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“Chapter 1. Chex's Challenge

Chex was desperate. Her darling foal, Che, was lost, and she feared the worst. He was only five years
old, and though he had her lightening magic, his wings were not yet developed enough for flight. So he
contented himself with extraordinary leaps, and was a happy little centaur- now inexplicably gone.

How could it have happened? She had been inside their cottage stall, using rushes to close the crevices
that let the draft in. They were near the region of the Element of Air, and often there was some leakage
of wind from it. That was fine on hot days, but chill at night. So she used the rushes, but she had to work
quickly and pay close attention, because they were always in such a hurry. They would wedge into any
place, not waiting for the right one. So she had concentrated and gotten the job done and somehow
hadn't checked on Che for a while.

Now he was nowhere to be found. She had called to him and flown all around the glade, searching with
increasing alarm. There was no doubt: he was not here.

Cheiron was away at a winged monster convention and wouldn't be home for another two days. She was
almost relieved; how could she face her mate with the news that she had lost their foal? Of course she
couldn't do that; she simply had to find Che soon.

She circled the region several times, peering down intently, but all she saw was forest around the glade.
She had liked this region because it was private with the trees hiding most of what went on, but now
they were hiding her foal from her. She had to get under the canopy of foliage.

She glided down and landed near the cottage. Then she trotted in a complete circle around the glade,
looking for signs. The ground was pretty well scuffed in the center where Che had been prancing, but
the grass remained green at the fringe. He must have wandered out into the forest, though he knew he
was supposed to stay in view of the cottage.

She made another circuit, this time walking at the verge of the trees. Suddenly she spied a little
hoofprint. She saw that it was headed out into the forest. He had come this way!

But why? Che knew the rule and had always been a good little centaur. He knew that there were dangers
out in the deep forest of Xanth, such as dragons and tangle trees and hypnogourds. He shouldn't have
walked out this way.

Yet evidently he had. She searched out the prints. They seemed hesitant at first, as if he had been
looking for something. Then they became purposeful and moved straight toward the thickest section of
the forest.

Chex followed, her alarm increasing. She had hoped that Che had merely wandered and was somewhere
close by, perhaps caught in a bramble and unable to extricate himself. But now she feared something
worse: he had gone somewhere, and that could only be because something had lured him. There was
unlikely to be any good purpose in that.

In a moment her worst suspicion was confirmed: there were signs of an ambush. Something had been
lurking here, waiting for Che, and had captured him. There was a bit of cut vine, evidently used to tie up
the foal, and the ground was scuffed. But something had gone over the ground with a brush from a
nearby brush bush and wiped out all the tracks. She couldn't tell who or what had kidnapped her foal.
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P¥\11 she knew was that it had been accomplished quickly and silently.

She searched all around, but there were no tracks of any kind leading from the ambush area. Yet this
was not a spot for flying by any creature large enough to carry a little centaur; the vines were tangled in
with the foliage of the trees, with several hangman's nooses just waiting for some unwary dragon or
griffin to make their day. It was as if kidnapper and foal had vanished at this spot.

Chex shuddered. That meant magic! Che must have been conjured to some other part of Xanth.

But why? She could understand a predator crunching its prey, awful as that concept was in this case. But
to lure Che into a trap and conjure him away? What use could anyone have for a winged centaur foal
who couldn't yet fly?

At least it meant he was alive. She had suppressed her fear of the worst, because it was unbearable. But
how long would he remain alive? Maybe his captor didn't realize that he couldn't fly, and when it found
out-

She had to get help. Che had to be found before anything worse happened to him.

She trotted back to the glade, then spread her wings, flicked herself hard with her tail, and took off. She
could make anything light by flicking it with her tail. That was how she got rid of biting flies; the
moment her tail touched them, they became too light to remain sitting and were launched into the air,
where they had to buzz for some time to get things under control again. When she wanted to make
herself light enough to fly, she used her tail on her body, and then it was easy for her wings to carry the
reduced weight. When the effect faded and she began to get heavy, she just flicked herself again. But
she tried not to do that near the end of a flight, because it could be hard to stay on the ground if a gust of
wind came along.

She flew high above the forest and turned south. Soon she was passing over the great Gap Chasm, where
Princess Ivy's friend Stanley Steamer had gone for patrol duty. She knew the kidnapper wouldn't have
taken Che in there, because Stanley knew Che and would have steamed anyone who tried to harm him.
But where had Che been taken? That was the awful mystery.

She continued south, heading for Castle Roogna. That was where King Dor was, and if anyone could
help, he could. He was able to talk to inanimate things, so nothing was secret from him.

She spied the castle, with its pretty stonework and turrets, and glided down for a landing in the orchard.
There was a young woman there gathering fruit, and Chex knew who that would be.

"Chex!" the girl called, waving violently. She had freckles and light brown hair in two braids and
seemed younger than she was, because she acted younger. She looked fifteen.

"Electra!" Chex responded as her feet touched the turf. Then she braced herself.
Sure enough, Electra came charging in for a hug. She collided with Chex, her impact shoving the light
centaur back. It was awkward, but exuberance was Electra's second nature, maybe even her first nature.

She was Prince Dolph's Betrothee, and a wonderful girl.

"But where's Che?" Electra asked, her freckled face concerned.
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g or an instant Chex had almost forgotten her misery. Now it returned with force. "He's gone!" she said. @
"Something kidnapped him! I must get help to find him, before-" Here she found herself unable to
continue.

"That's terrible!" Electra exclaimed. "Y ou must tell the King!"

As if that wasn't the reason Chex had come here! "Yes, I must," Chex said.

They walked on up to the castle. "Oh, I forgot!" Electra exclaimed, her braids flinging about her head as
she turned to face Chex. "King Dor's away!"

"Away?" Chex asked, alarmed. "Where?"

"Ceremonial call on King Nabob of the Naga."

"Oh? What's the ceremony?"

"Well, they are allies, and maybe soon there'll be reason for getting together. Nada, you know."
Suddenly Chex appreciated the girl's diffidence. Nada Naga was Prince Dolph's other Betrothee, and in
her human form a truly lovely young lady. It had been a political liaison, but everyone knew that Dolph
preferred the Princess Nada to Electra. The time was approaching when Dolph would have to make his
choice between the two, and it did not look good for Electra. She was a wonderful girl, "but Nada was a
beautiful princess.

Unfortunately, Electra was under an enchantment. Not only did she love Dolph, who had rescued her
from a very long sleep, she would die if she didn't marry him. No one wanted that! There was a further
irony: Nada did not love Dolph. She was five years older than he and regarded him as a juvenile. But
she had given her word, and intended to carry through, in the manner required of a princess. It was

obvious to everyone that Dolph could make both girls happy by marrying Electra-but that would not
make Dolph happy, and he was not adult enough to do what he didn't like. It was a difficult situation.

However, Chex had a pressing problem of her own at the moment. "Then Queen Irene-"

"She went with him. She wanted to meet King Nabob and Nada's handsome big brother, Naldo."
"Then Princess Ivy-"

"She's off with Grey Murphy at the Good Magician's Castle."

"There must be somebody in charge!" Chex exclaimed, exasperated.

"Oh, sure. Magician Murphy."

"Then I'd better see him." Chex wasn't quite satisfied with this as she had never completely trusted
Murphy, but she couldn't wait for one of the others to return to the palace.

Magician Murphy was a graying but otherwise ordinary older man. "Yes, I can help you, Centaur," he
said. "First, I will organize a search for your missing foal. Second, I will set my curse on the party
responsible for the abduction, so that that effort will foul up in devious ways. That should provide
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PP aditional time for the searchers to complete their mission."

This was more than Chex had expected of this man. But she reminded herself that on occasion evil
magicians did become good ones. King Emeritus Trent was the most notable example. Murphy had
sworn to uphold the current order, and if King Dor trusted him, she could do no less. "Thank you,
Magician," she said.

Murphy spoke to a magic mirror. "Now hear this," he said. "This is King pro-tern Murphy speaking.
Chex Centaur's foal has been abducted by a party unknown, and must be found and rescued ASAP. All
personnel not otherwise occupied get your butts to the castle pronto for organization into search parties.
That is all."

Chex listened with a certain surprise. Evidently Murphy had picked up some Mundanish terms during
his exile. However, his general meaning came through.

They walked to the front of the castle. From every direction folk were coming: shoe tree farmers,
milkweed maids, P and Q nut growers, and even a young ogre who was evidently tired of twisting trees
into pretzels. Some were coming from the castle, too: Prince Dolph, Nada Naga, Grundy Golem, and a
ghost or two. There was even a puff of steam from the direction of the Gap Chasm: Stanley Steamer was
coming in. It seemed that everyone wanted to help.

"Very well," Murphy said when a suitable group had assembled. "We have no idea where Che may have
been taken, but we have reason to believe that nothing bad will happen to him for a while. Our best
course is to cover as much of Xanth as we can in the next few hours. Because it is not safe for folk to go
alone into the jungle-" He paused, for the ogre was looking perplexed. "Ogre's excepted of course," he
said, and the ogre's confusion eased. "Most parties will consist of two or more folk, at least one of whom
should be able to defend them until help can come. Here are magic whistles from the castle armory;
these can be heard far and wide, so each person will carry one and use it if threatened."

He passed out the whistles. The ogre, being typically stupid, blew his immediately. But there was no
sound.

Startled, the ogre looked up. "Me blow, hear no."

"That's because you aren't far or wide yet," Murphy explained. "We are all standing close and narrow,
which is out of range. Try it from far."

The ogre charged to the horizon, knocking down a stray tree accidentally. He blew again. This time the
sound was piercing.

Soon the parties were organized and heading out in every direction. "Grundy will go with you, Chex,"
Murphy said. "You can act as liaison between the search parties, so that you will be the first to know if
your foal is found. Grundy will help you by questioning any plants or creatures as needed. First I think
you should question the plants in the vicinity of the abduction; they must have seen something."

"Yes!" Chex said, feeling foolish because she hadn't thought of that herself. Murphy was doing a great
job!

Grundy scrambled up on her back. He was a tiny man, easy to carry even without lightening. He had
been a real golem originally, made of rag and string and wood, but now he was a real man, though still


http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

PP ¢ original size. One other thing had not changed: he still had a big mouth and made enemies with an
ease that left others awestruck. Chex flicked herself, spread her wings, and took off. She was glad to
have such an efficient search proceeding; if anything could find Che, this would.

"Where's Rapunzel?" she inquired as they flew north. For Grundy had finally found in her a woman to
his taste- or maybe it was the other way around. Rapunzel could assume any size she wished, being
descended from both human and elven stock, but preferred small. She was a lovely lady, with-oh, yes-
magically long hair. Chex didn't envy her the chore of brushing it! Normally Grundy and Rapunzel were
together.

"She's seeing about a new house," he said.

"Oh? I thought you were satisfied with that birdhouse you converted."

"I am. But she says it's too small."

"Too small? But you haven't changed, and she can be any size she wants."

Grundy shrugged. "I don't understand women. Do you?"

Chex laughed. "No!" But then she got a faint notion, and began to understand. The two of them might
remain small, but if the family changed sizes...

She glided down to the glade. It had been her home for several years, because she hadn't wanted to risk
having Che fall off the edge of a mountain before he was able to fly. Now it seemed alien, because it had
turned out to be unsafe in another way. Whoever or whatever had kidnapped her foal-would it have been
possible had Che lived in a mountain retreat? Just how smart had she been to avoid the mountain?

She trotted into the forest where Che had been lost. "Here," she said, coming to a halt at the place.

Grundy talked to the plants in the vicinity. Chex heard only a faint rustling, but in a moment he had his
report. "There was an awful smell, as of pastry baking, and-"

"That's not awful!" she protested. "Che loved fresh pastry!"

"What's it made from?" the golem asked.

"Why, fresh flour from sea oats, and- oh." For of course plants like oats would not like the smell of their
brethren being baked. Breadfruit trees and pie trees did not mind giving up their wares, but when grains
were stripped from the plants it was another matter. "An awful smell," she agreed.

"The foal sniffed it and followed it right here," Grundy said. "But here there was only a bit of cloud, an
evil fog. The smell came from that. The foal went in, and there was the sound of a struggle, and then the
fog lifted and nothing remained. The plants didn't see what happened, only that Che went in and didn't

come out."

"Magic!" Chex exclaimed. Other centaurs often didn't like magic. She had thought them old-fashioned
and unrealistic, but now she was beginning to appreciate their view. Magic had taken her foal from her!

"Must have been. And that fog sounds like Fracto. He's always interested in doing something nasty."
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PP rracto!" she cried, remembering the worst of clouds. It was true: wherever there was mischief to be
done, there was Fracto. "We should search him out and make him talk!"

"We might find him, but even if we spoke his language, he probably wouldn't tell," Grundy pointed out.

He was right. There was no point in giving Fracto the satisfaction. They would have to find some other
way to investigate.

This was evidently a pretty sophisticated abduction. It had been set up so that it could not readily be
traced. Why such an effort-for one flightless little centaur? It didn't seem to make a lot of sense.

They left the forest and took off from the glade. Chex was mystified and dispirited. The early shock of
the loss was wearing off and being replaced by the grim certainty that there would be no easy resolution.
She still had no idea where Che had been taken.

"We had better see how the others are doing," Grundy said, sounding dispirited himself. "Che has to be
somewhere."

He was trying to cheer her, and successfully failing. But it was good advice anyway. She was supposed
to be the liaison between the teams.

"Closest is the ogre," Grundy announced. It seemed that he had a list of the assignments. "Checking the
Goblinate of the Golden Horde."

"The Golden Horde!" Chex exclaimed, horrified. "Those terrible goblins!"
"They're your closest evil neighbors to the west," he pointed out.

They certainly were! They liked to catch creatures and torture them before cooking them. They lived
around a hate spring, which perhaps accounted for their extreme meanness. If Che had fallen into their
grubby hands...

It was good that the ogre was going there. An ogre knew how to handle goblins. It was said that goblins
who attacked an ogre would find some of their number orbiting the moon-and those were the lucky
ones. Still, if they had Che, the foal could get bashed right along with the goblins, because ogres were
justifiably proud of their stupidity.

She angled west. Soon she observed a path of trees being knocked down as the ogre traveled the only
way he knew how-straight ahead, bashing any obstacles out of the way. The average tree didn't like the
average ogre much, but didn't have much choice about contact if the ogre came its way. Some trees,
however, did fight back, like the tanglers. It was said that an ogre-tangler battle was worth watching-
from a distance.

She flew on past the ogre to the goblin camp. The goblins spied her and shook their little fists at her. But
there was no sign of Che. That was reassuring-

"Unless they cooked him already," Grundy remarked.

Chex almost fell out of the sky. What a genius the golem had for the wrong thought!
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PP sut they don't have a pot going," Grundy continued. "They couldn't have done it in this time."

Maybe it was the right thought after all! He was right: there was no smoke, no fire. So either Che had
not been cooked or he wasn't here at all. She wasn't sure which to hope for.

She flew back to the ogre. "They're right ahead," she called. "Keep an eye out for the foal!"

"Me goal save foal," he agreed.

Well, he had the right attitude. But she felt better now that it seemed unlikely that the foal was there.
"Next group is human, checking the centaur village north of the Gap," Grundy said.

Chex knew why no centaurs were participating in the search: they did not accept her as one of them.
Indeed, they considered her a monstrosity, a degenerate crossbreed. She had been welcomed by the
winged monsters but not by her own kind. But she tried not to dwell on that; there was nothing to be
gained by it. In time there might be an established species of winged centaurs, needing no affiliations
with the ground-bound centaurs, just as the winged dragons survived nicely independent of the land
dragons. But not if Che was lost!

The human party consisted of three milkweed maids. They must have been given some kind of speed-up
spell, because they could not have gotten this far mis fast otherwise. They were crossing the invisible
bridge, seeming to be in midair, and giggling as they teased each other about what monster below might
be seeing up whose skirt. There was no monster below; the Gap Dragon had joined the search effort. But
milkweed maids tended to be silly anyway; it was said to be one of the features that made them
attractive to men. Chex did not quite understand that, but of course she wasn't human.

She swooped low. "Have you seen anything?" she called.

"Just trees!" one called. "But we haven't started looking yet, because our assignment is the centaur
village. Someone else is checking the forest south of the Gap."

"Good luck!" Chex said. But she didn't think Che would be at the centaur village, because though the
centaurs did not approve of winged crossbreeds, they were honorable folk who would not interfere.
They would not have cared to use so much magic, either, or to conceal their activity, for pride (some
said arrogance) was a centaur's nature.

They continued their check of the various parties. They were all searching diligently, but without any
success. To stave off her developing gloom, Chex pondered her relationship with Che.

It had all started with her wedding, really. She had met Cheiron, the only other winged centaur in Xanth,
and probably would have fallen in love with him even if he hadn't been handsome and strong and smart
and experienced. They had agreed to mate-the human folk called it marriage-and the Simurgh herself
had flown in to officiate. The Simurgh was the largest and oldest of birds, who had seen the destruction
and regeneration of the universe three times and was probably good for one or two more times. She had
handled things competently, of course, and made one passing reference that astonished Chex and
Cheiron. FROM THIS UNION, she had said in her powerful mental projection, WILL COME ONE
WHOSE LIFE WILL CHANGE THE COURSE OF THE HISTORY OF XANTH. Then she had
required all the attending winged monsters, and even Prince Dolph, who had managed to sneak in by
assuming the form of a dragonfly, to make an oath to protect that one from harm. It had become clear
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PP/ny the Simurgh had come: to ensure die safety of the future foal.

In due course Che had arrived. The stork had not delivered him, and he hadn't turned up under a cabbage
leaf; the centaurs, being realistic about natural functions of all kinds, had more direct if uncomfortable
means of acquiring their offspring. After all, storks were notoriously myopic, and sometimes
misdelivered babies. Maybe that was all right for human folk, but no centaur would care to risk it.

Che was beautiful from the start, with his dark brown pelt and soft little wings. The winged monsters
had looked out for him, so that no griffin, dragon, roc, or anything else that flew, right down through
harpies to little dragonflies, was any threat. In fact, young flying dragons had flown in to play with him,
though he could not yet fly himself, and they had spread die word to die landbound dragons. The land
dragons were not bound by the oath, but many of them had vestigial wings and identified with their
flying cousins, so they were careful of Che also.

Their family had led an almost idyllic life, here in the glade. When she and Cheiron wanted to go
somewhere alone, or to help some of their friends, they never lacked for foal-sitters. Even Draco
Dragon, the terror of north-central Xanth, had come in once, and not just because of the oath. He had a
special debt to the skeleton Marrow Bones, who had saved his nestful of pretty stones, and Marrow was
Chex's friend. Dragons had a keen sense of loyalty to those they respected, though fortunately there
were not many of these. So Che had never lacked for company and was a happy little centaur.

What was it that die Simurgh saw in Che's future? How could he change the history of Xanth? Though
Chex loved him overwhelmingly, she knew, somewhere in the nonparental reaches of her mind, that he
was, after all, only a winged centaur tike his parents. The regular centaurs would not acknowledge him
at all, and the human folk thought him a mere curiosity. There was no indication that he was destined for
greatness-or even, at this moment, for survival. Yet the Simurgh would not have made a mistake; she
was the keeper of the seeds, and there was little if anything about die tides of life she did not understand.

Then Chex had a horrible thought. Suppose Che wasn't the one the Simurgh meant? He was die result of
Chex's union with Cheiron, to be sure, but perhaps not die only one. Also, it wasn't clear exactly how he
was to change the history of Xanth. Could it be by getting himself abducted and killed, and setting off
the winged monsters in some sort of rampage?

No, she couldn't accept such notions! She had to believe mat Che would survive to grow into an adult
flying centaur, and that in that state he would accomplish something undreamed of in the philosophies of
those who presently ignored him. She had to see mat he was cared for and educated in the ways that he
needed, so that when the time for greatness came upon him he would be ready.

And surely she would do that, for the Simurgh would have known, if Che were destined for an untimely
end. Someone had kidnapped him-technically, kidnapping applied to little goats, but it remained the best
word-but would not kill him, and they would rescue him and the prophecy of his greatness would be
back on track. That was the way it had to be.

Reassured for what she realized might not be a fully objective reason, Chex flew on her round, checking
the search parties that were radiating from Castle Roogna. Grundy knew where all of them were,
approximately, and when they weren't quite where he expected, the neighborhood plants were glad to
give him reports.

They came to a party consisting of two pretty young women: Nada and Electra. They were going to the
Good Magician's castle to ask him where Che was. Chex was ashamed to admit that she hadn't thought
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1 that obvious method. The Good Magician, traditionally, knew everything and told it for the price of 2@
year's service. Of course the original Good Magician, Humfrey, wasn't there now, but his apprentice,
Grey Murphy, was, and he was trying hard to fill the post. The Princess Ivy was there to Enhance him
when he needed it, and that helped. Could he answer? Chex hoped so!

She went on back north of the Gap, where Prince Dolph was checking the Elements. The Elements were
five special regions in north central Xanth: Air, Earth, Fire, Water, and the Void. Each was dangerous in
its own way, as Chex knew well from her nearness to Air, but Dolph could assume any living form. That
meant he could become a creature that could handle any Element he entered, so that he could explore it
safely. She didn't see him, which was probably good; it meant he was in some other form, deep in an
Element, and if Che had been taken there, Dolph would find him and probably rescue him.

She had completed the circuit. All the search parties were busy, but none had found Che. She would
have to stop at her cabin and rest and eat, before going out on another circuit. She would keep doing this
until she had risen to this horrible challenge: mat of finding and rescuing her foal.

As she came down, she saw something in the clearing. Was it Che? Her heart leaped, which caused her
body to rise and almost made her overshoot her landing. But it was not. It was only a little elf girl. Her
heart sank, which caused her to drop and almost undershoot her landing. She came down solidly on all
fours and folded her wings. Then she approached the elf, who was staring at her as if astonished.

"Who are you?" she inquired. "What are you doing so far from your elm?"

The elf scuffled her feet. She was young, a child really, yet was unusually large for the elves Chex had
seen. A normal elf stood a quarter the height of a normal human being, while this one was half human
height. She had a turned-up nose, a few freckles spattered across her cheeks, and ragged brown hair that
couldn't quite make up its mind between chestnut and butter. Her eyes were brown, and seemed
nearsighted. That reminded Chex of Arnolde Centaur and Good Magician Humfrey, who used
spectacles to correct their vision-which was even odder, because she'd never met either of them. "My
cat-" the elf child said.

"But elves don't have cats," Chex protested. "In fact, nobody does; there are no straight cats in Xanth,
only pun-nish variants like the cat-o'-nine-tails."

"Xanth?" the girl asked, seeming perplexed.

Chex was tired and in a hurry, but she realized that something was wrong here. "Yes, Xanth, where we
all live. Don't try to tell me you're from Mundania!"

"No, I'm from the World of Two Moons. My cat-"

"I told you, there are no-" Then Chex saw the cat. He was an orange fluff ball, that did seem to have an
elven cast to his features. He was lying stretched out on the ground, tail extended behind, looking like
nothing so much as a speed bump: a hump in the trail designed to trip up speeding centaurs. "How-?"

she asked, somewhat at a loss.

"Something strange here," Grundy murmured. "There are no elf elms close by. She should be too weak
to stand. And look at the size of her! She's as big as a goblin!"

."Sammy can find anything, except home," the elf said. "Only usually I never know what he's looking
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PPOr. So he gets lost. I have to keep up with him so I can bring him back after he finds it." She paused,
looking at the cat. "I mink he was looking for a feather, this time." Indeed, the cat had a feather between
his tawny paws.

"That's not just a feather," Chex said. "That's a first-molt wing feather from my foal, Che. There are very
few like it anywhere."

"I guess he wanted a special feather, then," the elf said. Then, seemingly with an effort, she raised her
face to look at Chex. "If you don't mind, please, could you tell me- what are you?"

Chex was taken aback. "I am a flying centaur, of course! A winged monster, technically. Haven't you
ever seen a centaur before?"

The girl shook her head. "No."

"Your elm must be far from civilization!"
"What's an elm?"

"A tree, of course."

"We don't have many trees in the World of Two Moons. At least, not ones I can see well." She looked
around, blinking. "Are those trees?"

"Yes, of course. It's alt forested here. But how can you not have an elm? All elves-"

"I don't have an elm, not even a wolf friend, though I think one day I will be with Lone Wolf. So right
now I just have a cat," the girl said, "who finds things, but gets lost, which is how I met him, because
there aren't any others like him in our world-and this time I think I'm lost too, because this is a very
strange place."

"But all elves are associated with elms!" Chex protested. "Where did you say you were from?"

"My holt is at-"

"Your what?"

"My holt. It's-"

Chex realized that something was not merely odd, it was decidedly strange, just as Grundy had said. "I
think we had better start over. Let's introduce ourselves. You are... ?"

"Jenny of the World of Two Moons."

"And I am Chex Centaur of Xanth. Now I think we should-" She broke off, because she had noticed
something even stranger. "Are those your ears?"

The child touched her left ear. "Yes. Is something wrong?"

"It's pointed!"
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PPenny was perplexed. "Aren't yours?"

"No. Can't you see?"

"Your head is sort of fuzzy, from here."

So it was true: the elf could not see well at a distance. "My dear, we must get you some spectacles,"
Chex said. It was as if she had to mother someone, while her foal was missing. "We have a spectacle
bush here, and we haven't harvested any of its fruit, so there are plenty." She led the elf to it. "They
correct vision, and fit magically, of course. Here, try this pair." She picked it and set it on Jenny's face,
carefully. It was rather big for her, but the side pieces closed around her head and hooked behind her
phenomenally pointed ears. Her hair had masked the effect somewhat before, but now there was no

doubt. There were no ears in Xanth like that! Not on humanoid folk.

Jenny's eyes grew even bigger than they naturally were, magnified by the spectacles. "I can see
everything!" she exclaimed, amazed.

"Well of course. That's what spectacles do. They enable you to see every spectacle in sight. I'm surprised
you didn't have a pair before."

"There are none at home," Jenny said, lifting a hand to touch the amazing device.
Chex was surprised yet again. "Your hand-you're missing a finger!"
Jenny looked at her hand. "No I'm not. All four are there."

"But other elves have five fingers!" Chex protested. "All humanoids do. See, I have five." She held forth
her hand.

Jenny stared. "How odd!"

"You're really not from Xanth!" Chex said, realizing why the girl was confused. "You look like an elf,
but you're quite different in detail."

Jenny shrugged. "I guess you can call me an elf if you want," she said. "I'm just a person, really."
"Yes, of course. But here in Xanth you are considered an elf. How did you get here?"

"I didn't see." Which made sense. How could she have seen where she was going, if she could not make
out details of the landscape as she passed them? She was as lost as Che!

"I think you will have to stay here until we find out what happened," Chex decided. "You are here
looking for a feather, and I am looking for the one that feather came from, my lost foal, Che. Now

perhaps we should-"

But she broke off, because at that point the little cat came alive and bolted for the forest. "Sammy!"
Jenny cried, running after him. "Wait for me! You'll get lost again!"

"Jenny!" Chex cried in turn. "You'll both get lost! That forest's dangerous!"
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,ut cat and elf were already disappearing into the jungle, heedless of the danger. Chex realized that they<@
must have come through it, somehow escaping the predators.

"We'd better find her," Grundy said. "Maybe it's coincidence that she appeared right when Che
disappeared, but maybe not."

Chex hadn't thought of that. Could her foal have been turned into-? No, impossible! But it was true that
this was a remarkably strange business.

She trotted to the center of the glade, spread her wings, and leaped into the air as she smacked her body
with her tail. In a moment she was climbing up past the trees. She Mew over them in the direction the elf
girl had gone, but the canopy was too thick and she could see neither the ground nor anything on it.
They were gone.

"We can alert the others about the elf," Grundy said. "If she really is from elsewhere, she can't stay
hidden long."

Chex agreed, but remained disquieted. Why should a strange elf girl show up here, right at this time?

She looped about and glided back to the glade. She had better things to do than loop helplessly around
the forest! She had to find Che and could not afford to waste her time or energy pursuing strangers. But
it was certainly a curious encounter!

Chapter 2. Jenny's Journey

Jenny ran after the cat. "Wait for me! You'll get lost again!" But of course Sammy didn't listen; he never
did. He wasn't trying to run away from her, he just got so caught up in whatever he was chasing that he
lost track of everything else and often got himself into trouble. She couldn't let that happen; they were
already in a very strange region, and if it got any stranger they might never find their way out!

Sammy plunged into the thickest foliage of the jungle. Jenny had no choice but to plunge in after him,
though the brush threatened to ruin whatever remained of her clothing. It was bad enough getting her
hair all tangled in a knot from burrs and things in her desperate effort to keep up. If she ever lost sight of
him, she might never catch him again!

She heard the centaur lady calling after her.' "That forest's dangerous!" That was the strangest looking
creature Jenny had ever seen, like an animal, and a bird and a woman all jammed together, but she
seemed nice. She had a foal, she had said, which meant she was somebody's mother, and that was a good
sign. Mothers were a class unto themselves, a good class. It had been very nice of her to find the magic
spectacles; Jenny had never known such things existed. They made all the difference in this strange
world! But she just couldn't stay and talk when Sammy was taking off.

She tore through the brush, and in a moment spied Sammy ahead of her, running up a slope, dodging
around bushes that grew pretty colored pillows. Pillows? That was crazy; pillows didn't grow on bushes,
they had to be made of bird down and cloth, sewn together and all. When the hunters and their wolf
friends brought back birds for eating, they always saved the feathers. Nothing was wasted. But those
certainly did look like pillows growing!

Sammy ran on over a ridge and down the other side. Here there were cornlike plants, with their ears
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@ ctting ripe. Jenny brushed by one, and it exploded, sending bits of puffed corn out. It was popcorn! Shce
snatched some out of the air and stuffed it in her mouth, because she was hungry after chasing Sammy
this far.

Now the cat got on a nice little path through the jungle, leading to a giant tree with hanging tentacles.

"No, Sammy!" Jenny cried in alarm. She had seen one of those trees before. The tentacles had tried to
grab her, and she had been lucky to escape them. In fact she had lost her knife in the process, which
upset her considerably. " Don' t go near that tree!" At least now she could recognize it from a distance,
instead of blundering into it. She would have to thank Chex for the spectacles, once Sammy stopped and
they could go back.

Sammy jumped off the path and scrambled back through the thick brush. For once Jenny was glad for
that; she didn't want him getting caught by that dreadful thing!

They came to a region of larger but more peaceful trees, and it was easier going here, because the thick
leaf cover above shaded the ground and there wasn't much brush. Sammy slowed to a fast walk, but
didn't stop moving; she could keep up but not catch him. She would just have to follow until he found
what he was looking for this time, and then see what to do next. She was tired, but still had no choice;
she just couldn't let Sammy get even worse lost alone.

As she hurried along, she thought about how she had come to this weird region. She was just an ordinary
girl of her holt, nothing special at all. In fact she was unspecial, because she just couldn't see well;
without sending she would have been in constant trouble. She liked to paint and weave and make
jewelry, and was learning how to decorate pottery. Those hearthside skills did not suffer from her
myopia. She hoped to grow up to be a good weaver, making rugs of special beauty with designs and
pictures that every elf would want. She also liked to make berry pie, mainly because she liked to eat it so
much. The main problem there was all the time it took to pick the berries, because the berry patches
close to the village were all picked out and she had to range fairly far afield, and that was hard because
she was lost the moment she strayed from the main paths. She couldn't count the times she had had to
call for help, mentally, just to find the path again. When she got a wolf friend she would be able to go
out farther, more safely. For now, she had her cat friend instead, and she could do her hearth-side
practicing. Her fingers were long and nimble, but she still had a lot of skill to develop. While she
practiced with these things, alone, she liked to sing to herself. She always stopped when any other elf
was near enough to hear, of course. But Sammy liked it, and that was most of what counted.

She had gone out looking for berries in the cool morning, with Sammy. The cat had seemed bored; the
truth was, he wasn't much interested in berries. "If I had a feather, I'd tickle your whiskers," Jenny said
teasingly. Then the cat had taken off, and she had known she had to follow, no matter what, because
when he got into one of his moods and set out in pursuit of something, he didn't stop until he found it.
She had no idea how far the chase was to take him, this time!

He had cut through a section of the forest she was unfamiliar with. It was said to be haunted, but she
doubted it; spirits normally didn't waste time with simple trees. Mainly she was afraid of poisonous
serpents or other hungry wild things that would be lurking to gobble Sammy or her. Yet she had to keep
going, lest Sammy be lost.

She ran and ran, her vision blurring as she struggled to keep up. All she saw was Sammy's fleeting tail,
and bits of scenery whizzing by. She was better at seeing motion than things; otherwise she wouldn't
have had a chance to stay near Sammy. Then, suddenly, the cat went over a ridge, and she followed, and
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@ scovered that there was no other side to it. She flailed in air for a moment, too scared to scream. Then <
her feet touched ground again; it had only been a slight drop, shrouded by fog. She ran on, still barely
keeping the cat in sight.

But now the scenery was strange. She didn't have time to stop and examine it closely, but she knew this
wasn't like anything she had seen before. She would have to come to this forest some time when she
wasn't chasing her cat to see just what there was about it that was so different.

Sammy skirted an odd green tree. Jenny ran by it-and the tentacles snapped up and tried to grab her. One
hung on to her flaring dress, and as she tried to pull free others grabbed her, but she drew her knife and
sliced the awful green things and was able to pull free. Unfortunately, her knife got caught in the last
tentacle, and she lost it. That was her first experience with the aggressive tree, and the confirmation that
she had wandered into a very strange region.

Then Sammy scampered into a clearing in the forest and stopped. He had finally found what he was
looking for: a big white feather.

"You dragged me all the way here for a stupid feather?" she demanded, not really angry with him, but
having to exclaim about something to someone before she burst. The truth was that she was frightened
by the strangeness of this region, and still shaken by the way that tree had grabbed for her. She had
never even heard of a kind of tree that did that! But now she realized that mis business had started with
her, because she had teased Sammy about tickling him with a feather. He had oriented on "feather" and
gone in search of one-and what a feather he had found!

A shadow had descended, and the amazing animal-bird-lady came down. She seemed almost as
surprised to see Jenny as Jenny was to see her. She said she was a checked centaur, or something, and
talked about elms. Jenny learned that an elm was a tree; she wasn't sure why the centaur thought she
should have something to do with it.

The centaur lady was looking for her lost foal, called Chay. But Jenny hadn't learned any more, because
Sammy had suddenly taken off again, and she had had to follow. She hoped it wasn't going to get even
stranger, because she wasn't at all sure she could find their way back as it was.

Now Sammy slowed. Maybe he was approaching what he sought. Maybe it was another feather, and she
could carry it for him, and they could go home. No, not another feather, because he never looked for the
same thing twice in a row. Maybe a-

Jenny paused, amazed. There ahead of them was a little winged centaur! That must be the foal! The
centaur lady had said she was looking for it, and Sammy had taken off to find it, just like that.

But the poor thing hadn't just wandered away. He was a captive. There was a rope around his neck, and
his hands were tied behind his back, and his legs were hobbled so that he could hardly stand. He was
fluttering his wings helplessly, and he looked very unhappy. That was all Jenny needed to see; she knew
she had to help Chay get back to his mother.

However, there were mean creatures around the foal. They looked a bit like people and were her own
size, but their heads, hands and feet were larger and knobby. They were dark, and their scowls were
darker. There were three of them, evidently guarding the foal. They weren't doing anything to him, but it
was obvious that they would if he made any real effort to escape.
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P cnny put her hand on Sammy's back. He had paused, satisfied not to go farther now that he had spottea @
what he had come for. "We have to rescue Chay from those mean folk," she whispered. "I could untie
him, so he could run, but they'd only tie me up too. I wish I had something to make them go away, just
long enough!"

Sammy took off. "No!" she whisper-cried. "I didn't mean for you to-" But of course it was too late, as it
always was with Sammy. When would she learn not to speak carelessly when he was listening?

Well, there was no help for it. She had to follow him, though it delayed whatever action she might take
to free the foal. Maybe that wasn't too much of a loss, because she had no idea how to free him. Still, she
hardly needed distractions right now!

Sammy led her to a tree. It had bright green leaves and bright red berries. Berries? No, those were
cherries! It was a cherry tree. But she was in no mood to eat right now.

"What possessed you to come here, when I said I needed something to make the mean little men go
away?" she asked the cat, knowing he couldn't answer.

He merely stood by the tree, ignoring it now that he had found it. His joy was in the search; once he
found whatever he sought, he usually did ignore it.

Perplexed, she reached up to pluck a cherry. It was round and red, but evidently not ripe, because its
skin was hard, not soft. She touched her teeth to it, but could not dent it. The thing was like a wooden
ball!

She plucked another. It was just as bad. These couldn't be real cherries. Maybe they were there just to
fool hungry people-and she was a hungry person, even though she didn't want to eat at the moment.

Suddenly she was angry. Not only did she not want to eat, these cherries would be no good if she did
want to! She hurled the two as far away from her as she could. They arced past the trees and came to the
ground.

Boom! Boom!

Jenny stared. The two cherries hadn't bounced or rolled, they had exploded! There were two small
craters in the ground where they had hit, and dirt and leaves were scattered around.

Amazed, she looked at the tree. Cherries that exploded?
And she had tried to bite into one! Suppose it had exploded when-

Then something clicked in her head. Sammy had led her here, and maybe this was why. What would
happen if she threw a cherry at the mean men?

Jenny smiled. She did not regard herself as a mean person, but she thought maybe she could be mean for
just a short time if she tried.

She gathered a number of cherries and put them carefully-very carefully!-in her pockets. She carried two
in her hands, too. Then she walked quietly back to where she had seen the mean men. She hoped they
hadn't heard the two explosions. The cherry tree was some distance away, so maybe they hadn't.



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

e was in luck: the party remained exactly as it had been before. The mean men seemed to be waiting &
for something, and of course the foal couldn't do anything.

Now she had to plan this carefully. She had to drive off the men, then -run down and untie the foal so he
could run away. His mother had talked to her, so probably he could too. She would tell him what she
was doing. With luck, he would get away before the mean men knew what happened.

Jenny was scared, but that didn't stop her. She just had to rescue that foal!

She nerved herself, clenched her teeth, and hurled a cherry bomb down toward the party. She had a
pretty good arm, and now she could really see where she was throwing. She aimed it so that the cherry
wouldn't actually hit anyone, just land nearby.

It worked perfectly. The bomb exploded right behind one of the mean men. He jumped right off the
ground, his stubby legs running while he was still in the air. He thought somebody was attacking him-
which was the general idea.

Jenny threw another bomb. This one detonated behind one of the other men, and he ran off too. It was
such a joy to see what she was doing! The foal was also alarmed, but he couldn't run, because of the
hobble, so he just stood there looking scared.

Jenny dug a bomb out of her pocket and threw it behind the third mean man. He was already running
away, and this made him run faster. In a moment all three were gone.

Jenny ran down to the foal. "Don't be frightened, Chay!" she called. "I'm here to help you!" Of course he
was frightened, but maybe this made him less so.

She reached him, panting. "Let me untie your hands!" she gasped. "I don't know how much time we
have!"

She worked on the knot, but it was very tight. She was good with knots, but knots were ornery things,
and it just wasn't possible to rush it. Slowly it came undone.

But that was only the hands. She still needed to do the hobbles on his legs. "Oh, I wish I had a knife to
cut these!" she exclaimed as she wrestled with the second ornery knot.

Sammy took off. But he stopped in a moment, by something on the ground. Jenny looked. It was a knife,
dropped by one of the fleeing men! She hurried over to get it, and used it to saw through first one hobble
rope, and then the other.

But then a mean man returned. "What's this?" he cried.

No, it wasn't a mean man; the voice was too high. It was a mean woman! She was a lot prettier than the
men, with head and hands and feet much smaller, but of the same species, maybe. "Run, Chay!" Jenny
cried.

The little centaur took an unsteady step. It was hard for him to move well after being hobbled.

"I'll help you!" Jenny said. She put her arms around his body where it changed from colt to boy, trying
to steady him and urge him forward.
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PP An elf!" the mean woman exclaimed, swirling her great dark tresses about in a no-nonsense manner.
"Well, we'll put a stop to this!" She waved a wand, and suddenly the foal and Jenny were lifted into the
air.

"Eeeek!" Jenny screamed, totally startled.

"It's her magic wand," the foal said. "We can't escape."

For a moment Jenny was startled back into a normal state. "You can talk!"

"Well, I'm five years old."

"But you look less than one year old," she said, peering more closely at him.

"We centaurs age at the human rate, or maybe faster for the winged ones, because of our avian heritage.
I think I'm about your age, in relative terms."

"Three hands? But you're not even half grown yet!"
"Hands?"
Jenny showed her spread four fingers, three times. "Each finger a year," she explained.

"Oh, that's right. You're an elf. I mistook you for full human." Then, after a pause: "Four fingered
hands?"

Jenny looked down. "This is interesting, and we really must talk some more. But right now we have to
get away from that mean woman!"

"That's Godiva Goblin. We can't get away from her as long as she has the magic wand."

"Magic wand?" Jenny was beginning to understand the problem.

Below, Sammy heard and walked toward the woman, his tail twitching ominously.

"No!" Jenny cried, afraid of what would happen to the cat if he attacked this mean creature.

"Don't tell me no," Godiva said. "I will keep you suspended until you tell me what the elves have to do
with this. Where's your elm?" As she spoke, she lowered the wand, and Jenny and the foal came down to
float just barely out of reach of the ground.

"I don't know anything about an elm!" Jenny protested.

Then Sammy leaped. He caught die wand in his mouth and tore it out of the woman's grasp.

Jenny and the foal dropped abruptly to the ground.

"Come back with that!" the woman exclaimed angrily. Her long hair swirled around her body as she
turned.
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P ammy had snatched the wand, after Jenny mentioned it, and now the lady goblin couldn't use it agains <@
them!

"Find somewhere safe!" Jenny called to the cat. "Run! Follow that cat!" she cried to the foal.
The little centaur moved faster than before, the kinks working out of his legs. He began to trot: Jenny
ran alongside, her eyes on Sammy. It wouldn't do them much good if Sammy found somewhere safe, but

they couldn't find him!

Now the male goblins were returning. "Moron! Idiot! Imbecile!" the woman screamed. "Catch them!
Get the wand back!"

But the cat was moving swiftly, and the centaur was gaining speed. They got a lead before the goblins
got organized.

Sammy, with something new to find, forgot the wand. It dropped from his mouth. Jenny saw it, and
swooped it up. "Maybe this will stop them!" she said, turning to wave it at the goblins.

Nothing happened. "You can't use it," the centaur said. "It's attuned to Lady Godiva and won't work for
anyone else,"

"Well, I'll keep it anyway so she can't use it against us," Jenny said, and ran on.

They plowed through more jungle, running as fast as they could. But the goblins kept after them. Every
time the mean men slowed, the mean woman screamed at them and made them speed up again.

Jenny's breath was rasping. She was used to walking a lot and to hurrying after Sammy, but this was
headlong running, and she had already been tired from the prior chases. She couldn't keep this up much
longer!

Then they came to a river. It wasn't the biggest river Jenny had ever heard of, but it wasn't the smallest
either. It was a good stretch across it. She knew how to swim, but she wasn't sure about the foal, and she
was so tired that she really didn't want to try it.

But Sammy came up to a square log raft tied beside the river. What a relief!

Sammy jumped onto the raft. Jenny jumped on after him, and the foal after her. Quickly she untied the
rope, then lifted the pole and shoved the raft out into the water.

The goblins burst upon them, but stopped at the waterline.

Jenny poled frantically, but the raft moved with agonizing slowness. "Oh, they can swim right across to
us!" she gasped, dismayed.

"No, they can't," the centaur said.
"But it's only a little distance!"

He pointed to a ripple in the water. Suddenly a slipper bobbed to the surface. "Water moccasins," he
said.
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PP sut that looks like a shoe!" she pointed out.
"It is a shoe-but it bites the toes of any footed creature it catches."

Now she saw that inside the moccasin, where the toes would fit, there were sharp white teeth. The
tongue curled, slurping around the edge. She wouldn't want to put her foot in that!

The goblins seemed just as reluctant to trust their feet to the water. Several water moccasins were
waiting, licking their rims. This was after all a safe place, in its dangerous way!

The current took the raft, moving it downstream. Jenny relaxed, not having to pole anymore. "What
river is this?" she asked. "Do you happen to know?"

"I believe it is the With-a-Cookee River," the centaur said. "I heard the goblins say they wanted to avoid
it."

"With a cookie?" she asked. "What an odd name! Why would anyone call a river something like that?"
"It might be because of the cookies," he replied, pointing.

She looked, and saw toadstools growing on the bank. But as the raft drifted closer, she saw that they
were indeed cookies, or something with a very similar appearance. She reached out and took one,
fearing that it would be no more edible than the cherries had been, but it turned out to be what she called

a sandie, sugary and crisp. She sat on the raft and ate the rest of it, savoring it.

The centaur picked one himself and tasted it. "Very sweet," he commented. "That's probably because of
the sugar sand."

"The what?"

"The sugar sand. It is found throughout much of Xanth, and is excellent for growing sweets. Sometimes
I eat it straight, but my dam doesn't like that."

"But sand isn't sweet!" she protested.

He glanced at her, surprised. "You, an elf, do not know of sugar sand?"
"There is no such thing, Chay!"

His brow furrowed. "Are you addressing me?"

Jenny borrowed a notion from the foal's mother. "I think we had better start over. Let's introduce
ourselves. You are...?"

"Che Centaur of the winged monsters of Xanth," he replied promptly.
"Che? I thought it was Chay! I'm sorry."

"Quite all right. And you are...?"
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 enny of the World of Two Moons. Where I come from the sand is made of crushed rock or something @
we can't eat it."

"Crushed sugar crystal," he said. "From the big Rock Candy Mountains, I believe. I gather you are not a
local elf. Where is your elm?"

"What's all this business about elms?" she demanded. "I never saw an elm!"
"But all elves are associated with elf elms," he said. "They never stray far from them, because their
vitality is inversely proportional to their distance from their home elm. If you are far from yours, you

must be feeling quite weak now."

"I'm not associated with any elm!" she said. "No elves I know are! I'm tired, yes, but not weak because
of any tree!"

He pondered. "I assumed your land of two moons was merely one that my dam had not yet educated me
about. Do you mean to say it is beyond Xanth? In another land where there are doubled moons?"

"Yes. My world is nothing like this one! I never heard of Xanth before, and I find it impossibly strange.
All these magic things like cherries that explode and man-animals that fly-" She paused. "Oh, no

offense."

"None taken. Centaurs derive from the stock of the human folk and the horse folk-and of course my kind
derives also from bird folk, ultimately. My grandsire was a hippogryph."

"A what?"
"You would call it a horse with the head of a bird."

Jenny shook her head. "If I weren't right here talking to you, I think I wouldn't believe any of this. But I
did see your mother fly."

"Yes, my dam makes herself light by flicking her body with her tail; then she can fly. But my wings are
as yet insufficiently formed for that, so I have to content myself with leaps when necessary."

"You can make yourself light?" she asked, surprised.

"I can make anything light," he said. "But of course I don't do it indiscriminately. That would not be
polite."

"I wish you could make me light!" she said. "Then maybe I wouldn't be so tired!"
"As you wish." Che flicked her shoulder with the tip of his tail.

Immediately Jenny felt quite light. She got up-and almost sailed off the raft! "I really am light!" she
exclaimed.

"Certainly. But be careful, because I cannot make you heavy again. My magic is one-way. But the effect
slowly fades."
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Penny felt her mind spinning, and not because her head was light. There really was magic here, practicec<@
by ordinary folk instead of High Ones, and it worked on her! That explained a great deal.

"I remain unclear how you came to Xanth if you are from a foreign region," Che said.

"I'm unclear on that myself! I was following Sammy, and when he found what he was looking for-which
was one of your feathers-we were here."

"Oh, that explains it. Sammy's a magic creature."
"No, he just has an uncanny ability to find whatever he looks for."
"Isn't that magic?"

Jenny reconsidered. "I suppose it is. Certainly it is now, because he's finding things much faster and
better than he used to."

"Do you have a magic talent of your own?"

"Me?" She laughed. "I can hardly do regular things, let alone magic ones! I'm fortunate just to see
straight, thanks to these nice spectacles your mother gave me."

"Do you mean to say you have not tried?"

Jenny was intrigued. "You mean you really think I might have some magic? Like making things light or
heavy or something?"

"It seems possible. Human folk all have talents, and some other creatures have them too, if they have
human lineage. Elves as a general class seem to be content with their tribal magic associated with their

elms, but if you are not of that type, perhaps you conform to the human mode."

"I wonder what mine could be?" For the first time she had found a really positive reason to be here in
this weird world.

"Oh-I forgot. Mundanes don't have magic. Only folk made in Xanth."
"What's a Mundane?"

"A person or animal originating in the dreary nonmagic realm beyond Xanth. My dam does not like to
speak of it."

"But I'm not from there! Does Mundania have two moons?"
"I don't think so. Just one moon, like ours, only its green cheese has calcified into inedible rock."
"A moon made of green cheese?"

"And honey on the other side. My sire and dam went to the honey moon, where they conceived me.
Perhaps that is where I obtained my taste for sweets."
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PP50 if I'm not from Xanth or Mundania, then we don't know whether I have magic," Jenny concluded.
"But if Sammy has magic, maybe I do too."

"Perhaps it is true," Che said doubtfully.

"Why did the goblins kidnap you?"

"I assume they wished to eat me."

"Eat you!" she exclaimed, horrified. "But that would be mean, cruel, and awful!"

"True. That is the nature of goblins. Yet I confess to bewilderment that they did not slaughter me
immediately. They seem to be saving me for some future occasion."

"They certainly had you all tied up!" she agreed.

"They seemed to be taking me somewhere. The men are brutes, of course, but Godiva kept them from
mistreating me. Goblin women are much nicer than goblin men, of course. The fact that she was put in
charge of the party suggests that something other than incidental mayhem is involved. It is quite odd."

"How did they get you? Didn't you know to stay away from goblins?"

"Certainly I knew! But they tempted me with the smell of baking pastry and I couldn't help myself. If
you think sugar sandies are good, you should taste fresh pastry! Then a horrible fog surrounded me, and
suddenly I was all trussed up and the captive of goblins. I think they had a one-way path."

"A one-way path? But all paths go both ways!"

"By no means! Magic paths typically are unidirectional, and some can be used only once. I suspect that
the goblins used theirs to convey me a distance from my home glade, so that my dam would not be able
to follow my tracks. Now they have exhausted their path spell and must proceed in more ordinary
fashion. But they seem not to be local goblins, for they do not know the local terrain. Godiva was
exploring the region ahead when you came upon me."

Jenny decided not to argue about the directions of paths; when she saw a one-way path, then she would
believe it, not before. "It's funny that they ran into such trouble. I would have thought they would just
take you straight back where they came from."

"That was my conjecture. But apparently something malfunctioned, because when they stepped off the
magic path, they seemed bewildered. They were supposed to be on the east side of the Elements, and
instead they were on the west side."

"But a path can't just change where it goes!"

"Ordinarily they don't, but that is by no means fixed. Because this was a speed path, the scenery around
it was blurred; they must have assumed that they were going in the right direction. We walked for
perhaps half an hour before coming to the end, and then of course we had to get off, and it was gone.
When Godiva saw where we were, she said something almost unladylike, which is unusual for a
gobliness."
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PP5he didn't sound ladylike to me!" Jenny said stoutly. "I heard her calling the men stupid, and worse."

"No, she was addressing them by their names: Moron, Idiot, and Imbecile. Stupid did not come on this
mission."

"Goblins have funny names!" Jenny said, laughing.

He smiled. "I understand they consider our names to be odd, too." Then he glanced up. "Oh, I fear
trouble!"

Jenny looked. "But that's just a little cloud! We have nothing to fear from that."

"On the contrary! That looks very much like Cumulo Fracto Nimbus, the very worst of clouds. He
brings mischief to all good folk and even some evil folk."

"A cloud! Oh, pooh!"

But Che looked extremely worried. "I hope you do not receive more of an education than you desire,
Jenny EIf. Perhaps Fracto is merely passing by."

But the cloud was not passing by. It loomed in close, becoming darker and larger. It seemed almost to
have a nebulous face on it, with two big eyes and a bigger mouth. Then the mouth opened, and the cloud
blew-and a cold wind rocked the raft.

Waves formed, and they advanced on the raft and rocked it. The cloud swelled up denser and uglier, and
thunder rumbled within it. The wind whipped the foliage of the trees, and the first big raindrops
spattered against the raft.

"Maybe we had better pole in to shore," Jenny said, worried. "I don't want to get washed off the raft,
with those water moccasins waiting."

"Perhaps that is best," Che agreed.

Jenny lifted the pole. But she remained light, while it remained heavy; now it seemed heavier than she
was, which made poling awkward. But that was readily solved: Che flicked the pole with his tail, and it
became light.

She shoved them toward the shore. But as she did, evil little faces appeared. The goblins!

Hastily she shoved the raft back away. The goblins stood and waved their stubby fists. Some of them
had stones, but they did not throw them. There were more than there had been before-six, at least, that
she saw. They must have gotten reinforcements.

"We can't go ashore," she said.

"I fear we can't stay in midstream, either," Che said. "Maybe it's safe on the other side." She poled
across.

But the water got deeper in the center, making the poling increasingly difficult. The storm intensified, so
that the waves washed over the raft. Sammy was not keen on involuntary baths, and jumped up to
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PPenny's shoulder to hiss at the water.

The raft spun around. Jenny lost her footing and felt herself sliding off. She screamed-but Che caught
her arm and prevented her from landing in the water. His four feet gave him a better anchorage; he had
his hooves braced against the ridges of the raft.

Still the storm raged. Jenny knew now that Che was right: this was no ordinary cloud, but a magically
malign demon of a cloud, out to get them. She couldn't guess why it hated them so, but it was doing its

utmost to dump them in the river. She had not believed in the deliberate malignancy of weather, but now
she did!

A gust of wind caught the raft and shoved it to the bank Jenny was trying to leave. She tried to stop it
with the pole, but the thing caught in the bottom muck and was twisted out of her grasp. She was after
all no big human man; she was a little elf girl, not used to this sort of thing.

The waves gathered for one concluding effort. They lifted the raft and tilted it so sharply that elf, cat,
and centaur slid off it and into the shallow water. Jenny screamed as she splashed.

But the water moccasins did not clamp onto their toes. It seemed that the storm had scared them too, and
they were either stunned or elsewhere. The goblins charged in and grabbed Jenny and Che. In a moment
both were hopelessly tied up.

"Find help, Sammy!" Jenny cried desperately, though she feared there was no help to be had.

Sammy jumped past the goblins and disappeared. Maybe he would find help-but how would the help
find them? For she knew the goblins wouldn't just leave her by the bank of the With-a-Cookee River.
What had she accomplished in her effort to save the foal? Nothing but a delay, she feared. Now she was
in just as much trouble as he.

Chapter 3. Electro's Exam

Electra watched Chex fly away with Grundy Golem. She hoped Che was found soon, but she had a bad
feeling about it all. The foal had been kidnapped, and that meant that someone was trying to hide him
away. He would not turn up innocently wandering through the forest.

Who could want to do such an awful thing? Che was the only winged centaur foal in Xanth. If
something happened to him, it would cut off the childhood of that entire species. That was even worse
than an ordinary kidnapping, bad as that was. She wasn't sure that anything like that had happened in
Xanth before.

Nada looked grim. She was such a lovely young woman in her human form that she looked terrific even
that way! Electra envied her, and had no trouble understanding why Prince Dolph liked her better than
Electra. Electra liked Nada better than Electra! She was a princess and a really nice person, too. If
Electra could have chosen any woman to compete against, Nada would have been at the very bottom of
her list. But for friends, the top of the list.

"We'd better get moving," Nada said. She became a giant serpent.

Electra got on the serpent's back. Nada moved, sinuously gathering speed. There was a certain similarity
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9 the way she walked in the human form, but then it had more effect on the eyeballs of any men in the &
vicinity: they practically popped out of their sockets. As a matter of fact, the golem's eyes had bulged
similarly just now, perhaps because Nada was not wearing her clothing. Grundy had a perfectly lovely
wife, Rapunzel, but like all males of any size he liked to stare at whatever else was in sight. He had not
given Electra a second glance, and not just because she was clothed. No man gave her a second glance
when she was with Nada, as she usually was. She was used to it.

It was too bad that Nada did not love Dolph the way he loved her. But of course she was five years older
than he, now twenty to his fifteen. Nada was a poised young woman, while Dolph-well, even Electra
had to admit that he was sort of unpolished. Electra loved him anyway; she couldn't help it, because of
the enchantment she had fallen into. She had to love and marry the Prince who had kissed her awake
after her thousand year (well, almost) sleep. She had not been the one who was supposed to make that
sleep, and she was certainly no princess. But Evil Magician Murphy's curse had fouled everything up,
and she had somehow bitten the apple and fallen into the special coffin, and now she was here.

Actually, Murphy wasn't all that bad, now that he had renounced his claim to the throne of Xanth. He
had used his magic to help his son, Grey, get out of his horrible obligation to the evil machine Corn-
Pewter. Maybe eight hundred years in the Brain Coral's pool, pickled in brine, had mellowed Murphy
and twenty more years in Mundania had finished the job. Electra had forgiven him what he had done to
her with his curse. She had sort of had to, because if that hadn't happened, she would have been long
since dead and forgotten. Such things made a difference. Still, it wasn't any great situation she was in
now: in love with a Prince who loved her best friend instead.

In fact, she was coming to a crisis. The Good Magician had done some research in the Book of Answers
and discovered that there was a time limit to her enchantment. If she didn't marry the Prince by the time
she was eighteen years old, she would die anyway. Betrothal could hold her only until she came of age;
then she had to perform. If she did not marry him and consummate the marriage before she was
eighteen, she would die on the stroke of her birthday.

It was- tricky judging exactly how old she was because of her most-of-a-millennium sleep, but they had
figured it out: only her normal life counted. So her aging had halted the moment she fell into the
enchanted sleep and resumed when she woke from it. By that reckoning, she would be eighteen next
week. Dolph would have to choose. He couldn't avoid it, because if he did nothing she would die,
leaving only Nada for him to marry. His parents had laid down the Word: he could not do it by default.
He had to Decide, and then marry the one he chose, and it would be done. One way or the other.

In a way it was good to have this distraction of Che's kidnapping, because it took her mind from her own
problem or at least made her remember that she wasn't the only one in Xanth with something to worry
about. Many folk had problems, after all! She knew she was lucky to have come here, and lived these
past six years in Castle Roogna with good friends and her great love. Even if it was magical in origin
and hopeless, it was still a great wonderful thing in her heart.

She wiped the tears from her face with the back of her hand. Why should she be crying, really?

Travel was swift down the magic path, and before long they were there. Electra dismounted, and Nada
resumed her human form and donned her dress, panties, and slippers, which Electra had carried in her
knapsack. The dress and slippers didn't matter, but it was essential that no male eye see the panties. They
were exciting pink, while Electra's were dull white, but no males were supposed to know that. What
would Xanth come to, if anything like that happened?
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PP (ada turned to her, as they stood outside the castle moat. "I wish he would marry you," she said.

"I know." But they both knew that their preferences didn't count. Only Dolph's counted. He would
choose, and the one he chose would marry him. That had been understood from the outset, ever since
Queen Irene had declared that he could not marry both. One man with two wives? It just wasn't proper,
for some reason.

They gazed at the castle. It looked ordinary, but the drawbridge was up. That meant that they couldn't
just go in.

They exchanged most of a glance. Good Magician Humfrey wasn't here now, but Grey Murphy was
doing his best to substitute in the interim. He had the Book of Answers and all the collections of vials
and spells and things, and Ivy to Enhance him when he needed it. He had done well enough, all things
considered, these past three years, though Electra understood he sometimes had to scramble for a
difficult Answer. He had set up the same rules Humfrey had maintained: any applicant had to pass three
challenges to get into the castle and then to give one year's service or the equivalent. That was to weed
out those who weren't really serious. Even so, there were quite a number of folk with Questions. Several
were sitting by the bank of the moat now, evidently trying to make up their minds whether their
Questions were really important enough to warrant the price required for the Answers. That explained
why the drawbridge was up; otherwise those folk might simply have walked on in.

Nada nodded, and her gray-brown tresses bobbed prettily. Electra's tresses were brown too, but
somehow they never bobbed; they just hung there listlessly, no matter how she tried to fix them. "I think
Grey can't afford to play favorites," she said.

Electra agreed. No favorites! Nada's other best friend was Ivy, and even Ivy got a trifle nervous when
Nada got too close to her fianc?Grey. Why Ivy and Grey were affianced, while Dolph, Nada, and Electra

were betrothed, was a question none of them had ever quite worked out. So Grey couldn't afford to let
Nada in without challenge, while others watched.

"Maybe I can go in alone," Electra suggested. "Alone?" Nada's brown-gray eyes were beautifully
perplexed. Electra's eyes were forgettable, whether perplexed or excited. Even she could not remember
their color, if they had any.

"No one will notice if I go in."

"'Lectra, are you going into another inferiority tizzy?" Nada demanded severely.

"Well-" Electra said guiltily.

"I won't have it! You're a great friend and a great girl, and only an idiot wouldn't notice you!"

"How about Dolph?" Electra asked wryly.

"He is an idiot!"

Then they both laughed, appreciating the painful truth of that.

"Anyway," Nada said after a moment, "it's not you or me, it's that the drawbridge is up and we can't ask
favors. So we'll just have to forge in any way we can, just like anyone else. We do have a Question, after
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"Not the one I'd like to ask."

"Maybe we can get Dolph to ask it."

"We'd have to dose him with a love potion first!"

Nada paused. "Now I wonder-"

"Forget it! Even if he loved me, he'd still love you too, and you're everything I'm not, so-"
"Now stop it, 'Lectra! Physical appearance isn't everything."

"Right. There's also the matter of royalty versus peasant, and niceness versus-"

"You're nice, 'Lectra! You're as nice as anyone, and-"

"And I have freckles too."

"Oh, you're hopeless!" Nada exclaimed in exasperation. She was lovely when exasperated, as Electra
wasn't.

"That's what I've been trying to tell you."
Nada changed the subject. "So we'll both go in. Together. As soon as we figure out how."

Electra contemplated the moat. She didn't see any moat monsters, but they were surely lurking
somewhere. It would not be safe to swim, unless Nada became a bigger monster.

"Suppose you become a giant water serpent, and-"

"My thought exactly! Get on."

Nada shrugged out of her clothes, handed them over, and became the serpent. Electra stuffed the clothes
in her knapsack and bestrode her, as she had when they traveled the magic path. Nada slid into the water
and started across. Electra's feet and dress were getting wet, but she wasn't going to let that stop her;

they would dry in due course.

There was a stir at the far shore. Electra peered forward. "All I see is shells," she reported. Then she
laughed. "She saw sea shells by the sea shore! Only it's a moat shore."

There was a bang, and something flew toward them. "Duck!" Electra cried.
Nada ducked, and Electra got dunked. But the object missed, plunking into the water behind them.
Nada surfaced, lifting her head for a hiss.

"I don't know," Electra said. "It looked like a flying shell with the number point twenty-two painted on
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Nada shook her head, unable to make much sense of this. Electra understood her confusion. Since when
did shells fly? They normally lay on the beach or under water.

Then there was a bigger bang, and a larger shell came flying. This one had the number .357 on it.
"Down!" Electra screamed.

They dived again, and the shell missed.

After a moment they resumed motion-and an even larger shell, marked .45, came flying at them.
"Another!" Electra cried, throwing herself aside.

When she came up, something clicked in her head. "It's a challenge!" she gasped. "Those shells are the
first line of defense!"

Nada looped around, and they headed back for the outer shore. When they got there, Nada changed to
woman form and climbed out. A man farther around the moat fell over; evidently he had gotten too
much of an eyeful and was stunned. Electra was sure it wasn't her own bedraggled wet-clothinged body
that had done it.

"I never heard of flying shells!" Nada said. "How can we get past, when they keep getting bigger?"

Electra concentrated. "I almost remember something, maybe from when I visited Mundania. Some folk-
they like to throw shells at targets, I think. Or at bulls. Something like that. The eyes-it sounds so mean-"

"Bull's-eyes!" Nada exclaimed. "I've heard of that. They aren't really animals, but big painted circles.
Maybe if we make one of those, the shells will go for it."

It seemed worth trying. They scrounged around, and found a giant white pillow from a pillow bush, and
a patch of Indian paint brushes. They used one of these to paint Indian designs-it wouldn't paint anything
else-in a big circle that looked somewhat like an eye. Then they floated this in the moat, the eye looking

up.

Sure enough, the shells went for it. And while the shells were distracted by the target, Nada and Electra
quietly swam across and emerged on the castle side. The only one to see was another man beyond the
moat, and he promptly went rigid and keeled over the way the first had. Nada did have that effect on
men, even without her pink panties.

Nada dressed. Electra's knapsack was watertight, so Nada's dress was nice and dry and fresh, while
Electra looked like a damp zombie. But she knew that even if her clothes had been fresh, and Nada's
sodden, Nada would have been a sight for sore eyes, while Electra would have been a sight to make eyes
sore.

But hardly were they through, when the next challenge was upon them. A swarm of flying red objects
charged them. Each was roughly heart-shaped but not properly symmetrical; there were ugly tubes
protruding from the tops, and great swollen veins around their bodies. Each pulsed horrendously.

"Oh!" Nada cried daintily as one of the grotesque things whammed into her shoulder. Even when under
attack, she was ladylike.
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» Yyuck!" Electra grunted in unladylike fashion as another sailed at her face.

"What are they?" Nada asked, trying to avoid another that was threatening to splatter her nice dress with
juice exactly the color of blood.

"Monsters of the next challenge!" Electra replied, as the thing missed Nada and scored on her own dress.
Bright gore dribbled down it and dripped to her feet.

Nada became a big snake and reared up at the next red blob, her dress hanging awkwardly on her new
body. In a moment she slithered out of it. She opened her mouth, showing formidable fangs, and hissed.
The blob veered to the side-but another splatted her from behind. Her head whirled to snap at that one-
whereupon the one in front splatted its gore on her.

"There are too many of them!" Electra cried. "We can't fight them; we'll just get hopelessly gored. We
have to figure out the key to this challenge!"

The snake slithered down into the moat to wash off the splat. That left Electra as the main focus of
attention. A huge blob smashed into her chest, trying to knock her down.

She grabbed it, and lifted it up, ready to hurl it into the moat. But she knew it would just loop around
and attack her again. The thing was slimy with leaking blood, and worse, it was warm and pulsing. Just
as if a living heart had been ripped from-

"Aaarrghhhr" she groaned with heartfelt horror. "It is a heart!"

The snake became Nada in her natural form: a naga, with the body of a serpent and the head of a
woman. "A heart attack!" she exclaimed. "I've heard of them, but I never thought it would happen to
me!"

"No one ever does," Electra agreed heartily. She ducked as a bold heart came at her head, and was
caught in the rear by another.

She still held the big heart that had hit her chest. It was oddly passive now, though she wasn't holding it
hard. She realized that her electrical nature might be affecting it. That heartened her, because it might
offer a solution to this challenge.

Her magic talent was electricity. She was constantly building up a charge, and could discharge it all at
once by delivering a hefty shock to some monster or gradually as when she made an electrolytic
environment for the Heaven Cent. She had heard that hearts used electric pulses to time their beats or
something. Maybe these wild hearts were just out of control, and so were attacking anything in the
vicinity. If she could put her hands on them and use her electricity to get their pulses even, maybe that
would tame them.

She let the big heart go. It floated away, passive, beating steadily, seeming at peace with the world.

She watched for the next, and when it zoomed in she grabbed it. The thing tried to slip out of her grasp,
but she clutched it to her. It was hot, and it almost burned her, but she knew it was only heartburn. In a
moment, as her hands retained contact, the heart became passive. Then she let it go, and it floated
peacefully away. It was working!
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P what are you doing, 'Lectra?" Nada called from the moat.

"I'm making a better pace for these hearts," Electra replied. "They're wild because they're out of
control."

"You're a good pacemaker," Nada agreed, watching the orderly hearts floating away. "Don't break any!"

"We don't want any broken hearts," Electra agreed as she caught another. She doubted she could ever be
a heart-breaker.

Finally every heart was tamed. Electra was a little sad to see the last one drift contentedly off, but she
knew it was only heartache. She had surmounted the second challenge.

She went to the moat and washed off the blood. She hoped the tame hearts found good bodies to occupy,
because they seemed very warm and friendly and would probably do good service if treated well. She
couldn't blame them for being wild, when they were cast out into the world alone.

They emerged from the moat and walked on. Nada's dress was now as wet as Electra's, because she had
had to wash it, but it still looked ten times as good on her as anything Electra had ever worn had ever
looked on her. They came to an arched gate and went through it, into the castle. There was a long
narrow hall ahead.

But there was something oozing from the far gate. It looked lumpy and red and sticky, as if a thousand
wild hearts had been squished and dumped in a sodden mass. Was this where the hearts had come from?
No wonder they had been wild!

Nada sniffed. Then she reached down and put a finger to the mess, and tasted it. "I thought so:
strawberry."

"You mean it's edible?" Electra asked, amazed. "We're supposed to eat our way through it?"
"I hope not! Strawberry jam is horribly fattening."

"That wouldn't stop me. I can't put on weight no matter how much I eat. That's my problem."
"That's not your problem!" Nada flared. "You're beautifully slender!"

"I'd trade my figure for yours anytime!"

"If I eat any of that jam, you won't want my figure," Nada said. "I'd be so fat I could roll without pulling
in my arms or legs."

Electra tried to picture that, and found it hilarious. But it didn't come out as a healthy laugh, or even a
girlish giggle, just a foolish titter.

She dipped a finger and tasted the jam. "No, this isn't strawberry, quite. It's too metallic. Not hayberry
either. And look-those aren't exactly berries. They're moving around."

Nada peered. "You're right! Some are bigger than others, and they're sort of square. They keep nudging
up to each other and stopping."”
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P” Until something else gets out of the way," Electra added. "Only things seem to be much better at
getting into the way than out of it."

"And the total effect is one of absolute gooey crawl," Nada said. "Not one berry can get where it's going
before all the others do, so they are all made maddeningly slow."

"I think I tasted something like this, once, hundreds of years ago," Electra said. "It was a kind of berry
growing in a circle, a-a traffic circle. The berries just kept rolling around and around it until they wore
out."

"Those must have been crazy berries!"

"Traffic berries. They're always moving around, except when they get stuck in-"

"Traffic jam," Nada concluded. "And this is one big mess of jam!"

"Yes, it's awful. How can we get by it?" They watched the jam ooze its way onward. "There's no help
for it," Nada said reluctantly. "We'll just have to slog through it. I hope I can take a bath at the other
end." Electra sighed. "I'll go first. I have less to lose."

"No, you don't! You have more to win." Nada stepped into the jam.

Immediately she slowed to a crawl. She tried to move her feet, but there was always something in the
way. The jam wouldn't give her any chance to get anywhere. "This is no good!" Nada gasped. "I can't
move!" Electra reached out to take her hand. "I'll pull you out." But though she did pull, Nada remained
stuck in the traffic jam.

"There has to be a better way!" Nada said. "I'm just getting caught worse!"

"Change into a small snake, so I can lift you out," Electra suggested.

Nada did so. She became a garter snake, whose garters had nothing to attach to. Electra closed her hand
carefully about the body and pulled, but the snake's tail was hopelessly caught. She just couldn't get free.
Finally she changed back to human form, so that she could stand on her own without getting in deeper.
Electra put her hands to her head and ran some current through it, making her brain strain. This enabled
her to force out an idea. "Maybe if we could get the jam to go somewhere else," she said, "and leave us
here."

"But that's the problem," Nada objected. "It can't move anywhere very fast."

"The traffic berries in it can't move fast," Electra said. "But maybe the whole thing can-if it wants to."

"But what could make it want to?"

Electra fished in her knapsack. "I saw something in my calendar about a festival or something." She
pulled out a battered copy of a Xanth calendar and leafed through it. "Yes, here it is! A jamboree!"

The traffic jam quivered.
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PPt isn't that-" Nada started.

"Yes. It will occur in the Gap Chasm."

The jam began to move. It slid slowly, then more swiftly out of the hall, carrying Nada along with it.
Soon it was going at a respectable speed. Electra grabbed onto Nada again, and hung on, and the jam

moved onward so rapidly that it lost cohesion and let her feet go.

A moment later they watched the jam sliding on across the moat. There was no question: it was headed
for that jamboree. Electra had guessed right; no jam could resist something like that.

"Didn't you make a teeny fib?" Nada asked. "There's no party at the Gap!"

Electra showed her the calendar. "I didn't say it was a party. I said it was a Jamboree. And here it is."
She pointed to it.

"The month of Jamboree," Nada said, "But-"

"Right here in the calendar," Electra agreed. "It occurs in the Gap, just as it does everywhere else in
Xanth at the same time. The traffic jam is sure to find it, in due course."

Nada shook her head. "I suppose that jam wasn't going anywhere else fast anyway," she said, resigned.

"But we are-quick while the passage is clear." She hauled Nada along into the castle. The naga woman
let herself be towed, deciding it wasn't worth further protest.

The passage ended in steps that led to a door, and beyond the door was Ivy. She was in a yellow dress
that complemented her pale green hair. She was Nada's age, but not as luscious. In that respect she fell
more or less between Nada and Electra. "Oh, how wonderful to see you two again!" she exclaimed,
hugging each in turn. "Why didn't you tell us you were coming?"

Both Nada and Electra stared at her, caught between astonishment and outrage. Then Ivy's mouth
quirked, and in a moment all three were lost in girlish laughter.

"Well, come on," Ivy said as they subsided. "I think Grey's had time to research the Answer now."

Electra nodded. There was reason for the challenges. Not only did they discourage those who weren't
really serious, they gave the Magician time to get the necessary information. Few folk knew this, but
Nada and Electra were Ivy's closest friends and were privy to some pretty formidable secrets.

Grey Murphy was in the upstairs chamber with the Book of Answers. There were those who claimed
there was no such book, but that was just because they hadn't seen it. It had answers to every question;
the only problem was figuring out how to read them and understand them. Grey had been working on it
for three years now and was getting better, but he still had to scramble at times.

"We'll dispense with the year of service," Grey said with a smile. "Ivy says her friends are exempt, or
else."

"We thought as much," Nada agreed with an answering smile. "Are you ready for our Question?"
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P”| think so. But I'm afraid you won't much like the Answer. Are you sure you want to ask?"
"Yes," Electra said. "We don't have much time."

"Very well. Ask."

"Where is Che Centaur?"

Grey stared at her. "What?"

"She said, "Where is Che Centaur?' " Nada said. "You know, Chex's foal."

"But-" Grey looked baffled.

Nada frowned, managing to look beautiful at the same time. "What's the matter-did we ask the wrong
Question?"

"I just researched the problem of your betrothals!" Grey exclaimed.

It was Nada and Electra's turn to stare. Then both burst into laughter. "We never thought of that!"
Electra cried.

"That's next week's problem," Nada added.

Grey brushed his hair-colored hair back and looked sheepish. It was a fairly easy expression for him. "I
guess [ was too busy with technicalities. I just assumed-" He shrugged. "This presents a problem."

"You mean you don't know where Che is?" Electra asked, "because you were checking into our triangle
problem? I guess that's a problem, all right."

"Maybe the mirror knows," he said. Most magic mirrors were fairly transparent, but some were brighter
than others.

He rummaged in a drawer and brought out a hand mirror. "The problem with'this one is that it has to be
questioned in thyme, and the format's limited, and it isn't always quite current." He pondered for a

moment, then addressed it: "Mirror, mirror, in the desk, is Che Centaur picturesque?"

"That query is grotesque!" the mirror responded, matching the rhyme. But a scene showed on it, of the
little centaur tied, hobbled, and guarded by goblins.

Nada, Electra, and Ivy stifled similar exclamations of horror. He had been stolen by goblins!

"But there are several goblin tribes," Nada said. "There're the goblins of Mount Etamin that my folk war
against-"

"And the goblins east of the Element of Earth," Electra added.
"And the Goblinate of the Golden Horde," Ivy said with a shudder.

"There are goblins all over Xanth," Grey said. "There are references to them in many of Magician
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PP 1iumfrey's papers. Most of them live well underground. But the mirror showed a surface scene. That
limits it somewhat."

"Can you ask the mirror to be more specific?" Electra asked.

"No, it will only answer a given question once. Also, this could be from several hours ago. I'm afraid I'll
have to research it in the Book of Answers." He looked glum.

"How long will that take?" Electra asked, concerned.
"Probably several more hours. It's not the sort of Answer I'm good at finding, yet."
"But Che's in danger now! We can't wait several more hours!"

Nada leaned toward him, her wet dress clinging and heaving in the way that no dress ever did on
Electra. "Isn't there some other way, Grey?" she breathed.

"Find a way," Ivy said quickly. Her mouth was momentarily grim. One might almost have thought she
didn't want Nada having to ask him any more questions.

"What?" Grey seemed distracted for a moment. Nada's dresses tended to have that effect on men, even
when dry. It was a good thing her pink panties weren't showing, Electra thought, or he would have been
unable to speak at all. "Oh, yes. Maybe the ghost writer."

"Who?" Electra asked.

"He's a ghost doing his year's service for an Answer," Ivy explained. "But he's very shy, and doesn't
speak or show himself to others. So when he has to communicate, he writes."

"But how would a ghost know about something like this? Isn't he tied to his place of death?"

"No, this one is able to travel," Grey said, "because he's not associated with any one locale; he can
operate anywhere. He moves very quickly, so may be foggy on details, but he should be able to give us a
general notion."

"Well, ask him, then," Electra said impatiently.

Grey frowned. "He may not answer."

"But if he's doing service-"

"He's nervous about goblins," Grey said. "It seems that the Goblinate of the Golden Horde caught him
and cooked him in a pot. That's how he died. He hasn't been the same since. He says it was a bad review.
Writers don't like bad reviews."

Electra was able to appreciate that. She wouldn't have cared to get potted like that herself.

"So we don't like to push him, where goblins are concerned," Ivy said.

Electra looked helplessly at Nada. What were they to do?
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P”;ut Nada had a notion. "Is he here now?"
"In the castle, yes," Grey said. "I can call him. But-"

"Tell him I'll let him kiss me, if he can tell me where Che is," she said. "And give him a good view. |
mean, review."

She had been right the first time, Electra thought. Nada's dress clung to her tightly, except where it was
forced to jump the gap across her heaving bosom. If the ghost floated close enough to kiss her, he would
get the best view available in Xanth.

"That might encourage him," Grey said. He looked into blank air. "Ghorge-" He paused, evidently
waiting for the ghost. "We would like to know which goblins have captured Che Centaur. Nada Naga,
the woman with the-" He hesitated, his eyes traveling across wet assets and valley-hurdling cloth, until
Ivy made a frowning ahem. "The amazing, uh, dress, she, er, will let you kiss her, if you answer."

Actually, Electra's dress was wet too, but it didn't have to strain to cross her front, and nobody's eyes got
hung up on it, and the promise of kissing her would not have excited a living man, let alone a ghost. She

might have been resentful, if Nada hadn't been such a good friend and fellow Betrothee.

After a moment Grey lifted a sheet of paper from the desk. Very well, was written on it, in ornate script.

Nada walked to the center of the chamber, put her hands behind her back, lifted her chin, pursed her lips,
closed her eyes, and inhaled. Her d?lletage went into terminal strain. Ivy crossed quickly to Grey and put
her hands over his eyes just as the last event was starting. That was probably just as well, Electra

thought, because those eyes had been in danger of popping loose.

After a moment Electra saw something. Writing was appearing on the sheet of paper, written by an
mvisible hand. It said: Go find Che, With a Cookee.

"Ghorge's given the answer!" Electra exclaimed, jumping with excitement. She could afford to do that,
even in a wet dress; with Nada it would have been dangerous.

Nada opened her eyes. "He's really cool!" she said.
"Well, he is dead," Ivy reminded her. "But I think that is a good review."

More writing appeared. Never a cleavage like that short of the Gap Chasm! Electra didn't bother to call
attention to that message; it didn't seem relevant. "But what kind of cookie do we need to find Che?" she
asked.

Grey looked at the message. "I think he means the With-a-Cookee River. That must be where he saw
Che."

"Already?" Electra asked. "But he hasn't had time to travel around!"

"Oh, he has, he has," Ivy said. "He's very fast, being unlimited by mortal considerations. Now, Nada,
let's get some dry clothing on you. You too, 'Lectra."

They went with Ivy and got changed and snatched a bite to eat. By that time the day was getting late.
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P”wWe have to be on our way," Electra said.
"We can get you there," Ivy said. "Grey has been researching the gourd while we were eating."
"The gourd?" Electra asked, alarmed. "We don't want to get caught in that!"

Ivy laughed. "Don't worry, you won't. The Night Stallion needed an Answer, and he paid for it by giving
us a few big gourds. We use them for emergency transport. All you have to do is step in the one here,
and follow the path to the one near the With-a-Cookee River, and step out. That will get you there
almost immediately." She paused, looking concerned. "But it's pretty rough country there, and the
goblins can be bad. Maybe we should give you some extra magic to handle things."

Electra considered. "Nada can handle just about anything, in serpent form. But maybe we could use
something to signal for help, in case we do get in trouble. We have a whistle, but if the goblins are
listening, they might come before our friends and make things worse."

"We happen to have some sparkleberries," Ivy said. "A branch of them should do nicely." She went to a
cupboard and brought out a small branch with round green leaves and little black berries. She picked
several berries and handed them to Electra. "You activate them electrically; that will be easy for you.
Just hold one and run a charge through it and throw it up, and it will sparkle enough to alert anyone in
the area, especially at night."

"Thank you," Electra said. "We'll set one off when we find Che, if we need help in getting him away
from the goblins."

Ivy led them to the cellar. Grey was there, standing before a huge hypnogourd. "This doesn't take just
your mind, it takes your body," he said. "I have nulled its magic for safekeeping, but I'll free it long
enough for you to enter. Hold hands as you step in, so you don't get separated. You must follow the right
path or you will get lost. Since you are going to the With-a-Cookee River outlet, watch for a cookie or a
symbol of one. That will show you the correct path, when there is any choice of paths. You will arrive in
just a few minutes, if you keep moving. Don't tell anyone about the gourd; we prefer to keep this system
private."

Electra was impressed. "I should think so! You must be able to get anywhere in Xanth in a hurry!"
"Pretty much," Grey agreed. "Wherever we have big gourds placed, anyway. Now, are you ready?"
Electra and Nada nodded.

"Don't be surprised by anything you see in the gourd," Ivy said. "Remember, it's the realm of dreams.
Just stay on the cookie path, and you'll have no problem. Don't let any of the dreams tempt you away
from that path."

"We, won't," Electra promised.

Then Grey released the magic. The gourd seemed to glow faintly. The two girls stepped into the
peephole.

Chapter 4. Dolph's Dilemma


http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

$”)0lph pondered briefly as he approached the Element of Air. What form would be best for this? He was%Q
in young man form at the moment, having used it to take a stick and poke a suitable hole in the flypaper
surrounding the kingdom of the flies, but he doubted that would do for Air. He knew there would be air
currents of all kinds here, including fierce storms. He could become a squat turtle and let it all blow
safely over him, but it would take him forever to explore it. He needed to check it quickly, because if
Che Centaur were here, he could be in serious trouble, and time would be of the essence. But if Dolph
assumed a flying form, he could get blown everywhere else but wherever Che was, and that was no good
either.

He came to the border. On one side were green plants and manure and rotting things, suitable for the
delight of flies; on the other was a turmoil of wind.

He decided that a flying form was best, but not one that could be blown about. So he assumed the form
of a ghost. He wasn't a true ghost, of course, because he wasn't dead; he just looked like one and acted
like one, and the wind couldn't touch him because he wasn't solid enough.

He floated through the border. The wind tried to take him and hurl him about, but it couldn't get a grip
on him. It howled with exasperation.

This might once have been a nice region, but the wind had scoured the soil from the land and the clouds
from the sky. Probably it had also blown away the stars of the night. But he wasn't here to appreciate the
view; he had to find Che, if he were here, and to be sure he was somewhere else if he weren't here.

He floated around just inside the border, picking up speed. He would spiral in toward the center of Air,
looking at everything; he didn't dare miss one spot, lest that be the one where a poor injured foal lay
waiting for rescue. Actually, since Che had been foal-napped, he probably wasn't alone, but captive of
some other creature. Still, that creature or creatures could be holding him here, so it was best to look for
a house or shelter too, and inspect any he spied.

This was a dull region, once he allowed for the violence of the wind. There was no vegetation at all, just
sand, and the wind was constantly whipping it up into sandstorms. If anyone sat on the ground long, he
would be buried in sand. A captor shouldn't take Che here for that.

Then Dolph had another bad thought. Suppose someone were mad at Chex or Cheiron and wanted to
make them suffer? He could steal their foal away and dump him here, and they would certainly suffer!
He wouldn't care that the foal could not survive in all the wind and sand; that would be the point.

Did he really want to find Che, if that was the case? A dead foal buried under sand?

No, mat was too horrible! Nobody would want to do that to the winged centaurs. The regular centaurs
didn't like them, because centaurs had very strict notions about species purity, but all centaurs were
creatures of honor who would not stoop to any such malice. The other winged monsters certainly
wouldn't, because all of them were sworn to protect their own; Dolph had crashed Chex's wedding
ceremony and knew how the Simurgh had impressed this on them, and on Dolph too. Of course the land
monsters weren't bound, but most of them lacked the wit to foal-knap him; they would simply eat him
and be done with it. So the chances were that this was a more organized effort and that the foal wouldn't
be left in a place like this.

Little dust devils sported among the moving sand dunes, being watched by their parent tornadoes. They
had fun sucking up the sand and throwing it around. This was one big sandlot, for them. But there was
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P¥ 0 sign of Che or any other living thing. Dolph was glad.

Then a dust devil swung in toward him. He veered to the side to avoid it, but it veered too. He moved
the other way, and it matched him. It was following him!

Well, it couldn't hurt him. "Whaaat doo yooo waaant?" he called in ghost accent, realizing that this was
something more than a freak of nature.

The whirling cone was replaced by another ghost. "So you are an intruder!" it said, with no ghostly
distortion. "Who are you?"

"I'm Prince Dolph of the human folk," he replied. "Who are you?"

The ghost swirled and became devastatingly female. "Well, now, a living man! This is most intriguing."
"You didn't answer my question," he said.

"I am the Demoness Metria," she said. "I have had some limited dealings with your benevolent."

"My what?" he asked blankly.

"Your compassionate, gentle, humane," she said crossly.

"Oh, you mean my kind," he said, catching on.

"Whatever. What are you doing here, Prince?"

"I'm looking for Che Centaur, who was foal-napped by a party unknown." Then it occurred to him that
the demons could be responsible. Maybe he had said too much!

"Oh, that," she said, disinterested. "He's not here."

"He isn't?"

"No, the goblins took him. I suppose they want him for food, and to feed the little goblins too."
"Feed the little goblin stew?" Dolph asked, horrified.

"Why else would goblins want horsemeat?"

"Horsemeat!" he exclaimed. "He's a winged centaur, a unique species!"

"Well, you don't think they want him for his proclivity, do you?"

"His what?"

"His bent, disposition, inclination, penchant, propensity," she said, annoyed.

Dolph concentrated, and after a bit it came to him. "His mind?"
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» whatever. What would a goblin care about that?"
"Nothing," he said.
"Precisely. So you might as well be on your way."

"Wait a minute, demoness! How can I believe you? Maybe you stole Che, and you're trying to distract
me!"

She focused her ghostly eyes on him. "Listen, vacuum-head, if I wanted to distract you, I wouldn't
bother with words. I have easier ways."

"Yeah? Like what?"
"How old are you, Prince?"
"Fifteen, going on sixteen. What does that have to do with it?"

"And I'm a hundred and fifteen, going on a decade or two more. I lose count. But my age doesn't matter;
it's yours that is critical. Do you know how to summon the stork?"

"No! No one will tell me! Not even my Betrothee."

"Your what?"

"My fianc? girlfriend, promised, engagee."

"Oh, you mean your prospective ball and chain."

"Whatever. Why do you ask?"

"Because it's more fun to pester innocents. Human folk are pretty dull creatures, but ignorant young men
are subject to amusing temptations. Maybe I'll keep you with me for a while, so I can entertain myself.
It's been a decade or so since I've toyed with a mortal man."

"Oh? Who was that?"

"I forget. An ogre, I think, only he looked like a man. Aristocrat."

"What?"

"Patrician, gentleman, esquire."

"Oh, you mean Esk Ogre!"

"Whatever. Why did you ask?"

Dolph opened his ghost mouth, but discovered that he had forgotten whatever they had been talking
about. "Enough of this. I have to find Che Centaur."
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PP sut [ told you he's not here."

Now he remembered: that was how all this had started. "You're of the demon folk. I can't trust you. So
I'm going to keep looking."

"Do you mind if I tag along on your futile search?"

"Yes! Go away!"

"Great! I'll stay right with you."

Oops He had made the mistake of admitting that her presence bothered him. "I'll ignore you."
"Suppose I tell you how to summon the stork?"

He stopped in the air. "You will?"

"Of course not! Don't you know about the Adult Conspiracy?"

"But you're a demoness. You don't honor that stuff."

"Of course I do!" she said indignantly. "It's the best torment yet devised for children."
"I'm not a child!"

"You are until you figure out the secret."

She had him there. "So you won't tell me, you mare. Go away."

"I'm a what?"

"Ewe, doe, hen, sow, lioness-" He broke off. "Oh, now you've got me doing it! Female wolf-1 can't think
of the word."

"Ha! You're young and innocent. You don't know the word!"
She had nailed him again. "And you won't tell me. So go away and let me finish my search."

But she lingered, her shape becoming even more shapely. "I won't tell you the secret about the stork, but
I might show you."

She had his interest again, but he still didn't trust her. "What's the catch?"
"You have to resume manform."
"Nuh-uh! Not until I finish searching the Elements."

Metria frowned prettily. "You're being unreasonable, Dolph. I'm the one who is supposed to be difficult!
Why don't you give up this hopeless search and let me show you the stork's secret?"
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P secause I don't trust you! Not only will you stop me from finding Che, you'll fade out without showing <
me anything, and leave me twice as frustrated as before."

She nodded. "You're getting smarter. But you know, there is something more important you should be
doing now."

Again, foolishly, he paid attention. "What could be more important than finding Che?"
"Plugging the hole."
He couldn't make sense of this. "Are you referring to the stork again?"

She laughed so hard she dissolved into fragments of smoke, and it took her a while to resume her
shapely shape. "I could have been, but I wasn't. What an entendre!"

"What?"

"Never mind; it's not in the dictionary anyway. The Muses are way behind the times. No, I mean the
hole in Xanth where the foreign elf and her foreign cat come through."

"What foreign elf?"
"The one who's with Che now, helping him flee the goblins. How do you think she got here, otherwise?"

Dolph knew she was trying to confuse him, but he didn't want to admit how well she was succeeding.
"Why should the hole be plugged?"

"Because alien monsters may come through it. The elf is harmless, but what else follows her is not. All
Xanth could be threatened. That's not just a hole between two worlds, it's between a squintillion worlds,
and the Simurgh only knows what connection may be next."

"Why didn't you plug it, then?"

She shrugged. "It would be tedious. But I'll show you where it is, if you wish."

"But if it threatens Xanth, it threatens you too! You wouldn't just let it be. You're just trying to distract
me again."

She nodded. "That, too."

"I don't understand you!"

"Well, you're only human," she said condescendingly. "Worse, you're only male."
"So I'm just going to ignore you and go on with my search."

"Lotsa luck, obtuse."

"What?"
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PP Acute, right, oblique, reflex, angle--no, wait. I mean dull, uninformed, slow-witted, blunt, dense-"
"Stupid?"
"Thank you." She floated forward and kissed him on the forehead. "Stupid."

Somehow Dolph was not completely satisfied. But he realized that it was pointless to keep talking with
her. He resumed his search for Che.

Soon he completed his spiral around the Region of Air, having found nothing. He approached the
Region of Earth, and drifted through the border between them.

This section was just as violent, but in a different way. The air cleared and the sandstorm died out, but
now it was the land in motion. It trembled, quivered, and even went so far as to shake. To the north was
a giant volcano spewing out red liquid.

"That's boiling lava," the demoness said beside him. "I don't think you want to put your feet in that."
"It won't hurt ghost feet."

"But the hot gases may dissolve you."

Dolph thought she was just teasing him, but wasn't quite sure. He had never tried his ghost form-or any
other form-in volcanic gas. So he steered well clear of the nasty mountain. He could see farther here,
because the air was clearer, so could move more rapidly without missing anything important.

Yet as he moved, he wondered. Was it possible that the demoness was telling the truth? That Che had
already been found? If so, he was wasting his time here. But if that was true, then what about the
business of the hole in Xanth? If a foreign elf had come through with her cat, what else was likely to
follow? He really shouldn't ignore that.

"You're cute when your ghostly brow furrows like that," Metria remarked.

"Go jump in a hypnogourd!"

"You're even cuter when you try to be clever. Does your future mate-the one who won't tell you about
stork summoning-appreciate your cleverness?"

"No," he replied shortly.
"Why not?"

"Because she doesn't love me," he said, before remembering not to talk to the demoness. Oh, well, the
infernal creature had probably already caught on to that.

"I thought you human folk didn't marry without love, foolish as that may be."
"We don't. It's complicated."

"I love complexity! How did it happen?"
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Vhat was the use? She would keep pestering him anyway, and maybe she would have an answer for his*<@
dilemma. "I needed help from the naga folk," he said. "They are serpents with the heads of human folk.
Their king said I would have to marry his daughter, Nada Naga, so that my folk would help their folk
against the goblins. But I was too young, so I was betrothed to her instead. She could assume serpent
form or human form, because the naga have ancestry in both. But I can take other forms too, including
serpent and naga. I liked her, and then I loved her. But she was doing it just because she had to; she

never loved me."

"What, an animal girl failed to love a handsome human prince? How could she!"

Dolph realized that she was being sarcastic, demonfash-ion, but he ignored it. It helped him just to
describe the situation. "She was beautiful herself, and a princess too, and half human. But she is five
years older. To her I was just a child. So she couldn't love me."

"That's easy to solve. Just have her drink from a love spring in your presence."

"Yes, when I marry her next week she'll do that. But there's something else."

"You are full of surprises, Prince!" But the edge of her sarcasm was not as sharp; she was curious.

They completed the Region of Earth and floated into the next, the Region of Fire, which was surrounded
by a tall wall of fire. Within the region flames reached hungrily for the sky, but no matter how hard they
tried, they couldn't bum up the sky, quite. But the trees below were having a difficult time of it.

This search, too, was dull. So when the demoness floating beside him through the flames inquired about
the something else, he answered.

"I have a second Betrothee."

"Now that I believe is unusual for your kind. We demons have no limits about such things-in fact we
have no betrothals or marriages, we just do what comes unnaturally. But I never heard of a human man
marrying two women." She considered. "In Xanth, I mean. They do it in Mundania, though usually one
at a time. But that doesn't count. Mundanes are crazy."

"I don't know. Grey Murphy's Mundane, and he's not crazy."

"He's not in Mundania, now, either. He must have straightened out when he entered Xanth."

"That must explain it," he agreed. It did make sense. "Anyway, she had been fouled up by Magician
Murphy's spell, long ago, and was sleeping in a coffin on the Isle of View."

"I love you too, Prince," Metria said. "Because you are a cylinder of laughs. But-"
"What?"

"A drum, round container-"

"Barrel. But I mean, I thought demonesses didn't love. So how-"

"We love to torment folk, and you are nicely tormentable. But you said it first."


http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

P”1 did not! I was telling about the coffin on-oops."

"Yes, that's where, out of nowhere, you said you loved me. If that's what you did with that sleeping girl,
I can see how you got in trouble."

"It's the island of V-I-E-W," he said, spelling it. He had learned to spell from his mother, who had
absolutely refused to let his father teach him, for some reason. Irene was funny about such things as
spelling and panties and marriages. "That's its name."

Metria made a moue. "You mean you don't love me?"
"That's right. I love Nada, and only her."

"Too bad. It's much easier to torment one who loves you. Well, maybe you'll love me when I show you
how to summon the stork. It's been known to happen."

"You mean the stork has something to do with love?" he asked, amazed.
She eyed him slantwise. "Oh, you will be fun to educate!"

"No, I hate education," he said stoutly.

"We shall see. Go on with your history."

Disgruntled for no special reason, he resumed where he thought he had left off. "So Electra was
sleeping, because she had gotten fouled up in the spell intended for the Princess, and took a bite of the
apple. According to the enchantment, she would sleep for a thousand years or until a Prince kissed her
awake, whichever came first. And I was the Prince who came and kissed her, so naturally she was
instantly in love with me and wanted to marry me. I really couldn't tell her no."

"Why not?" the demoness asked mischievously. "All you had to do was say 'Read my lips, freckles: go
back to sleep.' Then you could slam the lid down and get out of there."

Dolph opened his mouth in an O of horror. Then he realized that she was teasing him in her demoniac
fashion. He decided to plow on regardless. "She was already out of the coffin. She will die if she doesn't
marry me. She's been on hold during the betrothal; I guess the enchantment understands about my being
underage. After all, so is she. But in a week she will be eighteen, and if she isn't married to me by then,
she will die anyway. So I sort of have to decide."

"But aren't you still underage?" Metria inquired alertly. "Or will you have your sixteenth birthday this
week?"

"No, not for a few months yet. But my sister made Grey Murphy research that, and he found that it's the
age of the girl that counts in Xanth: she has to be at least sixteen before she marries. It doesn't say about
the boy. We think that whoever made mat rule just assumed that the boy would be older. So I can marry
now, if I marry a girl who is of age- and both my Betrothees are. So I have to choose, soon. My mother

won't let me marry both of them, for some reason."

"What does your father say?"
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PP rie keeps his mouth shut. I think it's not in his department."”
"It isn't? Then what is in his department?"

They had covered the Region of Fire, and now were entering the Region of Water. It seemed to be one
big lake, but Dolph knew there were some islands and shores in it, and the foal might be on one of them.

"He handles die big things, like Kingly Policy. She handles the little things-"

"Like everything else," Metria finished. "Now I understand. It's a true matriarchy, all right, as it should
be. I'll bet you aren't allowed to look at panties, either."

"How did you know?" he asked, surprised.

"It's Female Policy. No unmarried or underage men can see such forbidden things. It would zonk out
their feeble minds. So which one are you going to marry?"

"I don't know," he said. There was the substance of his dilemma: he still could not make up his mind.
"I'd really like to marry Nada and see her panties. But ! don't want 'Lectra to die."

"Doesn't Electra have panties too?"
"Yes, I guess so," he said, surprised. "I never thought of that. But I don't love her, and I do love Nada."
"So marry for love, and let the other croak."

It became easier to argue the other side, when the demoness summed things up. "But Nada would be
unhappy, and 'Lectra would die. I don't want those things to happen either."

"Then boot Nada and marry Electra and take a love potion with her."

"But I don't want to love 'Lectra!" he protested.

"And Nada doesn't want to love you."

"Well, she wants to, but not that way. We think it's better if it's natural. 'Lectra's love for me is because
of the enchantment. I'd rather she took a potion to null it. But that's not the point. She has to many me
whether she loves me or not, or die."

Metria nodded. "Do you want objective advice from someone who doesn't care about any of you?"

He peered at her. "That depends. What kind of advice would it be?"

"Marry Electra."

"No, I don't want that advice."

"Then you'll have to survive without it. I wouldn't proffer it if I thought you'd take it, of course. I much
prefer seeing you make fools of all three of you."
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P”)0lph had the sinking feeling that he would oblige her in that. He knew it would make everyone else
happy, including both Nada and Electra, if he married Electra. But she was like a pale glimmering
starfish, while Nada was like a brightly blazing sun fish. Electra was great for playing tag with, or pillow
fights, or getting-sick-eating-candy binges, but Nada, ah Nada, what a dream! He had never liked
kissing or any of that mushy stuff, until he knew Nada; now he could do it all day, with her. Except that
she preferred to be off doing things with Ivy. Fortunately Ivy did not feel easy about having Nada too
near her fianc?quot;, Grey, for some reason, so it was mostly Electra she was with. Whenever something
interesting came up, like the sound of the invisible giant's footsteps, the two Betrothees would head out,
and Nada would try to discourage Dolph from coming along, while Electra would encourage him. If
only it could be the other way around!

"There's an isle," Metria said. "We'd better land on it and explore it physically."

Distracted by his chain of thought, Dolph didn't argue. He floated down, ready to change to solid human
form when his feet were in reach of the sand. This Water region was really pretty nice, when between
tsunamis.

Nada would marry him, if he chose, because it was a political bargain and a Princess never reneged on
her word. She would do her best to make him happy, and that would be no trouble at all, because he
would be happy just being with her. Electra would bid him farewell, and go away to die by herself so as
not to bother anyone with the sight. Electra was really a very nice person; he had never doubted that. But
it would not make any more sense for him to marry Electra than it would for Nada to marry him. The
love just wasn't there. Maybe a love potion would do it, but that seemed like cheating.

"You're very quiet, Dolph."
He jumped. That was Nada's voice!

He looked-and there was Nada standing beside him, at the shore of a tiny island. He had not been paying
attention where he was going and had just sort of followed the demoness. "How-?" he asked, agog.

"I thought I would stop by to see how you were doing," Nada said dulcetly. She stepped in close to kiss
him. "Perhaps, since we are here alone, we should settle down to some serious romancing." Her arms
went around him, drawing him close. Her gray-brown hair fell down around her face and tumbled about
her shoulders as her brown-gray eyes gazed into his. She had been taller than he, when he first knew her,
when she was in her normal human form; that was no longer the case. She was the loveliest creature he
could imagine.

Then something percolated through the unwilling recesses of his mind. How could Nada be here? She
couldn't fly! She would have had to assume snake form and swim, and before that she would have had to
get through the Region of Fire. It seemed unlikely. Meanwhile, what had happened to the demoness? "I
don't think-" he started, half mesmerized by her beauty.

She frowned prettily. "Well, if you prefer..." Her features fuzzed, then coalesced, and it was Electra in
his arms. She wore the same dress, but it was loose on her where it had been tight on Nada. "I can do it
too, you know," she said. "Maybe not as lusciously, but-"

"Metria!" he exclaimed. "I should have known!"

"You should have," she agreed, her features becoming those of the demoness. She remained embracing
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$”Im, and her dress was tight again. "I'm ready to show you about the stork, now. But perhaps it will be &
better without clothes." The dress dissolved into smoke and drifted away.

"It's done without clothes?" he asked. Somehow he wasn't really surprised.
"Usually. So let me get yours off." Her hands began to work on his buttons.

He looked down. Her body was completely bare. She wasn't wearing any panties. Rats! The demoness
had been too canny to ignore them; she had dissolved them away with the rest of her clothing. He had
hoped for a moment that she would forget, and he would finally catch a glimpse of the forbidden article.
Even on a demoness, it could have been quite a sight. No such luck.

But that decided him. He knew she wouldn't really show him the stork's secret; she would just tease him
with faint suggestions of it, until he burst from unrequited curiosity. Then she would laugh herself into
smoke and drift away. She had already teased him with the panties, which she had never intended to
show him. There was no trusting a demoness!

"No," he said, determined not to give her the satisfaction of making him burst. "I'm going on with the
search,"

"But the foal's not here!" she exclaimed. "I told you, he's at the With-a-Cookee River with the goblins."

"You also told me there's a hole in Xanth," he reminded her. "I don't believe you." He was pretty sure
she hadn't told him about the river, but he didn't want to get into another dialogue with her.

She sighed, and her clothing reappeared. For a moment it was faintly translucent, but when he tried to
see through it to catch a glimpse of her panties, it turned opaque, and he saw nothing. She was still
teasing him!

He resumed ghost form and floated across the isle, but there was no foal there. Could the demoness be
telling the truth about this? That Che Centaur was in goblin clutches? If so, he shouldn't dally here; he
should hurry right down to the river to help rescue the foal.

But he couldn't afford to believe the demoness, because the moment he did, it would turn out to be a lie.
The same was true for her story about the hole in Xanth. He would just have to complete his search of

the Elements.

They completed Water and approached the Void. The pleasant water ended abruptly, and beyond was
nothing.

Metria drew up just shy of the line. "Look, Dolph, you're a ghost and I'm a demoness, but this is no
ordinary region. It's not safe for even us to enter. This is the event horizon."

"The what?"
"Finis. Kaput. The point of no return."
"You mean there's no crossing back?"

"Whatever," she agreed, irritated.
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P sut what if Che Centaur is in there?"

"Then he'll never come out. You know that. So it's no good us going in there and getting trapped too.
Why don't you do the expedient thing and believe me, so we don't get into trouble? That hole in Xanth
still needs to be plugged."

Dolph looked at the Void. He knew he shouldn't believe her, but what she said did seem to make sense.
He couldn't help Che by getting lost himself. Still, if Che was in there...

"You fool!" she exclaimed. "You're still thinking about stepping across that line!"
HWell_H
She became canny. "If you agree to go the other way, I might forget to keep my panties hidden."

He was sure she was lying. She probably never wore any panties anyway. But the notion was
demonishly tempting, regardless. "All right. Show me your hole."

She paused for just half a moment, and he realized that she must have found something funny in what he
said. Then she lifted from the ground. "It's south."

They zoomed back through the four regions until they were just south of the Region of Air and west of
the territory of the flies. The demoness dropped down into the jungle. There did seem to be an odd
section, between trees. "See, a monster has come through already," she said, pointing.

Indeed, there was something there. It looked a little like an ogre and less like a man. It seemed to have
been patched together from scraps of people, with pegs holding the pieces fast at the joints, and a couple

more pegs holding the head together. It was marching around in a wobbly circle.

Dolph landed before the thing and assumed his natural form. "What are you?" he asked. "Where are you
from?"

The jaw hinges cranked open. "I'm the monster," it rasped. "I'm looking for my master, Frankenstein."

"Well, he's not here," Dolph said. "He must be on the other side of the hole. Why don't you go back and
look for him?"

Without further word the thing turned and marched into the hole. This was a shimmering ragged circle
just above the ground, with flickering darkness inside. From above it had looked like a line, but from the
ground it looked like a tear in the scenery-which was probably what it was. The demoness had been
telling the truth, maybe.

The thing disappeared beyond the hole, as if it had never existed. But Metria was right: they didn't want
any more such things coming through.

"How do we plug the hole?" he asked.
"I wouldn't know."

"But you brought me here for this! What was the point, if you can't tell me what to do about it?"
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| brought you here because you're interesting in your assorted naivete's and idiocies, and it amuses me &
to watch you tackle things you know nothing about," she said. "I'll be as satisfied to show you the way
of stork summoning, because I know you'll make fumbles and blunders never before dreamt of in your
kind's philosophy, and that will be more entertaining than anything else I could think of at the moment.
But you don't want to play, so this is next best. I don't much care which problem you care to tackle first."

She was baiting him again. The question was, how much was true and how much false? Was this really
a hole in Xanth or just some odd natural effect she was using to confuse him?

"Maybe I should go on over to the With-a-Cookee River and help rescue Che," he said, hoping he could
learn something from her response.

"Yes, that might be best," she agreed. "I understand it's getting pretty messy there, and your Betrothees
are headed right into trouble."

"Nada and 'Lectra?" he asked, alarmed.

"Who else?" she said carelessly. "They went and asked the Good Magician where Che was, and he-" She
broke into a chuckle.

"What's so funny about that? I think it made sense to ask him, in case the rest of us didn't find the foal."
"But he thought they were going to ask a different Question," she said, still jiggling with the mirth of it.
"What Question?" he demanded, knowing that if she responded, he wouldn't like the answer.

"How to resolve the problem of your betrothals."

He stared at her. Of course Grey would think that! Why else would the two young women come to him a
week before Electra's eighteenth birthday? This business with Che's foal-knapping had come up so
suddenly that Grey Murphy had probably been working on something else and never heard about it. The
real Good Magician, Humfrey, would not have been caught unawares like that, but Grey tacked age and

experience. Also, he had Ivy pestering him all the time; that would drive anyone crazy. Dolph knew that
from long experience as her brother.

"So how did he answer, then?"

"He got an indentured ghost to check around and spy the foal," Metria said. "But he couldn't tell them
exactly, just approximately. So they're probably going to get captured by the goblins too. That's a bad
region, you know; that's where the Goblinate of the Golden Horde hangs out."

Dolph knew. The Horde liked to torture and cook captives. He and Ivy had once had a run-in with them.
If they caught Nada and Electra...

"I'll get right over there!"
"Aren't you forgetting something, Prince?" the demoness inquired.

"Yes, the hole in Xanth! But you're probably lying about that."
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PP riow do you know I'm not lying about your Betrothees?"

That brought him up short. It was impossible to tell when she spoke truth. "If you are, I'll-"
"You'll what?" she asked, interested.

That was a problem. She was a demoness. He could not touch her unless she wanted to be touched, and
he could not even insult her unless she chose to be insulted. What could be threaten her with that would
make her take note?

The only thing he could think of seemed too dumb to work. So he tried it. "I'll refuse to play your game
any more," he said. "I'll tune you out, so that nothing you can do or say will have any effect. You'll
expire of absolute boredom."

"Ha! You threatened that before. You can't do it."

"The stakes were not as high before. Now I can do it." He hoped he could-and hoped that if he could,
she would capitulate. He was really worried about Nada and Electra, but worried about the hole in Xanth
too. If one of her statements was correct, he needed to know which one, in a hurry, so he could do

something about it. He knew that if he guessed, he would guess wrong; he always did. So he stood there
and concentrated on ignoring her, knowing that it was his only chance, and not much of a chance at that.

"Suppose I do this?" she asked. She solidified into her most lusciously luscious shape and approached
him.

He reminded himself that it was Nada he loved, and that Nada's shape was just as good as this one, and a
lot more honest. He put his hand to his mouth and yawned.

"Suppose I do this?" she asked, embracing him and kissing him on the mouth. It was disgustingly
pleasant; she could kiss as well as Nada could.

He stood there, not reacting. He was amazed that he could do it, but he reminded himself that this was
not Nada but a mere pesky demoness, who would laugh at him if he fell for it.

"Or this?" Then it was the image and form and feel of Nada embracing him.
She's only the demoness, he thought. He got a full blast, and somehow managed to not react.
"Well, then, I think I'll just strip down to my panties," she remarked, stepping slightly away.

He hung on, knowing that she was bluffing; she didn't want to violate the Adult Conspiracy. Somehow
he managed to lock his eyes in place and not look.

"In Nada's form, yet," she said. "I wonder what color her panties are?"

That almost got him! But he clung to the fading belief that Metria didn't actually know what color
Nada's panties were, so could not duplicate them. He felt as if his eyes were yanking themselves out of
his head, being so eager to look, just in case the demoness wasn't bluffing. If he lost tins contest, the real
Nada might be in deadly danger. That kept him firm.
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§ here was a pause. "Very well, Dolph, you win," she said after a bit. "Stop ignoring me, and I'll tell you'@
the truth, this one time. Demon's honor."

Was that to be trusted? He suspected that if it wasn't, then nothing about her was. He gambled. "Okay.
Which is the true threat?"

"They both are. But the hole is more immediate and worse. Your Betrothees are threatened with being
cooked in maybe a few hours, but if a monster comes through that hole, all Xanth will be threatened

with worse."

"But a monster might not come through that hole," he argued. "Then I'd be better off going to the girls
right now."

"I suspect that this is a significant trial of conscience for you, Dolph," she said. "I am always interested
in observing such things, having no conscience myself. You know you should marry Electra, but
probably won't; you know you should do what is good for Xanth, but probably will go seek your girls
instead. With luck you might time it so that the goblins have captured them but not yet eaten them; they
might be in the process of stripping them down for the pot, and you could see Nada's panties just before
you rescued her."

"You're tormenting me again!" he accused her.

"You promised to react, if I told you the truth. Well, this is the truth, isn't it?"

He had to admit it was. He knew that his secret motives were unbecoming, but they were there. "So
what should I do? " he asked lamely.

"You should plug the hole."

"But then if I did the right thing and married Electra, I might never get to see Nada's panties!"

"True, Prince."

"Oh, fudge!" he exclaimed, wishing he knew a fouler word. But somehow all the centaur education he
had received had not added anything to his childhood vocabulary in certain respects. Some men could
turn the air blue with their language, and a harpy could make a painted surface blister with a single fowl-
mouthed expletive, but the best he could do was bring the trace of a smile to a lady's lips. He couldn't

even get rid of a curse burr without changing to a form with scales that the burrs couldn't cling to.

"You're so cute when you struggle with right and wrong," Metria remarked. "Would it help you to do the
right thing and remain here to plug the hole if I assumed Nada's likeness and donned panties?"

"Hey, yes!"
"Forget it, Prince! I'd rather see you struggle."

Somehow he had known she would say that. She would not help him at all, except to encourage him to
do something he would regret, whatever that might be. She delighted in seeing his dilemma.

But maybe there was a way out of it. There was no obvious way to plug the hole, so maybe he couldn't
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$”0 much here anyway. He could assume roc form, fly to the Good Magician's castle, and tell them abou <@
the hole. Then he could fly to the With-a-Cookee River and rescue the girls. That way he could do the
right thing and still maybe catch a glimpse of-

Something showed at the hole. It looked like a cross between a man and a demon, but worse than either.
Its arms looked like tentacles, and its three huge eyes glared out with such malevolence that Dolph was
terrified. The demoness had not been fooling: this was a monster that could wreak havoc in Xanth!
"Maybe you're right," Metria said. "It's time to get out of here!"

"No way," Dolph said, walking toward the monster.

"But you could get hurt here-and, worse, so could I. That thing is part demon."

"Then get out of here and stop distracting me," Dolph gritted. What form would be best to tackle this
thing? Maybe an ogre.

"I don't understand you," Metria said. "Suddenly, without thinking at all, you're doing the right thing."
"Of course you don't understand: you're not human. Are you going to help me deal with this thing?"

"Yes. Not because it's the right thing to do, but because I might learn more about the mysterious
workings of the feeble human mind." She became a grotesque horned demon with outsized claws and
came at the monster from another side.

The monster swiveled one eye to orient on her, while the other two focused on Dolph. Metria froze in
place, while Dolph felt a huge and awful chill. The monster was monstrous in mind as well as body and
was mesmerizing them both!

Dolph couldn't move, but he could still change forms. He became a basilisk, whose very gaze was
deadly to mortal creatures. That should set the monster back!

The two giant eyes blinked. Then a tentacle arm reached for Dolph. A toothy maw opened. The thing
was going to eat the basilisk!

Metria, meanwhile, remained immobile. That third eye held her fixed where she was.

Dolph became a picklepuss, with pickly green puss and brine-moist eyes. Anything it touched would be
pickled, and anything that tried to eat it would find it disgustingly bad tasting.

More tentacles came and wrapped around the picklepuss. The monster was going to eat it anyway!
Maybe it even liked being pickled. Dolph was hauled in to the maw.

He became a sphinx, with the body of a lion and the head of a man. Sphinxes ordinarily were peaceful
creatures, not much for combat, but they were very big. The monster's mouth closed on something that
was many times its own size. The sphinx hide was too thick for the teeth to puncture; they got stuck, and
the monster couldn't let go.

Dolph sat down. Since the monster's mouth was fastened to his backside, this meant that he sat on the
monster's face. His bulk spread out to cover all three eyes.
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PP 'm free!" Metria exclaimed, moving at last. "You broke its eye contact!"

"Go fetch some tangle vines," Dolph told her with his huge human mouth. "We'll tie it up and plug the
hole with it."

She vanished. Would she do it? She might decide that she had better folk to torment elsewhere. He
could hold the monster as long as he sat on it, but he couldn't leave without freeing it. He didn't want to
sit forever.

Then the demoness reappeared with a squirming mass of vines. She used them to wrap around the
monster. Some she put over its eyes, their suckers fastening the eyes closed. Then she hammered the
teeth that were embedded in Dolph's posterior, so that he could get up.

He assumed ogre form, picked up the trussed monster, and jammed it into the hole. Then the two of
them used more vines to anchor it there, so that it could neither enter nor exit Xanth. It had become the
plug.

"That was very brave and smart of you, Prince," Metria said. "I am amazed."

"So am I," he admitted.

"But how did you manage to be so manly, when you had been so boyly before?"

Dolph pondered. "I'm not sure. I guess I just did what had to be done."

She shook her head. "You remain as much of a mystery as ever! Each time I think you are hopeless, you
evince a modicum of amplitude."

"Of what?"

"Dimension, magnitude, scope, largeness-" she said fretfully.
"Potential ?"

"Whatever. I am disgusted."

"You should be," he said, obscurely satisfied.

"Now I suppose you feel free to go rescue your Betrothees and try to sneak a glimpse of someone's
panties."

"Right," he said, and assumed the form of a swift hawk. He launched into the air and headed west,
toward the With-a-Cookee River. He was pleased to see that the demoness did not follow.

Chapter 5. Chex's Checks

Chex was about to resume her circuit, when a ghost appeared. "Oh, hello, Ghorge," she said, surprised.
"What are you doing away from the Good Magician's castle?"
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P 1he ghost opened his mouth, but there was no sound. "He needs a sheet of paper," Grundy said. "He's a4 <@
ghost writer, remember."

"Oh, mat's right!" Chex hurried to fetch the paper. She set it on the table.

In a moment the handwriting appeared, in Ghorge's fancy script: The foal is at the With-a-Cookee River.
Nada Naga and Electro are going there now.

"Oh, I must go there right away!" Chex exclaimed, vastly relieved.

But the ghost hadn't finished his message. More writing was appearing on the paper: Magician Grey
believes there may be danger if you go. Che is the captive of goblins-

"And if the gobs see a winged centaur flying in," Grundy said, faster than the ghost could write, "they'll
know whose mother she is."

"And if they are the goblins of the Golden Horde," Chex concluded grimly, "they'll cook first and argue
later."

"Or dunk him in their hate spring," Grundy agreed.
"They would find it very funny, if you rescued him and he hated you."

"Very funny," Chex echoed hollowly. Grey's warning was unfortunately well taken. She dared not show
herself there until Che was out of their grubby hands. Certainly Nada and Electra would do their best;
one could assume the form of a deadly serpent, and the other could shock anyone she touched.

"But we can tell the other searchers," Grundy said. "At least we know that Che is all right and that help
is on the way."

"Yes," she agreed, a sinking feeling in her heart. "Thank you, Ghorge, for your message."

Welcome the ghost wrote, and was gone. There was one remaining note on the paper, in a corner,
evidently a doodle: a crude sketch of a valley between mountains, and the word Cleavage! Maybe the
ghost had been impressed by the Gap Chasm as he zipped over it.

Chex picked Grundy up, set him on her back, and trotted outside. She flicked herself so hard it stung,
and launched into the air. She was going to make this one fast circuit! Then she was going to fly to
Mount Rushmost, where Cheiron was at the winged monster convention, and tell him. He would
certainly want to be advised, at this stage, and anyway, she needed the moral support.

The ogre was still crashing his way north. "The goblins do have him!" Chex called, hovering low,
"somewhere near the With-a-Cookee River."

"Me no mind; me find," he replied cheerfully.

If he did, the goblins would surely forget about Che, because the oncoming ogre would be bad news for
them. Chex flew on, somewhat reassured. Yet she wondered how the goblins could have the foal, when
there had been no sign of that before. She was not about to question Grey's message; she just wondered.
Maybe Che had fallen into their hands later. But in that case, who had abducted him? Disquieting



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

<

P uestions remained.

She found the milkweed maids without trouble, but didn't urge them to go to the river; they were
innocent girls who had no business near goblins.

Chex moved on around the circuit, advising the searchers, then cut north. Was Dolph still in the
Elements? She hardly cared to go in there to tell him! He would just have to wait for the news until he
emerged. None of them had really expected Che to be in there anyway.

Now she could head for Mount Rushmost. She turned and flew south. Her wings were tiring, because
she had been flying a lot today, but she was determined to reach Cheiron. Only then could she relax,
slightly.

There were some scattered white clouds in the sky. They were harmless, and even friendly in their
fashion. Then she spied one black one, angling as if to cut her off. She hoped that wasn't-

"Fracto," Grundy said. "Should have known! He must have seen the activity and wants to interfere."
Cumulo Fracto Nimbus, the worst of clouds! The last thing she wanted to encounter at this stage. There
was little doubt, now, that he had spied her, for he was swelling up like the gaseous toad he was and
sending out ugly vapors. He might not know why she was flying south, but he intended to mess her up
regardless. The worst thing was that she was tired; she doubted she had the strength to fly straight
through him.

"Maybe go to ground and trot a while," Grundy suggested. He didn't want to get blown out of the air any
more than she did.

"That will take too long," she replied fretfully. "It's deep jungle there, not even any magic paths. We
could run afoul of ground monsters. If! don't dare fly because of the storm, they could be a real problem,
as well as slowing us."

"True," he agreed. "I could ask the local plants for the best route, but it would still be slow." He
pondered a while. Fortunately he was small, so his pondering was short. "And just as bad trying to fly
around Fracto," he said.

"I'm afraid so. He can expand at a great rate. In fact, he's doing it now."

"Then that leaves us only one route, if you're up to it."

"I'm up to anything that will get us safely through!" she said. "What's your notion?"

"Fly over the cloud. He may not have much strength up where the air's thin."

Chex glanced up, suddenly uncertain. "What about us, where the air's thin?"

"It doesn't get that thin, does it? Didn't you fly to the moon when you married Cheiron?"

"The honey side of it," she agreed, remembering it with fondness. "But there's a channel there; the air
clusters around the moon, especially when it's low in the sky."
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PP well, it's low now," he said. Indeed, the day was late, and the moon was venturing out into daylight.
"Even if you didn't make it too high for the cloud, you could land on the moon and rest for just long
enough to get your wind back. Fracto won't hang around the moon much, because he knows he can't
blow it out of the sky, and he doesn't like to look silly trying."

"Could be." Certainly no better prospect offered.

Chex flicked herself again, making her body so light that it just about floated up by itself, and pumped
her wings strongly. She rose. She hoped it would not be necessary to fly as high as the moon. That route
would be faster than the ground route, but it would be best if she could make it though without stopping.

Fracto saw her climbing. He swelled up even more rapidly, his cloud face forming eye patches and a
frowning mouth region. He blew out a wet gale, trying to mess her up.

"Try that again, cabbage-breath!" Grundy called.

Oh, no! The golem just couldn't resist hurling a good insult. Grundy had battled Fracto before, and they
had a long-standing feud. Now the cloud would try even harder!

Indeed Fracto did. Bubblelike excrescences formed on his surface, indicating the fury of his turbulence.
"Keep at it, toad-face!" Grundy called encouragingly. "You going to wet on somebody next?"
"Don't aggravate him!" Chex gasped as she tried desperately to climb out of reach.

"Aw, it's better to work him up," Grundy said. "Then he loses what little wit he has and is even easier to
outsmart."

Fracto evidently heard that, because he sent out such a gust of sleet-speckled wind that Chex almost did
a somersault.

"Is that your best shot, smog-rear?" Grundy demanded. "What made you think you could blow up
anything more than a teakettle? Better go back for training-or training pants!"

"Grundy, I wish you wouldn't-" Chex started. But she was cut off by the cloud's furious blast of snow.
For a moment she was blinded and wasn't sure which way was up.

Then her head emerged from it, and she discovered that she was higher than before. "It lifted us!" she
exclaimed.

"That's the idea," Grundy said. "Might as well use Fracto's energy instead of yours." Then, to the cloud:
"Is that what you call a squall? Even a dumb anvil head can do better than that!"

But Fracto was finally catching on. Instead of blowing again, he simply concentrated on building up his
mass, higher and higher. The air was not thin, but Chex still couldn't get over the storm.

"What a view!" Grundy exclaimed.

Chex looked down. The panoply of Xanth lay beneath them, just like one of her dam's maps. Chem
Centaur's magic talent was map projection, and she had explored most of Xanth in the course of
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PP erfecting her maps. Now the long coastal outline showed clearly, except where Fracto's grotesque
burgeoning mass blotted it out and the nebulous region to the north where it was possible to cross into
Mundania. Not that any sensible person would want to do a thing like that. The sea extended out,
featureless except for the bits of cloud floating above it. Part of the great Gap Chasm showed, and it did
resemble cleavage, just as the ghost writer had noted. The overall scene was beautiful. She should have
done this before, just to enjoy the view. But of course she had remained mostly landbound, because Che
couldn't yet fly. What an experience awaited him, when his wings formed well enough for the heights!

"I guess we'll have to stop at the moon," Grundy said, sounding not too regretful. "Well, I've always
wanted to visit the big cheese."

Chex had had no intention of visiting the moon-not without Cheiron! But she seemed to be stuck for it.
She was getting dangerously fatigued and had to rest; she doubted she could even get down to the
ground without Fracto blowing her into the sea. So she angled to the side and flew straight toward it.
Fortunately she was now higher than the moon, so the effort of reaching it was not great.

Fracto saw what she was doing and tried to stop her. But he couldn't grow fast enough to block both
Mount Rushmost and the moon, and knew that she would zip past him and fly south if he gave her the
chance. So he could only blow snow at her.

There was a crack of thunder. Then a lightning bolt zapped past her. Oops-Fracto had more than snow to
hurl!

"You missed, sizzle-snoot!" the golem cried gleefully.
"Grundy!" Chex hissed.

"Don't worry, old diaper-bottom couldn't hit anything smaller than Xanth itself, and half the time he
misses that too," the golem said reassuringly.

Then a bolt zapped just past his head, singeing his hair. "Lucky shot, vapor-brain!" he yelled, but his
confidence seemed slightly shaken. He kept quiet while Chex winged on toward the moon.

The moon was somewhat larger than it appeared from the ground, because of the special inanimate
magic called perspective. Each object and part of the landscape liked to think it was larger than it was,
so it pretended that everything else was smaller, and the farther away anything was, the smaller it could
safely be considered. Thus some quite large objects were made to seem quite small by those far enough
away to get away with such belittling. The moon was at a serious disadvantage in this respect, because it
was far away from everything else, so had no supporters. It got even by pretending that the whole of
Xanth was small. The moon was actually big enough to walk and run on, and a number of flying
centaurs could camp on it-if there only had been more than two to do it. But in time there would be Che-

Chex had a horrible thought. When Che got old enough to mate, who would there be? Certainly he could
not do it with a sister! Before Chex, there had been only Cheiron, and Chex herself derived from mixed
ancestry. Well, maybe mere could be another mixed mating, to produce another winged centaur. But it
seemed doubtful, because Chem had been unusually liberal for her kind, and perhaps no other centaur
would consider crossbreeding. Unless one happened to run afoul of a love spring...

"Watch it, mare!" Grundy cried.


http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

® liex realized that she was about to land in a big dish of thoroughly moldy semiliquid cheese. The sme <
was terrible! She pumped her leaden wings and lurched up, but came down almost immediately in
another dish of cheese. This one wasn't moldy, but the smell was if anything worse. It couldn't be
helped; she landed squarely on all four hooves and slid to a gooky stop.

"Ugh!" Grundy said. "Did you have to pick Limburger?" He was right: she saw the slimy little limbs
embedded in it.

Chex folded her wings and stepped ahead. Each foot came out with a slurp and a belch of awful odor.
Those must have been zombie limbs used to prepare this batch! What a mess! She had had no idea that
the near side of the moon was this bad. She wanted to hold her breath, but was still breathing hard from
her exertion.

A horse appeared. It was midnight black and not glossy; it was hard to see at all. It trotted toward them
purposefully.

Suddenly Chex was dreaming. In her dream a jet-black centaur mare appeared. "What are you doing
here in my retreat?" she demanded.

Astonished, Chex could only answer "Who are you?"

"I am Mare Nectaris, and this is the Sea of Nectar, where I relax between deliveries. You are tracking it
up ! n

"You're a night mare!" Chex exclaimed.
"Of course. And you are out of your pasture, aren't you?"

"I'm Chex Centaur, and I was trying to fly to Mount Rushmost, but Fracto, the evil cloud, blocked my
way, and I had to detour-"

"Fracto! No wonder! My cheese is all gooky from the last time he rained on it! And the moon is
supposed to be dry. He has no respect at all."

"That's right," Chex agreed. "I have an urgent mission, and he-"
"Very well, I can see it's not your fault. Come over here to my fountain and wash off your hooves."

Then Chex snapped awake, and saw the black mare leading the way to a much smaller disk, where water
squirted up. Relieved, she followed.

The fountain was big enough so that Chex was able to stand in it and get her feet entirely clean. Beyond
was a region where the cheese was dry and hard, probably sunbaked Cheddar, so she could walk on it
without getting gunked. "Thank you so much, Mare Nectaris," she said. "I really am sorry I landed in
your cheese. I need to move on as quickly as I can."

She looked up. One of the odd things about the moon was that it made Xanth seem up instead of down.
Probably that was more of the magic of perspective. But there was Fracto, staying right between her and
Mount Rushmost. He wasn't going to let her get through without a hassle.
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e dream reappeared. "We don't like Fracto," the black centaur lady said. "He tries to interfere with ou @
delivery of bad dreams. He can't touch us physically, of course, but he fogs everything up so it's hard for
us to see where we're going. That puts us behind schedule, so that the dreams may be delivered late in
the night, and sometimes folk even wake up and remember them. That is bad form, and we get the

blame."

"I suppose there's nothing you can do about it," Chex said, worrying about how long it would be before
she could get through to Cheiron. If only Fracto hadn't picked this occasion to get difficult! That was his
magic: to appear at the very worst time for anyone else. How absolutely maddening it was to be stuck
here like this, unable to get around the evil cloud! "I wish you could give him a bad dream!"

Mare Nectaris was so surprised that the dream dissolved. But in a moment it reappeared. "I wonder if we
could? That would be a dream come true, if you will pardon the expression."

Chex had made the remark in an off-hoof manner, not taking it seriously herself. Now she reconsidered.
"Well, are your dreams limited to living folk? Fracto is a demon, as I understand, who assumed cloud
form and crowned himself king of the clouds. I suppose the real clouds are too fleecy-gentle to make an
issue of the matter. But if you-I mean, do demons dream?"

"Demons don't dream," Nectaris said. "But Fracto is no longer exactly a demon, because of all the
natural cloud substance he has clothed himself with. Maybe that would make him mortal enough to
dream. Let me ask the Night Stallion." She trotted to a gourd she had at the edge of her sea of cheese.
She disappeared-and the dream ended. Chex was standing alone, except for Grundy, who didn't count.

"So this is where the night mares spend their time off!" the golem exclaimed. "I never dreamed it!"
"I suppose it makes sense," Chex said. "They can't work all the time, and they do have the seas of the
moon named after them, and this gives them a chance to peek at Xanth by day. I'm surprised I was able

to see Nectaris."

"They must relax their invisibility here, as they do in the gourd. I'm glad to meet one when she's off
duty; she doesn't seem at all frightening. But of course Mare Imbri isn't frightening either."

"Well, she's a day mare; she's not supposed to scare folk."

"But she once was a night mare. I wonder who has her moon sea now?"

Mare Nectaris reappeared. It was evident that the gourds served as a handy direct route to the realm of
dreams, no matter where they were. The dream reformed. ' "The stallion says to try it!" the centaur mare

exclaimed. "He doesn't like Fracto either!"

"Great!" Grundy cried. It seemed that he received the dream just as Chex did. "Give him a mental
hotfoot, get him out of there, and we can go on to Mount Rushmost."

That was exactly what Chex wanted, but she was sensibly cautious. "How long will it take to fashion a
suitable bad dream for Fracto?"

"Oh, not more than a few days," the mare replied. "We want this to be a truly effective dream; Fracto
has a lot to answer for.
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» nat was what she had feared. "But I need to get past that evil cloud now, or at least very soon!"

"But a dream can't be crafted in a hurry," Nectaris protested. "The workers in the gourd are craftsmen.
No inferior bad dream receives the stallion's stamp of approval.”

Chex stamped her own hoof in frustration. "I can't wait more than a few hours. My foal is the captive of
goblins, and I must tell Cheiron, who will know what to do."

"That is not our concern," the black centaur replied. "We have no onus against you, but we cannot
compromise our standards of dreamsmanship. The Night Stallion-"

"Maybe I had better talk to the Night Stallion," Chex said desperately. "I have to make him understand-"
"Ixnay," Grundy murmured at her ear.

"I don't care how fearsome he may be to others," Chex continued heedlessly. "My foal's in awful danger,
and I must get through!"

"There are some big gourds mat can be used for transport," the black centaur said. "But none on the
moon. You would have to get down to the ground first."

Chex gazed at Xanth. Fracto waited, uglier than ever. She spread her wings tentatively.
The cloud rumbled. "I can translate that," Grundy said. "He says 'Make my day, clod-head!' "

Chex could have survived without that translation. Not only that, her wings were still too tired for more
than the merest coasting. She needed more time to rest them, and she needed Fracto gone.

"Yes, I must talk to the stallion," Chex decided. "We need a dream crafted in the next two hours, and [
don't care what it takes."

"Ouch," Grundy murmured. "You've done it now, wings-for-brains! The Night Stallion is Trouble with a
capital offense."

There was a shimmer before them. This resolved itself into the statue of a giant stallion mounted on a
pedestal. This was Trojan, the horse of another color. "What brings you here, quarterbreed?" the statue
demanded without moving its mouth. This was a stronger dream; they now seemed to be in a fancy
pavilion.

"Fracto, the evil cloud, blocks my way, and I had to land here to rest," Chex said bravely, though
daunted by the dread apparition. "I want to drive Fracto away with a bad dream, so I can continue my

flight to Mount Rush most, so Cheiron can help me save our foal."

"I don't give one dropping about your foal!" the statue said. "You have no business on this side of the
moon."

"Now we're in for it," Grundy muttered.

"And you, golem," the stallion said. "Did you not advise her against this trespass?"
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| cave him out of this!" Chex said. "We had no choice. All I want is a fast dream. Do I have to craft it &
myself?"

The stallion glowed slightly with ire. "It will cost you half your two souls just to get free of here. Do you
wish to lose the other halves as well?-"

"Half my soul!" Chex exclaimed, shocked.

"I told you," Grundy moaned. "He doesn't fool around."

"This is outrageous!" Chex fumed. "All I want is the chance to rescue Che!" But she remembered, now:
that was the price of getting out of the world of the gourd, in certain circumstances. She hadn't realized
that landing on this side of the moon would be so expensive!

The stallion blinked. His eyelids did not move; the whole statue flickered. "Who?"

"Che, my foal! The goblins have him, and I must get help to rescue him! If I have to throw away my
soul in the process, then so be it, but I have to get on my way soon."

"The chosen of the Simurgh," the stallion said. "I had not realized. We must facilitate your progress
without penalty."

"What a break!" Grundy whispered, his relief about twice as big as he was. "We keep our souls!"

"If I can just rest a little and then fly on to Mount Rush-most," Chex said, "that's all the facilitation I
need. But if it takes a bad dream to move Fracto off-"

"It takes time to craft a proper bad dream," the stallion said. "The mares do not make the dreams, they
only carry them, though at times they must add dreams from the common pool if the effect is not
sufficient. An inferior dream would not properly disturb Fracto, who is bound to be a tough client. Two
days is the minimum we can do it."

Chex saw that he was being candid. Now she realized that routine dreams "f toothy dragons or ugly
spooks would not do the job; it would require something very special to bother a cloud. It was a real
problem. If she wanted fast service, she would have to figure out a way to craft an effective dream in a

hurry.

Then she had a notion so bright that the bulb shattered over her head. Mare Nectaris flinched. "Fracto-
he's not like other creatures!" Chex said. "He hates good things. He hates happiness."

"Yes," the stallion agreed. "That is why a phenomenally horrendous dream must be crafted. It will
require the most terrible elements we can muster, integrated so as to leave no ray of hope of pleasure."

"No it won't!" she exclaimed. "It will take a happy dream!"
"You're crazy, feather-face!" Grundy said. "If Fracto's happy, he'll stay forever."

"Not so," Chex said. "The happier it is, the worse Fracto will feel, because that's his nemesis: the joy of
others. If he is faced with a happy scene he can't rain out, he will flee in high dudgeon."
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P e stallion was amazed. "Mare, I think you are correct! Reverse psychology! But we are not equipped @
to make a happy dream."

"Maybe I can think of one," Chex said. "I am a happy person, normally."

"And the sets," the stallion continued. "Every scene has to be recorded with the proper background, with
talented models. We don't have happy ones."

"But you must have scraps and snippets cut from prior dreams that weren't nasty enough for your
purpose,” she said eagerly. "If those were collected together, there might be an almost-nice effect. You
could use up all those wasted bits!"

"Perhaps," he agreed uncertainly. "But the time-"

"It shouldn't take much time just to assemble them," she argued. "They've already been made; they just
need to be tied together. The real challenge is the main sequence. Something so sickeningly sweet that
Fracto will be revolted."

"Our models could not manage anything like that," the stallion said. "It would make them be revolted!"
"But could they pantomime?" she asked. "If Grundy and I spoke the words?"

"Say!" the golem said, getting interested.

"Possibly," the stallion agreed reluctantly.

"Very well. Collect your sets and models, and I'll try to come up with a suitable narrative."

The stallion seemed bemused. "Do it," he said to Mare Nectaris, and shimmered out of view.

The dream sequence abruptly ended, and Chex found herself standing with Grundy, otherwise alone by
the lake of cheese. The minions of the night were doing their part; now she had to come through with

her part.

What kind of a dream could she make, which she and Grundy could narrate, that the horrendous actors
of the gourd could pantomime? Her mind was blank.

"Grundy, you must have a notion," she said. "You've talked with creatures all over Xanth. What's the
most sickeningly sweet story you ever heard?"

"That was your courtship of Cheiron Centaur," he said promptly.

She refrained from flicking him hard with her tail. They were not as heavy here on the moon, for some
magical reason, and she was afraid that if she made him lighter he would fly into the air, and she would
have to take off after him, and Fracto would get them both. That wasn't worth the effort, especially since
it was now getting dark and it would be hard to see their way. Anyway, it was probably his notion of a
compliment.

"Aside from that," she said.
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®rrobably the tale of the Princess and the dragon," he said. "The bird that told me that one swore he haa'@
seen it happen himself, but I'm not sure."

"Why not?" she asked innocently.
"Because he was a lyrebird."

This time she did flick him. Fortunately he hung on to her mane, and did not fly off into Fracto's waiting
storm.

"Tell me the tale," she said grimly. She knew that she could not afford to be overly choosy at this point.

"There was a lovely Princess who met a strange handsome foreign Prince," he began. She listened
attentively, until the conclusion. "And so they lived happily ever after."

"I think you're right," she said at the end. "That's so nice a tale it will drive Fracto right up the wall and
into distraction. But we'll have to fit him into it, so that he identifies."

"But he'll just rain on it!" the golem protested.

"No, the beauty of a dream is that a person has to dream it its way, not his own way. Otherwise no one
would even tolerate a bad dream. He will be there, but unable to rain on the proceedings."

Grundy nodded appreciatively. "You have a diseased mind."

"Thank you. Now we must rehearse our parts, so that when the Night Stallion gets his act together, we
are ready to animate the dream. I will take the female parts, and you the male parts. Remember, don't
overact; what we want is verisimilitude."

"What?"

"Plausibility. I thought you knew all words in all languages."

"I do. I wasn't sure you did."

Again she refrained from flicking him. All centaurs had competent vocabulary, as he knew. "Perhaps
you confused me with a certain demoness who has trouble getting her words straight."

"No, you're not as pretty as D. Metria."

What an effort to keep her tail still! "And not half as mischievous, either," she agreed. "Now remember:
this will be a narrated play, in essence. The stallion will provide the actors, but we must speak their parts
because there is no time for rehearsal and we don't want to have to do it more than once. Some dreams
are like that, so there is precedent. We can ad-lib, but we have to stay with the general story line. Can
you play it straight, for once?"

"Look, Chex,! can do it if I want to!" he said, annoyed. "I know you have to do this to get to Cheiron
and save your foal. I may have an offspring of my own some day!"

"Yes, of course," she agreed quickly. "I apologize, Grundy."
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» 1hank you." He seemed surprised; evidently he did not receive many apologies. "Now let's see just
how good a dream we can do." And they worked on the details, waiting for the stallion's return.

In due course the stallion arrived, and with him a troupe of denizens of the gourd bearing assorted props.
Soon the region was littered with painted scenes of pleasant glades and beaches, and little containers of
dream fragments. A larger pavilion was erected, shrouded by cheesecloth, so that Fracto would not be
able to see what was being done here.

"Just how is a dream recorded or animated?" Chex asked.

"We have camcorders," the stallion explained, showing a creature with a lenslike snoot. "They note all
details of a scene, and the mares take the finished dreams to their recipients. When you are ready to
record a scene, just say 'take one' and when you want to end it, say 'cut.' They will do it."

Chex wasn't sure about this, but had to assume that the stallion knew his business. "First we want some
nice background scenes of a lovely castle and mountain with flowers. Can this be done so that it looks
alive? I mean, not like a picture?"

"Certainly. How's this?" The stallion wiggled an ear, and a mare stepped forward.
Suddenly there was a dream. It was of an ornate mountain with a path spiraling up it, and Castle Roogna
perched at the very top. That wasn't exactly what Chex had had in mind, but it would do. There were

flowers at the base of the mountain, at least.

"And a separate scene," Chex said as the dreamlet ended, "an escarpment or barren rocky place where a
dragon might live."

After a moment there was another dream scene of just such a place. It was by a raging sea, and evidently
intended for a fear-of-drowning dream, but the overall scene was perhaps too pretty to inspire proper

fear. Thus it was a reject and perfect for her purpose.

"Now the actors," she said. "We need a lovely Princess, a sinisterly handsome man, a dragon, and a pair
of unicorns, as well as some bit parts."

They were available. "But not naked,',’ Chex said. "Human folk are funny about such things; they are
almost always clothed. The man must have a functional but obviously high-class suit, and the woman a
quality dress with a revealing d?lletage."

"What?" the stallion asked.

"A low neckline." Chex drew a finger across her breasts to indicate where the line crossed the upper
swell of them. "Human folk pay a good deal of attention to that line, as they do to the bottom line."

"Ah, yes. We have a financial stress section where we fashion dreams for export to Mundania. Wrong
bottom lines are-"

"I meant the hem of the skirt. The higher it is, the more intriguing it seems to be to human folk."

"Yeah," Grundy breathed. "You ever look at Nada Naga's top and bottom lines, when she's in human
form?"
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P 1 his is an odd business, exploring human desires instead of human fears," the stallion grumbled. But @
rousted up the clothing, and in due course the naked actors were suitably clothed.

Chex had the Princess and man stand near the castle, said "take one," and started the narration.

It did not go perfectly, and they did have to do a take two for some of it, but overall Chex was satisfied
with the session. In the course of two hours they had the dream in the can, as the stallion put it.

They ran the whole thing through one time to be sure that it was satisfactory. All of them watched,
sharing what was perhaps the most positive dream the proprietors of bad dreams had made.

The Princess appeared at the base of the mountain, picking nice flowers. Suddenly the handsome sinister
Prince appeared. "Oh!" she exclaimed in Chex's voice. "You startled me!"

"Fear not, lovely creature," the Prince said in Grundy's voice. "I have not come to hurt you, but to love
you, for you are the most delicious princess | have seen."

The Princess turned her big shining eyes on him, flattered. "Others have not found me so. Indeed, I am
riot married, and I am almost twenty-one."

"I do not regard that as regrettable," the Prince said. "Come, we must get to know each other better."

Soon they knew each other better, for the weather was fair; the only cloud in the scene was so white and
fluffy that it would not have been able to rain on anything no matter how hard it tried. Indeed, faced with
such excellent weather, they fell in love. "I must tell you something," the Prince said gravely. "And ask
you something, which I fear you will not like."

"Oh, I hope it is not that you are not a prince!" she exclaimed, horrified, "or that you do not love me!"

"No, it is neither of these things," he reassured her. "I am indeed a prince, and I do love you. But I fear
your love for me will suffer when you hear what I have to say and ask."

The Princess thought that he would say that he was from an enemy kingdom, and that he wished to
marry her. Since she was frankly bored with the local scene and found the daily return climb up the
mountain to be arduous, she expected to express only token dismay at the prospect, even if her father the
King were miffed. "Tell me and ask me, my love," she breathed. She was very good at breathing, and
this had been so ever since she turned fourteen and donned an adult off-the-shoulder dress.

"I am not a man," he said. "I am a dragon. I assumed human form only to cause you to love me. It is one
of three transformations I am able to make,"

"But you told me you were a prince!" she exclaimed, dismayed.

"lam a prince," he replied. "A Prince of Dragons. Once I attain my majority, I will be the King of
Dragons, for my sire was recently chomped by a hostile poisonous sea serpent and is indisposed."”

The Princess considered. "I really had not anticipated this development," she confessed. "But I suppose
a prince is a prince. What is it you wish to ask me?" For it seemed to her that it was better to marry a
dragon than a commoner.
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P” 1 must undergo a rite of passage in order to attain my majority and become King," he said. "I must
resume my natural form, and consume a lovely innocent princess. This is a thing required of all royal
dragons. Will you come to be eaten?"

The Princess experienced a somewhat greater dismay than before. She had not anticipated this
development either. She had rather hoped for a different type of question. "I will really have to go and
ask my father," she demurred.

"By all means," the Dragon Prince agreed. "It isn't wise to make a decision as important as this without
consultation. I will depart, and await you one week hence at the escarpment by the sea. If you decide not
to come, I will understand." He kissed her and departed.

The Princess made the arduous climb to the castle at the top of the mountain. She went to the King and
explained the situation. "I met this wonderful prince, O sagacious father," she said breathlessly, for she
remained exercised from the climb. "But he is a Dragon Prince and wishes to consume me. Should I go
to him at the escarpment by the sea next week for that?"

"Well, that depends, O innocent daughter," the King replied. "Do you love him?"

"Yes, father."

"Do you love him enough to die for him?"

She considered, for it was not an easy question. She really would have preferred an easier question.
"Yes, father, I suppose I do."

"Then I suppose you must go to him," the King said, evincing a certain regret. "But I fear we shall miss
you. Perhaps you should consult with your mother the Queen."

That had not occurred to her, so the Princess thanked him for the suggestion and repaired to the Queen.
"What!" the Queen demanded.
The Princess repeated the statement.

"Thank you," the Queen said. "I didn't hear you before. But I'm not sure I approve. What are the
credentials of this dragon? Is he really a prince?"

The Princess assured her that he was.

The Queen considered. "I am afraid I still don't approve. I can not forbid you this thing, being only a
woman, but if you insist on it, don't think to return to my region of the castle thereafter."

The Princess was saddened by her mother's disapproval, but realized that she was unlikely to have much
occasion to return to the castle after her tryst with the Dragon Prince.

When the appointed day came, the Princess garbed herself in her finest raiment, wearing a dress whose
d?lletage was so low and whose hem was so high that the dragon should have little difficulty seeing the
most delectable parts of her to bite first. After all, she loved him, and wanted him to be pleased with her.
She brushed out her marvelously silken tresses and set a ruby tiara on her head, its color suggestive of
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P” ¢ blood she proposed to shed for her beloved. She touched a bit of red rose perfume behind her ears
and in die hollow of her cleavage, its odor also suggestive of that color. All in all, she thought, she had
done a creditable job for the occasion.

She set out afoot, for though it was a fair walk, her father had informed her that he did not care to risk a
fine horse too near the dragon. "After all, those creatures are notorious," he said. "Once they get the taste
of blood, they are apt to attack anything in view." She had had to concede the validity of this caution.

In due course, tired and dusty but still bravely beautiful, the Princess reached the escarpment. The
Dragon Prince had not yet arrived, for she had allowed sufficient travel tune and was a few minutes
ahead of schedule. So she paused to repowder her face and wipe the dust from her slippers, so as to be as
presentable as was feasible. She wanted her beloved's last sight of her to be a pleasant one.

Something caught her eye in the mirror as she touched up her nose. There was something off to the side,
behind the escarpment-something that had made a glint in the morning sunlight. She peered more
closely at the reflection in the mirror, for it would be unbecoming to turn her head and stare directly. She
saw that it was the shiny helmet of a mercenary soldier.

Curious, for there seemed to be no purpose in a mercenary deployment at this site, she used her mirror to
check farther. Soon she was assured: there was an entire troop of mercenaries armed with swords and
shields. This deepened the mystery: what could they want here?

Then the dragon appeared in the distant sky, winging his way toward the escarpment. Suddenly it
occurred to the Princess that this could be an ambush sent by her father to slay the dragon. It was, she
now recalled, the way his cunning mind worked. It was quite possible that the Queen had importuned
him to Do Something, and though of course the Princess had no idea what sort of encouragement a
woman could offer a man to do her will, she had on occasion seen her father change his mind after a
night with the Queen. She had hoped some day to ascertain how such persuasion was accomplished, but
that hope seemed academic now. At any rate, it did seem that the Dragon Prince was likely to be in
trouble if he landed here.

She ran to the very brink of the escarpment, frantically waving her arms. "O Prince Dragon!" she
screamed, though it was not considered truly princessly to scream. "Do not land! There is an ambush!"

The Dragon Prince heard her and shied off. He made a loop above the landing field, evidently in doubt
how to proceed. He would not be able to complete his rite of passage if he did not land, yet it seemed

distinctly awkward to do so.

"Curses!" the leader of the mercenaries cursed. "The tart (if you will excuse the term) has given us
away! There'll be Lucifer to pay if the dragon gets away."

"Well, at least we can have our sport with the woman," a mercenary remarked with a certain enthusiasm.

The mercenaries marched toward the Princess. Alarmed, she retreated, but they cut her off. They looked
hungry, though they surely had eaten well before the ambush.

The nearest one reached for her. The Princess screamed and fell helplessly to the ground.

The Dragon Prince, evidently disturbed by this spectacle, abruptly made up his mind. He wheeled and
came directly in on a strafing run. He sent out a blast of flame that singed the Princess's lovely tresses as
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P¥ passed over her, but bathed the standing mercenaries in fire. In a moment they were roasted, as it
were, in the shells of their armor.

The Princess, perturbed by the smell, got up and tried to leave the scene. But the smoking bodies were
all around her. So she leaped off the escarpment. "Catch me, O my beloved!" she cried as she fell toward
the churning sea below. "My hair is burnt, but my flesh is not; I remain excellent eating, I'm sure, and if
not, then you can drop me in the heaving sea and seek another princess."

The dragon maneuvered expertly and swooped down to catch her in his great jaws. But he did not
crunch her in half, perhaps because at least one of the pieces would have fallen into the water. He
carried her unharmed into the sky. There was a small dark cloud present, but the wind was wrong and
the storm was unable to present any difficulties. The cloud seemed oddly perturbed at that. He bore her
away to a distant isle, and there he landed and set her gently down.

"I am glad they did not get you," she said. "For I love you, whatever your form, and would not have you
suffer.”

"I cannot eat you now," the Dragon Prince said with a certain regret.
"But why not, O my love?" she inquired.

"Because you have lost your innocence. I must consume an innocent maiden princess to complete m
! y
rite of passage."

"But what did I do?" she cried, distraught.

"You betrayed your father's ambush."

"But they would have hurt you!" she protested.

"Undoubtedly. But a true innocent would not have betrayed them to an enemy."

She hung her head, ashamed. "You must be right, for I feel dirtied. Yet I fear I would do it again, given
opportunity, for my love for you will not be denied. I am sorry I failed you in this; I had wanted so much

to be pristine for you."

"Perhaps it is for the best," he said philosophically. "For I had already come to the conclusion that I
could not eat you, and in that I betrayed my own trust"

"You could not? Why?"

"Because I love you as you love me. Now I dare not show my snoot back in Dragonland, for I have
shown myself to be unworthy of my calling."

"I'm so sorry," she said sympathetically. "Now we both are in trouble, for surely I can not return to my
kingdom after this. Whatever shall we do?"

"I think there is no help for it but that we marry and settle down to live happily ever after," he said with
regret.
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PP ut [ can not marry you in that form," she protested. "Also, I would not enjoy living on this isle,
without benefit of castle and servants."

"Are you sure you don't want to return you to your castle?" he asked. "There at least you will have the
princessly things to which you are accustomed."

"No, for my father the King would be most wroth with me for betraying his ambush, and my mother the
Queen told me not to return."”

The dragon pondered. "I do have two remaining transformation spells," he said after a moment. "I could
use them to transform us to similar creatures. Would you like to be a dragoness?"

"And eat people? I prefer not. What about a more benign form, such as a unicorn?"
"You are enamored of unicorns?" he asked, surprised.
"Naturally. All innocent young women are."

"Then I shall make us both unicorns," he said. "That way, we shall be recognized by neither of our
kingdoms and will be able to range here on the Isle of View."

"I love you too," she agreed.

Then he invoked the spells, and he became a fine handsome unicorn stallion who looked rather like the
Night Stallion with a horn, and she became a lovely unicorn mare who resembled the night mare
Nectaris. They lived happily ever after, and it never stormed there, for their love made all clouds fleecy
and all rains gentle, no matter how ardently those clouds might wish to be otherwise.

"What do you think?" Chex inquired as the sweet dream ended. "Will that horrify Fracto?"

The stallion shook his head. "We have no experience with this sort of thing. You would have to ask the
day mares."

"I don't think so," she said. "We are dealing with reverse psychology here."
"Fracto hates being balked," Grundy said. "And he hates sweetness. It should infuriate him."

"Let's hope so," Chex said. "We shall just have to try it. I thank you gourd folk for your effort, even if it
does not prove effective."

The stallion glanced at Mare Nectans. "Take that dream to Fracto," he said. "We shall watch its effect."

Mare Nectaris touched the dream capsule with her nose. It vanished. Then she leaped through the roof of
the pavilion and galloped through the air toward the monstrous cloud.

The pavilion faded out. It was light on the surface of the moon, but there seemed to be a spell to make
the group of them invisible, so Fracto would not know. Chex was interested to see that moonlight did
not bother the night mares, but she realized that this was logical, as they had always gone abroad at
night, whether the moon was in sight or hiding.


http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

P e mare disappeared into the darkness surrounding the malignant cloud, but Fracto himself remained %
visible. He was snoozing, which meant he was just right for delivery of the dream. Chex suffered
increasing doubts: could this wild notion succeed? A sweet dream to a mean cloud?

Fracto flickered. The dream was starting!

Something flickered at the side. Chex looked, and saw the dream playing on the surface of a hard-cheese
rock, as if it were a hypnogourd. She could monitor what Fracto was experiencing. That was nice.

The Princess was meeting the Prince. The weather was nice. Fracto, watching from the vantage of a dark
cloud, was trying desperately to get over there and drench their encounter. They would not find each
other nearly so attractive if her hair were plastered across her face and his suit was shrinking rapidly out
of fit! But Fracto couldn't move; he seemed to be boxed in by adverse winds, unable either to get into
the action or to float away from the scene.

When the Princess made her arduous climb up the mountain to the castle, Fracto strove to get above her
and dump a bucket of water down her d?lletage; that sort of thing really made princesses angry! But his
motion was like molasses, and by the time he got there, she was inside the castle. He was so frustrated
he hurled a thunderbolt at the castle, but it only bounced off harmlessly. Now, close to the castle, he
couldn't get away, and had to listen to the Princess's dumb dialogues with her father and mother. He
rumbled in rage, but no one paid attention, which made him madder than ever.

Then the Princess walked to the escarpment. What an opportunity to soak her down! But somehow he
was able only to follow, his raindrops pattering harmlessly behind her. The Princess got hot, not wet,
and didn't even hear his ominous rumbling.

Then she saw the dragon and warned him away from the ambush. Fracto tried to drown out her cries in
thunder, so that her warning would not be heard, but he was frustratingly muted. The dragon heard her,
and used his fire to scorch the soldiers, which was a fun scene. But what Fracto really wanted to do was
blow the beast out of the sky, and he couldn't. The Princess leaped off the cliff, the dragon caught her,
and the two flew away over the horizon, while Fracto followed helplessly. Even when they landed on
the isle, he couldn't blow them away, because it was protected by enchantment. He was so frustrated that
he was ready to explode.

Then they became two stupid unicorns and lived happily ever after, munching the sweet grass. And he
still couldn't touch them: not with a lightning bolt, not with a frigid blast of air, not even with a stinging
hailstone. It was too much; Fracto detonated. His vapors spattered across the landscape, and he was
nothing but foul mist. Ugh! What an awful dream!

Chex peered into the darkness. All she saw was stars and the lights of houses in Xanth. The evil cloud
had dissipated.

"It worked!" she cried. "The dream broke him up!"
"So it was a bad dream," the Night Stallion said, gratified. "I admit to having been concerned."
Chex was now well rested by her hours on the moon. "I thank you, stallion and mares," she said. "Now I

must be on my way." She spread her wings. Night flying wasn't her favorite mode, but she could not
afford to lose any more time.
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PP Vlany ill returns!" Grundy called as they took off.
The flight was easy enough, because it was mostly gliding. In due course she spied the landing lights of
Mount Rushmost, and called out to the fireflies so that she was given clearance. Grundy, knowing that
no nonmonsters were allowed here, hid himself in her mane and kept his mouth shut. That was a relief in
itself.

It occurred to her, belatedly, that Magician Murphy's curse probably accounted for Che being near the
With-a-Cookee River, instead of in the heart of the goblin camp. Whatever could go wrong with the
goblin effort, was going wrong. Still, several wrongs did not necessarily make a right. She had to get
some positive action!

Soon she was with Cheiron, telling him everything. Then at last she could relax, knowing that he would
know what to do. It had been quite a day!

Chapter 6. Jenny's Jeopardy

Jenny and Che were tied up but not hobbled, for the goblins didn't want to have to carry them. Their
hands were bound and each had a rope around the neck; when one slowed or stumbled, a goblin would
jerk cruelly on the rope, hauling them along.

Jenny was soaking muddy wet because of her dunking in the river, and her new spectacles were
spattered with dirty drops. But they remained on her face, and they helped her vision enormously. She
realized that her feeling was foolish, for she was in horrible trouble, but it gratified her to be able to see
things so much better than ever before.

But even in her distress about being captured, she found something odd. These weren't the same goblins
as before. Where was Godiva?

"Che," she murmured as they stumbled through the jungle. "Are-?"

"No, these are not the ones who foal-knapped me," the centaur replied. "I very much fear these are
worse."

"Worse? Aren't they all just as bad as anything?"

"No. Some tribes are less worse than others. Godiva did not treat me cruelly. In fact she was looking for
a more comfortable trail north when you rescued me. These goblins are brutal, and going south."

"Then where is the other group?"

"I suspect they are hiding. Goblins do not necessarily get along well with one another. Perhaps the
others will suffer the same fate as we do, if they are captured."”

"You mean I rescued you and only got you in worse trouble?" she asked, chagrined.
"That would be an unfair assertion. You tried to help me and suffered misfortune."

"I never realized!" she exclaimed.
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P ne goblin holding her rope jerked it, making her lurch to the side. "No talking in the ranks!" he
snapped.

Jenny could only hope that Sammy had found help, and that the help could find her and Che before they
got wherever these cruel creatures were taking them.

The goblins soon found a well-beaten trail, and hustled them rapidly along it. It was as if they were a bit
out of their territory, and felt insecure. That, coupled with Che's statement that these weren't the ones
who had captured him before, made her wonder just what was going on. She knew just about nothing
about goblins, but had somehow assumed that they were all the same: elf-sized monsters. Certainly,
Godiva's party had seemed evil. If these were worse...

Her legs grew tired with the constant walking; she had been on them too much before any of this started.
It was also getting dark now. But she had no choice; she had to keep walking, lest she be dragged along
by her neck. Che seemed no better off. He had four legs, but more weight.

Finally, late at night, they came to the goblin camp. It was beside a dark lake, with crude earth and rock
huts in a semicircle. The goblins pounded a wooden stake into the packed dirt and knotted the ropes that
bound Jenny and Che to it. They were tethered.

Now Jenny saw something in the sky. It was huge and greenish white. "What's that?" she asked, amazed.
Che glanced up. "Oh, that's just the moon. It's almost full now."

"The moon? But it's so big! And where's the other?"

His brow furrowed. "The other what?"

"The other moon! The small one."

"There is no other moon. This is the only one. It comes out only at night, except when it's biggest and
fattest, when it has the courage to show itself at the edge of day. It is made of green cheese, which would
spoil if it got heated too much. The sun, in contrast, is afraid of the dark, so never comes out at night.
The only other items in the sky are the stars, which are too small to accomplish much, and of course the
clouds."

"I really am on another world," Jenny breathed, dismayed. She had known it before, but somehow this
confirmation made it worse. How would she ever get home again, even if they got away from these

horrible goblins?

Meanwhile other goblins were piling brush in a small fire pit. The snoozing coals discovered the food
and licked hungrily up through it. Soon there was a ferocious blaze that made the entire camp bright.

"I wish I had been tutored more thoroughly in geography," Che said, gazing at the great fire.
"Why?" Jenny asked, because this seemed irrelevant.
"Because then I would know exactly what goblin tribe this is, and what its specialty of mischief is."

"Would that help us escape?"
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PP rrobably not. But at least we would know what to expect."
Then the goblins hauled a huge black pot to the fire, and set it on a metal grate so that the flames licked
up around it. They brought buckets of water and dumped them into the pot. The thing looked big enough

to hold an elf girl and a small centaur.

"I think we can guess," Jenny said, feeling a chill despite the heat of the fire. She wanted to scream and
run, but knew that it was pointless, so she just sat there.

"Can you untie yourself?" Che inquired.
Jenny tested the rope that bound her hands behind her. "No. They are good at knots."
"Perhaps I can untie you," he said, "if you put your hands where mine can reach them."

"What good would that do? We are completely surrounded by goblins, and I'm so tired I couldn't run
very fast anyway."

"If I can untie your hands, then you can untie the rope at your neck. Then I can flick you with my tail,
and make you light enough to float. Then you can jump and sail away from here."

Jenny realized that her weight had gradually returned, after he had made her light on the raft. That was
one reason she was so tired now: it was the weight. But that lightness had enabled her to walk far faster
and farther than she could have managed otherwise. The same must have been true for Che. His magic
didn't show to the goblins, but it had saved the two of them from getting cruelly dragged.

Still, she had questions. "What about you? If I could untie me, I could untie you too. But you said you
can't fly yet."

"True. You should be able to grab on to the branch of a tree, and hurl yourself further up and away,
escaping them, but I would be unbearably clumsy, and my body would get tangled in the branches, and
they would soon catch me again. So I must remain here."

"But I can't go without you!" she protested. "They'll cook you!"

"Yes, I suspect they will. But at least you will be free. One escape is better than none."

"But I don't know my way around here," she said. "I don't even know where Sammy is!"

"Surely he is finding help, and if you remain clear of the goblins long enough, that help will reach you."

That made sense. Also, she realized that if she got free, she might be able to do something to get him
free too. Maybe there was another cherry tree nearby. "Well, we can try. Maybe we can both escape."

She turned and put her hands back, and he reached down to work on the knot. But in a moment he
desisted. "I should have known: it's a magic knot. Only the goblins can untie it."

After what she had seen here, Jenny didn't doubt it.

Somehow she wasn't all that surprised. The goblins weren't paying any attention to the two captives,
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PP/nich meant they were either pretty stupid or pretty confident. It seemed they weren't stupid.
Now the goblin chief tramped across to them. "Well, well, what have we here?" he asked as if surprised
to see them. "A funny little centaur and a funny little elf wench. Har, har, har! Well, I'm Chief Grotesk
Goblin, and I want you to know what kind of sport we mean to have with you.

Jenny couldn't help looking at the huge pot on the fire. "We already know, thank you," she said tightly.
"Oh, that's not for you two," the chief said.

Jenny perked up. "It isn't?"

"Not this week. Would you deny us our sport? We must see you bathe first."

It was true that Jenny was good and dirty now, but somehow she didn't trust this. "I'll wait, thanks."

"To be sure! Har, har, har!"

Jenny was unable to see what Grotesk thought was so funny, but decided not to inquire. She really didn't
like the goblin chief very well.

"I suspect we shall not like their sport," Che said.

Jenny had already suspected that for herself, but she didn't point that out.

"Fetch the night's entertainment!" Grotesk exclaimed.

The goblins went to a hut, unbarred the door, and brought out two other creatures, who had evidently
been taken captive on a prior day. One was a young woman with tight-fitting clothing; the other was a
furry man whose feet ended in round boots-no, hoofs. Both were bound, but the goblins touched the
knots and they loosened on their own. They two stood substantially taller than the goblins, which
suggested that they were close to human size.

"What are those?" Jenny asked.

"They appear to be a dirty nymph and a faun," Che said, peering at them. "I know such creatures only by
description, but the features seem to match."

"A what and a what? They look like a woman in stretchy brown cloth and a man with shaggy trousers
and funny feet."

"A nymph and a faun," he repeated. "I believe they are together, and live in happy communities where
the fauns chase the nymphs all day. That is all I know, except that neither wears clothing. What you see
is his fur and the mud with which she is coated."

Jenny looked down at her own muddy legs. She understood how it could happen. "I guess the goblins
are going to cook them tonight and save us for tomorrow." She was surprised at her seeming calmness;

she knew she would be throwing a fit if she had any choice.

"[ fear it will be worse than that."
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P worse than getting boiled alive?" she asked doubtfully.

"Yes. My dam refused to tell me what goblins do to their captives. That means it is worse."

Jenny would have shuddered if she hadn't been so tired. She hoped Sammy found help soon.

"Now here's the rule," Chief Grotesk said to the nymph and faun. "Faun, if you catch her before she
reaches the pond, you go free and we cook her. If you don't, she goes free if she wants to, and we cook
you. If you don't race, we cook you both. Got that?"

"That's cruel!" Jenny said. "Making them sacrifice each other!"

"They will surely make us do the same tomorrow," Che said. "I shall be very sorry, for you tried to
rescue me and I like you."

"We've just got to get rescued!" she said. "I know your mother's looking for you. Maybe she'll find you
in time."

"I certainly hope so."
"So we must make sure you win our contest, because no one will rescue me anyway."

His head turned to her. "That is very generous of you, Jenny. But since you would not be captive if you
had not tried to help me, I feel that you should be the one to-"

"Maybe we'll both be rescued before the goblins get to us," she said. It seemed better to believe that than
to let the dialogue continue.

The action was starting with the others. The goblins released the nymph, and she ran fleetly away. Then
they let the faun go, and he took off after her. The nymph screamed fetchingly and ran faster. They
seemed equally swift, but the nymph tried to run out of the goblin circle, and the goblins wouldn't let
her. She had to dodge back, and when she did, the faun gained on her. She screamed sweetly and ran off.

"Why doesn't she run to the pond?" Jenny asked.

"I am perplexed about that myself," Che said.

The nymph dodged again, but not toward the pond. She tried to get by the goblins a second time, and
was thrown back. She fell, and this time the faun almost caught her. She screamed cutely and scrambled
up just in time to avoid him, but he was hot on her heels. She had no choice but to go for the pond.

She did so, with seeming reluctance. She reached the end and leaped in. The faun stopped at the edge,
disappointed. He did not touch the water; indeed, he seemed afraid of it. That was odd, considering his

likely fate.

"Why don't they both just wade across to the other side?" Je