to work for the night mares in the bad
dreans. If so, he was on the right track.

He cane to a great halfway flat plain. Ahead of hima
cloud forned, expanding rapidly. It was an ugly cloud,
with nmean curlicues at its edges and a droll gray face.

He recogni zed that cloud! It was Cunmulo Fracto N'm

bus, the worst freak of nature in Xanth. Fracto terned

hi nsel f the King of O ouds, but he was just hot air, always
up to mschief.

Fracto formed a nouth and bl ew out a blast of w nd.
Hot air? This was freezing! Grard stepped back, shiver-
ing. But Fracto followed, blasting himw th sleet-|aden
gal es. Snow swirled around him turning his skin purple
with cold. Soon he would be frozen by the ill w nd!

Again, Grard reacted as a giant should. He inhal ed
hugely, then blew out a blast of his own. He blewthat
cloud topsy-turvy; Fracto's bul bous mi sty face turned up-
si de down.

Fracto was so angry that lightning bolts shot out of his
bottom But they did no harm because his nether side was
aimng at the sky. A few incom ng sunbeans were dislo-
cated, to their great annoyance, but that was all.

Before Practo could right hinself, Grard bl ew again.

This time the cloud was sent rolling across the sky with
the sound of infuriated thunder. Grard kept blow ng until
the cloud was out of sight. So rmuch for that nuisance!

He wal ked on. He hoped G na had not been frozen by
the cloud. Wnen were | ess bl owhardy than nen, so she
m ght not have been able to bl ow Fracto away.

A new shape was comi ng across the plain. It |ooned

hugely. It was a sphinx—ene of the few creatures struc-
tured on the scale of a giant. Usually sphinxes just sat in
the sand and snoozed, but they could be ornery when
aroused, and this one seened aroused. Better to avoid it.

Grard turned away. But there coming up behind him
was a roc—ene of the few other creatures able to conpete
with giants. The big bird | ooked nean.

More shapes were conming fromother directions. This
prom sed to get nasty! Grard |lunbered into a run, taking
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such huge strides that the aninals and birds were |l eft be-
hi nd. But not far behind; they pursued himrelentlessly.
He cane to a wall across the plain. If he stopped at it,
the aggressive creatures would catch him and he wasn't
sure that would be very confortable. So he ran right

through it.

The wal |l cracked into jagged fragments and fell aside.
Beyond it was a lovely pool with twenty |ovesick ner-
mai ds. They screaned as Grard's foot |anded in the wa-
ter, splashing a third of it out.

Grard brought hinself to a halt, standing in the pool
"What happened?" he asked, bewi | dered.

"You incredi ble oaf, you crashed through a setting di-
vider!" a mermaid screamed. "W were just rehearsing
for our scene, and you ruined it!"

"Your scene?" Grard asked stupidly.

"Qur dream scene! W are scheduled to |ove a nisog-
yni st to death. He's supposed to fall in the pool, and
we' | | —but how can we do that when you' ve splashed out
all our water?" She flexed her tail angrily.

"A setting divider?" he asked, equally stupidly.

"Do you think our space is |limtless? W have to nmake

good use of it! You're supposed to stay on your side of the
divider in your own setting, and us in ours. But you
crashed through! How will we ever get this scene in shape

in time?"
He | ooked at her. She was tiny, in the human fashion,

with her wet hair flung across her face and shoul ders, but
her shape was definitely there.

Then a bl ack stallion appeared beside the pool. Wat is
the nmeaning of this? the horse denmanded speechl essly.

"Thi s—this giant just barged in here and ruined our
rehearsal!" the nmernmai d expostul ated. "Look at our set,

Ni ght Stallion! W have a deadline—=

The horse's eyes nickered as if lighted frominside. Sud-
denly the broken wall was restored; in fact there seened

to be no wall at all, just the pool and a decorative garden
beyond. The water was restored so that the pool was full
"Eeeek!" a nmermaid cried. "Here conmes the m sogy-

nist! Get that giant out of here!"
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I medi ately the nmermai ds were assuning their places
around the pool, brushing their wild wet tresses. The | ead
mai d heaved herself up on a rock and inhal ed, naking her



shape even nore definite.

Then the setting di sappeared, and G rard found hinself

on a featureless plain. He was di sappoi nted; he had been
curious to see how the mermai ds woul d | ove the m sogy-
nist to death. Sonehow it did not sound like a bad way to
go. He wondered just what kind of creature a m sogyni st
was.

It is a man who hates wonen, the stallion said, appear-
ing before him O course the real one is not here; the
mai ds nmust address a stand-in while the dreamis re-
corded. Then when the dreamis carried to the real m sog-
ynist, it will be realistic enough to give himhis nost
horrible fright.

Oh. Now Grard understood. Still, he wondered about
the details of it. Surely not nore than one or two ner-
maids at a tinme coul d—

What brought you here? the stallion demanded.

G rard expl ained about the lovely giantess he had seen
in the boy's dream "I nust neet her," he concluded. "I
know she is the one woman for ne!"

You fool! She is a mere figment!
"A what ?"

An illusion. A construct for one use only. A piece of
tenmporary scenery. She has no | arger existence.

"But | saw her!"

You saw a dream figure, which dissipated with the
dream Beyond that she is little but a bad nenory.

"But the nermaids are dreamfigures, and they are real,
aren't they?" Grard asked.

The nermaids are regulars. They act in nunmerous set-
tings. There are many calls for mernaids, even in bad
dreans, but few for giantesses. The one you saw was what
we terman ad hoc fignent: an i mage generated for a single
use only. Forget her; she is nothing.

"She's not nothing!" Grard protested. "I love her!"

You are an idiot. Go back where you cane from and
don't bot her us again.
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G ants were not, as a class, snmart, but they did not



really like being called idiots. Grard began to heat up
"You mean | can't neet G na?"

The stallion snorted derisively. You even have a nane
for her? Go home, oaf!

That did it. Grard got mad. He stood up straight, |ooked
around, and saw only enptiness. But he knew that was

mostly illusion. If he ran any di stance, he woul d crash

t hrough anot her barrier. That would serve this arrogant
horse right—and he mi ght even be able to find G na sone-
where too, for he just knew she had to exist; after all, he

had seen her!

He lunbered into a run, making the plain trenble. Sure
enough, after only a few steps he crashed through a bar-
rier. The featureless plain extended only a short distance
before it becane walls that were painted to resenble nore
featureless plain. It was a good illusion, but this was no
dream he could strike these walls and break them down.

Beyond the wall was a new setting: a house nade of

candy. It | ooked good enough to eat, and woul d rmake
several nouthfuls for him but he had been warned about
this: eat nothing in the dreamreal m because it could |ock
himinto it forever. He had his own supplies of crackers,
cheese, and grog, and woul d eat those when he got hun-

gry. So he ignored the house and | unged on

Soon he broke through another barrier. The painted

candy cane backdrop fell away, and he stepped into a nest
of withing tentacles. He slogged through them and broke
through into a hillside teemng with goblins. They raised
an outraged outcry at his intrusion, but he slogged on. He
didn't care what the horse said about figments; G na nust
be here sonmewhere, and he would batter down every par-
tition until he found her!

He broke into an ocean setting. The stallion appeared,
standing on the water as if it were solid. That does it,
giant! |I'mputting you under restraint!

"Go ram a bad dream under your tail!" Grard ex-
clained heatedly, for the exertion added to his anger was
maki ng hi mvery hot. He tranped on

He crashed through another partition. This one con-

tained an ogre bearing a pointed stick. (Ogres weren't
smart enough to use spears.) "Then die, nonster!" the
ogre grunted, and hurled the stick at him

It struck Grard in the side. That stung, so he caught it
between his thunb and forefinger and yanked it out. It

was no nore than a splinter, really, but it ripped a hole in
his side, and his bl ood poured out. He was about to reach
for the nagi c bandage in his front pocket.

Then, abruptly, he was flat on his back in a new setting,
and strings tied his body down. He was unable to sit up



The stallion reappeared. You have m sbehaved. G ant,

the horse said. You have w eaked havoc, and nust suffer

in consequence. You will remain bound until sone inno-

cent creature who knows nothing of your situation frees

you. You must offer that creature a reward three tines,

and if it accepts any of those tines, all will be nulled and
he will be unable to free you. Fare ill, oaf!

Wth that the horse disappeared. Grard was left to his
fate.

He | ost track of how long he lay there, the bl ood pour-
ing fromthe wound nmade by the ogre. He soon gave up
trying to free hinself; he could not. The bonds were nag-
ically strong. So he slept npst of the time, slowy weak-
eni ng.

He realized, after a few days' thought, that he probably
could not bleed to death here, because this wasn't his rea
body; what happened here was nore apparent than real

But he still did seemto be |osing strength; why? A few
more day's thought devel oped an answer: his real body,

out in Xanth, was lying there wi thout eating or drinking.
That coul d weaken him in tinme. But still he could not
escape. The bonds held his dream body, and the peephol e
hel d his real body.

A nynph canme by. "I'msorry to see you in such dis-

tress, giant," she said. "I would free you if | could, but
I can't, because everyone knows how you barged in and
bashed up several settings."

"I was looking for Gna," he explained.

"G na? Oh, yes, the giantess who is a figment. | think
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if you just forgot about her, the Night Stallion mght |et
you go."

"I can't forget her," Grard said.

"Cee, that's too bad. Wll, | have to nove on; | have

a gig at the Castle Roogna set. |I'mjust one of the extras,
but it's a major bad dream " The nynph departed

Nynphs were not noted for their depth or |ongevity of
feel i ng.

Grard thought about G na for the next few days. The

horse said she didn't exist, but she had to because he had
seen her. The nore he thought about it, the nore it seened
to himthat a person had to exist if soneone believed in
that person, and he believed. So he could not afford to
forget her, because then she might truly be gone.

A ghost floated up. "It nust be bad, being nortal," he
said. "I'd like to free you, but | have no substance. Be-
si des, everyone knows how you bashed up those sets. Wll,



I have to go on to the Castle Roognha set; |I'mplaying a
ghost who scared a bad child." He drifted on. Ghosts
were not noted for great synpathy to nortal creatures.

Grard thought about the thing the ghost had said that
echoed what the nynph had sai d. Everyone knew about
what G rard had done. He was cursed to renmain here unti
someone who knew not hi ng about his situation passed.
How | ong woul d that take, when everyone knew about it?

Maybe it would be easier to forget about G na. Then
the horse might free him But then G na would not exist,
and he couldn't abide that notion, so he gave it up.

A goblin wandered by. "Say, who're you, bug-brain?"
the goblin inquired politely, after the fashion of his kind.

"Just a bound giant," Grard replied.

"Well, maybe |I'd better free you, nud-foot," the gob-
lin said. "I mean, your stupid blood s a nenace to navi -
gation. How can we get to the Castle Roogna set when the
bl ankety path is washed out by this stuff?"

"Name your reward," Grard said, renenbering that
he had to ask three tinmes or it wouldn't work

"Areward!" the goblin exclainmed. "Say, that's a nifty
notion, hair-nose! How about a big bag of fool's gold?"

Now it happened that Grard had a small bag of fool's
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gold tied to his belt, along with his carving dagger. Per-
haps the goblin had seen it, for goblins had extrenely

beady eyes. To the goblin it would seemlike a big bag.

"Yes, you can have it if you free me," he said.

"Great!" The goblin tried to pull out one of the bonds,

but couldn't budge it. He tried to bite through it, but his
teeth did not dent it. He cursed at it, but though the nearby
foliage wilted, the bond remained tight. "Sorry, can't

break this bond, Janes," he said.

"That's Grard," the giant said.

"Grard! Hey, | know that nane! Ain't you the one
who—=2"

"The same," Grard agreed sadly.

"But 1'Il take the gold anyway, because | did try," the
goblin sai d.

But the greedy little creature was unable to |iberate the

bag of fool's gold either. At length, disgruntled, he stal ked
off. Goblins certainly were not noted for generosity or
sensitivity.

G rard thought about the goblin for a few days. It

seened it was true that the acceptance of a reward nade
the rescue inpossible. That was too bad. Wio woul d be

fool enough to go to the effort of freeing himwthout any
t hought of reward?



He wondered agai n whet her he should forget G na. But

he found he just could not, even if he expired. If she
couldn't exist, then he woul d cease to exist also. That
seenmed fair enough.

Then at |ast the young human couple cane. Grard had

so little hope left that he hardly bothered to awaken, and
his voice was out of practice. But to his surprise the young
man did not know of his situation and did not accept any
reward, even though Grard diligently asked three tines.

What an amazi ng and worthwhile creature this was!

"So now at last | amfree!" he exclained. "Because
of you, Grey Mindane."

"That's Miurphy," Gey said. "Gey Mrphy of Min-
dani a. "
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"Murphy! Hey, | know that nanme! Aren't you the one
who cursed fol k?"

"No," Ivy said. "It's just a coincidence."
"Well, | amglad you canme, because now the horse's

curse has been abated and | can resume ny search for
G na."

"But if she's just a figment— |vy began

"I've been thinking about that," Gey said. "If she is
just a fignent, why is the Night Stallion so eager to have
Grard forget about her? |I nmean, who cares who believes

in something that doesn't exist?"

Ivy |l ooked at himas if suspecting an insult sonewhere,
but didn't speak. He realized too |late that his question
could be taken as a reference to her own belief in magic.

"The horse doesn't want ne to believe in Gna," G -
rard said. "I don't know why."

"I think | do," Grey said, warning to his thought.

"Here in the dreamrealm things go by different rules. So
some things that don't exist in the real world can exi st
here, because folk think they do. So maybe it is your beli ef
in Gna that makes her real. Nobody el se believes in her,
but as long as you do, maybe she is real."

"Yes!" Grard agreed. "So maybe | can still find her!"”

"So maybe you can," Gey agreed. "But naybe it
woul d be better not to bash down any nore sets while
you're looking, or the stallion will tie you down again."

"But how el se can | | ook?"



"Maybe we could talk to the stallion. There might be
sone kind of deal we could make. | nean, you want G na
and he wants you out of here."

"You want to negotiate with the Night Stallion?" vy
asked, amazed. "How can you, when you don't believe in
hi n®?"

"I believe that there is sone authority with whom we
can deal," Gey said. "I don't care what his title is."

Ivy shrugged. "The Night Stallion isn't Iike other au-
thorities. He's dangerous."

"VWhat can he do—enchant ne?" G ey asked. But there
was a small core of doubt in him because the giant seened
to have been enchanted. O course that could all be part

m
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of the setting; still, Grard certainly seened like a real
person. "But how do we find hinP"

"I can summon the Night Stallion for you," Ivy said.
"How? Wth a spell?"

"Wth ny magic mrror,'
smal |l hand mrror.

she said. She brought out a

Grey shut his mouth. If she thought she could do sone-
thing with that, let her try!

"Night Stallion,” lvy said to the mrror.
What concerns you. Princess? the mrror replied.

Grey junped. Had the mrror really spoken? He had
al nrost thought it had!

"My friend Gey wants to negotiate with you," she
sai d.

In a nonent, Princess.

Princess? Had he heard the mirror say that? D d that

mean that he imagined that the mrror not only could tal k

but al so accepted Ivy as a Princess of Xanth? They had

told the giant their story, but Ivy had not identified herself
to the mrror.

Then, a horse appeared. It was a great black stallion,
standing |ike a glistening ebony statue. Its eyes nickered.
What is this? A nman from Mundani a?

"Yes," lvy said. "He just freed Grard G ant, and now
he wants to nake a deal ."

The near eye oriented on Gey. Deal?

Grey plunged in. "You tied up the giant for a long tine,
hopi ng he woul d forget G na G antess so you could w pe



her off your books. Well, it didn't work! He still |oves her,
and you can't get rid of her until you get rid of him |
think it's better to try another tack. Wiy not |et him have
her, and he'll take her out of here, and then you can forget
t hem bot h?"

The sinister eye flickered again. If you take the giant's
part, you will share his fate.

"Then | share his fate," Gey said stoutly, though his

i nner core of doubt was expanding. "Wat's right is right,
and it isn't right totie a man down and | et himbleed a
river of blood just because he's romantic!"

Agai n the eye nickered. A gray cloud surrounded G ey,

r
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and strange forces strove at him Al arnmed, he reninded

hi nsel f that none of this was real; the setting might be
i mpressive, but there was no such thing as magic, so it
could not touch him The stallion was trying to fake him
out, and he refused to be faked.

Then things cleared, and the tableau was as it was be-
fore.

/ can not deal with you, the stallion said, with seem ng
surprise.

"What | want is reasonabl e enough," Gey said rea-
sonably. "Just give Grard what he cane for, and we can

all go."
He wants a fignent!

"Look," Grey said. "I don't care what kind of a setup

you have here or howit |ooks to the people who cone in

for tours. If you can make a setting as big as a whole
mountain with a castle on top of it and fake flying dragons
with fire and doors that disappear after being used, you
shoul d be able to make a giantess. That's all Grard wants:

the lady he saw in your dream It was your fault the dream
hit the wong person; if you put your night mares on a
proper schedul e they wouldn't be too rushed to check
closely. Maybe instead of trying to punish Grard you
should work with himto shape up your operation so such
foul -ups don't happen next tine." He saw lvy trying to
signal himto be quiet, but his dander was up and he was
sick of authorities who pushed regular fol k around. He had
had nore than enough of that in college! This horse was

t he nout hpi ece of whoever ran this carnival, so he was

telling hima thing or three.

It seems | must cone to terms with you, though you



know not what you are, the stallion said, annoyed. He
turned to Grard. The fignent can exist only here, not in
Xanth. Woul d you cone here physically to be with her?

"Sure!" Grard said.

Then so shall it be. The eyes nickered, and the ground
shudder ed.
A shape | ooned fromover the hill. Sone huge creature

was approachi ng.
It was the giantess. "G na!" Grard booned as her tow
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ering head cane into sight. He lurched to his feet, and
| umbered across to neet her

"Grard!" she booned back. "I was afraid you would
forget me and | would cease to exist, for no one but you
believed in nme!l"

"Never!" Grard cried passionately. They cane to-
gether with a crash that shook the whole setting.

Satisfied? the Night Stallion inquired.

"You'll find work for hi mfor them both—here?" Gey
asked. "No nore tie downs?"

Work for themboth, the stallion agreed.
"But Grey can't stay here!" lvy protested.
The stallion turned to her. Ooviously not.

"But you said he would share the giant's fate, if he took
his part!"

The stallion paused, as if figuring sonething out. And

so shall it be. The two shall be linked by exchanging set-
tings. Grard here. Grey there. Do you accept the ex-
change?

"Exchange?" G ey asked.
Hi s body for yours.

"Now wai t— Grey protested.

"He neans he'll bring Grard' s body into the gourd,
and nove ours out of it,'" Ivy explained. ' '"It's a fair deal."’

"Ch. Ckay." That was a kind of sharing, he realized.

Once nore the stallion's eyes nickered in the unnoving
figure. Then the scene changed.

Chapter 7. Sharing



Ivy breathed a sigh of relief. They were in Xanth

proper at last! She wanted to hug the famliar acom and
birch bark trees she saw around them and kiss the famliar
turf.

Grey stood beside her. He | ooked around. "Ch—anot her
setting," he said.

"I't's not another setting," she said. "This is Xanth!"
"How can we tell?"

"I"'ve lived in Xanth all ny life! | know it when | see
it," she said defensively.

He shrugged as if it didn't nmake nmuch difference. "It
does seemto be where the giant was. See, there is the
i ndentati on where he lay."

"And there is the gourd, right beyond the hol es where
his el bows were propped,"” she agreed. "The N ght Stal -
I'ion brought his body in and put ours out. Now if | can
just figure out where we are."

"l thought you said you know Xanth. Haven't you been
here bef ore?"

"I know the general way of Xanth," she said. "The

types of trees, for exanple. But | stay nostly on the en-

chanted paths, and this nust be way off those, because the
giants don't use them We'Il just have to find our way to

a path, and then wal k dowmn it to Castle Roogna."
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"If this is a magic | and, why don't you just enchant us
t here?"

"Are you nmeking fun of me?" she denmanded.

He raised his hands in the Miundane surrender signal
"l guess | don't know the rules.”

"Well, it's because that isn't nmy kind of magic," she

said, cooling. "My talent is Intensification, not Transpor-
tation. | could make us wal k there faster, but that's about
all."

"I don't mind walking," he said. "It |ooks |ike a nice
pl ace. "

She was relieved that he hadn't thought to inquire about
the magic mirror. O course she could use it to contact
her not her again, and she knew that she should do just
that. It was right in her knapsack, along with the sign
| anguage book. But the episode with the giant had shown
her nore about G ey, and she wanted to work things out
with himbefore turning up at the castle. The | ong wal k
shoul d take several days, and that m ght be enough.

"But first we had better eat," she said.



"W had plenty of Grard' s crackers and cheese."

"I"'mnot sure it's the sane, in the gourd. |I'm hungry
again; aren't you?" That was one thing that was not in
her knapsack: food!

He rubbed his stomach. "Yes, cone to think of it.
But —=

"There's a pie plant over there," she said, spying it.
She wal ked over to it. It was young, with small pot pies
in the budding stage, but she was able to enhance these
into ripeness so she could pluck them They were only
warm not hot, but that was the best this i mmature plant
coul d do, even enhanced. She gave one to Grey and took
anot her for herself.

"That's a nice trick," he remarked as he ate. lvy didn't
comment, because she knew it wasn't exactly a conpli -
ment. He thought she had found food provided by the
Mundane nmanagenent .

The thing about Grey was that he had acted forthrightly
in the gourd even though he didn't believe in its magic.
He had figured out a way to get the across the river, then
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had sought the source of all that blood and found the suf-
fering giant. She would never have thought of that, be-
cause she took magic for granted. Then he had insisted on
hel ping the giant, and had succeeded in freeing him She
liked that; it showed how Grey cared about people, even
strange ones. Then he had faced down the Night Stallion,

and that had to have taken sheer courage. Even if G ey
didn't believe in magic, he knew that the stallion had power
of that realm Yet he had stood his ground and finally

made his point.

"What did the horse nean when he said | would share
the giant's fate?" Gey asked as he finished his pie

"He meant that whatever he did to Grard, he would

al so do to you," she answered. "My little brother, Dol ph
ran up agai nst that when he hel ped Grace'l Ossian. But he
didn't flinch, and in the end the stallion |let himgo, and
her too. So when you didn't flinch either, he let you go."

"But he took the giant in! So | didn't share his fate. In
the dreamit seened to make sense, about exchangi ng
pl aces, but now |I'm not so sure."

"Maybe he interpreted it in another way."

G ey | ooked perpl exed. "Wat ot her way?"



"Well, Grard got his girlfriend."
He | ooked at her, startled. "Are you ny, uh-—=2"
Ivy felt herself blushing. "Yes."

"I —but | thought you were nmad because | don't, uh
you know, believe."

"Not mad. Frustrated. But now we're in Xanth, | can

show you how magi ¢ works, and it will be all right."

"lIvy, | don't care about magic! But | think you're, uh
great. You're just the sort of girl | always wanted, without
really knowing it until | nmet you."

"I feel the sane about you, even though you're Min-
dane. "

"You nmean you'd like me better, if | believed in
magi c?"

"Not exactly. You don't believe | ama princess, ei-
t her."

"Well, | suppose you don't have to be nagic to be a
princess."

"I am both, and | want to convince you. But | like you
because you don't believe in either."

Grey shook his head. "I don't understand."

Ivy decided that this was at last the tine for candor on
this subject. "Let's assune that | amwhat | say | am
even if you don't believe: a Princess who can work magi c.
How woul d a nan react, who believes?"

"Well, he'd figure you were a pretty good catch, | think

I nean, he could maybe marry you and be a king or sone-
thing, and even if not, it could still be a pretty good life.
And you're pretty, which doesn't exactly hurt."

"So you believe he would seek ny hand for reasons
other than ny personality?"

"I didn't nean to say there was anything wong with
your personality! But yes, | think maybe he woul d."

"So how could | be sure that a man |iked me for ny-
sel f?2"

"Well, you couldn't, really, if you didn't hide what you
were. | nean, nmen don't always tell wonen the truth about
things."

"Suppose he didn't believe what | was?"

He | ooked at her appraisingly. "Then, maybe, uh—=

"So when you tell nme you like ne, | can believe you—
even if | ama princess.”

He nodded. "I think | understand, now.



"And if you find out that | really ama princess?"

"I told you, | don't care about that! You can be anything
you want to be, it doesn't matter to ne. | just want to be
with you, and have you want to be with ne too."

"I amnot sure | can believe you."
"I"'mnot lying!" he protested.

"I didn't say that. But I'mafraid your feelings wll
change when you | eam nore about ne."

"So | think it is time to convince you that Xanth is real,
and magic, and all the rest. Before we get any deeper.
Because there are conplications about associating with a
princess that you may not I|ike."

"Well, of course if you are a princess, what would you
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want with me?" he asked, forcing a laugh. "I'm not hing,
even at home, and less in any nagic | and."

"l have cone to know you, and | like you for what you
are," she said evenly. "I don't think you are nothing or
less, | think you just aren't recognized as a worthwhile
person."

"You woul dn't feel that way if you were really a prin-
cess. "

lvy felt a surge of anger, but controlled it. He really
didn't know any better! "I would feel exactly as | do now.
But if you were to—+o marry nme, you mght find yourself
in an enbarrassing position."

"To mar— He coughed, and started over. "Assum ng
that any princess would, uh, well, what would be enbar-
rassi ng?"

"Xanth has no reigni ng queens, only kings."
"Ch." But obviously he didn't see.

"But that sinply neans that when a wonman assunes

the throne, she is known as the king. My nother was king
for a while. Only a Magician or Sorceress can be king,
you see."

"That lets ne out!" he said, sniling. "I have no magic
at all!"

"Yes. So if | were king, you would be queen."

He gazed at her, his nouth round. He swallowed. ' 'Wy
does it seemthat you're not joking?"



"So if you don't want to be Queen of Xanth, you
shouldn't marry me," she concl uded. "Because eventu-
ally, not soon | hope, I will be king."

He shook his head. "I+ realize this is all theoretical,
Ivy. You're not saying you woul d—would marry ne.

You're just warning me of the rules of your land. So I'm
keeping nmy head and just saying that if | were—you know,
uh, married—+ wouldn't really care what they called ne.
But you know, if you really were a princess, | sure

woul dn't ask you—+ nean, that just isn't nmy |eague!"”

"But would you decline if | asked you?"
He whistled. "I wouldn't be able to! But—

"You may change your mnd," she repeated, "when
the time cones."
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He just | ooked at her, unable to coment,
Wel |, she had said what she had to say. She had given

himfair warning. But that was probably the | east of the
hur dl es ahead!

There seened to be no path. Grard G ant had cone

here, but he had sinply stepped over the trees; they
couldn't follow his tracks! He had selected this to be pri-
vate so his body wouldn't be disturbed, and private it was;

there seened to be no famliar aninmals either

She could use the magic mirror to call hone, of course.

But she wanted to convince Grey about Xanth and nagic
first, and to give himtine to think it through and cone to
his conclusions. |If that made him hate her, they could
settle it privately. If it didn't—well, she had to be honest
with hersel f about her feelings. She liked hima lot, and
the nmonent she let herself go, she could be in love with
him She condemmed herself for being foolish, but he was

a nice person, and she knew he wasn't chasing her for her
position or power. That gave her a deep feeling of security
that she had | acked before. She had discovered, in these

| ast few days, that what she wanted in a man had nothing
much to do with position, appearance, physical strength,

or intelligence, but a lot to do with decency, conscience,
and loyalty. She could trust Grey, and that nmade nmuch of
the rest irrelevant.

So she avoided use of the mrror, and would bring it

out only in an emergency. They would pick their way south
toward Castle Roogna—this did seemlike the north centra
regi on of Xanth, though she wasn't sure why she thought

t hat —-and she woul d keep alert for things al ong the way
that m ght help convince Grey of the truth.

"l guess I'd better make a path through this jungle,"
Grey said, stepping toward a patch of curse burrs



"No!" Ivy cried, too late.

Grey brushed by the burrs, and several |odged in his
trouser |leg and dug their spikes through the material and
into his flesh. "Youch!" He reached down to pull one off.

"Wait!" lvy said, again too |ate.

Gey's fingers touched the burr. "Ompth!" he snorted
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through his nose, evidently stifling a nore coherent com
nent .

"Stay where you are," Ivy called. "Don't get any nore

on you. Those are curse burrs; the only way you can get
themoff is by cursing. One at a tine; each curse has to
be different and original."

"I wouldn't curse in front of a lady," he protested.

"And when you get them off, back out carefully. W'l
find another route."

"l have a better way," he said grimy. He brought out
his folding knife. "Any burr that clings to ne is going to
get sliced to pieces!"”

"That won't work," Ivy said-yet again too |ate.

For Gey was already flourishing the little knife at the
burrs—and all six of them hastily dropped off. Ivy stood
opennout hed.

"That showed 'em" he said with satisfaction

"You cursed themall off!" Ivy said. "Wth the sane
curse! That's not supposed to be possible.”

"OF course it isn't," he agreed. "How could nere
wor ds af fect sandspurs? You have to slice themoff."

" Sandspur s?"

"That's what they're called where | cane from People

do tend to curse when they try to get themoff, I'll grant
that, but there's no magic involved. Cone on, |'lIl take off

any that get on you. W can continue this way; it does
seemto be the npbst open route.”

Benused, lvy followed him He would have to | eam
about curse burrs the hard way: when he tried to use the
same curse agai nst a new batch.



Sure enough, three burrs |atched onto her skirt. "Can
you get these off wi thout cursing?" she inquired.

"Sure." He stepped cl ose and extended his knife to-

ward her skirt. "Turn | oose of her, or I'll slice you!" he
said with nock fierceness, and touched her skirt with the
poi nt of his knife.

The three burrs dropped off.

"Maybe these are a different variety," lvy said doubt-
fully.

"Maybe they just know who's got their nunber," he

retorted. Then he turned and faced ahead. "All right, you

burrs, listen up: any of you who touch either of us wll
get hurt, so stay clear if you know what's good for you!"
He smiled. "Now if curses work, that'll keep themclear."

Ivy shrugged. Grey stepped boldly forward, and she
fol | owned—and no curse burrs got on either of them

How could this be? It was as if magi c was stopping the
burrs—yet G ey was Mundane, with no nagic, not even

any belief init. It seened nmore likely that his curses would
fail to have effect than that his threat with the dinky knife
woul d frighten all the burrs. Was it possible that they didn't
know he was Mundane and thought his threat was backed

by magi c?

They passed beyond the curse burr patch and canme to a
stately tree with colored flowers. Gey wal ked toward it,
evidently neaning to pick one.

"Careful," Ivy warned him "That's a two-lips tree!"

"Atulip tree? No it isn't. |1've seen them their flowers
are different."

"But you aren't where you cane from Here, a two-lips
tree— But Grey wasn't paying attention, so she let it go
He woul d find out!

Grey stepped close, reaching up for one of the |arger
flowers. It avoided him He noved cl oser yet, stretching—
and anot her flower nudged down and ki ssed himon the
cheek with a significant snmack.

He paused, startled. "I could have sworn that—=
"That's right," Ivy said snugly. "Those are ki ssing
flowers."

"I nmpossible," he said. "Flowers can't kiss."

"Two-1lips," she explained. "They like to kiss folk."

"I don't believe it." He stepped yet closer into the tree.
"Let's see whether anything kisses ne while |I'mwatch-
ing."

He waited, but nothing happened, to Ivy's surprise.



Usually a two-1ips tree would kiss anything that got within
its range, making | oud smacki ng sounds that carried across
the forest. It was harm ess, but enbarrassing.

"Maybe it doesn't like the way you taste," she said.
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"Maybe it's magical, so can't stand scrutiny," he
retorted, stepping away fromthe qui escent tree.

"Just don't try that with a tangle tree," she said, dis-
grunt | ed.

"I know what that is. But I'll have to see it grab sone-
thing, before | believe it."

They went on. The vegetation thinned and the ground

turned sandy. There was a feel of nmagic about it that both-
ered lvy. There was sonething about this region, and it
seenmed to be associated with the sand. She didn't I|ike
mysteries in strange places; they could be dangerous.

"Wait," she said.
G ey paused. "Tired?"
"It's not that. I'mnot sure | like this region.”

"It seens nice enough to me. This sand is easy to wal k
on; we can nake good progress before night."

"Not if we walk into a trap."

He shrugged. "I wouldn't want to do that. Were | |ive
there can be qui cksand—that's stuff that you can get caught
in, so naybe you drown."

"Qurs nakes you speed up," Ivy said. "And sl owsand
makes you sl ow down, which can be awkward. But this
seens to be sonething el se. Let ne see what | can do
withit."

"Make a sand castle, maybe," he said, smling.

Her tal ent was Enhancenent not detection, but she de-
cided to investigate in her fashion. As she stepped on the
sand, she enhanced it, so that its qualities would becone
nmor e obvi ous.

For a nonent the sand just lay there. Then it rippled.
Waves spread across it, as if it were water

Ivy continued to concentrate, enhancing it further. She
wanted to see whether it was dangerous.

The rippl es becane hunps. Was this a dread sand dune,
| ooking for subjects to turn into fossils? Her parents had
encount ered one of those once. Dunes liked to bury living
creatures forever or until their flesh fell apart, |eaving
handsone bones. Ivy wasn't yet ready to part with her



flesh.
Then a big central hunmp forned. It rose up and up, and
Man from Mundani a 123

finally formed into a vague manlike form It stood there,
half again as tall as lvy, its hair formed of dry weeds and
its eyes of mca pebbles. It had a nose nmade of a twi sty
root, and ears of tattered seashells.

"VWhat are you?" |lvy demanded of it.

The sandman shifted shape, the sand hunping as if

driven by the wind, except that there was no wind. It as-
sunmed the shape of a four-footed aninmal with root horns
and a viney tail.

"You haven't answered," Ivy said. The thing didn't
seem danger ous, but she wasn't sure.

The sand changed agai n, becoming a small tree with a
thick trunk and stubby branches that waved clumsily in
t he make-believe wi nd.

"Now | ook— lvy started.

"I wonder how the effect is achieved," Gey said, strid-
ing across to touch the sand formation. "I can't believe—

I medi ately the sand sifted down and becane a fea-
turel ess mound, its pebbles and shells and roots randomy
di stri but ed.

"Ch, you spoiled it!" Ivy exclained, annoyed. "I was
about to find out whether it was dangerous."

Gey stirred the pile of sand with his toe. ' '"It's not dan-
gerous; it's just sand. But it certainly |ooked |ike a sand-
man for a noment there! | knew it was illusion; | just

wish | could have figured it out wi thout destroying it."

"Well, | was about to do that," Ivy said crossly. But it
did seemthat the sandnan was no danger; the feeling of
strangeness was gone.

Now t he day was getting on. "W had better find a
pl ace to canp," Grey said. "There could be wild crea-
tures in the night."

There coul d i ndeed! They had not encountered any bad

ones so far, which was renarkabl e; naybe the curse burrs
and sandman kept them out. But those things seened to

|l ack force, here, so she doubted it. She hoped there wasn't
some truly form dabl e predator who used this region as its
hunting ground, eliminating nost of the other dangers.

She woul d prefer to deal with a series of small menaces,
rather than one really big one, because she wasn't sure
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how ef fecti ve her enhancenent tal ent woul d be against a
truly form dabl e creature. Usually when she expl ored, she
had Stanl ey Steaner along, and he had taken care of per-
sonal defense

She | ooked around, but there was no suitable canping

pl ace. They woul d just have to go on, though her feet were
tired and her legs too; she wasn't used to this nmuch con-
ti nuous wal ki ng.

"Maybe under that tree," Gey suggested, indicating a
| arge tree whose tentacles reached al nost to the ground.

"That's a tangle tree!" Ivy shrieked, appall ed.

"Yeah, | guess so. But we can't play this gane forever
I"'msure it's harm ess when its bluff is called." He wal ked
boldly toward it, using one of the pleasant little paths that
approached it.

"No!" Ivy cried, dashing after him "Nobody but an
ogre or a dragon nesses with a tangler, and even they are
careful. Don't go near it!"

"I"msure nost creatures here feel as you do," Gey
sai d, proceeding wi thout pause. "That nmeans they wl|
stay clear of it, and we can spend a confortabl e night
under its shelter. That seens ideal to ne."

Ivy caught up to himand grabbed his arm "You don't
understand! That tree will grab you and gobbl e you down
the nonent you conme within reach! I'mnot sure | can
protect you from—

But she | ost her bal ance, and stunbled, and they both
fell right into the nest of the tentacles. lIvy felt sheer panic.

But the hanging tentacles remai ned qui escent. Not one
grabbed at them The tree seermed to be asl eep

"Ch," Ivy said, relieved. "It nust have feasted re-
cently, so it's not hungry. Wat |uck!"

G ey shook his head. "You have an expl anation for ev-
erything! Ckay, it's not hungry. So let's canp here tonight.
No one else will realize that it's safe under here."

"True," she agreed faintly. She remai ned nervous about
being this close to a tangler, but it certainly was true that
a sated tree was safe.

She | ocated sone m | kweeds and a breadfruit tree; for-
tunately these were common all across Xanth, so they had

bread and mil k for dinner. There was also a pillow bush
nearby, with extrenely plush pillows; they made two beds
of them under the tree. Obviously none of these plants had
been harvested recently, because of the shortage of trav-
el ers.



vy lay for sonme tinme w thout sleeping, bothered by

things. Were was the great nenace that kept travelers

away, and why were even the ordi nary nenaces so feeble

at the nmonent? She had been maki ng spot excuses for

them al nost enbarrassed because they were not nani -

festing adequately to convince Grey they were genuine.

She had concluded that this tangle tree was sated, but she
saw no recent pile of bones, and the tentacles did not | ook
sl eek and strong in the manner of a well-fed tree. This
tree shoul d be hungry, yet wasn't, and that made sl eep
nervous. Wich reninded her: that sandman—probably it

was related to the ones that canme by night to put children
to sleep, and perhaps it usually put travelers to sl eep near
this tangle tree, so the tree could snake out a tentacle and
haul themin wi thout resistance. Yet in the face of Gey's
skepticism the sandman had col |l apsed into inert sand.

There, maybe, was the crux of it: Gey thought that
magi ¢ was nostly in her mnd, that she sawit work be-
cause she believed it did. In Mindani a she had been un-
able to denmonstrate otherwi se. But now they were in
Xant h—and she still couldn't penetrate his unbelief. It
seenmed that he was constitutionally unable to accept
magi ¢, and that therefore the magic didn't work for him
That was a fundamental |y unsettling notion! Suppose
magi ¢ didn't work for anyone who didn't believe in it?

Now that was an interesting idea! Could that be why
Mundanes didn't have nagic tal ents? Because they didn't
believe in then? But when they noved to Xanth, their
children were exposed to magi ¢ fromthe outset and never

| earned not to believe, so had talents. If the Mindanes
were just nore open-ninded, they might turn out to have
talents the noment they entered Xanth! After all, the cen-
taurs had turned out to have talents, those who stopped
thinking that tal ents were obscene.

No, that didn't hold up. Sonme Miundanes were open-
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m nded, but none had ever had a magic talent. Sone of

their children were close-mnded, but still had talents. Be-
lief mght be a factor, but not the najor one. A person

had to be bomin Xanth to have nagic.

So what was she going to do about Grey? It was foolish,

she wel |l knew, but she liked him She liked hima |ot. But
the nmonent they reached Castle Roogna, any ronantic

rel ationship woul d be over. She was a princess, and while
she didn't have to marry a prince, certainly her fol ks would
not allow her to marry a Mindane! She had tried to ex-

plain that to Grey, but had gotten caught up in her own
rebellion and discussed only the awkwardness of marri age
between them not the inpossibility of achieving it.

VWhat woul d happen if she insisted on marrying a Min-
dane? She woul d di sappoint her parents terribly, and that
hurt. They m ght have to take action, such as bani shing



her to Mundani a, and that would hurt nore. But if she
went with Gey, would that nmake it worth it?

To live the rest of her life in drear Mundani a w t hout
magi c—that was an appal ling prospect. Yet she could

i magi ne doing it, alnost, with him Gey was conmpletely
ordi nary, but there was something about himthat appeal ed
to her, and she knew his interest in her was genui ne. Ws
that enough?

She shook her head in the darkness. She knew, objec-
tively, that it was not enough. Love could be fun, but it
didn't last if not soundly based, and for her to nove to
Mundani a would be |ike a mermaid noving to | and: pos-
sible, but problenmatical

No, she could marry Grey only if he remained in Xanth
with her—and that neant she had to have the approval of
her parents. That neant in turn that she couldn't marry
him Yet her heart w shed that she coul d.

She woul d sinply have to get her heart under control
She knew that. But she also knew it was going to hurt.

Maybe when Grey finally | earned that magi ¢ was real

he woul d suffer a revulsion against it and Xanth and her,
and choose to go hone to Mundani a al one. That woul d

sol ve her problem as the decision would be out of her
hands. But it still would hurt.
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lvy lay quietly on the pillows, her eyes closed, the tears
nevert hel ess runni ng down her cheeks.

She woke to the wan |ight of a shrouded norning. As
her eyes adjusted she discovered Grey sitting beside her
"You okay?" he asked.

"Of course | am" she said, sitting up and shaking a
stray |eaf out of her hair. "Wiy do you ask?"

He shrugged. "I, uh, thought you were unhappy or
somet hi ng, maybe sick. | was worried.”
She smiled. "I nust |ook wetched! But that's because

I"mnot used to sleeping out. Let ne find a brook to wash
in, and I'll be better."

"Uh, sure. |I'd have gone out and | ooked around, but |
didn't want to | eave you al one."

"I woul dn't want you going out alone," she retorted.
"Not until you believe that the dangers are real."
They went out together, and did find a spring nearby.

"Let nme test it," lvy said. "These things can be danger-
ous."

"Why? Are they poi soned?"

"Not exactly. Some are |love springs."”



"Ch, yes—they nake the creatures who drink fromthem
fall in love with each other. What a horror if we shoul d
drink fromone of those!"

Ivy glanced at himsharply. Gey tried to hold his face
straight, but couldn't, and had to | augh. She | aughed t oo,
more with relief than humor. "It's not as nice as that,"

she warned him "Love may be a euphem sm When it

happens, they breed i nmedi ately, being unable to restrain
thensel ves, even if they are of two different species. It is
believed that that's how the major crossbreeds got started—
centaurs, merfol k, harpies, and so on. So you woul dn't

want to drink fromone by accident."

"Of course | wouldn't,'
doubt f ul

he agreed, but he | ooked

Ivy squatted by the spring and concentrated, enhancing
it. If it was a |l ove spring, the enhancement woul d cause
it to affect the plants growing around it, and they woul d
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start loving each other in whatever manner they could

manage

Not hi ng happened. "It's all right," she reported. "It's

just water."

"I"'msure it is," he agreed condescendingly. Again she

had to suppress her annoyance. He didn 't know any better
This was the other side of it: because of his ignorance,
she could trust his feeling for her, but it was also a con-
stant source of irritation. She wasn't used to such diver-
gent feelings for the sane person.

They di pped out doubl e handfuls of water to drink. Then
she washed her face and hands. The rest other was feeling
a bit grubby, but she decided not to strip and wash. After
all, she would just have to clinb back into the sane dirty
clothing. She had changed to her clean clothes the night
in the nock Castle Roogna, and then gotten those dirty
trudging along the river of blood and pushing the boul der
She woul d probably have to throw away this Miundane out -
fit the noment they reached Castle Roognha. She hoped
Agenda, whose clothing it was, wouldn't m nd.

That was funny, the way G ey had nmet such a series of
peculiar girls who used the roombefore Ivy was sent there
by the Heaven Cent. And the way Com Pewter had been

there, with a bit of nmagic. Grey had told her that an odd
"program’ from soneone call ed Vaporware Limited had

changed the machi ne. She wondered whet her Vaporware

lived in Xanth; that might explain a lot. Still, magic wasn't
supposed to work at all in Mindania, so a nystery re-

mai ned.



"Com Pewter," she said. "How did he do magic in

Mundani a?"

"My conputer didn't do magic," Grey said. "It just

had a good translation program so we could talKk.

guess." He didn't seemto be entirely satisfied either. "It
sure was strange what it did, though. It adnitted at the
end that it was setting ne up for you."

"Setting you up?”

"I't had sonething to do with all those oddball fenales
When | demanded a good one, it brought you. | don't
know how, but I"'msure glad it did."

Man from Mundani a 129

"No one brought nme!" she protested. "The Heaven
Cent sent ne."

"Whatever. | think that program knew you were com

i ng, sonehow, and took the credit. But | don't care. My

life was like dishwater until you cane, and then it was |ike
sunrise."

Ivy had | earned about dishwater in Mindani a, because

the same di shes had to be used over and over again, which
meant they had to be washed. "And | was a dishwater

bl onde," she said, renmenbering how the magi c green had
washed out of her hair.

"You were beautiful," he said.

She tried to think of sone clever response, but her mnd
froze up. He was telling the truth. He had seen her unen-
hanced—drab real |l y—yet had |iked her. There could be no
better conplinment than that.

"We'd better eat," she said, changing the subject.

"l saw sone—they | ooked like |ollypops, grow ng out
of the sand, back there,"” he said.

Ivy checked. "Sugar sand," she said. "Naturally sweet
things growin it. Here are some sugar doughnuts, and
here's sugarcane." She picked some of each. "And a sug-
arplumtree over there. W'll get sick of sweets, but at
least it's food."

They ate. "You're right," he said as he chewed on the
candy-striped cane. "I amgetting tired of sugar! | never
thought |I'd see the day!"

"How is it that you eat these magical plants, but stil
don't believe in magi c?" she asked m schievously.

"Sugar doughnuts and sugarplunms aren't nmmgical," he
protested. "Though | admt that in Mindania sugar sand
and sugarcane have different definitions."

They noved on, bearing south. They cane to a well -
worn path. "Great!" he exclained. "Now we won't have



to pl ow through brush!"

"This isn't one of the enchanted paths," she said. "Un-
known paths are not to be trusted until their nature is
under stood. You never can tell where they might lead."

He peered at the tangled jungle across fromthe path.
"Can't we risk it, this once? My legs are tired."
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Ivy considered. Her legs were tired too. "Maybe if
we're careful. If we hear anything, we should get right off
it, though."

They wal ked down the path. It was indeed a nice one,
wel | beaten down. It wound al ong the contour, passing a
number of fine fruit and nut trees.

Then they turned a curve, and di scovered three goblins
bl ocki ng the path ahead.

"Qopsy," lvy said. "Goblins are never good news. Run
the ot her way!"

They turned and ran back around the curve—and dis-
covered three nore ugly goblins. They were trapped.

"They don't | ook very big,
knock them down."

" Grey said. "Maybe | could

"There are always dozens nore goblins near the first,"
Ivy said darkly. Sure enough, nore goblins were already
crowding in behind the three. They were squat little nen,
al nrost bl ack, with big heads, hands and feet, and huge
gri maces.

"Maybe they're friendly," he suggested hopefully.

"Goblins are never friendly. I'Il have to summon hel p."
Ivy brought out her magic mrror. "Castle Roog—

A goblin | eaped forward and grabbed the mrror from
her hand. "None of that, slut!"

G ey leaped for the goblin, but it was already too | ate;

the mrror had di sappeared am dst the throng. "Don't fight
them " lvy screaned. "We'll have to talk our way out
of this!"

Grey, seeing the throng, desisted; it was obvious to any-
one that they could not hope to fight their way clear of
such a nunber.

A goblin chief appeared, distinguished mainly by his
greater ugliness. "You're going to talk your way out of
this, wench?"

"I'"'mno wench!" vy protested. "I'mPrincess Ivy!"

"And |'mthe king of the dragons!" the goblin retorted.
"Har, har, har!" Al the goblins joined in the coarse
laughter. "Well, I'm Gotesk Goblin, and we're the Gob-



linate of the Golden Horde, and we don't care who you
are!”

"Well, give ne back nmy mrror, and I'lIl prove it!" she
said. "My father will recognize nme."

"And will send hostile magic against us, if you are,"

the goblin said. "W don't need any of that. Better if he
just doesn't know what happens to you." He turned his

head to the side. "Tell the Golden Gals to heat up the pot;

we' ve got two live ones for supper tonight."

I medi ately a nmessenger goblin set off, running on his
stubby | egs down the path. He really wasn't golden; it was
evidently just a nane they had chosen.

This was getting desperate! 1vy knew she woul d not

really get boiled, because of her guarantee of a safe return,
but as usual she feared for Gey, who had no such assur-
ance. How could she get himfree of this Gol den Horde?

"And who're you—the king of the centaurs?" G otesk
demanded of G ey.

"Don't answer him" Ivy warned. But once again she
was too | ate.

"I am Grey, from Mundani a," G ey said.

"A Mundane!" the goblin exclained. "W've never
cooked a Mundane before. Do you believe in magic?"

"Wl l, now Maybe we can have sone sport with this
one!" The chief turned his head again. "Wat shall we
do with the Mundane?"

There was a horrible clanor of violent and obscene sug-
gestions. Unsatisfied, Gotesk turned again to Gey.
"You're with the ha-ha princess here. Wat do you think
of her?"

"Don't answer!" lvy cried.

"Shut up, trollop," the chief said, sw nging at her head.

Grey reached out and intercepted Gotesk's arm "Leave
her al one!"

I medi ately several goblins surged in and bore him

back, but the chief was not annoyed. "I think we have our
answer," he said. "He likes her—and surely she likes him
There's the key. Before we cook them let's play with them
Take themto the hate spring.”

There was a roar of approval. Ivy and G ey were hustled
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on along the goblin path. lvy was di smayed anew, she
knew what nischief a hate spring would be!

They passed the goblin village. There was a bedraggl ed
smal |l centaur, haltered and tied to a stake. These goblins
knew no linmts! Nobody tied a centaur, lest it bring ter-
rible retribution by centaur archers from Centaur Isle. Yet
here was a young mal e, evidently bound nmagically, for no
halter could hold such a creature otherw se.

They reached the spring a short distance beyond. It was
di smal as springs went, shallow and nuddy, with a tiny
island in the center. The goblins haul ed over a boat and
put her init. One got in front, and one in back, with
paddl es; both were extrenely careful not to splash

"You're afraid even to touch it?" Ivy asked. "Such wa-
ter doesn't work unless you drink it."

"That's all you know, slattern," Gotesk called from

| and. "One touch of this anywhere on your body, and you
hate the next creature you see to pieces, and will try to
kill himany way you can. Go ahead, dip your finger; you

al ready hate us, so it won't matter."

Ivy shivered, not dipping her finger; this was hideously
potent stuff! No wonder the goblins had canped near it;

they loved to hate.

They deposited her on the tiny isle, then paddl ed back,
| eavi ng her stranded there. Then they haul ed away the boat
and brought Gey up to the edge. "Very well. Mindane,"
Grotesk said. "You don't believe in nagic? Then you don't
think this hate spring will affect you. Go rescue her!"

"Don't touch that water!" lvy called. "It will make you
hate ne!"

" "Way couldn't | touch it and hate you ?'' Gey asked
the chief. "Then | wouldn't hate her."

"Go ahead!" the goblin agreed as the horde | aughed.

"One touch, one hate; we don't care how nuch you hate

us as we cook you. Maybe you'll even utter some nice
Mundane curses to entertain us. But you can't reach your
girlfriend without crossing that spring, and when you see
her or touch her you'll hate her. So you m ght as well get

on with it."
"What good is it to go to her, if you' re going to cook
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us anyway?" Grey asked. "I might as well just stay here
and not cooperate with you at all."

There was a groan fromthe throng. They didn't |ike
that threat because it ruined their sport.



"Very well, Mundane—f you cross to her, I'll let you
go. W'll only eat her."

"Don't deal with him" lvy cried. "Goblins can't be
trusted!"

"No, | want to rescue her," Gey said, in that infuri-
atingly reasonable way he had. "You have to let us both
go, or | won't cooperate."”

G ot esk pondered a nonment. Then his eyes lighted cun-
ningly. "Suppose | let you decide her fate, when you get
there? You go free and you take her with you if you want.

"Yes, that seens fair," Gey agreed.
"Don't do it!" lvy screaned. "He'll break his word
the nmonent you're across! And you'll hate ne!"

"I don't think so," Gey said. He stepped toward the
pool

"No!" Ivy cried despairingly. "No, no, no!" It was
crazy, if Grey was going to die anyway, but she didn't
want himto die hating her.

Grey waded into the water. A jubilant cheer rose from
the Gol den Horde. His eyes were fixed on lvy as he pro-
ceeded, the water rising gradually to his wai st as he
crossed.

Ivy stood, transfixed by horror. A nman who hated her

was coning for her, and she could not get away without
touching the water herself. She discovered that there was
one thing worse than having himhate her: for her to hate
hi m back. She had to try to sal vage her own enpotion, so
as to renmenber himw th pleasure instead of displeasure.

He strode out of the water, his trousers clinging to his

| egs. He canme to stand before her, his eyes still fixed on
hers. lvy knew her tears were flow ng. She had seen the
need to break up their associati on—but not this way, oh
not with hatred!

"I want you to know, Grey," she said falteringly, "that,
that whatever you feel for nme now, | still think you're
wonderful. Do you hate nme very much?"
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"Hate you?" he said, bew ldered. "lvy, | |ove you!"

She stared at him "You—you're not cruelly teasing
ne?"

For answer he swept her into his arnms and ki ssed her,
hard. Suddenly she could not doubt: this was the passion
of | ove,

Then she realized that the cruelty was that of the gob-
lins. This wasn't a hate spring at all, it was just a nuddy
pond! The Gol den Horde was trying to make conpl ete

fools of them both!



And that neant that she was not stranded here. She
could cross the pond just as Grey had. She coul d escape—
and take Grey with her, protecting himw th her security.

"Ch, Gey," she said. "I'"'mso glad! Hold nmy hand
tight; we're getting out of here!"

"OfF course," he agreed.

But it wasn't enough. Her enotion was overflow ng and
demanded a nore significant expression

"Grey, will you marry ne?" she asked

He paused, amazed. Then he recovered. "Yes, cer-
tainly, Ivy. But—=

She cut off his protest with another kiss.
Chapter 8. Gap

«hen he rel eased her. Even though the water

wasn't poi sonous, those goblins were nean characters, and
the two of themstill had a probl em about w nning free.
He was not at all sure the goblin chief would honor his
promise to rel ease them but he hoped to shanme the little
man into it.

But it was hard to concentrate on such things in the face
of what had just happened. Ivy had asked himto marry
her—and he had agreed! Wat an incongruous occasion

for such an engagenent!

"We're not out of this yet," Ivy said. "I've got to get
my mrror back. Then | can call for help. If you can think
of a way to get it for me—=

"Maybe | can," he said, his nmind spinning. It was as

i f what had just happened between them had revved up

his brain so that he was thinking with uncommon clarity

and power. "The hate water isn't real, but it occurs to ne
that nost of the goblins may believe it is. The chief would
know the truth, but keep the unruly mnions cowed by
threats to use the water on them That neans we can bl uff

t hem "

"But in a nmonment they will see that you don't hate
me!" lvy said worriedly. "Then they'Il all know "

"I don't think so. If I claimto have powerful magic that
makes ne i mMmune—
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"But Gotesk will know that's not true!"

"But he won't dare say so, because then his hold on the
others will be weakened. He will have to support me,
though he hates it. So | can force himto honor his deal,
because he'd rather let us go than lose his position and
maybe get thrown in the pot hinself by the angry dupes.”

Ivy's face clouded, then brightened as she understood.
"Grey, that's brilliant!" she excl ai ned.

"Sonet hi ng about you that brings out the best in nme,"

he said wyly. Indeed, that seened to be true. He had

never been in |love before; this episode had brought it out,
and he seened al nost to be floating. Suddenly he had
confidence in himself such as he had never had before
"While we're at it, we'd better rescue that poor centaur,
too; it will be bad if they take out their wath on him"

"You care so much about others who are in trouble,
like Grard Gant," Ivy said. "I think that's why | |ove

you.

He hadn't thought of it that way. He had just done what

he felt ought to be done, without thought about whether it

i npressed her. In fact, she had seened irritated when he

i nsisted on seeking the source of the river of blood. Mwybe
that was what had been wong with his |life before: he had
been trying to inpress people, and had had i nadequate
resources, instead of just focusing on what was right. But
now, with Ivy, he didn't care about any of that; he just
wanted to make her happy.

Then he thought of something else. "But can | justify
telling them something | know is not true? |I nean—

"You're playing their gane," lvy said quickly. "They
told you this was a hate spring. So you agree, but tell them
your magic counters it. You're a liar only if they are.”

He wasn't quite sure of that logic. Still, this whole realm
was a setting, a phenonmenal setting, and it was easiest to
go along with its rules. That's why he referred to goblins

i nstead of dwarves or simulacra, and to the centaur instead
of trying to figure out how the thing was ani mated. "Okay,
for now, until | reason it out better. Take ny hand; ny
supposed nagi ¢ must seemto extend to you while you are

in contact with nme, so you can brave the bad water."

She took his hand. Hand in hand they waded into the
water. "See, goblins!" he cried. "My nagic counters your
hate water! | can wade in it w thout hating anyone—even
you!"

The goblins watched, dismayed. They | ooked to their

chief, but G ey preempted Grotesk's response. "You know
that's true, don't you, chief!"” he cried, playing up to the
lie. "You know that if this water touches others, they wll
be affected by it." He extended his free hand and made

as if to scoop sone water. "If | splash them—

"Don't do that!" the goblin chief exclained with evi-



dent al arm

Grey put on his crudest smile, hoping it worked. He

had guessed right: Gotesk had to support himin this ruse!
"Yes, you know what will happen! So don't tenpt ne,
sour - snoot ! "

The chief didn't tenpt him The goblin had to maintain
the illusion of the water's power. "You said you were
Mundane! "

"Wl |, maybe | exaggerated," G ey said. Mindanes,

of course, were not supposed to have magi c. But G otesk
could not point that out, w thout giving away his own se-
cret.

They waded up to the edge, but did not step out of the
water. "Now before we go, | want you to return the lady's
property," Gey said. "Bring her nmirror."

"Har, bar, har!" a goblin in the rear |aughed. "Fat
chance! "

Grey | eaned down so that his hand was within reach of

the water. "If the goblin who spoke cares to step forward,
I have sonething for him" he said evenly. The truth was
he was quite nervous; how far could he push this bluff
before the goblins called it?

There was a silence. Grey |ooked around as if per-

pl exed. "Wat, is no one in the Golden Horde thirsty?"
he inquired. "Well, perhaps if | proffer a free sanple—=
He swi shed his hand through the water

"Bring the mirror!" G otesk shouted.

There was a stir, and soon a goblin brought the mrror
"Don't splash!" he pl eaded.
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"I won't splash if |I get what | want," Gey said. "lvy,
take the mrror, but don't let go of ny hand. | can't protect

you if you aren't in contact.'

"Yes," lvy said, doing a narvel ousjob of |ooking very
nervous about the water; she clung tightly to his hand. She
reached forward; the goblin stood at the bank and ex-
tended the nmirror, and she took it while the chief glow

er ed.

"Now we shall need transportation away from here,"
Grey said. "Bring the centaur.”

But G otesk had just figured out a cunning counterploy.
"Back away fromthe water!" he cried. "Get out of

spl ashi ng range!"”



Uh-oh. That would allow the chief to keep his secret,
and grab them when they left the pool. "lIvy, do you have

a cup?"
Ivy reached over her shoulder, set the mrror in her
backpack, and pulled out a cup.

"Dip it full, and throw water at anyone who | ooks trou-
bl esome, " G ey said.

She dipped it. Then they stepped out of the water, stil
hol di ng hands. The goblins retreated. Grey saw that a
nunmber of them held stones or clubs, but no one acted
because the chief hadn't told themto. Gotesk couldn't
afford to act until that cup of water was gone—and he
couldn't afford to have themthrow it on any goblins and

denonstrate its worthl essness.
They wal ked across to the centaur. "Can you carry both
of us, if we free you?" Gey inquired

"I think so," the creature replied. "I've been a beast
of burden for these nonsters; |'mm serable but strong.
But this is a magic halter; only the chief can untie it.

"The chief, eh?" Gey glanced across at G otesk and
realized that this was another bluff. "Well, | have a sp

talent with knots, too, so—
"No, Grey," Ivy murnured. "No one in Xanth has two

magi c talents.”
Gey was sure the halter wasn't magic; it was just so

constructed that the centaur's own hands coul d not reach
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the key clasps to undo it. But he had to play by the ru
"Well, maybe nmy magic knife will cut it," he said loudly

eci al

es.

He brought out his knife and sliced at the tough materi al

of the halter. Fortunately, he kept his knife sharp; the
strands parted. Sone fevered sawi ng severed the section

under the centaur's arm "Now it is broken; you can lift
it free," he said.

The centaur did just that. In a noment the halter was
off. "That's some knife!" he exclained. "I got a sharp-
edged stone once and managed to saw at it without being
observed, but the magic was too strong, and | got no-
where. "

"Now we shall ride you out of here," Gey said. "The

water will not affect you as long as you are in contact
me, so don't be concerned if it splashes out of the cup
That was literally true: the water would not affect the

Wi th

cen-



taur while in contact—er at any other tine. "She will fling
it at any goblin who cones too close. Are you ready?"

The centaur gl anced nervously at the cup. "Yes," he
sai d uncertainly.

It was tricky nounting without letting go of Ivy's hand,
and for the sake of appearances he had to keep holding it.
But the centaur reached back and hel ped her up, and then
Grey got up behind her

"Start walking," Gey said. "Slowy, so as not to nake
them do anything foolish, until we get away fromthis

canp. '’

"CGotcha," the centaur said. He stepped carefully for-
war d.

"I"msure you can run very fast when you need to,"
Ivy remarked.

But goblins closed in across the path, |ead by a sub-
chief. "I think it's a fake!" the subchief cried. "That wa-
ter's lost its hate!"

vy flung the water at the subchief. The goblin tried to
| eap back, but the water caught him and al so spl ashed
across several others near him

The first thing the wetted goblins saw was the ugly faces
of their conpanions. For an instant they stared. Then they
expl oded into viol ence. The subchief swung his club at
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the one he faced, and two others fell to pummeling each
ot her.

"Let's get out of here!" Gey said.

"You can do it!" Ivy cried to the centaur. "You're su-
perstrong and fast!"

The centaur needed no urging. He | eaped over the near-
est goblins and shot off down the path. The goblin fight
was spreadi ng, and none of the nearest ones were chasing
the centaur. But the nore distant ones raised a cry of
alarm "Get thenml They're escaping!"

But it was too |late. Even doubly | oaded, the centaur

could run faster than the stubby-Iegged goblins, especially
on the well-beaten path. A few stones flew, but nissed.
They had nade it to freedom

Well away fromthe goblin canp, they left the path.

"W had better find a river and wash off the hate water

on your legs," the centaur said. "Oherwise it will affect
the two of us the nmoment you stop touching us."

"Not to worry," Grey said. "It's not magi c water; that



was Gotesk's bluff."

"But it is, "the centaur insisted. "It made those goblins
fight the moment it touched them"

"That was psychol ogical. They believed it would affect
themthat way, so it did."

"Well, | believe init!" the centaur said. "l sawit work
nmore than once, when the chief wanted to discipline sone-
one. | want it all off me before you get off nme."

Grey shrugged. It made sense for a magical creature to

believe in magic. "Do you know where a suitable river
is?"

"Yes, there's a streamnot far fromhere. It flows into
the Gap."

"The Gap!" lvy exclainmed. "W're going there!"

"But it's dangerous!" the centaur protested. "The Gap
Dragon runs there!”

"We'd better introduce ourselves,” lvy said. "I'mPrin-
cess lvy of Castle Roogna."

"Real | y?" the centaur asked, anmazed. "I have heard of
you. You enhance fol k. "
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"Yes. | hel ped you run faster and stronger."

"You did indeed! | have never done so well before, even
wi t hout a double load. | thought | was just scared! | am

cal | ed Donkey."
"What ?" Grey asked.

"Because |'msnall and gray, and have big ears," he
expl ai ned. "The others always teased ne, so | preferred
to go out on ny owmn. But then the goblins caught nme, and
I had no friends to realize | was nissing. Thank you so
much for rescuing nme!"

"I'mGey," Gey said. "Not the color, just the nane.
I''mfrom Mundani a. "

"But then how can you do magi c?"

"I can't. It was all a bluff. That's why | knew the water
woul dn't hurt you."

Donkey considered. "All the same, |1'd prefer to wash
it all off. Just to be quite sure. Centaurs don't like to take
avoi dabl e chances. "

So they went to the stream Donkey wal ked carefully to
the center, then slowy settled down. "Wash it all off be-
fore we separate,” the centaur said. "W wouldn't want

to hate each other."



vy giggled. "I never took a bath with ny cl othes on
before!™

"Me neither," G ey agreed.

They spl ashed water on thensel ves, renmining in con-
tact with Donkey, letting the current carry away the bad
medi ci ne.

There was a stir in the water downstream "See, the
fish are fighting," Donkey said. "It's still potent!"”

"Coi nci dence," Grey said. But he wondered. There had
been a nunber of funny events recently, and not all were
easy to accept.

For one thing, the way those goblins had fought-when

t he subchi ef had expressed his disbelief in the power of
the water. Wiy, then, had it affected hin? Had his dis-
belief been a bluff? O had he decided to support the sup-
posed power of the water, the way Grotesk did? O had

he wanted the captives to escape? None of that seened to
make nuch sense
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And the centaur: now that they were relaxing. Gey was
studying the creature. He found no artificial connection
bet ween the nman and horse aspects. Donkey seened to be
exactly what he clainmed to be: a living centaur. The river
was not shorting out his circuits. H's body was warm Part
of himwas definitely human and part definitely animal.

How coul d this be, w thout magic?

"We'd better get undressed so we can rinse out our
clothing thoroughly, then hang it up to dry," lvy said. "It
is overdue for a washing anyway."

"But— Grey protested.
"It's all right," she said. "W're betrothed."
" But —=

"And centaurs never wear any clothing anyway," she
continued. "They don't have any concerns about people."
She unbuttoned her bl ouse and drew it off.

Gey didn't argue further. She was right: they did have
to get washed and hang up their clothing to dry. They were
engaged to be married. It had happened so suddenly that

he still could hardly believe it, but he was not going to
deny it! He didn't care what kind of setting this was or
whet her nmagic was real, it was wonderful being with her.

Soon they were bathing separately. Ivy and Donkey at
| ast satisfied that the hate water had been washed cl ear by



the pure streamwater. The day was | ate, now, but they
hung up their clothing to catch the declining rays of sun-
shine. Then he and Ivy sat on a clean patch of grass and
let the sun dry them too. Donkey didn't need to sit; he
stood in a separate sunbeam after shaking his body vio-
lently.

Gey tried not to look at lIvy's bare body, but didn't want

to be too obvious about not |ooking, |est she think she was
ugly. She wasn't; in fact she was his very nodel of a

teenaged girl.
"Are you sorry?" she inquired
"Huh?"

"About being betrothed to nme?"

"Ch no!" he exclaimed. "I—+t's nmore than | ever hoped

for! | -when you—when | woke before you under the

tangl e tree and saw you sleeping, | just had to keep | ook-
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ing at you, because as wonderful as all this crazy |and
may be, you are the craziest and nost wonderful thing
that ever happened to me, and I wish it woul d never end.
I mean—+ don't know what | nean, but-—=

"You know there is trouble ahead," she rem nded him

"l was resolved to |l et you go, no matter how nuch | 1|iked
you, because | knew we couldn't nmarry. But when you

came for ne through that water and didn't hate ne, sud-
denly | didn't care anynore what ny folks think. My little
brother's got two betrotheds; I'mentitled to one, | think
But you have to be willing. "'

"I"'mw lling! |I just never thought that you' d—+ nean
that you were serious—+ nean—

"You don't know what you nean," she repeated for
him "Are you beginning to believe in magic, a little?"

He | ooked at the centaur, and still could not explain
himaway. "If loving you is believing in magic, then
bel i eve," he said.

She sniled. "I think | have never had a better conpli -
nent!"

"I am amazed that you profess to disbelieve in magic,"”
Donkey said. "We centaurs try to maintain a certain dif-
fidence about it, but there is absolutely no doubt of its
validity. Haven't you felt Ivy's Enhancenent yourself?"

Grey considered. "I suppose | have, but—

"You are too full of buts,
ki ss you."

Ivy said. "Shut up, or I'll

" But —



She | eaned over and ki ssed him
Grey shut up.

In the norning they discussed the matter, and deci ded

to travel together down the river to the Gap Chasm Don-
key knew the way, and the |ocation of the best trees al ong
it, while Ivy knew the Gap Dragon, so that they could
enter the chasmsafely. None of themcared to remain in
the vicinity of the Goblinate of the Gol den Horde, for the
goblins were surely out |ooking for them and woul d not
treat themkindly. They agreed that it was best to get on
the other side of the Gap with reasonabl e di spatch.
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Grey had read of the Gap and the Gap Dragon, but

reserved his belief in such things until he actually saw
them A trench across the state of Florida a mle or so
deep? As he understood it, there wasn't any part of that
state anywhere near that elevation above sea |l evel, so such
a chasm woul d be inpossible even if it were possible!

Wth a great whonping, steanm ng, ferocious dragon run-

ning along the botton? Mire likely it was a railroad cut
with an ol d-fashi oned steam engi ne chugging along on its

track.
Sone chocol ate nmi| kweed pods grew al ong the river,

and sonme nmushroons, which turned out to be little roons
full of nush. Some were commeal nush, and sonme were

oat nush or wheat nush. They didn't taste |like rmuch, but
the chocolate mlk provided a bit of flavor. At |east they

were filling.
"How do you like it?" Ivy asked.

He could tell by the sparkle in her eyes that she was up
to sone mschief, so he answered cautiously. "Mishy stuff

was never ny favorite."
"That's what ny little brother always said—until he met

Nada. "
"Nada?"
"Nada Naga, his betrothed—+ told you. But she cured

himin a hurry, and now he | oves rnush."

"I could use that cure nyself," he nuttered, still not



seeing her point. "How did she—=2"

"I thought you'd never ask!" She stepped to him
wr apped her arnms around him and kissed himso em
phatically that his head seened to fl oat.

"But — he said when she gave hima chance to breathe
"Mushy stuff," she expl ai ned.

Oh. Gey felt conpletely stupid; he had wal ked ri ght
into that one! Yet sonehow he wasn't bothered; it was
about as nice an experience as he coul d i magi ne.

"Did | enbarrass you?" she asked.
"Uh, no, of course not!" he protested inmediately.
She gl anced at Donkey. "I'm not sure. Wat do you

t hi nk?"

"He's flushing and perhaps stanmering," the centaur

said. "I believe it is likely that you did enbarrass him
though he is attenpting to deny it."

"That's what | thought." Ivy faced Grey again. "The
brassi es know how to handle that."

"The brassies?" Gey tried to renenber what the brass
fol k had done in the books he had read.

"They apol ogi ze," she said. "Do you know how t hey
apol ogi ze?"

"Uh, no, |—

She haul ed himin again and ki ssed himw th even nore
authority than before. This tine his head seemed not only
to rise, but also to swell to the size of a helium weather
bal | oon and fl oat across the | andscape, buffeted by stray
pl ayful breezes.

From somewhere far away her voice cane: "Do you
accept my apol ogy?"

He tried to get back to earth. "Unh—=

Then Donkey's voice: "Evidently the apol ogy was not
sufficient. He seens frozen in place.”

Ivy's voice, again: "True. | will sinply have to make a
better apol ogy."

Then she kissed hima third tine. H s head heated and
expanded so rapidly it exploded, and bright fragnents of
the balloon fluttered down into the forest below to deco-
rate the trees with seemng flowers. Bees buzzed up to
attend to those flowers, and cane away with buckets of
nectar. Ch, the sweetness of that kiss!

"Do you accept my apol ogy?" |vy asked agai n.



Grey strove valiantly to get his head back together. "Uh
yes, sure!" he gasped, finally catching on. He wasn't sure
he coul d survive the next kiss!

"Alert!" Donkey said. "I hear goblins!"

Suddenly Grey was back in focus. "Let's get out of
here! "

"We'd better do it as we did before," Ivy said briskly.

"Il enhance you, Donkey, and we'll ride you. That way
we'll | eave them behind again."
"Certainly," the centaur agreed.

Ivy scranbled into her pack, and they both scranbl ed
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onto the centaur's back, and the centaur took off with a
terrific leap just as a goblin burst into view

"Tal l yho!" the goblin cried, and blew on a hom he
carried, alerting the others. The sound was amazingly | oud
and vul gar.

"I hate those stink horns," lvy said as they raced
through the light foliage beside the stream

The centaur was proceedi ng vigorously, psychologically
buoyed by Ivy's supposed Enhancenent. But the stream
was extremely w nding and cl ogged with rocks and brush,
so full speed was inpossible. The goblins were running
al ong the ground on either side, evidently small enough
to duck under the worst of the obstructions, so were not
falling behind fast enough. "W've out to get well ahead
before we reach the Gap," lvy said.

"Way, if you know the Gap Dragon?" G ey asked.

"Well, for one thing Stanley isn't likely to be right there
when we arrive. For another—

"QOops, we're here!" Donkey said, skidding to a halt as
the | andscape opened out ahead of them

"Rats!" lvy swore. "The gobs are too close!"

“I''"l'l run along the edge," the centaur said, turning
abruptly. "I believe there's a passable descent not far to
t he east."

Now Grey got his first clear ook at the Gap. Suddenly

he felt dizzy. It was a sheer drop-off hundreds, no thou-
sands of feet down to a bottom shrouded in fog. The
mor ni ng sunbeans cut sharply across the cliffs of it, |ook-
ing like sparkling ramps to the depths. The stream pl unged
over the edge and plumeted so far that there was no

sound of its landing. No wonder they needed time to find

a safe way into it!



"Somehow | don't think we're in Florida any nore,
Toto," he nurnmured, awed. How could he explain this in
terms of the close-to-sea-level terrain they had ridden
through on the way to No Nane Key?

"What ?" |lvy asked over the wind of their notion be-
side that terrifying descent. Her greenish hair was flutter-
ing back in his face.
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"The ramparts of ny disbelief have just taken a hit,"
he expl ai ned.

"It's about tine!"

The goblins burst into view again, trying to cut them

of f. But Donkey made a phenonenal |eap and sailed over
their heads, and | anded running. Again they were |eft be-
hi nd. But they did not give up; they charged al ong the
brink of the great chasm waving their clubs and throw ng
their rocks, which were nissing by a | ess-than-confortable
mar gi n.

"There it is!" Donkey cried, drawing up before a nar-
row side crack that extended fromthe najor Gap

Grey | ooked. There was a little path that crept down
fromthe crack and found sone rubble at the edge of the
main chasm It did seemto wind on down, but they would
have to go single file, and slowy. The goblins would be
upon them | ong before they could conplete any part of
that tortuous descent.

"There's a great nultiflavor pie tree," Ivy said. "I1'lI
enhance it, and hold themoff with pies while you two get
down. "

"I''l'l hold themoff," Gey said

"But you don't believe in the nagic!" she protested.
"Those are crabappl e pies, pepperpot pies—they can be

really effective, if I—

"I believe in you," Gey said firmy. "And |I'm begin-
ning to wonder about magic. Now just get out of here. If
I can't nake a stand to defend the woman | | ove, what
good am | ?"

She | ooked ready to argue, but the centaur spoke. "He's
right. He can do it. You go down first."

Ivy made her decision. "No, you go first. Donkey. 1'lI
follow right after |1've Enhanced that tree."

Wthout further word the centaur started down the path.
Sand and pebbl es ski dded out under his hooves and slid
down the cliffside, but the path held.

Ivy ran to the tree and flung her arns about its trunk
Grey rubbed his eyes; he could have sworn the pies were



growi ng, becoming larger and better defined in seconds.
Then lvy stepped clear. "Foll ow as soon as you can,"

r
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she said. "I'Il fetch Stanley, so if you're in doubt, just
keep throwi ng pies at them" She kissed himfleetingly.
"1'" m Enhanci ng your strength, aim and endurance. Be-
lieve in nme!'' Then she was gone, into the crack

Bel i eve in her? Wen she put it that way, he had to!

The goblins were already appearing. Gey |ooked at the
tree. Now his eyes seenmed nuch nore finely attuned; he
recogni zed every variety of pie. He grabbed a pepperpot
pi e whose peppers | ooked huge.

The first goblin charged up, waving his club. "I'Il de-
stroy ya, creep!" the goblin yelled.

Gey calmy threwthe pie in his face. The peppers
puffed into powder. The goblin broke into a spasm of
sneezing. He sneezed so hard that his little body flew
backwards into the goblin behind him and a cloud of pep-
per surrounded them both. Soon several goblins were
sneezi ng—and several sneezed thenselves right off the

brink of the precipice.

Vell, now This seened to work well enough. The gob-

lins seemed to have used up all their stones, and there
were none nearby for themto pick up. That neant that

they were confined to their clubs, which meant they had

to get close to be effective. Wiich meant in turn that he
could score on a goblin with a pie before a goblin could
score with a club. There were about thirty goblins, but the
approach was narrow, so that only one could come at him

at a tine.

He felt Iike Horatius at the bridge: the bold Roman gate-
keeper who had held off the attacking Etruscan arny while
the Ronmans chopped down the bridge that was the only
access to the city. One man could indeed hold off an
army—+f the arny had to send just one nan agai nst him

at a time, and he was able to slay that nan. But he had to

be good.

Ivy's Enhancenent really seened to have taken, be-

cause he felt phenonenally good. H's aimwith the first
pi e had been perfect, and he felt strength to heave them
much farther if he needed to. He felt |ike a supernan.
Maybe it was the power of |ove. Goblins, beware

The goblins conpleted their sneezing; the cloud of pep-

per had finally dissipated. That one pie seened to have
taken out about three of them WMaybe it wasn't nmagic, but



it had worked well enough!

A goblin charged him club lifted. G ey quickly plucked

a crabapple pie, chose his nonment, and hurled it with
uncanny accuracy at the little brute. It snmote the nasty
little man right in the face, and the apple fell away—except
for a crab pincer that had fastened on the goblin's ugly
nose.

"Youff!" the goblin cried, spinning around and bangi ng
into the one behind him

"You sure are crabby!" the other retorted.

"I''l'l crab you, " the first exclainmed. He ripped the pin-

cer off his nose and thrust it at the other's eye. The pincer
shapped at the eyeball.

"Ch, yeah?" the second exclainmed, swinging at the
first with his club.

There was a nelee, in the course of which three nore
goblins fell off the edge.

Anot her goblin charged Gey. Gey plucked a popcorn
pie and hurled it, again with stunning accuracy. He was
amazed at hinself; he had never been a hurler like this! If

it wasn't Ivy's Enhancenent, what else could account for
it?

The pie struck the goblin on the chest, and the popcorn
popped like a series of tiny firecrackers. Bits of puffed
corn flewinto his face and beyond himinto the faces of
the ones follow ng. Yet another spot quarrel broke out, as
one goblin blanmed his neighbor for the corn and swung

his club. Two nore goblins fell off the |edge.

Grey discovered that he liked this type of conbat. It

was nmminly the goblins' own oneriness that got them
boosted into the chasm If they just quit com ng, no nore
woul d be hurt. He had plenty of pies remaining.

Anot her goblin charged. Grey picked a pecan pie. Once

more his aimand force were uncanny; he scored on the
goblin's big head before the creature got at all close. The
pie crust clanged like a can, and its contents soaked

the goblin with yellow juice. "Oooo, ugh!" the goblin
cried, outraged. "You peed on ne!"
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So that was the magic of the pecan! He had assumed it
was a nut pie. Well, he had been wong. He was glad he

hadn't tried to eat it.

O her goblins charged in turn. He picked other pies and
shoved themin their faces, |ong distance. He shoul d have



been tired by this time, but he wasn't; his strength was
mai ntaining just as had that of the centaur. He hurled a
shoe-fly pie, and its shoe kicked the rear of a goblin and
booted the goblin over the edge. He threw a papaya pi e,
and it sang "I'm papaya the sailor man!" and whistled as

it slugged the goblin.

At | ast he was down to two pies, having used all the
rest. Three goblins remained. He knew he couldn't afford
to |l et even one remain above while he descended the path,
because that one could scuff the sand and perhaps start a
little aval anche that would destroy his route. How could
he be sure of taking out three with only two pies?

Well, he would just have to go hand to hand with the
| ast one. He glanced at the pies: one was custard, the other
pi neappl e. Neither |ooked prom sing, but they would have

to do.

He picked the custard. "Custard's last stand!" he cried
as he heaved it at the charging goblin.

The custard struck squarely on the ugly face. The gl oppy
stuff wapped itself around the bul bous head and cl ung
tenaci ously. The goblin pawed at it, trying to get his eyes
clear, but before he succeeded he stepped off the cliff and
was gone. Only the fading sound of his cussing remai ned.

Well, it was a cuss-tard pie,

The last two goblins consisted of the subchief, who had
tried to stop them before, and one henchman. " Charge
hi mtoget her, and one of us. will get him" he said.

"But there's no room"

"Yes, there is, if we charge slowy and carefully and
keep in step." And indeed there was, this way, for the
narrow | edge had been wi dened by the tranp of the prior
goblins' big feet. The two approached carefully.

Gey was worried. The eneny had finally gotten smart!
He had only the one pie left, and while he could score on
one goblin, the other would be able to charge himfrom
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cl ose range and perhaps sweep himoff the ledge in the
manner of a football blocker. These goblins didn't seem
to care what | osses they took, as long as they got him

Well, he would just have to use what he had. He picked
the pineapple pie and hefted it. He would throw it at the
subchi ef, who was surely the nmore cunning and notivated
of the two. Then he woul d handl e the other in whatever
way he coul d.

"Watch out—that's a pineapple!" the subchief cried.

Both goblins halted. Then they started backi ng away.



Grey was surprised. Was this a ruse? Wre they pre-
tending fear, so that he would relax and then they would
turn on himand catch himoff guard? He resolved not to
be drawn out of position.

The two goblins retreated all the way back out of sight.
This was curious indeed! What were they up to? He didn't
dare try to follow thembut if he started down the path,
they could return at any monent and weak m schi ef on
hi s head.

Maybe he could fake them out. He got down on the

pat h, then squatted, so that he could duck down into the
smal | crevice. They would think he had started down when
he hadn't; then when they cane, he could snmte one of
themwith the pie.

He waited. Sure enough, soon he heard them returning.
He waited until they sounded cl ose enough, then stood up,
pi e ready.

The two goblins were there—but so was another crea-
ture. It |l ooked |like a male sheep with horrendously broad
and curl ed horns.

The subchief spied him "So it was a trick. Mindane!
You can't fool a cunning goblin. And your pie can't stop
this battering ram™

The sheep charged, head down. A battering ram That
certainly could knock himoff the edge!

G ey, poised with the pie, decided to ditch it. Mybe
the ramwould hurtle right past himif he ducked at the
| ast nonent.

He hurled the pie over the head of the ram at the two
wai ting goblins. It struck the subchi ef—and det onat ed.
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Jui ce and pi neappl e bits expl oded outward, and both gob-
lins were blown of f the edge.

So that was the pun in pineapple! It was nade of gre-
nades! He shoul d have guessed. No wonder the goblins

had been so wary of it.

But his distraction caused himto wait too |long. The
battering ramwas al nbst upon him unstoppabl e, and he

had no tinme to dodge it.

"No!" he cried. "It can't end like this!"



The ram set his hooves and skidded to a stop just as
he reached Grey. He was so close that his nose nudged

Grey's nose.

"Why, you're just an ordinary sheep," Gey said, pet-
ting the animal. "You don't mean ne any harm now that
the goblins are gone. Wiy don't you go off and graze?"

The ram nodded al nost as if he understood, and com
menced browsing on the adjacent foliage. No battering

ramat all!

Now at last it was safe to start down the path. Gey

pr oceeded.

It turned out to be a tricky descent, but nanageable. He

saw the centaur's hoofprints, and now and then Ivy's, so
woul d have known he was on the right trail, had there been
any doubt. The face of the cliff was awesone, but the path
was secure, and he did not feel the fright of heights he

m ght have
He wondered about that. He felt better, and had done

better than he ever woul d have expected. He had been coo
and poi sed throughout, and handl ed t he goblins al nost
perfectly. Ivy had said she woul d enhance him and he did
seem enhanced—but could his | ove for her account for it?
And those pies—they had acted in ways real pies never
woul d have. Science would be strained to account for those
effects, but magic had no problem As for that centaur-
how coul d anyt hi ng but nagi ¢ account for hinfP There was
such a thing as gene splicing, but it didn't work that way;

a man could not be grafted onto a horse. Not in this cen-
tury!

And of course there was the Gap Chasm he was now
clinmbing down into. He could not doubt its reality! But

how coul d he have conme to it in the real world? If this
were a nmere anusenent park setting, how could there be
anything of this sheer scal e?

Was he coming to believe in magic after all? Maybe he
was, because Ivy did, and he did | ove her. If she |oved
hi m enough to marry him he should | ove her enough to
share her belief. Maybe that didn't make nmuch objective
sense, but it nade a | ot of enotional sense.

At last he nmade it down to the base of the chasm as
afternoon was setting in. Wiere had |Ivy and Donkey gone?
He knew t he answer: |vy had nounted Donkey, enhanced
him and he had gal |l oped off indefatigably to |ocate the
Gap Dragon. It might be a while before they found that
creature.

He | ooked around. The bottom of the chasmwas |ike a



Il ong, narrow valley, with green grass and a river crossing
it, fromthe streamthey had foll owed above. He wal ked

to it and threw hinself down for a drink. Beside it grew
sone | ady slipper plants, with an assortnent of delicate
fem nine slippers. Farther along was a potato chip bush
Good-he was hungry, too. He sat down beside it and

started picking and eating the chips.

Magi c? If this was magical, yes, he believed in nmagic.

Now at |ast he was tired. \Whatever reserve of strength
he had drawn on was gone, and he needed to rest. He
| eaned agai nst a stone and rel axed.

Hi s eye traced the short course of the river across the
valley cleft. It did not turn to run along the valley, but
continued on up the far cliff in a reverse waterfall, finally
di sappearing over the top. That was nice; no sense in
flooding the Gap, in case there was no decent exit for the
wat er .

Hi s eyes closed. He hoped Ivy and Donkey returned
soon. Certainly it was pointless to go | ooking for them

he had to wait right here where they could find him

Up the cliff? Suddenly he blinked awake, | ooking again
across the valley. Then he lurched to his feet and fol |l owed
the river across.

There was no doubt: the water nade a right-angle turn
and sailed upwards in a geyser. It did not fall back to earth
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as a real geyser would; rather it seened to slow as it neared
the top, and to curve, finding the brink and goi ng beyond
it.

Grey shook his head. Now it was clear: he had better
believe in magic! Otherwi se he would believe he was
crazy.

He returned to the rock near the potato chip bush and
settled down again. In a nonent he was deep in a snooze

He woke to the sound of a series of thuds that shook
the ground. Wonp, whonp, WHOWP! He junped up,
al arnmed; he didn't |like the sound of that!

Sonet hing was definitely coming in the dusk. He saw
steam bl owi ng upward in gusts. That nust be the Gap
Dr agon—but where was |vy?

Then Donkey gal |l oped up. "Here he is!" the centaur
cried, spying Gey.

I medi ately the dragon veered. It had a horrendous big
head from which the steam puffed regularly, and a | ong
suppl e torso—and there, riding the top of one arcing coil



was | vy!

The dragon slowed as it canme up. lvy disnounted and
ran across to Gey. "You nade it!" she cried as she tack-
led himin a breath-knocking hug. "I was so worried!"

"Uh, nothing toit," Gey said. "I nean, after you
enhanced t hose pies for ne, and enhanced nme too, so
could handle all those goblins—=

She | ooked at him her face shining. "You nmean you
bel i eve?'

"l guess | do, now | nean, after what |'ve seen—=

She ki ssed him passionately. "Ch, wonderful!" she
excl ai med between kisses. "Now it's perfect!"”

Then she introduced himto the dragon: "This is Stan-
| ey Steanmer, the Gap Dragon," she said, hugging the dra-
gon's horrendous head. The steam stopped for a nonent;

the dragon was evidently holding his breath so as not to
bum her. "And Stanley, this is Gey Mrphy, ny be-
trothed." The dragon acknow edged with a twin jet of
steam through his nostrils; it seemed that any friend of
lvy's was a friend of his. This was just as well, because
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he had a huge mout hful of teeth, and great claws on every
one of his six feet. This was certainly no creature to run
af oul of!

Then they settled down for the night, because the dark-
ness was closing. The top of the chasmwalls renai ned
bright, but the shadow started bel ow. The dragon curl ed
around them and the three piled pillows Ivy found and
lay in the center. It was very nice

"Yes, the river does flow uphill, here," Ivy explained
inthe norning. "It's the only way it can get out of the
Gap. There's another, larger river further east that goes
the opposite way. We could ride one of them up, but that
really isn't safe. So we'll just have to take the tedious
footpath up, near the invisible bridge."

"Invisible bridge?"

She smled. "I'll showit to you, when we get there! In
fact, we'll cross the Gap on it, because the path up is
really better on the north side. Then we'll be on the en-

chanted path, and on our way to Castle Roogna." But then
she sobered abruptly, |ooking pensive.

"I's sonething wong?" G ey asked.

"Not hing that hasn't been wong fromthe outset," she
said enigmatically. "Don't concern yourself about it."
Then she smiled and kissed him and his attenpted con-
cern was dissipated before he could express it.

It did not take long to get to their Gap exit, for Gey
rode Donkey and lvy rode the dragon. "See-here it is!"



lvy said, pointing upward. "The bridge!"

G ey | ooked. There was nothing there. But of course it
was supposed 'to be invisible, so that nmade sense—he
hoped.

They di smounted. 1vy hugged the dragon farewell. It

was evident that there was a deep and abiding friendship
between this dansel and this dragon. Gey alnost felt jeal-
ous of it. He had come so recently on the scene, while
they had been friends, Ivy said, since she was three: four-
teen years!

Then they clinbed the path up the side. It was a better
path than the other, and it was possible for themto wal k
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side by side in sections of it. Still, it was a |ong, wearing
climb. This nmust be a lot |like the Grand Canyon

"Tired?" Ivy asked, and he had to adnit he was.

"Not anynore," she said, squeezing his arm And, in-
deed, he felt new strength. Her Enhancenent really did
work! 1t was easy to appreciate it, now that he believed.

They reached the top, and Ivy led the way to the bridge.
Suddenly she stepped into the air above the chasm G ey
cried out in alarm then saw she was standing, not falling.
There really was a bridge there.

Grey and Donkey followed her. The bridge had hand-

rails and was quite secure. When he shut his eyes. Gey
was quite satisfied with its solidity. Only when he opened
his eyes and | ooked down, down, way far down, did he

get dizzy. So he focused on Ivy, no unconfortable task,
and wal ked on across without |ooking down again.

At the far side Ivy turned back to wave to Stanley, far
bel ow. The dragon responded with a great puff of steam
Then it was tine to follow the magic path to Castle
Roogna.

Chapter 9. U tinmatum

I hey wal ked al ong the familiar enchanted path.

Wthin a day they would reach Castle Roogna, especially
i f she Enhanced Donkey again so he could carry them
swiftly. But Ivy intended to spend one nore night on the
road, because she was afraid of what woul d happen when
they arrived.

She saw that Grey and Donkey were tiring, and that was
natural . She had Enhanced them before so that Donkey

could carry themrapidly and Grey could fight off the gob-
lins, but that had to be foll owed by a period of rest, and
they hadn't had enough.

"There's a nice coven-tree near here," she said brightly.
"Let's canp for the night."

The two were happy to agree. Perhaps they had their



own doubts about the encounter at Castle Roognha.

The coven-tree was off the enchanted path, but was it-

self enchanted to be safe for travelers, and it served as a
way station. Indeed, it served as a place of exile for those
out of favor with Queen Irene; they had to remain there
until she suffered a change of heart, which nmight not occur
swiftly. Ivy had spent nore than one night here when she
pushed her luck too far, and Dol ph had often been sent

here for trying to peek into Nada's roomat night. He would
change into sonething small, like a spider, and try to craw
through a crack, hoping to catch her in Panties. The truth
157
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was that he had seen her without her clothing often enough
bef ore she ever canme to Castle Roogna, but now she was

a CGuest of the Estate, and he was Underage, so the sight
of her panties was forbidden. Ivy thought the whol e busi-
ness was funny, but her mother took it nore seriously.

The tree was enornous, with a huge spreading top that

was watertight, and large curling branches that made ex-
cellent supports for pillows. The temperature within its
environment was fairly constant; it cooled sone at night
and warnmed some by day, but not as nuch as the outside
forest did. There were numerous fruit and nut trees nearby,
and edi bl e plants such as sugar beets and honey suckl es.

It was an excellent place to canp, when a person wasn't
sent here as puni shnent.

They foraged for supper, then harvested sone pillows

and went to niches in the separate branches. No branch
was | arge enough for two people to use together, unfor-
tunately, but they were very confortable for single occu-
panci es. By unvoi ced common consent they did not talk
about the norrow, it would cone too soon.

So it was, on that soon morrow, they arrived in ner-
vously good order at Castle Roogna. Grey and Donkey

were rested and cl ean, and Ivy had brushed out her hair
with a bottlebrush froma bush as well as she could. Now
what was to happen woul d happen

They were expected, of course. lvy knew that her little
brot her woul d have been tracking her via the Tapestry,
once she entered Xanth proper. It mght have taken hima
while to |ocate her, because she had been out of Xanth for
so long, and he woul d not have known exactly where to

| ook, but probably within a day or so he had found her.
Had they not succeeded in getting clear of the goblins on
their own, help would have cone.

Way hadn't her parents sent out a party to fetch her in
sooner? lvy knew why: because they had seen her with

Grey and wanted to study the situation. She had been aware
that soneone was probably watchi ng when she teased G ey
and ki ssed himso ardently; she wanted themto have no



doubt about the nature of her relationship with Gey.
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This was in fact her first truly major act of defiance of
her parents: taking up with a Mundane. It was bound to
send shock waves of scandal reverberating throughout
Castl e Roogna and the length and breadth of Xanth. O

all the mschief she mght have gotten into, this was just
about the nost treacherous. The Princess and the Min-
dane! This was going to be no fun session coming up

Dol ph cane out to neet them at the bridge over the

nmoat. He was excruciatingly neatly dressed, and his hair
was freshly conbed: a thing sel domseen. "I amglad to
di scover you safe. Ivy," he said formally.

"Thank you, Dol ph," she said as formally. She turned
to her companions. "This is Donkey Centaur, who hel ped
me escape a problemw th goblins. And this is Gey, ny
Betrot hed. "

"I am so happy to neet you both," Dol ph said, ex-

tending his hand to each in turn. Then he | eaned close to
lvy. "Whew You really did it this time, dumy!" he said
confidentially. "Momis fumng! If you thought | was in
hot water when | cane hone with Nada and El ectra, wait
till you feel yours!"

"Tough tickle, squirt," she replied in the sanme | ow
tone. "You better back nme up, if you know what's good
for you!"

He pretended to consider. ' 'Weeell ..."
"Il tell Mom about that time you—
"I know what's good for ne!" he agreed hastily.

Then they both | aughed. Ivy knew that her little brother
was thrilled to see her with boy-trouble, after his three
years of girl-trouble. There was never any doubt about his
support.

Then Nada and El ectra cane out, as befitted juvenile
protocol. Both were nicely dressed and nmannered, for this
occasion. This was nornmal for Nada, but not for Electra.

"This is Nada, Princess of the Naga," lvy said, and
saw both Grey and Donkey take stock as Nada smiled, for
she had beconme beautiful recently. "And El ectra." El ec-
tra was nerely cute, to her perpetual annoyance. "M
brother's Betrothees."
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"Wi ch one?" Donkey asked, evidently having ni ssed
this nuance of the situation before.

"Both," vy explained. "He hasn't chosen between
themyet." That was an oversinplification, but it would
do for now.



They wal ked on into the castle. "They're in the throne
room" Dol ph said unnecessarily. "You better have your
l'ines rehearsed before they throw you in the dungeon!"

Ivy did not dignify that remark with a response. She
rehearsed her lines, mentally.

They trekked to the throne room King Dor and Queen
Irene were there, gravely awaiting them Their faces were
contrivedly neutral

Ivy gul ped. "Let me do the tal king," she whispered to
G ey.

"Fat chance!" the tile she stood on retorted.
Grey | ooked startl ed.

"My father's talent,"” Ivy explained quickly. "Talking

to the inani mate—and having it tal k back. And does it ever
tal k back! Sone of his magic collects where he goes often
like this doorway."

"Any idiot knows that!" the tile sneered.

"Shut up, you deadwood, or |'11l stonp you!" Ilvy whis-
pered fiercely.

"Yeah? 1'd like to see you try, pudding-brain!"
lvy lifted a foot threateningly.

"Wth a lady slipper?" the tile demanded. "Get on

with you, or I'lIl blab what col or your panties are!"
"Don't you dare!" |vy snapped furiously.
"Il stonp it," Gey offered. "I'mwearing thick hard-

sol ed Mundane shoes."

The tile was abruptly silent.

"I think you have a way with these things," |lvy said,
smling. Then she squared her shoul ders, set her little chin,
and nmarched on into the throne room Gey followed, and
Donkey.

Silently they took their places before the two thrones.
Ivy's parents surveyed them for what seemed |ike half an
eternity. Her father was not a |large man—+n fact he was
about Gey's size—but was horrendously regal in his crown
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and royal robe. Her nother was stunning with her green

hair and green gown. Ivy had al ways been secretly jeal ous
of Irene's generous proportions; Ivy herself was relatively
nmodest |y endowed. But her nother's eyes were narrowed:

a sure sign of mschief.

At | ast King Dor spoke. "Wl conme home, daughter
Pl ease i ntroduce your conpanions."”



Ivy turned and indicated the centaur. "This is Donkey
Centaur, whomwe rescued fromthe Coblinate of the

CGol den Horde, and who in turn protected us fromrecap-

ture by carrying us clear of that region. | hope he will be
wel cone at Castl e Roogna."

Ki ng Dor focused on Donkey. "Are you of good char-
acter, Donkey?"

"Of course. Your Mjesty."

"Then you are wel cone here. You may use the orchard
freely, and one of the castle staff will show you the prem
ises. | shall assign—=

Queen Irene nudged him He gl anced where she indi-

cated. "Perhaps Electra will volunteer for that task." For
El ectra was bounci ng on her toes, back near the door, her
hand rai sed eagerly. OF course she wanted to exchange
rides for information. The girl was fifteen, but |ooked as
young as Dol ph and retained her childish ways. She could
be a I ot of fun; Donkey would |ike her.

Ivy swal lowed. "And this is Gey of Mindania, ny
betrothed. "'

There was a distinctly awkward sil ence. Then Dor's
throne spoke. "(Oooo, what a scandal! No princess ever—

Irene kicked it with the side of her foot, and it shut up.
But there was a | ow snickering fromother artifacts in the
room The inanimte was enjoying this situation.

"We shall discuss that matter at another time," Irene
said. "Gey, it my be that ny daughter has not nade her
situation clear to you. Do you understand the problem we
have wi th Mundanes?"

"Of course he does!" lvy said quickly. "I told—=

Irene flashed a | ook at her which had the sane effect as
the kick at the throne, for rmuch the sane reason. Ivy had
to stand asi de.
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"Your Mpjesty, Ivy told me that she was a Princess of
Xanth, a | and where magi ¢ works," Grey said carefully.

"Did you believe her?" Irene put in.
Grey spread his hands, in the Mindane way he had. "I

bel i eved she believed."
"And you did not?"
"Magi ¢ doesn't work in Mundani a, Your Mjesty."

"You are evading the issue, young man," Irene
shapped.
Grey junped guiltily. "I, uh, did not believe her."

Dor tapped his fingers on the arnrest of his throne. ' 'Do



you believe her now?"
"Yes, Your Majesty."
"So now you want to marry her?" |rene demanded

"Uh, yes."

Ivy gritted her teeth. How awful that made hi m | ook

n \My?ll

Grey was surprised. "Because | |love her," he said. "In
spite of her being a princess."

Irene seenmed ready to burst. Ivy quailed. "In spite of?"
I rene inquired.

"Well, she told me how conplicated it would be, and

really I'd rather, uh, have her all to nmyself, but she is what
she is and | guess I'll have to live with it."

Both King and Queen stared at him Ilvy closed her eyes.
Thi s was goi ng even worse than she had feared

"So you consider it aliability to be a princess—er a
queen," lrene said with deceptive cal mess. The decora-
tive exotic plants set around the throne roomwithed, sen-
sitive to the building storm

"Yes, Your Majesty. I'msorry if | have offended you,

but that's the way | see it. | nmean, it's such a big respon-
sibility, in such a weird land."

Irene shot a look at Ivy. "Did he ask you to marry him
before or after he believed you were a princess?"

Ivy laughed, enbarrassed. "Neither, Mther. | asked
him Before he believed."

I rene exchanged a gl ance with her husband. She shook
her head as if bew | dered. Then she focused again on Gey.
"There is a great deal nore to be decided on this matter,
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and we have not yet cone to a decision. But | think it is
safe to say that we like you. Grey of Miundania."

Ivy's nmouth dropped open. "Unh, thanks," Gey said

King Dor stood. "This audience is at an end."

Grey was given a bed in Dol ph's room though there

were chanbers free. lvy didn't protest; she had been afraid
Gey woul d not be allowed to stay in Castle Roogna.
Probably this was her parent's way of chaperoni ng one boy
or the other, or both. At any rate, she did not get to see
Gey for a while, but knew he was in good hands.

She went to her room eager to get properly cleaned up
and changed. She knew t hat her Mindane cl othing was a
poor outfit for a princess, even when clean, and this was
not .



She had hardly entered, when there was a knock. "It's
your father," the door said.

"Let himin," she said, smling. It was nice to be back
where the parts of the building tal ked.

The door opened and King Dor entered. Ivy ran to him

and flung herself into his arms. In the fornal encounter in
the throne room she had had to be proper and princessly,
and this was back to normal. "Ch, Daddy, | missed you!"

"I think not as much as we m ssed you," he replied,
huggi ng her tightly. "Wien we were unable to trace you,
we realized that you were either in the gourd or in Min-
dani a. When you didn't call in, we knewit wasn't the
gourd. That neant trouble, but there was no way to | ocate
you, |let alone reach you. Your nother was havi ng conni p-
tions."

Ivy had to smile at that. Conniptions were nasty little
things that floated in to pester anyone who was severely
upset. They were harm ess but nessy, and Queen Ilrene
woul d have been acutely enbarrassed to have themthere.

"I was in Mundania, all right," she agreed. "I think
Murphy's Curse interfered with the Heaven Cent again,
and garbled where it sent ne. So | went where a Miundane
naned Murphy needed a girl, instead of where Good Ma-

gi cian Hunfrey was."

"Murphy? You said his nane is Gey."
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"Grey Murphy. Miundanes use two nanmes. He hel ped
me return to Xanth, and then | brought himin. | knew I
shouldn't, but | liked him™"

"He's a nice boy. But you know you can't marry him"

"Where is it witten that a Xanthian can't marry a Min-
dane?" she fl ared.

"Ch, a Xanth-Mindania union is possible. But the rules
for princesses are nore stringent. There would be turnoil
in the kingdomif you became king and were narried to a
Mundane. "

Ilvy sighed. "I know. But maybe Dol ph can be ki ng
instead. O nmaybe sone other Magician will turn up.”

"If that happens, you will still be needed as a reserve.
We have too few Magicians and Sorceresses; we nust con-
serve every one. So you nust maintain your eligibility.
This is part of your responsibility as Princess and a Sor -
ceress. You know that."

Ivy sighed. She did know it. She had been carried away
by her emotion of the noment, and pretended that the
sonber realities of her position did not exist, but they did.



"But | can't tell Gey no, after | asked him"

"You may not need to, once he understands the com
pl ete picture."

"Because he will break it off hinself," she said.

"Yes. He seens to be a man of integrity and con-
science."

"Yes he is!" she flared. "That's why | love him"

"l understand how you feel. But you know it isn't
enough. "

I vy nodded soberly. She knew.

King Dor left. But Ivy hardly had tine to get cleaned
and changed before her nother showed up. Again there
was the enbrace. Then they sat down on the bed for se-
ri ous woman tal k.

"How did it happen?" Irene asked.
"You know how. Mbther! First | saw he was decent;

then | saw that he liked ne only for nyself. You know
how rare that is, here in Xanth!"

"I know, dear. | marked your father for marriage when
I was a child, because of his position. If he hadn't been
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slated to be king some day, neither | nor your G andma
Iris woul d have given hima second thought. Then it was

a challenge to land him of course, but that was excell ent
sport."

"l guess it worked out,'
to marry for |ove."

lvy said. "But | sort of wanted

"Ch, there was | ove. | have always | oved your father,
and he | oved ne, though we sonetimes had strange ways
of showing it. But it was his position that enabled it."

"But for me there was no Magician, and anyone el se—
well, 1 just wanted romance, and that's what | found."

"l do understand, dear. But you know it cannot be."

"There has to be a way!" Ivy said, not really believing
it. "Sonehow, sone way!"

Her nother merely smiled sadly, and |eft.

Ivy tried to rest, but could not, so she went to Nada's
room Nada greeted her with a fierce giriish hug. Then
they tal ked.

"It is an irony," Nada remarked. "I don't |ove your
brother, but will marry him You do |ove Gey, but can't
marry him If only we could exchange enotions!'



"That wouldn't work," Ivy pointed out. "Grey and
El ectra woul d be left over.'

"And Grey's not a prince," Nada agreed. For Electra
had to marry a prince or die.

"Wy do we get into such picklenents?" |vy asked
rhetorically.

"It may be the nature of princesses."

Ivy had to | augh. Nada was just about the best thing

that had happened to her in recent years, because she was
i ndeed a princess, and lvy's age, with a perfect under-
standi ng of all her concerns.

"How did it happen?" Nada inquired after a nonent.

"I was stuck there in Mundania, and it was so drear,

and Grey was so nice. | sort of encouraged him because

I wanted his help, but the nore | got to know himthe
better | liked him Then when he hel ped nme return to

Xanth, and he didn't believe in nmagic or that | was a
princess but still liked ne, | just kept liking himnore. |
knew it was foolish, but I didn't want to give himup. One
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thing led to another." She shrugged. "I guess it sort of
sneaked up on ne. Not very romantic, after all."

"I't will do," Nada said with a sigh. "My betrothal was
not romantic at all." For it had been a political |iaison

"But | do love him" lvy said. "And | know ny fol ks
won't let me marry him G©h, Nada, what am| to do?"

"El ope?" Nada asked.
vy stared at her. "Do you think it's possible?"
"Possi bl e, yes. The question is whether it's desirable.”

"I't would nean alienating nmy folks. | would never get
to be king."

"But if you don't—=

"I will lose Gey." lvy considered the alternatives.
"Ch, Nada, | can't give up either ny folks or Gey!"

Nada just | ooked at her, understandi ng.

In the evening she met Grey for the formal nmeal. He

was with Dol ph, of course, so she couldn't kiss him They
were on pal ace rules. She took his arm and Dol ph hooked

up with Nada. Electra seened satisfied to walk with Don-

key.

"Your brother is npst talented," Gey said as they
wal ked to the dining room "He has been showi ng me his
forms, and we have tal ked. "

Ivy made a wy face. "I hope it wasn't too boring."



"No, it was very interesting. He says there is only one
thing to do."

"Don't say it!" Ivy warned. How |like her brother, to
bl ab about the el openent!

Grey shrugged. "Yes, | told himit was foolish. But he
says tonmorrow we nust all go to your roomand verify it
with the Tapestry.'

"Verify?" This sounded odd. Was her brother already
pl anni ng an escape route for her?

"He says Donkey and Electra are hot on it, too. They
actually believe it will work."

"They aren't princesses,”" |lvy remarked dryly.

He gl anced at her curiously. "What does that have to
do with it?"

They were in public, so she couldn't answer. Fortu-

nately they were just arriving at the dining room so she
didn't have to. "I'Il explain later," she said.

But in the evening Nada cone to see her. "Ch, lvy,
Electra told ne! They could be right!"

"About el opi ng? You know that's conplicated!"
"No, about finding a talent for Gey!"

"Fi nding a—you mean that's what G ey was talking
about ?"

" '"Yes! Dol ph thought of it, and he told Electra, and she
told Donkey. OF course a notion doesn't have to nmake any
sense to thrill Dol ph or Electra, but Donkey's a centaur

If he thinks it's possible, we'd better take notice. If Gey
had a talent, your folks wouldn't be able to oppose your
marri age, because he'd be just as good as anybody el se."

Ivy quell ed her hope, knowing it would only hurt her
worse if it flew and crashed. "Grey's a Mundane! They
have no magic."

"Donkey says that all assunptions have to be peri odi-

cally questioned. For centuries it was thought that centaurs
had no talents, but when they questioned it, they discov-
ered that they did have magic, if they just accepted it. The
centaurs of Centaur Isle still refuse to believe it, but they
are nistaken. So maybe that is also the case with Min-
danes. "

"I don't think so," lvy said. "Many Mundanes entered
Xant h when Grandpa Trent assuned the throne, and he
checked thoroughly but couldn't find a single nagic talent
in any of them Their children have talents, but not the
original generation. Later he even had ne enhance sone

of themto see if that would make their talents manifest,
but it didn't. Miundanesjust don't have magic."



"Well, it won't hurt to check," Nada said.
Ivy didn't argue. But she knew it was a hopel ess quest.

In the norning, after breakfast, they all piled into lvy's
roomto view the Tapestry: Gey, Dol ph, Donkey, Nada,

and Electra. "See, there are sone dis, dis— Dol ph
started.

"Discontinuities," Donkey supplied.

"In the record,"” Dol ph continued, excited. "W can't
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follow you into the gourd, because the Tapestry doesn't
regi ster dreams. But we can trace your whole trip in Xanth,
if that's okay with you."

"Way not?" Ivy said. "But | really don't see what it
will prove." She suspected that her little brother wanted
to peek at any mushy stuff she might have had with Gey.

"So let's go back to the beginning," Dol ph said. "Wen
you switched places with the giant."

The Tapestry obligingly showed the picture of Grard
Gant, lying with his chin propped on a fist, staring into
the tiny gourd. Then he was gone, and lvy and Grey stood
where his head had been.

They watched as the two of them nade their way out of
the clearing. They saw Grey blunder into the curse bun-s-
and then get rid of them

"Wasn' t that magi c?" Dol ph demanded. "He nulled
themall! Nobody ever did that before!"

"No such luck," Gey said. "I nerely threatened them
with nmy penknife. If there's any magic, it's in the knife.'

The picture on the Tapestry froze, beconing nere col -
ored thread. "A magic knife?" Dol ph asked. "W shoul d
| ook at that."

"How woul d a Mundane knife be nagi c?" Donkey

asked.
Grey brought it out. "I pretended it was nagic, but that
was a bluff. | didn't believe in magic. See, it is just an

ordi nary penknife." He unfolded the little bl ade.
"We can test it," Dol ph said. "lvy, enhance it."

Ivy took the knife and concentrated on it. Nothing hap-



pened. "I think it's dead," she said. "It's not responding
at all."

"Let me try it," Donkey said. "I have tough hooves,

so have had to use a nmagic blade to trimthem They've
gotten overgrown since |'ve been on nmy own. |If this can
cut them it nmay be magic."

The centaur held the knife carefully and bent down to
reach his right forehoof, which he set on one of lvy's
chairs. He carved at the edge of the hoof, which was in-
deed somewhat ragged

The knife slid across the hoof w thout cutting in. Don-

key tried again, with greater pressure. This time the bl ade
dug in, but wouldn't cut; it was lodged in its niche. "No
magi c | can fathom" Donkey sai d.

"Maybe it's not the blade, it's Gey," Dol ph said ea-
geriy. "That's what we're trying to prove, you know. See
if Grey can cut your hoof.'

"Let a nonspecialist cut ny hoof?" Donkey asked, ap-
pal | ed.

"Just to see if he has magic, Don," Electra said cajol-
ingly.

The centaur yielded. It was evident that the two had

becone very close, in the past day. Ivy realized that after
three years playing second to Nada, Electra was delighted
to have a new friend. This did not affect her betrothal to
Dol ph, of course; she loved himand would die if she did
not marry him But in other respects she was an ordinary
gid, with ordinary feelings. Ivy was not as close to her as
she was to Nada, but it was true that Electra brightened
Castl e Roogna and was a | ot of fun.

Grey took the knife. "You want me to cut a sliver off
your hoof ?" he asked uncertainly. "My knife is sharp; it
shoul d be able to do that."

"My hoof is magically hard," Donkey said. "That's

not ny talent; ny talent is to change the color of ny
hooves." He denonstrated, and the brown becane green,
then red.

"Qooo!" vy and Nada sai d together, delighted.
"But then how—=" Dol ph asked.

"Al'l centaurs have magically hard hooves," Donkey
explained. "It's part of being centaur, |ike having perfect
aimwith the bow and superior intellectual abilities. It
doesn't count as a talent."

"Well, it seenms to ne that a sharp knife should cut a
hoof," Grey said. "Magic or not. That's the way of knives
and hooves." He put the knife to the hoof and carefully
carved.



A cud of hoof appeared.

"There!" Dol ph exclaimed. "He did it! He's magic!"

"No I'mnot," Gey said resolutely. "I just know what's
what. | knew this knife would cut that hoof."
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"But that knife wouldn't cut for me!" Donkey pro-
t est ed.

"Because you thought it wouldn't,"” Gey said. "It was
psychol ogical. You could cut it if you really tried."

Donkey turned grim Gey had insulted him But Elec-

tra junped in. She caught the centaur's arm getting his
attention, and drew herself close to his ear. "He's Min-
dane!" she remnded him "They don't know about nan-
ners."

G ey | ooked up. "Now wait—=

Nada i nterceded, approaching Gey in nuch the sane

manner. "She nmeans that different things bother different
people. Sone of us don't like to be called reptilian; others
don't like to have their integrity questioned."

"Reptilian?" Gey asked, distracted. |Indeed, Nada

hardly | ooked the part; she was wearing the kind of dress
that woul d have sagged on Ivy, showi ng contours that
tended to make nmen stop in their tracks and ponder na-
ture.

lvy felt a tinge of possessiveness and jeal ousy. Then she
had anot her thought, and suppressed it. If Grey could be
di stracted by someone |ike Nada, perhaps it was best that
it happen. It might be better than the present problem

Donkey stepped back in. "I amsure | m sunderstood.
| apol ogi ze for m staking your neaning."

Grey | ooked at Ivy, alarnmed. vy renenbered the joke
she had played on him using the brassie node of apol ogy.
She burst out | aughing.

The ot hers | ooked puzzled. Then Nada caught on.
"Brassies ..." she said. Then, with mischief: "Did I
enbarrass you, Gey?"

"No you didn"t!" Ilvy cried.

After that, they all were |aughing. Coviously Grey didn't
want to be hugged and ki ssed by the centaur, and |vy
didn't want Nada doing it to himeither.



"VWhat | nmeant," G ey said determ nedly when they

settled down again, "was not any questioning of your in-
tegrity, Donkey, but that we all are affected by what we
believe. | could not believe in magic for the |ongest tine,
because it doesn't exist in Mindania. You can not believe

in the sharpness of ny knife, because maybe you don't
have experience with Miundane steel. But now that you
have seen it work, you could do the sane yourself."

"Let me try it again," Donkey said, a trifle tightly. He
took the knife and carved exactly the way Grey had, hold-
ing the blade nore firmy to the hoof.

A simlar curl of hoof appeared.

"You see?" Grey said. "No magic, just sharpness and
confidence. You now believe in ny knife the way | believe
in magic: tentatively."

"l take your point," Donkey said, relaxing. "My I

borrow this knife? This is an opportunity |I should not | et
pass by to get ny hooves in shape."

"Certainly," ey said. "But we may have to find a
sharpening stone if it gets dull."

"There's one in the dungeon!" Electra said eagerly.

Dol ph frowned. "Do you know what you've done,
Grey? You've just cherry-bonbed ny proof that you had
magi c! "

Grey shrugged. "That's because | don't have magic. W
all know that."

"No we don't!" Dol ph insisted. "Let's get on with the
viewing.'"' -

The Tapestry resuned its animation. lvy noted that with

a certain annoyance; her little brother was getting entirely
too good at controlling it. He had to have been wat chi ng

it a great deal during her absence.

"So your knife is sharp,” Dol ph said. "But | ook how
those curse burrs fall! They don't care about sharpness;

they stick you no matter what. So—

"Well, | cowed them" Grey said. "They knew | had
the knife and was ready to use it, so they gave up. That
wasn't nmagic, that was intinmidation."

"\What ?" Dol ph asked.

"He scared them " Donkey said, translating as he
carved his hoof.

"Ch." Disgruntled, Dol ph returned to the Tapestry.

They wat ched the episode of the two-1ips tree. One
fl ower kissed Gey, but the others did not. "How about
that ?" Dol ph asked. "He turned themoff!"
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Gey smled ruefully. "Sure. After the first one got a
taste of me, the others wanted nothing to do with ne.
That's not magic, that's B.O"

"That's what ?"
"He stunk," Donkey said, translating again.

Ivy and Nada nanaged to keep straight faces, but a titter
squeezed out through Electra's hands, clapped over her
nmout h.

Dol ph, oddly, did not find it funny. He returned grimy
to the Tapestry.

The figures in the scene proceeded to the sandy region
The sandman rose up, assunmed the fornms of a small ogre,
a holy cow, and a nonenti-tree, then coll apsed back into
a mound when Grey touched it.

"See? See?" Dol ph cried. "He destroyed it! That's
magi c! "

"It was an illusion," Grey said. "Wien | touched it, it
stopped, as illusions do, no credit to ne."

"No credit to you," Dol ph agreed, displeased.

The Tapestry figures went to the tangle tree. "It was
sated," lvy said before Dol ph could nmake a case about its
qui escence.

"Well, | can check that," Dol ph said resolutely. The

pi cture focused on the tree, running backwards. The day
bri ght ened and di mmed, and brightened again, and

di mred agai n. "See—no captures," Dol ph said. "That

tree hadn't eaten in days! So—

"I't could have been dormant—er sick," lvy said. "O
maybe the magic didn't work very well around Gey, be-
cause he was fresh from Mundania. No proof of magic."

Donkey nodded. "It does seem possible. Natives of

Xanth relate well to magic, having experienced it all their
lives, but Mundanes nay have a depressive effect. That
won't remain, now that Grey accepts magic."

Dol ph buzzed the scene forward until the two of them
were captured by the goblins. "There's Donkey!" Electra
excl ai ned.

They wat ched as Ivy was put on the isle, and then as
G ey waded through the pool to reach her.
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"Isn't that romantic!" Nada breathed as the two em
braced on the isle.



"That's when we becane betrothed," Ivy said, thrilled
again by the sight. "It was no hate spring after all, but I
was so relieved—

"No hate spring?" Dol ph asked. "Let nme check."

"Ch, don't waste nore tine," lvy said. But the scene
was al ready revving back. He was really naking that old
Tapestry junp! The days and nights flickered by—and
abruptly stopped at a variant of the scene.

"What's that?" |vy asked.

"Earlier captives," Dolph said. "I nmade it do a Seek
on that subject. This nust be before Donkey was cap-
tured. "

"It is," the centaur agreed.

The scene was of the goblins of the Gol den Horde,

dragging two captives to the spring. They were elves, male
and femal e. They were brought before the chief. The Tap-
estry did not nake sound, so the words were lost, but it

| ooked as if the elves were a couple who had been trav-
eling together. They were young, and the man was hand-
some and the maid was pretty, and they stayed cl ose
together. Lovers or newy married, going fromone elf elm
to another, perhaps to visit kin. They woul d have run afou
of the goblin trails and gotten trapped.

The goblins did the sane thing they had done with |vy

and Grey: they boated the girl to the isle and left her there,
then turned him | oose at the edge. The man was in obvious
distress, as was the giri: should he try to cross to her or

| eave her? The goblins were gloating, and their big cook

pot was boiling.

The elf decided to call the bluff. He waded into the
wat er® crossed—and threw the giri into it. She charged out
and attacked him while the goblins appl auded.

They wat ched in horror as the two el ves fought. There

was no doubt: they now hated each other. Soon the nman
held the girl under until she drowned, then charged out of
the pool to attack the goblins. They hurled spears at him
bringi ng hi mdown, and dunped his body into the pot.

They used a line with a hook on it to catch her floating
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body and haul it out, then dunped clean water over it to
clear the hate water, and dunped it into another boiling
pot .

The picture faded into a neutral plaid pattern. The six
young fol k stared at each other, their eyes and mouths
round with horror. There seemed to be no doubt about it:

the spring was hate.

Grey worked his nmouth. "I, uh, it didn't do that to us.
So maybe it worked on the elves because they believed it



woul d. "

"In that case it would have worked on Ivy," Donkey
poi nted out.

"No, it didn't work on ne because | didn't believe in
it, and then she didn't believe init."

But the others were uncertain. "I think it's real —and
you had magic to null it," Dol ph said

They di scussed it, and found thensel ves in doubt and
divided. Had Grey used magic to null the hate spring, or
had somet hing el se depleted its power? They coul d not
deci de.

In due course the parents were ready to give their ver-
dict. Gey and lvy stood before themin the throne room
and King Dor said what he had obviously been coached to
say:

"W can not sanction a nmarriage between a Princess of
Xanth who is a Sorceress, and a conmmon nman who has

no magi c. W do not seek to dictate our daughter's choice
of a man to marry, and have no personal objection to the
one she has chosen, who strikes us as a fine young man.

But in the interest of Xanth we nust insist that she marry
either a Prince or a man with a significant nmagic talent.
We therefore deliver this ultimatum denonstrate that this
man. Grey of Mundania, is either a recognized Prince or
has a magic talent. Until one of these conditions is met,
this marriage will not have our sanction."

Ivy | ooked at her father, then at Grey. She could neither
defy her parents nor give up her love. She stood there, and
her throat was too choked for her to speak, and the tears
overfl owed her eyes and coursed down her cheeks.
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Grey spoke. "I have cone to understand a little about

your magic land," he said. Ivy knewwith a sick certainty
that he was going to do the decent thing. "I think | could
leamto love it, as | |love your daughter. | accept your
ultimatumas fair. Ivy is not a wonan, she is a Princess,
and she nust do what is best for Xanth. | amneither a

Prince nor a Sorcerer, and can never be either. Therefore
| —

"Wait!" Dol ph cried from behind.

Queen Irene's eyes snapped to him "This is not your
decision," she said tightly. "You have your own deci sion
to make."

"But it is ny business!" Dol ph said rebelliously. "Be-
cause lvy's ny sister and | love her and | think you're
wrong about Grey! | think he has magic, | don't care where
he's from | want to find that magic!"

I rene gl anced at Dor, who shrugged. "Allow e to
poi nt out, son," she said with a certain parental enphasis
that bode ill for his future freedom "that there is no time



limt on this ultimatum Gey has as long as he needs to
find mgic; it is nmerely that he may not have our approva
to marry lvy until he does, any nore than you may narry
before you clarify your own situation."

"Yes! So Grey should not break the Betrothal until we
get this straight! I think he has a talent, and | know how
he can find it!"

"If you are referring to the episode of the hate spring,"
Irene said evenly, "the evidence is inconclusive. W have
no way of judging the potency of that spring at the tine
they were there. It may have variabl e potency, depending
on the season or other factors."

"No! | mean he has to have nmmgi c, because of the
Heaven Cent!"

Now everyone was interested, even Ivy herself. Wat
wild notion had her little brother cone up with this tine?

"The Heaven Cent appears to have been foul ed by Mir-

phy's curse," Irene said. "W have noted the alignnent
of the nanes; it is indeed the kind of thing that can happen
when magi ¢ goes wong. The cent will have to be re-
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charged before the search for the Good Magician is re-
suned. "

"I don't think it fouled up,"” Dol ph said. "I think the
cent worked. It sent lvy to the place she was nost needed:

Mundani a, where Grey needed her. W thought the Good
Magi ci an needed her nost, because of his nessage to ne,
but maybe that wasn't so. O maybe G ey is supposed to
help find the Good Magician. So he nust have the magic
we need to do that!"

Ivy gazed at him astoni shed. Dol ph's crazy notion
m ght just be right! She saw that the others were just as
surprised.

"So we should take himto Parnassus to ask the Mise
of History what talent is listed for him" Dol ph concl uded
triunphantly.

Again Irene exchanged a glance with Dor. Again he
shrugged.

"Grey may go to Parnassus to inquire," lrene said after
a monent. "Certainly we bear himno malice, and stand
ready to facilitate any effort he wi shes to nmake on his
behal f. We shall arrange suitable transportation for him
But you. Prince Dol ph, will remain here. You have not

yet resolved your own dil emma."

" A "

Irene's hair seenmed to turn a darker shade of green



"Qoo, you've done it now, you inpertinent boy!" one of
the thrones said. "You'll never— Irene's kick cut it off.

But vy was looking at G ey for the first tine with gen-

ui ne hope. She would go with him of course. Maybe the
Muse really did have a talent listed for him After all, if
the Heaven Cent had not fouled up and this was part of

the good Magician's plan, Gey mght indeed .

She was not even aware of the term nation of the audi-
ence. She was too busy hugging Grey, wild with hope.

Chapter 10. Parnassus

‘rey was torn. He loved Ivy and wanted to

stay in this magic |and, but knew he didn't qualify. The
decent thing to do was to call it off with Ivy and return to
drear Miudania and the horror of Freshman English. He

knew he didn't have any magic. But now, with |Ivy holding

hi m and Dol ph so excited about proving he did have nagic,

he found it all too easy to go along. At least it would nean
sone nore time with her.

What was this Parnassus? There had been some kind of
assignnent relating to that in school, but he had just
ski mred over it without conprehension, as usual. Sone-
thing Greek, a nmountain in G eece, where people went to
see the oracle. That was all he coul d dredge up.

Ivy set about organizing it. Dol ph could not go, but his
two fiancees would: the cute child Electra and the |ovely
Nada. That promised to be an interesting trip: Gey and
the three girls.

Next day they started off. It was a good thing he now
believed in magic, because he woul d have been in trouble
ot herwi se. lvy had sonehow called in two wi nged cen-

taurs and a horse with the head and wings of a giant bird,
and these were to be their steeds for the trip.

"But there are four of us," Gey said. "I don't think
it's smart to ride double—not if we're flying."
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"W won't ride double, exactly,
be with ne."

Ivy said. "Nada wil|

"But Nada wei ghs as much as you do!" he protested.
I ndeed, Nada wei ghed nore, and in all the right places.

Ivy just smled. "Let ne introduce you," she said,
| eading the way to the new arrival s.



The first was the handsone centaur male, |ike a nus-
cular man fromthe waist up, and |ike a horse bel ow and
behind, with huge wings. This was Cheiron. The second

was Cheiron's mate, Chex, whose |ong brown hair nerged
into her mane, and at whose anple bare breasts Gey tried
not to stare. The third was Xap, a gol den yell ow hi ppo-
gryph, Chex's sire, who spoke only in squawks that the

ot hers seened to understand.

Gey was to ride Cheiron. lvy rode Xap, and El ectra
rode Chex. Nada approached with |Ivy—and abruptly be-
came a small snake. lvy put the snake in a pocket and
mounted. So that was the secret! He had forgotten that
Nada was a naga, a human-serpent crossbreed, able to
assune either form She had seened so enphatically hu-
man! She had made herself small so that her weight did
not becone a burden, knowi ng that her friend Ivy woul d
not let her fall.

Grey | ooked at Cheiron. "Uh, |'ve ridden a centaur
before, but not a wi nged one. Your w ngs, uh—

"Sit behind them™" Cheiron said. "And hold on tightly.
My magi c enables me to fly not by powerful w ngstrokes,
but by |ightness of body, and you will be Iightened too.
You coul d bounce off if not prepared.”

"Uh, yes." He wal ked to the side, but Cheiron stood
taller than Donkey, and there were no stirrups. How could
he get on?

Chex cane up. "I will help you." She reached down,

put her hands under Grey's arns, and lifted himup. He
flailed, surprised, and felt his back brush something soft.
Then he was over Cheiron's back and settling into place.

He | eaned forward and got a doubl e handful of mane as
the great wi ngs spread. Suddenly he felt |ight-headed and
I'ight bodied; indeed it seemed he m ght bounce off!

Cheiron | eaped and punped his wings, and they were

airborne. Gey felt as if he were floating. There was def-
initely magic operating, but it was good magic.

He | ooked to the side. There was Xap, flying strongly

with vy, his bird s beak seeming to cut right through the
air. Behind himChex was lifting too, with Electra gl ee-
fully aboard. Wth each stroke of the centaur's w ngs, her
breasts flexed. Now Grey knew what he had brushed as

he was |ifted.

El ectra saw hi m | ooki ng, and waved. He took the risk
of releasing one handful of mane in order to wave back
How coul d he be afraid when the child wasn't?

"It's hard to believe that she's two years ol der than
Chex," Cheiron remarked, turning his head briefly so that
his words were not lost in the w nd.

"What ?" G ey asked, confused.



"Ivy and Nada are seventeen. Electra is fifteen. Chex
is thirteen. But our foal Che is now a year old, being
tended by his granddam Chem It can be awkward to judge
by appearances. "

Grey | ooked again at the pair. Electra remained a child,
and Chex a very mature figure of both horse and wonman.
"No offense, but | find that difficult to believe," Gey
sai d. But now he was remenbering sonething Ivy had said
about that; it had faded fromhis nmenory because it was
part of the nmagic he had not then accepted.

"l thought you would; that is why | nmentioned it. Chem

was part of the party that went to find Ivy when she was
lost as a child of three. It was on that journey that Chem
met Xap. There was no male centaur she found suitable,

and Xap as you can see is a fine figure of a creature. So
she bred with him and in the foll owing year Chex was
birthed. "

"I, uh, amsurprised that you discuss it so openly,"
Grey said, somewhat at a | oss.

"W centaurs are nore advanced, and therefore nore

di scrim nating about proprieties than are human fol k,"
Cheiron explained. "W treat natural functions as what
they are: natural. W reserve our foibles for what counts:

intellectual application.”

"Uh, sure. But Chex—+ thought centaurs aged at the
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sanme rate as human beings." Now he realized what his
probl em was: the sanme as the one with buxom Nada. Nada

| ooked and acted too hunman to be credi ble as a serpent
until she actually changed, and Chex | ooked and acted too
mature to be credible as an adol escent. He was coning to
accept magic, intellectually, but there were aspects of it
that his deeper belief still resisted.

"Ordinarily they do. But animals age faster. Since Xap

is an animal, Chex was blessed with the natural conse-
quences of the crossbreeding: wings and faster maturity.

She grew at a rate between that of her two parents, and
reached sexual nmaturity at age six, rather than age three

or age twelve. Her dam aware of this, tutored her inten-
sively so that her intellect kept pace. Thus it was that she
was a fit mate for ne at age ten, though | was nore than

twi ce her chronol ogi cal age. For that | amduly grateful,
for winged centaurs are rare."

"Uh, how rare are they?"
"W two, and our foal, are the only ones in Xanth."

Grey had to laugh. "That is rare!" He | ooked once
nmore at Chex. "She | ooks so, so human, uh, in front, it's
still hard to believe she can be so young."



"You will find her young in no respect other than chron-
ological," Cheiron assured him "It may be nore con-
venient for you to think of her as nmy age, ignoring the
chronol ogy. "

"Uh, yes, that seens best." So he really woul dn't have
to nake the adjustnment that was giving himtrouble.

They fl ew sout heast, down toward what on the Florida
map woul d have been Lake Okeechobee. From this height

he really woul d not have known this was Xanth instead of
Florida; the trees and fields and | akes seened sinilar.

Then he spied a cloud ahead. It did not resenble any
Mundane cloud. It had a puny, angry face. "l've seen that
cloud before!" Gey exclai nmed.

"That is Fracto, the worst of clouds," Cheiron said.
"Wherever there is mschief to be done in the air, there
he is to be found. Apparently he tunes in magically. W
shal | have to take evasive action before he gets up a
charge.'
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"But he was—was in the gourd!" Gey said. "I thought
there was no contact between there and here. | nmean, that's

the real mof bad dreans, isn't it?"

"Correct. That woul d have been the dream Fracto; this
is the real one. Their natures are identical."

The trio angled down toward |land. The cloud tried to
extend hinself belowto intercept them but was not fast
enough. Fracto could not catch themin the air, and would
have to settle for raining on them

But the three flying figures did not actually |and. They
brushed by the treetops as if searching for a suitable re-

gi on—and kept on going. Before the cloud realized it, they
were beyond, and lifting once nmore into the sky. Fracto

tried to turn about and go after them but there was a fairly
stiff wind that prevented him He turned a deep nottled

gray and skul ked off, seeking other m schief.

"Serves you right, soggy-bottom" Electra called back
nastily.

"She has been associating with Gudy Golem" Chei-
ron said. "That is one of his old insults.”

Maybe so. But Grey was satisfied with it. He didn't |ike
Fract o.

By evening they were approaching a feature of the | and-
scape that definitely was not part of the Mindane penin-
sula: a nmountain. At its jagged peak grew a nonstrous
tree, and on the tree perched a nm nd-bogglingly nonstrous
bi rd.

"Mount Parnassus," Cheiron said unnecessarily. "W
may not fly all the way to it, because the Sinmurgh does



not appreciate clutter in her airspace. W shall set you
down at the base of the nobuntain, and wait there for your
return.”

They glided to a canping site Xap knew about close to
Parnassus. lvy brought out the little snake and set it on
the ground, and suddenly Nada was there again, just as

| ovely as before. She was nude, but Ivy had her clothes
ready, and in a nmonent all was in order. There were bl an-
ket and pill ow bushes nearby, and a beerbarrel tree that
was filled with boot rear. "Ch, | love it!" Electra ex-

cl ai med.
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Grey renenbered lvy's warning, in the nock Castle

Roogna atop the dream nountain. Did the stuff really

wor k? He could not resist trying sone and finding out for
hinmself. So while the others settled for water fromthe
nearby stream he and Electra drew foam ng cups of boot
rear froma spigot set in the bulging trunk.

"Bottomis up!" Electra said, and took a swig. Then
she junped into the air. "Wiat a boot!"

Gey just didn't believe it. He sipped his own drink,
while Electra waited expectantly.

Not hi ng happened.

"Maybe you didn't drink enough," she said, disap-
poi nt ed.

Gey tilted the cup and swal l owed a big mouthful. There
was no effect. It seened just |ike root beer

"Let me taste yours," Electra said suspiciously.

Grey gave her his cup. She sipped, then drank, and did
not jump. "It's a dud!" she said. "Yours nust have gone
flat! Mne gave ne a good boot!"’

Gey tried hers, but with no effect, and after that it
didn't work for her either. "The whole tree's gone flat!"
she said. "I nmust have gotten the only sip that was fresh
enough." But she renai ned perpl exed.

They returned to the camp, where the others had gat h-

ered a nice collection of fruits, nuts, and bolts. They had
even found a gravy train and a hot potato collection, so
had pot at oes and gravy.

The nore he experienced of Xanth, the better Gey |liked

it. Its ways really were better than those of Mindani a,
once he got used to them even if some, |ike the boot rear,
wer e overr at ed.

They slept individually, with the three four-footed crea-
tures spaced around the outside of the canp, sleeping on
their feet. Grey had a suspicion that Xap the hippogryph
woul d be aware of any danger, and would deal with it



swiftly. That beak | ooked w cked!

In the nmorning, after breakfasting on eggs from an egg-
plant, fried on a hotseat, along with green and orange
juice fromnearby greens and oranges, they set out afoot
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for the heights of Munt Parnassus. They had to cross a
streamat its base; rather than risk wading through it, they
| ocated a narrow place and junped across.

"Now we'll be all right if we can avoid the Python and
the Maenads," vy said.

Grey coul d guess why a python m ght be awkward, but
the other wasn't clear. "Wat—=2"

"WIld Wnen," she clarified.

That sounded intriguing, but he knew better than to say
so. "Suppose one of them cones upon us?"

"That depends. Electra can shock the first one, but then
she has to recharge for a day. Nada could beconme a big
serpent and bite one, but she would be no match for the

Python. | can do a certain anount by judicious Enhance-
ment. | could also use the magic mrror to call hone, if
there was tine. But of course nmy snoopy little brother will
be wat ching us on the Tapestry, and he'll alert soneone

if there's trouble. Xap has been here, and could run in to
carry a couple of us away. But he really doesn't |ike being
limted to the ground. It will probably be best if we get
through wi thout running into any of those creatures. Since
Clio wll know we're coning and why, that shoul d be
possi bl e. She wouldn't wish any harmto us."

"dio?"

"The Miuse of History. Weren't you listening when we
pl anned this trip?"

"Uh, | hadn't caught her nane."

lvy smled. "I was teasing. Gey. | don't expect you to
know everyt hing about Xanth yet. Not today."

"But just wait till tonorrow " Electra put in, |aughing.

There was a clear path up the nountain. Electra led the
way, full of juvenile energy. lvy was next, and then G ey,
with Nada bringing up the rear. They all had wal ki ng sticks
they had found at the canpsite, and these were a great

hel p, because they wal ked briskly on their own, hauling

the living fol k al ong.

They came to a fork in the path. Electra halted. "I can't
tell which one is right," she said.

"Let me check," Nada sai d. She becane a | ong bl ack
snake and slithered up past them She paused at the fork,
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putting her head to one side and then the other, her tongue
flickering in and out. Then she becane hunman again. "The
right one. The left one snells of Maenad, fairly fresh
Let's nove on quickly."

G ey wuld have liked to loiter, so as to catch a glinpse
of one of the WIld Wnen. Dd they wear clothing? But

the others were evidently alarmed, so he noved along with
t hem

The path becanme steep. Even El ectra was breathing

hard. Nada gave her walking stick to Gey and assuned

her natural form a serpent with her human head, un-
changed except that the hair was shorter. Cbviously she
didn't want her hair to drag on the ground. Just as he had
tried without perfect success not to stare at Chex's bare
bosom and not to stare at Nada's barely clothed contours
in the human state, he nowtried not to stare at her incon-
gruous juxtaposition of human and reptilian parts. It was
a good thing he now believed in magic!

He offered the extra wal king stick to Ivy, but she de-
clined. "I have enhanced ny own endurance," she ex-

pl ai ned. I ndeed, she | ooked relatively cool and rested.

El ectra was satisfied with her single stick, scranbling ath-
letically over rocks and roots, evidently regarding the
climb as a challenge. So he took a stick in each hand, and
was propelled along by them It was as if he had a second
set of | egs.

The sl ope of the nountain becane al nost sheer, but thfr

path cut its | edge cleverly through it, and | ed them without
m shap to the honme of the Muses. This was an ornate

buil ding set into the steep slope, girt by stone colums
and arches and guarded by carved stone creatures. G ey

had | earned enough of Xanth to realize that those statues
just mght cone alive and attack, if intruders nisbehaved.

A woman sat in a court in front of the building. She

had a shelf of books beside her desk, and was witing with
the point of a bright feather on the m ddle section of a
scroll that rolled up above and bel ow.

vy stepped forward. "Cio, | presune? May we speak
with you?"

The woman | ooked up. She was in white, and her curly

hair was verging on the sane color at the fringes, but there
was an agel ess | ook of preservation about her. There was

no telling how |l ong she had lived or how nuch | onger she
would live, but a fair guess m ght be centuries, either way.
"I am And you would be Ivy. | was aware of your im

pending visit; | had just not realized that this would be the
day. "

"This is Gey, nmy betrothed from Miundania," |vy said,
indicating Grey. "And Nada, Princess of the Naga, and
El ectra, from maybe nine hundred years ago, both be-



trothed to ny little brother."

Clio smled. "Ah yes, | remenber. That's in—which
volume is it? There are so many, | sonetinmes |ose track."

Ivy stepped closer. "Are these the vol unes? Maybe 1'11

see the title." She peered at the shelf of books. "Isle of
Vi ew, Question Quest, The Col or of Her— She was over-
conme by a rogue giggle.

"No, dear, those are future volunes," Cio said. "I
have witten them but they haven't yet happened, in your
terns. Look farther to the left."

Ivy looked to the left. "Man From Miundani a—hey, does
that have anything to do w th-—=2"

"OfF course, dear," Cdioreplied. "And a fine vol une
it is, if I do say so nyself. But that is not where—=

"Ch, yes." lvy | ooked again. "Heaven Cent, Vale of
the Vole, Golemin the—'

"That's it!" Cio exclainmed. "Now | renenber! Heaven
Cent, when Prince Dol ph went in search of the Good Ma-
gician Hunfrey and got betrothed to two excell ent young
worren. " She smiled at the two girls. "It is so nice to
meet you at last! |I've witten so much about you!"

Grey, nmeanwhile, was amazed. Several future vol unes

of Xanth history had al ready been witten? And what was

the title that had so titillated Ivy? He sidled closer, so that
he coul d read the words on the spines of the vol unes.

"You mean you al ready know how it turns out with
us?" Electra asked Cdio. "Wich one of us narried
Dol ph?"

"OfF course | know" Clio said. "It is ny business to

r
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know. That is certainly an interesting episode, and | envy
the two of you the experience of its resolution."

Grey got his eyes lined up on the titles. It was awkward,
because he was still a bit too far away, and the angle was
bad, but he was just able to piece out the words. Geis of
the Gargoyle, Harpy Thynme—but these weren't the ones

Ivy had seen!

"Do you think you could+ nean— El ectra said.

"Naturally not, dear,"” Cio said in her kindly fashion.
"If 1 told you the resolution, it would spoil it for you, and
you woul dn't |ike that, now would you?"



Gey realized that he was too far to the right. He was
reading titles even farther in the future! But he was head-
ing leftward, and should soon intersect the ones Ivy had
call ed out. Denobns Don't Dream The Col or of Her—ah,

there it was at last! "Panties!" he exclained al oud, |augh-

i ng.
There was a sudden silence as all the others | ooked at
him He felt hinself flushing. "Un, | was just—

"You really should not be peeking at future titles," dio
said firmy. "Suppose the news got out? There could be

chaos!"

"I''m uh, sorry," Grey said, abashed. "I won't tell, if

that hel ps.™

She gazed at himfor an unconfortably |ong nonent.
"There is considerable irony in that statenent, do you
realize that?"

Grey spread his hands. "I, uh, no, not exactly."

Clio sighed. "My fault, perhaps; | should not have been
careless with the volunes." She touched the top of the
bookshel f, and the air before the tomes fuzzed and turned
opaque. The open shelf had becone a cl osed shelf, a
wooden panel hiding the books. "Now, Ivy, why is it that
you cane? | seemto have lost the thread again.”

Ivy seened for a nonment to have | ost the thread herself,

but she recovered it pronptly. ' 'l want to marry Gey, but
I can't unless we find a magic talent for him and we think
there's just a chance he ni ght sonehow have one, and

surely you know—+
"My dear, ny dear!" Cio said. "I can no nore tel
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you i n advance about Gey's talent than | can tell Nada
and Electra how their triangle with Dol ph will turn out! It
woul d not be ethical, quite apart fromthe conplications

of paradox."

"Ch, dio!" lvy said, |ooking woebegone. "It's so im
portant to ne! | love him and if—=

Clio raised both hands in a stop gesture. "I understand,
Ivy, believe me | do! But this is a matter of professiona
ethics. | can not conpronmise in this matter, no natter how
much | may wish to. This is a situation you nmust see
through in your own fashion."

vy was crying now. Gey was deeply touched to see

her break down so quickly on this issue, though he under-
stood the Muse's position. He stepped to her and enfol ded
her. "She's right. Ivy! W have already seen too nuch



We have no right to put her in this position."

"You are a fine young nan,'
say this nmuch: it will not be Iong, now

Clio said. "Perhaps | can

"Thank you," Grey said, uncertain what she neant.

He guided Ivy back the way they had cone. Nada and

El ectra foll owed, pausing only to thank the Mise individ-
ually for her attention. Soon they were on their way back
down the mount ai n.

The descent was hardly | ess arduous than the ascent.
Ivy's tears in due course condensed to sniffles, and then
to nere depression. She had evidently put more hope in
this than she had let on. Gey's nood was hardly better.
To have conme so close to an answer, only to have that
hope dashed—

"Are we far enough away?" El ectra asked.
vy stared at her dully. "For what?" G ey asked.
"To talk."

"Maybe we should get the rest of the way down, before
we relax," Grey said, not certain what she had in nind.

She | ooked di sappointed. "I suppose so. But |'m about
ready to burst!"

Grey | ooked around. "Cnh. Well, there're bushes around.
We could wait while you—
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She | aughed. "Not physically, dope! Mentally! Wth ny
news!"

"Tell us your news when we're clear of Parnassus,"
Nada said. She was in her giri-headed-serpent form slid-
ing fairly readily down the sl ope.

They resuned their notion. In due course they reached
the fork in the path. But they had hardly gone beyond it
before there was a clanor from bel ow

Ivy canme to life. "The Maenads!" she excl ai ned.
"They' re bel ow us!"

"And the Python," Nada said, changing briefly to full
snake form then back. "I smell them both, now. They
must have crossed the path and snell ed our scent."

"We nust run!" lvy said, flustered.

"We're too tired," Nada pointed out. "Even fresh, we
could not go faster than those, nonsters."

"Maybe if we split up," Gey suggested. "That night
confuse them and they m ght go the wong way—



"Whi ch wong way?" |Ivy asked. "If some of us are
each way—

"I'"ll decoy them " Gay said. "You three go back up
the path where your scent already is, and I'Il run down
the other and make a noise to attract them''

"But you don't know the first thing about this noun-
tain!" lvy protested.

"I't's ny responsibility,"” he replied. "I—=
The noi se bel ow grew abruptly | ouder. The Maenads
were rounding a curve and woul d soon be upon them

"Go!" Grey cried, pointing to the path they had just
cone down. He hinself ran down the other.

Ivy and El ectra turned and started up. Nada was on the
other side of him she assuned wonan formand started
to step across just as he began running. They colli ded.

At another tinme he nmight have found this event inter-
esting, for Nada was contoured sonewhat |ike soft pil-
lows. But in this rush he was afraid he had hurt her.
"Nada! Are you—-

He broke off, for she had di sappeared. Realizing that
she had changed formto avoid falling to the ground, he
ran on. She would join the others, in one formor another,
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and they would hide. Al he had to do was decoy the non-
sters.

He sl owed, and gl anced back. There was a Wld

Wrman! She was i ndeed naked, with flaring tresses and a
figure suggestive of an hourglass. She was gazing up the
path the others had taken.

"Over here, nynph!" Gey called, waving his arns.

Her head turned, rotating on her shoulders as if mounted
on ball bearings. Now he saw her eyes. They were in-
sanely wild. He had not taken these WId Wnen seri -
ously, but those eyes sent a chill through him This was
no sweet young thing; this was a rabid tigress!

The Maenad | aunched herself in his direction, uttering
a harsh shriek of hunger. Her |egs were beautiful, her
breasts were beautiful, her face was beautiful, but that
shriek was spine-tingling. She opened her nouth, and he
saw her pointed teeth, and saw her tongue flick out the
way Nada's had when she was in serpent form There
seened to be candle flanmes inside her eyeballs. "YUM"
she screaned, reaching for himw th hands whose nails
were |ike bl ood-di pped tal ons.

Grey spun about and resuned his running. But the Wld
Wrman was fast; she kept pace. He couldn't draw far
enough ahead of her to get off the path and hide; he had
to keep going. He heard the screans of the other Maenads



farther behind. They sounded just as bl oodthirsty.

The path twisted as if trying to make him stunble, but

he ran with the surefootedness of desperation and kept up
speed. He began to | eave the Maenad behind. But now his
breath was puffing, and he was tiring rapidly; he had not
been fresh when he started. He could have used a dose of

I vy' s Enhancenent!

He had had the bright idea to be the decoy. It had been
the gallant thing to do. But now he was in trouble. How
was he going to get out of this?

Somet hi ng touched his chest at his breast pocket. He
reached up, thinking it was a snag of a branch—and felt a
tiny snake. Its head was poking out of the pocket.

For an instant he felt shock. Then his fevered m nd put
two and two together. "Nada!" he gasped.

190 Man from Mundani a

Indeed it was she. Instead of falling to the ground, where
she ni ght have been trodden on, she had evidently clung

to his shirt and slipped into his pocket. In his preoccu-
pation with the Maenads, he had not noti ced.

"Sorry | got you into this!" he puffed. "I don't know
where |I'mgoing, but I don't dare stop!”

The snake did not reply, which was perhaps just as well.
At | east she understood that it had been an acci dent.

Despite his tiring, he was |eaving the | eadi ng Maenad
farther behind. Was she also tiring or nerely hangi ng back
to allow the others of her ilk to catch up? He night have
turned and dealt with one, though he did not |ike the idea
of striking a |ovely bare woman. But he knew he woul d

have no chance agai nst the pack of them

But if he got far enough ahead, he could dodge off the
pat h and hide. They woul d charge on past, and then he
woul d return to the path and run the other way. He hoped.
If he went off the path and they wi nded him he would be
in deep mud for sure

He rounded a bend. Suddenly he was chargi ng toward

a pretty spring. Another hate spring? The others had con-
cluded fromthe evidence of the Tapestry that that one had
been valid, but had sonehow lost its potency by the tine
he and Ivy reached it. Certainly it had not worked on
them But there was no guarantee that this one would be
simlarly powerless. In fact it mght be a |ove spring. It
glimered with a pale reddish hue, as if potent with sone
ki nd of mamgi c. Suppose he splashed through it, then saw

a Maenad?

These thoughts flitted through his pulsing brain as he

ran toward it. By the tinme they had run their course, he
was alnmost at it. He veered to avoid it, but stunbled; only
by frantic windmlling did he stop hinself frompitching
headfirst into the water



Nada fell from his pocket and splashed into the spring.
Appal | ed, he watched the little snake thrashing. Should he
reach in and pull her out? Then he woul d be affected too!

She changed to her human form She shook the water
fromher eyes and | ooked directly at him "Hey, hi, hand-
sone! " she excl ai ned.
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Well, it wasn't a hate spring! "Nada, get out of there!
The WIld Wnen are coming!"

She hi ccuped. "No! You cone in! It's nice!"

Was it a love spring? He didn't dare touch it! "Get
out!" he repeated. "If they catch you they'll tear you
apart!”

But she denurred. She sat in the shallow water, her

breasts lifting clear and dripping. Even in this danger, he
was struck by her sex appeal. She mi ght be half serpent,

but she was all wonman! "Come in! You'll like it!" she
invited. She hiccuped again. "This wine's wonderful!'"

"You're intoxicated!" he exclainmed, catching on.

"No, I'mdrunk!" she corrected him "This nust be
the Maenad's wine spring. Pretty soon I'Il be raving wild
just like them Wat fan!"

Now t he Maenads cane into sight. They spied Nada in
the wi ne spring, and screaned with outrage.

There was no help for it. He had to haul her out of there
before the wild woman got their claws on her. He woul d
just have to resist the intoxicating effect of the water.

Grey waded in. The water was bathwater warm and felt
sonmehow soft against his legs as it soaked his trousers.
He reached down to take hold of Nada.

"Qooo0, goody!" she exclainmed, reaching up to em
brace him

"None of that!" he rapped. "Cone on out! We have to
run!'" But she was slippery with the wi ne-water, and his
hands merely slid over her marvel ous fl esh, stroking
regi ons they should not.

"Qooo, fan!" she said, wapping her arns around his

neck and hauling his face in for a wet and sloppy kiss. He
turned his face aside, but that was the | east of his prob-
| ens.

He coul dn't get her out! She was too slippery and too

af fectionate. Meanwhile the WId Wmen were charging

in, already it was too late to escape them He would have
totry to fight them

"Change into your snake forml" he told Nada. "Get
back in my pocket! 1'll need both hands free to shove
them away; | can't hold on to you."
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"Serpent forn?" she asked, still trying to kiss him

The Maenads cane to the pool and circled it. Their eyes
glowed and their teeth glistened and their claws quivered
expectantly. Grey knew the two of them were done for. In
a nmonent the WIld Wwmen would plunge in fromall sides
and tear them apart.

Then he had anot her desperate notion. "Make it a big
snake! Your biggest and fiercest ever!"

"Bi g?"

"Huge, gigantic, fierce!" he cried. "To fight the WIld
Wonen! "

Finally she caught on. "Nasty women!"
“"Terrible wonen! Do it!"

Nada changed. Suddenly he had his arns around a py-
thon that rmust weigh twice as much as he did. It was
Nada, but horrendous.

She hissed at the Wld Wnen. They stared, for the
moment startled fromtheir nadness. Then their bl ood | ust
returned in force, and they charged into the pool

And paused. A | ook of dismay spread across their sev-
eral faces. "Wiere's wi ne?" one asked, her words barely
di sti ngui shabl e.

Several of them scooped up handfuls of the water, tast-
ing it. Their dismay intensified. "Wne gone!" one ex-
clainmed in sheerest horror

"Get out of here, Nada!" G ey said.

Nada undul ated to the edge of the pool and out. The
Maenads, distracted, seenmed hardly to notice. They were
busy sanpling their pool, verifying that its nmagic was
gone.

Grey waded out, struck by the simlarity of this scene
to that of the goblins with their hate spring. Sonething
strange had happened again, but he couldn't pause to an-
alyze it. He hurried after Nada.

She headed for the deepest forest, noving well despite

her intoxication. OF course it was inpossible for her to
stagger or fall, in this form He plowed into the foliage,
fighting through the branches and | eaves. At any nonent
the Maenads mi ght recover fromtheir shock and resume

the pursuit!

Nada drew up beside a huge chestnut tree. She stopped
under a large chest of nuts, and resuned human form
"Now ki sh nme," she invited, extending her arnms to him
agai n.

Grey straight-arnmed her, gently. "You can't be drunk,



he said. "That water has lost its potency."

Her eyes wi dened. "Suddenly |'m sober!" she said.
"How did you do that?"

"I didn't do it!" he protested. "You rmust have just
thought it was w ne, so—

"Grey, look at me," she said sharply.

He | ooked into her face. Her eyes were conpletely clear,

her nouth firm "I amnot drunk now, but believe me, |

was a monment ago. | had lost all perspective. Al | thought
of was being with a handsone nan. | had conveniently
forgotten that you and | are betrothed to others. | would
never do that, sober. That water intoxicated me instantly,
and that was no illusion. It didn't stop until just now You
didit, Gey!"

"But | couldn't have! It would take magic, and | have
no magi c. You know that."

She cocked her head. "El ectra—what was she about to
say to us, there on the path, that was so urgent? She may
| ook Iike a child, but she's got a good mnd."

"She was full of sonme news she had, but—

"I think I know. This experience jogged ny nenory.

G ey, when |lvy asked the Mise about your talent, she said
that it would not be ethical to tell us about it in advance.
Wasn't that it?"

"Yes, sonmething like that. But what rel evance—

"Think about it. How could she tell us about a nonex-
i stent thing?"

G ey froze. "But that nust nmean—

"That you do have a talent," she finished. "She

slipped, Gey, and Electra was the only one to catch it.
That's what she was so bursting to tell us! You do have
magi c! '

G ey was stunned. "Ch, Nada, | could kiss you!"

"No you don't!" she said firmy. "Not when |I'm so-
ber. "
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"Unh, | nmeant that as a figure of —=

She smled. "I know Just never forget that I amlvy's
friend—a good one."

"l never did."

"You never did," she agreed ruefully. "/ did, when
drunk. But this has given us the key. Wat could your



tal ent be?"

"Sobering drunk woren!" he qui pped, |aughing, still
not quite believing.

"More than that, | think. You denatured their whole
pool I'"

" 'But if that really is a magic spring, | could no nore
nullify it all than | coul d-=

"Null'ify the goblins' hate spring," she concl uded.

Grey thought about it. "Nullifying magic springs? That
couldn't be, because it did nmake you drunk."

"Before you got intoit. It didn't make you drunk. Once
you applied your will to it—and just now to nme—you
countered it, instantly. Magically."

He nodded. "When | set ny will to it. But is it possible
that sonething el se changed those springs? Maybe |vy
dehanced that hate spring; | mean, if she can enhance,
maybe—

"Ivy wasn't here for the wine spring," she rem nded
him "And don't accuse ne of doing it! | have no talent;

my magic is in ny nature, changi ng between ny conpo-

nent speci es. Maybe sone day the nada will devel op tal-
ents, as the centaurs did. No, you did it. Gey. Your talent
must be maki ng nagi ¢ springs harm ess.”

"But |'m Mundane! How could | have a,tal ent?"

She shook her head. "I don't know. Grey. But consid-
ering what the Muse said and what happened here, |I'm
pretty sure you do. And that neans—

"I can marry lvy!" he exclainmed jubilantly.

"Yes. If Queen Irene thought this was a good way of
denyi ng you without actually saying no, she made a m s-
t ake, because now she can't say no!"

"All we have to do is escape the Wld Wnen and get
together with Ivy and El ectra, and everything' s okay," he
said, atrifle ruefully. He knew they weren't safe yet.
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I ndeed, a Maenad was com ng toward them The WIld
Worren knew where they were but had been too dazed by
the loss of their wine to organize.

"I can change form and slide through the thicket," Nada
said. "But | wouldn't |eave you here al one."

"That one coning here doesn't |ook wild anynore,"
he said. "Maybe they're tane when not drunk."

"Tame Maenads coul d cost you your marriage, too,"
she said, squinting at the woman's perfect proportions.



"Maybe | can clinb a tree, and you can go for help."
"WIld Wren can clinb."

"Let's just see what she wants. Maybe it's not an ulti-
mat um " he said without nmuch confidence.

The Maenad cane close. "Magician!" she called. Her
speech was clear, now that she was sober.

Grey was too surprised to speak, but Nada took over.
"What do you want with the Magician?"

"I'"'mno— Gey started, but she el bowed himin the
bel ly.

"We did not know your nature when we pursued you,"
the Maenad said. "W apol ogi ze, and beg you to restore
our wine spring. W will do anything you desire.""'

"The Magician has all he desires," Nada said, her el-
bow poised to jab himagain if he protested. Gey kept his
nmout h shut .

The Wld Wnman | ooked at Nada's bare form apprais-
ingly. "lIndeed we can see that, serpent-wonman. But if
there is anything el se he desires—food, an honor guard,
servant s—

Nada consi dered. "The Magician was only visiting Par-
nassus. He has no need of your services. | will try to
prevail on himto restore your wine spring, but | can not
guar ant ee success. The best | can promise is that if you
do not annoy himfurther, he will not do anything worse
to you. If he is so inclined, he my see to your pool."

The wonman fell to her knees. "Ch, thank you, thank
you! We are but shadows wi thout our wi ne! W would be
unable to fight the Python."

Nada nodded. "The Python. Is he near?"

"He was followi ng us up the path before we caught your
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scent. He nust have taken the other fork, for there was
the scent of live girls there."

Both Grey and Nada junped. The dread Python—goi ng

after Ivy and El ectra?



"W nust be on our way," Nada said. She turned her
face to G ey. "Magician, if you will at |east consider their

Wi ne spring—

Grey was uneasy about this deception, but realized that
she was trying to get themout of this wthout having to
fight. "Very well, serpent-girl," he said gruffly.

They drew thensel ves out of the tangled brush and fol -

| oned the unwi | d worman back to the spring. "Under-
stand, if the Magician restores your wi ne, and you then
get drunk and wild and becone troublesomre to him | can
not be responsible for his temper," Nada warned them

"W will stay far away fromhin" the wonen prom
ised in chorus.

Grey stepped up to the spring. If he really had dena-

tured it, then he should be able to restore it. If he had not
been the one responsible for what had happened, then he
hoped that whatever was responsi bl e would play al ong.

How shoul d he go about this? Well, if it had been his
will that did it to this pool and the hate spring, maybe his
will could restore it. So he concentrated on the water,

whi ch was now quite clear. He willed for it to be restored,
and for the pale rose color to return, since that was evi-
dently the signal of its potency. Be w ne again!

Was there a flicker of sonething? He squatted and
touched the water with one finger, willing the color to

i ntensify.

I mMmedi ately the water turned a rich red.
Al armed, he straightened up and stepped back. What
had he done? That was too nuch col or!

A Maenad scooped up a pal nful of water and sipped it.
Her eyes went round. "Bl ood!" she excl ai ned.

Qops! Grey | ooked at Nada with di smay.

"Bl ood?" another WId Wnman asked. Then severa

nmore scooped up sips. "Blood!" they agreed. "Bl ood-
flavored wi ne!"

Grey edged back. If they could get a running start—

' 'Ch thank you, Magician!'' the Maenad spokesnynph
exclainmed. "This is so nmuch better than before! Now we
can satisfy both our thirsts at once!"

"Quite all right," he said benignly. Then Nada took his
arm and they wal ked back down the path.

The Maenads, jubilant, clustered around the pool, guz-
zling the water as if there were no tonorrow. They paid
no further attention, to the two visitors.

Grey was al nost floating, not because of their escape

but because of this vindication of his nmagic. He had tried
to turn the pool pink, and when that was slow he had tried
for full red—and with his touch it had gone all the way!



No one el se could have known what he was thinking, so
it had to have been his own effort. H's own magic. He did
have magi c!

But the riddle remai ned: how could he have a magic
tal ent when he was Mundane? Everyone agreed that no
Mundane had magi c. Coul d everyone be wrong?

"We had better get back to Ivy and El ectra," Nada
said. "I don't like the sound of that Python going after
them "

The Python! Grey was tired, but that abruptly passed.
"Il run! You get small and get into ny pocket! W' ve
got to get there as fast as we can!"

"Ri ght you are. Magician!" she agreed with a wan

smle. She held his hand, |eaned over his arm (oh, that
body!), and becane a snake spread across his hand and
forearm He lifted her to the breast pocket. Then he began
to run.

He had no idea what he would do if he encountered the
Pyt hon. He just knew he had to get there before lvy did.

Then, abruptly, he stopped. How coul d he be sure of
finding Ivy and El ectra quickly? He had only a vague no-
tion of the layout of this mountain and its bypaths, and
Nada had no better know edge. They coul d bl under about
for hours while the Python caught and gobbled the girls!

Nada' s snake head poked out of his pocket, question-
ingly. "We need a guide," he said. "Soneone who knows
every winkle of this npuntain, so we can go directly to
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the nmost likely place, and get around the Python if we
have to."

The snake head nodded, but wi thout full conviction. He
knew why: where could they get such a guide on such
short notice?

The answer was obvi ous: one of the Maenads.
Grey turned about and marched back to the bl ood-w ne

spring. "Ahem"

The clustered Maenads junped. "Ch, Magician, don't
change your mnd!" the spokesnynph cried. "W have
done nothing nore to annoy you!"

"I want a guide," Gey said. "Sonmeone who knows

this nmountain perfectly."



"W all know it, Magician! If this is your demand, we
must accede. Choose one of us to serve." And the Mae-
nads |ined up, setting their jaws, each obviously hoping

he woul d not choose her

This was no good! He needed a willing one, who would
do her honest best. "Ah, er, a volunteer. Sonmeone who
wants to do it, to help me find ny friends."

They burst into cruel |aughter. "Magician, none of us
want to hel p anyone! We are wild, bloodthirsty wonen!

We are tame only for the brief time it takes to lure an
unwary man cl ose enough for the pounce, when he takes

us for succubi." There was nore |laughter; they found such

an error hilarious.

This wasn't getting anywhere. |If he pushed his |uck,
they m ght forget their fear of him and that could be awk-
ward. But he still needed that guide.

"Well, er, maybe if one of you can pretend to be tane

for this one task, in return for an, er, reward." He didn't
know what reward he could sincerely offer, but was sure
that none of themwould do it unless either threatened or

rewar ded generously.

"Hel p sonmeone for hours?" the spokesnynph de-
manded. "I npossible!"

But one Maenad cane forward. "I—+ night."

The spokesnynph shot her a withering glance. "That's

right, Mae! You're always the last to rip out a gobbet of
flesh. It's alnbst as if you don't really like hurting fol k!"

"That's a lie!" Mae cried fiercely. But her attitude sug-
gested that it wasn't. It seened there were misfits even
anong the WId Wnen.

"Very well," Grey said briskly. "Cone al ong, Me
Can you snell the trail of a normal wonan?"

"Yes, very well," Mae agreed.

"Then sniff out the trail of the two young wonen who
were with us before. W want to reach them before the
Pyt hon does."

"They took the other fork," Mae said. She set off at a
run, her bare bottom tw nkling.

Grey watched for a noment. Then the snake wriggl ed

in his pocket, rem nding himthat he was not here to watch
twi nkling bottons. Enmbarrassed, he lurched into his own
run, follow ng Mae.

Chapter 11 ¢ Python



vy hated to see Grey go, but the Maenads were

com ng and there was no tinme to argue. She saw himcol -
lide with Nada, and Nada changed into her snake form
and di sappeared, apparently hanging onto him Well, at
| east he woul d have conpetent hel p? She dreaded what
woul d happen to hi m al one.

El ectra was al ready running up the path, her wal king

stick jumping. lIvy enhanced her own stick, and it practi-
cally propelled her along the sane route. If only their party
hadn't gotten divided, maybe they all coul d have hidden

It worked: the WIld Wonen went chargi ng up the other

fork, attracted by Grey's foolish yelling. But now what was
he going to do? He didn't have the first notion about sur-
vival in Xanth!

She renenbered the magic mrror. But she had as-

suned that she would be in the niddl e of whatever trouble
occurred. If she used it, she would have to explain that
the one in trouble was sonewhere el se, and by the tine

hel p got there, it might well be too late. Ch, what an awfu

pass this was!

"Nada will help him" Electra said, divining Ivy's con-
cern. "She can becone a pretty big serpent and hold them
off. And Grey—there's sonething about him"

"I had noticed," Ivy said, smling briefly. Electra was
200
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right: Grey had gotten through sone phenonenal scrapes,
such as with the goblins, despite his ignorance of nagic.

"And he has a talent!"”
I vy paused. "What?"

"The Muse—she said she couldn't tell us about his tal-
ent, but it wouldn't be |long before we knew. That means
he does have one!"

vy was amazed. "Wiy—-so she did! But what could it
be?"

"Maybe sonet hing he needs right now, 'cause she
didn't say he was going to be in real trouble. Maybe he

can nake Wld Wnen fall in love with him=

"That's very reassuring," lvy said sourly.

El ectra was enbarrassed. "I nean, naybe, that is,

he woul d not | ove themwho woul d | ove a Maenad?—but

if they—well, maybe something else, like turning into a
dragon. "

"Maybe." Ivy felt light-headed, thinking about the
prospect of a talent for Gey. That nmeant they could marry!



They stopped clinbing, as it was obvious that the Me-
nads were not coming this way. Gey's ploy had worked,

but now it was hard to know what to do. If they went back
too soon they nmight run into the Maenads, but if they
waited too | ong and Grey needed hel p—eh, this was aw

ful

Then their problemwas solved, in a worse way. They
heard a quiet rustling down the trail. Something was com
ing up, and it didn't sound |like Gey.

In a nonent the huge head of a nobnstrous serpent
rounded a turn. It was the Phython

"Run!" lvy cried.

But the great bal eful eyes of the creature caught them
both before they could act. They stood transfixed, unable
to nove or even to speak

The head was so big that the jaws could take in either
one of themw thout difficulty. The sinuous body was ob-
viously able to digest them They were this serpent's prey!

"Aaaah, young wonen!" the Python hissed, seening
to speak. "My favorite repast! But first you nmust worship
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me. Bow down before ne, grovel |ow, hunble yourselves
before the horrendous nmal eness | aml™

This was awful! But sonehow the infinite nmenace of the
Python was mitigated by an al nost infinite appeal. She

was terrified, yet a part of her also desired to be consuned
by this nonster. Thus it was not nerely the magi c nes-
merismof the reptilian gaze that held her; it was the weak-
ening of her will to resist. What a horror, to know what

was to happen yet not want to fight it!

"Down!" the Python hissed. "Bow down, tasty nor-
sels! | require nmy homage before | feed!"

Dutifully they got down, still held by that sinister gaze.
But Electra was a |little ahead of Ivy, and her body no-
mentarily interfered with Ivy's line of sight to the eye of
t he Pyt hon.

Suddenly she was free of the awful conpul sion. Now
she was revolted. How could she ever have desired any
part of that disgusting reptile?

But Electra was still under the spell. Ivy scranbled for-
ward, shielding her eyes against the gaze, and threw her
body down before the girl's face, interrupting her |ine of
sight too. The Python was |ike a hypnogourd, conpletely
captivating those who net his gaze but |osing power the
monment the contact was broken

But it was too late. The gigantic jaws were hingi ng open,
and in a nonent one or both of them would be snapped

up. The Python did not need to nmesnerize themthe whol e
time, only long enough for himto get within striking



range. He was within it now

"Shock him" |vy whispered, putting her hand on El ec-
tra's arm "1'll Enhance you!"

The head pl unged down, the daggeriike teeth | eading.

Both girls rolled to the side, and the jaws snapped cl osed
just beside them "Now" lvy cried, hanging onto El ec-
tra's arm

El ectra flung her free armacross and snote the Python

on the side of his massive snout. The blow itself was

| aughabl e; she nmight as well have struck the trunk of a
tree. But it was charged with all the electric power of her
magi ¢ tal ent—enhanced by Ivy's own talent.
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There was a jolt so strong that even its backl ash stunned
Ivy for a nonent. The Python stiffened, then coll apsed,

hi s head drooping to the path beside them his latter coils
withing without direction. Electra's shock had knocked

hi m out .

Ivy sat up, her senses reeling. She discovered she didn't
really like such close calls. "Cone on, 'Lectra—we've got
to get away before he recovers.”

I ndeed, the head was show ng signs of animation. The
nmonster was so big and tough that even that terrible shock
was enough to set himback only briefly. Ivy thought fleet-
ingly of trying to bash the Python with a stone, but real-
i zed that her strength, even if she Enhanced it, would
barely be enough to dent the giant skull. It was safer to
flee.

They got up, wobbly on their feet. The path bel ow was

bl ocked by the thrashing length of the reptile; they would
have to go back up. But soon he would follow them and
this time they would not be able to shock it, for Electra
was depl eted. She was no Sorceress; she could not exer-
cise her talent twice in one day. lvy herself had no linmt,
but what point would there be in enhancing the Python?

That woul d only nmake hi m worse!

"W can't outrun him" Electra gasped. "W'Ill never
make it to the top!’

Ivy had to agree. "W nust find a safe way off the path,
where he can't follow or at least will be too slow to catch
us." She did not voice her private doubts about their abil-
ity to find any such way.

They stunbl ed on, hol ding hands so that Ivy could en-
hance El ectra's stami na. And there, beside a nettlebush,
was a contorted little path departing fromthe nain one.
They had not noticed it before.

"But the nettle!" Electra protested. "It will hurt us!"

"Let ne at it," lvy said. She stood before the bush,



t hi nking how pretty it was, and how decorative its spines
were, more bluff than substance, and how such bushes

never did really sting nice girls, only nean serpents. The
bush becane prettier, its sharp edges softening. She
touched a |l eaf, cautiously, and it did not sting her
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She brushed by the bush, and Electra followed, trusting
Ivy's talent. The nettle did not sting her either

Then |vy addressed the bush again, silently. Now she
concentrated exclusively on its detestation of all things
reptilian, especially nonstrous Pythons. It would sting any
such creature viciously!

They wal ked on down the path, no | onger feeling the
urgency of panic, but not delaying either. They needed to
get sonewhere safe before the Python found a way to get
past the bush.

The path was evidently little used, but Ivy sensed sone
enchantment on it. She enhanced this, and the path be-
canme clearer, with some protective nagic. Soneone nust
have used it regularly, once, to visit the Mises.

"Who el se lives on Parnassus?" |lvy asked. It was
sonet hi ng she knew she ordinarily could renenber, but
in her present state she couldn't recall all the details.

El ectra considered. "Gee, | don't really know. There's
the Sinmurgh on the Tree of Seeds at the top, and the Py-
thon and the WIld Wnen."

"And the Tree of Immortality on the other peak," lvy
added. "But this path's going down, so it nmust be to some-
where else. | just want to be sure it's better than what

we're hiding from"

"Anything's better than that horrible nonster!" Electra
exclainmed. "I nean, | suppose it's pretty bad getting eaten,
but that awful gaze—sonehow | knew that what the Py-

t hon pl anned was worse than eating."

I vy shuddered remniniscently. "I hate to say it, but if
that thing fights with the Maenads, | favor the Wld
Worren. But this path—there's sonething about it | don't
understand. | wonder if we should followit any farther."

"Well, if the Python doesn't foll ow-=

There was a crash above, as of a bush getting ripped
out of the ground, nettles and all

Wordl essly, they resuned their flight down the path.

Abruptly it debouched in a valley hollowed fromthe

side of the nountain. Huge stone ruins stood there, the
remai ns of some vast ancient tenple. Rounded col umms
reached toward the sky, the roof they once supported gone.
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Sunl i ght angl ed across the stones, making the scene totally
bri ght and stark.

"What is this?" Electra asked, stepping onto the stone
pl atformthat nmust once have been a beautiful fl oor

Before Ivy could answer, a robed, bearded old man ap-
peared from behind a ruined wall. "Pythial" he ex-
claimed. "Just in time!"

"What ?" El ectra asked.

"You are the new priestesses. It was foretold you would
come, but we were afraid it would be too late. Conme this
way! "

"But we aren't priestesses!" |vy protested. "W are
merely innocent mnai dens who—

"Of course. W shall have to clean you up, and you can
serve imediately.'

"We're tired and hungry," Electra said. "W have no
intention of =

"W have excellent food and drink for you."

I vy exchanged half a glance with Electra. They were
bot h hungry. They decided to hold their protest until after
they had eaten.

Part of the ancient tenple remained roofed. Here there
were several chanbers, and there really was good food

The girls feasted gluttonously on hayberry | ongcake and

i ce chocolate drinks. A quiet old wonman brought a basin

of water and sponges and cl eaned them off while they were
eating, then presented themw th rather pretty white robes
to don in place of their soiled and torn cl ot hing.

Wthout even quite paying attention, they found them

sel ves garbed like, well, priestesses, with pretty di adens
on their heads and syl phlike gowns. |Ivy was surprised to
see how pretty Electra | ooked. "You're grow ng up, 'Lec-

tral" lvy remarked appreciatively.
El ectra grimaced. "I'min no hurry. Al too soon after
I come of age, so will Dol ph, and then he'll have to

choose, and then—

vy knew why she didn't finish. They both knew t hat

Dol ph woul d choose Nada to nmarry, and then Electra

woul d die. She was safe only as |ong as she renmi ned
betrothed to Prince Dol ph; when that ended, her nine hun-
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dred or so years would catch up with her, and she woul d
shrivel into extinction. Unless they found sonme way around
the dil enma.

"Hark, the dient is arriving," the original old man



announced. "W had better use the older one first. Do
either of you have any idea how this is done?

"No!" Ivy and El ectra said together, resumng their
nervousness about the proceedi ngs.

"Excel l ent! Have either of you ever had relations with
a man?"

"We are both betrothed," Ivy said a bit stiffly.
"What —

The man was taken aback. "But you are so young! W
require virgins. Wiy didn't you tell us this before?"

"You didn't ask, dodo!" Electra said with her usua
asperity. "Anyway, who said we're not—

Ivy tried to caution her, but was too late, as was usually
the case when dealing with El ectra.

"Ah, so you haven't been with a man!" he excl ai ned.

"What difference does it make?" |Ivy demanded. She
had heard of virgin sacrifices and didn't |ike the sound of
this at all.

"Only truly innocent young girls can serve as Pythia,"
he expl ained. "That way we can be sure their words are
uncorrupted.”

"Uncorrupted?” lvy still didn't like this, and now
El ectra was catching on, and keeping silent.

"The Pythia nmust sit on the tripod and speak in tongues
for the dient. This is the manner of our oracles."

Oracl es! Now Ivy renenbered sonething. "They nake
predi ctions!" she said.

"Certainly. The very best predictions. That is why Ci -
ents conme here."

So they weren't to be sacrificed or ravished. Still, there
was too nmuch in doubt. "What happened to the Pythia
you had before?"

"After too many years they grow up and get narried,"

the man said. "Then they | ose their innocence and are
usel ess for this work. W have been | ooking for repl ace-
ments for some tinme. You two should do very well, and it
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is an easy life between predictions. You have no ot her

work to do, and will be well fed and clothed, and of course
never nolested. Al you have to do is answer the questions
of the Cdients."

"Suppose we don't know the answers?"

"That is why you sit above the magic cleft. The answers



are always provided. You will have no difficulty."
"Suppose we'd rather go honme?"

He | ooked blank. "No girl wants to go hone after qual -
ifying for this elite position!"

I vy exchanged the other half of her earlier glance with
Electra. It didn't seemw se to nake too much of an issue
at the moment. For one thing, they didn't know where the
Pyt hon was. Once they understood the situation better,
they could see about getting away.

So lvy went out to the tripod, and Electra stood on the
sideline. The dient was there: a centaur from Centaur

I sl e, handsorme and haughty. She could tell his origin by
his quiver of arrows: the Isle centaurs had the very best
equi prent, and their arrows were feathered with a design
that was reserved for them al one. |Indeed, non-Isle cen-
taurs could not use those arrows; their heft and bal ance
and flying properties differed in subtle ways, so that only
true Islers could fire them accurately.

The tripod was perched over a deep dark crevice in the
stone. That made Ivy nervous; she could not fathomits
depth, and heard a faint hissing far down. There was al so
a warmupdraft issuing fromit with a peculiar odor. It
made the hair on the back of her neck tingle.

But this was the place, and this was the job—until she

could get out of the center of attention and see about get-
ting herself and El ectra away from here. She had not told
these oracle folk that she was a princess, fearing that woul d
only nmake them nore eager to keep her. She just wanted

to get along, for now.

She took her seat on the tripod. Now the updraft caught

her filmy white robe, lifting it, exposing her |egs. She
tried to hold the cloth down, but this was futile; there was
too much air. Fortunately the skirt was not full circle; it
rose until it fornmed a bell shape, and stopped there.
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She renenbered the nmouthy tile at Castle Roogna that

had threatened to tell the color of her panties until Gey
shut it up with his hard-heel ed Mundane shoe. Was there
sonet hing down in this crevice, gazing up? She had not
much liked this business to begin with; now she was com
ing to hate it. Her panties were her own busi ness!

The centaur approached. "Ask your question," the old
man said.

"0 Pythia, | am Centurion Centaur. Wat is the state
of ny magic?"

Qops! vy knew that was an exceedi ngly awkward ques-

tion. The centaurs of Centaur Isle did not believe in magic
talents for thenselves; they regarded a talent as fit only
for the | ower classes, such as human beings. The nainl and
centaurs were nore |iberal and accepted their talents, but
this was not yet the case with the Islers. Wat could she



say? The chances were that this centaur did have a tal ent
but would prefer to die rather than acknow edge it, and if
it becane known he would be exiled fromthe Isle. So he
had nothing to gain by the truth. Should she Iie and say
he had none, thus satisfying himand securing his future
with his kind? But even though this oracle business was
none of her desire, how could she bring herself to |ie?
Thus neither the truth nor the lie was acceptable.

She sat frozen, unable to speak. No wonder the propri-
etors preferred conpletely innocent girls! No one who was
aware of the trap of this office would accept the job! Even
if she took the expedi ent course and lied, suppose |ater
his tal ent mani fested and her oracle was thus proven

wrong? That woul d discredit the whol e business, and
sonmehow she knew t hat was no good outcone either

Then the air wafting from bel ow turned hot, and in-
creased its motion. It pushed on her flaring skirt so hard
she was half afraid she would be lifted into the air. Her

| egs were stinging. The fumes became choki ng; she

coughed and tried to hold her breath but could not. She

i nhal ed, and the foul stuff flooded her | ungs.

Her chest burned, and her head becane light. She felt

di zzy. Indeed she seened to be floating now, though she
hadn't noved. The stone beneath her seened to turn trans-
|l ucent, so that she could see through it, down to dim
shapes of goblins and denons far bel ow, going about their
noxi ous busi ness. The air around her seened to be going
the opposite way, turning thick, opaque, as if a nonstrous
fog were solidifying around her

"Let me out of here!" she screamed. But only gibber-
i sh came out of her mouth, as if she were speaking Min-
dani an.

Then hands were pulling her off the stool. She flail ed,
trying to fight themoff, but they westled her away from
the crevice and its blasting funes.

"What did she say?" the Centurion denmanded.

"She spoke in tongues," the old man explai ned. "W
must interpret it for you. A nonent while we consult."

"Be quick about it," the centaur said with the natura
arrogance of his kind. "The matter is inmportant.”

The ol d man stepped aside to talk privately with the two
ol d wonen who operated the prenises. They tal ked for
sonme time, waving their arnms ani natedly.

Meanwhi l e vy was comi ng out of her delirium The fog
was lifting and the ground was turning solid again. "Are
you all right?" Electra asked anxiously. "You | ooked aw
ful on that tripod!"

"The fumes choked nme!" lvy explained. "I tried to cal
for help, but it cane out gibberish."

"You nean that's what you cried out? It wasn't a proph-



ecy?"

"It certainly wasn't! | had no idea what to say."
"But they are—

"I know. | think it's all a big—=

She broke off, spying something awful. The Python was
sliding onto the stone fl oor!

El ectra saw himtoo. "He caught up!" she excl ai ned.
"He found us! Don't | ook at his eyes!"

They retreated fromthe nonster reptile. They ran to-
ward the proprietors. "The Python! The Python!" Ivy
cried to them

The ol d man | ooked up. "OF course. He is your guard-
ian, Pythia. He protects the prem ses fromnol estation."”

"But he's going to eat us!"
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"Nonsense. He eats”only intruders, not priestesses."
The man returned to his animated consultation

Meanwhi |l e the Python was still coming after them "He
doesn't know we becanme priestesses!" Electra said. "He
knows we cane fromthe nountain path!"

"Maybe the centaur— |vy said.

They ran to the waiting centaur. "That serpent is after
us!'" lvy told him

"But | haven't had ny answer yet," Centurion said,

annoyed.
"And you may not get it, if | get eaten!" lvy retorted.

"Here, here, this won't do!" he said. Suddenly his bow
was of f his shoulder and in his hands, an arrow nocked.
"Wthdraw, Mnster, or it will be the worse for you!"

But the Python nerely el evated his snoot and cane on.

The bow twanged. An arrow appeared in the reptile's

nose. "That was a warning shot," Centurion said. "I have
ni nety-nine nore arrows. The next one will be in the eye.
Back off. Monster."

Ivy had al ways known that centaurs were brave and
skilled warriors, but she was amazed even so. This one
had no awe at all of the Python, and it was evident that
he could fire an arrow exactly where he want ed.

But now the proprietors realized what was happeni ng.
"Don't shoot at the Python!" the old man cried. "He's
our guardian!"



" 'He will be a blind one if he slithers one nore slither
forward!" Centurion retorted.

Meanwhi | e the Python, evidently stung by the barb,

paused. He oriented an eye to fix on the centaur—but dis-
covered the flinty point of the next arrow ained directly
at the pupil. If the Python had not been aware of the pro-
ficiency of centaurs before, he had had a recent rem nder.
He hesitated again.

Two nore people burst out of the jungle where the path
exited. A nondescript young man and a | usci ous nude
young wonman. "Grey! Nada!" lvy exclained, thrilled

The Python coiled around to neet this new chall enge.
Certainly it was a better prospect than the nervy centaur

"Don't look at his eyes!" Electra screaned to G ey.
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Meanwhile Ivy got a clearer look at the girl behind Gey.
That wasn't Nada—that was a Maenad! Wat had hap-
pened?

Gey, true to his sonetinmes infuriating nature, ignored
the warning. He stared the Python right in the eye.

Ivy froze, appalled. So did everyone else, for their own
assorted reasons. So did G ey—and the Python. The two
were | ocked into that deadly gaze

Then the Python noved. His head sank slowy to the
ground. His coils thrashed ainlessly.

Ivy felt her nouth hangi ng open. She | ooked around and
saw that the jaws of the proprietors were simlarly slack

Gey wal ked forward. "Are you all right. Ivy? W were
af raid maybe the Pyt hon—

"You—you stared himdown!" |vy exclained.

"Of course he did, dumy!" the Maenad said. "He's
a Magician!"

"Well, not exactly that," Gey said, abashed

El ectra hurried up. "Were's Nada?"

There was a notion at Grey's breast pocket. A snake's
head poked out. G ey put up his hand, and the snake slid
up into it and around his arm Then Nada manifested in
her human form her feet |anding neatly on the stone as
her arm was steadi ed. She was naked, of course, because
she was unable to transform her clothing when she changed
form "But sonmething very like it, | think," she said.
"Do you know, Ivy, he nulled their w ne spring, then
restored it nore potent than before?"

"He has a talent! He has a talent!"” Electra excl ai ned,
junping up and down. "I knewit! | knewit!"



"VWhat is this Maenad doi ng here?" |vy denanded, fo-
cusing on the | esser matter because she wasn't quite pre-
pared to tackle the greater one.

"Well, this is, uh, Mae," Gey said. "She—+-—-we—

"Ch?" vy inquired, |looking nore closely at the crea-
ture. Mae Maenad was just as nakedly wild and vol uptu-

ous as before, surely quite intriguing for those who |iked
that type.

"The Magi ci an needed a guide,” Me explained. "So
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I showed himthe off-trail the Python uses and sniffed your
scent thereon, so he could find you."

"It's a good trail for serpents,” Nada put in. "But there
was an uprooted nettle bush there that really had it in for
serpents, and | had to return to his pocket. Then the nettle

couldn't touch ne."
"But how did he tanme you?" Electra asked. "Everyone
knows that Maenads can't be—=

"Well, | don't really like blood," Mae confessed,
abashed. "Wen he nmade our spring bl ood—

"Now | have to reward Mae for her help," Gey said.

"But |'mnot sure, uh, how.

Ivy realized that she had better figure out a suitable
reward soon, because she didn't trust whatever the Me-
nad mght think of. That Wld Wnman was entirely too

wel | fornmed!

"What happened to our guardi an?" a proprietor de-
manded.

"Not hing bad," Gey said. "I just, uh, nulled himso

he woul dn't hurt anyone. Here, I'll revive himfor you."
He wal ked across to the Python and touched the huge head.

The t hrashing stopped. The head |lifted. The eyes

bl i nked. "Go about your business," Gey said. "W are
visitors here, not intruders. Here, I'Il pull out that arrow
for you." He put his hand on the shaft.

"You can't dislodge that arrow,"” Centurion said. "It
has a magic point. Only a centaur can—

He broke off as the arrow cane | oose. The point was



red with bl ood but intact.

The Python quivered as if recovering froma fundanmen-
tal shock, then slithered away across the stone.

"I guess it did hurt," Gey said. "Here is your arrow

back, centaur."

"Thank you. Magician," the centaur said, |ooking
much the way the Python had. He accepted the arrow

The ol d man approached. "Wat is your business here,
Magi ci an? W& have no prior know edge of you."

"Well, I, uh, just came to rescue Princess Ivy and El ec-
tra. It was nice of you to take care of them"

"Ni ce?" lvy and El ectra demanded t oget her.

"Princess?" the proprietor demanded at the sane tine.

"Uh, yes," Gey said innocently. "This is Princess |lvy
of Castle Roogna, and this is Princess Nada of the Naga.
Didn't you know?"

The ol d man | ooked sonewhat out of sorts. "W did
not inquire," he said gruffly.

"Well, they'll be leaving now," Gey said. "Thank you
again."

"Wai t —what about ny oracl e?" Centurion asked.

"W have interpreted the nessage,"” the old nan said
quickly. "It is: '"no Centaur has | ess magic than you.'

"Ch." The centaur nodded, quite satisfied. "Yes.
Quite. Thank you. | shall be on ny way." He suited action
to word, in the fashion of his kind.

"But we need our Pythia!" another proprietor cried.
"If you take these two away. Magician, what will we do?"

vy stepped in. "Mae, how would you |like to have the

Magi ci an arrange for you a new situation with a hard stone
room a dismal white gown, no raw nmeat at all to eat, and
regul ar sessions with fumes that really drive you wld?"

Mae's face seenmed to catch fire. "Wiat a wonder f ul
thing!"

Ivy turned to the old man. "Here is your next priestess,
proprietor. You know she's a virgin; these WIld Wnen
don't love men, they eat them Put her on the tripod and
she' || babbl e an i nconprehensi bl e streak you can interpret
to your heart's delight."'

"But she's a Maenad!" he protested.

"But a tane one! The Magician taned her." She turned
back to Mae. "He did, didn't he? You won't try to tear
peopl e apart anynore?"



Mae was a WIld Wman but not stupid. "He tamed ne!
He taned nme!" she exclainmed. "No nmore M ss Nasty

Nynmph! ™

"But the Maenads are incorrigible!" the old man said.
"That's why we have the Python! To hold themoff!"

Nada stepped in, in the perceptive way she had. "This

one is different. She no longer fights with serpents or tears
men apart. See." She assuned her snake form the |arge

versi on. Mae, understanding, reached down to pet the
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snake's head, though she did | ook a bit nervous about it.
Then Nada resuned human form "Now kiss the Mgi -

cian without biting him" she said.

This really set the Wld Wnan back. "Do | have to?"
"Does she have to?" lvy echoed, disturbed for a dif-
ferent reason.

"Well, | suppose she mght kiss the proprietor
The ol d man stunbl ed back, terrified.

"Point made," Ivy agreed with resignation. "Kiss her,
Grey, but don't enjoy it too nmuch."

Gey did not | ook quite as upset about the prospect as
she nmight have wished. He turned to face Mae, and she
stepped into his enbrace. They clinched and ki ssed, hol d-
ing it a good long tine.

"See?" Nada said to the proprietors. "She is perfectly
tame—affectionate, even. One m ght even call her |ov-
able."

"Let's not go that far," lvy nmuttered.

The proprietors were daunted by this display. "Perhaps
she will do," the old nman said.

"But let's stop that kiss before she gets un-innocent no-
tions," an old wonan added.

Ivy agreed conpletely. To her relief, they finally com
pl eted the Kiss.

Mae | ooked dazed, and the candle flanes in her eyes
were flickering. "Maybe | have m sjudged nmen," she said.

" They—

"They aren't all like that!" Ivy said. "This one's a M-
gician, remenber. Ordinary ones won't be worth your
while. You don't have to eat them just ignore them"

"Yes, of course,” Mae agreed. But she did not |ook



entirely convinced.

"Come with us,” one of the old wonen said. "W

must clean you and garb you."

"Cl ean me?" Mae asked, al arned.

"They just sponge you off," lvy explained quickly. "It
doesn't hurt. They just want you to | ook pretty for the

Cients."

"Look pretty ..." Mae repeated, glancing sidelong at i

Grey. "Yes, maybe that is best." I
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"Let's get out of here!" lvy said briskly.

Nada hel d her back. "One nore thing." She turned to
the old man. ' 'Is there a path around the base of the noun-
tain we can use to return to our starting place?"

"Certainly; all the Clients use it. Right that way." He
poi nt ed.

"Thank you," Nada said, flashing hima smle. She was
better at that than Ivy was.

El ectra | ed the way, skipping toward the indicated path.
Ivy took very firmhold of Grey's hand and | ed hi m away

fromthe ruins. Nada foll owed, the suggestion of a smle
on her face. She reverted to naga form as it really was
best for wi ndy paths.

Grey had not spoken a word since the kiss. Ivy turned
on himthe nonment they were out of sight and earshot of
the ruins. "Well, why so snmug, Gey? Did she nake that
much of an inpression on you?" She was angry for what
she knew was no good reason

Grey opened his nmouth. Redness welled out. He turned

to the side and spat blood. "I, uh, couldn't say anything,
because if the bl ood showed they wouldn't believe she was
tame."

vy stared. "She did bite you!"

He found a handkerchi ef and dabbed at his lip. "Yes.

think it was involuntary, like a sneeze. She just couldn't
get that close to a man without attacking, at least a little.
I couldn't break the kiss until she let go. So | sort of
concentrated and null ed her magic nature until she had to
stop. "

"So that was what made her so respectful!" lvy ex-
clainmed. "She felt your power!"

"l guess so. | think she was sorry about it anyway. But
she's been a WId Wnrman all her life, and it rmust be hard
to change right away, even if she really doesn't like



bl ood. "

So the Maenad had not quite lost her taste for violence!
Sonehow vy felt better. "You poor dear," she said,
abruptly full of synpathy. "Let nme enhance your heal -
ing." Since the wound was in his nouth, she touched his
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lips—ith her own. She enhanced the kiss, nmaking him
recover rapidly.

Soon they resuned their wal k al ong the path, holding
hands again, but with better rapport than before.

Chex was glad to see them "W heard some commo-
tion, but did not want to intrude," she said. "Did the
Miuse answer your question?

"Not exactly," lvy said. "But we did leamthat G ey
does have a talent. It seens he nullifies magic, when he
wants to. That explains a nunber of little mysteries."

"I should think so," Chex agreed. "But are you sure?
I saw no evidence of magic on his part before."

"Let's test it!" Electra exclaimed with her usual exu-
berance. "Let himtry to stop you fromflying!"

"But | don't want to do that!" Grey objected

"Not permanently," Ivy renminded him "Just enough

to denonstrate your power." She didn't add that she her-
sel f needed reassurance about it. He had subdued the Py-
thon, but that night have been because the big reptile
coul dn't hypnotize Mundanes or maybe had trouble with

men. He thought he had nulled the Maenad, but it m ght
have been because continued cl ose contact with himstirred
certain natural, hitherto suppressed romantic urges in her
Coul d she, after all, be so enphatically a woman in every
physi cal respect without having at least a little wonmanly
passi on? The glow in her eyes had been sonething, after
she kissed Gey! But Ivy did not want to di scuss such
things openly. It would be enbarrassing if she were ms-

t aken.

"I't does seemlike a good test," Chex agreed. "Here,

Grey, get on ny back. If you can prevent ne fromtaking
off, I will know you have nagi c power to counter mne."
Gey clinbed on in the ankward way he had. |vy mar-

vel ed that she found his clunsiness endearing, but she did.
Grey was nobody's idea of a dashing hero, just a decent



nman.
Chex spread her w ngs, braced herself for a | eap, and

nicked her tail twice. The first tinme the tip touched G ey,
the second tine it touched her own body. That of course

was her magic: the flick of her tail nade whatever it
touched become light, so that her wi ngs had rmuch |ess
weight to lift. That was why she was able to fly without
havi ng wings ten times as large as they were.

Chex | eaped—and stunbl ed. She cane down solidly on
all four hooves, a |ook of surprise on her face. "I can't
get light!" she exclai ned.

"I nulled your tail,"
me to reverse it?"

Grey explained. "Do you want

"No. Let ne try again." She flicked her tail severa
nmore tines, but with no better effect. "lIndeed, there is
no effect," she confessed. "Very well, reverse it."

Not hi ng showed. Chex flicked her tail agai n—and sud-

denly floated into the air, her wings only partially spread.
"Ch ny goodness!" she exclainmed, frantically punping

her wings to get her bal ance.

Grey hung onto her mane as they wobbled in the air.
"Rebound!" he said. "Al'l those prior flicks nust be tak-
ing effect now, making you too light."

"Can you null ne just slightly?" Chex asked, evidently
fighting to prevent herself fromsailing way up out of con-
trol

"I''"ll try." Then she stabilized and cane slowy to earth.

"He has magic," Chex announced as G ey di smount ed.
Her mane was in disarray, and she | ooked fl ustered.

"Rebound, " Nada said. "That must be why the Me-
nads' w ne spring got even stronger than before when you
canceled the null. That's some magic!"”

"That's like nmy magic," Ivy said. "I sinply Enhance,
but you can enhance by rebound!" She was i npressed by
the denonstration; she trusted Chex's judgnent. "But |
wonder how general this talent is.”

"See if it works on nme," Nada said. "Stop ne from
changing form" She went to Grey and held out her arm

He took it. They stood there, doing nothing.
"Well, go on, try to change," Electra said.
"lamtrying!" Nada replied

"Ch." Electra smled. "Well, then, let her do it,
Gey."

Suddenly Nada turned into a serpent with a human head
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at each end. "Eeeek! What happened?" she cried in
chorus.

"Rebound!" Ivy said, anazed. "Quick, Gey, null her
down a little!"

The heads di sappeared. For a noment the serpent had

no head. Then Nada's regul ar form appeared: the body of
the serpent, with just one human head. "That was horri -
ble!" she said. "I never had trouble with my natural form
like that before!"

Cheiron nodded. "Undisciplined magic i s dangerous.
We shoul d cease these experinments until a safer program
of testing can be established."

"Yes," Grey agreed imediately. "I don't want to ness
anyone up. I'mnot used to having a talent at all."

But lvy could not be satisfied yet. "They were calling
you Magici an.”

"I never clained to be that!" he protested. "The Mae-
nads assumed—

"I ama Sorceress," lvy continued evenly. "That is the
same as a Magician, only fenale, the term nology a ves-
tige of what ny nother calls Xanth's sexist heritage. Noth-
ing short of Magician-level magic could null my talent.

So let's find out if-—=

"l advise against this,"” Cheiron said. Chex nodded
agreenment, and Xap squawked.

"No, | really want to know," Ivy said. She had al ways
managed to get her own way, ultimately, and she intended
to have it now "I want to knowif Gey is Magician |evel.

Try to null ne, Gey."

"I, uh, really don't think— he began. Then, seeing
her set face, he yielded. "But |I'mnot sure exactly how,
uh, it would work."

"I''l'l try to enhance something, and you try to prevent
me." She | ooked around. Her eye fell on a gl owmworm j ust
poking its head up as the evening approached. "I'Il en-
hance that gl omworm"

She picked up the worm It wiggled in her hand, glow
ing faintly. Grey put his hand on her other arm "Very
well +"mnulling you," he said.

Ivy felt nothing. She concentrated on the worm willing
it to brighten.

It nickered, but did not increase its light. She concen-
trated harder, but it remained dim She put forth all her
effort. Then the glow brightened slightly. Gey had defi-



nitely crinped her style!

"Now unnul | ," she sai d.

The gl ommworm fl ashed like a |ightning bug, so brightly
that the entire region becanme noon-lit. Then it expl oded,
bur ni ng her hand.

They stared. The gl ommorm was gone; only ashes re-
mai ned.

"We killed it!" Gey said, appalled.

Ivy | ooked at her smarting hand. "Ch, | wish | hadn't
done that!"

"Precisely,"” Cheiron said, in a fool s-heed-wani ngs-
not tone. "Now we know that Gey truly is Mgician cal-
i ber. No nore experinents."

"No nore experinments,’
ash.

Grey agreed, staring at the

"No nore experinments," lvy agreed. Then she started
to cry. That poor gl owworm

They camped for the night, subdued. They had found

Grey's nagic, and that was wonderful. It was Mgician
| evel, and that was ammzing. They could now get marri ed,
and that was best of all. But they had done harmin the

testing of it, and that was bad. Way too late. Ivy w shed
she hadn't pushed it. There had been no need to destroy
the i nnocent gl owworm She just hadn't thought of the
consequence, despite Cheiron's warning.

In the norning, after breakfast, they discussed it—and
came up with a disturbing question. It was El ectra who
posed it, but perhaps it had been in the back of the m nds
of the others too.

"How can a man from Mundani a have nmagic at all, |et
al one be a Magici an?"

There was the root of it. Something was fundanmental ly
wrong, unless everything they knew about Mindanes and
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magi ¢ was false. Until that question was answered, they
could not rest easy.

Nada assumed her snake form and they nounted their

steeds and flew back to Castle Roognha. But |vy knew t hat
despite their seenming victory, it was not yet appropriate to
marry Grey. Magicians did not appear from nowhere” and
certainly not from Mundani a. She knew t hat her parents

woul d insist on |learning the truth, and she knew t hey woul d
be right. Her quest with G ey was far fromover; it had

only changed its nature. It was as if they had clinbed to



what they thought was the top of Mount Parnassus, only
to discover that it was only a |l edge, and that the real peak
remai ned as far above as ever.

Chapter 12 « Pewter's

Pl oy

JJD

e lease. Gey, | really didn't want to admt

nmy ignorance there at the castle," Rapunzel said in his
ear. "I mean, | understand why you and |vy need com

pany on this trip, because betrothed couples aren't sup-
posed to go too far al one together, and Nada and El ectra
didn't care to tangle with Com Pewter again. But why are
you going to see the evil machi ne?"

Grey had not yet gotten used to having a tiny and beau-

ti ful woman perched on his shoul der and hol ding onto his
earl obe with one doll-Ilike hand. The parents had decreed
that he and Ivy had to be chaperoned until they got nar-
ried, which seened to be their way of agreeing that the
doubt about that marriage was gone. lvy had met their

ul timatum and proved Grey had a magic talent, with a
vengeance. In fact he was now eligible to be king sone

day! But the parents shared Ivy's own concern about the
origin of that talent. Mysteries abounded in Xanth and
things that made no sense, but a mystery relating to the
betrothed of a princess was a serious matter. So little Ra-
punzel and her simlarly little husband, G undy Col em

were the chaperones this tine; size hardly mattered in this
|l and of magic. Gundy was riding Ivy's shoul der as she

wal ked on the path ahead, and evidently regaling her with
remar ks, because every so often she giggl ed.

"Well, uh, it seens that this ComPewter is simlar to
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a machine | had in Mindania," he said. "Actually, what

I had was a computer, and all | used it for was word

processi ng—that's the Muindane termfor witing papers. |
woul d type on this keyboard—that's, uh, do you know what

a typewiter is? Un well, then, it's like a magic pen that
sort of wites the words for you; all you have to do is touch
the right keys, and it sort of saves the words and then
prints, uh, wites themall in one big swop at the end.”

"Mundani a nust be a very strange place,"” Rapunze
observed, kicking her feet. She had petite feet and very
nice legs; he could just about see themfromthe coner of
his eye. He understood that she had el ven ancestry, so
coul d assune the size of elves—er any other size, from
tiny to huge—wi thout changing her format all

"Very strange," he agreed. "Anyway, | got a new pro-
gramfor this conputer—a programis sort of a set of in-
structions that tells it what to do, and—=

"Ch, the way Queen Irene tells lIvy what to do?"



"Uh, not exactly, but naybe cl ose enough. This new
program changed it a lot. It started talking to me on its
screen, and uh, well, | guess granting w shes."

"That doesn't sound |ike Com Pewter!" she excl ai nmed,

tossing her hair. That was quite a trick, because her hair
was as long as forever; in fact she had tied a hank of it to
hi s pocket button as an anchor in case she should fall. The
rest of it flowed out about her like a silken cloak. It was
dark at her head, but faded to alnpst white at the end of
the tresses, luxuriant all the way. Her eyes shifted colors
simlarly, depending on the shadow. "It doesn't grant

wi shes, it changes reality to suit itself."

"This, uh, program my have done the sanme thing. It—

well, | wanted a nice girlfriend. | really, well, | was pretty
lonely, there by nyself in ny roomall the time, not nuch

good at anything, and—

Rapunzel stroked his ear with a duster forned from

braided hair. "I understand perfectly. | was |ocked up in
a tower for ages. If it hadn't been for ny correspondence
with vy, | don't know what | would have done."

"Yes, | guess you do understand! So the program well,

it clained to have brought |vy—
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"But she was sent by the Heaven Cent!"

"Yes. To where she was nost needed—and | sure

needed her! So | guess the conputer was just taking credit
for that when it wasn't so. But it nust have known she

was conming. And it did help; it nmade it possible for us to
talk together. It was, well, like magic. lvy recognized it
as Com Pewter. So when it turned out | had nagic, she
renenbered that, and figured Com Pewter nust know

sonet hing, so we're going to find out what it knows."

"But —but how coul d Com Pewter be in Mundani a?"

she asked, cutely perplexed. He couldn't see her face, but
the cuteness was caressing his ear like a warmearnuff on
a chill day. Grundy was a | ucky gol em

"That is another nystery," Gey admitted. "I thought

it was a scientific programthat accounted for the change
in my computer, but now | recognize it as magic. So we
have two probl ens: how can a Mundane have magi c, and

how can there be magi c in Mundani a? They may be |inked,
and surely Com Pewter knows the answer to at |east one

of them''

"Thank you," she said. "Now | understand. O course
you nust ask the evil machine. But | hope it doesn't get
the better of you."

"Well, | do have, uh, nmagic, now, and if | can nul
other magic, maybe | can null Com Pewter. So we
shoul dn't have much to fear."

"But if the machi ne knows about you and hel ped put



you in touch with Ivy, it my know how to handle you."

"Un yes. |I'd better warn lvy before we go into its
cave." But Gey was not unduly worried because he knew
that conputers could not take any physical action. How
could it stop himfromjust wal king out, when its magic
couldn't work on himwhen he didn't want it to?

He wal ked faster, catching up to Ivy. "Hey, Rapunzel
t hought of sonething," he said.

" "Punzel's got a lot of thoughts in her little head,"
Grundy agreed. "But her hair stops nost of themfrom
getting out, fortunately."

"Unli ke Grundy's big nmouth," Rapunzel retorted,
"which lets everything out, ready or not."
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G undy put his thunbs up beside his ears, waggling his
fingers at her. She responded by sticking out her tongue
at him Again, Gey felt the gesture though he couldn't
see it. This seened to be just another incidental aspect of
the magi ¢ of Xanth.

"Hey, | thought you two |iked each other!" G ey said.
"No we don't," Grundy said, glowering.

That's true," Rapunzel agreed with her teeth cl enched.

' But =
"W | ove each other!" they exclained together, and

br oke out | aughi ng.

Ivy laughed too. "I guess you wal ked into that one,
Gey," she said.

"I guess | did," he agreed ruefully.

"They do that to anyone who hasn't known them be-
fore," lvy continued. "Before they got together, G undy
had a | oud mouth and little thought, while 'Punzel had
vice versa. Now he thinks nmore and she tal ks nore, and
they overlap quite a bit.""'

"Ch, you told!" Gundy exclainmed, while Rapunzel
bl ushed. "And you said / had a big nouth!"

Ivy | ooked flustered. "What | nmeant by 'overl ap'

was—
Rapunzel could no |onger stifle her giggle. "Gotcha!"

Grundy sai d.



Gey stifled a grin. So it wasn't just newconers who got
teased! "But about what Rapunzel thought of —+f Com
Pewt er knows about nme, should we just walk into his

lair?"

Ivy considered. "I think Pewter wants us to cone to
him | have the feeling that we shall have to do sone
dealing to get our information. So we have to go in. It
isn't as if ny folks don't know where | am this tine."

Gey realized that the King of Xanth coul d probably

make a | ot of trouble for the machine, if sufficiently an-
noyed. The machi ne surely knew that. Maybe that was
enough of a backup

"But if push comes to shove," she continued, "we can
coordi nate on some plan to overcone the evil machine.”

"But he will overhear whatever we plan!"

She brought up her right hand, putting her two |arger
fingers together with her thunb in the sign for no.

Now he understood! Gey nodded, not nmaking a big

thing of it because he realized that soneone night be
magi cal |y watching or listening. They did have a secret
| anguage, thanks to that episode in Mindania! He re-
hearsed the signs in his mnd, hoping he renmenbered
enough to be intelligible.

They resuned their walk. ' 'Was that a magic gesture?
Rapunzel inquired softly in his ear

"Not exactly," he murrmured. "But if you see us nov-
i ng our hands when we're with Com Pewter, pay no atten-
tion so the nmachine doesn't catch on."

"Very well," she agreed, perplexed.

The path was devious, but in due course they arrived at
the cave of the dread machine. It seened to be guarded

by an invisible giant, but they were not affrighted. They
knew that the giant was there only to stanpede travelers
into the cave where Com Pewt er had power.

"Hey, bigfoot, how ya doing?" Gundy called, his voice
amazingly loud. Gey realized that Ivy was enhancing it

for himso that he could reach the giant's distant head, up
there in the clouds.

"Aooooga! " the giant's voice dropped down. Appar-
ently the giant's |language, |ike his body, was unintelligible
to normal folk here in regular Xanth.

"Hey, that's great!" the golemreplied. Gey remem
bered that Grundy coul d speak the | anguages of all living
t hi ngs.

"Ask himif he knows Grard," |vy suggested

"Hey, empty-face! Know G rard?"



A foghorn series of grunts cane down. "Yes, he was a
| oner, always doing odd things," Gundy transl ated.

"That's the one!" Grey agreed. "But he's happy now. "

"Il tell himabout how Grard went to the gourd."
Grundy went into a series of honks and gross gutturals.

"Look, we have to get on with our business," lvy said
inpatiently. "You can stay out here and chat if you want,
but G ey and | have to talk with Com Pewter.""'
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"I"'mready," Grundy said. "G ants aren't nuch for
conversation anyway. At |east this one doesn't snell as
bad as they usually do."

"I made himtake a bath, last tine," |vy explained.

They entered the cave. It was dark near the opening, but
Iighted deeper in. They came to a chanber with polished
wal | s, and sure enough, sonething very like a honenade
computer sitting on the floor. This, then, was Com Pew er.

"Doesn't look like much to ne," Gey remarked. "I
mean, |'m no conputer engineer, but even | can see this
equi pnent is obsolete."

"Watch it!" Grundy said. "This thing can hear you,
and it can do things you woul dn't believe!"

Grey had seen enough of the golemto realize that he
had respect for alnbst nothing. If he was in awe of this
crude machi ne, Com Pewt er nust indeed have power.

The pane of glass at the top of the assenbl age |i ghted.
WHO ARE YOU? it printed.

"I am Princess lvy," lvy said quickly. "I have brought
my betrothed. Grey of Mundania, to talk with you."

AH, AT LAST! the screen printed.

"All we want to know is, what do you know about
Gey?" lvy said. "He has a magic talent, and—

OF COURSE. WHAT IS HI' S TALENT?

Grey had a sudden suspicion. He flashed a no sign to
Ilvy. If the machine didn't know his talent, it was better to

keep it in reserve.

I vy caught the signal. "Well, Pewter, we thought you
woul d know. So we cane to consult with you. After all,



you were in touch with himin Mundania, weren't you?"
YES AND NO.

"You were not in touch?" G ey asked, startled. "But

we saw— He broke off, halted by Ivy's no sign. She was
right; there was no point in telling this machine any nore
than they had to.

YOU SAW VWHAT?

"W saw sonething that renminded us of you," Gey
said carefully. "Can you explain it?"

I DO NOT' HAVE TO EXPLAI N

"Then we shall depart,’
cave exit.

lvy said, turning to face the

PRI NCESS DI SCOVERS DOOR LOCKED, CAN NOT EXI T, the
screen printed.

A cl osed door appeared, shutting off the exit.

"l don't see anything," Gey said. "Cone on. lvy, let's
go." He took her armand wal ked to the door. As he had
expected, it was illusion; they wal ked right through it.

A bell dinged. They turned to | ook back. IT WAS A
BLUFF, the screen printed, i SHALL ANSWER ALL YOUR
QUESTI ONS

They returned, but Ivy nmade a sign he couldn't inter-
pret. He assunmed it neant sonething |ike "caution." It
was obvious that this was a treacherous and perhaps nean-
spirited nachine.

"Wy does Grey have a talent, when he is Mundane?"
I vy asked.

BECAUSE HE | S NOT MJUNDANE.

"But | am Mundane!" Grey exclainmed. "This is the
first time I've set foot in Xanth. | didn't even believe in
it, before!"

TRUE, the screen responded. BUT NOT THE WHOLE
TRUTH.

"Then give us the whole truth!" Ivy said.
YOU W LL NOT NECESSARILY LIKE IT.

Grey exchanged another half glance with Ivy. Wat was
this machine getting at?

"Why not?" Ivy asked after a pause.

LET" S MAKE A DEAL. TELL ME ALL YQU KNOW ABOUT
GREY, AND | WLL TELL YOU ALL I KNOW

"How can you be ignorant of what we know, if you
know t hings we don't?" G ey asked.



I ASSURE YOU IT IS SO | NEED TO KNOW YOUR STORY I N
ORDER TO BE ASSURED OF THE RELEVANCE OF M NE. AFTER
VE EXCHANGE | NFORMATI ON WE SHALL HAVE TO DEAL
AGAIN. THIS | S WHAT YOU W LL NOT NECESSARI LY LI KE.

Again they considered. It seened to Grey that if the
machine tried sonething they objected to, |ike conjuring

a nonster, he could stop it by using his talent to null Com
Pewt er hinmself. This would be as effective if the machine
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knew his talent as if it did not. Perhaps nore effective,
because of the psychol ogi cal el enment.

He caught Ivy's eye again. She nodded. They woul d
deal .

"W agree," Gey said. "W will tell you what we

know, and then you will tell us what you know, with no
conceal ment. But we make no conmitnent about dealing
thereafter.''

AGREED. START W TH YOUR LCCATI ON AND THE MANNER
YOU CONTACTED MY EM SSARY.

G ey started in. He described his origin in Mundani a,
and the way he had installed the new program and then
encountered a series of odd girls before nmeeting Ivy. He
concluded by telling of his magic talent.

AMAZI NG | KNEW YOU WOULD HAVE MAG C, BUT NOT
THAT | T WOULD BE MAGQ Cl AN CLASS. PERHAPS SOVE MUN-
DANE | NTERACTI ON ENHANCED I T. THIS | S COWLETELY
PCSI TI VE.

"Your turn. Pewter," lvy said grinmy.
IT WLL BE MORE TELLING I F I DRAMATI ZE THE ORI G N.

"Do it any way you want,'
the full information.”

Grey said. "Just give us

The screen changed color. It became a picture of a dark
| ake in a cave, in shades of gray. Print flashed over the
pi cture: THE TIME OF NO MAG C.

"What ?" Grey asked.
PRI NCESS | VY WLL EXPLAIN WHI LE | SHOW THE SCENES,
the screen printed.

"I't was before nmy time," lvy said. "In fact, before ny



father's tine. Sonething happened, and the nmmgic of al
Xanth turned off." As she spoke, the scene shifted to
show linp tangl e trees and bedraggl ed dragons, all suffer-
ing fromthe | oss of the magic that sustained them "I
think it only lasted for a few hours, but it was awful
Xanth was dying. Then the nmagi c cane back on, and it
hasn't been off since—but things weren't the sane. The
Gorgon had stoned a whole | ot of nen, and they all cane
back to Iife when the magi c went and stayed alive when it
returned. But the magic creatures and plants were pretty
much the sane. Apparently it was only tenporary magic

that got nulled. But the Forget Spell on the Gap Chasm

took a horrible jolt, and it began to break up, and nowit's
gone. My father was born right after that; the ogres marked
his birthday wong on their cal endar; they al ways were
sonmewhat ham handed. "

Meanwhi | e the scene on the screen, which resenbl ed

not hing so much as a tel evision novie before the days of
color, had conpleted its scan of the devastati on w eaked
by the loss of magic, and returned to the subterranean
pool. Fromthis pool two figures struggled. One was a
man of healthy nmiddl e age; the other was a rather pretty

young woman. Ot hers were energing fromthe pool, in-
cludi ng some nonsters, but the scene oriented on these
two. They seened not to get along very well; they gestic-

ulated as if telling each other to go away. But the man
found a | edge | eading up a river tunnel, and the woman
fol | owed.

Then Grey realized that there were subtitles. He noved
closer to the screen with Ivy so that they could read the
words, for they were in much -smaller print than before,
so as not to obscure the picture.

LOOK, the bedraggl ed wonan was saying, YOU DON T

LIKE ME AND | DON T LIKE YOU, BUT WE CAN GET OUT OF
HERE PASTER | F WE COOPERATE. ONCE THE MAG C RE-
TURNS WVE WLL BOTH BE FI NI SHED; YOU KNOW THAT.

The man in the picture considered. VERY WELL-WE

SHALL COOPERATE UNTI L WE GET OQUT OF XANTH. THEN
VE GO OUR O/MN WAYS

THAT' S FI NE! she agreed.

They hurried on up the river. A nonster appeared |ike
a twisted small sphinx. |'LL RESHAPE I T, the worman sai d.
She gestured.

But not hi ng happened. OH, i FORGOT! THERE is NO

MAG C!' THAT' S VWHY WE WERE ABLE TO ESCAPE FROM THE
BRAI N CORAL' S STORAGE POQL.

BUT WE DON' T KNOW WHEN THE MAG C W LL RETURN
the man rem nded her. WE HAVE TO KEEP MOVI NG OR THE

CORAL W LL RECAPTURE US



As they tal ked, Grey found hinself getting used to the
printed dial ogue, and it seened increasingly as if he ac-
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tually heard them speak. The scene becane real for him
as was often the case when he watched novi es.

"But I'mgetting tired!" the woman protested. "I'm not
used to terrain like this!"

"What do you want, woman—for nme to carry you?" he
demanded irately. "I'mtired nyself!"

"Only to slow the pace a little. Look, we can't possibly

get all the way to Xanth border afoot without resting; it
will be better to set a pace we can nmaintain so we can go
farther wi thout collapsing."

The man considered. "You are correct."” He slowed the
pace.

TI ME PASSES, the screen said, the picture fading out.
Then it showed the two energing into daylight. They were
obviously both quite fatigued. They fetched some sodden
pillows froma defunct pillow bush and | ay down to rest

and then to sl eep.

It was early norning, and evidently cold. There were

no bl ankets, and the pillows were falling apart. Finally
they enbraced, not with any passion but to conserve their
body warnth, and sl ept.

TI ME PASSES

The next scene showed the two back on their feet, be-
draggl ed but noving better. They found stray itens of
food, snatching spoiling pies frombushes and eating as

they travel ed.
Then they encountered the Gap Chasm

"We forgot about this!" the wonan excl ai med, ap-

palled. In that nonment in the bright daylight, she | ooked
al most fanmiliar, but Grey could not quite place the con-
nection. Certainly he had known no one in Xanth then;

he hadn't been alive!

"Naturally," the nan agreed gruffly. "That idiot det-
onated the nost powerful Forget Spell ever forged init; it
will be centuries before that dissipates, if ever."

The wonman nodded grimy. "The sane idiot who intro-
duced MIlie the Maid to the Zonbie Master. | would have



married him in due course, if he hadn't been smtten by
her! How could a Magician fall for a nothing |ike her?"

"The Zonbie Master and MIlie the CGhost!" lvy ex-
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claimed. "They did live in that tine, before they cane to
ours!"”

The man smiled. "She had a talent. She needed nothing
el se.”

"Ch, yes—the talent of sex appeal! But she'd be just as
drab as | amnow, if she were here without her magic!"

The man eyed her. "Indubitably true. Now don't mis-
understand nme; | regard you as a bad attitude that wal ks
like a girl, but physically you are not drab."

"Well, the same to you! Who are you to tal k? Every-
thing you touch fouls up! But you' re hardly ugly, physi-
cally.”

"Ch?" he inquired, annoyed. "Well, things are supposed
to foul up; that's ny talent. And not only are you not drab,
you are in fact quite shapely, in your fashion."

"I's that so?" she demanded angrily. "You are the worst
villain on the scene! But actually you're handsone!"

It was obvious by the man's sinister expression that he
intended to strike back at her hard. "I would even go so
far as to call you beautiful,” he said with cal cul ated af -
front. "Only those rags you're in detract."

She was al nost speechless with rage. She tore off her
remai ni ng cl othes and stood naked. "Well, now |I'm out
of these rags: | dare you to repeat that!"

"I repeat it," he said nastily, eying her thoroughly so

as to be absolutely certain. "I had supposed that you used
your talent to reshape your body to better advantage, but

I know now that you canme by it naturally. You can't claim
the excuse of Sorceress-|evel enhancenent.'

"I"'mno Sorceress!" she screamed in his face. "You
thi nk everybody is Mgician |level |ike you?"

"That is a matter of opinion. | have a right to mne.
Your nmagic is Sorceress |evel."

The wonman opened her nouth, but no sound cane out.

She junped at him clawing at his chest, but succeeded
only in ripping away much of his own tattered cl ot hing.
Then he caught her wists and held her hel pless. "Fur-
thernore," he said, his face close to hers, "you think you
| ack sex appeal, but |ast night when we slept enbraced for
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warnth it was all | could do to refrain fromtaking advan-
tage of you."

"Wl |, why didn't you?" she cried. "It's your business
to foul things up! Do you foul yourself up too, so you
can't even do wong by a wonman in your power?"

"I foul things up magically," he retorted. "This had
nothing to do with magi c! You have natural sex appeal,
deny it as you will!"

"Well, you have it yourself, so there! You know what |
think? | think that, deny it as you will, you have a fun-
damental |y decent streak in you! Otherw se, |ast night—+
mean it isn't as if | would have resisted!"

They stood there, chest to chest, each angrier than the
other. "You female dog!" he said. "I have half a mnd
to—

"So do I! So do |, you male dog!" she retorted

"You probably wouldn't even slap nme if | kissed you,
you shanel ess creature.”

"l dare you to kiss me, you hypocrite!"

Their lips met. He tried to sneer to show how little he
cared; she tried to make nush |lips to show how indifferent
she was. They both bungled it badly in their fury. The kiss
|asted a long time, and the shaneful truth was that it was
a rather intense and effective exanple of its breed.

"Understand, | have no respect for you at all," he told

her after the long monent. Hs hair was ruffled and his
face was flushed, as if he had just been exposed to a truly
repul sive experience. "I amdoing this only because the
sight and feel of your body overwhelms my better judg-
ment . "

"Your enbrace destroys any judgment | have!'' she shot
back. Her eyes were sparkling and her cheeks had what

woul d have been rosy highlights in a color scene, as if she
had just experienced sonething too awful to recognize. "I
detest what you are nmaking ne so eager to do!"

"I will be thoroughly disgusted with nyself tonor-
row," he said om nously.

"I will feel totally without virtue, tonmorrow," she re-
plied grimy.
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"Just to be quite certain we understand how bad this
is," he said, "we had better try it another tinme."

"Just so we never so far forget ourselves as to nmake this
m st ake again," she agreed.

They ki ssed agai n, and sure enough, it was even worse



than before. Both of themwere breathless when it fin-
i shed, their chests heaving as if they had been running.

"I amappalled to think that I amdoing this with you,"
he said, holding her nore closely than was necessary for
support. "Wth anyone else it could be worthwhile."

"Well, I"'mnot taking this |lying down," she said, dis-
engagi ng so she could |lie down.

He joined her. "And when | realize that we could have
been maki ng good our escape from Xanth, instead of
wasting our tine |ike this—

"Or catching up on our rest," she added, putting her
arns around him "There has probably never been any-
thing quite as foolish as this!"

"Especially considering that we detest each other." He
drew her in quite close

"And want not hing so much as never to see each other
agai n," she agreed, stroking his back

"This entire business is disastrous!"

"A conpl ete catastrophe!"

They ki ssed yet again, both shuddering with the disgust
they felt for this outrage

"Say, this is getting hot!" Gundy said zestfully.
"Wat ch your nouth!" Rapunzel snapped, junping
down to approach hi m nmenaci ngly.

"Listen, hairball—= he started, neeting her.

They | aughed, enbraci ng.

Sonet hi ng had been naggi ng Gey as he watched the
screen. Now he realized what it was: Gundy and Rapun-
zel's joke! Acting as if they hated each ot her—that was
what this episode of the man and wonan was | i ke!

Then sonet hi ng strange happened. It took Grey another
moment to figure it out. Color was appearing on the
screen!

"I thought Pewter couldn't handle color!" lvy said.
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"I didn't know Pewter could handl e pictures!" G undy
said. "It was always just print, before.”

"You're mssing the best part," Rapunzel nurnured.
Grey's gaze snapped back to the screen. "What are they

doi ng?" he asked, amazed.
"W aren't supposed to tell you," Rapunzel said. "Ever

since we joined the Adult Conspiracy."



Then the scene changed. It showed a snoozi ng bi g- beaked
bird suddenly waking, as if jolted by an unexpected call.

"They' re sumoni ng the stork!" lvy exclai med, catch-
ing on. "And it just got the nessage! | never knew how

it was done!"
"You are | osing your innocence," Rapunzel said sadly.

The picture returned to the man and wonan. They had

just realized sonmething thenselves. "The magi c has re-
turned!" she exclained. And there, Gey realized, was

the significance of the color on the screen: it signified the
magi ¢ anbi ence of Xanth, after the blah shades of gray of

the Time of No Magic.

"W did, indeed, dally too long," the man repli ed.
Qddly, he did not | ook as unhappy about their dalliance

as mght have been expected.

"Much too long," the woman agreed, seening no nore
upset about their folly than he.

"But we can still escape!" he said. "The Brain Cora
shoul d be di sorganized for a tinme, and it can't act directly;

it will have to send a nessage to recapture us, and that
will be hard to do for a few hours!"

The woman gazed out into the Gap Chasm at whose

lip they had just summoned the stork. "But it will take us
days to cross this, even if we can get past the dragon at
the bottom W don't dare use a magic bridge or even a

recogni zed crossing region!"

"True." He considered briefly. "Perhaps we should fou
up the pursuit by doing the conpletely unexpected: trav-
eling south, instead of north toward the exit from Xanth."

"But then we won't escape Xanth at all! They will use
magic to ferret us out, and we'll be done for!"
"Maybe not. | can exert ny talent to foul up the pur-
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suit, and you can exert yours to reshape sone bl ankets
into clothing for us. W mght yet be able to sneak out
before they get truly organized."

"But that means we shall have to stay together!" she
sai d, expressing a good deal nore alarmthan she seened
to feel.

"It is a burden we shall just have to endure," he said,
surprisingly undi smayed.



"l suppose so. Just so we don't do any of this again,"”
she said, putting her arms around him

"Or any of this," he agreed, kissing her

"How fortunate that we understand each other so well,"
she said, with a smle that might have had a hint of wy-
ness.

"Well, we certainly made our attitude toward each other
cl ear enough," he agreed with even |l ess of a hint of irony.

"When you insulted ne by calling nmy tal ent Sorceress
| evel, did you really nean it?"

"Of course | neant that insult!" he said indignantly.
"Do you think I would conplinment you?"

She was silent, but there were tears in her eyes. It was
evident that of all the insults he had proffered, that was
the one that had scored nost effectively. Perhaps it had
been the one that caused her to make the suprene sacrifice
of dragging himright down to the awful business of sum
moni ng the stork. Certainly her revenge had been effec-
tive, costly as it nust have been to her self-esteem

They wal ked south, away fromthe chasm their aversion

for each other manifesting in subtle ways, such as when
he nmocki ngly hel ped her over a fallen tree or when she
just as nockingly gave himthe finest of the yell owberry
pi es she discovered. At tinmes they waxed el oquent in their
sarcasm addressing each other as "dear" or "darling,"

and every so often they kissed again, just to nmake sure the
revul sion was undi m ni shed. A stranger mnight even have
been fooled into thinking they felt about each other as
Gey and Ivy did, so perfect was their emulation of that

| anented state. It was a truly anmazi ng perfornmance.

Then they encountered an invisible giant. The nonster
was stunbling around, evidently still dazed by the recent
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absence of magic, and there was no telling where his
clumsy foot would fall next. They fled into a nearby cave

for safety.

GREETI NGS, | NTRUDERS, a screen printed.
The two halted, there in the cave, draw ng together for

mut ual protection despite their dislike of each other
"What are you?" the nan demanded.

I AM COM PEWER. | GOVERN THI S REG ON. YOU ARE
NOW I N MY POVER.



"l have news for you," the man said. "I ama—
He stopped, for the worman had el bowed him They were

trying to hide their identities!

"I am about to depart this cave with ny, um wfe,"

the man said, choking down the inplied intimcy for the
sake of concealing their actual feelings for one another
"I don't believe in your power." The two of them turned
to go, evidently concluding that the staggering giant was
a better risk than this strange device

DOOR SLAMS CLOSED, PREVENTI NG EXIT, the SCreeH
print ed.

A door appeared across the exit. It slamed open
WHAT VENT WRONG? the screen demanded, appall ed.
"Anyt hing that can go wong, will go wong," the man

mur mur ed, smiling obscurely.
i HEARD THAT! the screen printed. NOWi KNOW YOU

YOU ARE MAG Cl AN MURPHY, FRESHLY ESCAPED FROM THE
STORAGE POOL OF THE BRAIN CORAL! AN EVIL NAN .

"Magi ci an Murphy!" lvy exclaimed. "I thought his tal-
ent seemed familiar!"

Mur phy, gl ancing back, saw the print. "Curses! W
shall have to destroy this thing, lest it give us away."

VWAIT! 1 AM AN EVIL MACH NE!' WVE MUST POOL CUR RE-
SOQURCES FOR GREATER EVIL THAN EVER

"Now that's interesting," the woman said. "Just what
is a machine? | think I should render it into a topologically
harm ess configuration, just to be sure."

AND YOU MUST BE VADNE, EVIL BUT BEAUTI FUL SOR-
CERESS, ALSO ESCAPED FROM CONFI NEMENT I N THE POCL

"That's nmy nother's nane!" Gey exclainmed. "Vadne

Mur phy! But she's forty years old! She's no beautiful Sor-
ceress!”

Then he stared at lvy, the revel ati on dawni ng.

"Not in Miundania," Ivy said. "Not nineteen years

later. Al that time with no magic, getting worn down by
drear existence ..."

On the screen, Vadne pursed her lips. "Beautiful Sor-
ceress? This thing insults ne just as you do! Maybe we
shoul d consult further with this device."

| WLL HELP YOQU ESCAPE RECAPTURE | F YOU HELP ME
GAI N ULTI MATE PONER OVER XANTH, the screen offered

"But we nmust flee Xanth!" Magi ci an Murphy pro-
tested. "We are fugitives! There is no freedomfor us here!
We can not help you at all."



Com Pewt er considered, the screen pulsing gently with
the word CONSIDERI NG blinking in a coner. Then: i HAVE

THE PATI ENCE OF THE | NANI MATE. | AM PREPARED TO
DEFER My AMBI TI ON FOR THE SAKE OF A BETTER CHANCE
OF I TS ACHI EVEMENT. | WLL GET YOU QUT OF XANTH NOW
IF YOU WLL G VE ME YOUR SON.

"What ?" Murphy, Vadne, and G ey asked together
YOU HAVE SUMVONED THE STORK W TH AN ORDER FCR
A SON, the screen printed. YOU MAY NOT RETURN TO

XANTH, BUT YOUR SON MAY. G VE HM TO ME I N EX-
CHANGE FOR YOUR ESCAPE. | W LL ACCEPT HI'S SERVICE IN
LI EU OF YOURS.

Mur phy and Vadne exchanged a glance and a half. "W
woul d have to stay together, even in Mindania," she said.
"Can we stand that?"

"Are you inplying | can't stand as nuch as you can?"
he demanded. Then, to Pewter: "W are evil folk; how
can you trust us to keep that pledge?”

YOU MAY BE EVIL, BUT YOUR SON WLL BE GOOD. WHEN
HE LEARNS OF YOUR PLEDGE, HE WLL HONOR I T

The two considered. Then, reluctantly, they made the
deal . The picture faded out.

It was only a noment, but it seenmed |ike a generation
to Grey, as he oriented on what he had | earned. H's par-
ent s—escaped crimnals of Xanth! That expl ai ned so
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much, but was also so difficult to accept. How could he
deal with this?

"So you were brought by the Xanth stork," Rapunze

said. ' 'Your magic talent nust have been set by your ori-
gin, even though your parents |eft Xanth and you were
delivered in Mindania."

"They have a, uh, different way of doing it in Min-

dania," Gey said. "But yes, | was concei ved—dh, sig-

nal ed for—n Xanth, so that does explain ny magic. Aad
havi ng a Magician and a Sorceress for parents nmeant | had
that level of talent too, just as was the case with Ivy. But
if they escaped at the Tinme of No Magic, that was before
King Dor was, uh, delivered. So how come |I'mnot his

age?"

"No problem" Gundy said. "There's a tine curtain

at the border. We can step from Xanth into any tine of
Mundani a, and any pl ace of Mundani a too, but Mindanes

have nore trouble controlling it. Com Pewer nust have



arranged for themto step into the Mundani a of nore re-
cent vintage."

i ARRANGED THAT, Com Pewter agreed. THI S is THE

COVPLETION OF MY PLOT. | WAITED TO BRI NG YOU TO
XANTH UNTI L THERE WAS AN AVAI LABLE PRI NCESS FOR YQU
TO MARRY. | ADM T THAT THERE WAS AN ELEMENT CF
CHANCE WHEN | SENT YOUR PARENTS TO THE CURRENT

TI ME, BECAUSE THE FI RSTBORN OF THI S GENERATI ON

M GHT NOT' HAVE BEEN FEMALE. WHEN IT WAS, | KNEWIT
WAS TI ME TO ACT. MY QUACKS WERE ALI G\ED.

"Quacks?" Grey asked. "Oh, you nean ducks."
"So it was you in Mundania!" |vy exclainmed.

I'T WAS MY SENDI NG | COULD NOT GO THERE, SO | SENT
My ESSENCE. THERE WAS THAT KERNEL OF MAG C ABOUT
GREY, EVEN THERE, SO I T WAS PCSSI BLE TO ANl MATE HI S
MACHI NE IN H'S PRESENCE. | DI D NOT KNOW WHAT HAP-
PENED THERE, ONLY WHAT I TS CAPACITY WAS. | T WAS TO
ORI ENT ON H M AND MANI FEST ONLY WHEN HE WAS BE-
YOND THE AGE OF El GHTEEN YEARS SO THAT HE WOULD

BE RI GHT FOR THE PRI NCESS. THEN | SENT THE PRI NCESS
TO H M

"The Heaven Cent sent ne!" Ivy flared.
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THE HEAVEN CENT SENT YOU TO WHERE YOU WERE MOST
NEEDED, WHI CH | PREDEFI NED AS THE LCCATI ON OF MA-

G G AN MURPHY' S SON. | T WAS | NTENDED THAT YOU MARRY
H M

"Qur romance—arranged by the evil machi ne?" vy
asked, appall ed.

LI VING FOLK ARE SUBJECT TO CERTAIN PATTERNS. | I N
STI TUTED ONE OF THOSE PATTERNS. NOW MJURPHY' S SON
I'S HERE, AND BOUND TO SERVE ME.

"I made no such deal!" Grey protested.

YOUR PARENTS DI D. THEY NEVER | NTENDED TO HONCR
I'T, AND SO KEPT ALL KNOALEDGE OF XANTH FROM YQU
SO YOU WOULD NOT  WANT TO COVE HERE. BUT | SENT MY
ESSENCE AND THEN SENT PRI NCESS | VY TO BRI NG YQU
HERE, AND NOW YOU ARE BOUND, BECAUSE YOU HAVE
HONOR YOUR PARENTS LACK.

"They have honor!" Gey said. "They were trying to
save Xanth, even though they were exiled fromit!"

"How do we know you're telling the truth, dimbulb?"
G undy demanded. "Maybe they never made that deal,
and you're just making it up in your pictures!”

I EXPECT GREY MURPHY TO RETURN TO MUNDANI A TO
VERI FY THIS. THEN HE WLL ElI THER REMAIN THERE COR
RETURN TO XANTH AND HONOR THE DEAL.

Grey had the sick feeling that this was the truth. But



there was still nmuch to be clarified. "So maybe | was
supposed to cone to Xanth," he said. "Why was it so
important that | marry Ivy? | nmean, | care about her, but
you don't care about either of us or about ronmance."

YES. YOU ARE ONLY TOOLS FOR My AMBI TI ON.  YOU MUST
MARRY | VY AND BE QUEEN OF XANTH, OR EVEN KI NG

SINCE YOUR MAG C IS MAG CI AN CALI BER. EI THER WAY YCQU
W LL HAVE CREAT | NFLUENCE ON THE THRONE OR CON-

TROL | T ENTIRELY. SINCE YOU WLL BE SERVING ME, | WLL
BE THE TRUE RULER OF XANTH. THAT IS THE CULM NATI ON
OF My PLOT.

Gey stared at Ivy, who | ooked back with the sane hor-
ror he felt. The situation was clear at last: they could go
to Mundani a together, or they could break their betrotha
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and both remain in Xanth, or they could marry and do the
evil machine's will. None of those choices was acceptabl e.
"Ch, | wish the Good Magician was still here!" lvy
excl ai ned. "He would know what to do about this!"

HO HO HO | GO RID OF THE GOOD MAG Cl AN AS PART
OF THIS PLOT! YOU CAN T GET H S ADVI CE BECAUSE YQU
CANT FINDHM AND | WLL NEVER TELL WHERE HE i s!

"You did that?" Ivy cried, enraged. "All that m schief,
all those un-Answered Questions, just to further your fou

pl ot ?"

"I think you should put your hand on this collection of
junk and null it, Gey," Gundy said. "You won't have to
serve it if it doesn't operate any nore."

THAT WOULD BE UNETHI CAL, THEREFORE GREY MJURPHY
WLL NOT DO IT.

Gey gritted his teeth. It was the truth.
"Ch, Gey," lvy exclained, tears in her eyes. "What
are we going to do?"

YOU ARE GO NG TO AGONI ZE FOR A TI ME, THEN VERI FY
THE ACCURACY COF MY STATEMENT, AND FI NALLY CON-
FORM YOU HAVE ONE MONTH FROM THI' S MOMENT TO CON-
CLUDE YOUR BUSI NESS AND RETURN TO ME. THEN | W LL
RULE XANTH. HO HO HO

Grey was very nmuch afraid that the evil machi ne was
correct.

Chapter 13. Murphy

S

Ayo that's the situation,” Ivy concl uded.
"Grey's a Magician, so | can marry him but he is bound
to serve ComPewer, so | don't dare et himclose to the

throne. And even if | don't marry him he could | ater



becone King of Xanth in his own right, and Pewter would
have power. The only way we can see to stop that is for
Grey to return to Mundani a and stay there. Then Pewter's
deal woul d have no force."

King Dor nodded. "Is Gey willing to do that?"

"Yes. He doesn't want to hurt ne or Xanth, and he has
the strength of his convictions."

Queen Irene | eaned forward. "Then what of you. I|vy?"

Ivy had pondered this on the way hone to Castle

Roogna, and seen the stark alternatives. Either she could
go with Gey and live in Mundania, or she could remain
in Xanth and not marry Grey. Neither choice was bear-
abl e.

Ivy burst into tears.

But |l ater her parents had further thoughts. "W do not
know t hat what Pewter clains is the truth,” Dor said.
"We should find out."

"But how?" Ivy asked, without nore than half a glim
mer of hope. "If it's not the truth, Pewter will never con-
fess it."
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"Magi ci an Mur phy nmight, though."

"But he's in Miundania!"

"You could visit there again and ask him™"

Ivy's eyes w dened. The notion of living in drear Min-
dania was intolerable, but she could probably survive an-
other visit there.

But still it wasn't good enough. "Wy should he tell
the truth? He opposes the existing order. That's why he's

exiled."

"No, actually," Dor said. "He stepped out of the pic-
ture because he had lost to King Roogna. He hoped to
return at some time when chances were better for him—
such as when there were no Magicians avail able to be
king. Then he could take over. But when he escaped from
the Brain Coral's storage pool, there were several Magi -
cians, so Xanth was still no place for him Rather than
remain in storage indefinitely, he fled Xanth. If he for-
swore his anbition to becone King of Xanth, he would
have no troubl e here."

"But why should he forswear?"



Her father | ooked her in the eye. "If you were exiled
fromXanth for life and were offered the chance to return
if you agreed to forswear ever becom ng king, would you

do it?"

I vy thought about that. "Maybe so. But it's Grey who

is bound by the deal, not Magician Mirphy, and it would
be no good having a Magician serving Pewer, even if he
never was king."

"Your nother and | have discussed this matter, and we

concl ude that you have three options you may not have

consi dered. You can verify whether what Pewter says is
true; and if it is not, you are all right. O you can bring
Magi ci an Mur phy back here to Xanth on condition that he

serve the existing order. —

"Bring himhere?" |vy demanded incredul ously. "The
man who tried to overthrow Ki ng Roogna, way back

when?"

"Or you can resune the search for Good Magician
Hunfrey, and ask himhow to deal with Pewter," Dor
concl uded.

"How can you speak of bringing that Evil Magician
back? That woul d just make even nore m schief here and
woul dn't sol ve any problems for ne and Gey.'

Her father explained. lvy stared. "Do you really think
that woul d wor k?"

" '"If it does not, then it may be safe to say that nothing
else will."

She had to concede his point. It was a faint and devious
hope, but it was the best thing avail able.

She woul d visit Miundania, and talk with Mgician Mir-
phy, and perhaps invite himback to Xanth.

They set out at dawn: Ivy, G ey, and designated chap-
erone Electra. The title thrilled her, and she promised to
spy on anything the betrotheds might try to do together

They rode on three fine steeds: Electra was on Donkey,
who was now nicely recovered fromhis captivity with the
goblins. Grey rode Pook, the ghost horse. vy rode Peek
Pook' s ghost mare. The ghost colt. Puck, trotted cheer-
fully along beside. Al three animals had chai ns w apped
around their barrels, for that was their nature. They had
been befriended by Jordan the Barbarian sonme four hun-
dred plus years before, and though they remai ned wld,
Ivy had enhanced their | ameness and they were glad to
serve in this tenporary capacity.

They nade excellent tine, trotting nost of the way, but
the length of Xanth was not traveled in a day and they had
to canp along the north coast. The ghost horses wandered
into the night to graze; they ate ghost grass, which was



invisible to normally living folk, but Ivy could hear the
tiny clinks as the little chains on it rattled.

They wal ked down to the beach and saw t he heavi ng

sea. This was a designated canping place, so the safety
enchantment was on it; no nonsters or evil plants could
intrude here. But Gey started to wal k down a path that
crossed the magic line.

"Grey! Where are you goi ng?" lvy called, alarned.
"I, uh, have to, you know," he said, enbarrassed.

"But you're wal king down a tangle tree path! If you
cross the line and walk into the clutches of the tree—=
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He smiled. "I, uh, maybe you forgot ny talent."

"Qoopsy! | did forget!" she said, enbarrassed in her
turn. "You have nothing to fear fromtanglers!"”

"Uh, right," he agreed. He wal ked on down the path.

Curious, she watched. Sure enough, the tangler was

qui escent until Grey came within reach. Then it grabbed.
Its hangi ng green tentacl es whi pped around Grey's body—
and abruptly fell away, |inp. He brushed on through. After
he was done there, he would restore the tree's nagi c—and
if it was a smart tree, it would not bother him again.

Ivy really hadn't thought about this aspect very nuch,

but now she realized that she was as safe with Gey as it
was possible to be, because nothing magic could hurt

them That included just about everything in Xanth. G ey
could nullify magic partly, or not at all, or even enhance
it by the rebound effect. Thus he could use or not use
magi ¢, as he chose, to the degree he chose. He really was
a Magi ci an, whose power matched her own.

They were well matched in other respects, too. Gey

had | oved her though he did not believe that she had magic
or that she was a princess. She had | oved Grey though she
t hought hi m Mundane. Now each understood what the

other was, and it was wonderful. Yet it was all a plot by
Com Pewter, and that nade it awful. How near and yet
how f ar !

The waves rose up ahead of her, form ng odd shapes.

She realized that she had been unconsci ously enhancing
the magi c of the sea as she stood there nusing about G ey.
Now t he water was gl owi ng, and the spunme was form ng
faces.

Curious, she enhanced it further. Soon a big wave took
shape and held its position. Its frothy eyes stared out at
her, and its little whirl pool of a mouth opened. ' ' Beee-
waare!" it spl ashed.



Ivy's own nouth dropped open. It had spoken to her

Wy would a wave try to do such a thing? Did it |ike
bei ng Enhanced?

El ectra and Donkey approached, quietly. "I't's warning
us about sonething," Electra nmurnmured. "We'd better
find out what!"

I vy agreed. She concentrated, giving the wave her best
Enhancenent. "Beware of what?" she called, uncertain
whether it could hear or understand her. She tried to en-
hance its hearing and understanding, but knew there were
limts.

"Paaat h oooouut!" the wave replied. Then it collapsed
back into nere water.

"The path is out?" Electra asked. "Maybe a storm
washed out the dirt?"

"We should readily see that," Donkey said. "It really
did not require such a dramatic warning.

"Maybe the wave isn't very smart," Electra said.

"Still, it nmeant well," Ivy said. She had never tal ked
to a wave before; that sort of thing was her father's talent.
Coul d she now Enhance inanimte things too? O had she
al ways been able to without realizing it?

She cupped her nouth with her hand. "Thank you,
Wave, " she called. "W shall beware the path."

A surge of bubbly water washed up around her feet, as
if licking them

Grey returned. They gathered breadfruit and butter-
balls, and even found an eye scream bush with severa
flavors of confection

They settled for the night. Ivy wanted to sl eep beside
Grey, but chaperone El ectra was right there watching, ea-
ger to catch themat anything that smacked even faintly of
stork. Ivy wasn't sure whether the girl was noved nore
strongly by duty or curiosity. She renmenbered how curi -
ous she herself had been about the business of stork sum
moning. In the last year or so she had finally succeeded
in piecing together diverse bits of information and, aided
by strong hints from Nada, had pretty nuch solved the
riddle. She believed she would be able to sunmon the
stork when the tine cane. But she had no intention of
doi ng so before she got nmarried. Now she was part of the
Adult Conspiracy, obliged to hide the information from
children—and Electra was still nostly a child, despite her
| ove for Dol ph and her betrothal to him

So she piled her pillows and bl ankets and bedded down
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by herself, and Grey did |ikew se, though she would so
much rat her have hugged himto sl eep

In the norning the ghost horses returned, and they re-
suned their journey. Not far up the path. Peek lifted her
nose and sniffed. Pook and Puck did |ikew se, evidently
di sturbed by sonet hi ng.

"That warning," Donkey said. "Do you think this is
where the path is out?"

"It looks firmto nme," Grey said. They had told him of
the wave war ni ng.

They went on, cautiously. The path was whole, entirely
normal . But the three ghost horses renmined skittish,
whi ch was unusual for them

They rounded a turn—and there was a huge | and dragon
straddling the path. It was a snoker, with clouds of deep
gray snoke wafting back fromits nostrils.

Gey, in the | ead on Pook, canme to a sudden halt. "I
thought you said this path was enchanted!" he excl ai ned.

vy, next in line, stopped as suddenly. "It is! No pred-
ator is supposed to be able to intrude!"”

The dragon forned a toothsone grin. Qoviously it had
anot her opi ni on.

"Well, 1'll just null it," Gey said

"Watch the snoke!" Ivy warned. "It can blind you and
choke you before you get close!"

"Pook can get ne there before the dragon gets its snoke
really up," Gey said. "It won't be expecting us to charge
it." He patted the ghost horse. "You do believe in ny
power ?" '

Pook nodded, though a trifle uncertainly. He had been
told of it, but had not seen it denonstrat ed.

There was a roar fromthe rear. Ivy | ooked back. There
was another dragon, like the first but slightly smaller
Surely the snoker's mate! "It's a trap!" she cried. "They
have boxed us in!"

El ectra, on Donkey, was third in line. "W'll take this
one!" she cried.

"No!" Ivy screamed. "You can't—=
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But now both dragons roared horrendously. Snoke bil -
| oned, for the nonent masking them

"Now " Grey called. "Wiile they' re drawing breath!"



"But— lvy started, flustered.

Pook charged forward, and Donkey charged back. Ivy
was left in md protest in the mddle.

Grey disappeared into the cloud of snpbke. She knew he
could null the dragon if he got close enough to touch it,
and at the rate the ghost horse was goi ng they woul d not
just touch but collide. It was El ectra who needed hel p.

Peek, responding to Ivy's decision, whirled and gal -

| oped back. The snoke was thinning. She saw the fuzzy
outline of Electra strike the dragon on the sooty snoot.
The dragon blinked, shocked. But Ivy knew that Electra's
charge coul d not knock out a dragon this size; it would
only set it back a nmoment. Then there would be real trou-
bl e.

As Ivy reached them Donkey was kicking the dragon's

head with his hind hooves. The dragon, still jolted by the
el ectric shock, was not noving, but the hoof strikes were
only rattling its head, not making it retreat.

Still, it was an idea. "I'll Enhance you," Ivy told Peek
"You turn about and deliver your hardest kick to its chin.
Don't mss!"

She concentrated on Enhanci ng Peek's power of Kkick. She
i magi ned the hooves as having the same hardness as the

metal chains, and the | egs having enornous power. This

woul d be sone ki ck!

Peek turned, threw down her head, and let go with a
phenonmenal two-hoof kick. It connected. lvy felt the
shock; it jolted her teeth. Was it enough?

Peek's feet canme down. She turned again. They both
| ooked, and so did Electra and Donkey.

The dragon was flat on its back, its tail twitching. Peek's
doubl e- hooved ki ck had flipped the nonster all the way
over, and knocked it out. The kick had i ndeed been

enough!

Grey and Pook trotted up. "The front dragon i s uncon-
scious," Gey reported. "And so is this one, by the | ook
of it."
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"But how did they get on the enchanted path?" Electra
asked.

"Now | think | understand," Donkey said. "The wave's
war ni ng: the spell on the path is out! So it isn't safe, in
this section."”

Al'l three ghost horses nodded. They had known it, but
had been unabl e to speak their know edge.

"But the spell was set by Good Magician Hunfrey,"



lvy said. "He wouldn't |et anything happen to it!"

"Not if he were still around," Electra said. "But he's
been gone for seven years."

lvy felt stupid. O course the Good Magi ci an was gone;

it was Dol ph's Quest for himthat had introduced himto
Nada and Electra, and lvy's Quest for himthat had intro-
duced her to Grey. Now other folk could tinker with his
spells with inmpunity. "We've got to get himback!" she
mut t er ed.

"There must be a counterspell here," Electra said. "To
cancel out the path enchantnent. So the nobnsters can get
in "

"Then maybe | can null it," Gey said. "Except | don't
know how to relate to it."

"I'"1l Enhance your ability to rel ate,
maybe you can null it."

lvy said. "Then

He shrugged. "It's worth a try."

They di smounted and took each other's hands. "You're

Hol di ng Hands!" Electra exclaimed. "I'mgoing to Re-
port that!"
"If you do, I'll report that tinme you sneaked into ny

little brother's roomand held his hand while he was sl eep-
ing," lvy said darkly.

El ectra | ooked so abashed that Ivy, G ey, and Donkey

burst out |aughing. One of the charm ng things about Elec-
tra was that she retained so nuch of the innocence of

chi | dhood.

Ivy concentrated on Grey's power of relation. She felt
somet hi ng happeni ng, but wasn't sure what. Then there
was a nonent of verti go.

"Got it!" Grey said. "The source of the problemis
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over there." He wal ked to the side of the path. "This—
bit of wood?" he asked, picking it up.

"That's reverse wood!" lvy exclainmed. "It nust have
reversed the enchantnent on the path, right here near it,
so the dragons could get in!"

"Well, I'll null it, then."

"Don't do that!" lvy said quickly. "Suppose it reversed
your talent?"

"But we can't |eave the path unprotected!"
"Just throw the wood away," Donkey suggested. "It

won't do any harmif it's not in the path."
Grey wound up and hurled the wood far to the side.



I medi ately the three ghost horses reacted, relaxing. The
two unconsci ous dragons stirred. Each dragged itself up
and scranbl ed away fromthe path.

"Probl em sol ved," Donkey said with satisfaction

"But there never woul d have been a problemif the Good
Magi ci an were still around," lvy said. "As soon as we
settle our personal problem we'll have to resume the Quest
for him We can't continue much | onger without him"

"If we could find him maybe he could settle all our
personal questions," Electra said.

Ivy nodded. Electra had a problemthat was just as se-
rious as lvy's own! \Wen Dol ph cane of age to marry,

and had to choose which of his betrothees actually to
marry, he was very likely to choose Nada. Then El ectra
woul d die, having failed to marry the Prince who had res-
cued her from her enchanted sl eep.

Unless Grey could nullify the spell on her. Ivy pondered
that. Could it represent the solution for Electra? She hes-
itated to nention it until she was sure. Magic did not

al ways work the way expected, and m stakes coul d be di-
sastrous.

They reached the isthrmus. This was as far as their steeds
could go, for nmmgical creatures would soon perish when

out of the magi c of Xanth. Donkey woul d keep watch for

their return to this spot, and the ghost horses would cone
at his whistle. The final station on the enchanted path was
a nice one, with useful plants of all kinds and an excell ent
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vi ew of the changing colors of the sea. Donkey said he
expected to enjoy his stay here.

The colors of the sea related to the tines and pl aces of
Mundani a that the folk of Xanth could go to. Schol ars
such as |chabod, the Miundane archivist, and Anpl de

Centaur had taken the trouble to study it and to issue vo-
| um nous reports that entirely defined it. Unfortunately,
no one el se was able to understand the reports. Mst of
what vy knew about the colors was that when the sea
turned black, it led to the Bl ack Sea of Mindania, where
her parents had gone to rescue Grandpa Trent and

Grandma Iris, ages ago.

This time they were not going to mess with the colors

at all. Gey sinply nulled the nmagic of the border, and
they wal ked through to what was cal |l ed Contenporary
Mundani a, which was where Grey had |lived. They knew

it was right, because their entry through the gourd in No
Nane Key had al so bypassed the nagical barrier

Thus the three of them found thensel ves stunbling



through drear brush in drear Mindania, and onto one of
the paved regions called highways, though in truth they
were | ow rather than high. Now Ivy and El ectra could talk
to each other, but not to Gey, because Grey had been
raised with the nonsensical |anguage of the Miundanes.

Grey denonstrated the magic of the thunb signal, to

make one of the cruising vehicles screech to a precipitous
halt. It didn't work very well until Ivy enhanced it slightly
by hiking up her skirt to show nore | eg. Then a nonstrous
truck squealed to a stop, providing their first ride.

They let Grey do the talking, since they could not. Ivy
exchanged hand signals with Gey when she needed to,

and quietly pointed out the fewinteresting things to El ec-
tra, such as the odd boxlike buildings and colored lights
that always flashed bright red when the vehicle ap-

pr oached.

So it went, for an interminable journey along the as-
sorted and confused roads of this dull realm They found
a public sleeping place called a bus station for the night;

the seats were not at all suited to confortable sleeping,
but this was only another evidence of the craziness of
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Mundanes. Ivy had to show El ectra how to use the facil -
ities in the roomfor natural functions, and the girl was
appropriately awed. "How can they use perfectly good
drinking water for such a thing?" she demanded in a whis-
per. "Suppose sonebody forgets and drinks it?" lvy had

no answer; there was sinply no explaining nmuch of what

t he Mundanes di d.

As they stood before one of the strange unnmagic mrrors
vy was surprised to notice howtall Electra had grown.
She was now as tall as Ilvy, and | ooked mature, too. Ilvy
realized that she had been too preoccupied with her own
concerns to pay much attention; Electra would have been
maturing all along. It had taken the stark mrror that

showed them standi ng together to make Ivy appreciate the
extent of it.

Grey got bits of wapped food fromthe Iighted standing
machi nes; he had saved sone of their Mundane coins for

this purpose. Apparently the nachines |liked the taste of
metal better than real food and would give up their food

for it. Ivy had seen this on her last trip here, but Electra
was amazed. "Wen do the nachines eat the food they

trade for the nmetal ?" she asked. "Wy don't they just eat
the metal to begin with, if they don't like the food?"

Again, lvy could not answer.

They sl ept propped against Gey on either side, his arns
around each. |lvy wondered whether this was at all |ike her
brother's situation, with two betrothees. |nnocent Dol ph
woul d be satisfied to marry them both, the one out of
compassi on, the other out of |ove. But the parents had said
No, No Way, Definitely Not, Absolutely Qut of the Ques-



tion, and Never, so it seened likely that they would op-
pose such a solution. Too bad, for Nada and El ectra were
both so nice

They finally reached Grey's apartment. It was hardly too
soon, for Electra wasn't feeling well. She had been eating
ravenously, never seeming to get enough, and had grown
somewhat short tenpered and absent m nded. She was al so
quite dirty, so that she hardly | ooked herself.

Ivy had not liked this place before, but nowit was bl ess-
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ediy famliar. Her own roomwas unchanged, with plenty

of Agenda's food still on the shelves. She encouraged

El ectra to eat what she wanted, and to cl ean up and don
one of the dresses in the closet, so she could be present-
abl e again. Then she went across the hall with Gey.

Com Pewt er' s Sendi ng renai ned; as soon as he turned
the machine on, they were able to talk naturally again. It
was a great relief.

SO YOU BROUGHT SOVEONE ELSE FROM XANTH, the

screen renarked.

"Yes, this is Electra, our chaperone," Gey said, as
El ectra appeared at the door, cleaned and changed.

YES, IT IS PROPER TO HAVE AN OLDER PERSON | N THAT
CAPACI TY

"Ch, she's not older!" lvy protested. But then she took
anot her | ook at Electra, and was amazed: the giri did | ook
ol der, like a woman of thirty or so. She had assumed that

it was dirt and wear on the clothing that had changed her
appearance, but now it was clear that those things had only
masked the true extent of the change. How could this be?

Grey, too, was surprised. "Electra, you're bigger and
ol der and, uh, fuller," he said. "Your new cl ot hing nakes
you | ook so awfully ol d! What happened?”

SHE is YOUNG? the screen inquired. WHAT is HER H S-
TORY?

"She's actually from about nine hundred years ago,"

vy said. "A spell fouled up, and she slept until the pres-
ent, but she remmined the same age until she woke. Unti
now. "

I T WAS FOOLI SH TO BRI NG HER TO MUNDANI A, the SCTW't

said. SHE is NONIN THE PROCESS OF ATTAI NI NG HER MUN-
DANE AGE OF NI NE HUNDRED YEARS

The t hree exchanged portions of a gl ance of sheer hor-
ror. "Ch, Electra, we never thought!" Ivy cried. "W
knew the magic folk couldn't come here—=



"It is of course ny own fault," Electra said with sur-
prising maturity. "Naturally | should have realized that

this would be the case. | shall try to handle it in an adult
manner . "
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She was ol der enotionally, too! She was aging in every
way.

"How | ong before she, uh—=2" G ey asked.

AT THE PRESENT RATE OF PROGRESSI ON, SHE SHOULD
HAVE ABOUT THREE MORE DAYS BEFCRE BEGQ NNI NG TO FAI L

FROM OLD AGE, the screen printed.

"We've got to get her back to Xanth!" Ivy exclai ned.
"Patience," Electra denurred sensibly. "It required

two days for us to reach this destination; two days shoul d
suffice for the return. W can acconplish our business in
the intervening day. | see no reason to jeopardize our m s-
sion nmerely because of my indisposition.”

"Your indisposition!" Ivy exclained. "By the tinme we
get back to Xanth, you'll be an old wonan! How coul d
you marry Dol ph then?"

El ectra snmiled with the poise of maturity. ' 'That woul d
seemto solve ny problem wouldn't it? O course | would
not require the child to marry a harridan."

HAVE NO CONCERN, the screen printed. IN THE RE-
NEVED AMBI ENCE OF MAG C SHE W LL REVERT AT THE
SAME RATE SHE AGED, UNTIL SHE RESUMES HER PO NT OF
EQUI LI BRI UM FOR THAT ENVI RONVENT

"Ch, 'Lectra!" lvy exclained, nmuch relieved. She

opened her arns to hug her friend, then saw how strange
the ol der wonman | ooked, and fell back. This m ght be the
sanme person as her friend, but it was hard to accept enp-
tionally.

"Your reaction is perfectly understandable," Electra

said tolerantly. If she was hurt, she masked it with the
conpetence for which adults were notorious. lvy felt very
smal | and grubby, inside.

"We'd better, uh, go see ny folks," Gey said. "They

live in Squeedunk, about sixty miles fromhere. | went to
City College because it was the cl osest one that gave a
tuition break for state residents, but it was too far to com
mute. There's a daily bus, but its schedule is calculated to
make it useless, and it always runs |ate anyway."

"But we have to do this in one day!" |vy said.

"W could take a taxi, if | had the noney, but—=
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THERE IS AN EMERCGENCY RESERVE FUND THAT W LL



COVER THI S.

Ivy | ooked at the screen suspiciously. "Why are you
bei ng so hel pful. Pewter? You know we don't |ike you!"

I AM NOT' PEWER. | AM MERELY A SENDI NG SENT TO

DO PEWER S BIDDING I T IS My TASK TO FACI LI TATE THE
LI Al SON BETWEEN GREY MURPHY AND PRI NCESS | VY, AND
YOUR CONSULTATI ON WTH MAG Cl AN MJRPHY W LL ES-
TABLI SH YOUR SI TUATION. THE MONEY | S IN THE DI SK

MAI LER UNDER MY MONI TOR.

Grey | ooked under the screen. He found the mailer

there. Behind the floppy di sk was a packet of nobney he
hadn't noticed before, hidden until he |ooked for it. He
nodded. "This will do it."

But vy wasn't quite satisfied. "So, Sending, you' re not
the sane as Pewter? What do you get out of this?"

DATA | NSUFFI CI ENT.

"Don't give ne that!" she snapped. "You know exactly
what | nean! Bad fol k never do things just because they're
supposed to; they al ways have sonething to gain."

DATA | NSUFFI Cl ENT.

El ectra stepped in. "Wat she nmeans to say, Sending,

is that it would facilitate her liaison with Gey Miurphy if
she had just a bit nore information. She is so constituted
that she tends to distrust what she does not understand,
and that may prejudice her relationship with her fiance's

parents and therefore with Grey as well. Since your par-
ticipation is integral, your separate input is necessary so
that the mssion will not be conpronised."”

CLARI FI CATI ON ACCEPTED.

Ivy kept her mouth shut. Electra' s new nmaturity was
com ng i n handy!

"Normal |y each party to an agreenent receives an

enol ument appropriate to his participation,"” Electra con-
ti nued inconprehensibly. "What is your reward in the
event the mssion is successful ?"

RETURN TO XANTH

"And what is your penalty in the event the mission is
unsuccessful ?"

CONFI NEMENT TO MUNDANI A.
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El ectra | ooked benignly crafty in the way that only an
adult could. "As it happens, we are shortly to return to
Xanth. We might take you with us, so that you would have
no further need to ganble on the outcone of the m ssion
for your own resolution, if you were to cooperate with



us.

The screen flickered. ARE YOU ATTEMPTI NG TO BRI BE
ME?

Again that crafty adult smle. "Parties of conscience
neither proffer nor accept unwarranted renuneration. They
merely cone to reasonabl e under st andi ngs. "

WHAT DO YOU REQUI RE?

"Information on how Ivy may marry Grey w thout be-
ing required either to support his comm tnent of servitude
to ComPewter or to exile herself with himin Mindania.'

I DO NOT' KNOW HOW THE DEAL W TH COM PEWTER CAN

BE ABROGATED, BUT THERE IS A STRATEGY THAT WLL AC
COWPLISH THHS IF IT I'S PCSSI BLE. WLL | NFORVATI ON ON
THAT STRATEGY SATI SFY YOUR REQUI REMENT?

El ectra | ooked at Ivy. "The Sending is ready to deal.
think this is the best it can offer. How do you feel ?"

Ivy had hardly foll owed the precedi ng dial ogue. It
seemed to her that neither Electra nor Sending had said
anything intelligible, yet somehow they seened to under-
stand each other. "It will help us if we help it?"

"It will tell us what to do to get around Pewer's plot,
if it is possible to get around it."

"Then nmake the deal!" Ivy exclained gladly.

El ectra returned to the screen. "That information wll
satisfy our requirenent. How may we nost expeditiously
facilitate your transport to Xanth?"

TAKE MY A SK.

Gey went to a snmall box. "The original Vaporware
Limted disk is here. W can carry it with us with no
trouble at all."

"But in Xanth, how will the Sending ani mate?" |vy
asked. "Doesn't it need a screen or sonething?"

THERE ARE MAG C SCREENS | N XANTH. YOU MAY DE-
PCSIT ME WTH ANY ONE OF THOSE. ONE IS IN THE | STH-
MUS.
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"We'll do it," lvy agreed, pleased. "Now, what's your
strategy?"

RETURN MAG Cl AN MURPHY TO XANTH, AFTER OBTAI N-
I NG H S AGREEMENT TO EXERT H' S TALENT ON YOUR
BEHALF.

"But his talent is to nake things foul up!" lvy pro-
t est ed.



Now Grey caught on. "But he controls it, doesn't he?
He makes the side he's against foul up! And if he's against
Com Pewt er's pl ot—=

"I't mght foul up!" Ivy concluded. "And then we'd be
all right!"

Grey tucked the disk box into a snmall suitcase, and |vy
added some Mundane clothing. Electra ate sone nore
fromthe food on the shelves. Then they set out for Squee-
dunk.

The Murphy's house was typical of Mindane resi-

dences: neat, clean, and drear. |vy wondered how they

had been able to stand it all these years. But of course they
had had no choice; no one in Miundania did. If Miundanes

coul d escape Miundania, they would all nbve to Xanth!

The taxi let themoff, after Grey paid the cabbie. The
dour driver |ooked al nost satisfied as he drove away. "I
gave hima twenty-five percent tip," Gey explained,
touching her hand. Ivy smled just as if she understood
what this was. In fact, she was surprised that she could
under stand any of his words, now that they were away
from Sending's screen. Then she realized that they had
Sendi ng al ong, in the disk. The machine's power was di-
m ni shed, but when |Ivy touched Grey she could under-
stand him

They wal ked up the wal k, and Grey knocked on the
door. A pudgy worman opened it. "Npuifs!" Gey ex-
cl ai med, huggi ng her.

"Hsfz—xi bu bsfzpv epjoh ifsf?" she asked, surprised.
"Ej e zpv gbjm Gsftinbo Fohmti?"

"Cpu fybdune," he responded. "Mwpi, Nb, uijt jt
dpngnj dbufe. J'mm fygnbj m f wf szui j oh. "

They were ushered inside, and introduced as "Jwz"
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and "Pnfdusb." Then they sat on the worn, confortable
couch, and Ivy made sure to sit right next to Gey and put
her hand on his suitcase, so that she could understand what
he was sayi ng.

Gey's father was old. Ivy renmenbered fromPewer's

pi ctures that Magician Miurphy had been of m ddl e age

when he and Vadne escaped from Xanth, and this was

ni neteen years later, so his age wasn't surprising. Gey's
mot her was of mddle age, no |onger young, and had

gained a fair amount of weight. It really would have been
hard to distinguish this couple fromany ot her Mindanes,
but increasingly she was able to see the remants of the
folk they once had been. It was really too bad what two
decades of Mundane life could do to fol k!

"First," Gey said, "I have to tell you that | now know
about Xanth." Both his parents stiffened, renaining ex-



pressionless; this was evidently a secret they had pre-
served throughout. "I know about the deal you nade with
Com Pewt er, and why you never told nme about it. It was
because you didn't want nme to go there and have to serve
the machine. '’

The parents exchanged a Miundani sh gl ance. "zft," the
Magi ci an said. Ivy needed no translation; he had just con-
firmed the thing they had come to confirm

"But ComPewter didn't leave it to chance," Gey said.
"It sent a Sending, who brought ne Ivy, here, from Xanth.
She is the daughter of King Dor and Queen lrene, and is
a Sorceress in her own right." He paused. "And-she is

my fiancee.''

They stared at Ivy incredul ously. |Ivy nodded, feeling
abruptly choked.

After a |l ong nonment, Vadne funbled for a handkerchi ef
and dabbed at her eyes. Then she stood and opened her
arms to |vy.

Ivy got up and went to her and enbraced her. There
was a thing about betrothals that wonmen understood on a
| evel men did not. The | anguage didn't matter.

Then the | anguage did. "Zpv—You are really of
Xant h?" Vadne asked slowy.
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Ivy was startled. She was speaking intelligibly! "Yes, |
am But how can you—=2"

Vadne snmiled. "I cane from Xanth too," she reninded

her, still piecing out the |Iong-unused words. "For al nost
twenty years | have not dared to speak—we had to |learn
Mundani sh—

"Ch, of course! It nust have been horrible!"

"Horrible," Vadne agreed. "Except for Gey. He was
our joy, even here."

Grey was | ooking at them puzzled. "Ch-he hears us
talking in Xanthian!" lvy said. "He can't speak it, wth-
out magic!"

"W never taught him" Vadne agreed. "W eschewed
Xanth, so that he would never |earn. But now—*

"Tell himl'Il tell the rest," lvy said.

"There is nore?" Vadne asked, surprised.



"Much nore."

Vadne turned to Grey. "Qsjodftt Jwz xjnmm uf mm vt

uif sftu, efbs," she said pleasantly. He | ooked disgrun-
tled, but did not object. Probably he was di smayed to dis-
cover that Ivy could converse with his parents in a | anguage
he could not, but he realized the sense of it.

"You see. Grey hel ped ne get back to Xanth," Ivy

expl ained brightly. "He didn't believe in it, but he liked
me, so he helped me. Then | took himin, and by the tine
he cane to believe in magic, we, well, we were betrothed.
Then we discovered he had nmagic hinself, in fact he was

a Magi ci an—

"Xi bu?" Murphy demanded, astonished.

"A Magician," Ivy repeated. "You see, you, well, yoa
summoned the stork for himin Xanth, so he was Xan-

thian, and we think nmaybe your going to Miundani a before
the stork delivered himaffected his talent, so now he can
null magic, even mne, so he's a Magician of Null Magic.
Anyway, ny folks said | couldn't marry hi munl ess he had
a talent, and so now we can marry. But we wondered how

a Mundane could have a talent, and when we found out,

we | earned about Com Pewter and the deal you nade to

get out of Xanth. But we think nmaybe there's a way around
it."

"Wait—wait," Vadne said, seemng dizzy. "W thought
he m ght have magic, but this—+this is all so sudden!"

"So what we want to do is bring you back to Xanth,"

Ivy continued blithely. "Because Magician Mirphy's tal -
ent—well, if he would pronmise to serve the existing order
and foul up Pewter instead of ny father— mean, | know
he wanted to be king, but that was a long tine ago."

Mur phy and Vadne were staring at her. "But we are
banned!" Mirphy said. "W would be put back in the
Brain Coral's pool!"

"You weren't really banned," vy said. "You just

thought the current folk would be nad at you, and | guess
they are, because your curse really nmessed up nmy little
brother, but if you pronised not to do it anynore—=

"You don't understand,"” Vadne said. "In a fit of jeal-
ousy | turned a girl into a book, and wouldn't turn her
back. That's why |I'm banned."

"Ch—MIlie the Grost," lvy said, renenbering. "But

she's alive now, and so is the Zonbie Master, and they
have twin children. | think they would forgive you, if you
asked. Anyway, if Magician Mirphy used his talent to

make things go wong for Com Pewter, maybe Grey could
sonmehow get out of that deal and then we could nmarry

and stay in Xanth. I'msure nmy father would say it's al
right, because he doesn't want nme to have to | eave Xanth
or anything. So if you will agree to cone, and renounce
your claimto the throne—=



"l renounced it when | fled Xanth," Mirphy said fer-
vently. "I would give anything to return!"”

"And so would I!" Vadne agreed as fervently. "W
have dreaned of Xanth constantly, but never spoken of
it."

"But we have to go right away,"
El ectra here is aging and we have to get
actually fifteen years old, in Xanth."

I vy said. "Because
her back. She's

Both turned to stare at Electra. "It is true," Electra
sai d. "Your curse. Magician Mirphy, caused ne to sleep
for nine hundred years or so—+ never was sure about the
exact count—-and wake at the age | went to sleep. But now
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I amout of the magic, and those nine hundred years are
taking effect."

"My curse?" Murphy asked. "I did not curse any chil-
dren!"

"I was with the Sorceress Tapis, who opposed you on
the Isle of View"

"Ch, now | renenber! There were two or three girls
with her, one very pretty—

"That was MIlie the Maid or the Princess; both were
beautiful. | was the nothing girl."

Mur phy's brow furrowed. "And you cone to ask nme to
return to Xanth? | would think you would hate ne."

"Not exactly. Your curse caused ne to becone be-

trothed to a handsone young Prince. O course | will die
if he doesn't marry ne, but it has been very nice know ng
himand Ivy. So | believe you did as much good for ne,

in your devious fashion, as evil. | really hold no grudge,
though | woul d not want to suffer your curse again.'

Mur phy consi dered. "Wuld you accept ny apol ogy for
the evil | did you?"

"COF course. But | amat present in a mature state; |
m ght feel otherwise in ny normal childish state.™

"Then I will wait to proffer nmy apology until you return
to that childish state, and shall neditate on ways to ane-
liorate the predi cament you are in. Perhaps ny talent can



be turned to the benefit of others beside ny son."
"Then you'll come?" |lvy asked, excited.

"W will both come, and ask your father for permssion
to stay, and suffer what consequences there may be,"
Murphy said. "I amsure | speak for ny wife too when
say that we shall do all in our power to make anmends for
the m schief we have done, if only we are pernitted to
return and remain in Xanth."

"Then it's decided!" Ivy said. "But we nust hurry,
because we have only two days to get Electra back."

"W can do it in one," Mirphy said. "I have a car."

"But the house, the arrangenents—we can't just |eave!"
Vadne pr ot est ed.

"Phone your friend next door and tell her the house is
hers until we return. If we are accepted in Xanth, we wll
never return.”

Vadne nodded. She hurried to the strange Mundane in-
strument called the tel ephone.

Wthin an hour they were on their way, the five of them
piled into the Murphy's car, with sonme sandw ches and

m | k that Vadne had packed for the trip. The car zooned
along the road at a dizzying speed, in much the way the
taxi had, somehow avoiding collisions with all the other
cars that zoomed by in the opposite direction, alnost close
enough to touch.

They drove the rest of the day and didn't stop at night.

Now the bright lights of the other cars flashed in the dark-
ness, making lvy even nore nervous. But when she

gl anced at Electra and saw her visibly ol der, she knew

that speed was best.

Ivy did not realize she had fallen asleep until she was
awakened by a bunmping jolt. "W have run out of road,"
Magi ci an Murphy said. "W shall have to continue on
foot."

They piled out and started wal ki ng. Magi ci an Mir phy

had a flashlight, which in Mindani a had the odd property

of sending out a conical beam of light. They marched on
into the region that was the Isthnus of Xanth, Ivy | eading,
because she was the one who was native to the time of

Xanth they had left. That nmeant she could | ead t hem back
toit. If someone fromanother time of Xanth |ed, they
woul d return to his or her tine, which could be another

mat ter.

Then Ivy heard a voice calling in the distance. "Wo
is there?"

That was Donkey! "lvy is here!" she called back



They oriented on the centaur, and soon joined forces.
They were back in Xanth. Ivy felt an enornous relief; she
had not realized how nervous she had been about this unti
they were clear of drear Mundani a. How coul d she ever
hope to survive there for a lifetine?

"But why did you bring three Mindanes?" Donkey
asked. "And where is Electra?"

The m ddl e-aged wonman who was El ectra stepped up to
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him "1 have put on some years, but | will |ose them
again, if you have patience."

"I't is you!" he exclained, dismayed. "Wat hap-
pened?"

"I forgot | was nine hundred years old, in Mindane
terns," she said with a wy snile. "It has been an inter-
esting experience that | hope will soon be over."

Then lvy introduced Magi ci an Murphy and Vadne. "W

shal |l have a problem as we do not have steeds for all,"”
she said. "W nmay have to break into two parties, one
fast, one slow "

"My wife arid | will be happy to take our tinme," Mir-
phy said. "It has been so long, it will take us tinme to

acclinmatize."

"And | would prefer to wait until | amback to ny
normal state," Electra said.

"I will be happy to remain until you do," Donkey of -
fered.

"Then suppose Grey and | ride ahead on the ghost

horses, and the rest of you proceed nore slowy down the
enchanted path," Ivy said. "By the tine you arrive, ev-
erything should be normal, and Castle Roognha will be
prepared to receive you."

That turned out to be satisfactory to themall, and it was
deci ded.

But first they had to deliver Sending to a screen, as they
had promi sed. "Ch, certainly; there is an artifact of that
description nearby," Donkey said. "I explored this region
t horoughly while watching for your return.” He |led them
to the place.

It turned out to be a polished slab of stone, with a deep
crack at one side. Gey put the disk in the crack, and the
stone gl owed. Print appeared. DEAL CONSUMMATED, it

sai d.



"But what is there for you to do, way out here in no-
wher e?" |vy asked.

FIRST | MJUST CAPTURE AN I NVI SI BLE G ANT, the Screen
printed. THEN i MJST PRACTI CE CONTROLLED VARI ANTS OF

REALITY. IN TIME | MAY BE ABLE TO FASH ON AN EMPI RE
AND CHALLENGE MY SI RE FOR MASTERY OF XANTH.
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I vy exchanged the remai nder of her supply of gl ances
with Gey. "Uh, howlong will this take?" he inquired

PERHAPS AS LI TTLE AS THREE HUNDRED YEARS, DE-
PENDI NG ON CI RCUMSTANCES.

"Surely you can do it faster than that!" Gey said en-
cour agi ngly.

NOT' SO | CALCULATED FOR OPTIMUM CONDI TIONS. I T IS
MORE LI KELY TO FALL IN THE RANGE OF TEN TO THE THI RD
POAER TO TEN TO THE FOURTH POAER YEARS. FORTUW-
NATELY | AM A PATI ENT DEVI CE

"That is fortunate," lIvy agreed. "I hope nmy own quest
is even nore fortunate."

YOUR QUEST SHOULD BE RESOLVED W THI N THE MONTH

"Thank you. Sending," she said, pleased. But then she
remenbered that this was the tine limt Com Pewter had
set for Gey to wap up his other business before com ng
to serve. Sending nust have realized this.

Then, as they rode the ghost horses on down the path,
she asked Gey: "What is ten to the third power?"

"A thousand," he said. "That's one of the few things
I remenber fromcoll ege math, which is alnost as bad a
course as Freshman English.”

"You poor thing! But you nmay never have to suffer ei-
ther of those tornments again, if we resolve our quest within
a nonth."

"But Sending didn't say which way it would be re-
sol ved. "

"Qooops!" Her pleasure converted nystically to uncer-
tainty. They still didn't know how to get around Gey's
obligation to ComPewter. Their trip to Mindania had
confirmed the worst, but offered thema chance to nullify
it. That was all: a chance. If Magician Mirphy could make
somet hing go wong with Com Pewter's plot.

"l hope your father's curses are as potent as they were

ni ne hundred years ago!" Ivy said.

"I know he'll do the very best he can for ne," Gey
replied. "My parents—they haven't always gotten al ong
wel | together, but they were always good to nme. | never

really understood their ways, | think, until | saw Com



Pewter's flashback scene. | only knew that despite their
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argunents, they had sone nysterious and powerful reason

to stay together. Now I know that it was their shared vision
of Xanth, about which they could never speak. For ne

and for Xanth—they will do anything. | know that abso-
lutely. And—

"And you're glad they will be here," she finished for
him "So your famly is together."

"I"'mglad," he agreed with feeling. "Maybe ny par-
ents were evil before, but they aren't now. "

"Make sure you explain that to my parents!" she said,

| aughi ng. But underneath she remained in deep doubt. It

was such a slender straw they were grasping at. If it failed,
what woul d becone of then?

Chapter |4« Prophesy

Arey saw that |Ivy was pensive, and under-

stood why. Nothi ng had been deci ded, and there was no

guar ant ee. Magi ci an Murphy's curses had evidently been
extrenely potent in the distant past, but this was now, not
the past, and the Magician was al nost twenty years out of
practice. In those intervening years he had been sinply
Maj or Mur phy, a Mundane of fi ce worker who earned just
enough Mundane noney to avoid poverty. He had been
fortunate in finding an enpl oyer who was satisfied with a
person with a | anguage handi cap, and fortunate in the way
his efforts turned out; it was as if there were sonme rebound
fromhis Xanth tal ent, changing the curse to good | uck

But this had hardly made up for the al nost conpl ete bl ah-
ness of Mundani a. Now G ey understood what he had not
grasped before: that the dreadful drabness of his own life
was only a reflection of the nuch greater drabness of his
parents' lives. They had known Xanth, so were aware of

the magnitude of their |loss. They had protected himfrom

t hat awareness, but now the full significance of it was

cl ear.

What would he do if he had to | eave Xanth—and |vy?
Fromtime to tine Gey had pondered suicide, not with

any great passion, but as a prospect to relieve the inexo-
rabl e boredom of his so-so existence. He had never actu-
ally tried it, not because of any positive inspiration, but
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because he couldn't figure out any easy way to do it with-
out pain. So he had muddl ed on through, while his grades
ground slowy down, feeling guilty for not doing better,
but sonehow unabl e to change it. Maybe he had been

hopi ng for sone inpossible nmracle to happen that woul d
rescue himfromthe mire of his dull life, yet know ng,
deep down, that it would never happen

Then Ivy had come. His |ife had changed.

If he should | ose her and return to Miundani a al one-

no, he did not have to ask what woul d becone of him He

knew.

Anyt hing that could go wong, would go wong: that

was his father's talent. Could it really act in a positive
manner, hel ping Grey by fouling up the evil nachine?

Gey had all too little confidence in that! But what el se
was there to try?

So he smiled and encouraged Ivy, and she sniled and
encouraged him but neither was fooling the other. Their
happi ness hung on an i npossi bly sl ender thread.

"And so that's the story," Ivy concluded. "Magician

Mur phy and Vadne will be here in a few days to ask your
pardon for their crines of the past, and they will support
you as King if you let themstay in Xanth, and will try to
help Grey get around ComPewter's plot. | can't marry

Gey until we find that way, and if we can't find it within
a mont h— She shrugged.

"So you have decided to | eave Xanth rather than serve
Pewt er ?" King Dor asked G ey.

"Yes. | don't want the evil machine to use nme to take

over Xanth. If | had no talent of consequence, it would be
bad because of ny influence with Princess Ivy. As it is, it
is worse, because | could do a |ot of damage. Xanth

doesn't need another Evil Magician!"

"W always did like you, Gey," Queen Irene said.

"As we cane to know you, we |liked you better, and we

i ke you best now. But what you say is true. We shall of
course wel cone your parents and allow themto stay in
Xanth, but the irony is that you may not be able to remain
here with them"

"But until that nonth is done, hope remains," Dor said.
"Knowi ng t he devi ous power of the Magician Mirphy,
would say it is a significant hope."

G ey smiled and thanked them but the gl oomdid not

I et go of his soul. Com Pewter seemed to have it | ocked
up tight: what could possibly go wong with its plot when
it was so close to conpletion? The easi est wonghess was
sinply Gey's absence from Xanth, and that was the one
that he so dreaded

"Someho”, sonme way," lvy nmurmured in the hall, and
ki ssed him But her cheer was cracking at the edges.

Not hi ng happened while they waited for the arrival of



the other party. Grey and Ivy picked exotic fruits in the
orchard, fed tidbits to the noat nonsters, made the ac-
quai ntance of the guardi an zonbi es, peeked at the baby

Bed Monster under Grey's bed (Gey was new to nmagic,

so had a childlike acceptance of some things despite being
ei ghteen), and played innocent ganes with Dol ph and

Nada. The castle was excellent for hide and seek, because
it had nany secret recesses that the ghosts were happy to
show of f when asked. According to lvy, the castle was not
as well stocked with ghosts as it once had been, because
three of them had been reaninmated as living folk, but it
could still legitimately be called haunted as |Iong as a sin-
gl e ghost renmamined. In short, it was alnmost as dull as Min-
dani a.

G ey disagreed with her. "Xanth could never be dull!"

he said. "Wy, even if it didn't have magic, there' s—well,
| ook at that picture!" For they happened to be standing
by a portrait in the hall, one of a nunber that were ele-
gantly framed.

Ivy glanced at it. "Ch, yes, that's Mther when she was
my age. She was M ss Apull on the pinup calendar. | w sh
I could ook Iike that, at ny age."

"You |l ook like you," he said. "That's nore than
enough. "

"It will have to do," she said. But she was pl eased.

Then the party arrived. Mgician Mirphy | ooked im
proved, and Vadne mnuch inproved; both the exercise and

Man from Mundani a
Man from Mundani a
269

the renewed experience of Xanth had been good for them
El ectra was back to her regular form and skipping like a
child again. She hugged everyone, and even stole a

naughty ki ss from Dol ph.

The formalities were brief: Mgician Mirphy formally

apol ogi zed for the m schief he had done in the past, and
promi sed to support King Dor and all his works in the
future. Vadne asked to be allowed to visit MIlie the Ghost
at Castle Zonbie so she could apol ogi ze to her for the

i nci dent of the book. Dor granted them both pardons.

"Now, " Murphy said, turning to Grey, "I hereby |ay
my curse on the geis that is on you, nmy son, and wish it
evil. Whatever can go wong with it will go wong."

"Thank you, Father," Gey said, trying to project the
feeling of confidence. What a di smal hope!



"You and ne Sorceress will be our guests for dinner,
Magi ci an," King Dor said formally. "Zora will show you

to your suite now '’
Neither of Grey's parents spoke, but Gey knew them

they were overwhel med by the generosity with which they
had been nmet, and could not speak. Vadne, who he now
realized had resented the fact that she had never been
known as a Sorceress despite having a formni dable talent,
woul d be loyal to King Dor for life because of that one
remark. They foll owed Zora Zombi e out.

Grey lingered, wanting to thank the King and Queen for
their kindness to his parents. But Ivy caught his arm
"They know. Grey. Mdther wasn't a Sorceress either, un-
til the elders reconsidered. The standards have been nod-
ified. Xanth needs all the good magic it can get."

"Uh, sure," he agreed, as she haul ed himoff.

"You see, we al so understand about good and evi

magi c," lvy continued, guiding himupstairs. "G andpa
Trent was an Evil Magician, because he tried to take power
before his tinme, and he was exiled to Mundani a. But then
he returned when they needed a king, and he became king,
and then he wasn't evil any nmore. It's all in the attitude
and in the situation. Now that your fol ks are supporting
m ne, they aren't evil either, no matter what happened

| ong ago."

"But how would my fol ks have felt, or yours, if you
and | were not engaged?"

"But you see we are betrothed," she said blithely. "So
there's no reason for trouble between our fol ks, because if
our children have good magi c—

"But that's presuning we can marry!" he protested.
"And we can't marry if | have to serve Com Pewter."

"I don't think you appreciate just how potent your fa-
ther's magic is. |1've been talking to nmy father, who visited
Ki ng Roogna's tine when he was twelve; and he nmet your
father then, and he said that curse was amazi ng. The gob-
lins and harpies were fighting, see, and—here, 1'll show
you on the Tapestry!"

They had reached her room She opened the door and
haul ed himin. And stopped. "This isn't the way | left
it!" she exclained, glaring at the Tapestry. "Who's been
her e?"

The door swung cl osed behind them As it did, its hinge
made a noi se. "Prince Dol ph!" it squeal ed.

"I thought so! And what is he now?"

"That fly on the ceiling," the hinge said.



Ivy grabbed a fly swatter froma drawer. "Change,
Dol ph, or I'lIl bash you into a smithereen!" she cri ed,
stal king the fly.

The fly becane a bat who headed for the w ndow. But
Ivy got there first. "Change, before | mash you into
guano!"

The bat becane a pal e green goat, who ran for the door

"Grey, stop that greenback buck!" lvy called. "Nul
his magic!"

Grey put out a hand. The noment it touched the buck's
hom the ani mal becanme Prince Dol ph.

"Ah, you'd never have caught ne, if that hinge hadn't
squeal ed, " Dol ph conpl ai ned.

Ivy would not be distracted. "You're not supposed to
be in nmy roomwhen |I'm hone! Wat were you doi ng?"

"Just watching the Tapestry," the boy said guiltily.

"And what were you watching, that nmade you sneak in
here ri ght now?"

Dol ph scuned his feet together. "Just—things."
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Ivy's outrage expanded. "You were watching Nada
change cl ot hing!"

"Wl l, she is ny betrothee,"” Dol ph nunbl ed.
"Trying to catch a glinpse of her panties!" lvy con-
cluded triunphantly. "Do you know what Mdther will do

to you for that?"

"Don't tell! Please don't tell!" Dol ph begged. "I'Il do
anyt hi ng!"
"I''"ll think about it," lvy said. "Now get out of here,

you little sneak, before | Enhance you into a hunan be-
ing."

Dol ph was only too glad to make his escape.

"How can you cow himlike that, when he can turn into
a dragon if he wants to?" Gey asked

"It's the natural right of big sisters. Now just let ne
reset the Tapestry— |,

"Hey, isn't that the Goblinate of the Gol den Horde?"
Grey asked, seeing the picture that had been frozen on it
"1 thought Dol ph was watching Nada." He had sone



synpathy for the boy's interest; Nada was one fine-Ilooking
girl, and doubtl ess her panties were inpressive. Gey had
never seen them hinself; she had | ost her clothing during

t he epi sode on Parnassus.

"That's right. Qoviously Dol ph scranbl ed the weave so
I wouldn't know. It was all he could do in the nonment
bef ore he changed forns."

"Scranbl ed t he weave?"

"You know-he just nmade a randomreset of the pic-

ture, so |l couldn't tell where it had been set. If he'd had
more tine he would have put it back the way | had left it.
He's pretty cunning about that sort of thing, usually. He
just didn't expect me back so quickly. He probably figured
I'"d take time out to kiss you in the hall for a while." She
gl anced at him sidelong. "Correctly. Only then we were

di scussi ng your father's curse, and | decided to show you
on the Tapestry, so we cane on in and caught hi m un-

awares. So this setting is pure chance. I'Il just—=

"What's happening? If those are the sane goblins

who—
She | ooked at the frozen picture nore closely. "I'msure
Man from Mundani a 271

they are. See, there's the nmean old chief. But this nust be
years ago, because he's not quite so ugly as he was when
we crossed him"

"Quch! That neans there's no chance to help their vic-
tims." For he saw that a partly of three grem ins had been
captured. The goblins were just in the process of taking
what ever possessions the gremins had.

"Little chance,"” Ivy agreed. "I wonder how they
caught those gremins. They're usually way too snmart for
goblins."

"They caught us!" he rem nded her

"Let's play this through," she said. "Just out of idle
curiosity. Then we can go on to Magician Mirphy's ol d-
time curses.”

The picture noved, the figures zipping backwards rap-

idly, like video tape being rewound. Then it steadi ed. The
goblins were out of sight, and two grenmlins were wal ki ng
down t he path.

"Ch, | see," Ivy said grimy. "The third isn't in their
party. She's a—a—

"A shill? A Judas goat? But why would she lure her
own kind into a trap?"

"To save her life." They watched as the two ap-
proached the third, who was tied to a tree and gesticul at -



i ng, obviously a naiden in distress.

The two hurried up to untie her—and the goblins

pounced fromthe bushes nearby. They searched the cap-
tives, and just at the point where the Tapestry had been
randomy frozen they found a scrap of paper on one. They
were evidently quite exited about it and saved it carefully.
Then they hauled the two off toward the hate spring and

the cooking pots. The third they hustled into a cave; she
woul d be saved for future mschief.

"I hate those goblins!" Gey exclained. "Can't any-
body stop thenf"

"It's sort of live and let live, in Xanth," lvy said. "But
| would certainly like to see them get their coneup-
pance. "'

"I wonder what was witten on that paper?"

Ivy played the Tapestry back, and caused it to expand
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the paper. But the markings on it were inconprehensible.
"Maybe Grundy could read it," she said. "He speaks al
| anguages, so maybe he reads sone too."

"Of course that paper has probably been burned by now

anyway," Grey said. "I really didn't mean to get off on a
si detrack."
"Way not? Little things can be interesting." Ivy went

to the door. "Hey, Dol ph!" she called.

Her little brother appeared inmediately. "Anything!"
he repeated worriedly.

"CGo find Grundy and bring hi mback."

"That's it?" he asked incredul ously.

"No, that's just incidental. I'mstill pondering."
"Gh." Dol ph becane the bat and flew away.

"You're going to turn himin?" Gey asked.

"No. But I'll nmake himsweat for a while. He's very
wel | behaved when he's sweating."

Soon Grundy Gol em and Rapunzel were there. G undy

peered at the expanded i mage of the paper. "I can't quite
make out what it says, it seenms to be an address of sone
ki nd, but—eh, say!"

"Say what?" |vy asked.

"That's Hunfrey's witing!"



"The Good Magi ci an' s?"

"Who el se? I'd know his scrawl anywhere! But of course
I can't read it; he enchants nessages so that only those

whose business it is can read them"

"Then that's why the goblins couldn't read it!" Ivy said.
"They knew what it was, but it was no good to them But

you said it's an address?"
"Probably telling where to find himif they need him"

the golem said. "Those grem ins nust have done hi m sone
service, so they had an Answer on tap. Too bad they never

got to use it."'

Ivy's eyes lighted. "An Answer!" she excl ai ned.
"Don't get excited, Princess. You don't have an Answer

comng to you, and if you did, Hunfrey's gone, so you
couldn't get it anyway."

"But the address!" she persisted. "The nmgi ¢ address!
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That woul d change when he noved and al ways be cur-
rent!"

"OF course it would," the golemagreed. "But the folk
he gave it to are gone, and nobody else can read it, so
what's the point?"

" 7 could read it!" Ivy said. "If | had the original paper.
I could enhance its legibility and orientation, and find out
where the Good Magician is now"

The others stared at her, realizing that it was true. "And
if you found him you could ask himhow to foil Pewer's
pl ot," Rapunzel said. "Ch, lvy, what a coincidence that
you should | earn of that paper just now "

"Coi nci dence?" lvy asked nmusingly. "No, | think it's
Mur phy's curse! This is just the kind of fluke that happens
when that curse is operating.”

Then Grey began to hope.

This time they appeared to be a party of three: a young
peasant man, a pretty peasant girl, and a honmely young
centaur with a donkeylike hide. They were not these

things, exactly, but they played their parts carefully, for
their mission was inportant and not without risk. Had the
need to find Hunfrey and solve Gey's problem not been

so urgent. King Dor and Queen Irene would never have
permitted this excursion. But the parents had had to agree
that this was their best chance.

Actual Iy, Queen Irene had quietly approached G ey dur-



ing one of the few tinmes when Ivy was ot herw se occu-

pi ed, and hinted that there m ght be another way to dea
with Com Pewter. A sphinx might take a stroll and acci -
dentally step on the evil nachine's cave, squashing it and
all inside it flat. Then there would be nothing for Grey to
serve. But Gey had denurred; that would be an unethica
solution, by his definition. He could not conspire so di-
rectly agai nst ComPewter, who had after all nade a dea
with Gey's parents and fulfilled his part of it. It was Gey's
own responsibility to solve his problem whatever the out-
core.

"I thought you mght feel that way," Irene said ap-
provingly. "There is an ethical dinmension to power. W
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shall remain clear and allow you to deal with your problem
yoursel f."

Grey had thanked her, though his prospect of success
seened bl eak. The nore he learned of Ivy's fol ks, the
better he liked them

They wal ked north fromthe invisible bridge over the

Gap Chasm This time instead of taking the enchanted

path north they veered to the east, following a | esser trai
that wasn't magically protected but that led to a centaur
range. In fact Chester and Cherie Centaur had once I|ived
there, before nmoving to Castle Roogna to tutor the young

Prince Dor and Princess Irene. A few centaurs still lived
there, though it was a dimnishing community that was
desperately in need of nubile fillies. In a past generation

it had been short of centaur colts, which had led in part

to the defection of Chem Centaur to another type of as-

soci ation. The wi nged centaur Chex was the result. The
centaurs of this region were a good deal nore |iberal than
those of Centaur Isle far to the south, but not that I|iberal,
and neither Chex nor her dam were wel cone there now.

So the region continued to decline, victimas nuch of its
conservatismas of its bad fortune. Monsters were en-
croaching, becom ng increasingly bold despite the profi-
ciency of centaur archers.

Peasant gid Ivy rode the centaur, while peasant boy

G ey wal ked beside. It was evident that they were going

to visit the centaur's home range, perhaps to discuss with
the centaurs there sone type of conm ssion or enploy-

ment. Few peasants could afford centaur tutors, but on
occasion sone child with excellent nmagic turned up, and
then the centaurs could be prevailed on for instruction in

t he rudi nents.

There were goblins not far fromthis region, but they

had not yet been so bold as to attack the centaur com
munity. Even goblins were able to appreciate the effec-

ti veness of aroused centaurs; |osses would be prohibitive.
But the goblins did lurk, watching their opportunity. There
were stories ..



"Ch, gentle peasants!" a sweet voice called.
They | ooked. A sl ender young woman was running to-
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ward them her consilk hair flow ng behind. She was so
slight as to be al nost transparent, but nicely contoured.

"What is it, sylph?" lvy inquired.

So this was a syl ph! Grey had not encountered one be-
fore. But of course there were a great many of the crea-
tures of Xanth he had not yet met—and m ght never neet,
if their quest for the Good Magician's Answer proved un-
successf ul

"Ch, kind peasants and brave centaur, surely you have
cone to fulfill the prophecy!" the syl ph said.

"Prophecy?" 1vy asked.

"My friend, the lovely centaur dansel, is captive of an
ogre who neans to fatten her horribly and then crunch her
bones!" the syl ph explained. "According to the prophecy,
only a bold gray centaur with a young hunman coupl e as
conpani ons can hope to rescue her froma fate exactly as
bad as death! Surely you are the ones it refers to, for you
answer the description perfectly!"

"That is an interesting prophecy," Ivy remarked. "But
an ogre is a fearsone creature! \Wiat could poor peasants
do agai nst such a nonster?"

"Ch, wonderful folk, I know not!" the sylph cried,
di straught. "But there nmust be some way, for the proph-
ecy says so. WIIl you not at |east come and see?"

"And get our own bones crunched by the ogre?" Ilvy
asked. "I think we should take another path!"

"Now |l et us not be hasty," the gray centaur protested.
He turned to the sylph. "You say this filly is fair?"

"Ch, she is lovely, sir! She was a bit thin, but the ogre
has been maki ng her eat all she can hold, and now she is
qui te buxom and soon she will be fat, and he will crunch
her bones! | beg you, conme and see her, and perhaps you
can free her. She would be nost grateful!"

"But the ogre!" Ivy protested. "W don't dare ap-
proach!"

"He forages by day, |eaving her chained. | amtoo frai

to break the chain, indeed all normal folk are, but the
prophecy says you will find the way! Please, please, cone
and see, while the ogre is away!"

"I think we should at |east |ook," the gray centaur said
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reasonably. One night al nost have thought he had sone



ulterior interest in the nmatter

Ivy sighed. "Well, the centaurs are in need of young
fillies. But we nust be ready to flee at the first sign of the
ogre!"

"Ch thank you, thank you, thank you!" the syl ph ex-
clained. "I amever so relieved! Right this way!" She
ski pped al ong the path ahead, her hair flouncing nicely.

They followed. Gey had kept his nouth strictly shut,

not interfering. They had just played out a little charade.
They had surveyed this matter with the Tapestry, and dis-
covered that the goblins had a new ploy: they used their
captives to beguile travelers into goblin anbushes and then
pounced on the hapless travelers and bore themoff to the
pot. The syl ph was a captive who had been proni sed her
freedomif she lured three travelers in for capture. O
course the goblins would renege on that pledge, and surely
the syl ph suspected it. But it was at |east a hope, while
the alternative was certain: if she did not cooperate she
woul d be dunped in the pot imediately.

It occurred to G ey that it was about tinme soneone did
sonet hi ng about those goblins. They were not nice neigh-
bors.

The syl ph |l ed them deeper into the jungle. This was no

| onger the regular trail, for there were no centaur hoof-
prints on it; it was one the goblins had scuffed out for this
pur pose. Goblins were good a scuffing trails, especially

for a nefarious purpose. They were maki ng sure the prey

had no chance to escape the anbush.

Gey permtted hinself a grimlittle smle. The goblins
had a surprise conmng.

They reached a clearing. There was nothing in it except
a mound of garbage evidently left by the goblins.

The syl ph turned. Tears streaked down her face. "Oh,
I amso sorry, good folk!" she said. "They made nme do
it

"Do what?" Ivy asked with sinulated confusion

"They have ny child captive, nmy darling Sylvanie, and
she is first into the pot if | do not do all they demand, and
me too if | fail," the sylph continued. "I knowit's wong,
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and | hate nyself for doing it, but nmy man defied them
and they boiled him and oh, | have no pride left, only I
must save ny daughter, and so | have done this awful thing
to you and | do not beg your forgiveness, only your un-
der st andi ng. "

Now Grey saw the goblins. They were appearing from

all around, closing the net with what for themwas surely
del i ci ous sl owness, savoring the horror in their prey. They
wanted their victinms to suffer on the way to the pot.



"What is your name?" |vy inquired.

"I am Sylvia Syl ph," she replied, still weeping. "M

man was Syl vester. W were just traveling through, as you
were, and they caught us. We will all be cooked and eaten,

I know that, but | just have to struggle through as |ong as
I can, hoping sonehow to save Syl vanie though | know I
can't. Now you must suffer, you innocent folk, and | apol -
ogi ze abjectly for what | have done to you, but | cannot
hel p nysel f."

Now the goblins ringed themclosely. Gey recognized
the ugly chief, Gotesk. Too bad that one hadn't |anded in
the Gap Chasm back when they had | ast net!

"Wul d you help us, if we hel ped you and your child
escape?" |vy asked.

"Ch, yes, yes! But it is hopeless. They will never |et

any of us go! They are the neanest tribe of these parts.
They have no mercy! They delight in torturing innocent
folk. Do not go into the pool if you can possibly avoid it,
because—~

"Enough, wench!" the chief cried harshly. "Leave us
to our sport." The sylph was instantly quiet.
Ivy turned her face to look directly at Grotesk. "Cnh

goblin, what do you nmean to do with us?" she asked as
if affrighted

"Well, peasant girl, | may turn you over to my lusty
henchnen for their anmorous sport, then let you take a nice
drink fromour nice pool before giving you a nice hot bath
in our pot. O maybe I'll give you the nice drink before
you engage ny henchnen; that could be even nore inter-

esting. As for this bedraggl ed centaur— The chiefs eyes
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wi dened. "Hey, | recognize this beast! The one who | ooks
like a nulel™

"Donkey," the creature said.

"What ever! We had you captive before, only you got
away, and—and these are the ones who hel ped you es-
cape!"

"Curses!" lvy said. "They have found us out!"

"Kill themright now" the chief cried. "All of them
the syl ph slut too! Don't give themany chance at all!"

The goblins raised their clubs and spears and cocked
their stone-throw ng arns.

Ivy junped off the centaur. The centaur di sappeared. In
its place was an i mense | ow sl ung si x-1egged dragon with
steam puffing fromits nostrils.

Grey junped forward and grabbed the syl ph by her thin
arm "Cover your face!" he said, pulling her into the cen-



ter of the circle forned by the dragon's curving tail

"The Gap Dragon!" the chief cried, terrified.

"Yes," Grey said. "He cane to see you dance, chief."

"What ?"

The dragon pursed his |lips and touched the chiefs big
feet with a small jet of steam The chief danced with pain.

Ivy poked her head over the dragon's neck. "That was

just a sanple, goblin," she said. "Do you know what ny
friend will do to you if you threaten to hurt one hair of
my head?" She swept off the peasant cap and | et her

gol den-green hair tunble out.

"You—-you really are the Princess Ivy!" the chief ex-
clainmed. " The dragon's friend!'

"I really am" she agreed. "Now you just wal k al ong
back toward your canp, and all your mnions with you
and ny friend will steam any who stray."

"What are you going to do with us?"

"Well, Gotesk," Ivy said with relish, "I may turn you
over to ny lusty friend for his sport, then let you drink
fromyour nice pool before giving you a nice steambath."

" But —but —

"Now MARCH, frog-face!" she snapped. "Before ny
friend |l oses his patience." Her friend, of course, was not
the real Stanley Steaner, but her little brother Dol ph
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wor ki ng off his penance for spying on Nada's panties. It
didn't matter; Dol ph in dragon formcould get just as
steaned as the real dragon. After seeing what the goblins

were up to, Dol ph was surely just as outraged as |vy and
Gey were

The goblins marched. The party wended its way back

to the goblin canp. Wenever a goblin tried to stray, the
dragon jetted steamat the seat of his pants, and he quickly
danced back into place. The truth was that the goblins
coul d have scattered, and nost of them would have gotten
away; and they woul d have done just that if any ordinary
dragon had mani fested. But they |ived close enough to the
Gap Chasmto be familiar with the dread Gap Dragon, and
they were terrified of him Their trap had been neatly re-
versed, and they were as helpless to escape it as they had
expected their prey to be.

They reached the hate spring. Grey knew that vy re-

mai ned angry about the way these goblins had tortured her
with it before, even though that had brought about the
breakt hrough of their betrothal. He stayed clear, letting
her handle it her way.



"Now, " she said. "There is something | want from

you, goblin, and | amgoing to get it. Are you going to
give it to me?"

The chi ef laughed. "Take off your dress and I'Il give it
to you! Har, har, har!"

Ivy signaled the dragon. A jet of scal ding steam shot
out. It singed a group of six goblins standing by the pool
They screanmed and junped into the water

Then they began fighting anong thensel ves, for the wa-

ter made them hate the first other creatures they saw. The
wat er spl ashed, droplets striking others nearby, and they
too began fighting. In very little tine a dozen goblins were
unconsci ous.

"Are you going to answer ne?" lvy asked the chi ef
evenly.

"I told you: lie down and spread your—
There was anot her blast of steam A second group of

goblins were singed into the water. Another fight broke

out, finishing about ten nore goblins.
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"Now we can do this until all your tribe is gone," lvy

said, "if that is the way you prefer it. | suspect there is a
prophecy that you will be the last to enter that pool before

we get what we want. Shall we test it for accuracy?"

The chief | ooked at the spraw ed goblins. "Exactly what
is it you want?" he asked grudgi ngly.

"I thought you'd never ask!" lvy said brightly. "Were
is the piece of paper you stole fromthe gremins?

"\WWhat paper ?"

More steam hi ssed. More goblins were goosed into the
wat er. Anot her awful fray occurred.

"Ch, that paper," the chief said, after the fracas had
died out. "We burned it |ong ago."

This time the dragon steanmed a | arge group of goblins.
They screamed as their skin was burned. They could coo
thensel ves only by plunging into the water. By the tine
this action was done, nore than half the tribe was uncon-
Sci ous or worse.



"I'n ny cabin," the chief nunbled.
"Send a goblin for it."
"Go junp in the lake!" he retorted.

The steam was running |ow, but |Ivy touched the dragon,
Enhancing him and the steam became so hot it snoked.

Hal f the remai ning goblins | eaped into the pool, not even
waiting for that jet to catch them Yet nore fighting broke
out.

"Princess," Sylvia Sylph said hesitantly, "I will fetch
it, if you wish."

"No, you fetch your child," lvy said.
Sylvia's eyes brightened. "Ch, yes!" She hurried off.

At this point only four goblins remained standi ng, be-
sides the chief. "Send a goblin," Ivy repeated grimy.

The chief grimaced. "Go, Bucktooth.™

Buckt oot h broke away from the dini ni shed group and
wal ked to the chiefs hut. In a nonent he returned with a
box.

"Open it, Bucktooth," Ivy said.

"Princess, | can't!" the goblin protested. "It is spelled
agai nst intrusion!"

"I thought so. Qpen it, chief."
"Li ke stewed brains | wll!"

More steam hi ssed. Two nore goblins |eaped into the
pool. They scranbl ed out and attacked the two remaining
goblins. The box fell to the ground. The nel ee ended up
back in the water. Soon all four were unconsci ous.

"WIIl you let ne go if | do?" the chief asked.

"I will treat you with the same conpassi on you have
treated others."

The chief | eaped at her—but the steam caught himin
md air and bl asted himback into the pool. He spl ashed
about. "I hate you!" he screaned.

"Stay in the pool," lvy said.

The goblin obviously wanted to rush out and attack her,

but he saw the snout of the dragon covering him and

refrai ned. The | onger he remained in the water, the worse
his hatred grew, but there was nothing he could do about

it. He began frothing at the nmouth. Finally he waded across
and out the far side and stunmbled into the jungle. Gey
knew t hat what ever creature the goblin encountered there
woul d be in for trouble. Maybe it would be a fire-breathing
dr agon.

"But how can you open the box?" Sylvia asked.



Grey wal ked across and picked up the box. He worked

the catch, and it opened. He had nulled the magic that
sealed it. There was the bit of paper. He took it out and
handed it to Ilvy.

She inspected it. "Yes, | can see that this is spelled to
be intelligible only to the person who truly needs to see
the Good Magician," she said.

"I can null that spell too," Gey offered

"No, you can't read Xanthian," she denurred. "The

magi ¢ has to renmain. But we truly need to see him so
amsure it will respond to us." She concentrated on it.
"Yes, it's coming clear now He is living somewhere i n—
i n— She | ooked up, disnayed.

"WWhere?" Grey asked, al arned.

"In the gourd."

There was a nonent of silence. Then the dragon van-

i shed and Dol ph stood in his place. "I can go there!" he
excl ai ned.
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Ivy gazed at himsourly. "But you're grounded, renmem
ber, until you decide between Nada and Electra. | only
got you sprung today because | promised |I'd keep a big
sisterly eye on you all the tine."

Syl via Syl ph reappeared, leading a pretty child by the
hand. "I will go into the spring now, only | beg of you,
spare ny daughter!"

Ivy's head snapped around. "What?"

"My punishnment for what | did," Sylvia said. "But
Sylvanie is innocent; please |let her go."

Ivy got her conposure together; it had showed signs of
unraveling. "Let nme explain, Sylvia: you did not deceive
us. W deceived you. We knew about the prophecy trap:

that you had to approach any travelers with a story about
someone |ike one of thembeing in trouble so they would
follow you into the goblins' trap. W have been captive of
these goblins ourselves; we know what they are |ike. But
we needed this paper, so we used you to lead us in. This
is my brother. Prince Dol ph, who assumed the form of

the centaur and then the dragon. You know he wasn't
tenpted by any lady centaur!"”

"Ch, | dunno," Dol ph said. "She sounded sorta nice.



| could have ridden on her back and used her long hair for
reins, or maybe just reached around her torso to hang on
whi | e she gal | oped. "

"Shut up." Ivy knew he was teasing her. She refocused

on Sylvia. "So we bear no grudge agai nst you. W saw
how sorry you were to do it. Now you are free to go; you
are captive no nore."

The syl ph just stood there. "But what | did—+ nust be
puni shed. "

Grey interposed. "Do you have anywhere to go, nhow
that your man is dead?"

The syl ph shook her head sadly no.

Ivy nelted, as he had known she woul d. "Then you
and Sylvanie will come with us to Castle Roogna."

"But nmy child is innocent! | beg of you—

"To deci de your punishnent," Gey said. "Your
daughter nust be with you, but she will not be punished."

"Maybe you coul d give her your bed," Gey suggested
vy turned to him "M bed?"

"Sylvanie is a child. She needs a young Bed Monster.
I thought nmaybe G abby—

"Who ot herwi se doesn't have long to live!" Ilvy agreed.
"Yes, of course—Sylvanie gets ny bed!"

The child's eyes went huge. "My very own Bed Mn-
ster?" she piped.

The syl ph al nost dissolved. "Ch, thank you, thank
you!"

Ivy | ooked over the weckage that was the Goblinate of
the Golden Horde. "I think it will be sone tine before
this outfit causes much nore trouble,” she said with sat-
i sfaction.

Then Dol ph becanme a roc. They clinbed on his gigantic
feet, clinging to the talons: G ey and |Ivy on one foot,
Syl via and Sylvanie on the other. The wi ngs spread, and
napped, and they lurched into the air.

In a noment they were over the Gap Chasm Dol ph

waggl ed his wings in a salute to the real Gap Dragon and
flew on. Very shortly they were gliding down to Castle
Roogna.

Gey and Ivy tal ked privately to King Dor, and he agreed
that he woul d punish Sylvia Syl ph by requiring her to do
service at Castle Roogna as a naid for an indefinite pe-
riod, during which time her child would be tutored by a
centaur. The two woul d share a roomat the castle, and
the child would get Ivy's old bed. Zora Zonbie would
instruct the sylph in her duties.



"Such as waxing the floor!" lvy said, |aughing. "That
will be terrible punishnment!”

Grey smled. Evidently the girls did not |ike the snel
of the wax, though it rem nded hi mof hone. Maybe it
was its Mindani sh quality that bothered them

Then they pondered their approach to Good Magici an
Hunfrey. He was in the gourd; that explai ned why nobody
had been able to find him because the tapestry could not
track himthere, and the nagic nmirror was linmted. They
were not able to understand the exact address, for the
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regions of the gourd had little revelance to those of waking
life. The full inscription went like this:

DAMESCROFT

SILLY GOCSE LANE
LI TTLE HALI NGBERRY
Bl SHOP' S STORKFORD
HURTS

ANGLE- LAND

Grey shook his head. "I"mnot sure I'Il ever understand
t hese Xanth addresses!™

"This isn't a Xanth address,"” lvy corrected him "It's
a gourd address. It nmakes no sense to ne either."

"I can find it! | can find it!" Dol ph said eagerly. "The
Ni ght Stallion gave ne a free pass to the gourd, remem

ber; any of its creatures will help ne if | ask, and none
will hurt nme or anyone | speak for."
"You just want to get out of being grounded!" Ivy ac-

cused him

"Uh- huh! But you need ne! You need ne in the
gourd!"

Ivy grimaced. It was true: Dol ph had a special advan-
tage in the gourd. If they wanted to | ocate the Good Ma-
gician at all, let alone within Gey's time limt for
settlenent with ComPewter, they had to use lvy's little
br ot her.

So it was decided: Gey and Ivy and Dol ph woul d rmake

one nore excursion together, this time into the devious
real mof dreams. Rather than risk it physically, they would
enter the normal way: by | ooking into gourds grow ng right
here at Castle Roogna. That way friendly folk could keep

an eye on themand bring them back if there seemed to be

a need.

Gey felt nore positive than he had in a long tinme. His
father's curse was working; already it had |l ed to the chance
di scovery of the address paper, and their acquisition of it;



anything that could go wong with Com Pewter's plot was
now going wong. If that curse held, they would find the
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Good Magi ci an and get their Answer, and that could com
pl ete the disruption of the plot.

But rmuch Xanth magic did not operate the same in the
dreamrealm Could Murphy's curse extend there' ? If not
their mission could after all prove in vain.
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Chapter 15 « Gourd

*hey set up piles of pillows in the garden, each
before a gourd on a vine. Dol ph lay down on the center
setting, with Ivy to his left and Gey to his right. They

| i nked hands.
Nada turned Dol ph's gourd so that the peephol e cane

to face him He had to go first to set the scene; it was

i ndi vidual to each person and remrai ned at the point that
person had | ast been, until he returned and changed it.
Dol ph had a standard setting that he had encountered at
the tinme he rescued Electra. They would join himthere,

if they were in physical contact with himas they entered.

Dol ph''s eye nmet the peephole. He froze in place, intent
on what he saw there. He woul d not nmove until sone
out si der broke the contact by noving the gourd or putting
a hand between the peephol e and his eye.

Grey went next. lvy knew he could null the magic of

the gourd if he chose, and probably he could void it at any
time while he was inside the dreamreal m I|ndeed, he

coul d have done so during their prior adventure, had they
but known it. Maybe the Night Stallion had guessed at

sonet hing of the kind, because he had sheered away from

a confrontation with Grey. Ivy had wondered about that at
the tinme, but had forgotten the natter in the press of sub-
sequent events; now it nmade nore sense to her. But Gey
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was not using his talent now, he wanted to find the Good
Magi ci an as much as she did. He froze in place.

Ivy went last. Her nother turned the gourd for her, and
she too froze as her eye | ocked on the peephole. But she
did not see this; her awareness was now within the realm

of the gourd.

It was a huge building: a palace or castle, with tiled
wal | s and thick supporting colums. Strange folk hurried
in every direction, each one intent on his or her own busi -



ness, glancing neither to left or right, pausing for nothing.

She was hol ding her brother's hand, as she had been
before entering the gourd. She I et go; once the scene had
been set, they were all right. Gey was standing on the
ot her si de.

"What is this amazing pl ace?" she inquired.

"An airport," Gey said.

"A Mundane bad dream " Dol ph said.

Gey smled. "Mich the sane thing! Airports are al-

ways rushed, and the planes are always |ate even though
they're listed as being on tine, and the baggage is a giant
|lottery system So many travel ers were beating the odds
and keeping their bags by carrying themonto the planes
that the governnment had to change the | aw, maki ng them
check their bags, and now the | osses are back up to par or
even beyond it. It's a bad dream all right!"

"This can't be where the Good Magician is living!"
I vy said.

"I"ll ask sonmeone,"” Dol ph said confidently. He stepped
boldly forward. "Hey, you!" he called at a passing nan.

The man eyed himwith mld annoyance and rushed on

"I thought you were supposed to be able to get help,
here in the gourd," |vy said.

"I am But | haven't been here in a long tine; maybe
they don't recognize ne." He tried again, this time hail -
ing a woman. "Hey, mss!"

"Don't you touch ne, you sexist!" she snapped, jerk-
ing away.

"I"'mnot a sexist!" he protested. "I don't even know
what it is!"

288 Man from Mundani a

"Then you're a juvenile delinquent," she said over her

shoul der as she zooned away.

"Got you dead to rights," |vy nurnured.

"This is getting us nowhere," Grey said. "Mindanes
never help strangers; you have to get someone in authority.
I think | see a policeman now. I'll ask him"

Dol ph | ooked, and quailed. "That's the dread denon in
bl ue! He chased us all over the place!"

But Grey was already stepping out to intercept the man.
"OFficer—ay we get sone hel p?"

The denon bore down on them Not only was he garbed



in blue, he was big and fat and | ooked ferocious. "Ya
di sturbi na peace?" he demanded. "Conpl ai nts aboutya
Gonna runyain!"

"W are | ooking for an address, officer,’
"If you coul d-"

G ey said.

But the man's beady eye had fixed on Dol ph. "Hey,
| knowya! You'n that barebroad—

"He is Prince Dol ph," Ivy said indignantly. "You're
supposed to help him"'

"Prince Dol ph!" the man excl ai ned. "Wyn'tya sayso!
What cha need?"

"You nean you're not going to chase us?" Dol ph asked,
gai ni ng cour age

"Stallion sez giveya anythi ngya want. Wat chawant ?"

"W need to find an address," Ivy said. "Danescroft—=

"Danmes? What kinda pl aceya think thisis?" the blue
man dermanded i ndignantly. "None a that streetstuffhere!”

"Danmescroft," Ivy repeated carefully. "It nust be a
pl ace. The next part is Silly Goose Lane."

"Never hearda it," the man said with certainty. "No
gooses here! I'll runin anyone tries it!"

"Little Halingberry?" Ivy asked, reading the next line.

"Lemme seethat!" the policeman said. He took the
paper. "Well nowonder! Yareadi ngit backwards! Yawant
Angl e- Land! "'

"But | read it in the order it's listed,"” lvy protested.

"Li stenup, sugarplum this's Mindani a, erproxination
t hereof! Readfrom bottonup!’

Ivy gl anced disbelievingly at Grey, but he agreed with
Man from Mundani a 289

the policeman. "That's the way Mindane addresses are
read," he said. "I assuned that it was different in Xanth
or | would have said sonething."

"This isnt exactly Xanth," she reminded him "It's a
bad dream"

He smled. "And a bad dreamin Xanth is of Mindani a!

It certainly nakes sense!" Then he turned to the police-
man. "If you will just tell us where Angle-Land is, officer,
we shall be happy to go there and get off your beat."

"Well, itsa longway, butfer PrinceDol ph wegotta short-
cut. Taketha doorthere.” He pointed with a fat finger

"Thank you, officer,"’
hel pful . "

Grey said. "You have been npbst



They wal ked toward the indicated door. "He's al nost
decent," Dol ph said, anazed. "Before, he chased us al
through this place, because of G ace'l. Said she was in-
decent. '

"But | thought Grace'l is a wal king skeleton!" G ey
sai d. "Her bare bones nay be frightening, but hardly in-
decent!"

"Ch, when she was clothed with illusion!" Ivy ex-
clainmed. "So she | ooked |ike a bare nynph!"

"Mundanes think bare nynphs are indecent," Gey
agreed. "At least, when they go out in public."

"It certainly is a strange place," Ivy agreed.

They reached the door. lvy put her hand on the knob
and turned it. The door swung open.

The scene beyond surprised themall. It consisted of
angl es of every description. Some |ooked like thin pie
slices, while others were as square as the corners of cas-
tles, and yet others were broad and dull.

"l don't see why the Good Magician would want to |live
here," Dol ph remarked.

"Maybe it inproves further in,
nm nds me too nuch of geometry.'
"Who?" |vy asked.

"I't's a branch of nmathematics,

Gey said. "This re-

he expl ai ned. "One of

those tortures, |ike Freshman English, | hope never to face
again.”

290 Man from Mundani a

"I can see why," lvy said. Indeed, this |ooked |ike an

awful place to live
They stepped into Angl e-Land. Sone of the angles were

stationary, while some noved around. |vy al nost collided
with a very pretty little one. "CQoops, pardon ne!" the

angl e begged. "Nornmally | see very well, for I amacute,
but I"'mafraid | wasn't |ooking where | was going,"
"You certainly are cute," lvy agreed. "Can you show

us the way to Hurts?"
"You say ny sharp point hurts you? Ch, |I'mso sorry!"

"No, no!" lvy said, smling. "I said that you | ook very
nice. You're the cutest angle |'ve seen here."

The angl e bl ushed, pleased. "Wll, | am supposed to
be, you know. But | wouldn't want to hurt anyone."

vy realized that this angle's horizons were linited.



"Thank you. W shall keep Iooking."

They went on. The next angle they encountered was
relatively dull; its point would not cut anything. "Hello,"
vy said. "Can you tell us where Hurts is?"

"Duh," the angl e said.
Dol ph nudged her from one side, and Gey fromthe
other. "It's stupid,"” the one said.

"It's an obtuse angle," the other said.

The angl e heard then. "Duh, sure, |'m obtuse! |'m sup-
posed to be. See, ny point is nuch wider than that acute
gal you were just talking to." He said this with evident

pri de.

"Yes, | can see that," lvy said, and the dull angle

smled with satisfaction.
They went on. The next angle was perfectly square.

"Do you know where Hurts is?" Ivy asked.
"I wouldn't think of admtting to anything |ike that!"

it replied. "I amafter all a right angle."
"But all we want are directions!" |vy said.
"I amsure | amquite correct in declining to coment

on that sort of thing."

vy saw that this angle was hopel essly sel f-righteous.
They went on.

They came to a wall. "Have we run out of angles?"

Grey asked, |ooking about.
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"What do you think I am—a curve?" the wall inquired.
"Certainly not an angle,” lvy said. "You | ook abso-

lutely straight to ne."

"Precisely: | ama straight angle. A hundred and ei ghty
degrees. Not a degree nore, not a degree |less."

"He's right," Grey nurnured.

"Not at all, lout!" the angle retorted. "The |ast one
you talked to was a right angle; | ama straight angle, as
I just informed you. | deviate not an iota fromny course."

"Do you know where Hurts is?"

"Do you suppose | amthe straight man for your crude
hunor? It will never work; | shall not deviate!"

"He's too straight," Grey nmuttered



"It is inmpossible to be too straight or too narrow" the
angl e procl ai med.

They noved on. They cane to a bend so wide it was
bent backwards. "What's your angle?" lvy inquired.

"Now that is a subject for suitable cogitation," it re-
plied. "Whether it is nobler to suffer the slings and arrows

of outrageous questions, or—

"All we want," lvy said firmy, "is to find the way to
Hurts. Do you know it?"

"As | was saying, before you so rudely interrupted ne,

that is a matter for reflexion, and I am of course the one
to do it, being a reflex angle. So |l et us consider: what is
to be gained or |ost by your proceeding to such a painfu

| ocal e? On the one hand—=

"I'"'mhurting right now, " Dol ph said. "These angles
think they're real sharp, but to nme they're pretty dull."

"Philistine!" the angle shot back

"You know," Grey said, "if puns are the way of it
here, maybe we should go for the big one: Hurts nust be
where the nost cutting angles are.”

"The ones that can hurt you worst," Dol ph agreed.

They headed back toward the acute angles. "Now don't
be thoughtl ess about this!" the reflex angle called. "There
remain points to consider nmost careful ly!"

There, in the sharpest heart of the npbst acute angles,
was a narrow bl ood-stained gate. It had broken glass with
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sharply acute angles along its bars, and needl eli ke spikes
along the top. They had found the entrance to Hurts!

Ivy eyed the spikes. She hardly relished squeezing
through that! "You know. Grey, everything here is magic,
because it's the dreamrealm so you should be able to nul
it. But if you do—=

"WIIl it null the dreamitself?" Gey finished. "Well
does the exercise of other nagic talents interfere with it?"

Dol ph becane a goblin. "Not that | know of, pot-bait!’
he said, true to the character he portrayed.

Ivy touched the nearest cute angle, and Enhanced her
so that she shone. "It doesn't seemto," she agreed.

"Then | should be able to exercise ny talent here with-
out wreaking havoc," Gey concluded. "Provided | keep

it noderate." He reached out to touch the gate, carefully.
"Why, this isn't glass at all!" he exclainmed. "It's illu-



sion!"

"I't's illusion now," Dol ph said. "You bet it wasn't a
nmonment ago. "'’

"It's a matter of interpretation,” Ivy pointed out.

"Since the entire dreamworld is crafted of illusion, illu-
sions are real here. Grey just nulled out sone of the glass
illusion's reality."

"I'"'mglad," Dol ph said. "Wen you get cut here, you
do bl eed. Maybe not in your real body back in Xanth, but
it hurts the sane."

vy remenbered Grard G ant and his river of blood.
She knew it was true.

They squeezed through the nulled gate. The shards of
gl ass bent like | eaves, harm essly.

They were in a horrible region. This was evidently the
setting for the bad dreans of those who feared pain. Al
around there were suffering people. Sone had | oat hsone
di seases, sone had awful injuries, and sonme seened to be
enduring unendurable enptional turmoil. It was certain
that all were hurting.

A mean-1 ooki ng man wearing a bl ack mask wal ked up.

He carried a whip. "I don't renmenber ordering three nore
actors," he said gruffly. "Are you sure you cane to the
right place?"
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"We're just passing through,” Ivy said quickly.
"Well, there's a really bad dream coning up, with a

| arge cast," the dungeon naster said. "Maybe we'd better

use you anyway. Can you scream wel | ?"
"I am Prince Dol ph," Dol ph said. "I—=

"Ch, why didn't you say so! You are nerely touring,
of course! What do you want to see?"

"The fastest way to Bishop's Storkford," Ilvy said.

The dungeon master scratched his hairy head. "W are
bounded on the far side by a broad river with several good
fords, but | don't recall that particular one. | can show
you to the river, anyway."

"That will be fine," lvy said.

They foll owed the dungeon master through the dun-

geon. lvy tried to avert her eyes fromthe horrors of it,
lest it give her bad dreans that would | ater bring her right
back here, but it was inpossible to overlook all of it. A
groan woul d attract her attention, and she would see some-
one with a gory knife wound, the knife still init, ready to
hurt twice as nmuch as it was pulled out. A sigh would

summon her eye to the other side, and there would be an

ot herwi se | ovel y mai den whose hair had been burned away,



| eaving her bare scalp a nmass of blisters. vy knew they
were all actors, only setting the scene so that the terrible
dreans coul d be fashioned for the night nares to take, but
it was so realistic that it turned her stonach anyway.

"I don't ever want to dream agai n!" Dol ph whi spered.

"I think | saw sonething like this in a horror novie
once," Grey renarked.

"You were tortured in Mindani a?" |vy asked, ap-
pal | ed.

"No, | watched it for fun."

"For fun!" she repeated, shocked.

"But | didn't like it," he reassured her hastily.

"I certainly hope so!" How could she marry a man who

i ked awful ness like this? Yet she realized that there prob-
ably were Mundanes who were of that type. Just so |ong

as they never got into Xanth!

They came to the river. The water was nuddy and the
current swift; anyone who tried to cross it could be swept
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away and drowned. | ndeed, she spied a night mare picking
up a just-conpleted dreamin which a desperate girl was
drowni ng. vy hoped she never suffered that dream her-
self, either!

"The fords are supervised by various creatures," the
dungeon master explained. "I think the storks are up-
stream that way." He pointed to the left. "You may wal k
along it until you find the one you are |ooking for. Keep
an eye out for blood flowing into the river; it can be slip-

pery."

"Thank you,
kind."

Ivy said faintly. "You have been very

"It's not my nature," the man confessed. "But for
Prince Dol ph, nothing is too good."

They followed the river upstream doing their best to

ignore the activities by its bank. But the activities in the
river weren't much nore reassuring. G otesque nonsters

|l ooned in it, snapping their nottled teeth, and rogue

wi nds threatened to capsize tiny boats containing hel pl ess
woren and children. One section of the water was on fire,
and the fire was encircling several swimers; the nore
desperately they stroked to escape it, the faster the flanes
advanced. Another area was cal mand deep; a sign said

SWMM NG, and children were gleefully diving into the

pool. But they weren't com ng up again. Wen |lvy peered

nmore closely at the sign she saw that a stray |eaf had pl as-
tered itself across a word at the top, and she was able to
make out the word: "no." Wat was happening to those

di sappearing children? I n another place the sign was clear



NO PI SHING Naturally several people were dangling their
lines in the water. Wat they couldn't see, because of the
blinding effect of the reflection of sunlight (never mind
where the sunlight cane from in this real mof dreans!),
was a nonstrous kraken weed below, its tentacles care-
fully Iatching onto each line. Then, abruptly, it tugged,
and the fishers tunbled forward into the water and di sap-
peared in the swirl of tentacles.

I vy hoped she was never bad enough to have such
dreans. Yet she could see that it was far better to experi-
ence the horror of the dreamthan the reality—-and those
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who fished where it was forbidden m ght indeed get caught
by a kraken. So if the dreamfrightened theminto safer
behavi or, that was good. Thus a bad dream could be a
good dreanl She had never realized that before.

But what was the Good Magici an doing here? Surely

the Night Stallion had his domain well under control, and
did not need any help fromHunfrey! If the stallion had
needed anyt hing, he should have sent a night mare to the
Good Magician's castle in Xanth to inquire. Sonething
about this situation did not nake sense.

Was it possible that the address whi ch gui ded them was
fal se? That Magician Hunfrey was not here?

Ivy squel ched that thought, because if Hunfrey wasn't
here, then they had no clue to where he was, and they
woul d not be able to get his Answer, and Grey woul d be
subject to the will of Com Pewter. That was unacceptabl e,
so lvy unaccepted it. Good Magician Hunfrey was here,;

that was final.

They came to the region of the fords. The first was
| abel ed FRANKFORD, and was supervised by a nan-sized
sausage with little arns and | egs. They passed it by.

Fart her al ong was one marked AFFORD, where those who

wi shed to use it had to have plenty of Mindane coi nhage

to qualify. Then there was Beeford, strictly for the bees,
and Ceeford, where everyone was | ooking but not touch-
ing. They passed the conpl ete al phabet of fords, finally

| eavi ng Zeeford behind; it was being used by strange
striped horses.

At last they canme to the various fords that were strictly
for the birds. They watched closely as they cane to the

I bi sford and Heronford, and finally spotted the Storkford.
Here was where the storks were crossing, carrying their
squal ling bundles. Ivy realized that this was part of the
route the storks took to reach Mundania; it must w nd
down to the big gourd on No Nane Key, and fromthere

they carried their babies to waiting Mindane not hers.

Grey had said that Mundanes had a different way of get-
ting babies, but naturally he was ignorant, being a man.



"But we aren't storks,’
|l et us cross here!"

G ey protested. "They won't
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"W can cross," Dol ph said. He becane a giant stork.

Ivy smled. She went to where a pile of spare sheets

was, and took a | arge, sturdy one. She knotted the coners
together so that it formed a big sling. "Cinb in. Gey,"
she sai d.

"But — he protested.

"When at the storkford, do as the storks do, you big
baby," she teased, clinmbing in herself.

Doubl e-di sgruntl ed, he joined her. It was |ike a ham
mock, |umping themtogether, but they really didn't mnd
that too much. Dol ph wal ked out across the ford, and no
stork chall enged him Perhaps they assumed he was deliv-
ering a set of twins to a giant.

"Now we have to find Little Halingberry," Ivy an-
nounced, |ooking at the address as they resuned their
normal forns and positions at the far bank.

"I dread to think how foolish that will be," Gey mut-
tered.

They were at the edge of a field of assorted berries. The
storks were following a path that |ed underground; the

pl ants there seemed to put their fruit below "Wat kind
is that?" Dol ph asked.

"That's a bury plant,"” lvy responded. "You have to be
careful about eating them because of the pits. You don't
want to fall in."

Grey | ooked at her as if uncertain whether their be-
throthal was a good idea, but did not conment.

They passed many varieties of berries. Some seened

edible, like the red and bl ue berries, and some were odd,
i ke the Londonberry. Then the heard something calling.
"That's it!" lvy said confidently. "The plant haling us!"

Sure enough, it was the halingberry plant. But it was

way too large. It was the big halingberry. They | ooked

around until they found its offspring, the little halingberry,
whose voice was relatively faint. Beside that was a road,

mar ked MAI N LANE.

"Now for Silly Goose Lane," lvy said. She |led the way



down it. She was getting the hang of this region

There were many of fshoots: Hot Lane, Cold Lane, Plain
Lane, Lois Lane, Santa C aus Lane, Derby Lane, and oth-

ers in boring profusion. Sone of them seenmed to have
interesting activities at their ends, but Ivy didn't want to
waste tine with bypaths. Then they got to the aninmal | anes,
and to the bird | anes. After Donal d Duck Lane was Sober
Goose Lane and then Silly Goose Lane.

"We're getting close!" lvy said, relieved. She stepped
onto the | ane—and | eaped. "Eeeeek!" she screamed, out-
raged.

"What happened?” Grey asked, alarmed. He hurried
after her—and nade his own great |eap. "QOoooff!"

It was Dol ph who caught on! "A silly goose—ike boot
rear!" he exclainmed, trying to stifle a laugh which threat-
ened to overwhel mhim "Wen you get on it, you get—=

"Now it's your turn, little brother!" lvy said grimy.

"Sure." Dol ph becane a wacky-1| ooki ng goose and

stepped forward. Naturally nothing happened to him since
this lane was intended for this species. He had outwtted
it.

"Now we find Damescroft,” lvy said pretending not to
be di sappoi nted. G ey was begi nning to understand why
she and her brother did not always get al ong.

There were houses here. Soon they reached the ones
| abel ed croft: Eaglecroft, Handicroft, Welkincroft, Man-
scroft, Kidscroft, and finally Damescroft.

They had nade it! There before them stood a pretty
cottage, with white walls and a thatched roof.

"This is the Good Magician's castle?" G ey asked.

"Nothing like it!" Dol ph replied. "But you know, there

are always three challenges to get in, and you have to
surmount themor Hunfrey won't talk to you. He's prob-

ably just as crotchety about that as he's been for the past
century."

"Maybe this is illusion,” lvy said. "The challenge is
to get in, when we can't see what we're getting into."

"Then | et nme see what | can do," Gey said. He took
a step forward and stretched out his hands, concentrating.

The cottage nickered, then disappeared. In its place was

a perfect replica of the Good Magician's castle as it was
in Xanth. It was of stone, with reasonably high turrets and
a noat. It | ooked deserted, too.
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"That's nore like it," lvy said. "I don't see a noat
monster, but that's the way it is now, anyway. W can
cross over the—eops." For now she saw that there was no
drawbri dge over the moat. It wasn't that the bridge had
been drawn; there was none at all

They went to the edge of the noat. "It may be poi-
soned," Dol ph said. "W don't want to risk it; Gey
couldn't null real poison."

Grey agreed. "Also, it mght not be fair for nme to use
my power nore than once. W don't want the Mgician
to be annoyed."

"l can get us across," Dol ph said. He becane the roc
again. They clinbed onto his feet. He spread his w ngs
and flew across, landing on the inner |edge.

lvy didn't say anything, but she was ill at ease. This
was too easy! The Good Magician's chall enges were al -
ways chal |l engi ng, while they seened to have conquered
two of themw thout effort. She was suspicious of that.

They were on the | edge between the sheer castle wal
and the noat. They wal ked along it, seeking the entry.
Normal Iy the nain gate woul d be where the drawbridge
crossed the noat, but they had no bridge to orient on

They kept wal king until they had conpleted a circuit
around the castle. There was no gate at all

"My turn," lvy said. "I can get us in."

She concentrated on the inpervious wall, enhancing its
state of perviousness. It becane | ess substantial, so that
wat er night percolate through it, and air. It was a shadow
of its forner self, |ooking solid but becoming illusion

She took the hands of her conpanions. "W can pass

through this,"” she said, and led theminto the wall and

out of it, inside the castle. Then she reversed the enhance-
ment, so that the walls returned to their normal state.

They were all the way in, now |vy heard footsteps. A
man turned the corner and stood in the |ighted hall

"Hugo!" lvy exiained, wal king toward him
"lvy!" he replied. "You are |ovely!"

vy was unable to return the conplinent, for Hugo was
best described as honely. "You haven't changed!" she
said instead, then hastily nmade introductions: "This is ny
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friend Hugo, the son of Hunfrey and the Gorgon. This is
my betrothed. Grey Mirphy. You know Dol ph, of
course. "

Hugo nodded. "Right this way," he said. "Mm has



cookies, the kind you like."

"Punwheel I'" vy exclained as they followed himto the
kitchen. Indeed, the snell of freshly baked cooki es was
drifting down the hall.

The Gorgon was there, exactly as Ivy remenbered her:

tall, stately, with snakelets of hair framng her invisible
face. The Good Magician had made it invisible so that the
sight of it would not stone those who saw it. In the dark,
vy was sure, that face was just as solid and warm as any
other. The cookies were crisp and hot, with just that bit
of hardening that close proximty to the Gorgon's face
caused.

"My, how you've grown. lvy!" the Gorgon excl ai ned.
"You were, let nme think, only ten or eleven years old the
last tine | saw you!"

"I'"'mseventeen now," lvy said proudly. She introduced
Grey, and of course the CGorgon exclaimed over the be-
trot hal .

They ate cookies while they conpared notes. The Gor-
gon was eager for news of Xanth, and rather m ssed the
old castle there.

"But why are you here?" |Ivy asked. "The three of you
j ust di sappeared, and we had no i dea where you had gone
until now. "

"The Magician is on a Quest," the Gorgon expl ai ned.
"The Question Quest!" Gey exclained.
"Why yes; however did you know?"

I vy expl ai ned about their sneak peak at the vol unmes the
Muse of History was working on. "But couldn't he just
take care of it right there?

"No, this was of a preenptive nature. The Magici an

never was very tolerant of interruptions, and this was so
important that he decided to elimnate interruptions en-
tirely. W have not been disturbed for seven years." But
there seened to be nore regret than pride in her voice

"But we have a Question," lvy said. "W nust have
300

Man from Mundani a

Man from Mundani a

301

the Answer before we can get married. So we tracked you
down here, and we will go home as soon as we see Ma-
gician Hunfrey."

The Gorgon shook her head. "lI'mafraid he won't see
you. He is so wapped up in his Quest that he allows



nothing to interrupt it.

"But we rmust have that Answer!" |vy protested.
"I would be delighted to have himgive it to you. But
he just won't. He will just slide into another |evel of the

dream real mand avoid you, wi thout ever taking his eyes
fromhis texts."
"But he left his texts behind!" Ivy said.

"The physical ones. He has all of them duplicated per-
fectly here, and all his other magic. Everything he needs
for his Quest—ncluding privacy."'

"I think I could find him" Gey said. "I could nul
out the levels of magic illusion until—=
"No, that wouldn't nmake himgive an Answer," |vy

said dispiritedly.

And that was it: they had conme all the way here for
not hi ng. No wonder the chall enges they had faced when
entering the castle had been perfunctory: the Good Ma-
gician wasn't at hone to Questions anynore.

Gey nulled the magic for themas they held hands, and
in a nonent Ivy | ooked up fromher gourd. They were

back in Castle Roogna.

For a monent she was tenpted to say they had gotten

their Answer. But that woul d not be honest, and besides,

if she could have figured out an answer herself, they would
not have needed to find the Mgician.

So their dilemma remai ned. Her dilemm, really; Gey

had never had any doubt. He intended to be out of Xanth
before Com Pewter's deadline expired. It was |Ivy who had
to nake her decision: whether to go with himto drear
Mundania or remain in Xanth without him

"Ch Gey!" she cried in tornent. "I can't do either!

| ove you, but | also love Xanth. | can't endure w thout
bot h! "

"l understand," he said. "I |love you, and | |ove Xanth,
and | know you must be together, so | will |eave you."

Ivy clung to him her tears flowi ng. "No, w thout you
Xanth woul d be as drear for me as Mundania. | will go
with you, though it destroy ne."

"But | amafraid it will destroy you!" he protested.
"That is why | know you nust not go."

Then, as she clung to him she renenbered sonethi ng
she had forgotten. "Your father's curse! It was working!
It gave us the clue to where the Good Magici an was!"

"Yes, but it failed. Hunfrey woul d not—=



"No!" she cried. "Maybe it succeeded! Only we are
giving up too soon!"

"l don't understand," he said, |ooking at her quizzi-
cally. "W did all we could."

"No, | think we only thought we did all we could!" she

sai d, uncertain whether she was experiencing a significant

i nsight or grasping at a futile straw. "W thought we failed,
but we haven't yet. Because we got on the wong track

But rmaybe we can get back on the right track!"

"VWhat do you nean?"
"I mean the dreamisn't over yet!" she said.

"Not over?" he asked blankly. "But we exited from
t he gourd, and—

"Thi nk back," she said excitedly. "Renenber how

easy it was to find the Good Magi ci an? There were exactly
three chall enges, and we took turns overcom ng them and
we were in. And there were Hugo and the Gorgon, exactly
as | remenbered them"

"Yes, so you said. | hadn't nmet them before, so—

"I am seven years ol der, but they aren't!" she contin-
ued. "They were unchanged—and they shoul dn't have
been. The CGorgon should have a gray hair or something,
and Hugo should have been in his md twenties. But he
wasn't. Because he wasn't real. He was fromny nmem
ory—ho nore. Gray, | made it all up! W never found
themat all!"

Gray nodded. "Unchanged—onform ng to your mental
i mges," he said, "when they should have been ol der. So
it was a dream not the reality."

"And the dreamisn't over!" she repeated. "It side-
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tracked us, nade us think it was over, but it isn't! W can
still search for the good Magician!"

He nodded, working it out. "I did think that the chal -

| enges weren't as horrendous as reputed. So when | ban-

i shed the illusion of Danescroft, it wasn't the reality we
saw, but another illusion."

"W only dreanmed your power worked," she agreed.

"And we only dreaned that you returned us to Xanth.

That's the real challenge: to penetrate the illusion that we
are acconpl i shing anythi ng!"

He enbraced her. "I'mhaving the illusion of kissing
you," he said, kissing her



"It's an excellent illusion," she agreed, kissing him
back. "Now let's get back to business. W still have to
find the Good Magician."

Grey considered. "As | understand it, we arc in the
real m of dreans, and everything we do here is part of the
dream but we do retain our natural powers. If | exercise
m ne persistently, doubting everything, |ike Descartes—

"Who?"

He | aughed. "A Miundane! He doubted until he could

doubt no nore, and decided that was the truth. | only
remenber hi m because | missed himon a test, but now I

thi nk maybe he had sonething. If the Good Magician is

here, | should be able to find him by doubting away ev-
erything el se. But since everything here is dreans, 'l
have to do it carefully; and it may be tricky—and maybe

it won't work at all but will just put us out of the dream
wi th not hing."

"Try it!" she urged. "It's our only hope!"

Grey nodded. "Uh, maybe you'd better enhance ne,
just in case. | need to be very strong, and very accurate,
so | can dismantle the dream | ayer by |ayer."

"Yes." lvy took his hand and began the enhancenent.

Chapter 16 « Answer

~"rey felt the power of lvy's nagic, enhancing

him He knew that his ability to null magic was being

i ncreased. Wen his talent countered hers, she could not

enhance ot hers, but when hers worked on his, he had nuch

greater power than before. If anyone could penetrate this
net wor k of deceptive dreans, he coul d—ow.

VWhat a pretty diversion it had been: letting them dream
that their powers were working, when they weren't. O

per haps they were, but not in the way they had supposed.

He had nulled the illusion of Damescroft, only to be de-
ceived by the illusion of the Good Magician's castle. Dol ph
had changed form and carried them across a noat that

wasn't really there. Ivy had enhanced their way through

the wong wall. They had all fallen for it, being overcon-
fident and too accepting.

But Ivy had caught on, and thereby saved themthe ex-
cruciation of returning to Miundani a. She had won the true
chal l enge by her wit rather than her talent. Now it was his
turn—and he suspected that his wit would be tested, too.

For one thing, had they really dreanmed up those three
chal | enges t hensel ves? He doubted it. The chal |l enges had
been too pat. Mre likely they had been devi sed by some-
one else for the trio's benefit. That neant that the Good
Magi ci an was here—and only lvy's desperation had foil ed
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the deception. The one thing that could go wong with it
had gone w ong.

As he pondered it, perhaps better able to cone to terns
with it because of Ivy's Enhancenent, he realized that what
they had experienced could i ndeed be taken as three chal -

| enges—but not of the sinple type they had supposed. The
first could have been for Dol ph: finding the address. Gey's
father's curse could have enabl ed Dol ph to handl e that
chal | enge. The second coul d have been for |vy—and again,

the carefully set illusion had al nost by chance been foil ed,
as if the curse had hel ped her to understand its nature.

The third could be his owm: to ascertain the true state of
things that might not be at all what they expected. Could
Mur phy's curse give himthe open-m ndedness to see what

he had to see?

He certainly hoped so! There was only a week left in
his grace period. H's decision in the dream|vy had just
exposed had been correct: if he found no way to void
Com Pewter's claim he would return to Mundania. |If lvy
deci ded again to go with him—

But maybe they would not be faced with such an awf ul

choi ce! The Good Magi ci an was said to have an Answer

for any Question, so if he could just |ocate Hunfrey, al
woul d be well. He would be glad to serve for a year, just
to stay in Xanth with Ivy! Service here was better than
freedomin drear Mundania. Provided it was in a good

cause. Pewter's cause was evil, so he had to resist the
tenptation to go along with it for the sake of being with
Ivy in Xanth. He hoped he still had the courage to | eave
bot h.

"That's the best | can do," lvy said. "If | enhance you

any nore, you m ght explode." She had said it in jest,
but then perhaps renenbered the gl owworm and didn't
| augh.

Grey concentrated on the | andscape of Xanth he saw

before them He knew now that this seemng reality was
illusion, the stuff of the dream They needed to return to
reality, which was the appearance of the dream

The | andscape fuzzed, then faded out. They were back

before the Good Magician's castle, with Dol ph beside
t hem

"Hey, what happened?" Dol ph asked. "I thought you
two were on your way out of Xanth!"

"It was part of the dream" Ilvy explained. "W woke
up fromit, in a manner.’

" But —
"We're still doing it," she said. "Watch."

Grey concentrated on the castle. He didn't want to nul
too much! Slowy it fuzzed, and then it faded out, |eaving
the cottage of Damescroft as they had first seen it.



"Now we' re back where we started,"” Ivy said. "But if
it's not the castle and not the cottage, what is it?"

Grey focused his doubt. The cottage frayed and cane
apart. In its place—was the castle.

He exchanged a third of a glance with Ivy. Then he
focused agai n.

The castle fuzzed out, and the cottage returned.
"Well, it's got to be one or the other,"” Dol ph said.

Grey pondered, and then he considered, and then he
cogitated, and finally he settled down and thought.

"Maybe it's neither," he said.

" But - "

"I think we all need to blank our mnds, until we expect
nothing at all. Then whatever remains will be the truth.”
"I can't blank my mind!" Dol ph protested. "I'mal -

ways t hi nki ng about sonet hing!"

"What were you watching on the Tapestry?" lvy asked
wam ngly.

The cottage fuzzed. The inage of sonething sil ken be-
gan to form such as a giant pair of panties.

"My mnind is conpletely blank!" Dol ph cried guiltily.

The i mage fuzzed back into a formess pile of cloth,
whi ch then faded out. The cottage reappeared.

"Bl ank, " Grey said.
"Bl ank," vy agreed.
"Bl ankety bl ank," Dol ph sai d.

Grey focused his doubt again. He doubted that either
cottage or castle was there, but he had no idea what m ght
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really be there. He kept his doubt as pure as he coul d,
expecting not hi ng.

The cottage was fuzzed out. The castle tried to fuzz in.
Dol ph forestalled it with nore doubt, refusing to be tricked
by the present illusion.

An anor phous cl oud devel oped, hovering uncertainly,

unabl e to becone one formor the other. Gey continued
doubting, refusing to let it coal esce. He kept his expecta-
tions blank. Only reality would be allowed to manifest!

G adual |y the cloud thinned, revealing—nothing.

"Qops, " lvy said.



Grey | ooked at her. "But there should be sonething!"

"We're out of the dream " she explained. "You nulled
it right dowmn to nothing."

"Reality!" he exclainmed in disgust. And realized that
that was what he had expected.

Dol ph stepped forward. "Wat's that?"
They | ooked. There was a box sitting on the ground.

They wal ked toward the box. The | andscape seened

conpl etely barren; there were no trees or bushes, and no
sunshine or cloud. It seened to be a wastel and, except for
t he box.

There turned out to be three boxes, in a row, each dark
and obl ong and | arge enough to hold a man.

"Ch, no!" lvy breathed, horrified. "Coffins!"
Ttiere had been three in the Good Magician's famly:
Hunfrey, the Gorgon, and their son, Hugo.

"The dream address!" Dol ph said, sharing her horror.
"It was the way to find thembut it didn't say they were
alivel"'

Coul d the Good Magici an have seen his death comi ng,
and acted to hide hinself from Xanth so that no one woul d
know? But what was the point of that?

"To let others think he would one day return," lvy said,
her thoughts pacing his. "So that Xanth woul dn't nourn
for him-er give its enem es courage."

"Enem es |ike ComPewer," Gey said, seeing it. "But
now we have undone his artifice, so that Xanth can no

| onger be protected even by the threat of Hunfrey's re-
turn.”
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"Com Pewt er nmust have known!" lvy said. "That's
why he acted now "

But Gey wasn't quite satisfied with that. "Wy didn't
Com Pewter sinply tell us Hunfrey was dead, then? So
that there was no chance to get an Answer?"

Ivy shrugged. "Maybe Pewter wasn't quite sure.”

"And nmaybe it's not true!" Gey said. "Maybe we're
not out of this quest yet!"'

"But if they are in coffins—=

"Electra was in a coffin, wasn't she?" Gey strode to
the nearest box. Now he saw an inscription on a plaque



set init. But the words were indecipherable. "Wat does
this say?"

I vy approached. She alnost smiled. "Do Not Disturb,"”
she read. "It's in Xanthian script. This nust be Min-
dania, so you can't read it."

"Or sonething like that," Grey agreed. "Electra was
inasimlar state, | believe."

They checked the other coffins. Neither had a pl aque.
"Maybe they don't nmind being disturbed," Dol ph of fered.

"Probably so," lvy said. "It was always the Good Ma-
gi ci an who was grunpy about folk taking up his time."

"Then I'm going to open this one."

Ivy was shocked. "But you can't do that! It's not nice
to disturb the dead!"

"If he is dead," Gey said grimy. "I doubt it."
He put his hand to the lid of the coffin. There was no

fastening. He lifted, and it cane up.
A wizened little man lay within, looking just as if he

were sleeping. "Hey, Mgician Hunfrey!" Grey said
bol dl y.

The eyelids flickered, then the eyes opened. The lips
parted. "Go away," they said.

"I am Grey Murphy, and | need an Answer," Gey
sai d.

"Go away. | amno |onger giving Answers."
"Here is ny Question: how can | void the service | owe
to Com Pewt er ?"

"Go away," the nmouth said, grinacing. "I'll give your
Answer when |'m done here."
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"How long will that be?"

The nmouth formed a fifth of a smle. "lIs that another

Questi on?"

"No! "

"If you want an Answer, serve ne until | return. Then

you may have it, if you still want it. Now go away—and

don't slamthe lid." The eyes cl osed.
"There is an Answer!" |vy breat hed.

"But what good is it, if he returns after a year or nore,
and | have to |l eave Xanth in a week?" G ey demanded.



The Good Magi ci an's near eye squi nched open again.

"No way. Mundane! You nust serve until | return, wth-

out interruption, or I will not be responsible for the con-
sequence. "

"But | must serve Com Pewter! That's ny problem"™

"After you conplete your service to ne," the Good
Magi cian said firmy. "Qtherwi se you forfeit your An-
swer." The eye cl osed agai n.

"But how can | serve you, if you' re asleep?" Gey
asked, hardly naking sense of this.

"Go to my castle. You will find a way." The features
fell into conposure; the Good Magician was back in his
dream

Gey lowered the lid, depressed. Apparently there was
an Answer to his problem but unless the Good Magici an
returned to his castle before the week was out—which
seenmed unli kel y—& ey would have to go hone to MJH
dania without it. Since Hunfrey had made it plain that
there was no tinme limt on the service he would owe for
the Answer, Grey would have to forfeit |ong before com
pl eting the service.

"The Good Magici an al ways has a good reason for his

crazy Answers," lvy said, trying to put a positive face on
it. "When the Gorgon cane to ask whet her he woul d

marry her, he made her serve as a castle maid for a year
before giving his Answer."

"But that's the very height of arrogance!" Gey said

"So it seenmed. But it gave her that tine to work with
him so that she could change her nind on the basis of
good i nformati on. Wen she didn't change her mind, he
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married her. By that tine she was faniliar with every as-
pect of the castle and his practice, so had no problem It
was really a very good way to do it, as everyone el se
woul d have understood, had they been as smart as Hum
frey."

"Well, I'"'mnot smart enough to see how having to | eave
Xanth before | get his Answer is going to do us any good!"
"Neither am|," she said. "But it nust be so."

He | et the subject drop, because he didn't want to argue
with her. But his depression was back in full force. To
think that there was a solution to his probl embut that he
could not have it because of the insensitivity of the one

who had it—that was even worse than there being no so-
| ution.

They returned to Xanth. They couldn't just wal k there,
because they didn't know the way through this featurel ess
region, so GGey eased up on his doubt, and the cottage



returned. Then they retraced their route through the ad-
dress until they were back in the airport. Then G ey
resuned his doubting, and fell out of the dream

He lifted his head fromthe gourd. "Cut the connec-
tion," he said. WIIling hands turned the gourds, and Ivy
and Dol ph woke. This time it was real

I medi ately they were besi eged by demands for the

whol e story, but only Dol ph was interested in telling it.
"You shoul d have seen the guts and gore in the Hurts!"
he excl ai med.

Next day they went to the Good Magician's castle. Dol ph
became a roc and carried themthere and dropped them

of f, pronmising to return in tine to take themto the border
of Xanth before Com Pewter's grace period was up. In

fact, he promised to return every day, acting as courier for
anyt hi ng they needed; that was certainly better than re-
mai ni ng grounded at Castl e Roogna.

The two wal ki ng skel etons. Marrow Bones and Grace'l
GCssian, cane along also, nominally to help clean up the
castle, but really as chaperones. The King and Queen did
not want to nake a show of it, but they did not encourage
the appearance of unseemy behavior in their daughter.
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G ey could hardly blame them At any tine Ivy could

change her nmind and remain in Xanth, effectively breaking

off their betrothal (there was a different flavor to that word,
and he liked it better than "engagenment") and returning

to the open market. Wiy should they risk having her prin-
cessly reputation tarnished in this short tinme?

Break the betrothal —he hated to adnmit it, but it did
seemto himthat this was her npst sensible course. She
was a creature of Xanth, and could no nmore be happy for
long outside it than, as she put it, a mermaid could live
on land far fromwater. There were nagi c devices that
could nmake her forget him so that at |east one of them
coul d be happy. When he returned to Miundani a, he was

not going to let her go with him Wat would becone of
him then, w thout either betrothed or parents, he did not
want to think about. But he knew it had to be. He i&f used
to be the agent of Xanth's degradation, no matter what it
cost him personal ly.

The castle was bl eak and bare. The skeletons didn't

m nd; they were pretty bare thensel ves. They set about
cleaning it out, and fixing separate chanbers for the two
living fol k. Soon nice soft beds were nade, though the
skeletons really didn't see what was wong with good ol d



fashi oned cold stone. Sinilarly they renovated the kitchen,
knowi ng that living fol k had a hang-up about eating reg-
ularly.

"But once we get it cleaned up, what else is there to
do?" Grey asked as they sorted through tunmbled old vials
and set themneatly on the shelves. "And what's the point,
fixing up a castle for someone who isn't com ng back to
it?" For they both knew that the Good Magician had no
intention of returning soon—+f ever; this service was a

char ade

I vy shook her head; she didn't know either. But at |east
they were together, for this brief tine.

They were hard at work sorting dusty tomes when there

was a di sturbance outside. Marrow hurried in, rattling.
Gey and Ivy | ooked up in alarm knowing it took a lot to
rattl e the skel eton.

"A giant fire-breathing slug is charging the castle!"
Marrow report ed.

They went to a parapet and | ooked. Sure enough, the
monster was steaning through the npat, causing the water
to boil where the fire touched. It was of course a sl ow
charge, for slugs were not rapid travelers, but powerful.

"We'd better flee!" lvy said. "W can't stop something
l'ike that."

"But surely part of my service is to protect the castle,"
Gey said. "I nmean, even if | have to |leave in a few days,
I mght as well do the best | can while |I'mhere."

"But you can't even get close to that thing w thout get-
ting burned!" Ilvy protested.

"It does seemuncertain of success,"” Mrrow said.

"But Marrow can get close," Gey said. "Mybe the

slug is just lost. Marrow, would you be willing to ap-
proach it and ask what it wants? Can you speak its | an-
guage?"

"Only if it is fromthe gourd," Marrow said.
"If only Grundy Golemwere here," lvy said. "He can
speak any living | anguage. If we just had sone alternate

way to— Then she brightened. "Maybe we do!"
"W do?"

"Renmenber the sign | anguage? Let nme see if that

wor ks!'" She had brought the book to the castle, in case
she had to return to Mundani a, where she woul d be de-
pendent on this type of comunication. Gey had not yet
been able to bring hinself to tell her of his decision that
she had to remain in Xanth.

Now t he slug was energing fromthe noat and starting
up the outer wall. It was nmoving at a snail's pace, but
maki ng definite progress.

Ivy | eaned over the parapet. "Hey, sluggo!" she called,



wavi ng her hands. "Can you understand this?" She nade
the sign for "Hello": a gesture resenbling the throw ng
of a kiss with both hands. Grey was gl ad he understood
it, because otherwi se he m ght have mi sunderstood it.

The slug paused | ooking up at her. Could it even see?
Grey wondered; it had no eyes, just antennae.
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Then the antennae noved. One extended whil e the other
retracted. In a nmonent they reversed notion

"It's answering!" lvy exclainmed. "It knows sign | an-
guage!"

"Ask it what it wants," Gey said, heartened.

"VWhat," lvy said, making the sign by drawi ng her right

i ndex finger down across her flat left palm "Wnt?" She
hel d her two hands as if clutching sonething, and drew
themin to her.

The slug's antennae |ined up, then noved forward tcfe
gether with marvel ous sl ownotion dexterity.

"Answer," lvy translated. She had picked up a mar-

velous facility for this type of comrunication in a short

time; Gey realized that she nust have enhanced her own

|l earning ability for it. Except that she had been in Min-

dania at the time, so her talent shouldn't have been oper-
ative. He would have to ask her about that.

She faced Gey: "It wants an Answer, but | don't
know—=

"An Answer!" Grey exclained. "It thinks the Good

Magi ci an is back!"

vy grimaced. "I'Il try to explain." She made the sign
for conversation—the tip of one index finger noving to-
ward the Iips while the other noved fromthem then re-
versing the notions.

The slug remained stuck to the wall, responding with

its antennae. After a fair dialogue. lvy turned to Gey.
"I"mnot getting through. | don't know all the terms, and
it isn't awmfully bright. As near as | can tell, it wants to

attend a slugfest."”

"Maybe that doesn't nmean the sane as it does in Min-
dania," Gey said.

"I'"'mnot sure what it neans," she said. "But we'd

better tell the slug sonething, so that it will go away.

O herwise it's apt to sline the castle, and its breath wll
set fire to the curtains."

G ey pondered. "All right. Tell it to nake up a bunch



of notices in slug-speak, and post themon trees and rocks
and t hings where big slugs go. The notices will say SLUG
PEST, and give the tine and place. Then any interested
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slugs will go there at the proper tinme. But tell it to allow
a year or two, because slugs don't travel very fast."

"I'1l try." lvy got busy with her signals. After a tine
the slug, satisfied, turned around and slid slowy back
through the steam ng nopat and away fromthe castle.

They returned to their tonme sorting. But soon there was
another interruption. "A goblin is knocking at the door,"
Marrow report ed.

"You nean poundi ng?" G ey asked, renenbering the
nat ure of goblins,

"No, this is a constrained, polite knocking."
"I't nust be a trick," Ivy said. "Let himin, then pull

up the drawbridge so his henchnen can't charge after he
has opened the way."

In due course they nmet the goblin in one of the cl eaned-
up chanbers. "Who are you, and what do you want ?"
Gey inquired gruffly.

"I amvery sorry to disturb you, Good Magici an, but
when | saw that you had returned—=

"Wait!" Grey said, enbarrassed. "I'mnot the Good
Magi cian! I'm Grey, just doing a service for him" In
addition, there was sonething odd about the goblin.

"l beg your pardon. Gey," the goblin said. "I am
Goody Goblin. If I may have an appointnent, | shall re-
turn at a nore convenient tine."

G ey realized what was bothering himabout this goblin.
He was being polite! "It's not that! The Good Magici an
isn't here right now, and |I' m not sure when—

"I amcertainly willing to accept an Answer from an
assistant,"” Goody said. "I realize that the Good Magici an
has far nore pressing concerns than the problemof a nere
goblin."

Grey was beginning to feel like a heel. "Uh, just what
is your problem Goody?"

"l seemto be unpopular with nmy kindred. Since natu-

rally I would like to assunme a posture of |eadership, and
to win the favor of a pretty gobliness, | w sh to be advised
of appropriate corrective action."

"Well, 1'd certainly like to help you, but— Then G ey
had a bright notion. "I think you need to have a fouler



314

Man from Mundani a

Man from Miundani a

315

mout h. Most goblins |'ve net are obnoxi ous and viol ent.
If—

"Ch, | couldn't be violent!" Goody protested. "That
woul d be unsocial ."

"Wl I, maybe you wouldn't have to actually be violent,
if only you sounded violent. You could bluff your way
t hrough. What you need is a really foul vocabulary."

"I would be glad to have it!" Goody agreed. "My |
purchase it fromyou?"

Grey glanced helplessly at Ivy. "No, | think you have
to learn it," she said. "But |I think |I know where you

can.

"That woul d be excellent!"”

"Just a nonent." She went to Marrow and whi spered
The skel eton departed, but returned in a nonent with
sonmething. Ivy set it on a chair. "Sit down," she told

CGoody.

"Way thank you,"” the goblin said, taking the chair.
Because he was short-legged he had to junp up and | and
on it. But the nonent he | anded, he sailed off again.
"N$*&EO!I!" he exclainmed, causing the white curtains to
bl ush pink. Sonmething flew from himand struck the wall

so hard it was enbedded

Grey caught on. She had put a curse burr on the chair!

"So you do know the terns," lvy said, evidently sup-
pressing her own delicate blush, for it had been quite a
word the goblin had fired forth. "You just need to be
encouraged to use it."

"Go to the biggest, wildest curse burr patch you can

find, and sit down in the mddle of it," Gey said. "I
guarantee that by the time you find your way out, you will
have the required vocabul ary. Just nmake sure you remem

ber the expressions that get you free. They can only be
used once agai nst the curse burrs, but are infinitely reus-
abl e agai nst goblins."

"Ch thank you, kind sir and | ovely naiden!" Goody
said. "And what is your fee for this wonderful Answer?"



"No fee," Grey said quickly. "W're just here for a
few days. Good |uck."
The goblin stood up to his full lowy height. "No, | am

afraid | nust insist. You are doing ne a service, and |
must do you one in reconpense. That is only fair."

Fai rness—n a goblin? Now Gey had seen everyt hi ng!
"Well, er, if you feel that way, maybe you shoul d, uh,
stay here a while, and when sonething cones up, er—=

"Excellent. | amsure there will be sonething."

Grace' 1l appeared. "Show our guest to a suitable cham
ber," lvy said.

Heart ened, Goody CGoblin departed with the skel eton.
Gey was sure he woul d nake good ampong the gobli ns,
after undertaking the corrective course.

They returned to their tonmes—enly to be interrupted

again. This tine it was a flying fan: an instrunment nade

of banboo that propelled itself by waving back and forth
so as to generate a jet of air. Ivy was able to comunicate
with it by sign | anguage, though some of this resenbled a
fan dance. The fan turned out to be lost, and was | ooking
for fandom

Now Grey had just a bit of Mindane experience that
related. "Forma fan club!" he exclainmed. "Then you
will be in the niddl e of fandom"

Satisfied, the fan flew off to find a suitable | ength of
wood to nmake a cl ub.

They were about to return to the tones, when yet an-

ot her supplicant arrived. "This is getting out of hand!"
Gey nmuttered. "We'll never get anything done if this
conti nues!"

"Maybe we shoul d haul up the drawbridge again," Ivy

said. "I realize that seens unfriendly, but with all these
folk coming in, we'll have no rest or privacy at all if we
don't linmt access."

"1'"m begi nning to understand why the Good Magici an
was reputed to be reclusive and taciturn," Gey said, "if
this is what his life was |ike before he set limts."

"You see to the one that's inside, and I'I| see to getting
the defenses set up," lvy said with a smle. "Just don't
do too much for her." She depart ed.

Wien Grey saw the visitor, he understood Ivy's caution.
She was a |l ovely young human girl. "GCh Magician, please,
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| beg of you, |I'mdesperate, |I'll do anything!" she ex-
cl ai med.

"Please, I"'monly, uh, filling in, and | may not be able

to help you," he said. "Wat—

"I'min love!" she exclainmed grandly. "But he doesn't
know | exist! Please—~

Grey ascertained that it was a young man of her vill age
she was interested in, who saw her only as a friend. She
did not want to make a scene, she only wanted himto
return her |ove. She was sure things would be fine, then.
It seemed to Grey that she was correct; she was a good
and lovely girl who would be good for a handsome | out
like that. Just as lvy was good for Gey hinself.

"Grace'1l," he said, and the skeleton appeared. "Is there
a vial of love potion in the collection you have been sort-
i ng?"

"Several ," Grace'l agreed.

"Bring one here." The skel etons were not always quick
on the uptake, perhaps because their skulls were hollow

She brought one. Gey presented it to the maiden. "Slip
this in his drink. Make sure you are the first person he
sees after he drinks. You understand? A m stake could be

very awkward."

"Ch, yes!" she exclainmed. "Ch, thank you, Magi-
cian!" She flung her arms around himand planted a kiss
on his nose. "But what about ny service?"

"No service, this time," he said. But he realized that

this aspect, also, of the good Magician's practice nmade
sense. Folk were too eager to get sonething for nothing,
and were already flocking to the castle. If it was this bad
on the first day, how nuch worse would it be on the fol -

| owi ng days? "But in the future, probably some service

will be required.” So that when she spread the word, it
woul d di scourage the freel oaders.

"Ch? Wien?" She evidently thought he neant that she
woul d have to return to do the service.

He realized that it would hardly be expedient to call her
back; she would have to do it before she left. "Unh, within
the next few days. Grace'l will show you to a chanber for
the night."

"That's fine," she agreed, and departed with the skel -
et on.

They finished the day, their tome sorting inconplete,
and retired to their separate chanbers after an excell ent



evening neal Grace'l prepared. Grey |lay awake for sone
time, thinking about things. Now he appreciated why Good
Magi ci an Hunfrey m ght not be eager to return here in

any hurry. What were his prospects? An endl ess |line of
supplicants, each requiring attention and research, while
his own work of whatever nature went undone. Grey and

Ivy had been here only a day, and already the word had
spread; the Good Magi ci an had been here a century or so.

Yet he had to adnit that he rather |iked hel pi ng peopl e
and creatures. He was |earning things, too. He had thought
that all goblins were |ike those of the Col den Horde; now
he knew better. He had thought that nonsters were for
fighting or fleeing, but the giant slug had only wanted
advi ce. Each case had to be judged on its nmerits, and none
were truly unworthy. It seemed a shanme to shut them al

out, when they really did need help. /

But of course he could not help them In a few days he
woul d be gone, even assuning he had conpetence for this.
He was a Magician, but his talent hardly applied to this

sort of thing. Well, if some creatures suffered froma dev-
astating hex or geis, as they called it, that was of nagica
origin, he could probably nullify it. If there was illusion,

he could nullify that too, cutting through to the truth. O her
cases coul d be handl ed by ordi nary common sense or a

little imagi nation. Gthers were anenable to the artifacts

of the castle, like the |love potion. So there actually was a
lot that he and Ivy could do. Certainly it was the kind of
thing he'd rather be doing than | eaving Xant h!

But he did have to | eave Xanth, because soon Com
Pewter's grace period would be over, and he woul d have
to serve the evil machine if he were not gone from Xant h.
Com Pewt er hardly cared about the welfare of individua
fol k! The machi ne woul d set about taking over Xanth, and
Grey was aware that though his magic talent m ght not
readily be turned to doing good, it could certainly be
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turned to doing evil by nulling the magi c of anyone who
opposed Com Pewter. He could not allow that to happen

How he wished it were otherwi se! That his father's curse
had been effective. Al nost, it seened, it had been; it had
enabled themto |locate Magician Hunfrey and talk with

him But the Magician had refused to help in tine. Sup-
pose Grey stayed in Xanth and the machine used himto
destroy much of what was good and decent in it, and then,
years |l ater. Magician Hunfrey returned? Wat kind of

Xanth woul d greet hin? No, Gey had to | eave Xanth;

there was no other way.
Unhappi ly, he slept.

In the norning there was a new person approaching the
castle. It was a female figure, naked and wild-haired. A



nynph? Then G ey recogni zed her. "Mae Maenad!" he
excl ai ned.

"VWhat could she want?" Ivy demanded. "W left her
wel |l set up as the oracle on Parnassus!’

"Sonet hi ng nust have gone wong," Gey said. "l
have a feeling that plain combn sense won't fix it."

Ivy glanced at him obliquely. "She was the first to cal
you Magi ci an, and you did kiss her. Do you suppose—=2"

G ey | aughed. "Wat attractive young woman woul d
have any interest in a nothing |ike ne?"

Ivy's |l ook transfornmed slowy fromoblique glance to
direct stare. Grey realized that he was in trouble

"Uh— he said, with his usual social finesse.

"Il settle with you later," she nmuttered significantly.
"Ri ght now we'd better find out a way to sl ow her down
until we can figure out exactly what she wants before she
nmeets you."

A bright notion forged its way into Gey's mnd. "The
Good Magi ci an had chal l enges, didn't he? That didn't ac-
tually stop the people who cane, but—

"But slowed them down!" she agreed. "Until he could
do sone research in his Book of Answers, and— She
br oke of f.

"And we don't, uh, have that book," he finished.

"We, uh, certainly don't," she said, mmcking him

Man from Mundani a 319

with a brief smle. "W also don't have suitable chal -

| enges. The |l ayout of this castle was different each time
someone approached it; he nust have had a | ot of work
done between visits."

"But it's solid stone! You can't just nove that around!
The whol e thing would tunble down!"

I vy pondered. "He nust have had an easier way. He

had the centaurs rebuild this castle, long ago. Now it oc-
curs to nme to wonder: why rebuild it, when it was al ready
standi ng and only needed refurbishing? Those centaurs re-

ally worked; | saw them on the Tapestry. They seened to
have about ten different designs, and they worked on them
all, but sonehow it becane only one castle."

"Li ke the dream castl e and cottage, maybe," he said.
"Switching readily fromone to the other, according to the
need, to fool intruders."

"According to the need," she echoed. "Grey, | think
you've got it!"
"l do?"

"There must be a command or sonething to change the



castle, to make it different. Sonething he could invoke."

Grey nodded. It was naking sense! "W'd better invoke
it soon; Mae is al nost here."

"Il try." lvy took a breath. "Castle—hange form™"
They wai ted, but nothing happened. Ivy tried other
commands, but not hi ng wor ked.

"Uh, maybe since it's ny service we're doing," Gey

said. "I nean, it's ny problem having to serve Com
Pewter, so |I'mthe one who owes the Good Magician the
service. The castle—well, it sorta has to cooperate, if—

"It sorta does," Ivy agreed, mimcking himagain.
"Well, give it a command."

Gey turned to face the main portion of the castle. "In
the nane of Good Magician Hunfrey, change form" he
i nt oned.

There was a runble. The castle shook. Walls slid
around. In a nonment the platformthey were on heaved,
and the stones of the wall rose up high.

Grey discovered lvy in his arnms. They were no | onger
on a parapet, but in a cupola whose arched w ndows over -
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| ooked the npoat. They could see the slanting roofs of the
castle, different frombefore. The entire | ayout of the cas-
tl e had changed.

"I't obeyed ne!" Grey exclained, anazed.

"You didn't believe your own reasoning?" Ivy inquired
archly. "That it had to cooperate, if you were to perform
the service for the Good Magici an?"

"I guess ny faith wasn't strong," he agreed. Then he
| ooked down again. "But we still have to deal with Mae."

"Well, the drawbridge is up, so that may sl ow her,"
lvy said.

"The Maenads can swim they love to bathe in their
Wi ne spring. Except for— He brightened. "That's it!"

"That's what ?"

"She doesn't like blood! Is there a vial of imtation
blood in the collection? I mean, sonething that woul d—=



"Cotcha, Magician!" lvy said. "G ace' 1"

The | ady skel eton appeared. "Sonething funny has
happened' ' —she began.

"Al'l under control," Ivy said snoothly. "Is there a vial

of blood in the chanber?"

"Certainly. Concentrated bl ood extract."
"That should do. Pour it into the noat."
The skel eton, not having nuch brain, didn't argue. She

went off to find the vial.

They wat ched fromthe cupola. In due course a bony
hand extended froma | ower w ndow. Sonet hing dri bbl ed

into the npat.

Abruptly the noat turned deep red. It | ooked as if the

river of blood fromGrard had been diverted and now
coursed around the castle. There was even a w sp of vapor
rising fromit, as if it were hot. The Good Magician's vials

remai ned potent!

Mae canme to the brink and stared into the noat, evi-

dently appall ed. She had left the Maenads because she had
no taste for fresh bl ood; what would she do now? Well, if
her concern was less than critical, this would cause her to
turn around and go back to Munt Parnassus, saving them

troubl e.
The woman put her hands to her "face in a gesture of

grief. Suddenly Grey felt |like a Mundane heel. She was
weepi ng!

The color of the npat faded in the vicinity of the Wld
Wrman. The water turned clear, the clearness spreading
slowly outward. What was happeni ng?

"Her tears are washing out the blood," lvy said. "I
didn't know Maenads could cry."

"Maybe true ones can't," Gey said. "I think she is
surmounting the first challenge.”

"And we still don't know what her problemis or how
to fix it!" she exclai nmed.

Grey nodded. "W're here for only a few days, but |

want to do the best | can while | amhere. Maybe it's a
test, and if | do a good job, the Good Magician will return
at the last nonent and give me nmy Answer." It was a

wi | d hope.

"That just mght bel!" she agreed. "This is certainly
turning out to be nore than just a castle cleaning!"

There was a shadow in the sky. "There's anot her one
al ready!" he said, his heart sinking. "A roc. Neither npat



nor walls will slow that down!"

"No, it's my brother, silly!" lvy said. "We'll tell him
to fetch us the Book of Answers, so you can answer Mae
and send her back imrediately.'' It was evident that Ivy
remai ned uneager to have the shapely WId Wman remnain
close to Grey for any longer than was strictly necessary.
He |iked that.

"You tell Dol ph," he decided. "I'Il figure out the next
chal l enge. | think we can use Goody Goblin after all."

"See that you do," Ivy said darkly, and hurried off in
the direction of a roof terrace.

Gey went in search of the goblin, whose chanber night

not be where it had been. Al the |abyrinthine passages of
the castle were different, but there were not a great num
ber, and soon he did find the goblin.

"Do you know, Magician, | nmust have been unobser-
vant yesterday," Goody remarked. "I could have sworn
t he passage was of another nature.”

"I't was," Grey explained shortly. "W changed the
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|l ayout. Now | would like you to do ne one service bhefore
you go."

"d adly, Magician!"

"There is a Wld Wnman coning into the castle. You
must go down and try to scare her off. Don't hurt her, just

frighten her."

"AWId Wman? But they don't affright readily, and

am hardly the type to— The goblin paused, realizing

sonmething. "I believe | saw a nirror chanber downstairs.
In that | could assune the aspect of twenty goblins. If |
made faces and noved around, | night put on a good

show. But if she catches on—

"Then she wins the chall enge, and your service is
done," Grey said. "You will then be able to go your way

with a clear conscience."

"Excellent! | shall intercept her as she passes through
that chanber." Goody hurried down the hall

But he still needed a third chall enge. What would really
faze a Wld Wman?

Grey snapped his fingers. He searched out the naiden
"Mai den, there is a service you may be able to perform
to acquit your debt to ne."



"What woul d that be. Magician?" she asked, just a
trifle warily.

"There is a Wld Wman coning into the castle soon

I want you to intercept her after she passes the goblin, and
give her a manicure and hair styling and female outfit-
ting—a frilly dress, slippers, and uh— He faltered.

"Panties?" she pronpted.
"Uh, yes. That sort of thing."

"Ch, yes, | amexcellent at that sort of thing!" she
agreed. "But a Wld Wnman—-

"You will stand athwart a | ocked door which bars her
passage to nme. She nust suffer the treatnment or be forever
barred. If she departs without the treatnent, your debt is
paid. If she agrees to it, you will—-how long would it

t ake?"
"To do it right? Hours!"

"Perfect! Wien it is done, knock on the door, and
will open it, and you may go hone."
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And if that didn't stop the WId Wnman, nothing woul d,

he thought as he went |ooking for Ivy. But by that time, he
shoul d have the Book of Answers, and be able to handl e

her Question. He really appreciated Hunfrey's system

now

Mae encountered the goblin in the mirror chanber. She
screanmed: not in fear, but in outrage. It seened that Mae-
nads didn't |ike goblins. She chased the first figure she
saw, and snmacked into the mrror. After several such

smacks she began to catch on to the nature of the chal -

| enge. She noted her own reflections in the mrrors, and
avoi ded these. Finally she found a panel in which there

was neither a goblin nor WId Wnan and | eaped t hrough

it, for that was the exit. She had won the second chal |l enge,
and it had only taken her an hour to do it.

Meanwhi | e Dol ph had taken off for Castle Roogna. As

a roc he could cover the distance rapidl y—but once there
he woul d have to convince King Dor to give himthe vol -

ume, which was kept |ocked up for safety until the Good

Magi cian's return. lvy would have sent a note, but even

so, it could take hours. Wuld the book arrive in tinme?

The naiden intercepted the Maenad. There was anot her
screech of outrage. Al npst the wild woman turned back—
but the sane flaw of character that caused her to avoid
bl ood made her decide to subnit to this transcendent in-
dignity. The nmiden started to beautify and civilize her
appear ance.



Two hours passed. Grey knew that the beautification
coul d not |ast much | onger. Were was Dol ph?

Then the roc showed on the horizon. The big bird was
carrying a book!

It turned out to be a nonstrous volune. Gey clutched

it in his arns and set it on a table evidently sized for it.
He opened it—and was bewi | dered by such a maze of en-

tries that he could not nake any sense of them It would
take himan hour just to find his place!

The door opened. A stunning Mundane wonan entered.
Grey blinked. This had to be the Maenad—but what a
change! Grace'l nmust have found a cache of supplies for
this job. She was in a lovely pink dress with bows, and
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wore pink slippers with flowers on top, and her hair was
bound in another bow with another flower. Her finger and
toenails were delicately tinted, and so were her lips. Her

| egs were so snmooth that they were surely exhibited in

hose, and there was a definite suggestion of panty out of
sight. She |looked as if she were going to a debutante party.

She had conme for her Answer, surnmounting all the chal -
| enges—and he was unabl e to use the Book of Answers!

Now what was he to do?

Her petite nouth opened, the Question incipient.

"You're beautiful," he said, partly to stave off her
Question, and partly because it was true.

"You have humliated ne!" she cried. "You have nmade
me cry, and chase a goblin, and-what?"

"You're beautiful," he repeated. "If you wish, | wll

null out all that magic as you stand before a mirror, and
you wi Il see that your beauty owes nothing to enchant nent
or nynphly arts. Any tinme you wish to retire fromthe
oracle, I'msure you could readily nab a village lout."

She considered. "Maybe | will. It has occurred to ne
since neeting you that-there may after all be uses for nen
other than as food. But right now | have a Question."

He had hoped he had diverted her. Now he was in for
it. "Ask."
"I amrunning out of gibberish to spout when | sit over

the cleft. The priest says | can't be a priestess unless
have plenty of vile-sounding gibberish. How can | get it?"



H s worst fear had cone true: here was a Question he
couldn't answer! How could a person "find" gibberish to
spout when it no |onger cane naturally?

Then he remenbered how Goody Goblin's nice | an-
guage had deteriorated when he had sat on a curse burr.
Suppose Mae did the sanme thing?

He | ooked at her form and knew he couldn't recom
mend that renedy; it would be a defilenent of beauty.

But anot her nenory came to him of his father, in past
years, |aboring over a Muindane torture known as incone
tax. Much of the problem had been the maddeningly in-
conpr ehensi bl e tax manual .

"Grace' 1l," he said.
The | ady skel et on appear ed.

"Fetch the volume | abel ed Revised Sinplified Tax Man-
ual . "

Soon Grace'l was back with the volune, one of the pile

of dusty tones Grey and Ivy had sorted through. He had
thought that particular one usel ess, but had been too busy
to throw it out yet.

He opened the tome. "Now | want you to look at this
and try your best to make sense of it."

"A book?" Mae asked, frowning skeptically. She

| ooked at the page. "It shouldn't be hard to blip toggle
subtract twenty-eight percent of Line 114 fromthe total of
Li nes 31 and 89, whichever is |ess coherent, and zap frag-
gl e Form 666 under Line 338A unless outgo is nore than

i ndicated in Suppl enentary Brochure 15Q in which case
fronp beezl e—~ She | ooked up. "This is sheer gibber-

i sh!'™
"Precisely," ey said. "This is the volune of gibber-

ish. No one has nmade sense of it in centuries. Take it with

you, and you will never run out of inspiration.”

"Ch thank you, Magician!" she exclained, clutching
the tone to her bosom "And what service—

Gey started to say that she needed to performno ser-
vice, then realized that he just might need a WId Wnman
to chall enge sone other visitor. The Good Magician's pol -
icy of requiring a termof service was not nerely to dis-
courage applicants, but to nake the systemfeasible. It all
fitted toget her—ow that he had spent a day, as it were,

in the Good Magician's shoes. "Rermain for a while," he
said gruffly. "The skeleton will show you to a room |
shall notify you of your service in due course."

Then, seemi ngly abruptly, his tinme was up. They had
spent nost of a week putting Hunfrey's castle in order
and in handling the constant pleas for Answers. The Good
Magi ci an had not returned, and now it was evi dent that
he was not going to. Their wld hope had proved vain.



Dol ph was ready to change formand carry Grey and
Ivy away. Marrow and Grace'l had agreed to supervise the
shutting down of the castle, with the help of those who
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owed service. The brief restoration of Answers was about
to end. *

Ivy's determination to come with himremained firm

She bid a tearful farewell to the castle and the creatures
of it, and would do the sane as they stopped by Castle
Roogna on the way to the isthmus. Forced to choose be-
tween hi mand her honel and, she had done himthe im

mense ki ndness of choosing him and he woul d al ways
remenber and treasure that, no matter how dreary his life
in Mundani a became. Wth her it would have been bear-

able; without her it would be unbearable. But he had to

do what he had to do. He would fly with her back to Castle
Roogna, then say what he had to say, in the presence of
her famly. He knew that King Dor and Queen Irene would
under stand, and woul d support his position. Ivy mght hate
him for a tine, but she did have nagic alternatives.

"It's time," he said through the lunp in his throat. "I

wish | could stay here forever, hectic as it nmay be; | really
like feeling useful! But |I can't." That was only the half of
it! This coming flight would be his last with her, and with
her | ove.

Ivy was blinking back her tears. She took his hand,
proffering silent confort. How little she knew

Dol ph changed form He becane the roc, precariously

perched on the roof. One of his huge cl aws happened to

slip on a dead leaf on a tile; he lost his bal ance, and had
to spread his wings to recover. The tip of one wing clipped
a turret—and a flying feather was broken.

Dol ph changed back. He jammed a crushed finger into
his mouth. "I can't—mph—fly w th that—nph—broken
feather!" he said around it.

"You poor thing!" lvy said with instant synpathy. "1'l]I
bandage it."

"But howwill we get to the isthnus in time?" Gey

asked. He knew that no other node of transport would be
fast enough; they had depended on Dol ph and had stayed

just as late as they could risk it. He felt guilty for that,
knowi ng he was playing it too close, but savoring his |ast
moments in Xanth and with |vy.
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"Look in the Book of Answers!" lvy said over her
shoul der as she took her brother off for bandagi ng.

He shrugged and decided to do just that. He went to the
book and opened it. Maybe there was a magic way to fix



a feather instantly. He had begun to get a glimrer of the
way the book was organi zed; it was al phabetical, but so
detailed, with so many subentries and cross-references,
that it was easy to get lost on the way. He | ooked for
"Feat her" and di scovered such an enornous |isting of

types and classes and qualities of feathers that he decided
it would be faster to |l ook up "Roc" instead. He flipped
over the pages, and naturally turned too many, finding
hinself in the S's. He started to flip the pages back, and
his eye happened to light on the entry i mediately by his
left thumb: "Service." Curious, he read it. This, too, had
many subtypes and qualifications. One he saw at the bot-
tom of the page was "Good Magician's."

G ey paused, his hand still about to turn the page. He
read that portion. " that by ancient custom and prac-
tice having the force of |law, service to the Good Magi ci an,
such as in paynent for Answers, takes precedence over al

ot her services of any type, regardl ess of their dates of

i nception, notw thstanding commtnents that may have

been made or inferred or otherw se designated, for the
reason that "

This was al nost as obscure as the tax manual! It nust

have taken the Good Magician nost of his century or so

of life to decipher this opacity! It would have been fasci-
nating to unravel the actual neaning of such entries, nmaybe
sitting by a warmfireplace with Ivy in the evenings

Gey had to thunb tears out of his eyes. The truth was
that, despite all its confusion and frustration, this scant
week in the Good Magician's castle had been wonderf ul

He had sonmehow st unbl ed t hrough and managed to do

some favors for the good fol k and creatures of Xanth, and
each case had been a separate item of education, opening
his eyes to another intriguing aspect of the magic realm
But mainly he had felt so very useful! It had seened as if
what he did mattered to others. Never before he net |vy
had he had that feeling, and never before this castle had
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he had it in relation to strangers. He had felt, however
foolishly, inmportant. For these few days. He hated to give
that up just about as much as he hated to | eave Xanth. It
wasn't just for him it was for those he had hel ped, and
m ght have helped in tinmes to come. Had it been possible

to stay—

t akes precedence over all other services
G ey stopped still. Could that be true? Could it apply
even to the service he owed to Com Pewt er?

He reread the passage, carefully, making sure he un-
derstood each part of it. It did seemto be true! And that

just mght nean—

"Ch, here you are," lvy said. "Did you find a way for



us to make it in tine?"
"l found sonething el se, by pure coincidence," Gey
replied, excited. "Il -we nmay not have to go!"

"Not have to go? But in another day Com Pewter—
"I's this book the ultinmate authority?" he asked. "I

mean, is there anything el se that overrules its Answers?"
"No, nothing, of course. The Good Magici an was al ways

the ultimate authority on anything. He was the Magician of
Information, after all. So his Book of Answers—why do you
ask?"

"This says that service to the Good Magici an takes pre-
cedence over any other service, no natter when that other
servi ce was undertaken. By the Custom and Law of Xanth.
Wi ch seens to nean that until | conplete ny service to
Hunfrey, | can't serve ComPewter. If that's true—=

"But he said he might never return!" she protested.
"You' d be stuck with serving himall your life, and maybe

never even get an Answer!''

"No," he said, understanding dawning |ike sunrise on

the millennium "I've already had ny Answer. | just didn't
understand it, before. Now | nust serve, if need be, for
the rest of nmy life—+ight here. Doing this. And do you

know—

"It's no bad thing," she finished, her confusion bright-
ening into awe.

"No bad thing at all," he agreed.
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Then they were in each other's arns, huggi ng and ki ss-
ing and crying with relief.

Grey's eye caught sight of a magic mirror on the wall

He hadn't noticed it before, but now he saw that it was
tuned to the evil machine's cave. Pewter had been watch-
ing all the tinme! But on the nmachine's screen were the
wor ds CURSES—O LED AGAI N

What an anmazi ng coi nci dence, that he shoul d happen
on this very passage in the Book of Answers, after Dol ph
had by sheerest m schance broken a feather, so that—

Coi nci dence? M schance? No, it was nore |ike magic!

The one thing, or series of things, that could have gone
wong with the evil machine's | ong-range plot to conquer
Xant h—that thing had occurred, because of the nature of
Mur phy's curse on Corn-Pewter's ploy. It was perhaps in-
cidental that this also accounted for Gey's lifel ong hap-
pi ness with Ivy. Perhaps.



G ey knew better, now

"Thanks, Dad," he nurnured.



