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1
Finger

It al started when the stranger gave Goody Goblin the Finger. Goody was annoyed, in fact he was
furious, but wasfar too polite to show it or returniit.

That was of course his curse: hewas so civil that other goblins couldn't stand him. A goblin male was
supposed to be obnoxious, foul mouthed, and disreputable, the crap of the earth. The nicenessin the
goblin species was confined to femaes. But those pretty, sweet, and obliging goblinesses generdly
preferred brutaly manly maes. It wasafair divison of types. Goody came acrosslikeagirl.

Oh, he had tried to overcome it. He had even gone to the Good Magician nigh a score of years ago for a
way to abate the curse. Magician Grey Murphy had shown Goody that he knew the bad vocabulary
when Goody sat on acurse burr. But thereafter he had avoided curse burrs, and so did not curse, and his
problem remained. He lacked even the inclination to be crude or mean spirited. Worse, he no longer had
even the desire to change; he was satisfied to be the way he was.

Helooked at the Finger. It wasin asmall box with a cushioned bottom. It appeared to be a human
center digit, firm and hedlthy, severed neetly at the base. Along the side of the box was printed MAKE
ANYONE MAD—GUARANTEED. GIVE THEM THE FINGER.



It certainly seemed to work. Goody had been mindlesdy enraged to receiveit, for no discernible reason.
There must be a curse associated with it, a spell that oriented on the person who accepted the box. He
didn't even know the stranger, in fact had hardly seen him; the rage came regardless.

What was he to do? He couldn't keep the Finger, because its very nearnessiirritated him unmercifully. He
didn't need to look at it; he knew it was there, and that made him boil.

Wéll, who said he had to keep it? He set the box on afence post and took a step away.

In amoment something poked him in aninfuriatingly private place. Helegped, whirling, coming periloudy
closeto uttering one of those curse-burr words.

It was the Finger, floating out of itsbox. It had followed him and goosed him. Its direct touch wasthrice
asworse asits boxed presence. He was so angry that he felt steam rising from hishead. Thiswas no
good; he couldn't handle such raw emotion; the heat would soon cook hisface.

He went back and fetched the box. The Finger obligingly floated into it and lay quiescent. Now it was
only normally obnoxious.

So he couldn't leave it behind. He would haveto give it awvay to someone. But how could he do that?
That would be unkind, and he was not that sort of person. He did not care to voluntarily annoy any

person.

Therewasaswirl of smoke. ™Y ou look like agoblin with acatechism.”
"A goblinwithawhat?' Only belatedly did he think to wonder why and how a swirl of smoke could talk.

"Annoyance, quandary, bother, imbroglio, bafflement, nuisance, confusion, vexation, trouble, snag,
pickle, muddle, enigma, pother, dilemma, flaw—" The smoke coa esced into an dectrifyingly exatic
fema e human shape. "Well, don't just let me go on forever! How many aternatives do you want?'

"l don't understand.”

Shefrowned, her scant attire drooping to proffer naughty glimpses fore and aft. ™Y ou're supposed to
suggest the word I'm looking for. Now shdl we try again? Aggravation, perturbation, mystery, kink—"

"Problem?’
"Whatever," she agreed crosdy. "Who areyou?"
"Goody Goblin. So called because—"

"My turn. And I'm the Demoness Metria. | have adight problem with vocabulary, but I'm more than sexy
enough to make up for it."

He was catching on. "1 have a problem with vocabulary too. | don't like to use bad words."

She eyed him, her eyes expanding to twice their normal size. "But youreamaegoblin! Isn't that a
Gordian knot?'

"A what?'

"Poser, heresy, perplexity, asymmetry, irony—"
"Paradox?'



"Whatev—no, wait, that's not quiteit. Puzzle, absurdity, contradiction, stupidity—"

"Oxymoron?"

"That'sit!" She put on the frown. "I mean, whatever. How can you be amae goblin without cussng?’
"It'snot easy, but | have learned to live with it."

"But that wasn't what summoned me. What'sthat you're holding?'

"A boxed Finger."

"Fascinating! Let melook at it." She reached for the box.

Goody suffered amoment of sinful temptation. Fortunately his better nature prevailed. "Y ou would not
carefor this"

"I'll bethe epicure of that. Giveit tome."
Thistime he refrained from chalenging the wrong word. "I would like to, but it wouldn't be kind."
"You little twerp, stop teasing me!" She snatched the box from his hand.

Therewas a pausg, if not pregnant, a least gravid. Then the demoness exploded into anoxiousfog. "You
gave methe Finger, you bleepity bleep!” The nearby foliage wilted with the heet of the language.

"Wel, | tried to warn you."
"Takeit back!" The Finger flew through the air and smacked into his hand.

Goody was outraged. "Y ou outrageous—" But wordsfailed him, asthey were dl well beyond his
comfort zone.

Metriare-formed, wearing adifferent but no lessrevedling outfit. "Outrageous what?"
"Manure, ordure, dung, feces, stool—"
"Turd?'

"Whatever," he agreed crosdy. She had come up with aword he would not have used, but which did fit
the Stuation.

"Now at last | understand the nature of thisthing,” she said. "It infuriates whoever receivesit.”
"Exactly. That'sitsmagic. | need to be somehow rid of it, without being unkind to some other person.”
She contemplated him, her eyes remaining normd thistime. ™Y ou are awonder, Goody Gaoblin.”

"I'm an outcast among my kind. But that's beside the point. What am | to do?"

"Obvioudy you need to go see the Good Magician Humfrey. Toodle-00." The demoness faded
gracefully out.

He sighed. The problem seemed intractable. Therefore he would have to takeit to the Good Magician.
Of course that would cost him ayear's Service or equivaent, but he did have time on his hands (not to
mention the Finger), and a sadness on his soul that could use the distraction.



He set out immediately. There was no point in delaying; he wanted to berid of the Finger as soon as
possible. He knew the way to the nearest enchanted path, and that would lead him safely to Humfrey's
cadle.

Hewasin such ahurry that he started agroup of bunnies. They hopped out of hisway, Jacksand Jills.
He could tell because the Jack rabbitswore little trousers, and the Jill rabbitslittle skirts. It seemed they
had been on their way up ahill before he so ruddly interrupted them. They were highly annoyed.

Which was surely the fault of the Finger. 1ts proximity made him behave crudely. He held up the box, to
show them the cause, but that made them glare worse.

Goody sighed. He walked away, not trying to explain further. Now he had even more reason to get to
the Good Magician's Castle rapidly.

Soon he reached the enchanted path that went the way he was going. That was one of the qudlities of
such paths, of course: they were not only safe, they were convenient. As he stepped onto it, he
encountered two human people just stepping off it. One was a young teen girl with dark brown hair and
large deep brown eyes, the other was an older teen boy with touded light brown hair and shallow brown
eyes. They were obvioudy siblings. Both weretwice astal as Goody, being normally human
proportioned.

"Here's another fine mess you've gotten usinto,” the girl was complaining. "Thisisn't the path we're
looking for."

"But you picked it," the boy protested. "Y ou know my talent.”

"Your tentisfalure," sheretorted. "Y ou dways get the wrong answer, make the wrong decision, or
pick the wrong path. So | chose the opposite direction—and it's still wrong! How can that be?”

"W, your taent of dumb luck didn't fix it."

At that point they spied Goody, who was politely waiting for them to pass. "Oh, agoblin!™ the girl
exclamed, appdled.

"There must be hundreds more right behind him, al bent on foul mischief.”

"Which meansthereisonly thisone, and he'sal right,” thegirl said. "'l think. So let'sask him how to find
our way."

"Hewon't know."

"Which meanshe will know. Maybe my talent led usto him." She faced Goody. "Hello, goblin. | am
Song Human, and thisis my brother Ownlee Human. We'relost. Will you help?!

"I am Goody Goblin. | redly don't think | can help you, because—"

Song smiled at him. She was twice as pretty when she smiled, and he fdlt hiskneesturning spongy. Girls
had that effect on him; he wasn't hardened againgt their blandishments. "But I'll try."

"How did we get lost, when | chose the opposite direction my brother chose?"

Goody was old enough to have had some experience with opposites. "There may be areason, but it is
complicated to explain.”

"Don't you dare talk down to me!™ Song snapped, the snaps echoing faintly off the nearby tree trunks.



"I'm agrown woman."
Goody was taken aback. "But—"
"I know | look fourteen, but I'm redlly eighteen.”

He hesitated, but she threatened to smile again, so he lurched into his explanation. " The opposite of a
wrong is not necessarily aright. It may merely be another wrong. There may be only oneright path, but
many wrong ones."

Now she did smile. "Oh, | see! Wetook one of those other wrongs.”

"So it seems. Where are you going?"

"To the Good Magician's Castle.”

"Why so am ! Do you have aproblem for him?”

Shelaughed, and that had much the effect her smiledid. "Oh, no. Wejust happen to live nearby."
"Wetook awalk," Ownlee said. "But then when we started back—"

"l understand,” Goody said. "If you don't mind traveling with agoblin, I'm sure | can lead the way there. |
don't have any magic taent, so my directions are not confused.”

"Oh, thank you, Goody!" Song exclaimed. She leaned down and kissed him on the forehead. Hefdlt like
floating, but managed to keep hisfeet on the ground.

They waked dong the enchanted path. There wasjust room for the three of them abreast. "If you don't
mind my asking, why are you going there?' Song asked.

It wasimpossible to mind anything about her. " A stranger gave me an ugly thing, and | need to find out
how to get rid of it."

"What thing?" Ownlee asked.

"I would rather not say.”

"Oh, please," Song pleaded.

Goody melted further. "But | must warn you, you won' likeit." He held up the box.

Both humans peered into it. Song screamed in shock and Ownlee burst out laughing. " Someone gave you
the Finger!" he chortled.

"Ownleg!" Song said severdly. "That's disgusting.”
"Yeah," her brother agreed, smiling. His smile was not nearly as evocative as hers.

Soon they reached the vicinity of the Good Magician's Castle. "We have to get off here," Song said. "But
the next intersection is the Castle, marked by the Memorid."

"The Memorid?' Goody asked.

"Gravestong," Ownlee clarified. "Where other folk croaked."



"Ownleg"

He was making asocia mess, but Goody understood. "I'll watch for it."

"It encourages a person to mourn the tragedies of others," she explained. "It's very sad.”
"I'msaureitis”

"Y ou have been such nice company,” Song said.

"For agoblin," Ownlee agreed.

Song bent down and gave Goody ahug. "Thank you for showing ustheway." Her hair tickled his
shoulders, smelling of colorful flowers amid new-mown hay.

By the time he recovered his perspective, the two were gone and he was walking on down the path.
Song reminded him of agobliness, pretty and nice, though larger. But that thought brought back his
sadness, and he had to walk quickly to leave the mood behind.

Y et the mood stayed with him, and intensified. He couldn't escapeit.

He spied the memoriad stone. Suddenly he redized what was happening: the stone was causing him to
mourn others. The closer he got to it, the worse it was. The grief up close was overwheming. But then he
got past it, and the awful feding faded.

There ahead was the Good Magician's Castle, surrounded by its moat. He approached it, hoping the
Chalenges would not be too bad. He came to the drawbridge, which was down.

Therewasasign: BEWARE THE LINE OF SIGHT. Goody shrugged; what was there to fear from a
lineof 9ght?

But as he sought to cross the bridge, he became aware of something sharp. There was arow of eyes
adongitsrail, garing cuttingly a him. He couldn't get close without getting diced.

Thiswas evidently the first Challenge. The Line of Sight. How was he to get by them so he could cross
the bridge without getting cut?

Helooked around, but saw nothing to be used to shield himself from those swordlike beams. Could he
wait until dark, and sneak by them? No, because they seemed to glow; they would stab through the
darkness and get him. He had to tackle them now.

He pondered, and considered, and cogitated, and thought. He came up with nothing. Go-Go would have
thought of something, but she was gone.

Go-Go. Suddenly he was sad again. It tended to happen when he thought too much. Thiswas not the
timeto be distracted by recurring grief.

Or wasit?He hated this, but redlized thet it just might be the answer.

Hefaced the Line of Sight. "I have something to tell you,” he observed, and saw severd eyeswince at
theimplied pun. That was agood sign. It meant the eyes could hear and understand him, even if they
lacked ears, and that they had emotions. That was what he needed.

"l am going to tell you about my beloved wife, Go-Go Gobliness. But first | haveto tell you alittle about
me. You see, | am Xanth'sonly polite male goblin. It'slike acurse; | smply am not inclined to use harsh



language. That got me banned from my tribe, and other goblinsdon't like me.”

He paused. "But what about the goblin ladies, you may ask. They aredl very pretty and nice. Surely they
would like anice male. The answer isno; they expect goblin maesto be brutish, and think thereis
something wrong with onewho isn't. They'reright; I'm smply not theideal mae of my kind. So | could
not get agoblinessto marry.

"Until | encountered amean old goblin who had a problem. He hated everything, but loved his daughter.
But she was cursed to die before she was forty. No man wanted to marry her, because of that curse,
though she was comely. They teased her unmercifully about it, calling her Gone-Gone. Asaresult she
was not very choosy. We met—and it waslove dmogt at first sght.

"We married and were happy. The storks brought us two children, and they were fine and hedthy
goblets. The boy was as brutish as they come, and the girl was lovely and sweet. The boy got in with a
bad crowd, cursed his family, and took off. We were so proud of him! The girl lied about her age, took
up with aprominent junior chief, got him in trouble, and married him. No girl could have done it better.
So weweredone again, just in time, for Go-Go was starting to fedl the curse. | wished | could find some
magic to save her, and indeed | heard there was a Black Wave Human Magician who could reverse
curses, but we did not know where to find him. So Go-Go kissed me one last time and faded out.

"l was so horribly grief stricken that | could not stand to remain a home, where everything reminded me
of her. So | left and wandered a one through Xanth, trying to escape my abiding sadness. But whenever |
relax, | remember, and grief wellsup again. | don't think there can ever be another woman like her. She
was wonderful for twenty years, and | hopewhen | finaly fade out mysdlf to meet her somewhere on one
of Princess Ida's moons and be happy again. | haveto believe that, because otherwise my lifeis
pointless. Surely you understand.”

Helooked at the eyes. They did understand. They were tearing fregly, their vision blurring and clouding.

Goody walked by them, acrossthe bridge. They tried to glare cuttingly at him, but the glares washed out
and drooped harmlesdy to the planks. He had passed thefirst chdlenge.

But he wished he could have done it some other way. He hated sharing the memory of Go-Go. It was as
if that diluted it, leaving lessfor him to cherish. He wanted never to forget her, only to be with her again.

Thefar end of the bridge led into the grand entrance gate, with no apparent barrier. Theinner hal led in
turn to alarge parklike chamber with walks, trees, ponds, glades, and creatures. Goody |ooked around
admiringly; if thiswasachalenge, it was abeautiful one.

Hewalked to the edge of the nearest pond. There was alovely creature swimming in it, part human, part
something dse. "Helo," hesad politely.

The creature swirled about to face him, lifting her bare head and bosom. Her face was pretty, with big
blue eyes and green and orange tresses that would have reached well toward the feet of ahuman girl.
She dso had arms and well-formed breasts. "Hello, goblin. Are you here to straighten us out?"

"Why, | don't know. Perhaps| am, if thisisa Challenge. | an Goody Goblin."
She clapped her hands. "Wonderful! My nameis Mirage. I'm an exhibit. But | have forgotten my type.”
"It'san esthetic type, I'm sure.”

She blushed down toward her shoulders. "There was a confusion, and our identification plagues were
lost. Now none of us know what we are. If you will kindly identify us, wewill be ever so grateful.”



Thiswas definitely a Chdlenge. "I will certainly make the attempt. Y ou seem to be a crossbreed.”

"Yes, weadl are. That'swhy it's so confusing. Y ou must speak our types, and they will appear on the
blank plaques." She gestured, and he saw that there was a mounted wooden sign beside her poal. "But
you must be sure to get them right, because we will be cruelly oppressed if misidentified. For example, if
you called me aharpy, | would be required to act like one, and that would truly dismay me."

So he could not afford to make amistake. She looked like amermaid, but not quite. It might be easy to
make amistake.

"May | get abetter look at you, please? It's not that | wish to be obnoxious, but in the interest of
accuracy | must consider carefully.”

"l understand." Sheflexed her long tail and forged out onto the small beach surrounding the pooal.
"You can go onland!" he exclamed, surprised.
"So | can. But | do prefer the water."

He studied her. Her human forepart was only about a seventh of her length. Her long tail was rounded,
snakelike rather than fishlike. She was able to dither on land. " Some mer-folk can make legs. Can you?"

"Let me see” Mirage concentrated prettily.

Suddenly she assumed the form of a nude woman lying on the sand. "Oh!" she cried, distressed. "I'm
showing my pantied”

Goody tried to think of apolite way to tell her that this was not the case. It wasimpossible to show what
one wasn't wearing. She might be an exhibit, but she was making more of an exhibition than she cared to.
But she had already changed again, thistimeto afull serpent. She dithered into the water, becoming a
fish.

At least that settled him on her nature. She had three or four forms, while a mer-person had only one or
two. "You areanaga," he said to the swirling water. "A mer-naga. Y our parents were probably anaga
and amer-person.”

The plagueilluminated: MER-NAGA. He had gottenit.

Mirage's head and bosom regppeared in the water. "Oh thank you, Goody! Now | feel competent again.
I'msothrilled | think I'll kissyou." She swam purposefully toward him.

"That redly isn't neces—"

But she was dlready dithering out of the water and lifting her forepart to plant a soft-fronted kisson him.
Little hearts flung out and orbited hishead as he lost his balance and sat on the sand. All he could think of
inthe blissful confusion of the moment was that he had been lucky she had kissed him in her nagaform
rather than her full bare human form. He would have entirely freaked out despite the absence of panties.

He bid farewell to Mirage and walked on to the next exhibit. This was asection of forest wherea
long-legged wolf with dainty feet ranged. The wolf spied him and approached. It had long-flowing ears
and asmdl pearl horn onitsforehead. "Hello," Goody said. "l an—"

Thewolf changed form, becoming a human woman with long blond hair and wings, and pale blue eyes
with matching blue hoofs. "I overheard. | am Maggie. | hope you can classify me. | don't know whether



to howl or neigh.”

Goody had been exposed to quite anumber of human females recently, but had not become inured to the
bare exhibit. "Please let me study your other form."

"Of course." She changed back, her second word sounding more like agrowl.

There had evidently been something of an event at alove spring. He saw strong evidence of wolf,
unicorn, bird, and human. But he wasn't sure how four creatures could have done it; two was more likely.
Maybe an dicorn, which was awinged unicorn, and awerewolf. That would account for the wings and
hoofs, though they did not appear in the same form, and the wolf and human aspects. "Y ou must bea
wericorn,” he said.

The woman reappeared. "'Isthere such athing?' she asked doubtfully.
"Thereisnow," he said, pointing to the plague, which now said WERICORN.
"Oh, yes" sheagreed. "I'm so0 pleased, | think I'll—"

"Thereisredly no ne—"

Too late. Shelifted him up to human height and kissed him. Thistime the orbiting heartswere larger, with
blond tresses and hooves. He really wished he could do something about his susceptibility to femae
charms, but it seemed to be inherent. Ever since Go-Go.

The hearts cleared as she set him down, facing the next exhibit. Thiswasabig bird with the head of a
dog. "Woof!" it said.

Goody was getting better at this. "Y ou'reabird dog."
The plaque lighted with the designation.

The bird dog looked pleased. It approached him.
"Thereisno need to—"

Again hewas cut off by the kiss. The creature hovered before him and licked hisface with asinglejuicy
durp.

The next exhibit was another bird/animal combination, with the head and wings of an owl and the
hindpart of acow. "Hoo?" it inquired.

"I am Goody Goblin. It ssems| am here to define your type.”
"Whooii mooake HOO," it said.

Goody redlized that it wastalking to him, so it behooved him to fathom its message. When he allowed for
the whoo and moo of its owl and cow aspects, it seemed to be saying "1 make—" But he stalled on the
last word.

"Y ou make something," hesaid.

The creature flew to amilk pail and positioned its udder. Fluid squirted out. Then it kicked the bucket
toward him.



Goody caught it beforeit spilled and held it up. "But thisisn't milk,” he said. "Thisis pure water."
"HOO," the creature agreed.

Then at last abulb flashed over hishead. "An H and two O's. H,O. That'swater! Y ou make water."
"HOQ," it agreed.

"But | need to classfy you. You're obvioudy an owl/cow cross-breed. What would that be caled? An
owlco?| don't think s0." Then another bulb flared. "A cowl!"

"Hoot moon!™ it exclaimed, pleased as the plaque accepted the term. He had gotten another.

There was one more cregture to classfy. Thisexhibit was alarge greenish melon growing in adesultory
patch. As Goody approached, it metamorphosed into a sad-eyed dog.

Goody wasriding awave of success. "You'reameoncollie” he said, and it was so. He had conquered
the last chalenge of nomenclature.

There was an open door before him. He turned and waved. "Farewdll, lovely creatures” he caled. There
was achorus of responses, some of which sounded like kisses.

He turned back to the door and entered another huge chamber. This one was boxlike, square with solid
wooden panels around the sides and across the ceiling. Thisone, like the other, had five sections, only
these were dl lined up across the center with separate paths leading to each. Evidently he had to choose
apath, and surely four of them would be wrong.

He stood and looked at the section farthest to the left. This had adisreputable man standing beside the
path. In fact helooked like nothing so much asagiant insect. "Hello," Goody said politely. "I am Goody
Goblin, and | would like to pass through your territory. Isthisaproblem for you?'

"Yes, | have aproblem with that,” the man buzzed. "I am Esso Bee, and | will stop you from passing this
way."

That did not seem promising. "But | have done you no injury. Why should you seek to balk me?"
"Because | like to make problems bigger than they are.”

Goody decided to risk it. He walked toward Esso.

The man pointed to alittle molehill by the path. Suddenly it swelled into amountain, blocking the way.
"That's aremarkable taent,” Goody said.

"It'sno bigger than my didikefor you, goblin.”

Magnifying aharmless person into asignificant enemy. That was cons stent with the man'staent.

Goody tried to walk around the mountain, but Esso pointed to another molehill, and it swelled into
another mountain. It was apparent that he would not get through thisway.

Goody shrugged. "Y ou are doing an excellent job of balking me," he said.
"Hattery will get you nowhere, runt.”
So it seemed. Goody backed off and addressed the second section of the box. This path was clear, with



no morethan asingletree growing besideit. That did not look difficult.

He started walking toward the tree. "Y ou'll be soo-rreee!™ Esso called in singsong from the other section.
Hewas clearly mean spirited.

Goody waked fagter, then faster yet. Suddenly he redlized that thiswas not entirly of hisown voalition.
Something was urging him forward. He did not trust that.

He hdted with an effort, hisfeet actudly diding to a stop. His body seemed to want to fal toward the
tree. How could that be?

He dragged himself back aong the path. It got easier as he went, until he hardly felt any pull. Now he
saw asmdl sgn: GRAVI-TREE.

The more he consdered that, the less he liked it. The tree seemed to borrow from the Demon Earth's
magic of attraction, hauling him in with greater power as he gpproached it. What would happen if he got
too close?

"You'l get squished to pulp, you little snot,” Esso caled nadtily.
Just s0. This path, too, wasimpassible.

The next section seemed to be avegetable garden with many fine, tal stalks. That should be harmless.
He hoped.

Hewalked down the path. Immediately several stalks uprooted themselves and moved toward him. They
looked menacing. Some glistened with fluid that could be poisonous; others were coated with ugly
powder. These were not innocent, peaceful plants.

Hetried to hurry, to get by them before they could closein on him. But they hurried too, forming alarge
but shrinking circle around him. Now he smedlled something like acid. There was also some of the black
powder wafting toward him. He caught just awhiff of it and sneezed violently. If awhiff did that, what
would afull bresth of it do?

Now he redlized what the plants were doing. They were stalking him. That might have seemed funny, but
for their evident seriousness.

Discretion was the better part of vaor. Goody ran back aong the path. A line of stalks moved to cut him
off, but helegped, hurdling them. A faint mist hovered above them that stung his eyes and made his
breath tighten, but then he was past, and able to clear hislungs and eyes. But it was clear, if fuzzy from
histearing eyes. he could not passthisway either.

He oriented on the fourth path. This one passed adark cave. What was in there?
Hewould surdly find out. He walked aong the path.

As he approached the cave, abear emerged. It set itself in the path, blocking it.
"Hello," Goody said politdy. "l am—"

"l am abi-polar bear,” the bear growled, cutting him off. “Sometimes | am high, but now | am low. | fed
like destroying something. If you get near me, | will takeit out on you."

Goody considered that, and decided not to argue the case. "I hope your mood improves soon," he said,
and retreated. The bear went back into its cave.



Thelast section contained another tree, but this one was unusudl. Its fruit seemed to consst of items of,
well, defecation. Indeed, the Sign identified it as atoilet-tree.

There were anumber of creatures using theitems. An even girl was powdering her face, and atroll was
gtting on apot, Sraining. Even insects were relieving themsaves on miniature facilities.

Will, the ugly sight and smell would not redlly hurt him. Goody walked toward it. As he gpproached he
began to fed awkward in the middle of hisbody. In fact he needed increasingly to, well, use atoilet.

Then heredized something dse. Thefolk availing themsdves of the facilities were not moving on. The df
girl continued retouching her face, never satisfied. Thetroll might have done its business, but was ill
trying for more. The insects were not departing. It seemed that thiswas not apassing thing, but a
required continuous effort that it was never possible to complete.

Goody halted, then backed way from the tree. Thiswas not an avenue he cared to take either.

He paused to consider, which was asensible habit of his. Thiswas a Challenge, so there had to be away
through. He should not have to get past mountains made of molehills, be compressed by agravi-tree, get
stalked by vegetables, suffer theire of abi-polar bear, or be trapped on atoilet. Y et these seemed to be
the only choices offered.

But there was something he had learned in the course of hismiddle-aged life, and that was that what was
apparent was not always the full story. Other goblins had rejected Go-Go because she was cursed to
fade before her time, yet Goody had found her to be the perfect wife in every other respect. She had of
course wanted to marry anormal disreputable goblin mae, but had discovered that a polite male could
nevertheless have qualities to be respected. Long before the end she had told him that she was glad to
have married him, and considered herself better off than her friends. So they had both profited by being
willing to avoid the stereotypes and choose unconventiondly.

It was called thinking outside the box. Goody had avoided many difficult Stuations by practicing it.
And this Challengewasin abox. A bulb flashed over his head. Did this box have an outsde?

He went back to the entrance. Sure enough, the box sat in adightly larger chamber. There was a small
clearance around it, between its dats and the stone of the chamber walls. Just enough for agoblinto
sgueeze through.

He squeezed, making hisway around the outside of the box to the other sde. There was an open door
into the rest of the castle. He stepped through it.

Par ody

A young human woman appeared. "Welcome, Goody Goblin," shesaid. "'l am Wira, the Good
Magician's daughter-in-law."

"Thank you for meeting me," he said politely. "I have come to see the Good Magician about a problem.”

She amiled. "That happens here on occasion. Humfrey isbusy at the moment, but you can vist with Rose



whilewaiting." Sheled the way through |abyrinthine passages.
"l am not certain | know Rose."

"Sheisthe Designated Wife of the month. Humfrey rescued dl five and ahaf of hisformer wives, but
only one can serve a atime, so it alternates. Roseisvery nice."

"Should | explain my mission to her, or to you?"
"Thereisno need. Magician Humfrey will know."

They cameto an interior court. There was a pretty rose garden there, tended by apretty womanin an
elegant gown. Shelooked up asthey approached. "Hdllo, Wira. Who is our guest today?"

"Thisis Goody Goblin." Wiraturned to him, and in the light he saw that there was an odd blankness
about her eyes. "Goody, thisis Rose of Roogna.”

Goody made a courtly bow. "I am pleased to meet you, Rose."
Rose was surprised. "I mean no offense, but thisis not the greeting | expected from agoblin mae.”
"l am cursed to be palite. It ismost inconvenient.”

"Ah, now | remember. Grey Murphy mentioned that he once hel ped a polite goblin maelearn how to
swear."

" am that one," Goody agreed. "However, it remains not to my taste.”

Rose looked more carefully at him. ™Y ou look like atypica mae goblin, with abig hard head, big club
feet, and abody only haf human height. Y et there is sadness about you. May | give you arose?!

"| appreciate the offer, but thereisno need.”
She gestured to the garden. "Take the one that most appealsto you."

It would not be palite to demur further. Goody looked at the assorted roses, discovering many colors.
There was something specia about al of them, and he redized thet they werein someway magica. All
of them were pretty, but one appeded particularly. "Thisone," he said, indicating adelicate pde gray
rose.

"Tekeit."

He reached out and grasped its stem. He twisted, and the rose came free. He smelled it, and was
reminded strongly of Go-Go. That of course brought a surge of grief, but it was bearable. "Thank you."

"That isthe Rose of Grief," Rosesaid. "Only apersonin sincere grief can take it fresh without getting
stabbed by itsthorn. | thought that might be the one.”

"Itis" heagreed. "My wife." He did not need to explain further.

She approached him, bent down, took the rose, and tucked its stem into a buttonhole on his jacket. The
roses were her magic; she wasimmuneto their thorns. "It will help you bear your grief. When another
woman is ableto takeit, you will know sheisworthy, and that you will be ableto love her asyou loved
your wife. That your grief has dissipated enough to dlow this."



" think that is not possible.”
"It ispossible, Goody. Therose knows."

Wirahad disappeared at some point in their dialogue. Now she regppeared. "Magician Humfrey is
ready,” shesad.

"Thank you, dear," Rose said. "Go with her, Goody."

Goody followed the young woman up awinding flight of stone stepsto adingy dark office. "The querent
ishere, Good Magician,” Wirasaid. "Goody Goblin."

Something moved in the shadow. It was the Good Magician, poring over ahuge dusky tome. "Ask,
golin."

"I need to rid mysdlf of an ugly artifact,” Goody said, removing the Finger box from apocket. "Itisa
Finger."

"Y ou hardly needed to come herefor that,” Humfrey said grumpily. "Just giveit to anyone you dont like."
"That isnot in my nature. | do not wish to offend anyone, or to cause distress.”

Humfrey looked a him more than half amoment. "Y ou are agoblin mae?'

"A polite one," Goody said, embarrassed.

"Giveitto Wira"

"Oh, | couldn't do that!"

"Evidently you are unaware that sheisblind. She can't seeit, therefore will not be offended.”

"But sheled me here without amisstep!”

"l am familiar with thiscagtle," Wirasad. "Give methe Finger."

Reluctantly Goody handed the box to her. Her expression did not change. She was not offended. She
bore the box away.

"Y our problem has been solved,” Humfrey said. "Now depart.”
"But | have not yet served my Service."

"Thereisno need for a Service for this. | will usethe Finger in a chalenge for some obnoxious querent |
wish to discourage.”

"But that would not be right. Y ou have relieved me of an unpleasant object, and | should pay the usua
price”

Humfrey contemplated him again. "Y ou are aremarkable goblin. | see Rose gaveyou arose. Thatisa
mark of consderable favor and sgnificance.”

"Roseisvery kind."

"Have you ever rescted violently to provocation?"



"l wouldn't think of it."

"Thereisatask that needs performing. But it isa consderable challenge, and very few folk would be
capable of it. Perhapsyou are one such.”

"I will domy best."

"The task isdifficult and provocative, but its accomplishment may lead to consderable reward. Y ou will
need help. Grey Murphy will help outfit you.”

"If I may inquire, what isthis task?"
"To find asuitable homefor the parody.”
"| fear | don't quite understand.”

"Youwill." The ancient eyes moved, pying thereturning girl. "Wira, take him to Grey. He will ddliver the

Wirashuddered. "Y es, Magician."

She led him to another part of the castle. They entered aroom where Magician Grey Murphy was
working. On the table before him was a rai sed wooden bar, and on the bar perched a green bird.
"Magician, hereis Goody Goblin. Hewill placethe peeve.”

Grey jumped up. "Goody Goblin! | remember you from way back. Y ou were one of my first cases.”
"Y ou showed me how to curse," Goody agreed wryly. "All it took was acurse burr.”
"Didn't that solve your problem?What brings you back here?!

""'Someone gave me the Finger, and | needed to berid of it. Now it seems| am to find asuitable home for
the parody. | hope you have further details, because | admit to being perplexed.”

"Small wonder! I'll fill you in. Thisgreen bird hereisthe parody. It's a pet peeve, and weneed to find a
suitable homefor it."

Goody studied the bird. It was moderately small, perfectly plain, with adownwardly curved beak, beady
eyes, and nondescript feathers. It seemed entirely unremarkable, except for theintense way it stared at
him. "It looks like a nice enough creature, rather like asmall mundane parrot or large parakeet. | should
think amost any family looking for a pet would like to have such abird.”

"That isnot the case. Here, I'll stop using my magic to suppressits nature.” Grey put hisarm out, and the
parody hopped onto it, fluffing itswing-feathers.

"Y ou're such apoor excuse for agoblinit'sawonder the harpies didn't adopt you," Grey said.
Surprised, Goody looked a him. He knew it wasn't like him to insult people.

"In fact, you should go stick your head into a nickel pede nest to improve your complexion,” Grey'svoice
continued. But thiswas especidly odd, because hislipswere not moving. In fact his mouth wastightly
closed.

"I don't think | understand,” Goody said.



"Of course you don't understand, you moronic idiot,” Grey'svoice said. "When they passed out stupidity,
youwerethefirginline

Then Goody caught on. "The bird! The parody istaking in your voice."
"Exactly," Grey sad. "Wira, may | giveyou the bird?"

Wira stepped forward and put out her arm. The parody jumped onto it. "And you call yoursdlf a
Magician," Wirasvoice said. "I've seen better magic in Mundanial™ Her mouth was closed too.

Wira proffered the bird to Goody. He put out hisarm, and the peeve hopped on. It hardly weighed
anything. "Only ared idiot like Hugo would have married you, deepyhead,” Goody'svoice sad. "If you
could see, you sightlesswretch, you'd know what apitiful bag you are.”

Horrified, Goody opened his mouth to protest.

Wiracut him off with asmile. "1 know that's not you talking, Goody. It's the pet peeve. It doesn't like
anything."

"Least of dl you, you inane excuse for achambermaid,” Goody's voice said. "Y ou give blind stonesa
bad name. They should have put you back to deep adecade ago.”

She smiled again and put forth her arm. The bird jumped onto it.
She brought up her free hand and stroked its back. She was evidently agentle soul.

"And you'reworse, you denatured goblin," her voice said to Goody. "Why don't you just put on a pretty
dress and be done with it?"

Ouch. He hated being likened to agirl.

Wirakissed the top of the parody's head and gave it back to Grey Murphy. Now the bird was silent.
Goody remembered that Grey's magic wasto nullify magic. That waswhy he could stifle the obnoxious
avian.

"Thisshould give you haf anotion what to expect when you travel with the pet peeve," Grey said. "1t will
insult everyone and everything that comesin range, with marvelous specificity, usng your voice. Be
suspiciousif you ever hear apogtive word fromit. Are you sure you want to take on thismisson?”

That daunted Goody, but he persevered. "I shal do my best. But | am concerned about the reactions of
those we may encounter.”

"Exactly,” Grey said. "Y ou surely observed how giving folk the Finger made them react. Y ou won't even
need to give them the bird to dicit their ire. Y ou will need defensive magic. Wira, do you know where
that bag of used four spellsis?

Wirahurried away in search of it. "Four spells?' Goody asked.

"I'll explaininamoment. | trust you redlize that what qualifies you to escort the parody isthat you must
be one of the few folk who won't fly into arage and wring its neck. Only a supreme pacifist can keep
company with thisbird for very long without suffering gpoplexy or worse."

"l am coming to gppreciate that.”

"It may help to understand our diagnosis of its nature. The peeve hasahigh AQ."



"l beg your pardon?'

"Annoyance Quotient. Almost anything it encounters annoysit, and it reacts by expressing itsdf in hogtile
and sometimes vulgar language.”

Goody had to smile. "l believe I noticed something of the kind."

"A sense of humor certainly helpswhen dealing with it. The parody is attracted to the highest AQ it
encounters. The recipients of its attention hate it, much as they do the Finger, which is perhaps another
reason why the Good Magician gave you this chalenge. Y ou are not a creature of hate; you are
essentialy apacifist. Y ou will need to find some responsible person who will not be outraged by
receiving the bird from you."

Goody was beginning to doubt. "Is there such a person?”

"There must be, because Humfrey does not assgn impossible Services. The chdlengeisto find him, her,
or it. But it shouldn't be another pacifist, because the peeve would languish if not provided aready source
of aggravation. In other words, don't consider any low-AQ folk."

"A high-AQ person who likesthe peeve," Goody said. The chalenge waslooming larger by the moment.

"Still, it was | eft here by the Gorgon, who rescued it from Hell, whereit had rather worn out itswelcome,
and Humfrey agreed to find agood homefor it. He has trouble saying no to hiswives. Weve gotten used
toit here, but frankly will be satisfied to seeit onitsway.”

"l canimagine.”

Grey angled his head, gazing a Goody. "My taent of suppressing magic makes me senditivetoit. | need
to know what | am suppressing, so as not to do corollary damage. There may be magic about you."

Goody was perplexed. "1 am merely an ordinary goblin.”
"| suspect you have amagic talent.”

"But goblins don't have talents. Well, some have haf talents that have to be matched with harpy half
taents”

"Yes. But haf ataent may becomeafull tdent intime. | believe you have that potentid .”
"No offense, but | find that hard to believe.”

"Keepitin mind. Maybe you and your wife cameto share ataent, in the course of your long and close
association, and you are in the process of inheriting the whole of it. Even Mundanes can develop talents
intime. In fact thereisnow aMundane Magician.”

"Amaang!"

"Magicisamazing," Grey said serioudy. "l came from Mundania, which provides me a certain exterior
perspective. There are just S0 many remarkable aspectsto magic. | would not believeinit at al if | didn't
have congtant experience with it."

"| certainly believein magic. But it'shard to believe that | could have any of my own. Do you have any
hint what kind of magic | might have or develop?"

"A hint, yes. No more. It isgenerally protective in nature. Not strong, but perhaps useful when needed.”



Goody considered that. He had never dreamed he could have amagic talent of his own, but he was not
in apogtion to doubt the Magician. What possible type could he have? " Protective' didn't narrow it
down very far.

Wirareturned with amotley bag. She handed it to Grey.

"Ah, yes, thefour spells” Grey said. "These are potent, but have been used, so may be diminished in
force or apt to end abruptly. Soiit is best not to invoke one until thereisimmediate need.”

"Why aretherefour spdls, instead of three or five?"

Grey laughed. "There are dozens of them. Such asfourwarned, derting you to danger by heightened
senses of sght, smell, sound, and touch. Or fourshadowed, which provides you with four shadows
reflecting your immediate past and future. Really intricate spells, but not fully reliable because of their age
and wear and tear. In addition, they are al mixed up in the bag, so you can't be sure which oneyou're
getting; you will just have to poke afinger into the bag and invoke the first one you touch.”

"This seems|ess than convenient.”

"It getsworse. Their terminations have been lost, so once invoked, they can't be turned off. So you may
have four shadows far longer than you want them. But they are effective spells.”

"l am not clear why—"

"Because we have a budget, and these are the most effective spells we can spare for thismission. So I'm
afraid you will smply have to make do. With luck you won't need to invoke too many."

"With luck," Goody agreed weskly.

"But mainly, you will be protected by abodyguard. We happen to have one who owes the Good
Magician aservice, and thisisthe assgnment. I'm sure she will be able to get you out of most of the
mischief the peeve will generate. So the spdlls are merdly areserve for when she can't.”

IIS.EI?I

"Hannah Barbarian. A very effective warrior, and loya to her mission in the barbarian manner. With her
by your sde, you won't even see most of the threats of the wilderness. They will stay clear, knowing
better than to messwith her."

"But | have no dedireto travel with ahuman woman!™ Or any woman, he thought, whether goblin, naga,
ef, or mer. He wastoo susceptible to their physical charms, and too unavailable emotiondly. That wasa
bad combination.

Grey looked a him. "Well, you can turn down the mission. That is probably the better course.”

That put him on hismettle. "No, I'll accept her protection. But | doubt shelll appreciate guarding a polite
golin."

"Thisissmilar in amanner to the problem with the bird. We don't dare allow her to guard anormal
goblin mae. She would soon feed him to adragon.”

Goody appreciated the point. He also redlized that the threets of the Xanth wilderness were myriad and
deceptive, well worth not encountering. "1 will try to get dong with her.”

"Thenitistimeto introduce you. | will take along the parody.”



"But it will insult her!”

"Yes. | will haveto clarify that apect a the outset.” Grey held forth hisarm, and the silent bird hopped
on.

"How isit that such a.curmudgeon obliges your wish so reedily?’

"It knowswe aretrying to find it a better Situation. The parody is not stupid; satisfy it that a given course
isbest for it, and it will cooperate readily enough, out of sheer sdlf-interest.”

They made their way to what appeared to be asmall arena. A warrior was practicing martia artsthere
with awooden mockup. "Kia!!" it cried fiercely. Smash with amailed fist. Then violent chopping with a
sword, and the dummy flew into pieces.

The figure paused as they approached. From up close Goody saw that it was indeed femae, with a
metadlic hadter and skirt, hedmet, gauntlets, and spiked boots. The hadter was full and the legswell shaped;
otherwise it would have been hard to tell the gender.

Wiraappeared. "Emergency in the rose garden,” shetold Grey urgently. "A querent got lost and
sumbled into it, and the roses are dicing him."

"Onmy way!" Grey sad. "Take the parody.”

Goody took the bird, and Grey and Wire hurried off.

"What have we here?' Goody'svoice said loudly. "A maninaskirt!"

Oh, no! The peeve was no longer nulled, and was having at the warrior maiden.

She faced him dangeroudy. Y ou can't recognize a hedlthy feminist activist when you see her? Are your
eyebdlsclogged?' Now it was apparent that there was long hair piled under the helmet.

"It takd" hisvoice exclamed. "It'sdivel Who would ever have bdieved it? O the horror of it!"
"S0," themaden said, huffing into alarger sze. "A mouthy goblinmae."
"Oh, go chop some more kindling," Goody's voice said. ™Y ou swing like acollgpsing wall anyway."

Hannah's face curled into agrim smile. "Do you know what we do to mouthy goblinswhere| came
from?'

"Hug them and kiss them, honey pie?* Goody's voice asked sarcagticaly. ™Y ou sure couldn't damage
them any other way. In case you hadn't noticed, you're not where you came from. No nice knitting
needles here”

She advanced menacingly on him, raising her short sword. "Oh, really? | wonder how far your meady
little head will fly from your body?*

"Not far enough to get clear of the smdll of you, you stinking sheep in wolf's clothing.”
Goody findly got his mouth open. "Wait! That'snot metaking!"
Hannah paused. "Y ou're starting to grovel ?"

"Y ou're the one who should grovel, you piece of rotten cheesecake. What a gruesome stench!”



"No, no!" Goody yelled. "I'm not saying it. It'sthe bird.”

"Blaming it on the bird? What asniveler!” Shelifted her sword high. Its blade gleamed hungrily.
"You'rethe sniveler,” Goody'svoice said. "Y ou're so full of snot it's sniveling on your shoes.”
"Those are warrior boots, goblin. To protect my legsfrom flying blood." Shetook careful aim.
"Thebird! Thebird!" Goody cried desperately as he backed away. "It'simitating my voice!"

"Areyou schizo?' Hannah demanded, her sword quivering in its eagernessto strike. "Make up your
mind. Areyou agoblin or abird?’

"I'll giveyou thebird,” hisvoice sad. "Right up your piddling pink—"
Goody did the sensible thing: he fled.

"Oh no you dont!" Hannah said. "I'll cut you into such small bitsthey'll never know you existed.” She
pursued, taking much bigger steps than he could manage.

There was aset of wooden bleachers set up for spectators of arenaevents. Goody dived under it, il
bearing the bird.

"You can't escape,” Hannah said grimly. She swung at the bleachers. Chips of wood flew as she
chopped them apart.

"Nyaanyaal" Goody'svoice caled in Sngsong. "Y ou can't get mee, you effeminate biddy!"

"Hal Well see about that." She continued chopping. The bleacherswere rgpidly faling agpart under the
ondaught. In hardly more than three moments they were apile of debris.

What could he do? There was nowhere e seto hide.
Think outsde the box.

Goody flung the parody at her. Startled, Hannah paused. The bird landed on her raised sword-arm and
perched there, insolently eying her.

"Areyou gill here?' Hannah's voice demanded. "Why don't you crawl into the sewer whereyou'll fed at
home, you ridiculous excuse for agoblin.”

Hannah's eyeswidened. "l didn't say that."

"The Good Magician isredly scraping the bottom of the barrel to come up with you, you ludicrous
imitation of afunctioning creature. What made you think you could find your way out of apigpen, let
aone accomplish aquest, you avesomey stupid runt?’

Hannah eyed the peeve thoughtfully. "My voice—spoken by abird." She looked at Goody. "Thiswas
the case with you?"'

"Yes," Goody agreed, relieved. "That's a pet peeve. It insults everything, using your voice.”
"Shut your face, you loathsome gob," her voice said.

"And what's your busness with me, goblin?' the red Hannah inquired.



"I'm supposed to deliver this bird to agood home. Y ou're supposed to guard me."

She nodded. "1 think | can see why. Take back your bird." She shook her arm so that the parody had to
jump off. It landed negatly on Goody's raised arm.

"About time, you crazy man-hating schemer," hisvoice said. "It'sagood thing your panties don't show,
because they wouldn't freek out anything.”

"| gather you're not atypica mae goblin,” she said.

"l am the one polite male goblin," he agreed. "I dways seek non-confrontation. | gpologize for inflicting
the bird on you, but—"

"l understand. It made you sound exactly like atypica maegoblin.”

"That'swhat you think, you typica petticoat dacker."

"Exactly,” Goody said. "I can appreciate why you would not want to take on this onerous duty.”
"No, it will be achallenge, now that | know therules.”

"Y ou mean you'l do it?' Goody asked, amazed.

"Themorefool you," hisvoice said. "Better to stick to your kitchen."

"| like chalenges," Hannah said. "'l like combat. This promisesthe best of both. Y ou will certainly need
competent protection.”

"1 certainly will,"” Goody agreed.
"Not that you can provideit, you sSssy colleen,” hisvoice said.

"Just for the record, I'm afeminist, not aman-hater. | believe in femae rights being just asimportant as
maerights. Do you have a problem with that?"

"l have a problem with your whole existence," Goody's voice said. "Y ou're as poor an excuse for a
femaeasthisgoblinisforamae.”

"Now that'sinteresting,” Hannah said. ™Y ou can insult your companion too? Doesn't that rather give avay
the ploy? How can others blame him for insulting himsel f?*

"Oops," the parody said, its feathersturning pink.

In the momentary slence, Goody answered for himsdf. "No, | believein femininerights. My wife—" He
choked off.

"She's assartive?!

"No, not exactly. It was that anything she wanted, | wanted, so there was never aconflict. | wish she
could have lived longer. | loved her."

"Y ou're awidower?'
"Y%"

"So you're looking for another woman.”



"Never! There could only ever be one Go-Go."
"But you're wearing arose.”

"Itsagrief rose”

Hannah considered. "May | touch it?"

"I wouldn't recommend it. Theoretically only thewoman | could love can takeit. | think that means no
woman.”

"l understand. | don't want to takeit, just touch it, to verify something.”
"Asyouwish," he said with resignation.

She reached out with afinger and lightly brushed the stem of the rose. Shewinced. A drop of blood fell
from her finger.

"Serves you right, tender piece.”
"I'm sorry," Goody said.

"Don't be. | just verified that it isindeed magic, and that there will be no foolishness about our
asociation.”

Then Goody redlized the nature of her concern. She did not want to maintain close contact withamae
who might get ideas about her. It wasn't that he would ever, or could ever, force any male attentions on
her, but even the idea of such interest could be embarrassing. She wasawarrior, but also avery fine
figure of ahuman woman.

"I'm glad we have come to this understanding,” Goody said. "Y our concern was sensible.”
"You'reableeding idiot," hisvoice said.
Goody and Hannah laughed together. The peeve was back in style.

"Let's get to know each other,” Hannah said. "My talent isto be deadly accurate with weapons. If | strike
with my sword, it will connect exactly wherel intend. If | useaknife, it will score. If | useashidd, it will
block the weapon of my opponent. This sort of thing isuseful for awarrior maiden.”

"l should think s0," Goody agreed. He had just seen her effectiveness with the sword.

"So do you have atdent?’

Goody hesitated, remembering his prior discussion with Magician Grey Murphy. "I—don't know."
"Come on now. | told you mine."

"Goblins are supposed to have hdf taentsthat can't be used by themsalves. But | may be different.”
"Different?'

Grey and Wirareturned before he could explain further, concerned about the mayhem that might have
happened.

"We're ready to travel," Hannah Barbarian announced.



"Y our two jaws are dragging on the ground, you incompetents,” Goody's voice said. It was very nearly
true.

3

Spring

They et off next morning, armed with supplies, wegpons, and the parody. Do we have a detination?*
Hannah inquired.

"What kind of language isthat?" the peeve demanded in Goody's voice. "Y ou're supposed to be a
barbarian. Y ou should be uttering dull monosyllables and scratching your armpits.”

"True barbarians are clean,” Hannah replied equably. "It's the ignorant civilized miscreantswho gink, in
bodies and language.”

"And not al of them," Goody added.

The parody gave up trying to insult them, because it was clear that they were no longer fooled. Ruffled, it
looked around for some better target.

"But about our destination,” Goody said. "'l don't have anything specific in mind. But in agenera way, |
suspect that the enchanted paths will have mainly busy travelers, not looking for pets. So maybe the
lesstraveled regions are better. The relative wilderness, asit were.”

"Wherethey aren't as smart,” Hannah agreed. " Some might even think the baneful bird is cute.”
The peeve ruffled further, but did not comment. It evidently wasn't used to receiving insultsitsdlf.
"Whereisthe most backward wilderness?'

"That would be the Region of Madness,” she said. "That's south of here.”

"Southitis"

They left the path and cut south acrossfield and forest. Goody hoped to find an isolated house, maybe a
hermit residence, whose occupant would welcome even the dubious company of a pet peeve. He had
more than asuspicion that it would not be nearly that easy.

They found asmall path through athicket. "I don't trust this" Hannah said. "It looks like a—"

"Well, ook at that!" the parody said with Goody's voice. "If it had decent foliage, it might vaguely
resemble atree.”

Goody looked where the path was leading. It wasindeed atree, surrounded by asmdl greensward. Its
foliage consisted of drooping fronds or tentacles. Helooked at Hannah. "Tangletree,” he mouthed
lently.

She nodded. Thiswas one of the most dangerous denizens of the vegetable kingdom. Tangle trees lured
their prey within range by means of convenient paths, fragrant flower smells, pleasant scenery, and
possible shelter from a storm, then grabbed them and consumed them. They needed to get well away



fromthis

Silently, they turned, hoping to escape before the tree redlized that they had caught on. One could never
be quite sure how far atangler tentacle could reach.

"I've seen better strings on akraken weed," the parody said loudly. "What amiserable excuse for a
mop!"

Thetangletree quivered. Individua tentacles twitched. The aluring perfume intensfied.

Goody and Hannah dowly stretched their lifted feet around toward the back. They needed to get out of
range.

"And the stench!" the peeve continued. "Did astink horn die here?"

That did it. Four tentacles flung out, whipping negtly around the arms of Goody and Hannah. They had
not after all been quite out of range.

"My turn," Hannah said grimly. She whipped out her short sword before the vine around her sword arm
could prevent it, and diced through the opposite vine. Then she switched sword hands and severed the
fird.

Meanwhile Goody was being roughly hauled into the heaving green mass of thetree. "Help!" he cried as
more tentacles caught hold of hislimbs. Now he saw the trunk of the tree, with its huge wooden mouth
and greet thorny teeth. Tanglers were carnivorous plants, the pulped bodies of their victims getting
digested by the roots.

"Onmy way," Hannah said. Sheforged toward him, whirling her blade.
"Ritiful effort, nymphet!" the parody caled.

Mere tentacles flung at the warrior, but she diced them off as quickly asthey neared her. Shereached
Goody and hacked around him as though demolishing another stand of bleachers. Chunks of tentacle
flew out and landed squishily on the ground around him. Then she grabbed him by the scruff of his shirt
and hauled him out of the danger zone. Her hand brushed the gray rose, but it didn't stab her though the
tips of her fingers were exposed.

"Y ou besat thetangle tree!" he said breathlesdy.

"Fighting tanglersis part of barbarian training,” she said. "But we don't do it for pleasure.”
"And you do amessy job," the parody said.

"Listen, birdbrain: it was going to est you too."

The peeve congdered that, and lgpsed into grudging silence.

"Thank you for saving my life," Goody said.

"It'smy job, remember? Bodyguard. No thanksto the bird."

Soon they resumed travel, avoiding the tangle tree. Beyond it was another tree, which wasn't surprising,
congdering that thiswas aforest. Thisone had regular leaves, and was covered with little fruits.

"That looks good,” Goody said, getting hungry. "That looks like gum. It must be agum tree.”



"Or avariety,” Hannah said. "I'll check." She picked apiece of gum, put it in her mouth, and chewed.
"Better," shesaid. "Thisisagumption tree. Serve yourself.”

"Gumption?| don't understand.”
"Eat some. You'll see”

Goody picked apiece of gum and chewed it. It tasted good. Not only that, he experienced a surging
courage and fedling of competence. "Gumption," he agreed, pleased.

They picked anumber of gums and saved them for future use, then went on, encouraged. They found a
smdl forest path and followed it.

They encountered a man going the other way. He had orangy hair, and was accompanied by an unkempt
mixed-breed dog. "Hello, stranger,” Goody said boldly. "I am Goody Goblin."

"l am Rusty Human, and thisis Mudgeon. Hesacur,”" the man said. "Don't touch me."
"And why not?' Hannah demanded, bridling.

"What makes you untouchable, dumbbell?* the parody demanded.

"That'sthe bird speaking,” Goody said quickly.

Rusty looked confused, but borewith it. "My talent isto make anything | touch rugt,” he said. "A littlerust
won' kill you, but you wouldnt likeit."

Hannah nodded. " Then we won't touch you."

"Lucky for you, metdrot,” the parody said. "That goes double for your fleabag muitt.”
Rusty frowned, and the cur Mudgeon growled. "Listen, goblin—"

"It'sthe bird," Hannah repested firmly.

"Don't you believeit, corrosion cresture," the peeve said.

Hannah put her hand on her sword.

Rusty considered her, seeing her armor and wegpon, and decided to let it be. He and the dog moved on.
"Weve got to stifle that bird,” Hannah said.

"You and who ese, doxie?"

"Do you want your scrawny neck wrung, fowl face?"

"Y ou wouldn't dare, beef butt."

Hannah took a step toward the bird. The parody lurched off Goody's arm and flew up to land ona
branch. "And where were you while this sickening dut threatened me, milquetoast?" it demanded. This
time its voice sounded like the abrasion of branches rubbing together.

"Remember, it'sjust adumb animal," Goody reminded her.

Shenodded. "'l dmost forgot. I'll tuneit out again.”



The peeve flew back to Goody's arm. "That's what you think, harness hater."
She made atwisting motion with her hands. "'l said almost, barf bird."
The bird decided to | et the issue be. For the moment.

They moved on. Soon they encountered another person. Thiswas athin, stiff woman, who movedina
rather jerky manner. Y et she was quite pretty. Her face was set in aclassic mode, and she had lovely
hair.

"Thisbird speskswith my voice," Goody said quickly. "Ignoreit.”

"Hd-lo," the woman said jerkily. "1 am Mary An-nette. | am alife-size pup-pet.”

"String her up!" the parody said.

Mary's head rotated to orient on the bird. "I need no strings.”

"So you say, blockhead."

"Ignorethe bird,” Hannah said. "Unlessyou'd like to adopt it. Then it would insult everyone but you."
"| can bring o-ther pup-petstolife” Mary said, "But | have no usefor anas-ty bird.”

"Well, | haveausefor you," the parody said. "Y our face looks like the bottom of a birdcage.”

"I think what you need isalife-size boy puppet to bring to life," Hannah said.

Mary smiled, somewhat woodenly. "Y es, that iswhat | need. Thank you.” She walked jerkily on.
"Good riddance, you jerky piece of ash!™

It was getting late, and Goody wastired for more than physical reason. "Why don't wefind aplaceto
camp for the night?"

"I'm ready,” Hannah agreed.

They cameto aglade with apool in the shape of amundane car. " A nice car pool,” Hannah said. "That
should do." She set about chopping branches with her sword, and soon fashioned a comfortable lean-to
shelter beside the pooal.

Meanwhile Goody checked around the area, and found a nice fresh pie tree. They would not have to eat
their backpack suppliesthisnight.

Hannah gathered dry moss and kindling, then struck sparks from a stone with her sword to set it onfire,
and built it up nicely. They had hot piesfor supper. Even the parody seemed satisfied asit perched on a
root and pecked at a pepper pie, because it made no derogatory remarks.

"Y ou're pretty handy with that sword," Goody said. "I mean, using it to make afire, though you handled
that tangle tree effectively t0o0."

Hannah hesitated, looking pained. She had removed her helmet so that her hair fell down around her
face, framing it rather attractively.

"Did | say something offensive?' Goody asked. "I didn't meanto.”



"Y our whole existenceis offensve,” the peeve said with its ground-root voice.

"It'snot that," Hannah answered, ignoring the bird. "It'sjust that | never traveled with anyone before,
especidly not agoblin, especidly not amae. | don't know how to handle acompliment.”

"Don't worry about it, fatal femme. Y ou'll never get another.”

Goody smiled. "I learned how from my wife. No matter what it is, you smile and say thank you. Then you
find something niceto say in return.”

"What aload of fresh cow flopd!"
"Oh—like areturn strike when your opponent triesto cut off your head.”
"Too bad he didn't succeed, you dizzy dame."

"Similar," Goody agreed. "l suppose the rulesfor positive exchanges do resemble those for negative
ones. But it isimportant not to get them confused.”

"That lets both of you out. Y ou're dways confused.”

She amiled. "I'll try to keep them Straight. Isit too late to respond to your compliment?”
"It isnever too late for that."

"It'sway too late!" the bird said petulantly.

She put on asmile. "Thank you."

"You'rewelcome."

"No you arent, you foolish floozy."

They finished their medl asdusk came. "I got hog sweaty fighting that tangler,” Hannah said. "1'd better
dunk my hide." She sood and undid her metdlic halter.

"Wow!" the peeve said. "A drip tease!”

"Wait!" Goody said. "You cant gtrip in front of aman.”
She paused. "Why not? Y ou're not much of aman.”
"Yousadit, sgter!”

Goody might have preferred more circumspect phrasing, but didn't careto make anissueof it. "lt—it is
not consdered socialy polite to disrobe in company. Y ou're afine looking woman, and—"

"Y ou're an overstuffed squaw!™

Sheamiled carefully. "Thank you."

"l mean, normally women vauetheir privecy.”

"What do you have to be private about, hussy?'

"Oh, do they? They didn't cover that in barbarian school .”



"So menwon't get idess.”

"Asif you could ever get an idea, goblin noggin.”

"But you'rein grief and have no ideas," she said. "I checked. That gray rose.” She resumed undressing.
"Stll, assagenerd socid rule—"

"Takeit off! Takeit off, srumpet!"

"I'm not good at socid rules. | just like to get the job done, whatever it is." Now her top was bare. It was
spectacular. She started on the bottom.

"I've seen better cones by roadside construction.”

"l should at least turn my back," Goody said uncomfortably.
"So | can scrub it? All right. Get it bare.”

"Y es, bare your bumbling bones, goblin gook."

Heredlized that she wasright. There was no reason for squeamishness. She was unconscious of any
awkwardness, and he should be too. They were after al of two different species. "l suppose werelike
family," hesaid. "'l need to wash too."

"For once you're making sense. Y ou both stink like congtipated pigs.”
Hannah's hand shot out and caught the bird by the feet. ™Y ou're coming too, crow bait."
"I'll fly away, you feminist garbage,” it threstened with her voice.

Shetook along tress of her hair and knotted it about one of the peeve'slegs. "I think knot,” she said,
smiling. She st the bird on her head.

"I'll poop onyour hair!"
"If you do, I'll dive wa-ay down deep to wash it off."
The parody looked thoughtful and kept its beak (or whatever) shut. The knot on its leg was quite tight.

They both stripped and waded into the water, which was pleasantly cool. Hannah had to go out twice as
far ashe, being twice astall. "Y ee-haal" she cried, leaping up and coming down with agreat splash. She
was indeed barbarian.

"Watch it, harridan!" the peeve exclamed. "Y ou're wetting me."

"Oh, like this?" She scooped a handful of water and fired it at her own head. It smacked into the bird,
thoroughly soaking it.

The peeve got the message. It ceased protesting. Goody rather admired the way she was handling it.
Barbarians evidently had aknack with animds.

Then she waded hafway back, dripping from several rounded points, heading right for him. Goody
hoped he had no reason to be alarmed. She dropped beside him and sat on the sand beneath so asto be
hisheght. "I'll do your back now."



Oh. "Thank you." He turned away.
"Y ou're blushing, goblin twerp,” the bird said from her head.

Goody hoped that was not the case. His skin was of course goblin dark, but it was possible for agoblin
to blush, and his surface was making the effort.

Her hands were strong yet gentle as she stroked, then kneaded his back and shoulders. "Oh, that feels
good!" hesaid.

"Well, it doesn't look good! If you were any scrawnier it would take two men and abird just to see you.”
"Barbarian massage. It relaxes the muscles after ahard day's battle. Y ou can do me next.”
"Front or back?' the bird demanded.

He did her next, emulating her motions as his hands went over her tightly muscled back and shoulders.
Hefdlt the knots relaxing, and knew he was getting the job done. She was big and strong, but there were
waysin which she reminded him of Go-Go. Probably it wasjust that she wasfemae.

"Y ou havethetouch,” shesad. "Maybeit'syour taent.”

"Goblinsdon't have talents." But then he remembered what Magician Murphy had said. "But maybe | will
develop one someday.”

"Theresloveinyour hands. | never felt that before.”

"Why would you want to, cutie pie?' the bird demanded with overwhelming sarcasm.
Oh. "l wasthinking of my wife. That dways mdtsme."

"That'swhat I'm fedling, then."

"Y ou got it backwards, babe. He's feding up you."

They finished and waded out of the water. They had no towels, but that was no problem for Hannah. She
samply shook hersdlf in place, doglike, making the water fling out in every direction.

"Squawk!" the parody protested dizzily.

But it wasn't the water that bothered Goody. His eyes|ocked up and his breath froze. The world went
darker than the dusk.

A hand whammed him on the back, nearly jarring histeeth loose. "Come out of it, goblin! What'sthe
matter with you?'

"The jerk fresked out!" the bird said.

Goody gasped in abreath as his eyes creaked back into focus. "Thistime the peeveisright. I—I think |
freaked out.”

"Freaked out?'
"When you shook your body. There was so much, so close, so mobile—above and below—"

"Too much hot wet meet whomping around,” the bird dlarified helpfully.



Shewas amazed. "My body did that? But I'm no nymph!"

"Y ou could pass for one, unclothed. A muscular one. | was caught off guard. I'm sorry."

"Thelittle lousg's aman after dl. Who would have thought it?*

"| freeked you out," sherepeated. "I never thought | could do that to any mae. I'm awarrior woman."
"A battling bawd."

"Now you know," he said, smiling wanly.

"l wonder if it would work in combat? If | wasreally hard pressed and needed a secret wegpon.”

"I believeit would work," he said. "Especidly against human males.”

"What adiscovery!" she exclaimed, pleased.

"Thirty-six yearsold, and she'sjust discovered sex!™

The bird could be uncomfortably accurate. "I am glad to have helped,” Goody said, wondering how it
knew her age.

Hannah reached up and untied the loop of hair holding the bird to her head. "Go find your own perch,
fowl-mouth.” She went to fetch her clothing where it had dried on bushes. Goody clapped ahand over
his eyes before she got into her sted-mesh panties, saving himsdf another freakout.

They finished dressng, and things were safe again. Goody gathered pillows from apillow bush.

"Wheat are you doing?'

"Fetching something soft to deep on.”

The parody flew up to roost on the front pole of the lean-to. "Make her take off her hater again, idiot!"
Goody's skin made another effort to blush.

"Why bother? The ground is good enough.” She flung herself down under the lean-to in her clothing and
was ingtantly adeep.

Well, she was a barbarian. Goody placed his pillows beside her and lay on them. He was soon soundly
adeep too.

"Well, now!"

Goody woke. That was the peeve'svoice. "Isthere a problem?’

"No. Go back to deep, runty."

Hannah stirred. "The dirty bird wants us adeep? | don't trust this."

Both of them quietly got up. Therewas alight out on the pool. What was going on out there?
"Well, stuff mein abottle and cal meapickle," Hannah bresathed. "It redly is acar pool.”

Indeed it was. Carswere lined up on the far side, with headlights danting toward the pool. Kiddie cars



and motorcycles were sporting in the water, supervised by the full-sized cars. Sport carswere racing
along the sand, and bold pickup trucks were sparking with well-upholstered limousines.

Severd cars got together and made music for othersto dance to. Pictures aso appeared in the flickering
headlights of a car labeled with the words Anni Mae, showing cars doing funny things. "' Car tunes”
Hannah whispered.

Something nudged Goody's foot. Helooked down. Therein thefaint light left over from the distant cars
was aminiature car, atoy, nudging hisankle. In fact there were anumber of them, covering the ground
before them. "What'sthis?'

"A car-pet, imbecile!"

It seemed the bird was right: the ground was covered with friendly little cars seeking adoption. Finding no
takers here, they soon rolled on around the lake.

"It seems harmless," Goody said. "And not our business.” He returned to his bed.
"L ook at the tail pipe on that doxie," the parody said. "That's revving some motors.”
"Forget it," Hannah said. "She's dready hitched to asemi.”

Fortunately Goody was too far into deep to wonder about it.

By morning the cars were clear. They ate more pies, cleaned up the campsite, and were ready to move
on.

The parody hopped onto Goody's shoulder. ™Y ou're looking good today, mop-head," it said to Hannah.

"Thank you." Then she changed her mind. "Wait haf an ingant. Y ou never compliment anybody. What's
wrong with my heed?"

"I'll never tell, tanglehair.”
Shefaced Goody. "What?'
"Well, your hair israther tangled under your helmet. | supposethat'sall right for abarbarian warrior lass”

"But not if 1 should happen to want to freak out an enemy warrior man with my body,” she said, catching
on."How do | fix it so | can charmamanif | ever want to?'

"Say, you're getting those sneaky distaff ways, chick!”

"My wife used to braid hersto keep it out of the way, and coil the braid on her head." He was able to
gpesk of hiswife without sinking into an abyss of grief now; it seemed the gray rose was helping.

"That'sway too much trouble. I'll just comb it out.” Shelifted off her helmet, plucked acomb from abush
and started ripping it through her tangles.

"Ripitdl out, playmatel" the bird advised.
"If | may assst—" Goody said.

She consdered haf amoment. "Fix it like your wifeés hair." She sat on the ground and gave him the
comb.



"Braided and coiled? That would take sometime.”
"That'sright. | forgot. Then just leaveit loose."

He used the comb carefully, and soon enough had disentangled the tangles and combed her tresses out
into afair flair that flowed silkily down her back.

"You actualy have very nice hair," Goody said.
"You ruinedit!" the parody complained. "What amess"

"That confirmsit,” she said, satisfied as she set the helmet carefully over it, letting the tresses show below.
"Thank you."

"Wdcome"

They got on their way. Soon they encountered an ogre who was entertaining himsdlf by twisting saplings
into square knots. By mutual consent, they elected to pass him by, as ogres were not safe to mess with.

"What aweakling," Goody's voice said loudly.

The ogre paused. Ogres were the strongest creatures of the forest, and knew it, and liked to proveit.
Then he picked up afist-sized stone. "Who speak me weak?' he demanded.

Goody tried to fade back asthe ogre's short attention span made him forget what had annoyed him.
"And smart, too."
The ogre huffed up. Cracks appeared in the stone he held. Ogres were judtifiably proud of their stupidity.

Goody set himsdlf to run. "And handsome as they come,” the bird concluded. And of course ogres loved
being ugly.

Juice dripped from the fragmented squeezed stone as the ogre took a step toward Goody. "Me do ajob
on bigmouth gob.”

"Il handlethis" Hannah said.

"Please, no bloodshed,” Goody said. "It's not the ogre's fault. Maybe we can gpologize.”

"With the pet peeve on your shoulder?' She put her hand on her sword. "Pacifism can't counteract that .
She had amonstrous point. "Or at least delay until we can escape,” Goody said desperately.

A bulb flashed over her head. "Femdewiles" she said. "Maybe they'll work. I'll distract him whileyou
and the bird get clear.”

"Spoilsport!”
"Agreed," Goody said.

Hannah faced the dowly advancing ogre, opening her hater. "Hdllo, you ugly brute," she said. "Wewere
just trying to get your attention, because you looked too stupid to understand anything.”

The ogre gazed dully at her, mollified. "Me seeashe.”



Hannah moved her head, flinging her hair about in nymphly style. Ogresliked ugly intheir own kind, but
were not entirely immune to nymphly charms. 'Y es, we are just passing through." Sheinhaled.

The ogre's eyes began to glaze. The maiden's charms were working. Goody took a cautious step
backward.

" She says she's seen trolls uglier, stronger, and duller than you are!l” the peeve caled.

That snapped the ogre out of it. He grabbed asmall tree, ripped it out of the ground, and prepared to
club the barbarian woman withiit.

"Panties” Goody called. "Flash them!”

Shewhirled, drawing up her metd skirt. Goody turned away in time, but the ogre didn't. In amoment he
wasfrozen in place, caught in mid swing.

Back onthetrail, safely past the ogre, halter back in place, Hannah murmured with satisfaction. "It
worked," shesaid. "It really worked. | paused him with my hair, ssopped him with my chest, and froze
him with my panties. I'm asuccessful nymph!”

"Aw, you werejust lucky," the parody said.
"And you didn't have to hurt him," Goody said, relieved.

They climbed amoderate hill and cameto asign partly shrouded by foliage. Goody peered at it, making
it out. LOVE SPRING.

"We don't need that," Goody said. "We had better circlewell around it.”
"Amen."
"What'salove spring?" the parody demanded.

"What, are you asking questions now, you ill-tempered avian?' Goody asked. "Are you thinking about
reforming your nasty nature?'

"That'll betheday!" Hannah said, laughing.

But Goody felt constrained to answer the question, asit was the polite thing to do. " A love spring causes
any people or creatureswho drink or touch its water to—"

Then the ground gave way beneath them, and they did heplesdy into the spring.

"Haha!" the peeve called asit hovered intheair. "I distracted you so you didn't see the overhang. Y ou
morong!”

And the two of them splashed into the water. It was deegp enough for Goody to float and Hannah to
stand with her head clear, so that her armor didn't Sink her. They weren't hurt, but were thoroughly
soaked.

"Oh, no!" Goody cried, swimming toward her. "Thisisn't what | want.”

"If I had to choose someone to get dunked in alove spring with, it sure wouldn't be you," Hannah said,
disgusted, as she oriented to meet him.



"What alaugh!" the parody chortled. "Now you'reredly infor it!"

"D—da—dam!" He couldn't get the bad word out; what emerged was something to do with adike for
water.

"Blegp!" Hannah swore, doing it for him.

Then, respectively floating and standing, they embraced each other and kissed passionately.
"0O000, what clumsy smooching! Why don't you put some real oomph into it, you amateurs!”
"We can't do thishere," Goody gasped asthey broke for abreath.

"Or in clothing,” she agreed. That had not been exactly what he meant.

"Hahaha" the peeve laughed. For once it wasn't peevish, oddly.

They clasped and kissed again. The barbarian woman was redly quite compelling when shetried, to his
dismay. Now hewished he hadn't helped her learn how to be feminine.

"| hatethis," Goody said at the next bresk. "I'min grief for Go-Go." Another hot kiss as he stroked her
back.

"Quit fooling around and get down to business," the parody called.

"If it weren't for the barbarian code of honor that requires me to complete my assgnment, I'd pulverize
you rather than do this." She put her hands on hisrear and hauled himin to her hdter for a
heart-throbbing squeeze.

"What are you two doing in my pond?" avoice demanded.

They paused to look. It was alovely lady standing by the edge of the pool. She wore a beautiful short
dresswith wet hems. Shelooked like awater fairy.

"Wefdl in," Goody said awkwardly. "We didn't mean to."

"And wewish we hadn't," Hannah said.

"Thelast thing we wanted to do wasfal in alove spring,” Goody said.
The woman laughed. "L ove spring? Whatever gave you that idea?"
"That 9gn," Hannah said.

"What sgn?'

"The one on the bank above that says LOVE SPRING," Goody said.

Shelaughed. "Y ou mean the LOVE SPRINGS ETERNAL sign at the lookout ledge? I've been meaning
to clip back the encroaching foliage."

Goody and Hannah exchanged a gaze of something other than passion asthey disengaged. "Part of it was
covered,” Hannah muttered.

"I'd berdieved if | weren't 0 embarrassed,” he said. "We didn't have to—to—"



"Whatever," she agreed crosdy.

They swam and waded to shore and emerged in their dripping clothes. The woman went the other way,
wading into the water. Her dress became afish tail. Shewasamermaid!

"Perhaps we should introduce oursalves,” shesaid. "l am Loreld, the Sren'slesser-known cousin who
waslost in the Void but managed somehow to find her way out.”

"l am Goody Goblin, the only polite mae of my kind, on amission for the Good Magician.”

"l am Hannah Barbarian, assigned to guard this goblin.”

"It isan education to meet both of you," Lorele said. "It does get rather quiet in thisisolated spot.”
"Would you liketo have atadking bird?"

"Bird?'

"I need to find agood home for this pet peeve." Goody indicated the parody, who was now hovering
dlently abovethe pool.

"Why, that might be nice" Lorelel agreed. "'Isit houssbroken?!

"Housebroken!" the peeve exclaimed, outraged. "'I'll poop in your pool!"

"Don't you darel"

But shewastoo late. A nugget plopped into the water.

"Unfortunatdly it's obnoxious,” Goody said.

"It certainly i9" Lorele agreed. "Shoo! Get away from here, bird!"

"And what if | don't, you wet piece of tail ?"

The mermaid put her handstogether. A jet of water shot up, scoring on the bird.

"Awk!" The parody tumbled through the air, righting itsdf barely in timeto land on Goody's shoulder.
"Y ou fishy wench!" it sputtered with Goody's voice.

"WEll take that asano onthebird,” Hannah said.
"Do you have any ideawho might be interested?’ Goody asked.

"Maybe someonein the Region of Madness," Lorelel said as she gingerly scooped up the bird dropping
and hurled it into the brush. "They'd have to be mad." She washed her hands off vigoroudly.

That about coveredit.

4

No Man's Land



They found a private glade where they could strip and dry, no longer sensitive to the problem of
exposure or the bird's risqué remarks. Hannah found some fireweed that was useful for heating and
drying their clothing, but they didn't dare hang it so close asto burn. It was easier to wait.

"l wish to gpologize for my behavior in the mermaid's pool,” Goody said.

Hannah shook her head. "Y ou redlly are polite! | was as much at fault asyou.”

"It isamazing how influentia suggestion can be. We saw the sign, and assumed we were compelled.”
"We should have known better."

"If weareever inasmilar Stuation—"

"WEell stop and check to seeif itisred, beforewe act.”

"Beforewe act," he agreed.

She hesitated. "Now don't misunderstand, but—"

Goody fdt himsdf trying to blush again. "We are definitely not cut out to ever be acouple.”
"Right. You'reagoblin and I'm abarbarian. But—"

"But it wasfun kissing."

"It wasfun kissing," she agreed. "Let'snever do it again.”

"Agreed! What this suggestsis that we are perhaps more ready than we thought to find appropriate
partners, if they exis."

"That'sit exactly. A nice goblin girl for you, abrutish barbarian lout for me. Too bad Jordan's taken.”
"Jordan?"

"A barbarian male. Theré'sawhole book about him somewhere; he's become part of the legend.”
"Maybe he has a brother."

"And maybe therés agoblin girl who likes politeness.”

"Therésadwaysfant hope" he agreed.

"Fat chance, you dunces.”

"And maybe abird for you," Hannah said to the parody. "What gender are you?"'

"None of your business, srumpet.”

Their clothing was dry. They donned it and were ready to travel again. "Are you familiar with the Region
of Madness?' Hannah inquired.

"] have heard of it, of course, but never ventured within it."

"The samefor me. | understand that truly weird things exist in that area. Are you sure you want to venture
there?'



"Isthere any better chance to place the bird?"

"Asked and answered,” she agreed ruefully. " Only amadman would be crazy enough to want to adopt
this miscreant cregture.”

"You sadit, hussy!
They marched south, toward the dread Region of Madness.

There was atrembling in the earth. Hannah put her hand on her sword and stood ready, while Goody
stayed back and watched. There was no telling what they might encounter as they approached Madness.

The ground gave one last quiver. Then ahole opened almost under her feet and a blue snout poked out.
A greeting, fair maiden. Goody heard it in his head, and was sure Hannah did too.

"What outside of tarnation are you?' Hannah demanded.

The snout was followed by agreen and brown wormlike body with squat red legs. Vortex Dragon, you
delicious creature.

Shewas astonished. "Y ou're adragon? Y ou don't ook like any dragon I've ever seen.”
Your legs are lovely, but let me get separate so | can concentrate.

Hannah hastily jumped back, realizing that the dragon was peering up under her skirt. "Isthat you talking
inmy head?'

Vortex coiled, snakdike, holding his head high. He was about one and a hadf human people long, from
snout to tail-tip. Let me attune. "There: isthat better?’

Goody came forward. "Now you'retalking!"
"l am projecting my thoughts into your mind, phrasing them to emulate averbd voice."
"Mind reading!" Hannah exclamed.

"l am telepathic, true. It isone of my aspects. My full description is medium-small suction tunneling
friendly telepathic mae dragon. And you are?!

"Goody: politemaegoblin.”

"Hannah: barbarian femae human.”

"Go soak your snout, worm-face.”

The dragon oriented on the bird. "I believe you would make agood medl, parody.”
"Dont try to threaten me, you pitiful imitation monster. Y ou don't even have any teeth.”

"Nor do | requirethem.” The dragon lifted his snout. It widened, becoming aflaring tube. Dusty air
sucked in, spirding, forming aminiature tornado. The whirling air extended toward the bird. It tugged at
Goody's clothing and hair. It was about to suck in the peevel

Hannah drew her sword.

"Wait!" Goody cried. "Thisbird isnot for eating.”



Thetornado faded. "Are you sure? It seemstoo obnoxiousto dlow to live.”

"My jobistofind it agood home. | can't afford to let it get eaten.”

"Inthat case | will let it go, against my better judgment.”

"I never heard of ateepathic sucking dragon,” Hannah said. " Are you from the Region of Madness?”'

"No, | am part of the recent dragon immigration facilitated by the Muse of Higtory. It seemsthat an
affliction decimated the origina dragon population, so we were asked to colonize from Dragon World.
Being of dien derivation, we have quditiesthat are not identica to those of the locals. We are il
Spreading out, settling into our ecologica niches, asit were. | gpologize for inconveniencing you."

There was something about this creature that appeaed to Goody. "We are glad to make your
acquaintance.”

"l shal be on my way. If you should change your mind about the availability of the peevish bird for
consumption, please give meamentd call." He pointed his snout at the ground, then seemed to diveinto
it asif it were water. In not much more than amoment and ahalf he was gone, leaving solid ground
behind.

"Good riddance!" the peeve caled, after the dragon was safely gone.
"| didn't redlize there was adragon immigration,” Goody said.

"Neither did |. But cometo think of it, acouple years back | encountered fewer dragons than usud. So
maybe a plague did thin them out.”

"He wasn't fooling about having different quaities. Sucking in prey, tunndling through the ground—"
"And telepathic. That's not unknown in dragons, but | got theimpression it isroutine for hisworld.”

They walked on. Soon they came to an archway. Above it was adecoratively curving Sgn: LET NO
MAN ENTER THESE OUR PREMISES.

"I would not want to intrude where | am not wanted,” Goody said. "We must find another route.”
"Aw, go ahead, spoilsport,” the peeve said, ever dert for mischief.

"It'ssolid prickly tangle east and west," Hannah said. "'1've been keeping an dert barbarian eye out. Wed
have to make along detour, and the day is getting on."

"But thesgnsays—"

"Technically, youre not aman. Y ou areamae goblin. Maybeit'sjust human loutsit doesn't want.”
"| don't gpprove of invoking technicalities”

"Chicken! Buk buk buk BAWK!"

"Shut your beak," Hannah snapped. "Weretrying to make adecision here.”

"I'll help you, sour skirt." The peeve launched into the air and flew through the archway.

"Bleep!" Hannah swore, pursuing it.



Without thinking, Goody followed. As he passed under the arch, something peculiar happened to his
dothing.

Hannah stood in the path, the peeve on her shoulder. "Oops,” she said.
"What asight!" the bird said, its beady eyes staring.

"l don't understand,” Goody said, trying to adjust his shirt, which had become uncomfortably tight across
the chest.

"Let'sjust get you on out of here,” Hannah said, hustling him back through the archway.
"It didn't work!" the peeve cried, ddlighted.

"What didn't work?'

"It didn't change you back," Hannah said, looking half stunned.

"Back towhat? I'm ill Goody Gaoblin, aren't 17?7

"Back toaman.”

Goody looked down at himself. His shirt bulged out with two rounded projections on his chest. Hislegs
had thickened, especialy in the upper thighs. Hishair fet longer. "To awhat?'

"Take off your shirt."

Hewas glad to, to dleviate the construction. Then he saw the problem: his chest was now formed into
two full femae bressts.

"Get aload of those boobs!" the peeve cackled.
"Check your hardware.”

Hefdt ingde histrousers. There was nothing there.
Hefdt faint. "What—?"

"Y ou are now awoman."

"l cantbe!"

"It seemsthat's what the arch sign meant. Not that no man should enter, but than no man could. Because
it changes genders.”

"And doesn't change back!" the bird exalted.
"Thiscan't be," he protested.

"It didn't affect me," she said. "Just you. It seemsto be aone-way transformation. Y ou will have to get
usedto being agirl.”

"Hahahahaha"

Goody grabbed for the peeve, but it flew up out of reach.



"Comeon, I'll hdp you adjust. Thereis suitable clothing beyond the arch, maybe by no coincidence.”
Hannah led him back through. Thistime hisbody did not change.

She outfitted him—he might have afemale body now, but he dtill thought of himself as mde—with asmal
bra, panties, blouse, skirt, dippers, and aribbon to tie back hislonger hair. Y ou helped me be femde,”
she murmured. "'I'm returning the favor.”

Hewinced. "Thank you." He put his backpack back on.

"Let'sbe sengble: if there'sano-man's-land, there must be a no-woman's-land too. We just haveto find
it"

Goody brightened. "That would help.”

They followed the path toward wherever it was going. It seemed routine. They saw fat butterfliesand thin
margarine flies, winged oblongs of ydlow substance. On the ground were dull ignor-ants and excited
ant-icipations. There was abat flying from cookie to cookiein acookiefield, knocking them off their
stems. a cookie batter. A bush by a pond was covered with ticks. Goody recognized aloon-a-tick,
whose bite would cause a person to fee compelled to dive for fish. They passed afield of candy corn,
with alady farmer made of candy. Nothing out of the ordinary.

"Maybelet's not mention my, ah, origin,” Goody suggested. "I'm redlly not used to it.”
"Agreed.”

They found acampsite. A woman was there before them. "Hello," she said. "'Y ou must be new here. I'm
Hazdl; my talent isto change the color of my eyes.” She demonsirated as she spoke, her eyes going from
hazel to blue, and back again. "Welcometo No Man's Land. Y ou will never be bothered by aman here;
itsasanctuary.”

"What crap,” the peeve said with Goody's voice.

Hazd's mouth tightened. "How's that?"

"It'sthebird,” Hannah said quickly. "It borrows our voicesto insult people.”

"Dont believeit, harridan!”

"We're looking for agood homefor it," Goody said quickly. "It'sabit awkward to have around.”

Hazd squinted at the peeve. "I can appreciate that. | don't think anyone here would want such a
cregture.”

"What the blegp do you know, pooch?”’

Hazd's face hardened. "Maybe you folk had better move on with your bird.”
"WElIl do that," Hannah agreed.

"The goblin'saboy,” the peeve said.

So much for privacy; it wasimpossible with the bird.

"Not anymore," Hazd said. "Didn't you seethe warning sgn?"



"Thebird flew in, and he had to follow," Hannah explained.

Hazel nodded. "Why don't you smply feed it to anest of nickel-pedes?’

"So much for you, you vomit-faced Jezebel! No more Nice Bird! Now I'll redly cussyou out!"
"We admit to being tempted,” Hannah said quickly. "But our missionisto placeit in agood home."
"No good home would accept such awretch."”

"This dump accepted you, you fixed canine.”

"Isthere anywhere | can get turned back into aman?' Goody asked. "WEll be happy to go there
immediady."

Hazd considered haf amoment. It was obvious that she wanted the bird to be far away, soon. "You
might try No Woman's Land. | haven't been there, of course, but | understand it has a masculizing effect.”

"Not that abutch like you needsit.”

"Thank you," Goody said eagerly. "Whereisit?'
"Somewhere beyond here. That'sal | know."
"WEell findit," Hannah said grimly.

They departed the campsite quickly. "1 wonder if we could tie string around the bird's beak to keep it
shut," Hannah said.

"Y ou wouldn't dare, you hotted up battledore.”

Hannah reached toward the parody, but it flew up out of the way. It was merely a gesture; she hadn't
moved as fast as she could have, and in amoment the bird settled back down to perch on Goody's
shoulder. Their quarrelswere becoming ritualized.

A swirl of smoke formed before them. "What's aloft?'
"What'sthis?' Hannah asked, surprised.

The cloud solidified. "Elevate, above, buoy, build, ascend—"
"Up?' Goody asked.

"Whatever," the shape agreed crosdy.

"What the blegp are you?' Hannah demanded.

"The Demoness Metria," Goody said.

A lusciousfemaeform dlarified. "And who are you, goblin girl?"
"Goody Goblinin drag,” the parody said.

The demoness transformed into aglowing lightbulb, and back to hersdlf. "Of course! ThisisNo Man's
Land. Not worth the sumble.”



"Worth thewhat?' Hannah asked.

"Lossof balance, misstep, movement, passage, voyage—"

"Trip?"

"Whatever. There are no men to torment here, so what's the point?”

"What anincompoop!" Goody's voice said.

The demoness oriented on him. "How's that again, Goblin?'

The parody answered before Goody could speak. "Nitwit, dope, clod, ass, pinhead—"

"l know the blegping word!" the demoness snapped, fire flickering on her breath. "Do you want to live
another millisecond, goblin®?*

Hannah interposed hersdf. "It'sthe bird, using his voice. Her voice. Whatever."
Thefire eased into hot cods. "Oh. So what does he/she want?'

"| want to get back my gender," Goody said. "Do you know where No Woman's Land is?"
"It won't drudge.”

Goody hated this, but was stuck for it, because he wanted her help. "Won't what?'
"Strain, pull, exert, [abor, do ajob—"

"Work?'

"Whatever! Y ou can't get from hereto there."

"But | haveto change back!"

"Too bad. Oo-toodle." Metriafaded out.

"Oo-toodle?' Hannah asked.

" She gets her words confused,” Goody said.

"Didn't you notice, poop-for-brains?'

Hannah flicked afinger at the bird, reminding Goody oddly of the Finger that had started him on this
adventure, and the parody twitched awing asif ready tofly.

"So it seemswe have aproblem,” the barbarian said.

"We?"

"Lessof onefor me. Do you think you can complete your mission as agobliness?

"No!"

"But you know your personality already matches. Y ou can make avery good lady goblin.”
"Something'smissng.”



"Fortunately it doesn't show.”
"Haw haw haw!" the peeve laughed.

Goody didn't find it dl that funny, but redlized that the bird hadn't meant him to be amused. "Weve got to
get to No Woman's Land.”

"But the demoness saild—"
"Metriamay not have had quite the right word."
Shelooked at him with masked pity. "Very wel. Well search for the route.”

They walked on. Soon they came to adog whose body wasin the shape of anumbered dia with along
pointer and a short pointer radiating from its center. It was Sitting and scratching ceasdlesdly.

Goody had sympathy for animalsin trouble. "What's the matter?' he asked it.
The dog glanced a him asif he were an idiot and went on scratching.

"| believe that'sawatch dog," Hannah said.

"Andit'sgot ticks," the peeve sad.

Goody redlized that there was no cure for what ailed the dog, because when the ticks stopped, so would
the dog. So he waked on, hoping thiswas not aclumsy paralld to his own Stuation.

Next they cameto an olive green girl Sitting beside the path. She was holding ababy. This seemed odd,
because the storks normally did not ddliver to children.

"Let'sleave the peeve out of this" Hannah said. "Better that you talk to her done.”
"Blegp!" But the bird fluttered to her shoulder, knowing that nothing would happen until it did.
Goody waked on. The girl continued to croon to her baby.

"Hello, little girl," Goody said, wondering whether it would be polite to inquire about the baby. Probably
not, but he could ask about No Woman's Land.

"Hdlo, goblingirl," the child replied.

"l am Goody. | waswondering—"

"l am| loveyou."

That st him back. "I don't think 1—"

"Olive Hue," sherepeated carefully. "Because I'm green.”
Oh. "l gpologize for mishearing.”

"That'sal right. Everybody does. I'm green because | envy al you normal folk with redl friends. What's
your taent?"

"I'm not sure | have one. Most goblins don't.”



"Minesto makeimaginary friends ThisisLorla.”

"Lorelel?" he asked, surprised, because that was the name of the Sren's sigter.

"Lorla Fiona," shesaid carefully. " Shel's 4.7 months old. She needsme.”

"| gpologize for—"

"Everybody does. | can make others."

"Others?"

"Imaginary friends" The baby faded out.

Goody was finding this exchange to be more challenging than anticipated. "Uh, dl right.”

Two bigger girls appeared. They were evidently twins, one of light complexion, the other dark.

"Hello, Goody," the dark one said. 'l am Olive'simaginary friend Suretha. My talent isto turn day to
night." Thelight of day faded, and the scene became dark.

"And | am her sster Sharing," the other girl said. "My talent isto turn night to day.” The darkness abated,
and it was day again.

Goody digested this. Imaginary friendswith red talents? That gave him awild notion. "1 am impressed.
Maybe you can hdp me."

"Sure. But my friendsdon't las." The twinsfaded out.
"l amlooking for something and don't know where or how to find it. Would any of your friends—"
"Sure”

An older woman appeared. "Hello, Goody. | am Mysteria. My talent isto create what is needed, but |
don't know what it isor how to useit.”

Goody wasn't sure about that, but maybe it was better than nothing. "Would you be willing to create
what | need?"

"Certainly.” An object appeared in her hand. She proffered it to him.

Goody looked at it. It was asmall tatuette or alarge key in the shape of a person. "Thank you."
But Mysteriawas dready fading out. The object, however, remained.

"Uh, may | keep this?' he asked Olive, who now had the baby back.

"Sure. It'syours." She resumed crooning.

"Thank you." He waked back to Hannah and the peeve.

"About time!" the bird carped. "Day and night passed waiting on you, you dacker."

So the effects had been red for the otherstoo. Those were truly remarkable imaginary friends!
"Any luck?" Hannah asked.



"Some, but I'm not surewhat kind." He showed the Satuette. "Thisiswhat | need.”
"What doesit do?"'

"l don't know."

"How do you useit?'

"l don't know that either."

"What anignoramug”

"And isits purpose and application clear to you, peeve?' he demanded as he pocketed the object. That
shut the bird up, for awhile. "Well, maybe the answerswill come," Hannah said dubioudly. They walked
on. They cameto afied of hot crossed bunsthat looked delicious. It was midday, so Goody picked one
and bitintoiit.

Thething puffed into foul-tasting smoke in his mouth that burned histongue. "Y uck!" he exclaimed,
blowing out ablot of smokein the shape of across.

"That'sahot crossed pun!" Hannah said. ""Are you going to be emitting smelly punsfor aday?"
"l think | gpat itoutintime.

"l hope s0. The bird's bad enough aready, without that."

"What do you cal abig drum carried by two nuns?' She looked at him suspicioudy. "Isthat a—"
"A conundrum!” he said. "Co-nun-drum.”

"Ugh! Y ou swallowed some of that crossed pun!”

"l suppose| did," he agreed ruefully. "I think | got it al out now."

"What adtinker," the parody said with satisfaction. "Got any more?"

Hannah peered ahead. "There may be real food acrossthat river."

Goody looked. "But how do we get across? | see colored fins."

She nodded. "Not worth trying to svim. But there must beaway."

They waked along the bank, and the colored fins paralleled them. Those were likely loan sharks, eeger
to take an arm and aleg if given opportunity.

A woman was gitting on the bank, flipping smal coinsto theloan sharks. "Don't feed the fish!" Hannah
sad. "That will make them losethar fear of man.”

"There are no men here," the girl pointed out. "Do you need to get across?'
"Yes. Do you know away?"

"Of course. | am Brigitte. | make bridges appear. That's my taent.” Brigitte—bridge-it. Goody wondered
if the girl had partaken of the hot-crossed puns. "We could use abridge.”

Brigitte gestured. A bridge appeared, spanning theriver. "Welcome. That'swhy I'm here."



"You cdl that abridge? I've seen a better span on lace!™

"Redlly?' The bridge disappeared.

"It'sthe bird!" Goody explained. "It imitates my voiceto insult people. It'safine bridge.”
Brigitte looked unconvinced.

"Try it yoursdf," Goody said desperately. "Take the bird on your arm and listen.”

"Oh, dl right," shesaid. "But | don't believeit."

The parody hopped onto her lifted wrist. "Did you ever see asnottier looking goblin girl?* her voice
inquired. "You'd swear shesamaninadress.”

Brigitte nodded. "Now | bdieve."
"Would you like to adopt the bird?" Goody asked. "We're looking for agood homefor it."

Shelaughed. "No way! They'd boot me out of No Man's Land! Takeit on acrosstheriver.” The bridge
reappeared.

Goody took back the peeve. "Thank you."

They walked onto the bridge. It was solidly constructed and seemed more than adequate, but closeto
the surface of theriver. Theloan sharks swamin close.

"Ignore them and maybe they'll go away," Hannah advised.

"Hey, you lubbers! Y ou cal those teeth? I've seen better on akeyhole saw!™

The sharks colorsintensified. They gnashed their teeth, which were considerably larger than described.
"And those fins—I'll bet they make stinking soup!™

Goody hurried, but now the sharks were redlly enraged. One big blue one leaped high enough to land on
the bridge. It swiveled around, trying to dide across the planks to reach them.

"And what happened to your tail? Did it get caught in agrinder?’
Goody backed away as the shark snapped at hislegs.

Another shark made the legp, landing behind him. This one wasred, and larger than thefirst. Now he
was trapped between them.

Hannah stepped in, her sword drawn. "Now we can do this one of two ways," she said to the sharks.
"Y ou can dide back into the water on your own, and keep your hidesintact. Or you can befilleted for
our dinner.”

"Don't you believeit!" Goody's voice cried. " She's got good-tasting arms and legs.”
The red shark gnashed itsteeth, sending out a shower of sparks. It wasn't being bluffed.

"Perhaps asmal demonstration,” the barbarian said. She stepped forward, her sword-point blurring. The
letters H B appeared on the shark's hide.



"She carved her initidd"” the parody chortled. "Maybe shelll do her whole name next: Honey Bunch.”

The shark chewed on that amoment, then did off the bridge, followed by the blue one. Hannah had
made her point.

They continued on across the bridge, unmolested. "' Could you redly have filleted them?' Goody asked.
"Of course. But | didn't redlly want to. Loan sharkstaste terrible.”

They reached the far bank and turned to wave thanks to Brigitte. Then they surveyed the plants growing
here. There was an assortment of pie plants, milkweed, and cookies. Exactly what they needed.

They settled down for a considerable snack. "Honey Bunch?' Goody asked.
"When | wasagirl, amean boy made that up to tease me. Now they call him tongue-twister."
"But that's not atongue twigter.”

"Because he never was able to get the knot | tied out of histongue.”

"He he heel" the peeve laughed.

Hannah glanced at it. "I haven't lost the knack.”

The bird's beak snapped thoroughly shut.

Stuffed, Goody found he had aproblem. "I need to—"

"Poop!" the bird said helpfully.

"No! But—"

"Squat by abush," Hannah said.

"BUE"

"You can't doit theway you used to. Y ou'reagirl now."

"And you've got pan-ties!”

Goody found the whole bus ness uncomfortably awkward, especialy with the goading of the bird, but
managed to get through. "I thought | got what | needed,” he said, glancing at the statuette. "But it didn't
hdpatal."

"Such artifacts are usud|ly valid. Just keep it in mind as we search.” But the barbarian's assurance lacked
conviction.

They cameto acentrd plaza. There was some kind of monument, abig block of polished stone. Oniit
werethewords THINGS EQUAL TO THE SAME THING ARE EQUAL TO EACH OTHER.

"What doesit mean?" Goody asked.
"Begtsme. But it surdly means something.”

"Duh!" the parody said.



Sheturned to the bird. "Do you know something, or are you just mouthing?"
"Small object, big object, put them together, cretin.”

Goody brought out the statuette and consdered it more carefully. "1 just noticed something: thisismale
on one sde, female on the other."

"| just noticed something too: there's a doll-shaped cavity in the top of thisblock.”
"Double Duh!" the bird repesated.

"So we put them together?' He brought the small object to the big object. The cavity wasjust the right
szefor it. "Which way up?'

"I am getting awicked notion," Hannah said. "It hasto go one side up or the other. Could that be
important?'

"Let'sfind out." Goody laid the doll in the hole, female sde up.
Nothing happened.

"Now try the other way," Hannah said.

Helifted out the figure and replaced it male side up.

Something odd happened. His shirt loosened and his trousers congtricted him uncomfortably in the
crotch.

"Oh, no!" Hannah exclaimed.
"I'm back!" Goody cried. "I've got my made parts!”
"You don't say," Hannah said heavily.

Helooked at her. Her halter hung loose and her skirt dangled on her narrow hips. Her arms and legs had
developed knotty muscles. "Youreaman!”

"Hahahahaha!" The parody laughed so hard it fell off Goody's shoulder and lay twitching on the
ground. "How you like them apples, hero?'

"That'swhy the blegping bird was so helpful," Hannah said. "It knew thiswould happen.”

The peeveflew back to Goody's shoulder. "Well, it was alucky guess, dolt."

"We can change you back, Hannah," Goody said. "But—"

"But then you'd beagirl agan.”

That gave him pause. "l gather you don't want to be male any more than | want to be female?"
"Right on, buster.”

A bulb flashed over hishead. "I can leave. Y ou can stay here and change it back once I'm out.”

She/he nodded. "That should work. Let'sdo it thisway: I'll escort you out, then return here to change,
then rgoin you asfemde.



It was decided. Except for one thing: "What about the gender key?"

"Let'sexperiment.” Shelifted it out. Nothing changed. "It seemsit remainswhere s&t; thisisonly akey,
not the whole magic. Let'stakeit with us, so no one else can useit before we're clear.”

"Awww," the parody said.

"Now | think I understand what the demoness meant,” Goody said. "We couldn't go to No Woman's
Land, becauseit didn't exist. But we made it cometo us."

"So shedid wangle aconfusion.”
"Demons do tend to be devious.”
They foraged for new clothing, storing the old in Hannah's barbarian backpack.

They walked back the way they had come. They came to the river and waved. A bridge appeared, and
they crossed. On the far sde was aman who looked like Brigitte's brother. His clothesfit perfectly. "Did
you find what you were looking for, brothers?' heinquired jovidly.

Goody sent Hannah a Significant Glance, then answered. "Y es, thank you."

They went on, and cameto alittle green boy playing with another boy. "Hédllo, Olive."
"Hi, fellows." He continued playing, paying them no more atention.

"Now he makesimaginary boys, not girls™ Hannah murmured.

They cameto Hazdl, who was now male. "How doesit fed to be dtered?' Goody asked.
mWhat?"

"To changefrom femaeto mae?'

"What are you talking about? I've dways been mae. Everyone's male, herein No Woman's Land.”
Hannah returned the Significant Glance to Goody. The inhabitants didn't know!

"What acrackbrain!"

"And you boys gill have your blegping bird. | thought you were going to get rid of it."

"No such luck, yet," Hannah said.

They went on. "Did you notice how their clothesfit?' Goody asked. "They must have changed with the
people. Why didn't ours?’

"Because we're outsders. That'swhy we're aware of the change. Probably if we stayed here awhile,
we'd losetrack too."

" find that scary."
"Sodol."

They continued on out the gate, which now said NO WOMAN'S LAND. Even the stone had changed!
"I'll wait here," Goody said. "With the parody."



"That will hdp. I'll hurry." She/he disappeared back through the gate.
Goody settled down for asnooze. This had been quite enough of aday!

Then he thought of something. The parody had never changed. Did that mean it was neuter, or that it was
impossibletotell itsgender? Well, did it matter? Its nature was obnoxious regardless.

He woke as Hannah returned, femae again. "L et's get the bleep away from here," she said. "This place
gives methe cregps.”

"Impossible! You'reaready acreep.”
"What did you do with the key?"
"I'vegot it in my pack. Should we leave it here?"

"Let'skeepit, just in case we should ever have to return here. We don't want to be subject to another

involuntary change.”
"Agreed.”
They waked away from No Man'sLand.

5

Bounce

Oncethey got well away from No Man's Land, they relaxed. They found afield of daises and sat there,
resting. "'l thought | was afraid of nothing," Hannah said. "But I'm afraid of turning mae. What ahorror!”

"Y ou look good as a barbarian lout, damsdl."
Sheflung apebble at the bird, which missed. It would have hit, had she wanted it to.

Goody nodded. "Likewise, only vice versa" He picked adaisy flower and sniffed it. From up close he
redized that it was actually in the shape of aletter E. That was curious.

Then Hannah was hustling him out of there. "Those are daze-E'dl" she said.

Goody looked around dazedly. "Like what?"'

"Sniff them and you're dazed. We can't camp in that field. We'd never get organized.”
Hewas recovering hisequilibrium. "Oh. Yes"

There was abig sign at the edge of thefield. Goody tried to read it, but it didn't seem to have words, just
what appeared to be the beaks of assorted birds, some of which were falling off.

"Ho ho ho!" the peeve laughed.

"I must still be too dazed to focus," Goody said.



"No, you seeit clearly enough. It'sabillboard.”
Goody groaned. "'l just want a safe, peaceful placeto stay the night.”

Hannah pulled a bill off the board and unrolled it like paper. "What does this say?* she asked, showing it
tohim.

"Y ou can't read it yourself?"

"Barbariansareilliterate.”

"They are?"

"It'sin the Barbarian Handbook. Not that I've read it, of course.”

Goody was not at al sure of that, but let it go. "Leigh and Anne," he read. "Room and board for agood
tee"

"That sounds good. Wheré'sthear house?'
"Behind the billboard,” he read.

She took the paper, rolled it back into form, and plugged it back onto the board. Then they walked
around the billboard. There was a neat cottage they somehow had not seen before.

They went to its door. Goody knocked. It opened to show agirl of about seventeen with asolid nice
figure, cream-colored hair that fell short to her ears, and large innocent blue eyes.

"What adizzy chick! Did her hair get caught in abucket of sour milk?"
Oops. The parody was @t it again. Goody opened his mouth.

"Oh, agoblin, abarbarian wench, and ataking bird!" the girl said. "Wonderful. Do comein. I'm Leigh.
I'm sure you have afascinating te.”

They didn't argue. They entered. Insde was another girl of Smilar age, with long auburn hair with copper
streaks. Her body was extremely shapely, as were her features, but she seemed to be too shy to spesk.

"Curvesto diefor," Hannah muttered. " Good thing I'm not envious."
"Thisismy younger twin sster Anne," Leigh said. "She does as sheistold.”
"I am Goody Goblin. Thisis Hannah Barbarian, and the bird is—"

The peeve opened its beak to say something nasty, but Anne smiled &t it, lighting the room, and the bird
wasslent.

"A pet peeve,” Goody continued, amazed. "L ooking for agood home." Could thisbeit?

"Anne, go &t the table for our guests.” The girl obeyed. "We don't want atalking bird. But welll listen to
your fascinating tele tonight.”

Obvioudy the elder, plainer twin was the boss of this establishment. Goody did not fedl it was his place
to argue. But had he been human, the younger twin could have made him do anything, just by smiling.
She had stifled the obnoxious bird; even the peeve was unable to be peevish in the face of such
loveliness



They had just settled down to eat adelicious meal when there was atramping sound outside. Goody was
ready to jump off the high stool they had set up for him, because there was afamiliar thud to it. All
goblins knew and feared the sound of ogre tromps. "Anne, see what that is," Leigh snapped.

Anne, who was on her feet because she was serving, walked to the wall—and through it, disappearing.
"A blegping ghost!" the bird said.

"No, that's her talent,” Leigh said. "She can diffuse until sheisghostlike. It's handy when we want to
check something without making acommation.”

Anne returned through thewall. "An ogreis coming,” she said. "He says he's Rek King, going to meet his
queen at the Rek King Bal."

"Well, he can't stay here," Leigh said. "Weve dready got company.”
Hannah stood. "Ogres don't like to hear the word No," she said. "I can go out and—"

"I'll handleit," Leigh said. She walked to the door, and through it, but not in the manner of her sigter. She
left aperson-sized holein it, with splintered wood at the edges.

"That's her tlent,” Anne explained shyly. "To make hersdf so solid she'slike abrick wall."

"So | see” Hannah said. It was becoming clear why these sisters were not concerned about abusive
visitors. One was too solid to gainsay, the other too ghostlike, when they chose.

Therewas acrash outsde, like that of a mighty acorn tree falling on aboulder, or two dragons smashing
inmidair. Then Leigh walked back in through the door. "We collided,” she said. "He changed hismind.”

Goody couldn't think of what to say, so he generated a compliment. "There are qualitiesin the two of you
to be admired.”

"Thanks" Leigh sad gruffly, and Anne smiled. Goody felt bathed in sparkling warmth.

After the medl, they settled down to tdll their tale. Goody explained about the Finger, and his agreement
to find ahome for the parody. Then it was Hannah's turn.

"I'm thirty something,” she said, "and life got dull. So | decided to have aredly good barbarian adventure,
before thinking about settling down. The wildest adventures are by those performing Servicesfor the
Good Magician, in exchange for Answersto their Questions. So | made up the stupidest question | could
think of and went there."

"What question wasthat?' Leigh asked.

"What isthe nature of ultimate redity?' shesad.

"Why would a barbarian care about something like that?'
"l told you it was stupid.”

"Did he giveyou an Answer?'

"Humfrey told methat | would know it once I completed the Service, and the Service was guarding
Goody Goblin while he shopped the obnoxious bird around. So far it's been pretty good."



They continued with the story of their adventures so far, including the embarrassing love spring confusion
and No Man's Land. Every time the parody got ready to comment, Anne glanced at it with the hint of a
gmilethat stifled it. Thetwins agreed it was afine tale, worthy of the night's lodging.

Then it wastimeto deep. "You'll use Annesroom,” Leigh said. Then, before Goody could get out a
protest, "Shell join me, of course.” Oh.

In the morning the smashed door had been replaced, by what agency they didn't know. They had a
pleasant breakfast and resumed their journey.

They spied asmall boy doing something odd. His head did not seem to be quite even, but that wasnt it.
He was standing by asmal pond, gesturing.

"Get aload of the brat.”

"Maybe he'slogt,” Goody said.

"I'll ask." Hannah approached the boy. "Hello. | am Hannah Barbarian. What are you doing?’
Helooked up at her. "I'm Colt Human. I'm throwing snow fakes."

"What afaker!"

"But thereé's no snow here.”

"Show fakes," he said. "They make people act unlike themsdves. Seethefish.”

Goody and Hannah stared. The fish were leaving the pond and walking upright on its bank.
"How can that be?' Goody asked.

"It'smy tdent. See" Colt blew asmall white flake toward Hannah.

A peculiar expression crossed her face and departed for parts unknown. "Oh, you dear child!" she
exclamed. She picked Colt up and half smothered him with kisses.

Goody dared. Thiswastotaly unlike the barbarian warrior. She was acting like afond mother.
"Ooo laLA!" the parody exclaimed. "Honey Buns got sweet on the brat."

"Ugh!" Colt said. "I thought it would make you go away."

"Not till I runout of kisses." Fortunately that occurred soon, and she set the boy down.

"That'sanicetdent," Goody said. "Now we must go." He managed to catch Hannah's hand and urge her
away.

"Thanks," she gasped. "That was awful. Promise never to tdll.”
"l promise. Asfar as|'m concerned, you've aways been a heartlesswarrior.”

"Thank you. Now let go of my hand, or | may lose control and smooch you. The mood hasn't completely

Goody hadtily let go. "I'm just glad he didn't blow that snow fake at me."



They continued aong the path. " Something occurred to me," Hannah said.

"We're not making much progress on placing the peeve," he agreed, wanting to stay well clear of kissng.
"That, too. But what | was thinking was that you're supposed to have amagic talent.”

"Magician Murphy said so. But I'm not sure.”

"We have been exposed to just enough danger to make methink that you could use more protection.”

"I do have abag of old spellsthe Magician gave me."

"Oh?What kind?'

"Four spdlls”

She nodded. "They're good ones. Not as good as one, two, or three spells, but better than five or Six
spells. But they can get cranky when old. Best to invoke them only at dire need.”

"That'smy impresson.”
""'So maybe we should have your taent. That should be morereligble. | wish Deirdre were here."
"Who?'

"A girl | met whose talent was knowing talents. She could touch a person and know. But | haven't seen
her inyears. So well haveto find it on our own."

"But | havenoideawhatitis, or if itis"

"'So maybe we should discover that, before we get into something redly difficult.”
"But it might be a mere spot-on-the-wall talent.”

"Isthat what the Magician said?’

"No. He sad it was generdly protectivein nature. Not strong, but protective.”
"That's what we need. How can wefind it out?'

"l havenoidea”

"Idiots," the peeve said.

Hannah glanced at it. 'Y ou have anotion, birdorain?"

"Ask the supid dragon.”

"We have encountered only one dragon. The—" She paused. "Teepathic tunneler.”
"Telepathic,” Goody repeated. "V ortex can read my mind.”

"And somewhere in your mind must be your talent.”

"| redly doubt—"

"Idiot," the peeve repeated.



Goody surrendered. "We can try it. But how can we locate the dragon? He could be anywhere on or
under the ground.”

"Idiot!" the bird said athird time.
"By summoning him," Hannah said. "That'swhat he said.”

Goody remained doubtful. "How?" Then, before the bird could call him anidiot afourth time, he got it.
"Mentdly."

Hefocused. Vortex Dragon! Thisis Goody Goblin.

Nothing happened.

"Think louder," Hannah suggested.

He concentrated harder. Then afaint response came. | receive you. It takes a while to reach you.
"He answered!" Goody sad. "He's coming here"

"Sothebird wasright,” Hannah said thoughtfully.

"Y ou'rejust now catching on, termagant”?’

"Maybe the parody wantsto find agood hometoo," Goody said. "And knows it won't be easy."

There was arumble and shake. Then the blue snout poked out of the ground. And a pink one. Thistime
there were two dragons.

"Doubletrouble," the parody said.

The second dragon was smilar in sSize and configuration to thefirst, but the colors differed: pink head,
brown and green body, blue legs.

"Thisismy dragon lady, Vertex," Vortex said, making his thoughts sound as speech.

The parody opened its beak. Both dragons glanced at it. The bird changed its mind.

"Y ou know what we want," Hannah said.

"Of course,” Vortex said. "But thisis not easy. We aso want something.”

"Bargaining," Hannah said. "Fair enough. What do you want?"

"Thistooisnot easy."

"Thenit'safair exchange. What do you want?'

"A congtruction robot."

Both Goody and Hannah were taken aback. "That sounds like something in Mundania,” Goody said.

"It ison Robot World, among the Moons of Ida," Vortex explained. "My beloved wishesto make a safe
nest, but thisisanew world for us, with unfamiliar dangers, especidly for little ones. Welack the
resources to forage effectively and smultaneoudy make the nest. But arobot could make a better nest
than we could, faster. When it is done, we can trade the robot to other dragons, and be well off."



"But isn't arobot amachine?' Hannah asked. " Something mechanica ?"

"Exactly. It hasno feding, just aprogram. It doeswhat it istold, within its speciaty.”
"Like Anne," the parody said.

"Any what?' Hannah asked, then caught hersdf. "The girl."

"Not like Anne," Vortex said, reading Goody's memory. " Sheisaliving, feding, and beautiful human girl
whose smile pacifies peeves and stuns males. A robot is dead matter, without emotions or expressons,
and neuter.”

"Not so, dear," Vertex said. "The robots of Robot World have gender, the males designed for brutework
and thefemalesfor cutework, and their programs may have programmed feding. They may have positive
can-do and negative can't-do indications on their face-plates. We shall need afemal e construction robot
s0 shewon't messit up.”

"Just 0," Vortex agreed, disgruntled. "That's what we require.”
Thiswas becoming complicated. "Where can we find these robots?"
"Hetold you, BB brain! Idasmoons.”

"l don't think | am familiar with those."

"Magician Grey Murphy'swife's sster Idahas amoon, and the moon has moons,” Vortex explained
patiently. "Each onefarther into dternate dimensondity than the last, where dl creatureswho exist or
might exist resde. One of theseis Dragon World, our origin; another is Robot World."

"Go to Castle Roognaand ask for PrincessIda," Vertex said. " She will get you there.”

Goody remained borderline confused, but at least now knew whereto go. "I will try,” he said. "And bring
back afemde congtruction robot for you, if thisisfeasible.

"That seems adequate,” Vortex said. "Now | shal fathom your magic talent. Thismay require deep
reading and invocation of buried memories, which could be uncomfortable.”

"So hold his hand, heathen vixen! Haw haw haw."
A wisp of steamn curled above Hannah's head.

"We shdll haveto slencethat interference,” Vertex said. She glanced at the parody, and it stiffened into
something like astatue.

"Wait, we can't hurt the peeve,” Goody said.

"Itismerely in agate of suspended awareness,” Vortex said. "Vertex will release it when my business
with you isdone."

Oh. "Thank you." He lifted theinert bird from his shoulder and st it carefully on alow branch of a
nondescript tree, where it remained without protest. "It should be safe here, out of danger,” he said.

The dragon approached. "Now make yourself comfortable, for you may lose consciousness of your
surroundings.”



Goody found atree trunk to lean against and settled down. "Ready, | suppose, | think. Thisis
comfortable and convenient, and | am relaxed and at ease.”

"Y ou're repeating yoursdf," Hannah said.
"l an? Am|?'

The barbarian stared at the tree. "No wonder! That's atautolotree. It makes you repest needlessly, or
say what's already obvious."

"Tautology," Goody agreed. "Repetition.”
"Sopit!"
"It doesn't matter, for this purpose,” Vortex said. "Just St there and let your mind go blank.”

"I am blank," Goody agreed. "My mind is either empty or not empty.” Helet his gaze go unfocused,
twice.

Nothing changed. But he had seen that phenomenon in No Man's Land, so knew better than to assume
that nothing was happening. He was merdly resting here, thinking.

Then the scene faded, to be replaced by the interior of what he recognized as a goblin mound. Huge
goblins were running here and there, doing mysterious things. No, they were norma goblin sze; hewas
small. Hewas a goblet, ababy goblin.

His nurse was busy at the moment, changing his digper, so he cast about for mischief. He saw alittlefire
ant in aniche, so he caught it on apiece of cloth and dropped it on the nurse'stoe.

"Eee-yow!" she screeched, amost smacking her head on the ceiling as she legped. Thefire ant had given
her ahotfoot! Gory giggled so hard hedmogt fell off thetable.

Of course he got away with it. Even if the nurse suspected, she couldn't punish him, because he wasthe
chief's son. He could cuss her out in language that made her faint, when he got old enough to learn how
to talk.

So he was a normal goblin male originally.
And the son of a chief.
Locate the time he changed.

He was a chief's son? So he was, now he remembered. He had buried that memory because he was
ashamed.

The scene shifted. Now he was older but still agoblet, able to walk and talk but not to do anything
manly, like punching out avigtor. There wastension in the air; the adultswere afraid. That made Gory
afraid too.

An invisble hand took his. An adult was lending him strength, somehow. The fear receded, and he was
ableto study the Situation asif separated from hissmall body.

The mound was being raided! The goblin guards were being killed, and the women were being hauled
into closed chambers where they screamed piercingly. Gory found it hilarious, the way they sounded. The
goblets were being rounded up separately.



"They're after loot, rapine, and hostages,” Gory's nurse said.
"Weve got to hide you, because you're worth more than al the others combined.”
Of course. He was the chief's son.

"There's no escape; the mound is surrounded. Only one ploy remains. Well haveto fix it so they won't
recognizeyou."

Not recognize the chief's son? Impossible! He was the meanest goblet in the mound, and everyone was
proud of him.

She fetched a packet from a high shelf and emptied its powder into a cup of water. "Quick, drink this,
Gory," shesad.

"Why, you dopey cow?" he demanded rebdlioudy. He didn't like anyone telling him what to do, even for
his own safety.

She didn't argue with him. She pinched his nose, tilted his head back, and when he opened his mouth to
breathe, poured in the fluid. He choked, but swallowed most of it.

Whet she released him, he opened his mouth to cuss her out properly, but the words wouldn't come. "If
you please," he said politely, "what wasin that water?'

"Powdered reverse wood. That makes you behave the opposite of your nature. Y ou are now the
meekest goblin in the mound. Remove your clothes.

Ordinarily hewould have told her where she could go with such adirective. Not that he objected to the
act; heliked to run through the girls dorm naked, freaking them out. Once he was grown, that should be
twice as much fun. But now he was unaccustomedly modest. "Please, | would rather not, lest it be
unseemly.”

"Then conced yourself and changeinto these," she said, handing him apile of clothing.

He obliged, for it would not have been nice to disobey the nurse, who meant only the best for him. The
clothing was horrible: panties, dippers, and adress. But he donned it meekly enough.

Then the nurse redid his hair, putting aribbon intoit. Y ou are no longer Gory Goblin, chief's son," she
sad. "You are Goody Gobliness, acommon girl. Remember that; your safety dependsonit.”

Then foreign goblin men burst into the chamber. "Haal" they cried. "A wench and abrat!”

They hauled the nurse into another room, where she duly screamed. Goody they hustled to achamber
with other children, thenignored them all.

After that, theraiders settled in. The older goblinesses became their servants and the younger onestheir
screaming partners. Goody did not know what was going on, but was glad to avoid it. He stayed with the
girls, and never let on to anyone that he was not the same as them. In due course the boys were taken
away as hogtages, leaving only the girls.

A few dayslater acounterattack wiped out the raiders. The chief returned. Now at last it was safe for
Goody to reved hisidentity. At first the chief laughed uproarioudy to learn how his son had outwitted the
enemy. But when it became apparent that the boy's nature had changed, he was disgusted.

Reverse wood! No wonder he's so nicel



But it's not the talent.
It seems to be connected, though. Do a slow talent search.

Goody moved forward through hislife, growing up despised, being tacitly exiled, and finaly being upset
because of the nasty Finger. His origind saf would have loved the Finger!

Then he opened his eyes back in the present. Hannah was holding his hand. She was the one who had
given him strength and courage during the flashback.

"Areyou back?' she asked.
"Y es, thank you." He glanced at their linked hands. "But | thought you didn't want to—"

Shelet go. "'l didn't want to give the bird the satisfaction. But it was clear you needed support, and that
wasthe only way to giveit. So, asafriend would—"

"A friend,” hesad, liking it. "It redlly helped. Did you seewhat | saw?'
"Y es, when | wasin contact with you. Y ou had arough timeasachild.”
"| hate the memory."

"Of what happened to you?'

"Of what | was origindly. Those women—they were being—and | laughed, though at that age | didn't
know the detalls, just that they were suffering.”

"Y ou are not what you were," she agreed. ™Y ou are now as nice as you were mean.”
"And | don't want to change back.”
"But your taent—they didn't find that.”

"Yes, wedid," Vortex said. "We just had to andyze the subtle indications near the present. It seemsto
be related to your infiltration by the reversewood. At first it reversed your personadlity. Now it is
extending to your body."

"My gender!" Goody exclamed, darmed. "I don't want to turn into agirl again.”

"Not that. This affects your interaction with your environment. We don't properly understand it yet,
perhaps because it is as yet wesk, but with time and practice it will surely strengthen. It helps protect
you."

"Without Hannah's protection, the parody would have gotten me killed severa times over. I'm not aware
of any power of my own."

"Y our talent has not yet been evoked. But perhaps we can do that now. We have reviewed its
parameters, and—"

"ltswhats?"
"Vaues, scale, compass, measure, connection, degree, limits—"
"Boundaries?' Hannah asked.



"Whatever," Vortex agreed without ire. Actualy hiswords had been accompanied by the thought
concept, o Goody had garnered aworking comprehension of it. "It has variable application, depending
on circumstances. It'sfairly sophigticated, but as yet weak. Perhaps we can demondirate. Strike at him
with your wegpon.”

She shook her head. "If | do that I'll cut himin half."
"Feint, then, or use a harmless wegpon.”
"l wont fant!"

Goody realized that she had picked up the sound without dl of the meaning, being illiterate. "Make a
pretend strike.”

She fetched a pillow from anearby pillow bush. "I'll bash you with this. I'll score, but it can't hurt you.”
Goody stood before the tree. Hannah siwung the pillow at him. It shied off without quite touching him.

"That's odd." Shewound it back and tried again. The second time it seemed to bounce back a bit,
without quite touching him.

"Something wrong with this pillow," she said. She fetched aweed stalk instead, and poked it a him. It
seemed to push back in her hand.

"Weird." Shefetched alight stick and rapped at his shoulder. The stick came back at her with similar light
force.

"It isrepdling the weapons," Vortex explained. "Bouncing them back in the direction they come from. It
seemsto be related to the reverse wood, reversing the thrust.”

"A bounce!" Goody said. "It redly isthere."
"Let me make one moretest,” Hannah said. "I will try just to nick you lightly." She drew her sword.
Goody was digtinctly nervous about this. "I'm not surethisiswise."

She brought the sword down on his shoulder. 1t bounced back, just missing her own shoulder. "1 feltit!"
shesaid. "A forcereflected it. You are protected!”

"l suppose so," Goody agreed, amazed.

"It is getting stronger with practice,” Vortex said. "Now that it has been evoked.”
"So | redly do have aprotective talent,” Goody said in wonder.

"Youredly do," Vortex agreed.

He went to fetch the parody from the branch of the tautol otree. " About time, you numskull,” the bird
complained. "It's been awhile, bonehead."

The otherslaughed. "What so funny?" the peeve demanded. "Where's the humor?*' But no onewould
explan.



Robot

They set out for Castle Roogna, on the way to Robot World. They cut acrossto intercept an enchanted
path. By thetimethey found it, it was getting late, so they stopped at a campsite that was convenient.

A large spotted cat wasthere. "Ah, | have been waiting for someoneto play cardswith,” it said.
"A taking tabby," the parody said. "Never trust acat.”

"Cards?' Goody asked. He had not encountered atalking cat before, but perhaps it was no more
remarkable than atalking bird.

"A deck of fifty-two," the cat said asa splay of cards appeared. "A good game is poker."
"If you poke me, I'll cut off your hide!" Hannah snapped.
"Very funny,” the cat said, unamused. "So will you play?'

"| thought poke-her was agame fauns played, dancing around a nymph and touching her in awkward
places" Goody sad.

"Do you want to play?"' the cat asked again, still supremely unamused. It riffed the cards.

"L et me seethat deck," Hannah said, snatching it from his paw. Sheriffed through the cards herself. "I
thought so: fiveaces! Yourea—"

"Cheetah," the cat agreed. "What did you expect?

Hannah returned the cards. "L et's play. What are the stakes?”
"Foraging for supper,” the cat said, its eye resting on the peeve.
"Don't you touch me, you pukey pussl”

"He'sacheater, and you still want to play?* Goody asked, surprised.
"Barbarians are fools about gambling.”

Goody shrugged. "But the parody is not on the menu.”
Thefdinesghed. "You driveahard bargain.”

"I'll play too," the peeve said.

It turned out to be an interesting game. Each player started out with a stack of colored chips, and the
cards were dedlt in batches of five. Goody never did get quite clear about the rules, and did not do well.
Neither did Hannah. The cheetah won, of course, with the parody second.

Goody and Hannah went out to forage for supper. Thiswas not hard at dl, as there were many
convenient fruit trees and plants, including catnip and beefsteak tomatoes for the cheetah. The point of
the card game had been diversion, and it had been finefor that.

The peeve eected to spend the night with Hannah, who was aert to things around her even when adeep,



and very fast with her sword. Goody appreciated that; the big cat was not to be trusted.

Next day they walked the rest of the way to Castle Roogna. Asthey approached its moat, three
nine-year-old girls appeared, wearing little golden crowns.

"Hello, Gablin,” thefirgt said. "I'm Princess Mdody." She had greenish hair and blue eyes.
"Hello, Barbarian," the second said. "'I'm Princess Harmony." She had brown hair and eyes.
"Hi, Parody," the third said. "I'm Princess Rhythm." She had red hair and green eyes.
"What acluster of cregps!”

Thethree laughed. "What are you doing here, Peeve?' Meody asked.

"Y ou're supposed to be with the Good Magician,” Harmony added.

"Driving his household to 'sraction,” Rhythm concluded.

"I'm Goody Goblin. It'smy job to find agood home for the parody. | don't suppose any of you would be
interested?’

"Wed loveto have the peeve,” Mdody said.

"It would redly make thingsinteresting,” Harmony agreed.

"But Mother wouldn't dlow it," Rhythm concluded.

"And I'm Hannah Barbarian," Hannah said. " So maybe you will direct usto Princess |da?!
"Sure," Melody said.

"She's expecting you," Harmony agreed.

"Jugt follow thelinear,” Rhythm concluded.

"Hahaha," the parody laughed.

Goody was about to ask what alinear was, but then he saw it: aline of ears, leading across the moat and
into the castle. Nine-year-old humor. "Thank you."

They followed the line. The ears faded out as they were passed. As Hannah and Goody waked on the
drawbridge, a huge green head rose from the water.

"It's okay, Sesame," Méelody called.

"They've been cleared,” Harmony added.

"Sesame's our moat mongter,” Rhythm explained. " She dternates with her boyfriend.”
"Moat monsters have boyfriends?' Goody asked, bemused.

"Oh, sure," Hannah said. "They're peopletoo.”

The earsled down along hal and to astairway, where they became aline of eyeslooking up from the
deps. "A sareway,” Hannah said, disgusted. "I'm not walking up that in my skirt."



"Ho ho ho!"

"The princesses are mischievous,” Goody said, appreciating her problem. Sneak peeks at pantieswere
supposed to be prevented at al times, by order of the Adult Conspiracy, lest pantieslose their effect and
be usaless. Sometimesthat rule was violated, but that did not mean that violation was to be encouraged.
"Do you have any way to nullify them?'

A bulb flashed over her head. "I do, now that you thought of it." She drew her sword.
"I don't think thisthe place for mayhem," Goody said, darmed.

"Watch." She angled the sword. It flashed. Shetilted it so that the flash reflected down onto the Sairs.
The eyes blinked and teared, blinded. Then, keeping the glare afew steps ahead of her, she waked up
the sairs.

"That'simpressve.”
"I'm barbarian. That meansignorant, not stupid.”

"You'rejust lucky it wasn't acome-hither stair," the parody said nastily. " That would have lured you up
before you could get your sword out. Y our panties would have panted.”

"Y ou can't distract me, buzzard brain,”" Hannah said, not relinquishing her focus. That of course had been
the bird'sintention: spoiling her concentration, so the reflection wavered, stranding her asthe eyes
recovered beneath her.

At the next floor the eyes gave way to mouths. Three princesses, three types of line. They were not
threatening, merely painted red lips that kissed the feet that touched them. They led to aroom whose
door-plate said PRINCESS IDA.

Goody lifted his knuckle to knock.
"Open up, you misbegotten broad!"
Oops! Goody cast about for some fast way to explain and apologize.

The door opened. A woman Hannah's age stood there in her gown and crown. A small ball orbited her
head. "Y ou have the pet peeve!l" she exclamed.

She knew! "Y es. I'm supposed to find agood homefor it. I'm Goody Goblin, and thisis Hannah
Barbarian. We need to visit Robot World."

"Of course. Comein."

They entered her chamber, and were soon comfortably seated, except for the bird. "What a congtricted
dump! Where did you get those rags you're wearing? And that crown must be made of brass.”

Idanodded. "The bird isone of akind. Y ou surely wish to complete your misson swiftly."
"Y es, provided there are some good fights along the way," Hannah said.

"There surely will be, considering the bird.”

"Aw, what'sit to you, bumbling biddy?'



Idaignored the bird'sinterjections. "Are you familiar with the process of traveling to the moons?”
"No," Goody said, embarrassed. "It is complicated?"

"Not at al. But you need to understand that you can't go there physicaly. Only your soul can go, while
your body remains here."

"Desert our bodies?' Hannah asked, darmed. "What about my weapons?”'

Idasmiled. "Y our soulswill form bodieslike your present ones, complete with clothing and
accouterments. Y our sword will be with you." She went on to explain the full process. Neither Goody
nor Hannah was easy with it, but they seemed to havelittle choice. "'l will lay atrack for Robot World,"
the princess concluded. "Y ou will travel rapidly there, and when you are done, you have but to release
your hold on that scene and you will revert to this office."

It all seemed at once smple and frighteningly complicated. Goody and Hannah lay on adjacent couches,
holding hands so that they would travel together, and the parody perched on Goody's arm. 1da brought
out something for each one of them to sniff, and they were on their way.

Goody rose out of hisbody in the form of adiffuse cloud. One wisp of him extended to link to the larger
cloud rising from Hannah's body, and another to the little cloud that was the parody. In one momert,
more or |ess, they formed into their gpproximate normal shapes, and sailed upward, following acurving
track of light. They did not need to make any effort; somehow the track drew them aong.

Below them their bodies|ooked huge and clumsy, and were growing larger. Above them the track
curved toward the giant Princess 1da, and to the tiny moon orbiting her head. Thiswas Ptero, they had
learned, where dl people and creatures and things that might ever exist resided. It seemed impossiblefor
such agrest number to fit on such atiny moon.

But asthey zoomed toward it, it expanded, becoming aworld with clouds and continents, rotating asit
traveled its orbit. Then they were faling toward it, and it was huge, asbig asdl Xanth and Mundania
combined. Now it seemed possible for many folk to be here.

They cameto the surface, but the bright track continued. They zoomed across to another Castle Roogna,
and into it, passing folk who seemed to be standing ill, and up its stairs. Then on to Princess Idas
chamber, and in, and there she was—with a pyramidal moon orbiting her head. They went to that
expanding moon, each of whose four flat triangular faces was a different color, and on to another
Princess |da. After that it became ablur, as they zoomed from moon to moon and Idato Ida. Thiswas
even weirder than Goody would have thought of expecting.

Then aoruptly they hated. They stood on aworld of solid metd, with meta things zooming every which
way. Thishad to be Robot World, seemingly as big as any of the others, though it orbited the head of an
Idawho wasinfinitely smaller than the origina Ida. Goody found the concept daunting to assmilate, so let
it dip away.

"So are you okay, goblin?" Hannah asked.

"l seemto be. If | understand the Situation correctly, we are solidified bits of our souls, possessing al the
atributes of our physica sdves, only smaler."

"Something likethat," she agreed dazedly. "Isthe bird intact?"

"Who the blegp wants to know, frump face?'



"Yes" Goody answered with four-tenths of asmile.

Three figures gpproached them. One looked like a human woman encased fully in armor so that no flesh
showed. The second resembled ametdlic goblin. The third seemed to be aniron bird.

The armor addressed Hannah. "Wel-come to Ro-bot World," it said. "What is your bus-ness here?’
"What'sit to you, metal mouth?"

"We arethe officia welcoming cohort,” the robot replied, its pronunciation become more proficient. It
did not seem to redlize that Hannah herself hadn't answered. " Crafted to resemble the members of your
party to facilitate communication. We recognize you as visitors from another planet who will require
guidance around our world."

"They think I'm the leeder of thisgroup,” Hannah murmured.
"Hee hee hee!"

The metd bird spoke. "It seems we are addressing the wrong entity,” it said. It pointed its beak at the
parody. "What is your wish aboard our world?'

"Go ram your stedl foot up your copper bottom!”

Therewas a pause for no more than haf an ingtant. The bird machine seemed to be heating. "That is
anatomicaly awkward. Isit a serious request?”

The bird opened its beak, but thistime Goody preempted it. "l am the leader of thismisson,” hesad
rapidly. "We have come from Xanth to fetch afemae construction robot.”

"We gppreciate the clarification,” the goblin robot said. "What do you proffer in exchange?"
"Oopsy," Hannah murmured.

But Goody had negotiated trades before. "What are your needs?’

"Information, of course.”

"We have acertain amount of that. What type of information do you prefer?

"News of other worlds, for our main database.”

"Would threeindividua case histories do?'

"es"

That caught Goody by surprise. He had been stalling for time while he cast about for something better to
offer. "Then you shdl have them, in exchange for one construction robot.”

"Agreed. But there may be aproblem.”
Now camethe kicker. "What problem?’

"We are unable to ship afully equipped and functioning mechanism to adownward world, because we
lack substance there. We can provide only the program.”

Goody redized that this made sense. A solid machine might seem large here, but would be atiny speck



on Xanth. There needed to be amechanism to expand it. Y ou mean indructionsto build it? We wouldn't
know how to usethem.”

"If you provide asmple machine, and raw materid, the program will construct the robot you specify.”
"How smple amachine?' Hannah asked.

"A smdl lever. A whed with axle. A heat source. An input/output module. A ceramic lens. Copper
powder. A supply of iron."

They consulted. "Probably we could get those things," Goody said uncertainly.

"Eogll"

Goody paused. "What's foolish about making the ded ?

"How can soulless machines be fashioned from soul stuff, as everything hereis? They'refooling you."

"Welack souls, true," the goblin machine said. "But not everything hereis soul stuff. Only the aspects of
souled creatures like yourselves. We have programs instead. They guide us as your souls do you.”

"No souls," Hannah said. "That means no consciences."
Nevertheless it seemed like the best dedl. "Agreed.”

"Pease cometo the recording studio." The robots led the way to an open enclosure containing severa
chairs. "Please secure yoursaves.”

There were flexible metal strapsthat fit over their [aps, or over thefeet of the birds. They followed the
examples of the robots, and fastened themsalvesin.

Then the enclosure took off. Suddenly they were sailing through the air, rising above the surface. The
variegated surfaces of Robot World spread beneath them like an ugly tapestry. They zoomed to what
might have been a huge building or asmdl city; it was hard to tell where one thing left off and another
began, on thisinterconnected planet. They flew in awindow or door and landed in the center of acircular
amphithester.

"Proceed with your presentations,” the goblin robot said.

R

"Kitty got your tongue, bilge for brains?"

"I think | havetheidea," Hannah said. "Let'sseeif | can doit." She concentrated.

A picture gppeared on the spherical screen surrounding them. It showed astork flying through the air, a
bundle suspended from its bill. In amoment the scenefilled in from the edges, and they seemed to be
floating invisibly next to the moving bird.

Goody was amazed. Thiswasthree-dimensional animation, evidently evoked from Hannah's thought. It
wasasred asit could be.

The stork cameto avillage in the jungle, and glided down. It located a particular tent and dropped the
bundle before its front flap, then winged away.



The bundle bounced and fell open. A human baby wasrevealed, bawling lustily. A little girl, with apink
ribbon in her wisp of hair, upset about being bounced on the turf.

A barbarian woman come out. "Look!" she exclaimed. "The baby has arrived!" She picked up thelittle
girl and took her into the tent. "WEéll cal her Hannah!"

Thiswasthe delivery of Hannah Barbarian! Goody was amazed dl over again.

The sequence continued, fast forwarding through the early years. It seemed that every member of the
villagelived only to go out, seek adventure, fight monsters, and defeet civilization wherever it was
encountered. Hannah was an apt pupil, soon learning to swing her little sword hard enough to brush back
the barbarian boys who sought to bully her. Soon (it seemed) she made her first foray on her own, going
out to day asmall dragon who had steamed the toes of one of the village steeds.

Asayoung adult she went on longer and fiercer adventures, developing her talent. After severd yearson
an unusually challenging excursion she returned to the village—and was appdled. The villagershad
become cam and satisfied, their wildness dissipated. In fact they were tame. Nothing she could say could
rouse them. It seemed that amalign spell of civilization had been cast over thevillage.

There was nothing to do but depart before the awful satiety overcame her also. So she went out on her
own, as asingleton barbarian wench, having adventures galore. Goody was amazed by the number and
violence of them; she could have had awhole history book to hersalf. Until at last she got bored and
made a pretext to see the Good Magician.

Goody tuned out of the reprise of their recent adventures. Now he knew more about Hannah. But one
thing bothered him, and as the presentation concluded he asked it: "Why didn't you ask the Good
Magician for something to banish the spell onyour village?'

"Because | wastoo barbarian crazy to think of it."
So she had wasted her chancefor ardlevant Answer. "I'm sorry," he said.

"I'm not. Thisisabetter adventure than whatever ese | might have had. Maybe I'll find something for my
village dong theway."

Now it was the parody's turn. Goody insisted on that because he was afraid that otherwise the obnoxious
bird would renege.

The peeve's scene opened out. Thiswas aharpy's nest in atreein the forest. An egg wasjust hatching,
and the mother harpy was swearing ablue streak in pleasure. The streak overlapped the nest and
dangled down to the ground, radiating blue. That attracted the attention of al the other harpiesin the
area, and they flocked in to witness the event.

But when the shell cracked asunder and the chick emerged, what wastheir horror to seethat it wasnot a
harpy but afull-fledged bird. Recessve genes had fouled up the egg, and there was no human e ement.

Not quite so, Goody redlized as he watched. The parody had harpy parents, and harpies had distant
human ancestry, therefore souls. So the peeve had asoul. And avoice. Two human elementsthat hardly
registered ordinarily, because the voice was so negétive.

Naturdly they promptly kicked the foul chick out of the nest. It bounced on the ground, peeping pitifully.
It would have perished, had not an allegory wandered by, searching for meaning in obscure pardlds, and
mistaken it for aparable. It was actualy a pretty poor excuse for aparable, in fact dmost aparody. So
the allegory gaveit to afamily of parodies, who raised it with their chicks. Thusit became a poor parody,



and quite bitter about it. But it did learn to talk, and dleviated itsire by cursing al othersaround it. This
tended to make it unpopular with the other parodies.

Once it was grown and itswings fletched so it could fly, the parodies gjected it. The peevewasonits
own, and still not very happy about it. It wandered wide and far, rejected by al it encountered. Until it
found its way into the demon haunts.

Asit happened, the demons were having abig event. Demon Professor Grossclout was celebrating the
ten-thousandth student he had flunked out of demon school for having askull full of mush. All the demons
were there, dong with lesser lights from the marching foothills of Mount Parnassus, and even afew

morta folk. And the peeve.

A rubber band was set up, eastic loops playing musica ingruments. Folk were wiping their faceswith
napkins, and of coursefaling adeep dong with their relatives; that was the magic of ngp-kins. There was
weather dancing, with some ladies with sharply pointed bosoms putting on cold fronts, and otherswarm
fronts with rounded bosoms. Incumbents argued with succumbents, the latter waysyielding in the end.
In short, it was agreat party.

Then the peeve started talking. "Y ou cdl that music?' it demanded. "I've heard better on toilets. Y ou call
that dancing?Y ou'd do better with hotfoots. Y ou cdl yourselves demons? Y ou're just coagul ated
smoke."

The demons weren't pleased, but no one wanted to poil the occasion, so they gtifled their natural
reections.

Then Grossclout stood to make his address. "'Friends, Demons, and Countrymen,”" he began.
"What apompousrear!" the peeve remarked.

The professor paused. "Do | hear amush-skull ?!

"It'syour bloated behind that'sfilled with mush, fresk."

There was an awed hush. No one dared speak to the fearsome Grossclout like that!

The professor peered around, spotting the bird. *One more peep out of you, featherhead, and I'll banish
you to Hdl|!"

The peevelet out something dightly louder and considerably smellier than a peep. There was agasp, not
just of shock.

That did it. Grossclout gestured, and the bird found itsdlf in Hell.

Hell was not the nicest place to be. There were anumber of brutish creatures there, and it wastoo hot.
But mainly it was boring, because nothing ever changed, except for the arrival and departure of
individuas. No one could be insulted, because dl of them were damned anyway.

The parody had plenty of timeto think. It realized that it had made amistake that had resulted in its
getting sent here. It resolved to correct that error, So as never to be sent here again, assuming it ever got
out.

The mistake wasin theway it had insulted people. It had been crude about it, and finally one of them had
gotten the parody back. That was no good.



So it decided to fix that problem. Instead of insulting others using its own voice, which wasn't very good
anyway, it would insult them using its companion'svoice. That way the other person would get the blame,
leaving the peevein theclear.

Satisfied, it practiced emulating the voices of others. When it got good enough to promote face-breaking
fights between friends, it knew it had perfected the ploy. Of course soon enough they caught on, and
darted ignoring its taunts. But that was a problem of familiarity, rather than competence. New territory
would andliorateit.

Y et the bird remained in Hell, unable to insult innocent folk, as none here were innocent. That wasthe
heck of it.

Sometime later the Gorgon visited Hell and took pity onit. She had athing for animals, especialy
snakes, because her hair was snaky. The bird sounded snaky when it perched on her coils. She took the
parody out and left it at the Good Magician's castle. That was fun at firgt, but then the Magician, hisfive
and ahdf wives, and other members of his household got savvy, and could no longer beriled.

And so it came to the present. Goody was glad to have the peeve's personal history, asit explained alot.
Then it was Goody's turn. He rehearsed his early, middle, and late history, seeing it animate in the theater.
Was it enough? Goody was nervous as the scene faded, revealing the empty sphere.

"Hereisyour program,” the goblin robot said, handing him asmdl flat package. "Assemble thetools,
placeit besde them, and it will proceed onitsown. It is self-activating.”

That seemed amost too simple, but he had to trust that it would work as represented.
"Arewe ready to return?' he asked Hannah.

"Morethan ready,” she agreed. "This mechanica world gives me the cregps.”

"And you are dready too creepy, Barby doll.”

They took hands and released their hold on Robot World. Immediately they puffed into demonlike
smoke, expanding hugely, and floated right off the planet.

They expanded past moon after moon, each one larger, until at last they cameto the largest of al: so big
that al they could see were severd reposing giants. Two were human women; one was agoblin man.
Onewas adesultory green bird.

Those were themsaved

Their diffuse soul substances sank into their gross bodies. Goody suffered amoment of panic ashe
seemed to be suffocating; then he got control of his body and looked out.

"You'reback," Princessdasaid.
"No thanksto you, royd pain!"

"We're back," Goody agreed. He found the package in his hand, its substance thickening asit gathered
materid into itsdlf. "Thank you."

In due course they were on their way back to meet with the dragons. "A question,” Hannah said. "Do we
need to trek al the way back to where we were? Why not summon the dragons here?'



"Because you're too stupid to think of the obvious, bawdy babe.”

"Let'sfind aconvenient spot and do it,” Goody said.

They followed the enchanted path until they were clear of the castle area, then found a peaceful glade.
Vortex! Vertex! Goody thought.

Very soon the dragons appeared. "We were tuning in on the castle environs,” Vortex said. "We seeyou
have aprogram.”

"Yes. I'm not sureit's enough, but it's what they offered.”

"Let'sfind out,” Hannah said. "First we need to assemble the required things. A lever, whed, hest, lens,
copper powder, iron, and something ese.”

"I nput/output module, dummy," Goody's voice sad.
"That'sit, whatever it is"
"I know whereoneis," Vertex said. She dithered into the ground and disappeared.

"l can make alever,” Hannah said, drawing her sword and hacking atwig from asmall poet tree,
trimming its poem leaves off to make aminiature pole. Goody saw the poemsfal to the ground and was
sorry for the waste; agood poet tree was a crestive thing that could answer questions written in verse on
leaves with new poems.

"All that work to make atoothpick!"

"I can make awhed," Goody said, and set about fashioning one from an old rim of asmall branch of a
defunct beerbarrel tree. He fashioned alittle stand for it so that it could turn onitsaxle.

"And aspinner,” the peeve said contemptuousdly.

Vortex located a hotbox for heat, and Hannah picked alens from a spectacle tree. Goody found a cache
of copper powder by the roots of acopper plant. Vertex returned with the module, which looked like a
metd bird dropping with wires poking out of the sides. Hannah hacked a branch off an ironwood tree
and added it to the collection.

"What amessof junk!"

Following ingtructions, they set up the lever on a cleared spot of ground beside the whed with thelens
mounted on it, and hotbox, iron, and module, then sprinkled copper powder so that it dusted the dirt
between objects. Finally they laid the square program in the center; it was somewhat floppy but settled
down well enough.

"Now what? Thiswill never work."

Thelever moved, poking the whed, which turned. A beam of light from the sun shone through the lens
and focused on the iron, which heated and began to melt. The hotbox melted the copper powder, which
formed into copper rivulets that networked the site. Some connected to the module, which seemed to
animate though it did nothing they could see. Méelted iron flowed into a pattern of wires, levers, and
whedsthat emulated the original ones. This spread to encompass the module, which disappeared into the
innards of thetangle.



"Does anyone have any ideawhat is happening?' Hannah asked.

"Thething ismindless, so we can't fathom it," VVortex said. "But we presumeit isassembling itsdf into a
congtruction robot.”

"Ludicrous!" But even the parody seemed impressed by this particular magic, which was unlike any other
they had seen.

At last the tangle extended sticklike legs and walked around the site. It had smadll iron arms, and ahead
dome with aface-plate. It squatted and g ected the module. Then it walked to a clear patch of ground
and used alimb to scratch alittle picture: ablob, an arrow, and acircle.

"What doesit mean?" Goody asked.

"That's akin to barbarian symbol language," Hannah said. "It means 'take meto your ste.’ That must be
the finished congtruction robot."

"Butitssosmdl!"

"Size matterslessthan proficiency,” Vortex said. "We shdl takeit to our nest site and see how well it
works."

"If you are sttisfied,” Goody said dubioudly.

"We have no reason to doubt the competence of the machines of Robot World," Vortex said. "They
must have seen our requirement in the experience renditions you made there, and devised a program to
make what we need. Certainly you have done your part, Goody Goblin."

"Fat chance of that!" hisvoice said.

"Weregard our deal as consummated,” Vortex said. He put afoot on the little robot and nosed into the
ground. In four-fifths of amoment plus atrice both dragons were gone.

"Good riddance!”

"That was interesting, taken asawhole," Hannah said. "What next, for us?'

"Now we head back into the Region of Madnessto see if we can find agood home for the peeve.”
"You'l never succeed, lamebrain.”

"The odds do seem to be againgt success," Goody agreed. "But what dseisthere?”

"Nothing dse" Hannah said. "Only amadman would adopt this abominable bird."

They set off south again. Goody glanced back, and saw activity at the construction Site. At least the
whedl was turning. Maybe the device was taking itself gpart, now that itsjob was done.

Hannah saw his glance, and followed it with one of her own. "Machines give methe creegps” she said.
"They're so un-barbarian. Y ou never know what they're up to. I'll take regular garden-variety magic any

w.ll
"Youwould, illiterate skirt."

"| didn't see you reading that robot message, fowl-mouth.”



"I'mabird, caveman cretin! Why should | read?"

"It would be better if you didn't talk, either, booby beak." The parody let loose atorrent of expletives
that toasted the air around them. The barbarian had evidently scored. It was good to see the two getting

adong.

But Goody felt uneasy, for no reason he could fathom at the moment. It didn't help that he had the fedling
that he was missing something obvious.

7

Go-Go

There was no doubt they were entering the Region of Madness. While it was possible to encounter
amost anything anywherein Xanth, the oddities were thicker and odder here.

They discovered atower that turned out to be made entirely of watches, their faceslooking out, each
showing adifferent time. They saw atribe of hands, severed from their bodies, running around on their
fingers. Thelargest one, evidently the leader, was labeled KER. He was the hand Ker Chief.
"Handkerchief," Hannah muttered.

They navigated akind of network of walkwaysthrough afield of tal corn. "A maze of corn stalks”
Goody sad.

"Maize," Hannah agreed, not sseming much amused.

They camped by a stream and settled for the night. "I don't like thisregion,” Hannah said. "I can fed the
meagic intengfying. It'sweird."

Goody had to agree. Even the parody seemed cowed by the environment. "Maybe it'sabad idea.”
"But | redly hate to be driven off by any namelessthreat.”

"And maybe lose achanceto place the bird."

"Y ou fools never had achance anyway."

"Let'scondder overnight,” Hannah said, "and if we don't change our minds by morning, well go back.”
That seemed like a reasonable compromise.

Asthey ate supper from their supplies, they heard something odd. Hannah put her hand on her sword.

Something vaguely like amonstrous caterpillar cameinto sight. Each segment was a book with two little
feet. It spied them, and lifted its book-head. On it was printed THERE'SNO PLACE LIKE TOME.

"Get out of here, you ridiculous bookworm!™ the peeve cried.
Goody exchanged a glance with Hannah. A bookworm!
The print changed. LIBRARY ANN WOULD NOT SAY THAT.



"Librarian," Hannah muttered.

"Ann's not here, joker!"

Disappointed, the bookworm moved on.
"Arewe decided yet?' Hannah asked.

"Y es. Tomorrow we get out of here."

"About time you fledgling freeks saw thelight.”
They dept somewhat uneeslly.

The barbarian woman was up before him, out and around. Goody wasn't concerned; he was glad to
leave her some privacy for female concerns. But when she didn't return soon, he became uneasy.

"Did you see Hannah?" he asked the parody.
"Why the blegp should | want to?"

So much for that. Goody did not want to go too far afield, because there was mischief all around that he
was sure he could not handle on his own. True, he now knew the nature of histalent, and that might help
if an ogretried to smash hishead into hisfeet, but he was not at al sure how much protection heredly
hed.

"Hannah!" he cdled. "Where are you?'
Therewas no answer.

Something cold squeezed hisinnards. The barbarian was no joker; she would not do anything likethis
from humor. Neither was she a quitter; she would not desert him. That meant she was in some kind of
trouble.

How was he to even think about rescuing her? He had no ideawhere she was, and anything that could
take her out would make much shorter work of him.

Hewasjust about to panic when he heard footsteps approaching through the forest. Someone was
coming. Wasit Hannah?

Thefigure rounded atree and cameinto view. It was humanoid, but far too smal. It wasfemale, but no
barbarian lass.

"A gob gd!" the parody exclaimed.

So it was. All goblin women were pretty and nice, so there was nothing to fear from her. But what was
she doing out here done? Thiswas no safe place for anyone, particularly alone girl.

Then she came close enough to recognize. Goody was stunned. It was Go-Go! Thelovely love of hislife,
for whom he would have given hislifeif only to save hers. The one he couldn't stop loving, no matter
what el se happened. She would always be THE woman of hislife.

But that couldn't be. His wife was most of ayear dead, and there was no other like her. She had had no
sgter. Shewas unique.



She cameto stand before him, silently. He knew Go-Go as well as anyone did; they had been married
nearly twenty years, and he had loved her dl that time. He knew her little nuances and mannerisms. No
aspect of her could ever be erased from hisfond memory.

Thiswas Go-Go. Yet of courseit couldn't be. So it had to be a perfect imitation.

"Who are you?' he demanded somewhat gruffly. He loved the sight of her, but hated the idea of anyone
copying her appearance.

She merely shook her head.

"Y ou can't answer—or won't?" he asked.

She spread her handsin that little way she had.

"Youremute!" hesaid. "You can't talk."

She nodded. It was evident that she heard and understood him, but could not speak to him.

But Go-Go wasliterate. "Writeit," he said, clearing a patch of ground and handing her athin stick.
Again she shook her head. She couldn't write either.

That resolved any question: She was not Go-Go. But who or what was she?

Widl, sometimes the game of Nineteen Questions could help in asituation like this. "Can you answer yes
or no?'

She nodded yes.

"Areyou Go-Go?'

She shook her head no.

So far so good; she had hiswife's gppearance, but was not trying to pretend she was that woman.

For the moment hisfear abated, now that he had an immediate problem to solve. "Are you some other
woman?'

Yes.
"A logt gobliness?!
No.

He considered. Was she tdlling the truth? Suppose she were some kind of goblin-eating monster sent to
lure him into atrap so he could be dispatched? How could he trust her? He couldn't ask her that,
because either afriend or an enemy would answer that she was a friend—assuming shereally was
femde

Y et if she were amongter, she could have pounced on him aready. Maybe his bounce talent would
protect him—but she hadn't even tried. If she were amonster, she wouldn't know about histalent. Even
if she had been lurking around watching him, waiting for him to be without his bodyguard, she would not
have seen the talent in action, because he hadn't used it. So this did suggest shewas harmless. It didn't
proveit, but madeit seem likely.



"Areyou some other kind of female?'

Yes.

"Human?'

Yes.

But what human woman would be here, seeking him out?

Think outside the box.

A bulb flashed over his head. "Could you be—are you—Hannah Barbarian, transformed?”
Shegnmiled. Yes.

Heredly had to bdieveit. Hannah wasinexplicably missng, and this woman had cometo him. Who else
would do that?"But what happened?'

She spread her hands.

First he needed to verify her identity, asfar as possble. "How did we meet? At your home village?'
No.

"At Castle Roogna?'

No.

"At the Good Magician's cagtle?"

Yes.

Was that enough? He doubted it. "What is our relationship? Are we business associates?"
Yes.

"Friends?'

She hesitated, then nodded.

He nerved himsdlf for the key one. "Lovers?'

She stepped back, dismayed. No.

"So we have never seen each other unclothed?!

She hesitated again. No.

There was the error. They had stripped and bathed together. So she had guessed wrong.
“Idiot!"

The parody dwaysinsulted, but it was seldom actually wrong. Had he missed something? Then he
figured it out. He had said they had never seen each other unclothed, and that was untrue. She had
answered no, which was after all correct. He had tripped himsalf up—and been anidiot.



"We have been bare together?

Yes.

"But did not touch?"

No.

Because they had scrubbed each other's backs. "We touched?’
Yes

"In any romantic way?'

No.

"Sowe are like brother and sister?

She paused, then dowly shook her head.
"l mean, we arefriends”

Yes.

She had answered everything correctly. Had they been siblings—which was of courseimpaossble—he
would not have freaked out when she shook hersdlf dry.

So where did that leave him? If thiswas not Hannah, he was surely lost, becauise he could hardly survive
aone. If it was Hannah, he could trust her, but still had to find out how she had been transformed, and
how to reverseit, because she couldn't help him much in thisform. So it made sense to accept her; his
only routeto survivd lay in recovering her as hisguardian.

"I believeyou," he said. "But we are dlill in trouble. Can you tel me how this happened to you?"

No. Further questioning determined that she had been returning to their camp when she had walked
through a glowing glade, and suddenly found herself in adusky stone chamber. Some sort of man figure
was there. She had drawn her sword; he had lifted hisarm; and then she was back in the glade, in this
form.

Goody had heard of something once. "Thereisacastle kept for the three little princesses, and there's one
chamber init that isforbidden, because within it is something called the Random Factor, who does
something random and horrible to anyone who enters hisroom. Y ou must have entered a portal that took
you there, and the Factor transformed you and sent you back the way you had come, rendered mute so
you couldn' tell anyone else. Maybeit didn't redlize that there are other ways for folk to communicate.”

She nodded; that made senseto her.

"But trying to return to ask the Factor to change you back won't work; he never does what anyone else
wants™"

"Moron!"
Both Goody and the Go-Go image smiled grimly. The bird thought they were missing something. Again.
Goody reasoned it out. "But most spells can be reversed if you know how. It's part of their balance; they



areeaser to do if they contain the seed of their undoing. Something like that. So maybe thereésakey to
reverangit, if wecanonly find it."

She nodded hopefully.
But something still nagged him. "How isit you assumed thisform? Y ou look exactly like my wife."

They worked it out: it could be another convenience of transformation. Rather than invent anew form,
the Factor had changed her to the closest one for which there was aclear pattern. Theimagein hismind,
of Go-Go Gobliness. Hannah had seen that when he reviewed hislife history for the robots. The Factor
didn't care about its relevance; the image wasthere, so it was used.

Could it beilluson? That could be readily checked. They embraced. She fdlt exactly like Go-Go. He had
to stop himsdf from kissing her, though the urge was strong. He wasn't doing thisto please himsdf, but to
verify her Stuation. Had it been Hannah'sform clothed inillusion, he would have found himself hugging
her legs, hisfacein her skirt. So it wasared transformation. That a so meant that Hannah had lost her
wegpons and muscle. Shewould not be able to protect him in her norma manner.

In fact, they redized, she was now more vulnerable than he. He would have to protect her. Until they
found the way to change her back.

They pondered this. Then she pointed to the little bag tied to hiswaistband.

"Thefour spelld” he said, remembering. Y ou're right; it'stime to use them. They may be awkward and
risky, but hardly more so than what we face on our own." He paused. "But should | invoke one now, to
discover itsnature, or wait until there isimmediate need?"

They discussed it, in their fashion, and decided to compromise: invoke one spdll now, and another where
there was need.

"Now dl we haveto do iswalk out of the Region of Madness," Goody said. "Protected by my talent and
afour spell. We hope." Helooked at her. "Probably you should stay close to me, because though
ordinarily you like to range about scaring away monsters, that won't work now. Y ou'll need to be
protected by my limited megic.”

She nodded meekly enough. She had dways been aredlist.

He opened the bag and poked in two fingers. He caught something and drew it out. It dissipated into
smoke. Nothing seemed to have happened.

Then Hannah pointed. It wasadull day, but now there were two shadowsin front of him, asif twin suns
were at hisback. He turned to look behind him, and the shadows spun around with him, but he caught a
glimpse behind: there were two more there, angling out. ""Fourshadowd ™ he exclaimed. "Magician Grey
Murphy told me about them. They reflect my immediate past and future.”

Hannah/Go-Go |ooked questioningly at him.
"l know what you mean," he said. "This bearsinvestigation. | have no idea how they work."
She pointed to the rear shadows.

"Study them,” he said, understanding again. “They should provide the key to how the front shadows
work."



They discovered that the shadows to the left, fore and aft, were shorter, asif more recent, hoping that
made sense. Thetwo to the right were longer. They were not outlines of Goody, but of other things. The
right rear shadow was quite dark and showed alarge woman form; the | eft rear shadow was light and
showed asmdl woman form.

Hannah figured it out before he did. She pointed to the short shadow, then to hersdlf. When she stood
besdeit, it might have been her shadow. "It means| just encountered you!" he exclamed. "Asagoblin

girl"

She nodded, smiling. Then she stood beside the longer one, and reached her hands up as high as she
could. "When you were in your human form," he said. Indeed, now he recognized it as her. It even had
her sword, dung by her hip.

"But why isit S0 dark?' he asked.

Soon they figured that out too: "The darker the shadow, the more intense the encounter,” he said. "This
shows when you disappeared, and | wasin danger of perishing here. And the other showsthat | found
you, soit'slighter because there's no threat.”

"So the dummy's getting smarter,” the parody said sourly.
"Y ou're getting mellow," Goody informed it. "That'sredly not much of aninsult.”
The bird shut its beak, disgruntled.

Now they considered the front shadows. The left one was dark, and flickering formlesdy. Theright one
was also dark, and inert. "This makes me nervous,”" Goody said. "What am | about to encounter?”

Hannah spread her hands.
"Youll never find out if you dawdle hereforever, dullard.”

"Thank you for that encouragement, Peeve," Goody said wryly. Helooked a Hannah. "But it'sright.
Wed better get moving. | don't think we can avoid athreat by staying here. Wejust know that something
odd or dangerousis about to happen.”

They set out, trying to retrace the way they had come here. But now there was no big armed barbarian
glaring around, and the atmaosphere of the forest was uglier. Goody remembered how he had been told
that most threats would never make an appearance, with Hannah near. That had changed.

She touched hisarm and pointed. The left shadow was very dark and troubled. That made him extremely
nervous.

They were about to circle around alarge tree. Goody paused, cautioning Hannah, then stepped forward
asddicately and quietly as he could. He peered ahead.

Therewas agiant fireplace. Flames were flickering within it, dancing fro and to. Had he walked at speed,
he would have collided with it before redlizing, and gotten burned.

They stood and watched. The flames came and went, flitting through the air to reach the fireplace, and
saling away from it. Each seemed to haveits own identity, maintained wherever it went. Some looked
male, othersfemae, and sometimes one of each would flicker together and brighten.

Thismust be where the fires of the Region of Fire went for their vacation. A placeto relax well away



from the burned-out home region. Indeed, they would not appreciate two goblins blundering into their
sanctuary.

Now the meaning of the left shadow was clear: it was aflickering flame. And the right shadow—was
dead.

They backed away, carefully. Thanksto the warning of the shadows, they had not blundered into the
fireplace, and gotten themsa ves burned to death by outraged flames.

"How's your old flame doing with that hot tongue?' the parody demanded loudly.
The flamesfrozein place for amoment. Then severd of them flitted directly toward Goody and Hannah.

Hannah caught his elbow and drew him toward the trunk of the tree. Therewas arotted out hollow
there. They squeezed intoit.

"Hey!" the bird cried as the wood brushed it off Goody's shoulder. It flapped itswings, hovering in air.
"Y ou clumsy gob!"

The leading flame paused, then flickered toward the parody. It thought the peeve wasinsulting it.

The bird got away just before the flame could burn itstail. "Watch yoursdlf, you clumsy candlel™ Now it
was inaulting theflame,

The flame reoriented and went after the peeve again. "Oh, yeah?" the bird demanded. " Just who do you
think you're singeing, you misbegotten pyre? Watch out | don't quench you with spit, hotfoot!"

Goody could do nothing, but hoped the bird was agile enough to avoid the angry flame. The peeve had
brought it on itsdlf, after dl, and amost gotten them burned too. Then it had inadvertently led the flame
away from them.

Now he became aware of their Stuation. He was jammed in the hollow, his arms around Go-Go.
Hannah, redlly, but she looked and felt exactly like his beloved wife.

"Oh, darn," he whispered. "How | wish you werered!"
She gazed a him, her eyes every bit as big and soft as those of his beloved.

"I'm sorry," hewhispered. "'l know you're not Go-Go. Y ou're Hannah, and we have no such relationship.
But holding you like this—"

It wastoo much. Thetearsof hissuddenly intengfied grief overflowed his eyes. He knew hewas acting
like the unmanly wimp he was, disgusting her, but he couldn't help it.

Sometimelater the parody returned. "Y ou pusillanimous jokers fill necking in the tree?' it demanded.
"The fires are soked down for abreak; didn't you know?"

They wedged themsalves out of the crevice and unkinked their joints. "At least we figured out how to use
the shadows,” Goody said.

Hannah shook her head, pointing to the ground. The shadows were gone.
Oh. Wéll, the phenomenon had been good whileit lasted.

They found away to skirt the fireplace and moved on. No monsters attacked, so Goody didn't invoke



another spell.

They cameto alake. "We got rather soiled in that tree crevice," Goody said. "This seemslike agood
placeto wash, if there are no sharks."

Then heredized there was another problem. He and Hannah had gotten used to each other, asit were,
but now she resembled the woman he loved. " Then again maybe not."

But she was dready stripping, dropping her clothing at the edge of the pond so she could wash it. She
might have the body of a gobliness, but her naturd manner was that of the barbarian. What could he do?
If he made an issue, it would just make it worse. So he stripped aso.

They rinsed out their clothes and spread them on bushesto dry. Then they went deeper, for afull swim.

Suddenly Hannah screamed. Actually she made no sound, but he saw her mouth wide open as she
drifted backward toward deeper water. Something was dragging her!

Goody splashed asrapidly as he could toward her. He caught her hand and tried to pull her back toward
the bank, but instead she pulled him toward the center of the pond. That was no good. So he hauled her
into him and put both arms around her, shielding her with his body. He felt the dreadful force of
whatever was dragging her.

Then it reversed, and they were coursing the other direction. They splashed into shallow water, gasping.
Near the center of the pond a huge shape lifted out of the water, resembling nothing so much asagiant
human toe. Then it splashed down and out of Sight.

"The undertoe almost got you, jerk!" the parody said.

Undertoe: abig toe that dragged swimmers under. Surely related to the foothills. But why had it suddenly
reversed?

Then he understood: histalent. The bounce. He had been bounced back out, and Hannah with him,
because he had been clasping her. Histaent had saved them.

"Hannah! My taent—" He stopped. They were lying together, naked, in shallow water.

He quickly released her. "Hannah, I'm sorry! | didn't mean to—" But what could he say? That he hated
holding her like that? It would be an obviouslie.

They got up and waded back to the bank. The sun had made short work of their clothing, and it was
close enough to dry to be serviceable. He noticed that her clothing had changed with her form; instead of
metallic armor, it was adainty blouse, skirt, and pan—underclothing. He faced avay while she dressed.

They resumed their walk. It wasn't long before there was agtirring in the foliage, and amedium smdll
dragon swooped down. It had sniffed them out. It paused barely half an instant before concluding that
they were suitably defensdess prey, and came toward them, fire jetting from its nodtrils.

"Bogey at deven o'clock!" the parody warned, fluttering clear. Then, to the dragon: "Nyaanyaa,
hothead! Y ou can't toast mee!"

Goody drew Hannah to the side. "Get under cover," hetold her. "I'll try to stop it.”

As he spoke, he bent to pick up astone. He hurled it at the dragon. He missed, and the dragon flew
directly a him, itsfireintengfying.



Then thefire curled back and bathed the dragon's own snoot. It inhaled and sneezed, blowing out smoke
rings. Goody's talent had worked again, bouncing the firel

However, the dragon was till hurtling toward him. It had not been damaged by its own fire, merdly
annoyed. It opened its mouth to bite Goody asit closed.

And bounced back, landing on itstail, looking confused. Then, redlizing that that it was up against
something it didn't understand, it spun about and flew away.

Hannah and the parody joined him, and they went on. Goody was pleased that histaent was coming
through; this grestly increased his confidence,

But they were not yet out of the Region of Madness. The vegetation continued weird, and he didn't trust
it. He wanted to be clear of it by the end of day.

Theway opened out. He recognized this section; they were near the edge. He forged ahead.

Hannah caught him about the shoulders and pulled him back. They fdll to the ground together, and the
bird flew up, cursing apurple streak. "What?' he asked, halfway annoyed. "Why did you—?"

She pointed. Now he saw afaint shimmer, asof atwist of ar risng in the heat. A bug flew through
it—and zagged crazily, crash landing, asif dizzy.

"A forget whorl!" the parody said, asthey got up.

Now Goody saw atrail of dazed creatures marking the route of the whorl. If he had walked through that,
he would have forgotten some or dl of his nature and identity. Hannah had spied it first, and acted to
savehimfromit.

Relief and gratitude overwhelmed him. He took hold of her, drew her close, and kissed her on the mouth.
Then, redlizing what he had done, helet her go. "I'm sorry. [—"

But the Go-Go form was fuzzing out and swelling. It became twice astall, and wide and deep in
proportion. Metd glinted from here and there. In fact—

"I'm back," Hannah said.
Amazed, Goody could only protest. "But you—I—"

"That was the key to restoration,” she said. "l seeit now. A kissisthetraditiona way to banish aspell on
amaiden. If only we had redlized sooner.”

"So you're not angry that [—"

She reached down, put her two hands on his shoulders, lifted him up to her face height, and kissed him
back. Then she set him down. "Three times you saved me when | was helpless. Twice we were jammed
together, once naked. Y ou were such a bleeping gentleman you agpologized! I'm no fainting girl, but 1 do
appreciate your bravery and courtesy on my behalf. If you want to kissme, friend, do it. It doesn't
change our relationship.”

"Y ou strumpet!"
"But you looked so much like Go-Go, | was garting to fal in love with you."

"Asif agoblin ever could.”



"And refrained, knowing it wasn't red,” Hannah said. "There are men who wouldn't make that distinction.
Y ou are aworthy person, Goody. | hope that some day you find aworthy goblin girl to make the rest of
your life as happy as Go-Go made the earlier portion of it. Shewas obvioudy avery fine person too. I'm
amogt sorry I'm not agoblin.” She considered haf amoment. "Almost sorry | wasn't agoblin alittle

longer.”
"l don't understand.”
She nodded. "With luck, you'll never understand.”

But as he pondered, he did understand. Hannah really did appreciate the way he had treated her when
her situation had changed, and might willingly have rewarded him in the way awoman could when she
chose. Knowing that for the moment she resembled the one he most desired. It was away to thank a
person that went beyond the pleasure of the moment. To give him ataste of hisbeloved past. Y et she
wasn't sureit was right. Neither was he.

"Now let's get on out of here before dark. | don't think thisisthe place to find ahome for the nasty bird."
"I heard that, you scheming floozy!"

She reached down and ruffled its feathers amost affectionately. "And I'll dmost be sorry to berid of you,
you incorrigible squawk-box."

8

Zombie

They camped in apleasant "norma” glade, foraging for pies and drinks. There were no bedding bushes,
but Goody found an O-shaped plant that grew pills. Sure enough, the pill-Os made even hard rocks feel
soft enough to deep on. But as night closed, and the parody settled down on the upper pole of the
lean-to, Goody was restless, though tired. Do you mind if [—"

"| told you akisswas okay."
Hefdt hisskin heating in the dark. "Not that. | mean, if | ask aquestion.”

Shelaughed. "Now that | have seen how manly you are under that politeness, | rather like your manners.
A"

"It's about that. In the hollow of thetree, I—"

"Y ou bawled, you sniveling excuse!" So the peeve wasn't quite adeep yet.
"That does seem to describeit,” Goody said. "Weren't you disgusted?”
"Would Go-Go have been?'

"No. But she knew me."

"Now | know you too. As| said, it turnsout that under all those layers of niceness, meekness,
vulnerability, and limited vocabulary, you are a person with qualities to be respected. | hope that some



year some redl barbarian he-man will love methe way you loved her."

That seemed to be answer enough. "Thank you."

"Y ou never thought about danger to yourself when you tackled those thrests, did you?"
"There wasn't time. Anyway, my new talent protected me."

"But you didn't think about that either, before you acted.”

"No," he admitted.

"That'swhat courageis. | didn't like being ahelplessfemale, not one bit, but you were there for me. That
helped alot. Now | know that a man can be polite, and still aman. I'll bet most goblin malesare
cowards, too, under their bluster. It's agood lesson.”

Hewas somewhat at aloss. "Thank you," he repeated, feding inane. "The reverse wood powder must
have reversed that aspect too."

She reached out in the darkness and found his hand. She squeezed it, gently. "Thank you for teaching me
thet."

Goody's restlessness faded, and he dept well.

In the morning they packed up and made ready to move on. "Just one thing, before we go," Hannah said.
"Of course.”

"Where arewe going?'

That brought him up short. "I don't know. | hadn't thought it through, beyond trying the Region of
Madness. And getting out of it."

"Where e se might there be anyone dumb enough to want this bird?

"Nowhere ese, you hand-holding dut!"

"l very much fear the bird is correct. It fedslike animpossible mission.”

"How about Castle Zombie?'

Goody considered. Zombies were stupid, because their brains were rotten. "Do zombies keep live pets?”
"Maybeif they get the chance.

It seemed promising. "Castle Zombie," he agreed.

They cut acrossto an enchanted path, and oriented on Castle Zombie. 1t would take them more than a
day, but that didn't matter.

Travelers on the enchanted paths were invariably harmless, but could be interesting. Goody was glad to
settlefor that.

They paused for asnack on pot pies. A young human man was there. "Hello, barbarian, hello goblin,” he
sad. "l am Phil, with an embarrassng talent.”



"Not half as embarrassing as your supid facel™
"The bird talksl" Goody and Hannah said together.
"Ignoreit,” Hannah concluded.

"Thank you for darifying that."

"Goody Goblin and Hannah Barbarian,” Goody said. "Taents of bouncing back threats and precise
weapons control. We aretrying to find agood home for the bird.”

Phil burst out laughing. "I wish you every success.”
"What isthis embarrassing talent of yours?' Hannah asked.

"| project the most embarrassing moments of others. So my talent isn't much in demand, asyou can
appreciate.”

"We can passthat by," Goody said, thinking of hisrecent crying scene. Hewould prefer that that never
be advertised.

"Agreed,” Hannah said.

"Cowardd"

They exchanged aglance. "'Can you do birds?' Hannah asked.
"| think so. I'mwilling to try. But redlly, it isn't necessary.”
"Not necessary, but maybe very satisfying," Hannah said.

"It won't work. Nothing embarrasses me, you faker."

Then a scene gppeared around the bird. It showed a cute little boy surrounded by dightly older girls.
They were admiring the boy's just-discovered taent of turning body parts different colors. One girl had a
bright green thumb, another ablack eye, athird ared eye, and the forth abrown nose. They were
clapping their hands with ddlight, knowing that the effects were temporary.

The peeve arrived, landing on anearby branch. "OoOoo!" the girls cried in chorus. "A green bird!"
"OwWww!" the peeve said, cruelly parodying their tone. "A flock of white chickd™

"It takd" the girl with the brown nose said. She was dwaysthefirst to cater to anyone notable.
"Can't say the samefor you, crgpnose.”

"It insulted you!" the black-eyed girl said, clapping her handswith glee.

"And you, rot-eye."

Now they all clapped their hands, thrilled. "1sn't nature wonderful," the girl with the green thumb said.
"Too bad you don't have any."

They dl laughed at thisgreat humor.



The parody turned its attention on the boy. "Y ou call that atalent, smudge color? What good isit?"
"l don't know," the boy said. "It'sjust fun."

"It'sjust fun," the bird mimicked, the sarcasm practically dripping from the words.

But the boy was too young to get it. "Fun,” he repeated happily.

Then the bird's beak turned pink.

The girls applauded. " Pretty beak, pretty beak!" they said. One held up alittle mirror so the bird could
seethe effect.

"Pretty, my festering foot!"

Then the peeve's wings turned red.

"A red-winged greenbird!" the girls exclaimed, delighted anew.

"Ludicrous" the bird said, outraged.

Itsfeet turned blue. Findly itseyesturned pink, matching itsbill.

The girls cheered, thrilled. They agreed thiswas the best bird ever, and wanted to keep it forever.

Horribly embarrassed, the parody flew away. Its colors reverted to natural dull green the moment it left
the vicinity of the boy, but that wasn't the point. The point was that no matter how hard it had tried to
insult the group of children, it had done the opposite, pleasing them. What awful shame!

The scene faded. They were back in the present.

"Well, now," Hannah said. "That must have been when you were ranging the countryside, before
Professor Grossclout sent you to Hell. Y our one abject failure. Now we know."

The parody hung its head.

"Weare dl entitled to occasional failure," Goody sad. "That's how welearn. | think | have failed more
than | have succeeded.”

"Well, you're an effeminate goblin,” the bird said, hardly mallified.

"And not much of afailure” Hannah said. "Why don't we dl just forget about the past, and focus on the
present? We've got amed to make and anight'sresting to do.”

The otherswere glad to agree.

Next day they marched on toward Castle Zombie. The parody recovered its spirit, and insulted everyone
they encountered. These included a group of knightswho were looking for adventure, and not having
much luck. Therewas Sir Fer, who preferred to ride seahorses; Sir Prise, who liked to pop up
unexpectedly; Sir Pent, who was anaga; Sir Comspect, who tended to evade casud notice; Sir Tain,
who inspired confidence; and Sir Cumnavigate, who could get around anything. By thetime the bird was
donewith them, they were more like daze than knights.

In late afternoon they spied the cadtle. It was decrepit, with stones dissolving and amoet filled with
dudge. Zomhiesweredl around, shuffling aimlesdy here and there.



"What a bunch of freaks!" The parody's observation was unkind, but accurate.
They paused to consider. "I don't think | would careto live here," Hannah said.
"I must admit to wondering whét the purpose of azombieis," Goody said.

"Oh, I know that. They defend Xanth from attack. There'sawhole graveyard full of them at Castle
Roogna. | think they also handle other jobs the regular folk don't like, such as processing organic wastes.
And | think they run the deed | etter office.”

"Letterscan die?'

"Wdll, | can't read them, so | don't know, but | think they do die when they can't be ddlivered. | hear a
big snail deliversthem. There was some kind of flap about that afew years ago, when some old letters
got delivered after dl. So maybeit's the un-dead letter office.”

"Maybe apriority male delivered them.”

She glanced sidelong at him asif suspecting apun. "Maybe. | heard one was délivered to the Demon
Jupiter, and it made him so mad he hurled hisred spot a Xanth."

"Oh?Didit hit us?'
"| don't think so. It must have missed.”
Goody gazed a the decrepit castle with distaste. "I understand that living human folk runiit.”

"That'swhat | heard. So we had better |ocate them, and ask whether they would like to adopt the dirty
bird."

They reluctantly approached the castle. "What a stench!™ the bird complained. No one debated that.
At therickety drawbridge azombie soldier chalenged them. "Halsh! Who goesh zere?"
"Whosh the hellsh wants to knowsh?" the parody demanded insolently.

"Goody Goblin, Hannah Barbarian, and a pet peeve,” Goody said quickly. "Wewould liketo talk with
the proprietor.”

"Thishway, pleaze."

They followed the zombie across the rotten planks of the bridge and into the castle. Ichor drooled along
the dingy stone walls, and rotting bits of zombie flesh were in the corners. Goody suppressed his
reaction, but the parody didn't.

"Thisplaceisarotten grease trap!" Again there was no argument.

The zombielifted apartidly fleshed hand and knocked a bit squishily on awood door. "Mishtrish!™ it
cdled.

The door opened. A dark young woman stood there. "Y es, Benjamine?"
"Vizitshers™"

The woman |ooked past the zombie and saw them. "Oh, living vigtors Comein. I'm Breanna of the
Black Wave."



They entered her gpartment, which was abruptly free of dime, rot, odor, or other zombie indications.
That wasaredlief. "I am Goody Goblin, and thisis Hannah Barbarian.”

"It'ss0 niceto seeliving folk for achange. The zombies are wonderful in their way, but al day every day
getswearisome. What bringsyou here?"

"We're on amission for the Good Magician,” Goody said. "We have to find agood home for the parody
here"

Breannalooked a the peeve. "That doesn't seem difficult. Hi, birdy."
"Go soak your face, you smarmy black piece of snot!" Goody's voice said.

"Who borrows our voicesto insult others,” Goody said. "I gpologize for its behavior. That'swhat makes
it difficult to place.”

"Now | have somefaint suspicion why," Breanna agreed. "M eanwhile, there's something about you that
confusesme."

"l am apolite male goblin."

"That'sit! | never heard of that before. | would have expected an attitude more like the bird's. Areyou a
transformed human or something?”

"No, | drank powdered reverse wood as a child. It made me everything | was not. A subsequent drink
did not reverseit. | am apariah among my kind."

"And the goblin girlswon't touch you," she said, gppreciating it.

"In essence, yes."

She nodded. " So you can't travel with abird like this, without a bodyguard.”
"That'sright," Hannah said. "But he'sa good man.”

"And she'sawanton wench," the peeve said.

"Not s0," Goody said. " She'sagood woman."

Breanna's glance hesitated halfway between them as an odd thought evidently intruded.

"No, we aren't,” Hannah said. "We're not each other's types. We have just learned honest respect for
each other."

"Y eah, like when you were both jammed together naked in that pool.”

"Wel, if it comesto misinterpreting images from the past—" Hannah said with studied lack of emphasis.
The bird's beak snapped shut.

"We were escaping awater threat,” Goody explained. "The undertoe.”

"Of course," Breannasaid, too quickly. "I'll ask my husband, Justin Tree, about placing the bird." She
turned her head and cdlled. "Dear!”

Soon aman appeared from aback room, carrying atwo-year-old child. That would be Justin, who



seemed unremarkable. But the child was beautiful, with amber skin and wavy brown hair. When the man
st her down, she toddled over to admire the peeve. "Our daughter Amber Dawn,” Breannasaid
proudly.

"Get away from me, you whiskey-skinned brat! "
Judtin frowned. "Who spoke?"
"I did, knothead. Are your ears suffed with sap?"

"It'sthe bird, dear," Breannasaid quickly. "They'relooking for ahomefor it. Do you know of anyone
who might gppreciateit?"

"Baked under glass, maybe," he said.

Breanna shook her head. "So I'm afraid not. The zombies wouldn't be bothered by its words, but they
don't know how to carefor living things."

Little Amber Dawn had not given up on the bird. She held out atranducent stone. "Bug,” she said. "'In

The parody was interested. It peered at the bug frozen in the tranducent heart of the stone. "L ooks good
enough to edt, tar baby."

"Her tlent ismaking resin that preservesinsects,” Breannasaid. " She has quite a collection of them

aready."
"What awaste of bugs, blackhead!"
The child turned about and walked to her mother. So much for that acquaintance.

There was a mushy knock on the door. Justin went to open it. He talked briefly with the zombie, then
faced back to hiswife. "Something odd outside," hesaid. "I'll go check."

"Well dl go," Breannasaid. "Amber hasn't been out today." She picked up her daughter. "I'm sorry we
can't help you, but maybe there's someone somewhere who would like that kind of bird."

"And maybe ther€s arotten zombie piein the sky, nightshade.”
They trooped outside. And stopped, amazed.
"What in Xanth isthat?" Justin asked.

The zombies were standing awkwardly around asmall black figure. In amoment Hannah got alook.
"That'sarobot!"

"Awhat?'
"A machine man. We saw them on Robot World. They can do things, but aren't dive.”
"A type of demon?' Justin asked.

"Not exactly. They're made of metd and wires. We brought a program for one, to make adragon’s

"Smpleton!”



"We must be overlooking something,” Hannah said.

Suddenly Goody remembered what had bothered him two chapters ago. "That robot-making device—it
remained active aswe | eft. It must have made another robot.”

Justin looked sharply at him. " Something is making these things? How do you know it stopped & one or
two?'

"They work automaticaly,” Goody said. "They just keep going. It must till be making robots.”

Hannah nodded. "1 think maybe we had better get back there and turn it off, before we have these things
getting underfoot.”

"What's this one doing here?" Breanna asked.

They looked more carefully at the robot. It was using atrowe-like extenson onitsarmto dig aholein
the ground. When it had dug as deep asit could go, it quit, walked afew paces farther, and dug again.
Therewasasmall holein its backsde that emitted smoke.

"Metd moron!"

The robot ignored the bird, imperturbably continuing its business.

"It'sdoing asurvey,” Justin said. "Looking for something.”

"For iron!" Goody said with sudden redization. "They need it to make their bodies.

"That impliesinteligence,” Jugtin said. "Or a least Some clear directive. They are reproducing their kind."
"Without limit,"” Hannah said. "' Other than their supply of iron. We may aready betoo late to sop it.”
"Why, beast brain?'

"Because if they're actudly smart, the first thing they would do is hide their factory,” shesaid. "Sowe
can't come and shut it down."

"That makes uncomfortable sense," Breannasaid.
"Bully for you, blot broad!"

A small black cloud formed over Breanna's head. "Y ou know, | could get annoyed at you, bird brain, if |
tried.”

"Makethe effort, zombie lover."
"Just ignoreit,” Goody said. "It hasahigh AQ. That is, Annoyance Quotient.”

"Not till | put itinitsplace™” Breannasaid grimly. She moved her head near the parody. " Say something
else, bantam beak." The cloud intensified.

"Go soak your coa-colored caboose! What are you going to do, blacklist me, Stygian schlep?’
A miniature bolt of lightning speared out of the cloud, just missing the bird'sfoot.

The peeve considered, then kept its beak shut.



"I'll send the zombies out to count robots,” Justin said. "That may give us anotion how many arein the
vidnity."

"There can't be many," Goody said. "It hasn't been that long since we | eft the dragons.™

"It's been three days," Hannah said. "That first one took only about an hour.”

"And their factory may be more efficient now," Justin said.

"And there may be more than one factory,” Breanna said. "There could be hundreds of them already.”

Worse and worse. But there was amore immediate curiosity. "Why does this one smoke?* Goody
asked.

They paused to consder that. "What powersthem?' Justin asked. "Magic powers zombies, but this
doesn't seem to be using magic. | suspect it isburning wood inside, and using its heat for power, the way
they do in Mundania.”

"I never thought of that," Hannah said. "Magic things are powered by magic, but humans, goblins, and
other living things are powered by the food we eat. The robots food must be wood.”

"l hatethat,” Justin said. "l was atreefor severa decades.”
"And it splintered your wits, fagot face."
"Unfortunately, there are trees everywhere in Xanth," Hannah said. " So we can't cut off their food.”

Justin assembled the zombies and gave them smpleingtructions. They dispersed, shambling in random
directions. One of them brought awooden box and pushed the little robot into it for safekeeping. The
machinewas only ankletall, so was easy to pick up and carry.

"Meanwhile, comein and have dinner,” Breannasaid. "It will take them awhileto do their business."

They went back insde the castle. A zombie brought a bottle from the castle wine cellar, but Breanna sent
it back.

"We don't mean to be choosy," Goody protested.
"That wasrot gut,” she explained. "Zombiewhiskey."
Oh.

The zombie brought another bottle. "Thiswill do," Breannasaid. "Thisisde, from alocd ae-ing tree.
They are cousins of the beerbarrdl trees.” She popped it open and poured foaming glasses. "Thisis honey
brown ae, because we have bees nearby. We avoid the ones growing near wild oats."

"Oh? Why?' Hannah asked.

"Because men who drink wild oat ale become unduly attractive to nymphs, and attracted to nymphs”™
Breannasaid tightly. "And women don't likeit. The ale, | mean. It tastes chegp.”

Goody spped hisde. It was heady stuff.
Breanna poured asmaller glass. "Thisisfor you, bird brain. Gripe soda."

The bird hesitated, not trugting this.



"It'ssafe” Breannasaid. "Here, I'll Spit first." Shedid so. "Awful-tasting stuff,” she griped.

Reassured, the parody flapped across to the edge of the table. It dipped its beak into the drink. "Awful!™
it agreed, pleased.

"I dways hope shell confusethe bottles,” Justin said, smiling.

"It's bad enough when you see those show girlsin the forest,” Breanna snapped, evidently feding the
effect of her Sp of gripe soda.

"Show girls?' Goody asked.

"They are scantily garbed femae shapes," Judtin said. "That show anyone anything, though not in sufficient
detall.”

"Morethan sufficient, jerk!" Breannasaid. But her mood was easing. It was clear that she and Justin
liked teasing each other.

After the med the zombie foreman reported: "Zeven roboz in areaz.”
"Seven," Judtin said serioudy. "If there are seven here, how many aretherein al of Xanth?
Hannah frowned. "There could be ahundred.”

"Y ou had better stay heretonight,” Justin said. "The zombieswill verify the count in the morning. Then
you can decide what to do."

"Thank you," Goody said. What a development!

He shared aroom with Hannah and the parody, by mutua choice. They were accustomed to being
together, and he felt safer with her nearby, though surdly there was no threat from the zombies.

"Why do | think that we now have abigger problem than placing the bird?" she asked rhetorically asthey
settled for the night.

"Andit'smy fault," Goody said, chagrined.

"It'sour fault. I'mawarrior; | should have picked up on the threat.”

"I saw thefirst robot factory active asweleft, and didn't catch on."
"Thereisguilt enough to go around. What are we going to do about it?"
"I wish | knew!"

She sat on the edge of the bed. "I'll think about it overnight. They may not be dangerous. It wasjust a
nest-congtructing program we brought, after dl.”

"Do we know that? Could there have been more to that program than we realized? We wanted just one
female robot, but now there are males too, out searching for iron.”

She grimaced. "Suddenly | fear thereis. Those machines on Robot World were awfully cooperative.
Maybe they just made up something to make us think we were making an even trade, when they redly
wanted to get that program to Xanth. Why should they care about our persond life histories, anyway?'

"To study us," Goody said. "To ascertain our vulnerabilities. So asto know whether wewould fal for it.”



"Now you'rethinking likeawarrior," she said. " Scouting the enemy. | fear we have been fools."
"Exactly,” the peeve said.
"Well, I'll ponder,” she said. She threw hersalf down on the floor and dept.

Goody had the bed to himself. It was soft, but he took time to nod off. He did fedl respongible for the
crigs

In the morning there was bad news. There were now twelve little robots, including the one they had
captured. It had cut ahole in the box and escaped.

"Dolts!" the parody said enthusiastically.

"Of course," Hannah said. "They're construction robots. They havetoals, like drills, hammers, and wire
cutters. Why should awood box hold them? We should have redlized.”

"Then weéll try sone," Justin said grimly. He gave indructions, and the zombies spread out again.
"But they don't have boxes," Goody said.

"They'll carry the robots here by hand.”

"But if the machines have hammers and pincers—"

"They can't hurt zombies."

Oh. Goody hardly needed the peeve's chortled reminder of his continuing idiocy. He was missing obvious
thingsgdore.

They had anice breakfast with only one miscue: Hannah reached for a platter with pastaand cheese.
"Don't edt that," Breanna said.

"Oh, | thought it was part of breskfast.”
"No, that'sadish | made for azombie wedding well have today. Matrimonia cheese.”
"Macaroni and cheese?”'

Breannasmiled. "Matrimonia cheese," sherepeated carefully. "1t makesthose who et it fed extremely,
um, loving."

"Zombies?' Goody asked.

Breannafrowned. "They're people too, you know. When you cut them, do they not drip ichor? They
have fedings. Their bodies and brains may be rotten, but they deserve their chances for satisfaction, same
asanyonedse They—"

Justin made asmall signd with one hand, and Breanna cut off her diatribe. "Sorry. | get carried away.
Y es, zombies can love, not with living intensity, but it'sreal for them. So thisdish isfor them. It'snot
spoiled, but | don't think you would care for its effect unless you had aromantic relationship.”

"All screwed up!" the bird said.
"Thanksfor thewarning," Hannah said. "When | find my brute barbarian male, | don't think well need it.”



After breskfast they went outsde. The zombies had brought in fifteen little robots; it seemed more were
coming indl thetime. "They are eying the castle," Jugtin said. "They want to check it for iron. We can't
hold them long in the box. We have to ded with them.”

They watched the robots working on the stone box they were confined in. They were using little drillsto
make holesin it, then sawing out from the holes to make larger holes, and hammering out the partitions
between holes. They seemed to be as good at deconstruction as construction. The work was dow, but
steady. A fair amount of smoke was drifting up from their smoke holes. They hadn't seen the robots eat
any wood, but surely they did, and amed lasted along time asit burned.

It was obviousthat no box of any kind would hold them long; even meta would merely delay them.
"What are we to do with them?' Goody asked despairingly. "We can't reason with them; they're mindless
machines. But we can't ignore them.”

"I have abarbarian solution," Hannah said. " Chop them into smithereens.” She amiled. "Asit were.
There'san ogre leader by that name."

A glance circulated. "Maybe that's best,” Goody agreed reluctantly.

Hannah found a chopping block. She used barbarian gauntlets to fish the robots out of the box one at a
time and drop them on the block. Then she used her sword to hack them into pieces. Soon therewas a
pile of meta kindling around the block, and al the robots were gone. Smoke still curled up from their
broken fire boxes.

Goody felt queasy. He knew the robots had no fedlings; they weren't dive. But till the destruction of
animated, purposeful things bothered him. It had perhaps been necessary, but it was not nice.

"Blood and guts!" the parody swore.

That was exactly what those remnants seemed like.
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They hashed it out, and decided that they should first go to dismantle the origina robot factory, and if that
didn't work, inform King Dor of the problem. Meanwhile the zombies would continue collecting and
digposing of robotsin the vicinity of Castle Zombie.

"It won't work, jerk," the parody assured them.
"Ligten, featherheed, it's your fault this happened,” Hannah said. "We had to go to Robot World for you."
"Yourealiar, brittle bral Y ou went for the dragon'snest.”

"Because we had to trade for Goody's talent, tattle-tail. So we could protect ourselves while ranging
dangerousregionsin search of ahomefor you."

"I didn't ask you to find me ahome, wanton wastrel! | won't like it anyway."



"Because you don't like anything. What's the matter with you?'
"I'm afailed harpy, scandal skirt. What's your excuse?'
"Maybe we should just get on our way," Goody suggested.
"Awww," bird and barbarian said together.

"Wewerejust getting warmed up,” Hannah concluded.

"Such language makes me uneasy,” Goody said.

Bird and barbarian exchanged a glance, and shrugged. Obvioudy what bothered him, they found
invigorating.
They got on the enchanted path and moved smartly along. Soon they encountered ayoung man going the

other way. His gaze crossed Goody and the parody, then lingered on the woman somewhat
overfamiliarly. "Hi. I'm Tom."

"Hey!" Hannah exclaimed, grabbing her metal hdter.

"Sorry about that,” Tom said, not looking sorry. "It'smy taent.”

"Tdent?' Goody asked, confused.

"Undressng women with my eyes™

"Wadl, drop your gaze," Hannah snapped as she fastened her halter back together.

The man lowered his gaze—and her skirt dropped down around her knees. "Oops," he said.

"Onemoredip likethat, and I'll undress your boneswith my sword,” she snapped as she grabbed her
irt.

"That might be difficult, with your clothing faling off,” Tom said, unrepentant.

Hannah drew her sword—and her outer clothing dropped to the ground around her feet, hobbling her.
Only her metdlic panties remained. Fortunately their opague thickness shielded Goody's eyes somewhat,
s0 hewas ableto block the view with one hand while recovering his equilibrium. Thiswas no timeto
fresk out.

"Haw haw haw!!" the peeve laughed coarsely. "Baittle-bottom's getting battered!"

"| fed abarbarian berserker rage coming on,” Hannah said ominoudly.

That would surely lead to bloodshed. "Please, not that,” Goody said. "Not on the enchanted path.”
"I lovewild, bare women," Tom said, focusing hislecherous gaze.

Goody leaped in front of Hannah as she crouched down to recover her fallen clothing. He felt something,
and knew it was Tom's eye magic, thistime going for the woman's panties.

Then it was Tom'sturn to grab hisclothing asit fell off hisbody. "What?' he asked, amazed.
"Hee hee heel" the bird laughed just as coarsely. "Eye Candy's a Stresker at heart."



Goody redlized that histalent had reflected the magic back at the man, undressing him. Well, it served
himright.

Safely beyond the eye magic, Hannah repaired her attire. "Thanks, Goody," she said.
"I wasjust trying to conceal you from hislecherous gaze. | didn't know that would happen.”

She grabbed his head and kissed his ear. "Thanks anyway, friend. Actudly | don't care that much about
clothing. It wasjust that | hated to let him think he was getting away with something.”

"Y our petulant pantied”

"Something like that, bonehead beaker," she agreed. "Goody's okay, because he never presumes. But I'd
have had to day that insolent man.”

"Please don't day anyone on the enchanted path,” Goody repeated.

She considered. "True. Were not supposed to do that. 1'd have had to lure him off the path first. Lack of
clothing would have facilitated that."

That hadn't been exactly what he meant, but surely she knew that.

They paused at arest sop around noon. There was adeck chair on alawn, looking very comfortable. It
was labeled ROCKET, presumably its brand name. Goody decided to Sit on it while he ate his pie.

"Hold up, friend,” Hannah warned. "That's off the path. I'd better check it first.”

"Chicken!" the parody said, flying acrossto the lawn chair, perching onit.

The bird took off so suddenly that feathers scattered. " Squawk!™ it cried from ahigh tree branch.
"I had no ideayou could fly that fagt, truculent tailwind," Hannah said, amazed.

"I can't!" The peevefluttered back to ground. "That thing launched me."

Hannah inspected it closdly, poking with thetip of her sword. "No wonder. Thisisnot alawn chair; it'sa
launcher.”

"If | had sat on it—" Goody said, gppalled.

"It might have jetted itself backwards."

"Oh—that'sright. | keegp not thinking of my talent.”

"Fortunately you don't need to. It protects you anyway."

"Anidiot-proof taent: just the thing for you, goopy gob.”

They got most of the way to Castle Roogna by dusk. "Well tackle that Stein the morning,” Hannah said.
Goody was satisfied with that. He was nervous about what they would find.

After they ate and washed, they retired to the convenient shelter. As usual, Hannah spurned the
comfortable bunk and dropped to the floor in her clothing. Goody stripped and lay down, drawing the
sheet over him.



"Wel now."

He leaped out of the bed, almost landing on Hannah, who stirred, grasping her sword. Therewasa
woman there! A sultry gobliness.

"Don't belikethat," the creature said from the darkness. "I won't virulence you."

"Won't what me?"

"Gnaw, cut, lacerate, chomp, magticate—"

"Bite?"

"Whatever," she agreed crosdy.

"What are you doing here, Metria?' Hannah asked.

"Trying to brighten this goblin's dull life. Go back to your floor, primitive wench."

Hannah hesitated. " She probably means you no harm, Goody. If you'd like to be done with her—"
"No!"

"Oh, come on," the demoness urged. "I'll light your deed fire."

Almost, he was tempted. When Hannah had been in goblin form he had reacted despite knowing better.
With Metria, what was the point in knowing better? She was gtrictly athrowaway femae. He did need to
get over hisreserve, if hewas ever going to rgjoin norma interpersonal society.

"Go ahead, gdlant goblin," the parody's voice came, radiating perverse humor. "Really get into it. Dip
your stick.”

That decided him. "No. Let me deep in peace, demoness.”
"Y ou don't know what youre missing.”

"Yes, | do. Go." That gave him atwinge, for it wasthefirst half of Go-Go's name. That wasindeed what
hewasmissng: her loving embrace.

"Some other time," she said, fading. How she managed that in compl ete darkness he wasn't sure, but she
was gone.

"| think you could have cdled it either way," Hannah said.
Shewasright, and it had been close. He was dready half regretting his decision.

Next morning they cut south to locate where they had met the dragons and made thefirst robot. The site
was there, but not the equipment. There was just a bare patch of ground.

"They moved," Hannah said. "They probably found a better source of iron, and set up there.”
"Probably," he agreed. He was disappointed, but not wholly surprised.

"I could track arobot, using my barbarian skill, but | can see there were anumber of them, and |
wouldn't know which oneto follow. | think weve lost them.”



"Loser!"

"Bolt your beak, buzzard.”

"Same time as you stop flashing men on the enchanted path, drop-skirt.”

"Timeto go to Castle Roogna," Goody said heavily. "Maybe they'll know what to do."
They wended their way back to the path, then on toward Castle Roogna, which wasn't far.
"Bogey a twelve o'clock!”

It turned out to be agirl standing in the path, looking to the Sde. No, it was agnomide, afemae gnome,
standing about athird Hannah's height, or somewhat shorter than Goody. Gnomes tended to be surly and
brusque with strangers, but gnomides were nicer.

"Hello," Goody said. "l am Goody Goblin, traveling with Hannah Barbarian and this obnoxiousbird. Is
there aproblem?’

"Y es, but you should go right on past, please.”

"But maybe we can hdp.”

"But you shouldnt try."

"The gnifty gnomidestelling you to gnet logt, gnoblin.”

"It'sthe bird talking,” Goody said hagtily. "It insults everyone. Pay it no attention.”
"Oh, it'sstarting dready," she said, looking frustrated.

"l don't understand.”

"l am KiyaGnomide. My talent isto complicate Situations, though | don't want to. It started when | was
ddivered; | was supposed to be named Gniya, but it got complicated. | hoped you would pass me by
before you got complicated too. But | fear it isaready too late."

"Maybe we should heed her advice," Hannah murmured. "We have aready had complications enough.”

"What can be so complicated about helping adamsdl in distress?' Goody asked. "Did you lose
something, Kiya?'

"Y es, my mark-hers. | dropped them, and they rolled off the path. But | am concerned that it's not safe
to step off it. Not for me, with my talent. So | wastrying to decide whether to risk it."

Goody looked. There were three pencil-like objects. "Markers?’
"Mark-hers. They mark only women's clothing. We use them so our men don't stedl our clothes.”
"We gppreciate that,” Goody said. "We recently encountered something smilar.”

"No problem," Hannah said. She squatted and reached off the path toward the mark-hers. But she lost
her balance, and fell against Goody, who fdll againgt Kiya. They al wound up in an embarrassing tangle.

"Apology,” Hannah said, quickly righting hersalf. She fetched in the mark-hers and handed them to Kiya
as she and Goody got back to their feet.



"Thank you," the gnomide said. "Now you should go before another complication Sarts.”

Then Goody saw that his bag of spells had gotten pulled open in the collision. He quickly drew it closed
again, hoping that no spells had escaped.

Too late. Four bears appeared, surrounding him, growling off the others. Four tunes played
smultaneoudy, distractingly. Two new eyes sorouted on hisface, providing him four sghts. "Bleep bleep
bleep bloop!" he swore quadruply.

"Now you're sounding like ared man," the parody said approvingly. "Worthy of your fourbears, jangles.
You look better, too."

"Get away fromme!" Kiyacried. "To protect you from worse. Please.”

Things had indeed become complicated. Hannah picked Goody up and carried him a distance from the
gnomide. The bearsran dongsde, growling, but tolerated this.

"I'm so sorry!" Kiyacalled. "But thank you for the mark-hers.”
"Y ou're welcome," Hannah called back. "We understand.”

They went on, accompanied by the bears and tunes. "Bleep!" Goody swore. "Bleep bloop bleep! | hope
some spellsremain for when we need them.”

Fourtunately the evoked spdlls did not last long. The bears, finding nothing to fight, faded out. The
foursights, seeing nothing specid, reverted to two eyes.

"I think the fourtunes brought you good luck to cancel out much of therest,” Hannah said. "Themusic
must be aside effect.”

"That's good," Goody agreed. "Kiyawasn't fooling about complications! That's an awful curse.”
"Almogt as bad as being apolite male gob," the peeve agreed.

Castle Roogna cameinto sight. "Whom do we want to see thistime?' Hannah asked.

" think not Princess |da."

"Maybe the threelittle princesses will have asuggestion.”

But when they approached the castle, no princesses appeared to greet them. Instead there was an older
girl, about fourteen, dark of hair and eye, quite pretty. "Hello, Goody Goblin and Hannah Barbarian," she
sad softly. "I am Princess Eve. May | help you?'

"Hi, babe!"
"Thebird talks" Hannah said quickly.

Now Goody saw the golden crown, dmost hidden by her flowing hair. " Another princess?" he asked,
somewhat dully.

"There arefive of usyounger ones," Eve said. "Y ou encountered Grey and lvy'striplets before, Me ody,
Harmony, and Rhythm. Dawn and | are Dolph and Electrastwins, five years older. The others are avay
today, so that leaves me in charge of the castle, asit were."



"Oh. Uh, we have a problem. There may be danger to Xanth."
"Then you'll need to see Grandfather Dor. He'sthe king.”
"Um, maybe we do. If kings see goblins, that is."

"Or barbarians," Hannah said.

"Hell seeyou," Eve sad confidently. "I'll show youin."
"Just like that?* Goody asked, bemused.

"How dsedid you havein mind?’

" She sure corked your spout!”

"I likeyour bird."

"Oh yeah, darkie?Y ou wouldn' if you knew me better.”
"I'll never know you well enough. That'smy sster'stalent.”

That ifled the parody for the moment. Hannah picked up the didogue. "Y our sister would be a
sorceress?’

"Of course. All of Bink's descendants are magician-cdiber talents. Dawn knows al about any living thing
shetouches. | know dl about any inanimate thing. So | can't touch the bird and learn its secrets.”

"Praise the Demon for small favors, blackhead!"

Goody noted with private bemusement that thiswasthe first time he had heard the bird repeat an insult. It
had called Breanna or her daughter blackhead. Of course Eve's hair wasjet black, so it fit.

Eveturned her head and smiled down at the parody. Its knees went rubbery (it had knees?) and it dmost
fell off Goody's shoulder. Goody knew exactly how that was, as he was at the periphery, not the focus of
her expression, yet her dark beauty made his own knees lose cohesion. Shewas still agirl, but aready
possessed some of the womanly attributes that would make her dangerous quite gpart from her magic or
status as a princess.

Asthey crossed the drawbridge at the moat, a huge green head lifted from the water. "Thisis Souffle
Serpent, our resident moat monster,” Eve said.

Goody nodded. That would be Sesame Serpent's boyfriend. If princesses could switch out, so could
mongters.

"Whatsa matter greensnoot—you swallow abarrel of emetic?' Goody's voice caled.
"It'sthebird,” the princess said.
The monster considered, then sank back under the water asthey entered the castle.

They came to the audience chamber. Goody saw araised platform, adais, with two thrones, occupied
by an elder man and woman. The king and queen of Xanth.

Suddenly Goody's knees felt worse than rubbery. "|—I—what do I—how do I—"



"Just bow your head briefly when | introduce you," Eve said. She was evidently used to thiskind of
reaction on the part of visitors. "We don't stand much on ceremony here.”

"Look what's skulking in," agravely voice said. " A wretched goblin and a disreputable barbarian maoll."

"Oh—and the furniture talks, near Grandfather,” Eve said. "Histdent isto talk to the inanimate, and it
talks back. Closeto him, it talks even when he doesn't. Grandma lrene'sisto grow plants. That's the
floor, just now. Jugt ignoreit.”

"Oh yeah, evening shade?"' the floor said. "How would you like meto blab to the world the color of
your—"'

The princess slamped the floor warningly with one dippered foot, and the sentence wasn't finished.
Goody found that interesting too; the floor was of coursein anided position to see up under agirl's kirt,
but could be stomped into submission.

"And get aload of that ugly bird,” thewall said. "If | had abesk likethat, I'd have it sawn off."
"Ligten, wall-banger,” the parody retorted. "If | had apaint job like that, I'd pray for a sandstorm.”
"Quiet, both of you," Eve snapped, evincing sudden roya authority. Both were silent.

They cameto stand before the dai's, facing the king and queen, who werein their early sixties and |ooked
quite stately. "Y our Mgesties King Dor and Queen Irene, thisis Goody Gaoblin," Eve said formdly.

Goody bowed his head, glad that she had told him whét to do.
"And Hannah Barbarian." Hannah bowed her head.

"And their pet peeve."

"Go s0ak your roya snootsin boot rear!™

Goody and Hannah stiffened, gppalled. But both king and queen laughed. "1 see you have the unenvigble
task of finding ahome for the Gorgon's parody,” the king said.

"l can't think why that should be difficult,” the queen said, tittering. She was surrounded by green plants,
asif inalittle arboretum.

"Uh, yes," Goody sad. "But that's not—"

"Not what bringsyou here," the king said. "To be sure. What isyour concern, Goody?"

"Asif amotley goblin could have any concern other than mayhem," thedaissaid. "What alaugh!™
The queen tapped her toe, and the daiswas silent. "Do tell us, Goody," she said.

"lt—it'stherobots," he said. "We didn't mean to—we were trading with the dragon, but—" He stalled
out, aware that he wasn't making much sense.

"What anignoramud!” thefloor said.
"Well, he can't get lower than you, scuffletile!™

That was anew one: the parody was defending him. Probably because that was where the best insult
offered.



Hannah took over. "What my friend meansto say isthat we visited Robot World and brought back a
program to make a congtruction robot for adragon, and inadvertently loosed a robot invasion of Xanth.
Now we don't know what to do about it, and thought we should tell you. We are very sorry for
perpetrating thismischief.”

"You are very well spoken for abarbarian,” the queen said.

"| think I've been associating with this polite goblin too long," Hannah said, embarrassed. "I'm sure I'll
revert to norma oncethismissonisdone.”

"A politemaegoblin," theking said. "That isremarkable.”

"Thefool drank water spiked with reverse wood dust,” the parody said. "What amilquetoast!”

"The Good Magician felt he was the only one who would not wring this bird's neck,” Hannah explained.
The king and queen laughed again. "Humfrey's smart,” the queen said.

"And now you fed responsible for the problem your activity may have generated,” the king said.

"Yes, Your Mgesty. If I'd just thought it through—"

"Asif thelittle dope could think anything through!"

"It wasn't obvious at thetime," Hannah said. " The machinestricked us. We weren't aware of what was
happening until the robots showed up at Castle Zombie."

" think this bearsfurther examination,” the king said. "Eve will go with you to investigate, and report back
later to me.”

"A qupidgirl!"

"But we tried to—their factory was gone," Goody said.

"Thank you, Y our Mgesty,” Hannah said. "We appreciate your decision.”

"Very wel spoken,” the queen murmured appreciaively.

Eveled the way out. "Good riddance!" the floor called.

"What agrab-bag of characters,” thewall said. "Xanth is doomed.”

"Oh, yeah, you scruffy boards? Wall till the robots get their drills and sawsinto you."

Then they were outside the chamber, and the surroundings were quiet. "How come you were defending
us?' Hannah asked.

"l wasnt,”" the peeve said, confirming Goody's suspicion. "I just couldn't et an insult go unreturned.”
"Areyou sureit iswise for you to travel with us?' Goody asked Eve. "Y oure a—a—"

"Pretty girl," Hannah finished. "It'saquestion of propriety.”

"Grandmatook your measure," Eve said. "She saysit'sdl right.”

Goody wondered when she could have said that. Before their audience?



"But there may be danger.”

"Grandma gave me some seeds.”

"You'd be surprised.”

"What's to know, nightshade?"

It seemed the insults were recyclable for anew target.

Eve glanced at the parody. "Do you imitate anyone's voice?"

The bird fluttered up to land on Hannah's shoulder. "What'sit to you, dark girl?" it demanded with the
barbarian's voice.

"Come perch on my shoulder awhile."

The peeve hesitated. The princess smiled at it. It wavered asif blown by awarm wind, then hopped
acrossto her shoulder.

"Do you need to pack?' Hannah asked. "'l mean, as a princess you must have need for specia things, and
of course theresthe question of privacy."

"Asl sad, | have seeds.”
Hannah shrugged. The girl seemed sure of hersdlf.
They crossed the moat. The moat monster's head lifted from the water to ingpect them.

"You dill here, you oversized worm?' the princesssvoice said. "Isthat your tail end you'reraisng?It's
too ugly to be your head.”

Souffles big jaw dropped. How could the princess be saying such things to him? Then he spied the bird,
and caught on. The princess was having her little joke. He nodded.

"Right, Souffle," Evesaid. "It'sthebird. | couldn't resst flipping you the bird.”

The monster winked, and disappeared below the surface. It was evident that he and the castle folk got
adongwdl. But if an evil intruder ever came, it might be another matter.

"We didn't see that monster the first time we came here," Hannah remarked. "We saw Sesame.”
"I envy them. They haveardaionship.”

And shedid not? Surdly not from inability to attract aman.

"Wedon't meanto pry," Hannah said carefully. "But it seemsto me that—"

"Do you have aboyfriend?'

"No. But—"

"Because you heed a brute barbarian, and they're scarce in these parts.”



"Y% BlJt—”

"Wl | need ahuman prince, or reasonable facsmile thereof, and any we encounter see my sister Dawn
first. Her amileislike daybreak."

"And yoursislike the embrace of night,” Hannah said. "'l see the problem. But | suspect as many men
would like anight relationship aswell asaday one."

"And Grandma Irene rousts out any who even begin to think of it. She thinks I'm too young."
"The dread Adult Conspiracy,” Goody said. "But when you are eighteen—"

"Four years hence?' she demanded disdainfully. "I'll be dead of old age by then!"

There didn't seem to be much response to that; they were not going to pacify her.

"Good thing you two were never fourteen. Y ou'd have messed up the whole system.”

That was the peeve, till with the princess.

"Neither was Grandma Irene, redlly,” the redl Eve said. " She started the Adult Conspiracy, you know,
once she was safely past the panty-showing stage. She flashed them to nail Grandpa Dor, then decreed
Nno one else was supposed to do it. So how are the rest of us supposed to cope?”

"Oh, it can be done," Hannah said. "Stand in the way of astrong gust of wind when amanislooking, so
your skirt blows up without warning. Take an accidental spill and roll heels over head. Prospects are
limited only by imagination and nerve. It'sadmost impossbleto proveintent.”

"Hannah!" Goody said, horrified.

"Well, I'm abarbarian, of course. But civilized girlsdo it too."

"Not underaged ones.”

"Of coursenot,” Eve said thoughtfully.

They |€eft the enchanted path, going south to the original robot factory site. Soon they were there.

"Thiswaswhere welaid out the e ementsto make the firgt little robot,” Goody said. "But they have
moved on, and we don't know where. There are too many trails for Hannah to track.”

Eve squatted to pick up adark leaf. Asshedid so, her skirt hiked up dightly, showing aflash of black
panty. Goody stiffened, his eyeslocked in place. Black was goblin panty color! Then she shifted position,
the skirt dropped down, and nothing showed. His eyes thawed. Of course it had been an unconscious
accident, and hefdt guilty for noticing. Especidly since she was underage.

"Thegirl learnsfagt,” Hannah murmured.

The princess stood, studying the leaf. "Ironwood,” she said. "Once dive, but now dead, so | can fathom
it. It came from an old tree in the ironwood forest south of here. They carried in the branch, used the
iron, and only thisnon-iron leef was left.”

"All that from oneleaf?' Hannah asked.

"It'smy tadent. | can go into more detall if you wish. My sister could have done the same with aliving



lesf.”

"Can you tell exactly whereit grew?' Goody asked. "It occurs to me that an ironwood forest would be
theided placefor their factory."

"Certainly. Let'sgo there now."

They marched on south. "Caution," Eve said asthey approached a hillock. She was reading the |egf.
"Thisitem passed by asmdll dragon'slair, asmoker, and the robots had to battle it, losing severa of their
number, before beating it back with dented teeth. They Ieft it in avery bad mood. We don't want to pass
the ssameway."

"From the leaf?" Goody asked, amazed.

"And from the dragon smoke coating it," Eve agreed. "That's the thing about things, both animate and
inanimate; they are composed of many dements, and each dement hasitsown history. A lot can be
learned.”

Obvioudy so. Goody was becoming more impressed. He had never associated with a sorceress before,
and had tended to dismisstheir powers as more legendary than practical.

They made a detour around that section of the route, but were able to see some of the signs of the
scuffle. Saplings had been beaten down and were coated with smoke, and there was a broken dragon
scale on the ground. Indeed, that dragon was not in a good mood.

And the princess had caled it out before they cameto it. From the information in asingle soiled lesf.
"Wewill not makeit today, and it's dangerousto travel a night,” Eve said. "Wed better camp.”

"I'll keep an eye out for pie plants," Hannah said. "And a stream, so we can drink and wash. I'll construct
alean-to.

"No need.”
Hannah paused. "Princesses don't eat or wash?"

Eve smiled. "Princesses don't rough it when they don't have to. Pick aconvenient glade and I'll plant one
of Grandmals seeds.”

The barbarian shrugged. Soon she found anice glade.

Eve brought out a purse and extracted a single seed. "These are pre-invoked, so Grandma doesn't need
to be here to say 'Grow!"" She touched it to her mouth and set it on the ground. " Just abit of sdivato
trigger it,”" she sad. "Then stand back.”

The seed sprouted. Roots plunged into the ground, and shoots spread out in acircle. It quickly grew to
consderable diameter, causing them to step back. Then the shoots made square turns and grew upward,
forming eight saplings that thickened into trunks as they grew. At about head height on ahuman they
radiated branches that reached out sdewaysto interlock with each other, forming acylindrical enclosure.
From there they angled up and toward the center, until they met and twined about each other, making the
connection tight. Then leaves sprouted, growing large and flat, covering the danting roof and spreading
down to cover the sidesaswell.

Infact it was coming to look alot like ahouse. "A houseplant!" Goody said, catching on.



"Duh!" the bird said with the princesssvoice, asit had remained with her.

"A primed houseplant,” Eve agreed. "It will serve the night. Of course wewon't be ableto useit again
elsawhere; it isfirmly anchored here. So | don't want to waste the seeds. But this shouldn't be more than
athree-day excurson. If it is, well have to make do with your lean-to.”

"Suppose a hostile creature comes?' Hannah asked.

"Therearethorns.” Eve carefully lifted up aleaf on the sSde, showing the thick spikes under it. "WEell have
to use only the doorway, where the thorns retreat when requested, nicdly. It's pretty tough, overal. But if
afiredragon attacksit, well need other magic.”

"I'm impressed,” Hannah said. "Thisisgood shelter. But well also need food and water.”

"Duh!" the parody repeated.

Eve brought out two more seeds, and touched them to her tongue before dropping them to the ground.
They too sprouted immediately. One soon became recognizable as a pie plant. The other turned out to
be awatermelon plant. The seeds did indeed provide everything they needed.

They ate pies and drank water tapped from the watermelons. They chatted about this and that, and Eve
told them how she and Dawn had met and traveled with Forrest Faun when they were Old Enough on
Idals moons. That required some explaining. It seemed that on Ptero, the first moon, time equaled
geography, or vice versa, so they could be eighteen at the same time they were only six in Xanth. They
had had, Eve thought, quite afling with the faun. But she didn't know the details, because of the Adult
Congpiracy. "But | mean to be good and ready, when the time comes,” she concluded.

Goody was sure she would be.

Then it wastimeto wash. "We girlswill set up the house while you wash," Hannah said, abating a
looming crigs. "Then youll goinddewhilewedo."

They went in, and he stripped and held asmall watermelon over his head. He shook it, and it sprayed
water over him. He decided not to wash his clothes; they weren't that dirty, and he needed to wear them
immediatdy.

Then he went to the door section. "Thorns, please let me pass," he said, and the thorns turned soft so he
could brush by them harmlesdy.

Insdeit wasaddightful chamber, partitioned by aleaf wall, with two beds with leaf blankets. The house
had even grown pillows. "Y ou're over here," Hannah said. "Eve gets the other bed, and I'll take the
floor."

So it was, with perfect propriety. The girls went out to wash while he rested on his assigned bed. They
returned in due course, damp and cheerful. Goody got agood night's deep, interrupted only when he
heard the sound of heavy rain in the night. It best down on the roof, but the overlapping leaves|et no
water through. Thiswas afine temporary house.
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In the morning, refreshed, they resumed their trip. The parody, finding the princess boring, returned to
Goody. They tried to push through a patch of tall reeds, but quickly backed off: they were cutlasses, that
cut only women. The adjacent patch let the girls through without obstruction, but tried to cut Goody.
These were cutlad plants. Unfortunately for them, histalent protected him, and they bounced back to
dicether neighbors. The plants did not seem pleased.

They came acrosswhat at first they took for ahuman encampment, asit wasavirtua city of pitched
tents. But dl the tents were empty. What could this mean?

"A huge army, out foraging a the moment," Hannah suggested. "Which meanswe'd better move on
before they return.” She paused, scowling. "But | don't see any signs of human activity.”

Eve touched the nearest tent. "We arein Tent City," shesaid. "It conssts only of tents, nothing else.
Many are interconnected. Whoever passes through them suffers enhancement of hisher properties. It'sa

pun.”
"A pun?' Goody asked.
"In Tent City," Hannah said. "Intensity.”

"So it probably won't hurt usto passthrough this,” Eve said. "The effect istemporary, anyway." She
stepped into the nearest tent.

Goody followed. The effect wasimmediate; he felt like twice the goblin he had ever been, and suspected
that his bounce talent would bounce things back twice as fast. He looked ahead, to be sure of not losing
the princessin the maze of interconnections, and froze.

"Hey, get moving, joker," the peeve said. But Goody remained in place, blinded by dazzles.

Then something dropped over his head. "It'sjust aflap of canvasfrom atent,” Hannah said. "To prevent
you from freaking out following the princess. I'll lead you through.” Shetook him by the hand.

Eve evidently paused. "What's the matter with him?”

"Y our formis enhanced,” Hannah said. "Just the Sight of your outlineis enough to freak him out without
even any panties showing. So I'm covering his head.”

"Redlly?' The princess sounded pleased.

"L ook, dall, thisisn't agame," Hannah said serioudy. "Y ou teenswho come new to it may think it'sfunto
see how it works, but you can get into trouble in ahurry. That'swhy the Adult Conspiracy exidts. to save
you from yoursalves, until you have enough experience to keep it under control. Saveit for whenyou
need to freak out men who mean you harm. Don't waste it on the one decent mae goblin who means no
one harm. Don't be a bleeping tease.”

Therewas silence for amoment and ahdf. "Oh. | guess o," the princess said. "I'm sorry. Let me use
some of thiscanvas." There were sounds of rustling and tearing. "How'sthat?"

"You look like aduck, canvashack!"
"Thank you, peeve. That's the object, gpproximately. Let's seeif it helps.”

Hannah lifted off the hood so that Goody could see again. There was Eve, swathed in white canvas from



neck to ankle. Even s, she was dangeroudy aluring. Hefdt himself swaying on hisfest.
"Maybe use the hood," Hannah said, handing it to her.

The princess dropped it over her head, opening one side so she could see out. That covered her lustrous
black hair and made her black eyesfade back into the shadows like mysterious pools.

Goody steadied. "Thank you," he said. "1 think | can manage now."
Eve braced hersdlf. "I'm not good at this, but I'll try."
Not good at it? She had been dangeroudy proficient, as Hannah said.

The princess oriented on him. "Goody, | gpologize for teasing you. Hannah'sright; | was thoughtless. |
amyoung, and thisisalesson I'll try not to forget. Please forgive me."

"Of course," Goody said, surprised. "I know you didn't meantodoit.”

"Not thistime," sheagreed. "But | should have redized." She smiled. "And you have the honor of
receiving my very first sncere gpology. Wasit dl right?’

He was taken aback. "It was perfect,” he said gracioudy.
"Great! Aren't you glad | didn't try agourd-style apology!”
"A what?'

"Oh, you don't know?1'll show you."

"Don't do that!" Hannah said.

But shewastoo late. Eve was dready dropping down to her knees and leaning into Goody. She kissed
him firmly on the mouth. The world exploded into a kae doscopic display buttressed by rainbow-colored
firaworks.

By the time he recovered, they were out of the Tent City. Hannah must have carried him.

"Goblin, you should have heard the |ecture the barbarian gave the princess” the parody said zestfully
from anearby perch. "1 think | learned some new words."

Goody sat up somewhat vaguely. "I never heard of a—whatever it was. How long was | out?"
"A good haf hour, weak-knees. Little stars and planets and hearts were floating over your stunned puss.”
"Go-Go used to do that to me. But this—"

Eve gppeared. She was out of her canvas shrouding, but her hair seemed dightly singed and there were
scorch marks on her dress. "A gourd-style gpology,” she said. "Y ou know—the redlm of dreams. They
do things dreamily there. | just couldn't resist. | suppose | should apologize again.”

"If you do, I'll cut your head off!" Hannah said behind her.

"Jugt don't tell Grandmalrene. Sheld really make me hurt." The princess smiled ruefully. "l won't do it
again. Anyway, it won't be haf as potent, out of Tent City."

Apologizing by kissng. Goody made amenta note to be wary of thingsinspired by the gourd realm. He



had thought it was al bad things, like horror houses and graveyards. Evidently there were other aspects.

They resumed their trek. Soon they cameto a pretty little spring. "Oh, good, I'm thirsty,” Eve said. She
produced adainty cup from somewhere and dipped it in the water.

"Wait!" Hannah said. "We don't know what kind of spring that is."

"Yes, wedo," Eve sad. Shetouched the water with onefinger. "It'sdilute heding dixir!" she exclamed,
surprised. "Good enough; | can use adrink of that." She put the cup to her mouth.

Asshedrank, she changed. Her hair unfrizzed and became fully lustrous again, and the scorch marks
faded from her dress. The dixir had hedled the damage done by the verba hiding Hannah had given her.

Two bits of metal dropped from her ears. "My earrings!" she exclaimed. "They fdll off. But they couldn't
have. My ears are pierced.”

"Not anymore, sweetheart,” the parody said. "No more holesin your head.”
Evefdt her ears. It wastrue. "The heding eixir—it hedled my piercings.”
"Servesyou right, gourd head."

The princess nodded. "1 supposeit does. It wouldn't have happened if I'd behaved like alady instead of
agirl." She put the earrings away. "But it's annoying as—say aword for me, peeve.”

"Bleep,” the bird said obligingly.
Eve blushed. "Thank you. Infour years maybe I'll understand what that means.”

"What apiece of work," Hannah murmured, haf admiringly. Goody wasn't sure whether she was
referring to the bird or the girl. Maybe both.

Goody accepted the princess's cup for adrink from the spring, and it did make him fedl much better.
Then Hannah took it, and findly the parody got a beakful.

They proceeded more vigoroudy thereafter. Suddenly they cameto the ironwood forest, and were
appalled. Half the stately trees had been reduced to stumps, and robots were working on others. The
forest was being converted to awasteland.

"They're cutting them al down, for theiron,” Hannah said. "But clear-cutting isno good. Therell be no
trees | eft to seed new ones.”

"They don't care,” Goody said. "They're machines. They're just doing the job they were madefor.”

"Which iswhy they have to be stopped,” Eve said. "Y oureright: thisisaseriousthrest to Xanth. We
don't even need to see the factory to know that.”

"Then let's get out of here before they spy us," Hannah said. "This scene gives me the crawls.”
"Thewhats?' Goody asked.

"Creeps,” Evesad.

"Barbarian verson,” Hannah agreed.

Goody spied something different. "Thisisn't an ironwood ssump.”



Hannah looked. "That's weird. They're cutting some regular treestoo. Why would they do that?"
Eve shrugged. "Maybe it was an accident.”

"Inthat case, wouldn't they leave thefalen trunks here? There are none.”

It wastrue. The mystery remained.

Then abulb flashed over Goody's head. "They burn wood insde them! It'stheir food."
"That'sright,” Hannah agreed. "I forgot."

"Bogey a six o'clock!"

They turned. The bird wasright. A robot stood there. But not alittle one. This one was goblin-sized, far
bigger than the others had been.

"They've got moreiron now," Hannah said. "They're thinking bigger."

"Wereally need to get back to Castle Roogna," Eve said.

"But not with thisone left to tell thetale," Hannah said, drawing her sword.

"That will make too much noise" Goody said. "The otherswill hear."

"Let metry the quiet way," Eve said. "Hey, robot, look at this." She spun around and hoisted her skirt.

Therobot's eye lensesfogged, but it didn't fall. " They're machines,” Hannah repeated. "They don't have
fedings, so they can't fresk out.”

"But it did have some effect,” Eve said. "So let'stry this." She stepped up to the robot, dropped to her
knees, and planted akiss on itsface-plate.

The robot wavered, dmost losing its balance. Then it recovered. It had survived the kiss.
"It doesn't have amouth," Hannah said. "Otherwise | think you might have had it.”

The robot made the sound of asmirk. It knew it had defeated them.

"What arusty hunk!" Goody's voice said. "I've seen better iron on an old shipwreck!"

The robot's face-plate swiveled toward Goody. Goody was silent; could the bird'sinsults get them out of
this?

"Whereisthisship?' the robot asked.

Therewould be awholelot of metal there. The machine was being practical.

"Why don't you unscrew your thick metal head and throw it away so you'll look better?”
"I have no emotions,” the robot intoned. ™Y ou can't annoy me. Whereisthe ship!”

"Y ou have no sense either, you blegping tin can! Now get out of our way before we grind you up for
scrap.”

"That would not be practicd. Whereisthe ship?'



"Blow it out your exhaust, iron assl Y ou wouldn't know practicd if it chomped your ugly foot.”

Little sparksflitted across the robot'sjoints. Thiswas not agood sign, for an emationless machine. 1 will
pul-ver-izeyou," it said, reverting to basic syllablesin itsdigtraction. "Whereisthe ship?’

The machine was certainly sngle-minded. It had taken the ship reference literdly, and wanted to get toit.
"Pulverize us?'Y ou and who else, creskbolt?”

"Me and the other clones," the robot answered. And now other robots appeared, surrounding them, al
of them goblin-sized. "Whereisthe ship?'

"I'll hack one apart,” Hannah said. "The rest of you run through the gap that makes, and don't top
running." She hefted her sword.

"Dont do that,” Eve said. "You'l be pulverized."
"Y ou have a better plan?"

The princess nodded. "1 have seeds. But they will need time to grow, unobserved by the robots. We
need to wait until night."

"But they'll pulverize us now." Indeed, the robotswere closing in on al sides.

"Tak them out of it."

Hannah looked helplessly at Goody. It didn't work well; she was obvioudly inexperienced at such looks.
"You can't pulverize us," Goody said.

"Why not?" the robot asked.

The machine was ready to listen? He had to come up with areason! "Because—because then you'll
never find theship.”

The robots paused. They evidently had smilar programs, so reacted smilarly, though only thefirst one
talked.

Then they cameto aconclusion. "We need only the bird who has seen the rusty shipwreck. The others
aresurplus." The advance resumed.

"That'swhat you think, rust-for-brains,” the parody said. "Y ou can't catch me." It flew up above them.

The robots paused again. They didn't know how to deal with this complication. "We need to manufacture
flying machines" thefirst one said.

"And that will take you, how long, hollow bottom? Two days? I'll be long gone by then.”
They paused again. "How can we make you Stay, bird?"

"Just treet my friendsright, square nuts. I'll stay with them."

Goody was amazed. The peeve had acted to protect them!

"Wewill confine you until we build flying machines" the robot decided.



The robots brought metal bars and plunged them into the ground around the prisoners. They welded
them together with crossbars, and constructed abarred celling. It was atight cage. They were very
efficient. They were after dl construction robots.

Then they returned to their logging of ironwood trees, ignoring the prisoners.
"They don't hate us," Hannah said. "They just want us out of the way."

"But they seem to redize that if we escape, well cause them trouble,” Goody said. " So they won't et us
go."

"Notintentiondly,” Evesad.
Hannah glanced at her. "Y ou redly do have seedsto get us out?’

"Oh, yes. But first let's eat and rest.”" She brought out two seeds, touched them to her mouth, and
dropped them on the ground.

It seemed that the robots were not aware of living creatures need for food and water, so had provided
none. Maybe that was just aswell; the less the machines understood of life, the better.

Soon they snacked on pies and drank from the princess's cup. But then another need devel oped.

"Oops, | forgot the potty plant,” Eve said, dropping another seed. It sprouted and grew, producing
severa sguat potties. Privacy was difficult in their cramped quarters, but dusk was coming, so they held
out until shrouded by darkness.

"Somebody's pooping!" the peeve announced helpfully.
"Therésasmal onefor you too," Eve sad, tapping the side of the potty so the bird could locateit.

When the darkness was complete, Eve evoked and planted other seeds. Meanwhile the robots went
right on cutting trees, needing no light or rest. They were continuous machines, never pausing. That
continued to scare Goody.

"These are dow-growing plants, so we might aswell rest whilewaiting,” Eve said.

"Makes senseto me," Hannah said as aroot wrestled past their feet. "Just what kind of trees are they?”
"Wdll, one's asteewood that should be too tough for theiron robotsto tackle. The other'satangle tree.”
"A tangler! Herein our cage?!

"But theré's one thing: they are spelled not to harm me, but the rest of you lack that protection.”

"Now shetdlsud" thebird sad irately.

"Not to worry, cutebeak. I'll protect you."

"Judt for incidental information,” Hannah said, "how do you mean to do that?'

"I'll put my arms around you, and they'll leave usdl aone. But we must stay together, or there could be
mischief."

"Such as us getting eaten by the tangletree," Goody said uneasily.



"True," she said. "We had better get together before it gets big enough to feed.”

They got together, arranging themsel ves for maximum coverage. Hannah sat leaning back againgt the
trunk of the centrally growing steelwood tree, and Goody sat on her lap facing away, the bird on his
shoulder. This put his head against her metal hater, which was comfortable, asthe hater wasflexible.
Then Eve sat before them, her legs half around their thighs, and leaned in to hug them with her arms. This
put her bosom amost into Goody's face. He would have freaked out, had he been able to see anything.
"Thisshould doit,” shesaid. "The tendrilswill encounter my limbs and move away."

What could he do? Shielded by both their soft bodies, he drifted off to arather pleasant deep. Even the
irascible bird, smilarly pressed, made no complaint.

Hewoke as Eve dtirred. "Timeto break out,” she said. "All we haveto do is climb the trunk of the
steelwood tree; it has penetrated the roof of the cage.”

Evelifted hersalf up and caught hold of the lower branches of the stedlwood. She climbed. When she
was clear, Goody followed, and finally Hannah.

Sure enough, the top of the cage had burst asunder, and they were able to step out onto the twisted
remnant of its framework. But next to the steelwood was the tangle tree; Goody felt its tentacles
quivering asthey sensed his gpproach. "The tangler—"

"That'sto catch the pieces of the cage asthey comeloose, and set them down silently,” Eve explained.
"And to distract the robots, if necessary.”

"But won't it grab us?'

"I'll haveto hold you." Shefdt for himin the dark, picked him up, and held him close. "Okay, Tangier,”
shesaid.

Tentacles wrapped around them and heaved them both up. Then they were swinging around and down,
and deposited on the ground. "Wait herewhile | fetch Hannah,” she said as she set him down.

Hewaited, highly conscious of the surrounding tentacles. They could so readily wrap around him and
carry himinto the deadly trunk! He did not dare move anything.

"Aw, | dareyou, greenie!l" the parody said.
Oh, no! The bird was taunting the tree!
Then Eve and Hannah dropped down beside him. "Naughty birdy,"” Eve said, laughing.

They made their way quietly from the cage treesto the regular forest that surrounded the ssumps of the
iron woods. They heard the continuous noises from the robot loggers not far distant. Only when they
were safely within it did they pause to get some light. Hannah had some fireweed bulbsin her pack; she
brought one out, and used its flame to illuminate their way.

There was a commotion back at the cage. "1 think they have discovered our absence,” Hannah said.
"And the tangle tree has discovered them,” Eve said.
"Will they search for us?' Goody asked, worried.

"They may try," Evesaid. "l just dropped amagnet tree seed.”



"And that will—?' Hannah asked.

"Attract and hold any ironinthe vicinity. Strongly."

"So they won't be coming thisway soon.”

"Not soon," Eve agreed. "We can rest until dawn in a couple of hours."
"Then hurry back to Castle Roogna," Goody said.

"Not yet," Evesad. "We haven't seen thefactory."”

Goody and Hannah tried to exchange a glance, but couldn't make the connection in the darkness. This
teen was serious about the mission.

They settled down and dept until dawn. They had no concern about dangerous beasts; the robots had
driven mogt wildlife avay with their congtant activity.

In the morning they organized and resumed their walk. They made awide detour around the ironwood
forest, which continued to resound with the sounds of its ongoing destruction.

Just south of the field of sumpsthey spied it: amass of pipes, wires, and moving blocks. Therewasa
huge fire, evidently used to hest cauldrons of iron during the night when no sunlight was available to be
concentrated. "Now we know what e se they're doing with the regular wood," Hannah said grimly.
"Nothing is safe from them.”

"Now we know," Goody echoed. "It just gets worse and worse."
"Andit'sdl your fault, dumbbellg"
"Wewerefools," Hannah agreed with haf asigh.

"I don't know how you could have anticipated anything likethis," Eve said. "There's been nothing in
Xanth likeit before. Anyone would have been deceived.”

"Y ou know, princess," Hannah said, "'l could dmost get to like you, if | tried.”
"Too bad you're not a handsome prince who's not too fussy about age.”

They laughed. Then they set about making their way back to Castle Roogna. Rather than circletheiron
forest again, they cut west to intersect an enchanted path. They had to spend athird night on the road,
but it was comfortable, and no more seeds needed to be planted.

Here there was nothing more dangerous than awanna bee, which wasredly afly that tried to look and
buzz like abee. They ate and washed up, reasonably well coordinated, and the princess managed not to
flash anything in Goody's direction. She had indeed learned her lesson.

Then, asthey were ready to retire for the night, one more traveler gppeared. Thiswas aflying centaur
filly. "Oh, hello," she said as shelanded. "I thought this camp was unoccupied.”

"Welcometojoin us" Hannah said, and introduced the others. They learned that the latest arrival was
Cynthia Centaur. She was magnificently breasted, asal grown centaur fillieswere. Goody struggled to
avoid saring.

"A flying horse-rear!"



"Thebird!" Goody, Hannah, and Eve said almost together.
"Get aload of those bare boobs!"

"It'sapet peeve who spent timein Hell," Goody said. "It isadwaysin afoul temper, and insults
everybody inrange. I'm trying to find agood homefor it."

"| can appreciate that your work is cut out for you," Cynthiasaid.
"My jobisto protect him from the mischief the bird invokes," Hannah said.
The centaur turned to Eve. "And you'rereally a princess?'

"Onagpecid misson,” Evesaid, but did not clarify. That wasthe hint to the othersto be silent about the
robot menace, a least until they had reported to the king.

They learned that Cynthiawas the mate of Che Centaur, having started life as ahuman girl longer ago
than she cared to say. But she had taken youth €lixir to reduce her age to match Che's age. "There was
an interesting complication,” shesad. "It rdlatesto theway | fly."

"You look likeabig clumsy crow!"
Cynthiasmiled tolerantly. "Thank you for that ingght, peeve. And I'm sureyou fly like acrippled harpy.”
Goody tifled achortle. She had scored more accurately than she might have redlized.

"l didn't know you had any problem flying," Eve said. "All winged centaurs have lightening magic in their
talls, so they can flick bugs to make them too light to land, and themselves to become light enough to float
andfly.”

"That'sthething,” Cynthiasaid. "I am not anatural flying cresture; | was transformed back when
Magician Trent, the transformer, was young, and he didn't get me quite right. I may even have been the
first winged centaur; | don't know. At first | was ashamed of my form, and hid in the Brain Coral's pool
for sometime. But eventually | accommodated to my condition, and to the clothel ess custom of the
centaurs. So | flew by the sheer power of my wings, sending down quite adraft. Other centaurs had the
lightening magic, and it was easier for them. But now | have it too. The mystery ishow."

"Y ou don't, you faker!"

Cynthiastail flicked out and barely touched the bird. The parody sailed up into the air, squawking. "Hey,
I'mtoo light to perch!™

"Fortunatdly it wears off after awhile," Cynthiasaid. Her tone, in aless generous creature, might have
sounded smug. "I didn't know | had it, until oneday | flicked at afly to scareit away, and my tail touched
my own flank. Suddenly | felt light. | realized | had the power—yet | was sure| had not had it at the
outset. What could explain this?"

"Thethreelittle brats—I mean, princesses—might have enchanted you," Eve said. "They can do just
about any kind of magic, if they get together and sng and play it."

"No, when | thought about it, | realized there had been signs of it dating from back before they were
ddivered. | had the power and didn't know it. But how? Then findly abulb flashed over my head—" She
paused, smiling. "Did you know that when Queen Irene gets an idea, the bulb over her head isa plant
bulb?"



"Dawn and | tease Grandma about that," Eve said, sharing the smile.

"Anyway, | remembered that a one point Magician Trent re-transformed meinto aroc, so | could carry
him up out of adeep cave, and later restored me." She paused, smiling reminiscently. "Gloha
Goblin-Harpy and | were traveling with him, and we both had crushes on him. What aman! He made a
filly of me. But of course hewas married.”

"To Great-Grandmal lris," Eve said. ™Y ou mean you and he—?"

"I confess Glohaand | were tempted. But he was older and more sensible than we, and nothing came of
it except perhaps for somekissng.”

"Hekissed you?' Eve was showing the kind of shock she had not shown when she kissed Goody.
Apparently it depended on perspective.

"No, we kissed him. Together, when he was frozen siff by asnow dragon. That's avariety of seamer
that livesin cold regions. We had to thaw him somehow, before it became permanent. So we hugged and
kissed him, giving him the warmth of our bodies, and managed to bring him out of it. But that's besde the
point. He transformed me, and when he restored me, he must have made me aregular kind of winged
centaur without redlizing that it wasn't quite the same. So after that | hed the lightening magic.”

"Fascinating,” Eve said. 'Y ou smooched Great-Grandpa Trent!™

"Y ou should have seen Eve smooching Goody," the parody said. "He barely recovered in timeto seethe
robots."

"Thewhats?'

" Self-willed machines, gppliances, gizmas, contraptions, motors—"
"Automatons?'

"Whatever," the bird agreed crosdly.

Cynthiaglanced at the others. ™Y ou saw automatons?’

The parody had given it away. "We are on an investigative mission for theking," Goody said. "There
seems to be an invasion of robots. We're not sure how to stop them.”

"Thisis something Che needs to know about."
"We were hoping to keep it quiet until the king decideswhat to do."
"Very wdl. Well keep it quiet until we check with the king. Any kind of invasion isaserious matter.”

They settled down for the night. Then Cynthiaremembered something. ™Y ou kissed Goody Goblin, Eve?
You arenot, as| recdl, yet of age.”

"Oh comeon!" the girl protested. "The Adult Conspiracy doesn't stop usfrom kissing.”
"But Goody isamiddle-aged adult mae not of your family. He should know better."
"Hedoes" Hannah said. " She caught him by surprise, demondirating agourd apology.”
"Oho! That explainsalot. Still—"



"l wontdoit agan."
"Precisdy.” Then the didogue |gpsed.

In the morning the centaur flew on her way, and the others walked on theirs. Soon they saw the turrets of
Castle Roogna.

What would King Dor think of their report? It would surely be much worse than he had anticipated.
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King Dor nodded. "So now they have a better supply of iron, and arelarger. They represent agreater
threat than before.”

"That'sit, Granddad,” Eve agreed. "That iron wood forest isamess. At least they'll run out of it soon
enough. Maybe that will stop them."

"l doubt it," the king said. "They will merely search for moreiron, asthey were doing near Castle
Zombie"

"But will they find it?" Eve asked.
"The methodica way they are searching, it will not belong before they find Iron Mountain.”

Goody had heard of that. An entire mountain made of iron. That would provide al the robots would ever
need to conquer therest of Xanth. "WEell have to stop them from reaching it,” Goody said.

"Exactly," the king agreed. "I have summoned the human representatives of Xanth, but thisislikely to be
more than humans can handle alone. We shal need the asd stance of the others."

"The others?' Hannah asked.

"The centaurs. The dragons. The elves. The harpies, goblins, demons, ogres, zombies, crossbreeds, and
others. Those who don't necessarily answer to the authority of the pure humans. Thisisathreet to al of
them, but it may not be easy to convince them of that until it'stoo late. We shdl need to send persuasive
emissaries”

"l hope you have good ones," Hannah said.
"We shdl have to work with what we have. Y ou, as abarbarian, can gpproach the barbarian humans.”

Hannah was taken aback. "Oh, Your Mgesty, | can't! | left them in disgust when our village was
pecified.”"

Theking turned to Goody. "And you, as agoblin—"

"I'm no good!" Goody protested. "Goblinswon't listen to me. I'm exiled, because I'm too polite.”

"What awashout!" the parody said.



"And we have no representatives convenient for the other species,” theking said. "It ssemswe have a
problem.”

"And we don't want to darm folk by announcing the threat before we have away to ded withiit," Eve
sad.

"But we may have away to notify leaders and enlist help without making acommotion,” the king said.
"Because you have a pretext to travel: trying to place the bird."

Goody saw theway of it. "What do you want usto do?"

"To bemy emissaries” theking said serioudy. "1 will give you an officid Ietter of introduction, and
arrange transportation. That isasmuch as| can do, in this respect.”

"Y ou could hardly have found less qudified people,” Hannah said.
"Lessobvious people” Eve said. "That's not the same.”

Queen Irene appeared at the doorway. "The centaurs are here."
King Dor amiled. "Bring themin."

Two winged centaurs entered, amae and afemale. "Good to see you again, Che, Cynthia," the king
sad.

"But we saw you just thismorning!" Goody said, asif that made any difference.

"The king's message was awaiting my return,” Cynthiasaid. "We cameimmediately, of course.”

"But we hadn't even reported then,” Hannah said.

Eve amiled. "Grandpaknew we had acrigs. We merdly confirmed it. The humans are dready organizing.
If we can just get the other speciesto join us.”

So it wasthat Goody and Hannah found themsalves riding the two winged centaurs, after being flicked
light, dong with the peeve. And possessed alist of speciesto contact.

Goody and the parody were aboard Cynthia. "'If | may comment,” Goody said carefully, "I am surprised
you asked to have me ride you. | should have thought you would prefer to transport awoman.”

Her head turned to face him as she flew. The action caused the upper portion of her human torso to twist
so that her left breast showed in splendid silhouette. "Now why should you think that, Goody?"

"Wdl, yourefemde, and—"
"So he can't gawk at your knockers," the parody suggested.

Cynthiaevinced haf asmile. "That too, perhaps. It istruethat | feared your eyebdlswould suffer
damage yesterday as you attempted to restrain them. But thisis areaction we centaurs have come to
expect and discount among humanoid maes. Y ou have made every effort to be restrained and polite, an
unusud trait among goblin males. Infact | might have suspected you of being afemdein disguise, but for
those eyes.”

"Thank you," Goody said weakly. "I am the only polite goblin male extant. It has become my curse.”



"l sensethat you arein need. Thisiswhy | wished to talk with you, and thisflight seemsto bea
convenient time.”

"In need?' Goody asked, perplexed.

"In need of avocabulary transplant,” the peeve said. "He can't even say bleep without a swearing spell.”
"] can say it," Goody said. "But won't."

"Do you careto tell me your romantic background? | suspect it has been difficult.”

What was the harm? Hetold her of his problem with goblin girls, and of histwenty-year marriageto
Go-Go. "Now | amin grief for her," he concluded. "I am trying to find other thingsto do, to distract me."

"I had thought it would be something likethat," Cynthiasaid. "'l believe you are ready to find another
woman and settle down again.”

"Na/a!ll

"Don't let your commitment to Go-Go interfere with redlity. Sheisgone, and I'm sure she would want
you to be happy again.”

She had scored. "Shewould. Y et—"

"Y et no other goblin woman isinterested in a polite male. | appreciate the problem. | will keep an eye
out; perhapsthereis someone for you."

"Haha," the bird said.
"No one can match Go-Go."

"I think it only seemsthat way. Y ou are obvioudy aware of other females. | could tell yesterday by the
way you studiously avoided looking at lovely young Princess Eve, and at Hannah Barbarian, whoisa
formidably mature woman.”

"Y ou should see her shaking her cheesecake!”

"I have no need of that, peeve," Cynthiasaid. "But the fact that you, Goody, notice female attributes
means you are ready for some kind of association beyond that of convenience.”

"|—" But it wastrue. "l suppose | seein them aspects of Go-Go. | redly hate being done.”

"l understand completely. | faced asimilar problem, before | got together with Che." She paused, then
tackled something el se. "Che tutors Sm Bird, who needs to know everything, in due course. Hesavery
bright bird. That keeps Che busy finding out new things. Sometimes his researches lead to obscure
bypaths. There was a story a couple decades back of agoblin chief's son who was banished from hishill.
We wondered what it would take to make a goblin male unacceptable. Bad language or bad nature
wouldn't seem to account for something like that.”

Centaur information was comprehensivel Shewasinquiring, indirectly. "But politenesswould," he said.
"So you are that goblin?'
"That banished chief's son," he agreed heavily.



Sheflicked him with thetip of her tail to make him light again, lest they lose dtitude. "1 would think that
there would be goblin girlswho would be interested in any chief's son, even apolite one.”

"I think they would not be the type | would care to know."
"Gold diggerd" the parody said.
"Opportunists,” she agreed. "Y et if there were one who was not that type, whose interest was Sncere—"

He shook his head with resignation. " She would still have to match the standards of decency and niceness
Go-Go s, or | couldn't love her. That makesit just about impossible.”

"Perhaps.” Then shewasslent for awhile.

A flying dragon came toward them. "Bogey at one o'clock!" the parody said asthe dragon snorted atwin
column of fire.

A bow appeared in Cynthia's hands, and she nocked an arrow. Undeterred, the dragon came on. That
made Goody nervous. Dragon fire could toast them from adistance.

Cynthiadrew the bowstring. The dragon inhaed, readying adeadly blast the moment it got within range.
Goody's nervousness intensified. How could thisfilly score when flying, and wouldn't the arrow, even if
on target, just bounce off the dragon's metallic scales?

Cynthialoosed the arrow. It flew into the midst of the starting flame. The dragon swerved, stung, and the
flame cut off.

Then Goody saw the arrow sticking from the dragon's nose. That was one of the few soft spots. It was
not aletha strike, but it had to hurt.

"Somejust haveto learn the hard way," Cynthia said as she put the bow away somewhere. "Normally
they feint and retreat.”

"I'm sure thisone will, next time," Goody said, impressed. It had not been along or hard shot, but it had
been accurate, and that was what counted.

"Y ou shouldve jammed it right down its throat!"
"There was no need, peeve."

That surprised Goody again, asit implied, surely correctly, that she could have scored there. She had
intended only to discourage the dragon, and teach it alesson, not to kill it.

"How come?"' the bird demanded.

"There has been a shortage of dragons recently. We don't want to take out any before their time. They
perform necessary policing of untoward eements. Some merdly require abit of discipline.”

And she had disciplined the dragon. This soft-breasted filly who was so concerned about Goody's
romantic life—there was more to her than Goody had redlized. "I'm impressed,” he said frankly.

"SCP," she said. "Standard centaur policy.”
So it seemed. But Goody remained impressed.



Goody snoozed asthe flight continued, and so did the parody. He knew he should be marshaing
effective arguments to present to the centaurs, but his mind seemed to have shut down for the day. He
hoped it would reanimate when it had to.

And of course he dreamed of Go-Go Gobliness. In life she had been pretty but not outstanding,
according to others, but to him she was beauty incarnate. No, there was not her likein al Xanth—and if
there were, what would she want with him, a disgraced and banished male? So fleeting dreamswere all
he could have of fleeting happiness.

He woke as the centaur glided down to the sand of abeach. Shelanded running, cleverly maintaining her
balance. She had dlowed her weight to return so that firm contact with the ground was feasible.

"Better go to flight school, you amateur!" the parody complained as the shock of her hooves striking hard
sand ran up through her body and Goody's, shaking the bird.

Che and Hannah were aready down. "That was great!” she said. "I've never ridden in the sky before.
And Cheisthe mogt intelligent mde I've met.”

Probably true, Goody thought, because chances were that Che was the smartest of centaurs, and they
were generdly smarter than straight human folk. It was interesting that the barbarian woman appreciated
inteligencein amale. Barbarian males were not noted for that quality, which surely complicated her

romantic prospects.
"Hey, you didn't take us all the way," the parody said. "Centaur |d€'s across the sea, hoofheads.”

Che smiled, astolerant as Cynthiawas. "True. That is because we are not welcome on Centaur Ide, or
indeed, among landbound centaurs generally. They regard us as a misceginated species.”

That sumped the bird. "What kind?"
"A crosshreed.”
"But dl centaurs are crosshreeds,” Hannah said. " Between horses and humans.”

"We don't like to advertise our purported human ancestry,” Che said. "But the point is that ground-bound
centaurs regard themselves as a pure species, and object to any dilution. They aso regard magic as
obscene."

"And you use magic to fly," Hannah said.
"So we are doubly obscene," Che agreed chearfully. "Welive with it."
"But how are we to get to Centaur [de?’

"Simply walk aong the beach until you come to the centaur ferry. Tell them your mission, and they will
take you across.”

"But we can't tell the ferryman our redl mission,” Goody said. "We're supposed to keep it quiet, for now."
"And your missonisto placethe peeve" Cynthiareminded him.
Oh. Yes. "Well walk," he agreed.

"We shall await your return,” Che said.



"But don't you have better thingsto do than just wait?

"No. Thismissonis preemptive.”

Oh, again. Of course.

"Lazy hoofers”

The centaurs merely smiled, unruffled, which of course nettled the bird.

They waked aong the beach. Soon they came to the centaur ferry station. A male centaur stood there as
if expecting them. Had word somehow been sent ahead, or did they aways have an dert salion there?
Probably the latter.

Goody approached the stdlion, who carried alarge bow and had a quiver of arrows on his back. "Hello.
| am Goody Goblin, and thisis my companion Hannah Barbarian. | seek agood homefor this parody.”

"Not that it'sany of your business, horseface.”
"Who speskswith my voice, insultingly,” Goody said. "So my missonisachdlenge.”

The centaur nodded. He gestured to the raft at the edge of the water. It was stout and broad enough for
centaurs, which meant it was more than adequate for them.

They boarded, and sat in the center. The centaur stepped onto the rear of it, holding asolid pole. He
angled the pole, and the raft started moving.

"But the pole's not touching anything,” Goody said, surprised. "What's pushing the raft?"
"It ispropelled by magic. The pole merely guidesthethrust.”
"But | thought—"

"A common confusion. We centaurs regard magic infestation in our bodies to be obscene, as you might
regard something rotting inside your body. But we recognize magic as aviable force in Xanth, and do not
heditate to useit asrequired.”

"Thank you for that clarification,” Hannah said. "It makes sense.”
“Indubitably."

Theraft continued across the water, moving well.

"Bogey a nineo'clock!”

Sure enough, there was something in the water. 1t was large and toothy. The centaur set down the pole,
and the raft dowed. Helifted hisbow.

Thetoothy thing turned tall. It had evidently had prior experience with centaurs.
"Chicken! Buk buk buk BAWK!"
But the shamed mongter did not return.

The centaur picked up the pole again, and progress resumed. "Routine,” Hannah murmured.



They cameto land on thelarge idand that was the home of most of the centaurs of Xanth. They were met
by afar-haired filly, fully asfull breasted as any of the breed.

"Get aload of that globe-fronted varmint,” the parody said. "What achassisl"

"Gresetings, vigtors" thefilly said with abrilliant smile. "1 am Cheery Centaur, your guide for your vist to
Centaur I1de. What isyour purpose here?

"Y ou sure got your points, cresture!”

Thefilly paused, her smilefreezing. "'l beg your pardon?'
"Knockers, hooters, jugs, teats—"

"It'sthe bird!" Goody and Hannah said together.

"It usesmy voiceto insult people,” Goody continued. "I am Goody Goblin, hereto try to find agood
home for thisunusua bird. This Hannah Barbarian, who protects me from the mischief the bird incites. As
you can gppreciate, it isachalenge. Please take usto your leader.”

Cheery was taken aback. "I'm redlly not sure—"
"Because you're asmpleton, heifer!”

The centaur decided. "'l will take you to our leader.”
"Thank you," Goody said.

They followed thefilly to an eaborate stal where an elder stalion awaited them. "Thisis Goody Gaoblin
and his guardian Hannah Barbarian. They have a disreputable bird to place.” She turned back to them.
"Thisis Chevalier Centaur, our head stallion. He will give you abrief audience.” She departed swiftly.

"Good riddance, founder-foot!™
Goody opened his mouth. "What is your red misson, goblin?' the salion asked, cutting him off.

Goody had his mouth open, but was unable to get any words out. "We have amessage and pleafrom
Human King Dor," Hannah said.

"Naturdly. Y ou came here directly from Castle Roogna, asrapidly aswas feasble. We knew something
important was afoot. That'swhy | trotted here to meet you. Deliver your message and plea.”

Goody finaly got his mouth functioning. "Robots are invading Xanth. They are adanger to al resdents,
not just humans. We need to solicit the help of other organized species.”

"What isthisword 'robots?
"Machines, dumbbe !

"They are mechanica creatures, made of iron," Goody said. "They have dready ruined the ironwood
forest, harvesting itstreesfor iron to make more robots. They are getting larger asthey go. We haveto
stop them before they find another, richer source of iron."

"That would be Iron Mountain,” Chevdier said. "That would be avirtudly limitless source.”

Goody nodded. "Uh, yes. King Dor mentioned it. The robots started astiny entities. Now they are my



gze. If they get enoughiron, they'll be full human size, or—"
"Or centaur Sze," the stdlion agreed.

"So wefed that we must stop them before they do. Even so, it will be difficult, because they are not
dive. They are machines, without fegling. They don't deep. They just keep working, and—"

"Desg, goblin.”

"But thisisserious! We—"

"Hold. | gppreciate the need. We will send a contingent to assist the humansin this campaign.”
Goody's mouth was stifled again. Just like that, they had enlisted the centaurs!

"Thank you, Chevdier," Hannah said. "We are most grateful for your help.”

"But asfor the bird—"

Hannah laughed. "WEell try d sawherel”

"Thank you."

"No thanksto you, hoof-in-mouth.”

"I'm sure there is some responsi ble person somewhere who will appreciate the qudities of the peeve,”
Chevaier said with awryness that bordered on humorous contempt.

Soon they were back on the raft, crossing to Xanth proper. "What group do we tackle next?' Hannah
asked.

Goody sighed. "I dread this, but | think it has to be the goblins. There are many tribes, each more vicious
than the next, and they are good at tunneling and fighting. They could redly tackle the robots, especialy
whilethe robots are goblin Szed."

"But your temperate |language—"

"That'swhy | dread it."

Then abulb flashed over her head, so bright that it startled the centaur boatman. " The peevel”
"Present and accounted for, primitive dut.”

"But the parody never says anything niceto anyone," Goody protested. " Diplomacy—"

"Theirascible bird speaks the goblins language. Carry it on your shoulder and don't let onwhois
gpesking. They won't catch on that you're polite.”

Goody stared at her. "That just might work! Except that | would have to make the case for the robot
campaign, and then they'd catch on.”

She nodded soberly. "There is that problem. But maybe you can delegate meto do that. | can talk their
language:”

"Y ou wouldn't fit in agoblin mound. The passages are goblin szed. The chiefswould insst on talking in
ther officid chambers™



She sighed. "Well, it seemed like agood idea."

"It was agood idea. I'm just not good enough to handleit. Bad enough, | mean.”
"Findly the misbegotten pansy catcheson!”

"Maybe we can tak them into talking outside.”

"Maybe," he agreed without much hope.

They reached the shore. "Thank you, centaur,” Goody said asthey stepped off theraft. "Weredly
appreciate your courtesy."

The centaur gazed down at him. "Y ou are the oddest goblin I have encountered.”

"| apologize for disgppointing you."

"And that's exactly what | mean."

"But he has hispoints," Hannah said with aamile.

"No, you're the one with the points, peach,” the parody said, peering pointedly at her halter.
"I would not be able to control my temper,” the centaur said.

"That'swhy we are the oneswith thismisson,” Hannah said. "It'sachallenge.”

They waked aong the beach until they came to the two winged centaurs, who hardly seemed to have
moved. "We have enlisted the land-bound centaurs,” Goody said. "Now | fear we must tackle the

goblins”

"But—" Cynthiasaid.

"But it will beadisaster,” Goody agreed. "Y et | see no dternative.”

"He does have courage,” Hannah said.

"That's not courage,” the parody said. "That'sfolly."

Cynthianodded. "Che and | discussed this during your absence, and we may have aviableidea."

"I had an un-viableidea," Hannah said. " thought the peeve could insult the goblinsfor him. But he would
il haveto present the case, and that would loseit.”

"True," Cynthiasaid. "Our thought isthat he could use the assstance of another goblin.”
"A regular male goblin? Hed beimpossbleto keepinline”

"A femdegoblin."

"But she wouldn't use any worse words than Goody would."

"But shewould not be expected to. So the parody could insult them with Goody's voice, but the femae
could present the case he might seem too irate to do.”

Hannah nodded. "That might work. She could fit ingdetheir little tunnels.”



"There remains one problem,” Goody said. "What femae goblin would care to associate with me, evenin
apurey business capacity?"

"Let'sget flying, and well tel you whom we havein mind,” Che said.

They mounted, and the centaurs flicked them light, spread their wings, and took off. It wasweird;
Goody's ssomach tended to roil when it got light. But soon he adjusted. ™Y ou know a goblinesswho
would cooperate?’

"Some background,” Cynthiasaid. "Cheis close friends with Jenny Elf, who cameto Xanth from the
World of Two Moons. Jenny and Che are both friends with a single female goblin. So we thought we
would ask Jenny whether she thinksthat goblin would be interested. The three of them are so close that
Jenny surely would know."

Thiswas remarkable. "How did an ef, a centaur, and a goblin become friends? The three species don't
associate with each other.”

"It was an unusud Stuation. It seems the goblins kidnapped Che to be a companion for the goblin child,
Gwenny. Jenny happened on the scene and was kidnapped too. There was quite ato-do about it before
acompromise was reached, and the goblins released their captives. Gwenny cameto live with Che's
family, and their friendship endured despite the nature of their origina acquaintance. Now al three are
adultsand living their own lives, but remain close friends”

"Why would agoblin child need a centaur companion?

"Well, Gwenny waslame, and had an impediment of vison, so might have been cast out if those ligbilities
were discovered. So her mother arranged to conced them by fetching her a steed that could see and
walk for her. Actudly, that was successful, and Gwenny'sliabilities never became known to the goblins.”

Goody felt atwinge of compassion for the goblin girl. "But you shouldn't have told me. Goblins can be
quitecrud.”

"Asit seemsyou know from your own experience. But you see, by the same token she might understand
your Stuation, and be willing to help. The mission isimportant enough to warrant special measures.”

That wastrue. "If this special measure enables usto enlist the goblin hordes, then it'sworth it."
"Meanwhile Cheis smilarly updating Hannah Barbarian, who is much concerned about your welfare.”

" She takes her assgnment serioudly, and | think she feds the same guilt about transporting that robot
program herethat | do."

"Yes, for dl that thereis no such guilt. The robots of Robot World were smply awaiting their opportunity
to colonize. Y ou just happened to be the first to passtheir way, providing them the meansto put their
plan into action. We were bound to face thisinvasion sooner or later.”

"Sill—"

"Yes, of course. But perhaps the guilt should be shared by the Good Magician Humfrey, who should
have known that thiswould happen. And by the peeve, who—"

"Sifleit, airhead!”
They both laughed.



In due course they flew over anidand on the west coast of Xanth that Goody hadn't known existed. "We
are coming to the Ide of Wolves," Cynthiasaid.

"I'm not expert in geography, but | never heard of that one."

"Not surprising, asit connects only tenuoudy to Xanth. Therésawhole line of idandsthat appear next to
Xanth only part of thetime. At other timesit'simpossible to reach them. But we happen to know the
timing for thisone. It's near Cape Flattery."

"Capewhat?'

"That'saspur of land that flatters those who walk on it. That tendsto distract them from the idands. But
we don't need to walk oniit."

"I'm sure the peeve wouldn't likeit," Goody said.

" Speek for yoursdf, smartmouth.”

"The peeve would be severely conflicted,” Cynthiaagreed. She hovered. "Ah, theres Wolf 1de now."
"But that'sthe sameidand you just flew over."

"Itisanidein the same place, but not the sameide. The other faded out, and Wolf Idefaded in. Now
we can land." And the two centaurs glided down to the ground.

Immediately several huge wolves bounded up to surround them, snarling. "We have apass,” Che caled,
holding up what looked like atuft of wolf fur. "We have cometo talk to Jenny EIf about important

Onewolf shifted into manform. "What bus ness, centaur?'

"We have a cantankerous bird to find ahomefor."

"What bird?'

"What bird do you think, fur-for-brains?'

The man looked at Goody. "Listen, goblin, we don't need your kind here."
"Correct, man bottom. Our kind has some wit."

Before things could escalate, Che cut in. "Are you declining to honor our pass?'

"No, of course not,” the werewolf said grudgingly. "Thisway." He resumed wolf form and loped dong an
idand path.

The two centaurs galloped after the wolf. "Y ou see," Cynthiasaid to Goody. "They naturaly assumed
you were the onetalking. It was your voice and the typical goblin male attitude. With the right support
youcandoit."

"Soit seems,” he agreed, bemused.
They cameto alarge den. A wolf cub stood there. "Hi, Jerry,” Che said.
Thewolf became an df child. "Hi, Chel"



"Tel your mother we need to talk to her.”

The child became the cub and ran into the den.

"I didn't know there were were-elves,” Goody said as he dismounted.
"Thereweren't until recently. That's Jenny Elf's son, Jerry Welf. Hesfive."

A large df woman emerged, following the running child. Normal eveswere hdf the height of goblins, but
thisonewastdler by haf than Goody. Y et there was something familiar about her. She ran up to hug
Che, then Cynthia. "It's so niceto see you!" she exclaimed.

"Jenny, thisis Goody Goblin, and Hannah Barbarian," Che said. Then, to the visitors. "Thisis Princess
Jenny EIf."

Now Goody saw that she wore asmall crown, similar to the one Princess Eve had worn. He opened his
mouth.

"What a crappy excuse for aprincess" hisvoice said.

"That'sthe bird talking," Cynthiasaid. "It borrows its companion's voice and insults anyone in range.
We'relooking for ahomefor it."

Jenny gazed at the parody. "I'm afraid the wolves would egt it."
"Perhaps,” Che said. "May we get private with you and Jeremy to discussit?!

Jenny glanced a him, redlizing that something was up. " Come to the roya wolfsbane patch.” Sheled the
way to asmadl private garden of plants with stalks bearing hood-shaped purplish-blue flowers.

"We have two thingsto discuss," Che said. "One with you, and one with Jeremy.”
"I'll cal him," Jenny said. She put two fingersto her mouth and blew apiercing wolf whistle.

Then for no good reason Goody made a connection. "We've met before," he exclamed. "At the roster
for the game of Companions of Xanth. Y ou were chosen; | was not.”

"That'sright,” she agreed. "l remember now. I'm sorry | didn't recognize you; to me, most goblins|ook
dike"

"Much has happened since then.”

"Indeed it has," she agreed.

"That was when Kim and Dug Mundanefirst visited Xanth."
"Yes. Now they are married and have achild.”

In another moment a huge wolf bounded into the garden. This became afull-szed man as he landed
before Jenny. "Y ou called, dear?’

"Yes, dear. These are Goody Goblin and Hannah Barbarian, hereto talk businesswith us."
"Bird!" Jerry said, evidently interested.
"Get logt, crossbreed brat!™



The man oriented on Goody, scowling. He too wore asmal crown. Jenny put ahand on hisarm. "The
bird talks" Then, to the others. "Thisis Prince Jeremy Werewolf, my husband.”

The prince cut directly to the point. "What business?"

"Firgt, about the bird," Goody said. "That's just a pretext to mask our real misson. Thereisarobot
invasion of Xanth—manlike creatures made of meta—and we need the help of the werewolvesand al
othersto stop them before they overruniit.”

The prince glanced a Che. "True?'
"True. | had it from King Dor."

Jeremy returned to Goody. "I do not mean to question your veracity, but | know Che Centaur, and
goblins are not known for diplomacy.”

"l undergtand.”
"Theré's something about you."
"I'm polite

"That'sit." Jeremy paused half amoment. "If King Dor takesthis serioudy, sodo I. Wewill join the
human effort to dedl with thismenace.”

Again, it was o readily done asto be amazing. "Thank you. If you will get in direct touch with King Dor,
you can coordinate your efforts. We aretrying to bring al the creatures of Xanth into a codition.”

"Y ou mentioned other business" Jenny EIf said.

Now Cynthia spoke. "Goody Goblin isat a serious disadvantage when dealing with goblins. They don't
respect aclean-mouthed male. Do you think your friend Gwenny Goblin would be willing to help?*

Jenny turned adisturbingly appraising gaze on Goody. "Ishe... quaified?" She wasleaving something
out; the three dots made that clear.

"Yes"
"Then | think shewould be interested.”

"That'swhat Che thought. Well ask her.”

"Quadlified for what?' Hannah asked.

"Obvioudy to perform the mission,” Jeremy said. "They would not care to waste Gwenny'stime.”
"I'm not qudified,” Goody protested. "That'swhy | need help.”

"Which shewill surely provide," the prince said smocthly.

"Thank you," Che sad. "WEéll see about it immediately.”

Hannah looked dightly annoyed, asif something still was not quite clear, but did not say more.
"No bird?" little Jerry asked, disappointed.



The peeve seemed to be taken aback. At least it did not muster an insult thistime.

12

GWENNY

Goblin Mountain was a huge hegp of packed sand, much larger than the hill Goody had known asa
goblet. Pathsran dl over it, each leading to a guarded tunnel entrance. Thiswas an important tribe. He
surely would have known of it, if he had not tuned out of goblin mattersfor the past twenty years.

They landed next to it, and Goody and Hannah dismounted. They were immediately surrounded by
armed warrior goblinswho gawked openly at Cynthias breasts. "Take meto your repulsive leader!” the

parody snapped.

The were not fazed. "Who the blegp are you?' the troop subchief demanded.
"Why should | tell you, you bleepity bleep?'Y our grandmother sucks stink horns.”
Goody kept his mouth shuit.

"What my associateistrying to say," Che said, "isthat we have an important message for your leader.
Seethat it isddivered immediately.”

"Y egh, hoofhead?"

The parody let out atorrent of invective that made the surrounding air crackle.
"Got it," the subchief said, impressed. He disappeared into the warren.

"Now let's get to the rendezvous spot,” Cynthiasaid.

They mounted, and the centaurs flew to anearby rest siop on an enchanted path. They relaxed and
cleaned up while waiting for the response to the message.

Not long thereafter alone gobliness arrived, garbed in work clothes. She was pretty, but of course dll
fema e goblinswere. She was about twenty-eight years old, which meant she waswell clear of thefoolish
teenswithout being so mature asto lose her feminine apped.

"Gwenny!" Che said, and picked her up and hugged her.

"Now don't make mejedous," Cynthiasaid.

"Of course not,” Gwenny said. "Y ou get a hug too."

Che introduced Goody and Hannah to Gwenny Goblin. "What adowdy matron!"

"And thismust be your bird,” Gwenny said, not fooled. Evidently the note had warned her about that too.
"What addightful creature.”

"That'swhat you think, you black blot."



Gwenny made arestrained smile and turned to Che. "Y our note mentioned something important, and |
don't think it referred to the parody.”

"Yesitdid, fading frump!"

"Widl, we arelooking for agood homefor it," Goody said. "I gpologize for itslanguage.”
"I doubt it would fit in wdl in Goblin Mountain. The men would likeit, but not the women."
"We have avery specia misson,” Che said, and explained about the robots.

Gwenny nodded. "Do you redlly think | could help?”

"Goody issmply too polite to make headway with gobling," Cynthiasaid. "But with the parody using his
voice, and an assstant to clarify the details, we fed it could work. It isimportant to enlist theaid of as
many goblin tribes as possible.”

"l can seethat.” Gwenny paused thoughtfully. " Starting with Goblin Mountain, I'm sure.”
"We thought we might enlist you to contact itsleader, snce you are familiar with thisclan.”
"l cantry."

"There's something we must say," Che said gravely. "We hope that you and Goody can work together
compatibly, but thereis one significant aspect of each of your situations that the other does not know
about. We hope that this does not interfere.”

Gwenny's eyes narrowed. "What aspect?’

"Please. Wefear that it could interfere with the mission if known. Let it be, for now. It is otherwise
hamless”

"Y ou are saying heisnot aserid murderer.”
Che amiled. "That too."

Goody coughed. "I would be incapable of that." He wondered what the centaurs were thinking of, in his
case and hers. Why should there be any secrets kept?

Gwenny considered. "l agree: it isvita to stop therobots. | believe | can help persuade the other clansto
cooperate. | will helpyou.”

"Wereso glad,” Cynthiasad. "Thefate of Xanth may hang in the balance.”

"Let meseeif | cantak with theright person in Goblin Mountain,” Gwenny said. "I will return by
nightfal." She departed.

"Who isshe?' Hannah demanded. "Why do you think she can help?’

"Sheisaclan officid. She has adminidrative experience and knows the ways of goblin palitics,” Che
explained. " She has asssted in the governing of Goblin Mountain, and has had indirect contacts with
severa other goblin clans. Wethink sheis about as good a person for thistask asany."”

"And we know her well enough to trust her," Cynthiasaid. "That counts enormoudly.”

"Y ou horserears have feathersin your heads."



They laughed. "That too, peeve,” Cynthiaagreed.

They foraged and prepared a good evening med. Gwenny returned just in timefor it. “They will do it,"
shesad. "King Dor will be contacted.”

"We are glad you were able to persuade them," Che said.

So was Goody. Gwenny was evidently persuasive.

Asnight closed, Goody became nervous. "How forma are we going to be?'
"Forma?" Gwenny asked.

"Hewantsto seeyour tits, gob girl!"

Goody choked.

"Goody and | have been traveling together,” Hannah explained. "I have had to stay closein order to
protect him. We dispensed with formalities such as separate washings. We are after all of different

species”

"And Gwenny and | are not,” Goody said.

Gwenny paused, then decided. "Informal it is. But this does not imply any further relationship.”
"None!" Goody agreed, not entirely relieved. He had not been a one with a gobliness since Go-Go.

"And | do want to be clean," Gwenny said. She stepped out of her clothing and waded into the nearby
river bend.

Hannah stripped and joined her. Then, reluctantly, so did Goody. He redlly had no choice.

Oncethey were dl threein the water, it wasdl right. "Oh, | haven't donethisin ages” Gwenny said,
playfully splashing him. "1 fed likeagirl again. Except—"

"Except you haven't been agirl in twenty years, dull dowager," the parody caled from the safety of the
bank.

"Perhaps,” the gobliness agreed. But her expression suggested that there was something else.
"Goody isgood at shoulder massage,” Hannah said. "Ask him."

"Oh, | couldn't—"

"My shoulders are somewhat tight,” Gwenny said. "If you would be so kind."

What could he do? He moved across as she faced away from him. He massaged her shoulders and
back.

"Oh, that'sdivine! She'sright—you have the touch. How did you come by it?"
"1, wel, | was married, and—"
"Y ou were married?' she asked somewhat sharply.

In Xanth marriages were permanent. He had to explain. "My wife—Go-Go Gobliness—was cursed to



die before her time. We had twenty years together, and our goblets are grown. But we couldn't abate the
curse"

"Soyou lost her."

"es"

"Oh, | fet the pain coming through your hands."
He snaiched hishands away. "I'm sorry."

Sheturned to face him, the thin covering of water making an intriguing mystery of her front. "No, no,
Goody. Y ou weren't hurting me. It was good pain, if thereis such athing. | felt your grief for your wife. |

apologize for making you spesk of it."
"Gourd style!" the parody called.
"No!" Goody said, darmed.

Now Gwenny laughed. "So you have run afoul of that. | promise not to kissyou. But | am sincerely sorry
to have reminded you of your pain.”

"Wdll, you couldn't helpit."

"Yes, | could. | had no business prying into your past.”

"That wasn't it. |—" But he stalled out.

"It wasn't? Then tell mewhat was it, so | can avoid doing it again.”
"That's not possible. Please, I'd rather not.”

She gazed a him with big black eyes. "Goody, if we are to work together, we must understand how not
to give each other offense. What did | do?’

Therewasno help for it. "It'swhat you are. A gobliness. Y ou can't help reminding me of Go-Go."
She considered. "L et's swvim out beyond the range of that bird so we can have some privacy."
"Therésno need.”

"Yes, thereis. Come." She glanced at Hannah, and set out for the far Sde of theriver.

Goody had to follow. Hannah remained behind, giving them privacy.

They reached the shallows of the other bank, and sat in the water. He tried not to notice her pretty knees
asthey poked through the surface, or the rest of her tranducently shrouded body. All female goblins
were pretty, but she seemed more than pretty, now that she was out of her dull work clothes. Probably it
wasjust hisimagination.

"Now tel me. What isthere about me that reminds you of Go-Go?"'

It remained supremely awkward. "1—I don't want to bore you with along explanation that seems
fodlish."

"Boreme."



She was certainly assertive. "'l—you may have noticed that I'm polite. Y ou have been too polite yoursdlf
to remark on it, but I'm sureit turnsyou off. That's the way goblinesses fed about non-abusive maes. Of
course they don't say so, but they do stay clear. So | have had little experience with them.”

He paused, but she merely gazed at him, her black hair framing her face and disappearing into the water,
whereit tended to float. Go-Go's hair had done that.

"So no gobliness wasinterested in me. But Go-Go had the curse, so no goblin wasinterested in her. So
she compromised and accepted me. And—" He choked off.

"And it becamelove," shesad. "A marriage of convenience that worked out.”

"Yes. | loved her, and believe she loved me. So | have been with no other gobliness. Except you, now.
So you remind me of her smply because you are female and you are close. Y ou can't helpit, and | can't
help it. We hardly know each other, and it's just a business association, but that'stheway it is. |
am—inevitably attracted, despite knowing better.”

She nodded. "Now | understand. Thank you for clarifying that.”
"Thank you for understanding.”

"Don't thank meyet. | fear | must make it worse. | did not expect to be so candid so soon, but | seel

"Y ou don't have to explain anything to me. | know you don't like—"

"Bequiet, Goody. | do haveto explain, and in the process perhaps hurt you, but | see now that itis
better done at the outset. Three things, pogitive or negative depending how you see them. First, | am not
turned off by your politeness. | spent years of my young life living with a centaur family and Jenny Elf, and
| came to appreciate politeness and courtesy. In fact | rather lost my taste for the opposite. It repels me.
Thisissurely why Che and Cynthiabelieve | could work with you. I am not like most goblin females”

Hewas amazed. "Then—"

Shelifted ahand from the water and touched hislips, sllencing him. "And | have liabilities of my own that
could have meant my death as a child had they been known. Perhaps the centaurs mentioned them.”

"They did. Y our vison, and lameness. Though you do not look asif you suffer from ether.”

"I use contact lenses so | can see well, and my knee has healed with time and treatment so that nothing is
visble. Only if I walk more than a short distance, or try to run or dance, does my limp manifest. But the
point is, | understand about ligbilities, and would not condemn yourseven if | liked foul mouths. So in that
way | resemble your wife."

Goody opened his mouth, but she silenced him again. "Whichiswhy | must say at the outset that our
relaionship isand must remain purely business. | am under akind of curse that limits my marital
prospects. It isonereason | remain unmarried." She paused, taking severa breaths, which caused the
water to ripple delicately in front of her. "So do not get interested in mein any socia manner, because
evenif | liked you in that way, there could be no futurein it. We can be friends, nothing more.”

Goody had to amile, ruefully. "Aswith any goblin girl, in effect.”

"Yes. Itisironic, because you arethetype | could like, and | expect our association to be pleasant. Y our
loydty to your wifeisasocia asset, not aliability. But it will end when the missonisdone. Just aswill



your association with Hannah Barbarian.”

It wasanice paralld, for he respected and liked Hannah, and recognized her female qualities, but there
was no question of romance. "l agppreciate your straightforwardness. | much prefer that to avoidance of
theissue”

"I learned straightforwardness from the centaurs, along with things like reading and archery. But when
dedling with other goblins we shdl have to practice some deception. | regard this as an aspect of awar
misson.”

"Yes. That'swhy I'll carry the parody on my shoulder, and let you present the case.”

"In other matters| prefer candor and clarity. If there arethings| conced from you, it is because that
seems anecessary policy.”

"Of course”
"And there are things"
"| undergand.”

"Then let'srgoin the others.”" She oriented on the other shore, wading to deeper water. He followed.
"Oh—I would like, if possible, to defuse the bird's remarks, or turn them to advantage. Therefore it may
be better if it assumes that we do have a secret socid relationship.”

"But it would tease us unmercifully.”

"Exactly. Instead of saying thingsthat could prejudice our mission. So | gpologize, but fed | must do
this"

"| don't understand.”
She moved into him, face to face, and kissed him on the mouth. It was shockingly sweet. He was highly

conscious of her bare body momentarily againgt his. Then she broke, turned her head asif only then
aware of thewatching bird, and pushed quickly away from him.

Oh. The show was for the parody, and its blabbing beak. Gwenny was no tease, just doing what she felt
necessary. Thefact that it nearly knocked him out wasincidental.

They swam back acrossthe river. "Oo00, you naughties!” the peeve exclaimed asthey came within range.
"And what went on under the water?’

Goody fet himsef blushing, and saw that Gwenny was blushing too. He knew herswasforced, but his
was redl. Neither answered the taunt verbally, and none of the others commented. Probably Hannah
thought they were foolsfor kissing when the bird could see them.

They waded out of the water. Hannah had two towels for them. They dried and dressed, encouraged by
the continuing japes of the parody, still not responding to it.

"Something we need to clarify,” Che said to the parody. "Tomorrow we go to a dangerous goblin mound.
Y ou may cursethem al you want, but if you blab anything secret, you'll be broiled and eaten with the rest
of us. Soitisto your personal interest to cooperate with us, in your fashion. Do you get that, peeve?”

"I'm not a complete twit, donkey rear.”



"And we will not be ableto find you agood homeif we al perish. So | recommend caution.”
The bird was silent, having no rebuttal. Asit said, it was not acomplete twit.

Che turned to Gwenny. "And you will have to change your mode, too. We know you for an intelligent,
independent woman. But there you will have to be a servile wench. Goody will be your master. He may
even haveto hit you on occasion.”

"Oh, | could never—"

Cheturned to him. "Y ou do know what goblin maes do to goblin girls of other moundsthey catch?!
Heknew. "Still, to actudly—"

Gwenny smiled. "Y ou can fakeit. Pretend to strike me."

"But even in pretense, the implied violence—"

"Goody," she said serioudy. "'l will be depending on you to protect me from the very real damage those
bruteswould do me. Surely alittle pretense is better than that.”

He hesitated. She smiled at him. He melted. She had feminine power over him, since that kiss, and knew
it."l cantry."

"Now make aredlistic strike at me. Knock my head back."

Hetried. He stepped toward her, swinging his open hand at her cheek. He stopped it just before contact.
Hethought.

There was a sharp smacking sound, and her head went back as shefell against thewall of the cabin with
acry of dismay. She put her hand to her stinging cheek.

Oh, no! He must have migudged it, though he hadn't felt the contact. "Gwenny! I'm sorry!" He hurried to
help her stand up straight again.

"You didn't touch me," she said.
IIBlJt_II

"It'satrick Cheand | devised long ago. Let'sdo it again, in dow motion." She turned to the centaur.
lld,Ef.)I

Che glowered. "Y ou dare talk back to me, doxie? Takethat!" He swung at her, dowly.

As hishand came near her face, Gwennie clapped her own hands together, making the smacking sound,
and flung hersdf back, her head leading, asif struck. She put her hand up to dap her own face,
reddening it.

It was an act, aplaylet, obvious now. But it had fooled him. It well might fool another goblin, particularly
one who was accustomed to treating women that way.

"Yes, | think | can do that,” he agreed. "If | haveto." Thiswoman had devices he would never have
guessed.

They settled for the night, the centaurs standing outside, the othersin the handy cabin. Hannah took the



floor, asusud, leaving the two bunksfor the goblins.

"Why don't you get under one blanket together?' the peeve asked, chortling, and made severd loud
vulgar smacking sounds. They ignored it. Y et on ahaf-suppressed level, Goody wished that such athing
could have been possible. Gwenny was no Go-Go, but she had her own appedl.

Next morning they set off for the next mgor goblin clan. Thiswas the Goblinate of the Golden Horde,
reputed to be the meanest of them all. "1 think you had better have one of your bagged spells ready,”
Cynthia said as she carried Goody. For some reason the centaurs had decided to have Che carry both
women, though Hannah more than outweighed both goblins. Of course weight didn't matter, with the
lightnessflicking. "And hopethat your bounce taent is effective. Their leader is Gaptooth Goblin, and
he'saredly mean one”

"Goblins aren't supposed to molest goblins. We should be dl right aslong asthey don't catch on that I'm
polite"" Hedidn't say that he wasn't sure how many spdlls remained in the bag, if any.

"True. And they know better than to attack centaurs. They have enough firepower to shoot the two of us
out of the sky, but then they would face the disciplined ondaught of asignificant flight of centaurs, and
that would be mischief even they would not carefor.”

"Liketheway goblinslearn not to attack an ogre," he agreed. " Some of them get their heads rammed
through knotholes, otherswind up in orbit about the moon, and the rest are lessfortunate.”

She laughed. "Exactly. But it is best not to tempt fate, regardiess. And certainly they will bean asset in
the war againgt the robots.”

"Pity the poor robotd!"
Shelaughed again. "Y ou seem to bein agood mood. That surprises me."

"Wadll, you saw Gwenny kissme." Now he redlized why he got to fly aone, asit were. Cynthiawanted to
ascertain hisreactions to Gwenny. He was happy to oblige.

"l saw her stage ashow for the public. Had she kissed you serioudy, you would have sunk under the
water and drowned without redizing.”

"True. She explained that oursisto be abusiness relaionship.”
n %’m"
" She has some sort of curse that prevents her from marrying. | understand about curses.”

"It'snot exactly acurse, but that isthe net effect. At any rate, sheisalovely and talented person we
believe can do thisjob if anyone can.”

So the centaurs did know more than they advertised. "I must admit it is pleasant to be with awoman of
my kind, however temporarily.”

"We had hoped you would fed that way."

In the afternoon they came to Goblinate territory. "Wewill remain closeand dert,” Cynthiasaid. "If any
seem bent on mayhem, thefirst to attempt to strike you will be skewered by arrows. Then you must
mount rapidly, because there are more goblins than we have arrows.”

"But welll have to go ingde the mound to talk with the chief. Y ou can't watch usthere.”



"That iswhat makes me nervous."

It made Goody nervoustoo, but he shrugged it off. One of the waysin which the reverse wood drink had
changed him wasto make him quietly courageousinstead of aloud bluffer. He seldom had to cal on that
quality, and was no warrior, but he could do what he had to do.

They crossed over asmall lake. "That'sahate pond,” Cynthiasaid. " That's what makes these goblins so
mean. They drink it to refresh their attitude.”

"Hatedixir!"

"The complement to love dixir,” she said. "Likethe other, its effect istemporary, but overwhelming in that
period. A normally placid person will kill his companion when dosed with it. If thereis|ove between
them, it will become similarly strong hate; therés areversing effect, | believe. Thegoblinsareused toit,
and dl hate each other anyway, so can control its effect to an extent. But don't touch it yoursdlf.”

Goody shuddered. "Never!"

They landed on a plateau near the goblin mound. Gesticulating goblins swarmed, asthey alwaysdid,
quickly surrounding them.

Goody dismounted and faced the throng. "What a pdtry greeting thisisl" the parody said with hisvoice.
"I've seen better turnouts on an anthill!”

This met with gruff approva. "What the bleep isyour business here, stranger?” the troop chief demanded
menacingly.

"Think I'm going to talk to you, dungface?' the bird demanded. Then Goody added, as nastily ashe
could: "Takeusto your chief.”

"Not till you tell uswhy, sucker snoot.”

"Oh, suddenly you're the chief, clubfoot?' the bird said. "Where | come from, you'd be dipped in hot
dirty ail for interfering with the chief's busness.”

"Y ou are not where you come from, joker."
"Get out of my way, lard-butt, before | start dicing fat off it to clean my rotten teeth.”
The guard considered. It seemed the stranger's responses were dl correct. "Thisway."

Goody turned to Gwenny. "Follow me, doxie." Hannah of course could not go there; she would have to
crawl on hands and knees, and that would be no good. The goblins would overwhelm her and use her as
anovety female, oncethey got her armor off.

Gwenny bowed her head meekly and followed them into the tunndl.

They cameto the central chamber, where an imposingly ugly goblin sat on abattered stool. Thiswasthe
monarch of the mound. "Who the blegp are you, and what do you want?' the chief demanded, showing
the gross gap in histeeth that gave him hisname.

The parody let out atorrent of profanity that heated the chamber.
"All well and good,” Gaptooth replied amiably. " Speak your piece.”



Goody snapped hisfingers. Gwenny stepped forward. "My master does not deign to concern himself
with details. But | will present them."

Gaptooth eyed her gppraisngly. "Come st on my lap, honey, while you do.”
"Hardly," Goody said as grimly as he could mugter.
Gaptooth jumped off his stool and approached Gwenny. "Y eah?"'

Thiswas mischief. Goody poked afinger into hisbag of four spellsand pulled one out, hoping it would
help defuse what could become an ugly situation. At least the bag wasn't empty.

It was the fourwarned spell, enhancing his senses of sound, sight, touch, and smell. It wasthat last that
amazed him. The goblin chief was wearing femae panties under hisarmor! He was a cross-dresser.

Gaptooth reached for Gwenny. Goody jumped forward, interposing himself. " Touch my moll and you
die, fecesfacel" the parody said.

Gaptooth didn't reply. Instead he punched Goody in the gut. The woman might have been merely a
pretext to set up what he really wanted, which wasto begt the intruder into a pulp. Then he could safely
take the woman.

But hisfist bounced back, repelled by Goody's defensive talent. He stared at it, amazed. Then he readied
aroundhouse punch.

"l wouldn't,” Goody said evenly.
The punch came swinging at his eer—and bounced back.

Undismayed, Gaptooth kneed him in the groin. The knee bounced back so hard the foot beneath it
dammed into the dirt floor. Goody had not moved.

"What the blegp?' the chief demanded.
"Y ou're the blegping blegp!™ the parody said. "Y ou punch like agigglesome girl."

Gaptooth tried again, thistime swiftly drawing aknife and stabbing at Goody's chest. The knife bounced
back, twisting out of hishand so that it dropped to the floor.

It wastime to make hismark. "Note that | have not attacked you, baby-face,” Goody said temperately.
"I have merely blocked your feeble thrustsin a pacifistic manner. That's because | am fedling good. Were
| annoyed, it would be another matter. Y ou wouldn't like me when I'm annoyed.”

Gaptooth stared a him with a certain dawning respect. "'Y eah? What would you do?’
"I would hang you up by your dainty pink panties dong with the other girls."

The dawning respect converted to dawning horror. "What do you know?' Now the cowardice beneath
the brutality was beginning to show.

"Nothing, of course, aslong as| am not annoyed. Now suppose you listen to my doxi€'s presentation?’

Gaptooth shrugged. He started to turn toward Gwenny. Then he rammed his head forward in aviolent
butt, trying to catch Goody off guard. The chief's head was thrown back so hard he landed sprawled
across hisstool.



"Would you like to see that block again, in dow motion?' Goody inquired. "I am beginning to tire of these
routine games."

"Y ou're more of aGoblin than you look." Gaptooth picked himself up. Then another evil thought crossed
his cranium; Goody's pdll-enhanced sight picked it up. "Have adrink." The chief fetched two mugs of
liquid, Spping one himsdf.

Goody lifted the mug to hisface—and smelled poison. Specificaly, hate dixir. His new senses evidently
had a database of information.

He dared not drink it. That might make him go berserk, and possibly attack Gwenny, reversing his
positivefeding for her. How glad he was that Cynthiaand the spell had warned him!

But what was he to do with it? Gaptooth would become suspiciousif he didn't partake.

Then afaint bulb flashed. Suspicious? What did it matter? The chief dready meant himill. Thisdrink was
proof of that. Indeed, the goblin was watching him cannily. Let him drink the dixir, turn on his
companion, then be destroyed by massed goblins—and the secret of the panties would be protected.

He stedled himself for the violence, then acted. He threw the water in Gaptooth'sface. 'l am
disappointed that you should try your chegp tricks on me. If you don't give over immediately, | shall
definitely be annoyed.”

The parody, taking the hint, let out another mind-numbing burst of expletives. Gwenny's ears reddened
with theimpact.

Gaptooth was defeated. He definitely did not want to see Goody annoyed. "Tdll it, doxie."

"We bear amessage from Human King Dor," she said evenly. " Xanth is being attacked by meta
machines caled robots, and will be overrun if we don't stop them before they get to Iron Mountain. We
need stout fighters from every species, to join with the humansin this campaign, and yours are the
Soutest.”

"We don't want to join humans, we want to destroy them!”

"If the robots destroy the humans, they will come after you later, much stronger. Better to stop them, and
save your battle with the humansfor another time."

Gaptooth's desire to destroy Goody warred with his desire for areally good fight elsewhere. Goody's
enhanced senses could practicaly read the chief's body signds as the thoughts forged that way and this.
Findly they took the more expedient course. "Sign us up.”

Thusit was done. They |eft the mound, rgjoined the centaurs, and soon were on their way to the nearest
enchanted camping site. Thistime Gwenny rode on Cynthia behind Goody.

"Y ou were magnificent,” she sad warmly. "Y ou never said abad word, but you beet him down anyway."
"Thank you. | couldn't have done it without the peeve's cussing and your cooperation.”

"Y ou got that right, pantywai&."

"How did you know that drink was bad?'

Goody explained about the fourwarned spell he had activated. As he did, he redlized that the spell had
worn off. It had been criticaly useful, but now was gone.



"And theway you stopped him from molesting me was marvelous.”
"Well, | couldn't let him touch you!™

"I know. But the way you did it was eegant. Y ou were being your pacifistic sef, | know, but to himiit
seemed asif you held him in so little regard you weren't even bothering to hit him back. That shook him

up.”
"l waslucky."
"Y ou made your own luck." She kissed the back of his head. "I'm so proud of you."

By the time his head stopped floating, forcing the centaur to correct for eevation, they were at the
campsite.

13

Recruits

They flew from goblin mound to goblin mound, recruiting them al. They made agood team: Goodly,
Gwenny, and the parody. They didn't necessarily fool al the chiefs, but their coup in enlisting both Goblin
Mountain and the Goblinate of the Golden Horde made the others more amenable.

Thetrickiest, for Goody, was his own mound, where he was banished. He did not want to advertise to
Gwenny his shame of being adisowned chief's son. But he was lucky: his mound had suffered hard times,
and was now alied with a stronger neighboring mound. It wasto that other mound they went, where he
was unknown. Probably no onein his home mound would have recognized him anyway, twenty years
later, but he did not haveto risk it.

"Soon you can return to Goblin Mountain,” Goody said regretfully. ™Y ou have helped immeasurably
recruiting the goblins, but of course you have your own lifeto lead.”

"I have changed my mind," shesaid. "I want to continue helping. Thismisson istoo important to neglect.”
Goody was pleased, but still argued the case. "Thereis danger, and it is surdly an inconvenience for you."
"True, and true. But | like your company.”

Goody fdt profoundly flattered, but controlled it. "Thank you. But since thereisno socid future for us,
my company becomesirrdevant.”

"Perhaps. Yet | confess| have not had the pleasant company of agoblin maein sometime, and | am
inclined to indulge mysdf. | think Goblin Mountain can survive awhilelonger without me."

Helaughed, asthiswas obvioudy humor. Any goblin mound could survive indefinitely without any of its
members, other than the chief. But he was very glad to have her continued company, however long she
cared to extend it. Also, she was quite competent, and would be areal help with other species.

After dl the sgnificant goblin clanswere recruited, they turned to the dragons. Thisturned out to be
relatively easy.



"Vortex!" Goody caled mentaly from the region south of Castle Roognawhere they had last beenin
contact. The robots had started there, but long since had lft it for more metalic pastures.

Soon the two dragons appeared, tunnding through the ground. Thereis a problem?Vortex asked with
thought projection.

"Yes." Goody introduced Gwenny and the centaurs.
"Therobots" Vortex sad, reading hismind. "What have we started?’

"You didn't know," Goody said. "Any more than we did. But now it is a serious problem we must dedl
with. Wewould like to enlist your help in contacting the other dragons.”

"You shdl haveit, of course. We are not leaders, but can rapidly contact the leaders.”

"The dragons,” Gwenny said. "They suffered aplague, and had to be replenished last year. But there
hasn't been time enough for them to expand their numbers significantly.”

"True," Vortex said. "So we may be of limited assstance. Still, the big ones should be ableto chomp a
good many robots.”

"That will surdly hdp,"” Gwenny agreed.
"Dragons arejust oversized worms anyway," the parody said.

Vertex spoke. "How isit that you are doing this dangerous chore yourself, Chiefess, rather than assigning
lower-ranking goblinsto do it?' Then she dithered back. "Oops; | see that wasn't supposed to be
known."

"What?' Goody asked. Had he misheard?

Gwenny sighed. "I would bein danger if it were generaly known | was outsde my mountain. Especidly
from the maes of other goblin mounds." She turned to Goody. "1 gpologize for deceiving you. | wanted
to work with you without any problem of status between us.”

"You'reachief?' he asked, sunned.

"I govern Goblin Mountain, yes. That iswhy our relationship had to be limited; | can marry only roydty: a
goblin chief, or chief's son, or aprince of some other species, to form agtrategic liaison.”

"But you'realovely woman! Y ou should have no trouble finding achief."
"All you haveto doislift your skirt and bend over!" the peeve said zestfully.

"l find I havelost my taste for brutishness. Could you see me marrying Chief Gaptooth? I'm sure he
would bewilling, and it would be an advantageous liaison.”

"So that'swhat you cadl it!" the bird said. "He might even share his panties with you."

"Or an ef or nagaor even human prince," Goody said. "With an accommodation spel|—"
"She doesn't need it! Just tear her clothing off."

"Yes, | have seriously considered that. But Jenny and Cynthiagot the good ones.”

"I'm not aprince!" Che protested, embarrassed.



"Sheisteasng you," Vertex said.
"The vixen doesthat."

"So you see, my optionsare limited,” Gwenny said. "l fear | am doomed to abad marriage, for the sake
of my mound. At least these past few days | have had a pleasant association with an unassuming goblin
mae. | will cherish the memory."

"It's not necessarily finished,” Cynthiasaid. "Wetold you that Goody, too, has a secret.”
"Héesared clam!”

"We wanted you to get to know Goody first," Che said. "Rather than asthe son of a chief.”
"What?' Gwenny asked.

"You heard, dottle ears!"

"Soif you didn't like him, you could et him go without considering hislineage,” Cynthiasaid. "That's more
romantic.”

Gwenny focused on Goody. "Y ou never said aword!"
"Hesadummy!"

"I'm not proud of it," Goody said. "They don't want me a my mound."
"But then you qudify!"

"Qudify for what? I'll never governthere.”

"You don't haveto! You just haveto be of chiefly lineage. Y ou could come to Goblin Mountain, where
you would be respected. Y our home mound would have to accept the liaison, by goblin custom.”

"We had something of the sort in mind, if it worked out,” Cynthiasaid.

Thetwo goblins stared at each other. The parody made vulgar kissing and smacking noises.
"I believe we should redefine our association,” Gwenny said. "From businessto socid.”
"But | never intended such athing!”

She smiled. Y ou may not have a choice. Asthe ranking goblin, being achief rather than achief's
offspring, | have the prerogative of proposing aliaison, if | find it expedient. Y ou would then haveto
accept or decline. Do you think you could decline?’

"Hahaha"
"|—" Hewould not be able to decline, and she knew it. Even the peeve knew it.

"But | am not yet certain that such aliaison is appropriate,” shesaid. "So | am not putting you to that
question. But | reserve theright to do so, a my convenience.”

"Of course,”" he said weakly.

"Now can we befriends?"



He hesitated. "I don't think so. Not now."
"Haw haw haw!"

"I mean boy and girl friends. Dating."
Oh."If youwish."

"Then we can kiss openly.”

"I'm not surethat'swise."

She stepped into him, put her arms around him, and drew him in close. She was dl softness and niceness.
"All you haveto doistel meno," she murmured. "Y ou do have that prerogetive, during the courtship.”

"Tel her to buzz off, wesk kneed"
She drew his head down. "Are you saying no?"
"No!" Then he corrected himsdlf, embarrassed. "I mean, I'm not saying no."

"That'swhat | thought." She put her face to hisand kissed him on the mouth, sweetly and lingeringly.
Little heartsflew out so hard they ruffled the parody and smacked into the surrounding trees.

When he recovered, he waslying on abed of grass someone had provided, gazing blankly at the sky.
"Y ou should have put up more of afight, mush mind," the parody reproved him.
"I couldnt fight," he said, Sitting up.

Hannah came acrossto help him stand. ™Y ou never had a chance, once she oriented on you. The
centaurs were smart to hide your chiefly lineages from each other, or we'd have gotten nothing done.”

She was probably correct. "Hannah, you're awoman. Can you tel me—"
"She's not awoman, shesadut inatin can.”

Hannah didn't bother to correct the bird about the distinction between metallic armor and atin can. "Yes,
shelikesyou, and meansto marry you. But two things hold her back: she wantsto be sureit would be
good for Goblin Mountain, and she wants to give you more time to get over Go-Go."

Go-Go! She had been wdl away from hismind, amazingly. "How can | even consder—what would
Go-Go think?'

"We dready know she would want you to be happy, Goody. And Gwenny can do that. | have talked
with the centaurs. Sheredlly isanice person, quite gpart from being achief. So | think you will haveto
relegate Go-Go to the past, with no disrespect. Gwenny isyour future, if she choosesto be."

So it seemed. "Thank you."
"Asif you hdped, cavegirl."

"If we knew your gender, peeve, we might find amate for you too," the barbarian said evenly. That shut
the bird up for the moment.

"Now we need to see about recruiting the dragons,” Goody said.



"Vortex and Vertex are dready onit. They fedl responsible for bringing the robots. They were tricked
too."

They rgoined the others, who were holding adia ogue. Gwenny beckoned, and he went to her without
guestion. Shetook his hand. "We think the naga should be the next recruited, or the harpies. We can't
decide. What do you think?"

That was tough, because goblins had had many wars with both species. "Do we have any contacts who
might hdp?'

"Princess Nada Naga," Che said. " She could aso help with the demons.”
"But they're an entirely different species.”
" She married ademon prince, forming an interspeciesdliance,” Cynthiasaid. "They haveachild.”

Oh. "Then maybe we should seek her first. | know well have to approach the harpies too, but they give
methe cregps.”

"They arefoul birds" Gwenny agreed, giving his hand asqueeze. "But perhaps Gloha Goblin-Harpy will
help usthere."

He vaguely remembered. " Glohawould be a crossbreed? Between a goblin and a harpy?*
"Y es. Shelookslike awinged goblin girl. Shemarried aninvisible giant.”
"Ho ho ho!"

"Thisisno joke, peeve," Che said. "Magician Trent transformed the giant to awinged goblin male, and
they are starting anew species of winged monster.”

"Then she seems like another good contact,” Goody agreed. "Wed better get on it, because those robots
areurdy multiplying.”

"They are," Che said. "But they haven't found Iron Mountain yet. They could have, had they had the wit
to befriend and question the right living creatures. But they don't think the way living folk do, and that
limitsthem. But they are steadily canvassing, and it can't be long before they find it. That will be the end.”

They got on it. The centaurs flew them to the naga tunndls near Goblin Mountain. Gwenny rode behind
Goody again, wrapping her arms around him for security, she said. He felt her softness againgt his back,
and wondered whether she had to cling quite that closely, but could hardly object.

"Yes, | an being seductive," she murmured. "1 am trying to fathom what marriage to you would belike. |
have not had afraction of the experience with the opposite gender that you have."

"Hee hee hee!"

She nevertheless controlled their relationship, as the bird understood. He was delightfully powerless.
A cloud of smoke appeared, pacing them. "What have we hearken?”'

"Look what thewind blew in: agtinking bal of smog."

"Have wewhat?' Goody asked.



"Sound, noise, blare, racket, lisen—"

"Hear?'

"Whatever," the cloud agreed crosdy.

"Fade out, Metria," Gwenny snapped. "That's ahomonym, not asynonym.”
"A what?'

"A word that sounds the same, but means something ese," Gwenny said. "What you wanted was 'here'.
'What have we here? not 'hear.”

"How the bleep can you hear the difference between hear and here?" the peeve demanded rhetorically.
"Y ou know Metria?' Goody asked Gwenny, belatedly surprised.

"Weall know the demoness," Cynthiasaid. "Wherever something interesting is happening, she pokes her
nosein.”

"And sometimes sets up embarrassing confusons,” Gwenny said.
"But theré's nothing interesting here," Goody protested. "We're just flying to see the nagafolk."
"Hoohoohoo!"

"Thehbird'sright,” the cloud said, forming into aface. " Gwenny's seducing another innocent man.
Naturdly | had to investigate."

"Another?' Goody said, before thinking.

Hefelt Gwenny'sflush againgt his back. " She told me ahuman man was a prince looking for amatch,
three years ago. Hewasn't.”

"Wasn't aprince, or wasn't looking for amatch?*
"Waan't either one," she said. "Can we drop this?'
"And Surprise Golem had dready spoken for him," Metriasaid smugly.

Goody fathomed that this had been a cons derable embarrassment. So he decided to get rid of the
demoness. "Asit happens, we have an important mission,” he said. "We need to contact the demons, to
enlist their ad. Y ouwould beided to—"

He broke off, because she was gone.
"Thank you," Gwenny said, giving him asqueeze.

They came toward amountain. A winged dragon circled it and came toward them, but neither centaur
lifted abow. "That's Draco," Cynthiaexplained. "We know him from winged monster conventions. He
knows we wouldn't try to molest his mountain den.”

The dragon came close enough to recognize them, did awingswigwag, and flew away.

They landed on agtrip near the base of the mountain. There was ashelf cut into the mountain dope, piled
with folded cloth and clothing. "What are those ragsfor?' the peeve demanded.



Cynthiasmiled. "Y oull seein amoment.”

A large snake dithered up, and formed a human head. "Who are you?"
"Who wants to know, fang face?"

"That's an obnoxioustaking bird," Cynthiasaid quickly. "Ignoreit.”

"Che and Cynthia Centaur,”" Che said, answering the chalenge. "Bringing Goody and Gwenny Goblin to
see Nada Naga.”

"The princess does not see goblins.”
Gwenny jumped down. "Areyou sure, naga?"

The nagatook a better look at her, and bowed his head. "Apology, Chief. | did not makethe
connection." He dithered into ahole.

Soon another snake appeared. This oneformed alovely femae head with asmal crown. "Welcome,
Gwenny! Cover mewhilel change.”

Gwenny looked to Hannah. "Would you bring acloth, please? Y ou aretall enough.”

Hannah picked up asection of cloth and spread it to mask the naga. A breathtakingly lovely human
woman head gppeared above the cloth, her body moving intriguingly behind the shroud as she garbed
hersdf.

Then she stepped out in fully human form, in princesdy garb, lovely in every nuance. "Hello, vigtors. | am
Princess Nada Naga. Of course | know Che, Cynthia, and Chief Gwenny, but don't believe | have had
the pleasure with Hannah or Goody."

"Y ou missed one, serpent shank.”

"Or the bird,” Nada added with aquirk of her lips. She was another female who could evidently tame
demonswith asmile, and the parody was sllenced.

"Hannah Barbarian isaong to guard Goody Goblin, because the peeve tendsto get him in trouble,”
Gwenny said. "Goody istrying to find agood homefor the bird, but it ssemsto be difficult to place.” She
kept her face sraight for amoment; then they both laughed.

"The children might be interested,” Nada said. She turned her head. "Ted! Monical"

Two nine-year-old children appeared, literdlly: they did not run or walk, but manifested in place. One
was a naughty-looking boy in shorts, the other a naughty-looking girl in ashort skirt.

"Thisis Demon Ted, Metrias son," Nada said, cupping the back of the boy's head with one hand. "And
thisis DeMonica, my daughter. Ted is haf human, having ahuman father, and Monicaisaquarter
human. Their demon ancestry enables them to change forms and do some tricks. We take turns
babystting them, asthey like to be together.”

"Canwego play now?' Ted demanded impatiently.
"Weve got aspring,” Monicasad.

"Firgt say hello to the parody.”



Both children glanced at the bird, plainly bored.
"What'sit to you, brat britches?"
Two expressions changed, becoming interested. "Come on, poop feathers" Ted said, lifting onearm.

The peeve hopped to that arm. "Isthat mess your hair, or did you lose a gutter mop?* the boy's voice
demanded of the girl.

Both children giggled. "My turn,” Monicasaid, lifting an arm.

The parody hopped across. Y our mother's astinky cloud!” her voice said. "And she garbles her
interjections.”

"Her whats?' Ted asked.

"Declarations, enunciations, verbdizations, assertions, briefings—"
"Words?'

"Whatever," the peeve agreed crosdly.

There were more giggles asthey moved away. "Stay in sight!" Nada called.
"Awww," three voices said together.

They squatted by a patch of turf and brought out their spring. Thiswas abouncy metal coil that splashed
asit bounced. Soon there was adepression in the soil, filled with water. "Their new toy,” Nadasaid. "A

meagic Jring.”

"Something I've wondered about,” Hannah said.

"y e

"When demons marry mortals, don't they get haf souls?

"Yes. Voregot hdf of mine, but of course mine regenerated in time. Heislimited to hishdf, however."
"And your children?"

"Monica started out with aquarter soul, half of my half. But because she's part human, that regenerated,
s0 now she hasafull soul of her own. The sameistruefor Ted. He got haf asoul from Metria, leaving

her with a quarter soul. But now his soul is complete. The children tease each other about what fraction
of asoul each has, but it's not so."

"That'swhat | wondered. Thank you."
"Welcome, Barbarian." Then Nadagot serious. "Surdly the bird is not the only reason for your vist.”
"Y our turn, Goody," Gwenny said.

"Thereisaserious menace to Xanth," he said. "Goblin-sized meta machines called robots are mining dl
theiron they can find to make more of themsalves, and overrunning the land. Were afraid they'll push out
all the other speciesif we don't stop them before they reach Iron Mountain. So we need all the help we
can get. The goblins have signed up, and the centaurs, and maybe the dragons, but wed like to have the
nagatoo, and the demons.”



"How do you propose to stop them?'

"There doesn't seem to be any way other than bashing them into junk mental,” Goody said. "They aren't
dive; they don't havefedings. All they do is make more robots.”

Nada nodded. "Dear," she said.
Therewas aswirl of smoke that coaesced into a handsome male demon. ™Y ou conjured me, beloved?’

"Thisismy husband, Prince Demon Vore," Nada said to the others. "D. Vore has aconsiderable
appetite.”

"And | can't wait to get her done," Vore said.
"He's never sated,” Nadasaid, flushing fashionably.
"Y ou dumbbels can't spdll,” the parody said. "That should be D. Vour."

"Depart,” Voresad firmly. The bird fled back to the children. "Dear, we need the demonsto fight the
robots."

"If therés agood fight to be had, werefor it."
Nada clarified the situation. ™Y ou tackle your father the king, and I'll tackle mine." He vanished.

"Keep an eye on the children,” Nada said, and shifted to full serpent form. Her gown was now a pile of
cloth on the ground as she dithered away.

"I'll watch them,” Hannah said, and walked to where the children were dunking themsalvesin the growing
Soring.

"Sofar so good,” Gwenny said. "But timeis surely short. We need to enlist the harpies, elves, and ogres.
They'rethelast of the populous species of Xanth."

"What about the walking skeletons?”

"They'relargely confined to the gourd relm. The robots won't go there, having no mindsto dream with.”
Shewasright. "And the fauns and nymphs?*

She laughed. "Have you ever had direct experience with them?"

"Widll, no, but—"

"All they do is chase each other around and celebrate, asthey cal it. They have no memories beyond the
day, unlessthey happen to leave their retreat. Then they become morta. But not many do that, and most
are empty-headed.”

"But | thought some trees had them.”

"'Some do—and they seldom stray far from their trees. In any event they are not good at fighting. They
congtantly make love, not war."

"Still, if they understood the robot menace—"

"Pretend theré'sarobot coming,” she said. "Y ou're afaun. You haveto tackleit. Meanwhile, herésa



nymph." She pulled her blouse tight and took a breath, compelling his gaze. "Now go seeto that robot.”
He started to turn away. Shetwirled, flinging her hair about. It was nice hair. "Are you going?' she asked.

Hetried again. She made a cute little scream and kicked onefoot high inthe air. He felt aguilty shock as
she amost showed a panty. "What, not gone yet?'

"How can | go when you're doing that?"

"I'm being anymph. Thisiswhat they do." She spun around again, so that her hair and skirt both flared.
Shehad nicelegs. "All thetime.”

And he was compelled to watch. All thetime. But he tried once more.

Sheturned again, then screamed, but thistimein pain. "Oh! My knee!"

He caught her before shefdl. "I'm so sorry,” he said.

"l overdid it. I'm not anymph, and my knee can't stand up to that much stress. My fault.”
"l shouldn't have madeyou do it."

"Y ou're such agentleman.” She caught his shoulders, twisted him into her, and kissed him. They sank to
the ground together in half atangle of limbs.

"Mush! Mush!"
"Oh, micel" she swore. "Thekids are back."

So they were. "Sorry," Hannah said. "Little hearts started flying by, and | couldn't stop them. They're so
curious about what they shouldn't be.”

"Storks," Ted said eagerly.
"How are they summoned?' Monica asked.
"Wouldn't you like to know!" the parody chortled. "Go eat some bratwurst.”

Goody and Gwenny separated. "At any rate, | trust | have made my point,” shesaid. "Thefaunsand
nymphswon't help.”

Neither would goblins, he redlized, if subjected to smilar temptations. "Well let them go.”

Nada Naga appeared, having changed into her body and clothes while they were distracted. "The naga
arein," shesad. "How arethe children doing?'

"They likethe parody,” Hannah said. "'l wonder if—"
The peeve let out amarvelous burst of profanity. Nada blanched. "I think not."
Goody sighed inwardly. Every timethey had a prospect, the parody destroyed it.

D. Vore appeared. "And the demons.” He frowned. "Father went farther. He ordered us to help you
recruit the last of the viable species, because he says the robots will reach Iron Mountain in just two more

days”



"Two days!" Goody said. "But it takes us more than a day to recruit one species, and we have three
gpecies|eft.”

"Precisdy. You can no longer afford to fly economy class. Y ou need ingtant travel.”

"But hon—"

"Demons" Voresad. "Ted, cdl your mother.”

"Aw, she won't come one minute before your babystting timeisup.”

Vore smiled. "Repest after me, with fedling: 'Oh, look at that faun and nymph! What acelebration!” "
Monicaclapped her hands. "OoOo0o0 Daddy! Y ou naughty!"

Ted took abig breath. "OH, LOOK AT THAT FAUN AND NYMPH! WHAT A—"

Demoness Metria appeared. " Stop that! Y ou know it'saviolation of the Giant Conjugation!”
"Thewhat what?' Ted asked innocently.

"Grown Cartd, Big Alliance, Mature Codition, Aged Association, Ripe Collusion, Senior Confuson—"
"Adult Congpiracy?' Monicaasked just asinnocently.

"Whatever!" Metriaagreed crosdy. Then shelooked around. "Oh, bleep! It was a set-up.”

"Y ou take Gwenny," Voresaid. "I'll take Goody."

" will not!"

"Very wdl. I'll take Gwenny.” Vore smiled. "Come here, you delightful little package. I've wanted to get
you in my armsfor thelongest time."

Gwenny went to him, trusting him, especidly snce Nada Naga did not look worried, aswell she might
not. No female could rival her for beauty.

Metria hesitated, starting to lose cohesion in her distraction.
The parody flew back to perch on Goody's shoulder. "I dare you, fog face.”

The demoness puffed into smoke. The smoke popped out of existence, only to reappear around Goody.
"Whereto, guileful goblin?" it asked.

"Thedves" hesad.
The smoke coa esced around his body, squeezing him in awkward spots. "Done.”

There was amoment of disorientation. Then Goody and Gwenny stood before atowering EIf Elm tree.
"The eveswon't let demonsinto their tree,” Voresaid. "Y oulll haveto go done. But they will giveyou a
far hearing.”

"I know," Gwenny said.

The demons faded out.



Elves appeared, swinging down on vines from the high foliage. They wore green uniforms and were half
the height of the goblins, and much lessin mass. Both had glossy gray hair, not asign of age but of fin
hedlth. "Ho, gobling" one said. "What is your busness here with the Warrior Elves?’

"What'sit to you, greenface?’

"It'sthebird!" Gwenny said quickly, and explained. The elves nodded, understanding.

"l am Goody Goblin. We cometo enlist your help in saving Xanth from disaster.”

The dves exchanged glances. "This seemsworthy. Comethisway.” He climbed up hisvine.
"Uh, we lack—"

"Oh, that'sright. Y ou aren't Strong at the tree. Very well, take hold of Amazoniasfest. I'll take the
gobliness. | an Mace EIf."

llBut_ll

"Doit," Gwenny said. "And don't let go." She reached up and caught the elf man's ankles with her
reaively huge hands. Mace immediately climbed hisvine, using histwo hands, hauling her up with him.

Then Goody remembered: elves were very strong near their éms. The nearer, the stronger, until they
were perhaps the strongest creaturesin Xanth. He looked up, saw the ef girl'sfeet, and took hold of her
ankles. Shetoo climbed hand over hand, taking him up without seeming effort.

"Y ou haven't been to an EIf Elm before," Amazoniasaid.

Helooked up to talk to her, and saw up under her green skirt. He hagtily looked away. "True."
"Get aload of those green p—"

"Perfect legs," Goody said, overriding the peeve.

"WEéIl use accommodation spellsto makeit easier. Just call us by our names, nothing else.”
"But your king—"

"Is Sword Elf. Cal him Sword. That'sall. He knows hisrank.”

"Thank you." They were now about halfway up the trunk toward the foliage.

"Isthe gobliness your woman?"

How was he to answer that? " She may be."

"Then we will spare you amour, though it is customary for important dedls.”

"Hoo man!"

Just how did the elves usualy make deal s? He decided not to ask.

They reached the foliage. " Step onto the branch,” Amazoniasaid.

Hefound abranch dmost hidden amidst the leaves. He put hisfeet onit, got his balance, and let go of
her ankles. He walked carefully to the centra trunk, which was till quite large at thisheight. He saw



Gwenny gpproaching aong another branch.

Mace and Amazonia appeared. "We have amodified accommodation spell,” Mace said. "Do you
understand?’

"Yes" Gwenny sad.
"No," Goody said.

"Thenweshal explain,” Amazoniasaid. "A norma accommodation spdll isused for occasons such as
summoning the stork, when the participants are of different sizes, such asahuman and an df. It makes
them seem to be the same Sze, the human one-eighth hisnorma mass, the éf girl eight times her normdl.
But thismodified onewill affect only you goblins, making you seem an eighth of your mass, whilewe are

unchanged."

Goody redized it made sense. An ef was half the height of agoblin, but in terms of mass that was not
half, not aquarter, but an eighth; it had to do with the magic of numbers, that liked to multiply when they
weren't being closely watched. "Now | understand, thank you."

The df maiden glanced sharply at him. "Y ou don't talk like agoblin male. Only your bird does."
"I am cursed to be polite," Goody said.

"Wewould prefer to have morelike you,” Amazoniasaid. "Goblin girlsare in demand by €f menwith
accommodeation spells, but goblin men are not in demand by df girls.” She glanced gppraisingly & him.
"Areyou sure you don't wish to indulge in our—?"

"How fast can you get out of that armor, you lusciouslittle lass?' the parody asked. Naturdly the one
timeit didn't insult was when acompliment would do more damage.

"He'ssure" Gwenny said.

"Now | shdl invokethe spdl,” Amazonia said. She waved her hands. There was aflash, and suddenly
the tree trunk expanded to double its former width. Rather, they had seemed to shrink by that amount.

"King Sword will now receiveyou," Mace sad.

A door opened in the trunk of the tree, and they walked inside. There was a bare wood chamber. The
door closed behind them, and the chamber abruptly lifted. They wererising farther in the tree.

The ascent dowed. The door opened, and they stepped out into abower crafted of foliage. There stood
an ef man wearing an impressive sword. Thiswas obvioudy King Sword of the Warrior Elves.

"Greetings, Chief Gwenny and consort,” the king said.
"And our gresting to you, King Sword," Gwenny replied. "I had not reglized that you knew me."

"l know of you, Gwenny, and respect what you have done with Goblin Mountain. In time those goblins
may even become civilized."

"Never!" the peeve said.
"What isyour busnesswith us?'
Goody explained about the robots.



Sword nodded. "Of course we shall do what we can. But you must understand that we can be effective
only near our EIf EIms, where our strength is greatest. There are severa near Iron Mountain, and | will
send word to those trees. Y ou can complement our forces with othersthat can operate freely between
trees”

"Thank you, Sword," Goody said, gratified. "That will surely help significantly.”

"Thenitisdone." Sword glanced at Gwenny. "Y ou are awinsome lass, are you sure you would not like
to indulge our hospitdity for anight?"

"Ordinarily it would be a pleasure. But we have two more speciesto contact today," Gwenny said
diplomaticaly.

When they returned to the lower trunk station, anumber of the elf maidens had changed to flowing green
dresses that enhanced their excellent figures. "'If you careto dally, goblin man—" one said.

Goody borrowed Gwenny's phrasing. "Ordinarily | would be delighted. But we have a short deadline.”
Indeed, had he found himsdlf in this Situation before meeting Gwenny, he would have been serioudy
tempted. There might be waysin which elven maidens were inferior to goblin maidens, but there was no
evidence of that here.

They rode ankles back down to the ground. " Some other time, perhaps,” Amazonia said asthey parted,
giving her green skirt aflounce.

"Any time, bonny bellel" the bird said.

"I'm amogt sorry to haul you away from that,” Gwenny murmured as they walked from the tree.
"Hirst you would haveto tdl methat you have no further interest in me.”

"Haw haw haw!"

She smiled and squeezed his hand.

The demons reappeared. In haf an instant they were on their way to the harpies.

That turned out to be easy: "Weloveto fight!" the harpy leader screeched. "Now that were not fighting
goblins—" Shelooked at Goody asif truly regretting that. "We need something else. The robots sound
ided. Well bomb them to oblivion.”

"They may have devel oped flying machines,” Goody warned her. "That could make the air dangerous.”
"Then well take losses. We're used to that. What countsisthefight.”

Almost before they knew it, they were on their way to the last of the contacts: the ogres. Goody was
wary of this, because ogres and goblins did not necessarily get along, but Gwenny happened to have an
ogre contact.

"My friend Okra Ogress," she explained. " She was an outcast because she wasn't ugly enough.”
"That'sthe sort of thing | can understand.”

"l thought you would." She kissed him. "Her husband is Smithereen, the Ogre Overlord. Wecall him
Over Ogre, because he's too stupid to remember the wholetitle.”



Okralived in ahuge cave near Lake OgreChobee. Asthey waked beside the huge shallow lake a group
of burning letter O's sailed up, startled. "Watch it, Flaming O!" the parody squawked as one passed
close enough to amost singe afeather.

"Jenny EIf calsthem flamingos," Gwenny said. " She heard the term from the Mundane shewas being a
Companion for. Ian't that funny?"

"Mundanes don't know anything," Goody agreed.
They cameto the cave. Goody picked up arock and pounded it against the wall.

Two shaggy young ogres gppeared, an ugly mae and an uglier femde. Each was twice human height,
which was four times goblin height. Goody and Gwenny were barely knee-high on them. "Who you?' the
male demanded truculently.

"Who do you think, meathead?" the parody said.

Pleased by the compliment, the ogre smiled. The effect was horrendous. "Me think goblin stink."
"You gtink worse, horse hide!"

Both ogre youths smiled. Thiswas going very well.

"Let'sexchangeintroductions,” Gwenny said. "Me Gwenny Goblin."

"Me Og Ogret," the boy said.

"Me Goody Gaoblin."

"Me Not-Og Ogret," the girl said.

"Y ou will soon be ableto curdie milk with just asmile” Gwenny said.

The girl blushed with pleasure. Fleas leaped from her skin asthe heat became unbearable.
"l cameto see your mother Okra Ogress," Gwenny said.

Not-Og turned her head. "Maaawww!" she bellowed.

In barely amoment an ogress appeared. She was not awhole lot larger than Hannah Barbarian, and
hardly ugly enough to impress an ogre. How had she managed to marry an ogre overlord?

"Shekissed him," Gwenny murmured.

Oh. Of course.

"Gwenny!" the ogress exclamed. "'l haven't seen you in ages!”
Shewasn't talking like an ogre. What was going on?

"She's not stupid enough,” Gwenny murmured, again answering histhought. Then, to Okra "We cameto
see your husband on important business.”

Okrashook her head. "Hell never understand if you talk like that. Maybe you should tell me, and I'll
trandatefor him."



"That makes sense”
Okraturned to the ogrets. " Go fetch your father."

The two lumbered off, jostling each other. "Aren't they darling?' Okra asked. "There's not atrace of
intelligence or prettinessin ether. Smithereen is so pleased.”

Just as Go-Go was pleased when their children had no trace of politeness. Goody understood.
"Wonderful,” Gwenny said. "They are doing you proud.”
"Comein," Okrasaid. "Y ou can stand on the table.”

They entered the cave. In the center chamber was a huge table crudely chisdled out of agiant dab of
granite. "Smithereen chewed it into shape with hisfront teeth," Okrasaid as shelifted them up to its
surface. "1t took him awhole hour.”

The cave shook as heavy footsteps approached. The ogre male appeared, almost aswide ashe wastall,
and muscular in proportion. "Y ou give beefcake abad name," the peeve said.

"The cake? Metake."

Okrahastily brought a huge cake. The ogre stuffed it into his mouth.
"You're so stupid, it'sawonder you remember to breathe!”
"It'sthebird," Goody said. "It talks."

The Over Ogre focused on the parody. "Me heard. Like bird."

"Maybe we should |et the children play with the bird,” Okrasaid. "WEelIl never get anything doneif it
keepsflattering him."

Goody agreed. He carried the bird to the ogrets. Meanwhile Gwenny walked out to stand directly before
Smithereen.

"Meseegoblin she" he said, surprised.
"It's Gwenny Goblin, Chiefess of Goblin Mountain,” Okrasaid. "Jenny Elf'sfriend. Remember?

He struggled to remember, throwing off more fleas than his daughter had as his head heated with the
effort.

"Lift me up to your ugly face" Gwenny told him.

The ogre put out amonstrous ham hand. Gwenny sat on it, and he lifted her up for acloser inspection.
She leaned forward and kissed him on the horny nose.

Stunned, he crashed back into the stone chair Okra had providently placed behind him. "Now me
remember, little goblin her,” he said, dazed.

"I thought you might," Gwenny said, climbing off hishand asit sank back to the table.
Goody knew how that was, too.

Then Gwenny explained about the robots and the need for al the creatures of Xanth to help beat them



back. 1t was awell-turned paragraph.

"Ogres bash, robots crash,” Okratrandated.

Smithereen's smile was so broad that the roachesin the corners fainted and fell to the floor. "Grate fate!"
"That's'great fate," Okratold them. "He can't spell, of course. It meansthe ogreswill join the effort.”

"Thank you!" Goody said. "Tell them to be a the Iron Mountain tomorrow if they can makeit. And not
to fight with dl the other speciesthat will be there.”

"l will," Okraagreed.

The parody fluttered to rejoin Goody. "Would you like to stay with the ogrets?' he asked it.
"Too stupid to beinsulted,” the peeve said peevighly.

Goody sighed. Another prospect hadn't worked out.

14

Coordination

Back at the nagalanding strip they consulted. "All those troops are going to be converging on Iron
Mountain,” Hannah said. "Some are natural enemies. It's going to be chaos unless there's someone to
organizethem.”

"You'reright,” Gwenny agreed. "But who? None of them are going to take directives from anatura

"Hahaha! Let the gobsfight the ogs!”
They ignored the parody, which annoyed it.

"l can think of someone," Cynthia Centaur said. "Human King Emeritus Magician Trent. Heésamanly
man with alot of governing experience and a potent talent. | think heisuniversally respected by the

Mmgjor species.”
"Youvedill got hdf acrush on him,” Che chided her.
"000, kisses and smacks! Do you do it frontwise or rearwise?"

She nodded, still managing to ignore the peeve. "1 suppose | do. But I've got more than haf acrush on
you, and you return it."

Chenodded. "I think your ideais viable. He could command the human contingent, and direct the others
through their leaders. They would not be giving up their independence to the humans, merdly
coordinating. But he'd need ademon to move him around rapidly, so he could be aware of the big
picture.”

"Dad," Vore said. "Demon Professor Grossclout. He's the one who is organizing the demons, and who



assigned usto transport you two goblins. Now it's histurn.”
"Oh, let metel him!" Metriasaid eagerly.

Vorelooked at her. "Y ou'd flash your polka-dot panties with the empty dots at him and do your best to
annoy him."

"Yes Let medoit." Sheflicked her skirt, showing adot. Goody barely managed to avert hiseyesin
time

"I will doit." VVore vanished.

Metriaglanced at the parody. "Come here amoment, bird." It obligingly fluttered acrossto perch on her
shoulder. "Bleepity bleep ka-bleep!™ her voice swore, browning the nearby foliage. The bird returned to
Goody, itsjob done.

"My jobisto guard Goody," Hannah said. "But | can't do that if you demons are transporting him and
Gwenny to places| can't go."

"Y ou should go too," Gwenny agreed. "Helll be no good to meif he gets skewered by arobot. Istherea
demon we can trust to transport you?”'

"Dara," Metriasaid, perking up. "Magician Humfrey'sfira wife. She's off duty now, soisavailable. She
has abit of asoul, so can be trusted. And she won't feel you up the way | do Goody."

"Youwhat?' Gwenny asked sharply.
"Caress, fondle, cuddle, massage, goose—"
"Y ou do not!" Goody protested.

"Pet?' the parody asked.

"Whatever," Metriaagreed, not very crossly. "I'll go fetch her. If | have to be stuck with this chore, she
doestoo." She popped out.

Gwenny faced Goody. "And V ore has not been handling me, either. They're both married, you know."
"Married?| did suspect,” Nada said with haf asmile.

The children and bird laughed. "Dad doesn't even get it on with Metria" Monicasaid. "Mom'ssuch a
spoilsport.”

"Fortunately those two demons don't redlly like each other,” Nada agreed.
It occurred to Goody that the half-demon children liked to flirt with violations of the Adult Conspiracy.

They probably knew more about it than they let on. Their parents seemed remarkably tolerant. They
probably had to be.

There were two pops, and Metria and another demoness appeared. The second was dusky in a sexy
sort of way. "Heres Dara," Metriasaid. " Sometimes called Dana because Humfrey can't keep her name
graight. And | didn't even have to show her my polka-dot panties.”

"Those were my panties," Darasaid severdly. "Y ou stole them two centuries ago. If I'd had them when
Humfrey rescued hiswivesfrom Hell, | wouldn't have had to settle for one month in six.”



"And thisis Hannah Barbarian,” Metria continued. "Y ou will trangport her where | take Goody."
"Hello, Hannah. If you guard Goody, who guards you?'

"l don't need aguard!"

"But you do need aman, don't you."

"Areyou teesng me?"'

"Maybe"

Hannah nodded. "WEéll get dong.”

Vore returned. "Dad's on board."

"Because he knowswherethe action is" Nadasaid.

"Hell fetch King Trent, and meet ustomorrow at Iron Mountain.”

"But wetold the other speciesto be there two days from now," Goody said.

"That'swhy we need to be there the day before," Hannah said. " So we can direct them to their
quadrants. Well need to survey the region beforehand.”

"You're pretty good at this," Vore said.

"Well, I'm abarbarian. Weliketo fight."

"Maybe we should go there now and make camp,” Goody said. "So we won't have to do it tomorrow."
"It worksfor me" Vore said. "WEell drop you off now."

Metriatook Goody, Vore took Gwenny, and Daratook Hannah.

There was awrench, and they stood before a mountain made of iron. It wasimpressive, towering above
them, with iron steps cut into its Side leading upward, and an iron guardrail. An dmost invisibleriver
gushed from a coiled spring and cascaded down the side.

"Whet apilel" the parody exclaimed.

"SouthisLake Walls" DaraDemoness said. "East isthe Kiss Mee River, newly restored to friendly
curves. Nearby isthe Singing Tower. Immediately west isMountain Lake. It's an interesting location.”

"Yourefamiliar with it?* Gwenny asked.

"l pop by every so often. Once | found an ogre and anumber of damsels stuck atop Iron Mountain
without proper water or abed, and was able to help them. | try to do agood deed every day, if | can.”

That explained something about Dara. She was definitely nice for ademoness.

Hannah got busy preparing alean-to, with the parody staying to criticize her efforts. Goody and Gwenny
st off in search of pillow and pie plants. They found afew, but that suggested a problem. "What'sthe
army going to eat?' Goody asked.

"I think well have to import supplies.”



"From where?'
"| think we have a problem.”

They harvested what they could, and started back. "Oh, | meant to inquire, now that we're aone,”
Gwenny said, setting down her bundle. She stepped close to Goody. "Did Metriato thisto you?' She
squeezed himin aprivate place.

He started to protest, then realized that she was teasing him. The absence of the peeve was arare chance
for private interaction. So he squeezed her in anaughty place. "Did Vore do thisto you?"

She considered. "Maybe." She kissed him. "Did the demoness do thisto you?'

"I'mnot sure. Try it again.”

Shetried it again. "No, | don't think so. Did Vore do thisto you?' He stroked her in an intriguing place,
She pondered, not withdrawing at dl. "Probably not. Did Metria—"

Goody legped into the air. "Hoo!"

"| didn't do that to you either,” Metriasaid, coming into sight after doing it invisbly. "What are you two
up to?'

"Nothing you wouldn't understand,” Gwenny said with resgnation.

They picked up their bundles and returned to the devel oping camp. "We found some pies and pillows,”
Goody said. "But the full army will need ahundred timeswhat's here.”

"Food!" Hannah said. "Why didn't | think of thet?"
"Because you're an uncivilized dunce."

"Thank you so much, peeve. That explains everything." Shelooked around. "What will they eat? We
don't want them to start in on each other before the robots even get here.”

D. Vore appeared. "I'll check with Dad." He vanished.
"I'll check with Humfrey," Darasaid, fading out.
"I'll check on the children," Metriasaid. "Nadamay be getting tired of minding them both on her own.”

They were done. They ate the pies and washed in Mountain Lake. Thiswasin the shape of amountain,
of course, with the water angling up to the peak. It seemed to be abig wave that got caught on land, so
stayed put. The land benegth it wasfairly level, but the rising surface soon made it too deep to wade in.

"Thisisweird, swimming uphill,” Hannah said, doing so. Then she heaved herself out of the water, spreaed
hersdf flat, and did down the dope to the shore.

They settled down for the night, lying sde by side on their bed of leaves, with Hannah on the hard ground
asusud. "Doesit seem cool to you?' Gwenny asked.

"No, it'swarm."

"DumbbdI!”



"Areyou sure?' She squiggled up next to him.

Oh. "Maybeit is coadl," he agreed.

"That'sgood.”

Sherolled into him. Then he discovered that she wasn't wearing anything. "But | thought—you haven't—"
"I haven't decided whether to marry you," she said. "I'm till gathering evidence. Do you have any?"

"| think you do."

"With Go-Go, we waited until we were married to—"

"l am nothing like Go-Go. Hadn't you noticed?"

He hadn't thought abouit it. She wasright: she and Go-Go were both female goblins. Both were comely.
There the resemblance ended. Go-Go had been content to be a homebody; Gwenny was alady chief.
Go-Go wasinclined to go dong with whatever was usud; Gwenny was an assertive leader. Go-Go had
liked to dance in her special way; Gwenny couldn't dance. Go-Go had been cursed; Gwenny seemed
blessed. They were different in practicaly every way he could think of.

Except one. He loved them both.

"Oh, Gwenny," he said. "Whatever you want—I want too."
"l haven't decided,” she reminded him.

"Of course.”

"Thisismerdly an interaction.”

"es"

It turned out to be some interaction. Fortunately the parody had gone to deep, or had the wit to keep its
beak shut. The same, perhaps, went for Hannah Barbarian.

Thefirdt to arrive next day were the centaurs: a hundred archers, male and femae, led by Chevdier
himsdlf, flanked by Cheery.

"The dumbbel| and the knockers," the parody said loudly.
Thefilly frowned. "Y ou can't fool me again, parody. | know it'syou, and will not tolerateit.”
"Y eah, boobsy twins? 'Y ou and who € se?"

Her bow appeared in her hands, an arrow nocked. She loosed it without seeming to am. It flew between
Goody's shoulder and the bird's feet, the fletching scraping the peevestail. "Squawk!™ it protested. ™Y ou
amogt hit me!"

"Next timeI'll aim more carefully. Now fetch me back my arrow.”
"What2"
The second arrow oriented. "Dart, shaft, quarrel, bolt, barb—"



The peeve was on itsway. Soon it returned with the spent arrow held inits beak. Evidently the arrow
had been lightened to make this possible. Cheery's bow had disappeared. She lifted one hand. The bird
dropped the arrow into it.

Chevdier's mouth barely thought about twitching. He had remained studioudy indifferent, but the point
had been made. Thefilly'sfirst arrow had gone exactly where she intended, making its point. The
centaurs would not be subject to more harassment by the bird.

"You arethefirst,” Goody said. "l suppose you can pick the areayou wish to defend. Well need to
circle the mountain so the robots can't reach it from any direction.”

"WEelIl require aterritory with good foraging for food and supplies,” Chevdier said.
"Thisareaislean,” Goody said. "WEelIl haveto bring in supplies.”

"Past the robots?!

"l hope Magician Trent will have an answer for that. He has agreed to supervise the operation.”
"Excdlent. We know of him from way back. But we thought he had retired as the human monarch.”
"Hedid. That'swhy heisavailable."

Therewas amuffled pop, and a puff of smoke formed and dissipated. "Did | hear my name?" Trent
inquired.

"Spoken with respect,” Chevdier said. "I am Chevadier Centaur, head stdlion of Centaur Ide.”

"We know of you, too," Trent said. "We're glad to have your contingent.” The two shook hands. "Now
what isyour question?’

"We and the other contingents will need supplies, especidly food. We can ring the mountain, but the
robots may in turn ring us. Wewill not be as effective if hungry.”

"] believe we can handlethat," Trent said. "'l discussed it with the Professor."”

There was another puff of smoke, and agrim older demon appeared. He had to have been there,
invisble, because Trent could not have traveled in such manner by himself. *I heard my name,” Demon
Professor Grossclout said. "Food will be provided.”

Chevalier nodded. "Thank you, Professor.”
"Bogey at two o'clock!”

A flight of ungainly birdswas arriving. These manifested as harpies asthey came closer. "Very good,”
Trent said.

The lead harpy spied them and flapped in. "Fowlmouth Harpy here," she screeched. "Where can we
land?'

"Good to see you, Fowlmouth," Trent said. " Settle adjacent to the centaurs. We have specid usefor
you."

The harpy leader eyed the centaurs. "We don't do it with their breed. Too big."



The Magician did not smile at her crude humor. "As| remember, the harpies have control of the lunch
box plantation.”

"That'sright," she screeched. "We could feed an army.”
"That's exactly what isrequired. We have an army to feed. Can you ferry in enough boxes?!

Fowlmouth looked doubtful. "We have enough, but can't carry more than two at atime. How many
troops do you have?'

"Thousands, we hope."

"Thousandd 1t would take usamonth!"

" Suppose they are made light, so you could carry twenty at atime, in bags?'

"That would help. But how would that be done?'

"We have two flying centaurs you can guide to the plantation.”

"We don't associate with that kind," Chevalier said grimly.

"Nor do you need to,” Trent said smoothly. "They will not be on thefield of battle.”

"Making thingslight," Fowlmouth screeched. "It will do. But we hear there will be flying machines. We
can't fight and carry at the sametime.”

"The centaurs will shoot those machines out of the air asthey approach you," Trent said, "providing a
safe corridor.”

"That we can do," Chevalier agreed.

Goody saw that it was working out. Magician Trent was dready taking charge and addressing the
problems. Harpies were leading the two flying centaurs away.

Now there was a series of pops as demons materiaized. "Here to me, demons,” the Professor called.
"Mush! Mush!"

The demons cod esced around him. " Good to work with you, Gross-clout,” one said. "We remember
your classes."

"Y ou had better," the professor said gruffly. "Follow me." He vanished. So did they.

Now apack of wolvesranin. Their leader gpproached Trent and transformed to manform. "Prince
Jeremy Werewolf," he said.

"Magician Trent. We met when you married Jenny EIf."

"I remember. What can we do for you?'

"We have not as yet decided, but I'm sure you will be effective.”
"If | may make asuggestion. My wife had anidea”

"Let'shaveit.”



"We understand you al so recruited elves.”

"True."

"They can be doughty warriors, but are known to lack strength away from their trees.”
"They will have to operate near their trees," Trent agreed.

" Suppose we gave them rides?’

"l amnot sure | understand.”

"Where Jenny comes from, elves are wolf riders. She knows how it is done. We could carry them,
greatly increasing their range. They could use their weapons from our backs, protecting us.”

Trent nodded. "This may have merit. Well consult with the eveswhen they arrive.”

The parody noticed something. It flew high in the air, peering beadily about. "Bogey a twelve o'clock!™
"What species?’ Trent asked.

"Goblins. A gang of them.”

"That would be my contingent,” Gwenny said. "Goody, | must go supervisethem.” She kissed him
quickly, then vanished as Vore carried her away.

Magician Trent glanced at Goody. " So Chiefess Gwenny Goblin hasfinaly found a partner?”

"Sheiscongdering,” Goody said uneadly. "1 am Goody Gaoblin. I—we—seem to have been responsible
for bringing the first robot here”

"The dope was suckered,” the peeve explained.

"l am Magician Trent. My talent istransformation. | am glad to meet you, Goody." He reached down,
extending hisright hand.

Astonished, Goody just stood there. " Shake his hand," Hannah whispered. "That's how humans greet
folk."

"But I'm not achief or anything!"”
“Idiot!" the bird said.

Goody reached up to shake the Magician's hand. He was able to grasp only two fingers. Trent seemed
not to notice. "You have, | believe, dready met the representatives of the dragons, other goblins, naga,
and ogres?’

"Yes Magician.”

"We are expecting the dragons to converge at Lake Wails, not far to the south. The ogres are marching
north from OgreChobee and should arrive soon near the Singing Tower. | would gppreciateit if you
would meet both contingents and help them orient. They need to be sure that no robots penetrate their
quadrants.”

"But | have no authority!"



Trent smiled. A tiny fly buzzed by before hisface. He made adight gesture, and the fly became alarge
shiny bug. He caught the bug and set it on Goody's lapdl, where it held on firmly. ™Y ou do now. The
demons have told them to heed a coordinator, asidentified by this scarab badge. They will be expecting
you."

The Magician had evidently come prepared. It was becoming clear why so many species respected him.
"Yes Magician."

Trent glanced at Hannah. "And since you are assisting him, you should have a badge too.” Helooked for
another fly, but found none, so he reached down to gesture a alittle yellow flower. 1t became another
scarab. He picked it up and set it on her halter.

She was taken aback. "Thank you, Magician."
"Humfrey spokewd| of you. On your way."

Metriaand Dara gathered them in and transported them to Lake Wails. Thiswas set in an old volcano
cone, with steep sides and very deep water. There was room to walk around the rim, but not alot to
pare. "It'safun milieu,"” Metriasaid asthey stood by the placid lake.

"A funwha?'

"Tract, environ, abode, spot, address, terrace, habitat, billet, space, quarter, city, hinterland, locale,
Street, arena, niche, scene, range, forum, pad, point—"

"Place?" He had been curious how long she could continue with the wrong words, but there seemed to
beno limit.

"Whatever," she agreed crossly. "Haven't you heard of it?'
"| didn't get around much for twenty years."

"l did," Hannah said. "Thisiswhere the fabulous Wailing Mongter runs, leaving little footprints on the
surface of thewater. The prints of wails."

Goody looked across the water. "'l don't see any mongter.”
"It'sshy. Wemay not seeit a al. But we know it'sthere.”
"Bogey a six o'clock.”

They looked. A flight of dragonswas coming in. Soon they glided to alanding near Goody and Hannah,
perching neatly on the rim. Metriaand Darawere normaly invisible when not active.

Their evident leader was a giant fire breather, big enough to take them both in with one chomp. He
folded hiswings and moved toward them asiif they looked good to eat. Goody and Hannah hastily
pointed to their scarab badges. The dragon |ooked, and nodded regretfully; these morsels were not for
eding.

"l am Goody Goblin," Goody said, feding wesk in the knees. Would the dragonsredlly honor the truce
between species? " Thisis Hannah Barbarian. We—"

The dragon shook his huge head. He couldn't understand them.

Then the rim rumpled. A snout poked out. This must be the place.



"Vortex!" Goody cried, vadily rdieved. "We need trandation.”

The dragon drew himself out of the ground. "Of course. | came asfast as| could. Just let me check in."
He oriented on the giant dragon leader. "Thisis Firestorm Dragon, leader of the flying dragon contingent.
Heisof the Rationa persuasion, meaning heis smart rather than telepathic. Heisindifferent to the fate of
other species, but redizesthat if the machines overrun Xanth, it will spoil the hunting. He recognizes your
badge of authority, so will refrain from toasting you, with regret. | will trandate your directives, and he
will command the contingent.”

"Very good,” Goody said, his knees stiffening somewhat. "There are severa things he needsto know.
Firde, leave the locd denizens alone, such asthe Wailing Mongter. Second, the harpies areferryingin
food: lunch boxes."

"What?" Vortex trandated, fireflickering across the word. "We require quivering live meat and plenty of
it
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"I will check," Darasaid, flickering momentarily in and out of view. Then alunch box appeared in her
hands; she had checked rapidly. "Try this. It istightly packed."

Goody took the box. It had a broken-off stem on the bottom. It had evidently grown on aplant or tree
and been harvested. "Thisisasamplelunch,” he said, unlatching thelid and lifting it.

A mongter legped out, aglobular cluster ten times the Size of the box. It had eyebals and tentacles
galore, and afat center. It landed on the rim and scrambled away.

Firestorm jetted alance of fire from one nodtril. It speared the monster and fried it in place. Then he
flicked thetip of histail around to wrap around the morsdl and drop it into his mouth. He chomped. He
nodded.

"It will do," Vortex sad. "Surprisngly tasty."

"Wetry to do thingsright,” Goody said, relieved. "Morewill be ddivered soon by aflight of harpies.” He
fixed Firestorm with what he hoped was astedly glare. "Do not toast the harpies. Y ou need them to
deliver the lunch boxes, and they don't taste very good anyway."

"Weknow," Vortex trand ated.

Hm. " Set up adefenseline circling south of the lake. Theterrain should help, but it's not the lake we're
defending, but Iron Mountain to the north. Y our line should reach around east and north to meet theline
the ogreswill set up, and to the west and north to where the—" He paused, uncertain who was assigned
to that quadrant.

"Thenaga," Daramurmured invisbly in his ear. She was more responsible than Metria, so was paying
attention.

"Thenaga," Goody continued. "Areyou familiar with them?'
"Yes. Good folk," Vortex trandated. "Apart from their human contamination.”

"Thisis Xanth proper,” Goody said. "We have many crossbreed species, even one or two human/dragon
ones. It'snot like Dragon World."



"Unfortunately,” Vortex trandated.

"We expect the robots to arrive tomorrow, but they might surprise us. Remember, these are metal
entities. They aren't edible and they don't think, at least not the way we do. Y ou will haveto crunch them
carefully so asnot to chip your teeth, and let the refuse pile up. If you allow agap to openin your line,
they may rush throughit. Don't let them reach Iron Mountain! If they do, they'll make more and larger
robots, and be much harder to stop.”

"Gotit," Vortex sad.

"If you need help, ask for it," Goody said. "Thisisacommunity effort, with everyone helping everyone
againg the common enemy. After we defeat the robots, we can al go back to normal activity. But not
until we dl return to our natural haunts. No predation on other species here.”

"Got it," Vertex repeated. "We won't need help, of course, but if by some incredible chance we do, how
dowe ak?'

"I will be passing by frequently. Failing that, send atel epathic dragon to Magician Trent a the mountain.”

Firestorm nodded, then flew off to direct his minions, most of whom had landed at the base of the
volcanic dope. "Nicejob," Hannah said. "Y ou may be cut out to be aleader.”

"Never that! | just do what | have to, as competently as| can.”
"Bxadtly."

The demons took them to the Singing Tower. It was set in pretty gardens and seemed to be warming up.
"Doramesofasogood,” it sang with ascending notes.

Hannah smiled. "1 don't think it takesus serioudy. If there getsto be ared audience, it will surdly sing
aias"

There were no ogresin sight. That was al right with Goody, asit would give them achanceto rest.
Hannah rubbed her belly in the barbarian way she had. "I'm hungry.”

"One moment, please," Darasaid. Sheflickered, and two lunch boxes appeared in her hands. One for
each of them.

"What about me, you smoky stench?’
"Oops. Of course, peeve." Sheflickered again, and produced athird box. She opened it for the bird.
It contained an assortment of crystallized honey bees and fried mea worms,

The parody opened its beak to say something nasty, but couldn't manage it. Instead it pecked up abee
and gulped it down with avian gusto. Thiswas obvioudy itsfavorite med.

Goody hesitated before opening his. "'I'm not sure | want to fry and eat aglobular cluster, or amesl
worm."

"I can handleit if | haveto," Hannah said. She gripped her sword, then opened her box.

Nothing happened. She flipped up the lid. There was a milkweed pod, a beefsteak tomato, and a
collection of roasted grasshoppers. "Idedl farel” She tossed a grasshopper into her mouth, then chewed



on the beefsteak. "It's been so long since I've had areal barbarian meal.”

Goody hadn't realized that he was crimping her style. He opened his own box. There was a bottle of
boot rear and two banana-turnip sandwiches. "My favoritel” he said, biting into one. It was ddlicious. He
hadn't had this since Go-Go died.

Which abruptly sobered him.

"Chew on bad software?' Metria asked.

"Onwhat?'

"Virus, blemish, fungus, maggot, insect—"

"Bug?

"Whatever. You look asif you just swallowed arotten tooth."”
Oh. "l remembered Go-Go Gobliness."

"Who?' Daraasked.

"My long-timewife. Shedied.”

"That'smiserable," she agreed. "Marriageis better."

She was a demoness, but probably serious, since she was one of Humfrey'swives. "But the lunchisvery
good. | hadn't redlized they were so carefully personalized.”

"The harpiestake good care of their garden.”

Soon after they finished their boxed lunches, the tower redlly did sing an aria Something was coming.
"Bogey a four o'clock!”

Indeed, the ground was shaking with the heavy tramp of many horny bare feet. The ogreswere arriving.

They went to meet them. Smithereen was leading atroop of about twenty ogres, each almost as brutish
and ugly as himsdf. "Me see Good-ee," he said, spying Goody. "Who she, pee-wee?"

"Hannah Barbarian," Hannah said.
"What abunch of hairy ugly stuped”
There could hardly have been abetter greeting for ogres. They liked the bird.

Goody explained about forming aline to connect with the dragons on the south and the goblins on the
north, but he wasn't sure they were getting it. "Bash dl robots," he concluded. "No one dse."

Then aflight of harpies appeared, coming in from the west. Each was carrying ahuge bag. "Me see
har-pee” Smithereen sad, lifting ahamfigt.

"No, no! Har-peefriend-lee," Goody said. "Bring food.”
"Food! Shrewd!"



The harpies dropped the bags, which were becoming heavy after their long flight. They burst open and
mounds of lunch boxes tumbled out. The ogres gazed at them in dismay, surely thinking they contained
effete human food.

"Look," Goody said. He picked up abox and opened it. It was filled with assorted bones.

The ogres smiled. Goody did his best not to wince. They swept up the boxes and began crunching
bones. When the bones were done, they crunched the boxes too. It seemed that everything was edible,

ogregyle.

They were done here. The demons carried them back to the main base. " The troops are bivouacked in
place" Magician Trent said, pleased.

"Arewhat, roya jerk?" the parody asked.

Trent smiled. "Camped.” He never got aword wrong. "Go settle. We have abig day tomorrow. The
robots are proceeding on schedule, as machines seem to do.”

Goody went to their lean-to. Gwenny was aready there. She greeted Goody with ahug and kiss. "We
don't know what's going to happen tomorrow, so let's make the night memorable.”

More so than the prior night? He doubted it was possible. So did the peeve. "Hahaw ho!"

Both of them were mistaken.

15

Battle

They had timefor excellent lunch-box breskfasts. Then the robots arrived. They cameinitidly from the
northwest, where the elves and werewolves were defending. "Watch that quadrant, Goody," Trent said
grimly. "If they can't handleit, notify meimmediatdy.”

The demons took Goody and Hannah to the northwest front. Thiswas beyond Mountain Lake, and
suddenly the line looked dangeroudly thin. The robots came like a massive carpet, rank on rank,
marching in metalic step, every one dike. They remained goblin size, which meant they had not found
any other source of iron, but it seemed the whole of the ironwood forest had gone into their legions.
Much of the natura forest must have goneinto their bellies, too, because their emitted smoke was
forming a haze that partly shrouded them.

The werewolves carried elves, and it did seem to be working. They ran up to the robot vanguard and
paused, and the evesfired tiny arrows. That seemed laughable, but the arrows went unerringly to
crevicesin the robots joints, and caused them to jam, handicapping them. They stdled, and the following
robots crashed into them, and the ones after them crashed too, making a considerable jam before they
managed to halt their blind advance. The haze of smoke became worse, because it was no longer
dissipated by their motion.

"Know something?' Hannah murmured appreciatively. "I think those robots never thought there would be
any resstance. Assuming that they think at al. They just used up their iron, then organized their march to
the new supply they discovered. They're confused by the obstruction.”



"That givesusan initial advantage,” Goody agreed. "But they won't stay confused long. They'll tackle the
obstruction.”

"Yes. But | think the werewolves and el ves have this quadrant under control for now. Let's check the

They went south to the centaur quadrant. The harpieswere ill bringing in bags of boxes, and flying back
for more. But now the robots were reaching this region, and the threatened flying machineswere
appearing. They trailed messy contrails of smoke astheir flapping metal wings disturbed it.

Now the centaur archerswent to work. Their arrows scored unerringly, striking through the hot bellies of
the robots and | etting more smoke out. Their heat power weakened, the metal birds flapped less
vigoroudy, and spiraled down toward the ground. They couldn't get at the harpies.

But more were coming. Could the centaurs keep up with them? Suppose they attacked the harpies
farther back, behind the robot vanguard? "'l see mischief," Hannah said.

"Sodol," Goody said. "l think we should report to Magician Trent."

The demons took them to Trent, who had climbed high on Iron Mountain so asto oversee the complete
surrounding region. It wasimpressive; the top wasflat enough for acamp, though completely bare.
Goody could see dl the way south to Lake Walls, east to the Singing Tower, and west to Mountain
Lake. He could see the werewolves to the northeast, the centaurs west and south of Mountain Lake, the
naga south of them, the dragons surrounding Lake Wails, the ogres surrounding the Singing Tower, and
the goblin hordes covering the entire north quadrant. Iron Mountain was well guarded.

But the robots were coming on in waves, blanketing the entire western front and converging on the north
and south. Soon they would completely surround the defensive circle. There were just o many of them!
And if they won through to Iron Mountain, there would be severa times as many more.

"Itistrue," Magician Trent said, asif reading histhoughts. "We have the massed might of Xanth here, yet
we must manage carefully or the outcome will bein doubt.”

"Oh. Yes," Goody agreed, embarrassed by his distraction. "We came to report a possible problemin the
centaur sector. They are protecting the harpies now, but if the flying robots attack the harpies farther to
the west, beyond the range of the centaur arrows—"

"Excdlent point. Thisiswhy we have reserves." Trent snapped hisfingers.

Two young human women detached themsel ves from an admiring throng of men and ran tojoin Trent,
their tresses flying out behind their heads. One was as bright and fair as sunrise, the other as dark and fair
as sunset. Both were uncommonly comely. Goody watched them running. Theiron ground tilted crazily.

"Boom-boom, boom-boom!" the parody remarked.

"Steady," Hannamurmured as she steadied him. "Haven't you learned? Gaze at their faces, not their
chests, epecialy when they're running.”

He wrenched his eyes up, and the ground steadied. "Thank you." He had forgotten about that particular
form of femaemagic.

By the time Goody was back to normal, the girls had arrived. "These are my great-granddaughters,
Princesses Dawn and Eve, the children of Dolph and Electra,” Trent said. "Girls, these are Goody Goblin
and Hannah Barbarian, coordinators.”



"Wevemet," Eve said with adusky smile as she gave her black hair aflounce.

"Y ou bet, soot head!"

"No, we haven't,” Dawn said, giving her flame-red hair asmilar flounce. Her eyeswere bright green.
"Wetraveled with Eve," Hannah said. "To locate the robots."

Dawn turned on her twin sgter. "You didn't tell me!™

"I'm acresture of dark secrets.

Dawn turned back to Goody, and smiled. The day turned three shades brighter. "Hello, Goody Goblin."
Eve poked her in arib with an elbow. "Stop charming him. | got dibs on that."

Goody remembered how Eve had said that her sister dazzled boys away from her. Now he understood
how that could be. "Hello, Princess Dawn."

Dawn stepped forward to shake hands, surprisng him. She was dmost twice hisheight, but her hand
was delicate enough to clasp his. "And you're of chiefly lineage, aswell as being uncommonly polite and
ingrief for your late wife Go-Go." She squeezed his hand, holding her forward-leaning pose.

"Sop flirting with him!" Eve snapped.
"And watch out those nags don't dip their hdter, firehead.”

Thistime Goody had had the wit to keep his eyes on Dawn's face, so wasn't freaked out by her loose
décolletage. Even so, periphera vision could tolerate only so much. "How did you know—if Eve never
9' Ci n

"My tdent," she said with another day-brightening smile as she rdeased hishand and straightened up. "'l
can tell anything about anything living. So when | touched you, | knew. Y ou're cute.” She dodged her
sdter'skick.

That wasright: Dawn and Eve were sorceresses. He had seen the power of Eve'staent; now he
gppreciated her sster's complementary taent. It was adso indructive to see their sbling rivary, even when
it cameto impressing agoblin neither had any red interest in. They were princesses and sorceresses, but
they were als0 teen girls, dternating flaunting and quarreling. They would be aterror when they forged
into adulthood.

"What aload of zombietripel"

Eve masked aknowing smirk, leaving it to her sster to figure out.

"Who spoke?' Dawn asked. "I thought at first it was the mae goblin, but now | know it wasnt."
"l did, you twitchy teen tease."

"The parody insults people," Hannah explained. "We're looking for ahomefor it."

"Redlly," Dawn said. Then she oriented directly on the peeve and |oosed her brightest smile yet.

"Awk!" it half squawked, asthe air near it seemed to sparkle and tiny yellow birdsflitted around it in
twittering circles. The parody's green feathersintengfied.



"Insult me," Dawn bresathed. But the bird had been blissfully stifled. It seemed she could do more than
merely know about living things; she could affect them, when shetried.

"Girls" Trent said with afaint great-grandfatherly hint of asmile, "thereisa problem. Go with Hannah to
the centaur quadrant, clarify the situation there, and assign your men to handleit. Do not get into the fray
yourselves"

"Awww," they said together, bouncing a smile back and forth between their faces. Sunlight and shadow
seemed to flicker around their heads. Then they turned together and lifted beckoning hands.

A column of human soldiers formed and marched toward them. "Thisway," Hannah said, and headed
down the iron dope toward Mountain Lake and the centaurs. The princesses followed her, and the
human troops followed them.

The parody finally regained its valition. "And don't come back, nymphets!"

"But—" Goody began.

"Y ou will direct the demon contingent,” Trent said. "Take them to the harpies and clarify the problem.
Y ou will rjoin Hannah once they arein action." He snapped hisfingers again.

A cloud of smoke gppeared, the apex of atriangular formation of clouds. "We hear and obey,” ademon
voice sad. Then: "Oh no! Not her!”

Metriagppeared. "I'm just here with Goody," she said. "Y ou have an anxiety with that?"

"A what?' the cloud asked.

"Predicament, annoyance, infirmity, aggravation, complication, trouble, bone of contention—"
"Problem?’

"Whatever," she agreed crosdy.

"Y es, we have aproblem. Y ou're nothing but mischief.”

"And you're nothing but a scatology!"

"A wha?" the cloud demanded, swelling menacingly.

"She means an unkind term for adung heap,” Trent said. "Metriais merely transporting Goody Goblin.
She has no authority. Y ou may ignore her."

"That helps,” the cloud said. "Lead, goblin."
"To the harpy supply line," Goody said.

Metriadissolved into smoke, surrounded him and the bird, and heaved them up. Thistime she did goose
him in the process.

"How can you goose a process?’ the peeve demanded.
"Likethis" Metria's voice said. Suddenly the bird squawked and jumped.
Goody almost smiled. The bird had asked for it.



They floated down the iron dope, gathering speed. The clouds followed, maintaining their formation.
They floated over the column of marching men and went on to Mountain Lake.

Fowlmouth Harpy spied them and flapped acrossto intercept them over the lake. "What's this?' she
screeched. "A convention of smokers?

"Hahaha, vulturefacel"

"Thisisasquadron of demons, hereto help you clear out the flying robots," Goody explained from his
hovering cloud. "How can they best assst you?"

"They can brush back the machines to give us abroader corridor,” Fowlmouth screeched. "And patrol
the rest of our supply line where the centaurs can't.”

"We hear and obey," thelead cloud said. The cloudsflew acrossto the line of harpies and enveloped
flying robots. The machines started dropping to the ground. They evidently did not gppreciate being
goosed inthelr crevices.

Meanwhile the human contingent arrived bel ow, and soon moved out to bresk up the robotsthat fell, and
any on the ground near them. They had stout clubs that bashed the machines, knocking them out of
whack, and shields that prevented the robots from bashing them back very effectively. Thesize
differentia helped; it would have been more difficult with human-sized machines. Soon the supply
corridor was widening.

"That does help," Fowlmouth screeched. "We were starting to take losses."
"We need those lunch boxes," Goody said.

It wastime to check on the next quadrant. Goody got back together with Hannah, and the demons took
them to the naga section.

The robots were encroaching, but the naga were ready for them. They had erected barriers that made the
meachines form into single-file columns, and nagain their human form were bashing them asthey passed
key stations. Others were hauling away the broken parts and tossing them onto agrowing pile. Still
otherswere dithering around behind robots, then changing to human form, grabbing whatever was handy,
and bashing them from behind. Some were dithering through holesin the ground, regppearing

unexpectedly.

There were both male and female naga, and al of them were naked in human form, because they couldn't
keep their clothing when changing forms. Goody and Hannah both were set back for amoment, for the
human-form nagawere well formed, male and femae.

"Maybe we should go check another quadrant,” Hannah murmured. " They seem to be doing well here.”
"Y es. They may not appreciate being spied on when unclothed. There's no need to embarrass them.”

"Get aload of those flagrant naked bodies!" the parody said loudly. With Goody's voice, of course.
"What apile of fresh mest!"

Heads turned toward them. So much for delicacy.
"Weé're coordinating for Magician Trent,” Hannah caled. "Is there anything you need?’
"Not at the moment,” amale naga caled back. "Thank you. Check back again in an hour."



"Wewill," Hannah said.
"To see more bare buns and b—"
But the demons transported them to the next quadrant before the peeve could finish.

Thiswas Lake Wails, and the dragons were there in force, dl sizes and types. But so were the robots.
Dragons were toasting them with fire, causing them to met; smoking them, causing them to clog; steaming
them, causing them to rust; sucking themin for careful crunching; and catching them with prehensile
tongues, pulling them agpart.

A snout appeared in the ground. "Hello, Coordinators,” Vortex said. "Isal going well e sawhere?’

"We have checked the werewolf, centaur, and naga sectors,” Goody sad. "They aredl handling it. But
the battle is yet young. How are you dragons doing?"

"Wl enough so far. But aerid reconnai ssance reports that such amassive wave of robots is coming that
we must inevitably retreat or be overwhelmed. We are too few in number; otherwise we could take on

anything.”
"I'll tell Magician Trent now,” Goody said. "1 will return soon with hisresponse.”

The demons took them back to Iron Mountain. "What sector?' Trent asked.

"Dragon. They say—"

"That they are spread too thin,” Trent said. "1 was concerned about that; they haven't had timeto fill out
their populations, following the plague and recolonization. So | arranged for support, but it islate.”

"Support?"

"The zombie contingent. They can't move rapidly, shambling, so are still on theway. They should arrivein
another two hours. Tell the dragonsthat if they can hold out that long, the zombieswill rdieve them. If
they can't, let me know and I'll see what my regular support troops can do. | don't want to commit too
many of those until | haveto, lest there be trouble esawhere.”

"Thank you, Magician." Metriaenveloped Goody and kissed him on the back of the neck as she took
him back to the dragon sector. He had to tolerate her teasing, and refused to give her the satisfaction of
reecting.

Vortex wasthere. "He has aplan?’

"A contingent of zombiesis shuffling thisway. They should arrivein two hoursto rdieve you. Can you
hold out until then?"

"Zombies? We dragons don't especidly like them.”

"They are people too,” Goody said, echoing Breanna. "But you don't have to touch them. Just stand back
and let them tackle the robots. Every robot they take out isarobot you don't have to. They should make

good dlies”
"We can hold out,” Vortex said. "They should be messy but effective.”

They moved on to the ogre sector. The ogres were having agreat time bashing robotsinto flying parts,
but again it was evident there were too few of them. Only the vanguard of machines had arrived; when



the main party came, it would beimpossible for just twenty ogresto bash them all.

Goody sought out Smithereen, who was in action beside the Singing Tower, which was singing abattle
song. "Therewill betoo many robots" he said. "Somewill get by."

The ogre nodded as he bashed another robot into scrap metal. "Me see, Good-ee."
"Maybeif you make barricades," Hannah said. " So they can't snesk by you."

"Show me, Good-ee."

"Heave some bouldersinto awal high enough to stop them, then guard that wall.”

"No fear,” Smithereen agreed. "Guard here." He ssomped off to tell the other ogres.
"We weren't supposed to get into the action,” Hannah said as arobot came toward her.
"l don't think we have much choice at the moment.”

"My sentiments exactly." She drew her sword and zestfully cleaved the robot in half.

"Metrig, Dara," Goody said as he grabbed astick and ran to intercept another robot. "'Pop off and tell
Magician Trent. Barricades may not be enough.”

There were two pops as they went.

Goody reached the robot. He swung his stick, clouting it on the dome. "Take that, iron pants" hisvoice
sad. It fdl over, itsamsand legsflaling theair. Theniit righted itslf. He swung again, but thistimeit
caught his makeshift club and jerked it out of his grasp. It grabbed him. Apparently Goody's bounce
talent didn't top agrab. "Hey, watch who you're handling, oil brain!"

Then its head flew off as Hannah's sword scored. The remainder of the robot fell to the ground, unableto
function. "Y ou're not cut out to be awarrior,” Hannah said.

"I'm afraid you'reright," he agreed ruefully.

"Why don't you retresat to the Singing Tower while| hold the fort here? That way | can do thejob
without worrying about your delicate hide."

"Agreed." Heran for the tower.

But arobot was aso approaching it. Goody begt it to the small door set low in its square base, braced
himsdf, and lifted afoot to shove it back. Then he entered and dammed the door shut, and bolted it.

He turned to survey the gloomy interior. A circular stair led to the upper sections. He ran up this—and
encountered arobot coming down. Oh, no—they were already insdel!

They collided. The robot grabbed him. Its metal arms were stronger than hisarms; he couldn't break

free. But he could shove it around, preventing it from doing him any harm at the moment. They wereat an
impasse, herein the confinement of the stairwell. But soon enough the robot would be able to manhandle
him into mischief, either banging him into thewall or throwing him down the dairs.

"Werein trouble, gob," the peeve murmured. "Another fine mess you've gotten usinto.”

Then Goody remembered the bag of spells. Hewrestled one arm around until he could poke afinger into



it. Were any left? He hooked it, hauling something out. Whatever spdll it was, it would haveto do.
Something changed. His chest throbbed, somehow shifting in some fashion. What was happening?
"Four armd" the parody exclaimed.

That wasit. He had sprouted two more arms below his natural ones. They seemed to be just as sturdy as
the originals. Helifted them, looking at his two new forearms—fourarms—and hands.

"Surprise, iron Sdes!” hisvoice said.

Then he put those two free hands on the robot's head and twisted. The face-plate showed no surprise,
but the voice said, "Ungh?"

Goody twisted harder. The robot let go of Goody's original armsto grab the new ones. Then Goody
used hisnatural handsto grab the head again, twisting it another notch. The robot took anew grip, but
whatever it did, Goody had two armsfree, and kept twisting its head. He twisted it al the way around
until the face-plate faced him again, then farther yet, until it sngpped with a"sproing” and came off in his
hands.

The robot collapsed, letting go of him. He squeezed to the side and | et it tumble down the sairs. Then he
went on up. He wanted to reach awindow so he could look out and see how Hannah was doing.

He reached the next level. There was more light, from a stained glassy window. He stepped toward it.

There was a pop, and agoblin-sized figure appeared before him. He grabbed it before it could grab him,
and squeezed. And paused, surprised.

"Hey, gob chief," hisvoice said.
"Hello, peeve," adulcet voice replied.

"Gwenny!" He was so surprised and pleased that he hugged her with dl four arms. Two hands spread
out against her back; two against her bottom. All four squeezed.

"What agrope, groupie!”

"Well, now," shesaid. "I could swear you had four handg!"

"l do," he said, guiltily removing the lower two. Meanwhile the tower was singing aromantic ballad.
"Darasaid youwereintrouble, so | had her bring me."

"I was introuble. | invoked afour spdll.”

"So you could grope me?"'

"l wasteasing," she said, and kissed him. "Use your four hands again.”

"But the ogres need help. They—"

"The demons are hel ping them make barricades, per your suggestion. Now, if you're quite done with my
posterior, | have troops to direct.”

"|—of course”



Shekissed him again. Then the demoness's smoke surrounded her, and she vanished.
"What adarling doll," the parody said.

"What, no parting insult for her?"

"I'mtrying," the bird said crosdy. "It's hard to find anything wrong with her."

Goody knew how that was. He went to the window and looked out. Stone walls were forming. Ogres
were tramping along beside them, bashing any robotstrying to get over. The Stuation seemed to have
improved.

He went back down the stairs, passed the metal body, opened the door, and stepped out. There was
another robot. He grabbed it with two hands on each of itsarms, and swung it into atree. He swung it
again, bashing its head into the trunk. He swung it athird time—and histwo extraarms shrank back into
his body. The spdl had expired.

Wi, it had been fun whileit lasted, in more than one sense. He grabbed the confused robot by the head
beforeit could redize it was no longer overmatched, and twisted.

Hannah appeared. "Maybe | spoke too soon about your not being awarrior.”
"No, you wereright. | had four arms, for awhile. Now I'm back to anemic norma.”

"Fourwarned isfourarmed,” she agreed. "The ogres have things under control now. Our demons are
back. Time for usto check the next sector.”

"Good enough.”

Metriaformed her cloud around him. "What'sthis| hear about four arms and Gwenny?" her voice
murmured in hisear. "Did you do thisto her?' Two arms seemed to press againgt hisback. "And this?"
Two more squeezed hisrear.

"Something likethat," he agreed.

"He gave her the groping of her life," the peeve reported helpfully.
"What about this?"

"000000!"

"Not yet," the bird said.

They arrived at the goblin sector. "I heard something," Hannah said. "Wereyou in pain?'
“"Not exactly."

"The demoness gave him the goosing of hislife," the parody reported.
"Oh?Did he deserveit?'

"Pretty much, tomato tush.”

"Now if we can get back to business," Goody said with adight edge.

"Of course." The demons caught them up and carried them to the final front.



They were on ahill. They gazed down on the battle below. There were severd distinguishable goblin
hordes engaging amassive robot incurson from the north. The goblins were chopping, bashing, and
twigting, but they were taking losses too. It wasimpossible to tell which side had the advantage.

"l don't likethis," Goody said.
"Why not?' Hannah asked. "It looks like agreet battle al around.”

"That'swhat | don't like. Our forces have been holding back the enemy everywhere, but reserves have
had to be used, and still more robots are coming, and they areindefatigable.”

"They arewhat?' Metriaasked.

"Tirdess" Hannah said quickly. "I see your point: our troopswill tire, and their number islimited. By the
end of the day they'll be giving out. Then well lose™

"We have atraitorous defeatist in our midst,” the parody said. "1'd be ashamed, if | had any shame.”
Goody sighed. "1 had hoped you would refute me, Hannah."

She patted hishead. "Y ou have asensble mind. Y ou'll make agood chief consort.”

"A what? Oh—you mean if Gwenny marriesme.”

"Not if, when. She's decided.”

"She hasn't told me that."

"Why would shetell you, stupe?' the peeve demanded.

"Shewouldn't," Hannah said. "But she will, when the time comes.”

"I'm not at al sure of that,” he said, both flattered and darmed. "I'm till in grief for Go-Go."
"Good thing you didn't remember that when Gwenny tumbled you those nights,” the bird said.
Hannah shrugged. "What do you demonesses think?!

"Shelll marry him," Darasaid. "Shelll tell him, and helll say yes, and it will al be over except for the big
dull wedding."

"Hisfateis pickled," Metriaagreed. No one asked her to clarify the word, but she nevertheless |ooked
Cross.

It was past time to change the subject. " Should we tell Magician Trent of our concern?”
"Weld better,” Hannah said. "Though he's probably way ahead of us."

The demons took them back to the pesk of Iron Mountain. Magician Trent was there, with the two
princesses. "What can we do for you, Coordinators?' heinquired.

"Were afraid we'rein trouble,” Goody said. "Because the robots are too numerous and tireless."”
"Of course. Our forceswill have to make a strategic withdrawal "

"A what?' Metriaasked.



"Retregt," he dlarified. "Up the dope of Iron Mountain.”

"But then the robots will get to the base of the mountain,” Goody protested.
"So they will," Trent agreed.

"But then well havelogt!"

"Not necessarily. Thegirlsand | may have asurprise for them.”

"l don't understand.”

The Magician smiled tolerantly. "Do you need to?'

Goody stared at him, unable to answer.

"Feline got your gizzard?' the parody inquired snidely.

"What Grandad means," Dawn said brightly, "isthat if asmart goblin like Goody doesn't get it, and if a
battle-hardened barbarian like Hannah doesn't get it, neither will the robots."”

"That'simportant,” Eve agreed darkly. "Of course they're only machines, but they have mechanica sense.
| have fathomed considerable potentia in their program.”

"What should we do?' Hannah asked.

"Circulate to the sectors and tell them to fall back as necessary to preserve their formations. To withdraw
to the upper dopes of Iron Mountain. The robots will cease engaging them when they reach the base.”

The demons closed in about Goody and Hannah and bore them away. "Has Trent lost his statues?”
Metriainquired as she pinched his bottom.

"Hiswhats?'

"Scul ptures, granites, concretes, stones, rocks, glass spheres—"

"Marbles?"

"Whatever. Once those robots have access to the iron, they'll be unstoppable.”

"That ismy thought,” Goody agreed glumly. "Y et the princesses seem to agree with him."
"They do havetdents.”

"Which hardly seem to gpply here."

They arrived at the werewolf sector. The wolves and elves were clearly suffering. The animals sides
were |lathered, and the eves were amost out of arrows, yet the robots were coming on unabated.

Prince Jeremy spied them. He loped up and changed to naked man-form. "We need support,” he
gasped. "We are taking | osses and the robots seem innumerable.”

"The Magician saysto withdraw up the dope of Iron Mountain when you haveto,” Goody said. "Keep
your formation.”

"But that will give the robots accessto theiron at its base.”



"Yes. Hehasaplan.”
"That's good to know." He changed back and ran to rgjoin his pack.
"I'm glad he had the sense to leave Jenny behind,” Hannah said.

They moved on to the centaurs. Thistime it was Cheery who spied them. Shetrotted up, but the peeve
did not make any comment about her bouncing front. "The demons and humans redlly helped, but they
had to move on to support the naga, and we'relow on arrows. WEIl have to shut down the supply line
soon.”

Goody relayed the Magician's message.

Cheery looked rdieved. "Chevdier'sinjured, but hewon't quit. A strategic withdrawal, however, might
apped.” Shetrotted away.

It was smilar with the naga. The straight humans were helping them, and the demons were carrying
robots high into the air and dropping them so that they broke, but it wasn't enough. "Withdraw to Iron
Mountain!" Hannah shouted. "In orderly manner.”

The zombies had arrived to ass st the dragons, and were gumming up many robots with their rotten parts.
But here too the sheer numbers of the machines were dowly overwheming them.

Vortex's snout appeared in the ground. "Brilliant!" hisimage said. "What aleader you havein Magician
Trent!"

"But we don't even know his plan,” Goody protested.
"Oh, but we do! It'sin Hannah's mind. I'll relay the news." He tunneled out of sight.
Goody turned to Hannah. "Y ou know?"

"Wadl, Daraand | discussed it. It seems she overheard Magician Humfrey discussing it. We hopeit
works!"

"Youredl addle brained," the parody remarked.
"What—" Goody started. But then Metriaenclosed him, and they were on their way to the ogre sector.

They weredoing al right. It resembled a goblin/ogre battle, only it was robot heads rammed through
knotholes and orbiting the moon. The tower was singing of glorious deeds of vaor and sacrifice. Still,
there were too many machines.

"Goto Iron Mountain!™ Goody called to Smithereen. "After you bash enough robots.” That was about as
complicated a statement as the ogres could understand.

"We gain mountain,” the ogre agreed as he twisted arobot into ameta pretzel shape.

Then on to the goblins. Goody didn't see Gwenny, but found Gap-tooth of the Golden Horde and
relayed the message. "Got it," the chief said, and went to direct his battered troops.

"Weve done what we can," Hannah said. "Time to report back.”

That reminded him. "What isthe plan?"



"That'sright, | didn't tell you. Eve andyzed the mountain, and found—"

Then Metriaenclosed him, and they were on their way back to Iron Mountain. ™Y ou should have let me
hear therest of it," he chided her.

"Youll get toinamoment.”

Sure enough, one moment later they were back at theiron pesk. "And if it works, every robot on the
mountain will befinished,” Hannah concluded. Thetrip had blotted out her intervening clarification.

"lantit brightly brilliant?' Dawn asked.
"And darkly imaginative," Eve agreed.
"Fascinating,” the parody said sardonicdly.
Well, maybe he would find out soon enough.

They had a panoramic view of the battle scene. Unfortunately it was contracting, asthe Six sectors gave
way before the ondaught of the robots. They were fighting brave rearguard actions, but there was no
semming the metd tide. The robots were definitdy winning.

Asthe day waned, they reached the base of the mountain. The werewolves were panting, their elves just
hanging on. The centaurs hardly had strength to climb the gentle dope, and the harpies wereriding their
backs, exhausted. The nagamade it to aniron gully and lay strewn out in snake form. The dragons found
ahigher ledge and clung to it, pretty much out of fire, smoke, and steam. Even the ogres|ooked worn
out, their knuckles dragging. Only the goblins, smdl but ornery, still showed fight; their linesroiled asthey
sallied to beat back the machines. The robots tried to press between them and Mountain Lake, but they
rallied and shoved them back. Buit findly even the goblins had to seek the refuge of the mountain,
following paths to assorted holes and caves.

The robots reached the base and found the iron. There was a fluting cheer from them asthey achieved
their objective, while Goody, Hannah, and the battered troops |ooked down in dismay.

"Isittime?' Magician Trent inquired, asif in doubt.
"Yes, Grandpa, | think itis" Dawn said.
"If the big birdsare ready," Eve said.

"I will notify them," Grossclout's voice said. Goody hadn't redlized that the demon professor was present,
but of course demons were normaly invisible unlessthey chose to become apparent. Therewas apop as
he departed.

"There" Dawn said, pointing north.

Goody strained to see. On the horizon were several dots. These expanded rapidly, becoming birds. The
birds seemed to grow larger asthey gpproached, and larger yet. Findly they were huge: they were rocs.

Therocs carried some sort of lines strung out between them. At first they looked like spider strands, then
like string, and finally like cables. They were heavy; aroc could carry aMundane elephant, but the cable
was making them struggle. It looped around in acomplete circle, anumber of strands, with rocs
supporting it al around. It seemed to be meta wire wrapped in cloth. Goody had no ideawhat the point
of itwas.



The big birdsflew right over Iron Mountain, carrying the giant ring of wrapped wires. Then al together,
they let it go. The cable dropped down to circle the base of the mountain close to where the robots were.
The robots|ooked at it, but saw no purposeinit, any more than Goody did. Why drop wrapped metal
wireon ameta mountain?

Then demons materiaized, detaching individua strands and connecting them to large plantsgrowing in
sheltered gullies. "Those look like éectric plants,” Goody said.

"Oh, yes" Eve breathed. Like her sster, she breathed very well. "The perfect mating of animate and
inanimae”

And they were the sorceresses of animate and inanimate things, at least in knowledge. They surely knew
what they were doing.

But meanwhile more and more robots were reaching the mountain, clustering there, delighted with the
presence of al that iron. Soon they would be setting up afactory to make more of themselves.

Suddenly it happened. The robotsfell to the iron ground with audible clanks and lay there unmoving.
"What alazy bunch!" the peeve said.

"What are they doing?' Goody asked, surprised.

"They're dead, if machines can be dead." Eve sad. "The battleisover.”

"l don't understand.”

"But | explained it to you," Hannah said. "The cails, the eectric power plants, the coiling current—it'sthe
magic of magnetism.”

"Themagic of what?'
"Allure, glamor, charisma," Metriasaid. "Apped, potency, seduction—"

"No, thisisdectric atraction,” Eve said. "Specificdly, iron. We have made Iron Mountain magnetic. The
iron bodies of the robots are helplesdy attracted to it, and that's their doom, because when their heads
come up againgt al that power it blowstheir programs. They are donefor."

"But why didn't it do the sameto us?"
"It doesn't affect living organisms" Dawn said. "Or even dl metd. Just iron.”
"Which | gppreciate," Hannah said. "My armor isaduminum. I'd hate to have it pulled off by amagnet.”

S0, just like that, they had won the battle and beaten the robots. Who had not thought of magnetism any
more than Goody had.

"Tomorrow well start picking up the pieces,” Magician Trent said, satisfied.

16

Lost Things



It was too crowded on the mountain to go anywhere or do anything other than stay put and rest. The
harpy supply line resumed, bringing box suppersfor dl, and facilities for washing and refuse were st up
inmountain crevices. Theinvisbleriver that sprang from the side of the mountain provided plenty of
tranducent water.

They settled down for deep where they were. Dawn and Eve argued over which of them would get to be
apillow for Goody to deep on, until Hannah settled it by doing that job hersalf. Her metal armor wasn't
very soft, but he knew better than to complain; he definitely did not trust the teasing mischief of the
princesses,

In the morning Goody, Hannah, and the princesses were drafted to relay Magician Trent's parting
message to the troops. "'Y ou have dl donewell in this sSignificant battle. Y ou held the robots back long
enough for usto craft the magnet that destroyed them. Y ou can dl be proud. But take thiswarning back
to your people: we have won the battle, not the war. It was not possible to destroy al the robots, and
those that remain will surely resume congtruction of more of their kind. Next timethey will profit from
experience, and organize with leadership instead of pushing blindly toward Iron Mountain. They will
insulate themselves from damage by magnetism. They will seek not merely to pass by the opposition, but
to destroy it. So do not rest easy; we must remain vigilant, and prevent the robots from ever becoming
numerous enough to defeet us.”

That was a sobering statement. The threat had been abated, not ended. They relayed it to the severd
contingents as they organized to go home.

Only then did Goody fed freeto seek Gwenny, who he knew was busy organizing her goblinsfor the
return. They went to the Goblin Mountain section and asked for her.

A goblin subchief was surprised. "We thought she was with you and Magician Trent. She's not with us,
dunce."

It felt asif acold hand gripped Goody's innards. What had happened to Gwenny?

They questioned the other subchiefs, trying to ascertain who had seen Chiefess Gwenny last. It turned out
that she had been rousing the troops everywhere, doing afine job (for afemale), going constantly back
and forth. She had been there as they started the retreat up the mountain. And not since. She had smply
disappeared, and no one had seen her go.

"| hateto say this," Hannah said. "But many goblinsweredaininthe melee. She—"
"Croaked?' the peeve asked.
"No!" hecried.

"May have been abducted by the robots,” she concluded. "To be ahostage for their safe escape. If some
of them suspected that Iron Mountain was atrap.”

He stared at her. "They did catch us and hold us prisoner before," he said. "They do know about that
sort of thing."

"Yes. And as Magician Trent said, they can profit from experience. So they might take her away,
knowing her vadueto us, and maybe use her to bargain for abetter ded.”

Goody didn't like the notion, but it seemed better than the aternative, which was unthinkable. He had to
believe that she was dive and well. "But then how can we find her?"



"We can look around the area. They can't have gotten far."
But aquick search revedled nothing. It seemed Gwenny Goblin was nowherein the area, dead or dive.

By the time Goody gave up the search, the assorted contingents had departed, leaving the robots littering
the scene, especiadly on Iron Mountain. Magician Trent and the princesses were gone, together with the
demon and human contingents, including Daraand Metria. There was no oneleft but Goody and
Hannah.

"l don't know what to do," he said. "'l can't rest until | know where sheis."
"Giveit up, joker," the parody said. " She ditched you, oneway or ancther.”
Goody stiffened. His hands twitched.

"Maybe | should carry the bird for now,” Hannah said.

"That seems best,” Goody agreed with acontrolled voice,

"I can tell you how to find her," the peeve said in Hannah'svoice.

Goody was so on edge that he took the bait. "How?"

"Look inthegourd, idiot. If she'sdive, she'sdreaming of you, haha"

Goody and Hannah split aglance. The obnoxious bird just might have something.

They found alive gourd plant growing in one of the few untrampled sections of the shore of Mountain
Lake. "Now thishasto be careful,” Hannah said. " Suppose | watch you and break the connection every
hour? That way you won't get stuck forever, and can take rest and food breaks. It might be along
search.”

"Yes" Helay down beside the gourd, propped himself comfortable, and peered into its peephole.

Hefound himsdlf standing before a haunted human house. He had heard of this; it was one of the gourd's
standard entry points. He could get anywhere from here, once he found the way. But where would she
be?

Hewasn't partid to haunts, but if there was any chance she was there—maybe having entered viathe
same porta—he had to check. So he braced himself and marched up to therickety door. Helifted its
cob-webbed knocker and let it fall, once. Somehow he was able to reach it though the house was
obvioudy sized for human dreams.

There was no response. Well, he had tried the polite thing. Now he took the handle, which was a head
height on him, and turned.

Zap! He got ashock. But the door opened and he saw insde the gloomy edifice.

"Ooo0!" It was aghost making its eerie noise asit fled. Of course. But since Goody knew these were dl
bad dreams, having no physica redlity, hetook them in Stride.

He entered the house and explored it, setting off al manner of ugly things. The most insidious was acan
of eyebals staring out at him. Helifted it out of hisway, and it sent some kind of signd through his hand
and body. "I can do anything!" he exclaimed. He knew thiswas atrick of the eye can, but it did give him
confidence. He proceeded on through the house with improved efficiency.



There was no sign of Gwenny. But he had only begun. He passed on out of the house and cameto a
graveyard. He walked acrossiit, and skeletons hauled themsalves out of the graves and converged
gpookily on him.

"I'm looking for Gwenny Goblin," he said. "Have any of you seen her?"

The skeletons were taken aback. Screams and fear they could handle, but not astraightforward practica
guestion. They passed an eyeless glance around. Then one came forward. "'l saw anote signed by a
goblin," it sad.

"Where?'
"l don't remember. My head isempty.”
Oh. Of course. But it was useful information. "Thank you."

The skeletons retreated into their graves, and Goody went on to the next setting. Thiswas a desolate
wasteland resembling atrash hegp. Odd items were strewn everywhere. But it did not seem that they had
been thrown away, because each was carefully labeled. Could the goblin note be here?

Heinvestigated the nearest. Thiswas alarge curved sword labeled CUTLASS. Well, he had heard of
that; barbarians used them.

Then he saw that therewas smal print under the note. "'For use only against women."
Goody recoiled. What avile notion! Then he smelled the pun: cutlass.

He checked the next. Thiswasasmall section of cloth with print &l over it. CANTEEN =
ADOLESCENT CAN. FEE-MAIL = ADDITIONAL LETTER COST. FAST FOOD = RUN TO
CATCHIT. SOFTWEAR = VERY SOFT CLOTHING.

Goody shook his head. These were nothing but bad puns!

Then he saw thelabe: PUNTIES. Panties made up of puns. He had been handling panties without
redizing. Why hadn't he freaked out? Maybe because they weren't the same when not filled by fee-mail,
correction, femaleflesh.

The next was a picture of arowdy-looking man. But as Goody approached it, something struck his knee.
It wasawad of spit. Hetried to brush it off, but was hit by another. They were coming from the picture!
The face was spitting a him. Ugh.

Then he saw thelabe: SPITTING IMAGE. Double-ugh.

Now he cameto a harpy sitting on aperch. She was nipping toenails off with her teeth. She was
unclothed, of course, but unlike centaur fillies, harpies were not very attractive bare.

"Helo, harpie,” he said politely.

She glanced a him. "What'sit to you, goblin?' she screeched. " Can't you see I'm pruning?”'
That set him back. "I'm afraid | don't understand.”

"Birds preen, mammals groom, crosshreeds prune, dumbbell." She returned to her nipping.

Helet her be and investigated the next: asmal furry creature. "Hello," he said cautioudly.



It paused to study him. "Y ou're aredly handsome goblin.”

Goody was set back again. "Oh, | don't think so. I'm quite ordinary. But if you don't mind telling me,
what areyou?'

For answer, the creature held up itstag: LITTLEWHITELIE.
Thiswas becoming wearing. Everything here seemed to be abad pun.

Then he saw two young men walking toward him. Maybe they would be able to help. "Hello," he called.
And felt akind of wrenching, asif he was no longer quite there.

"What have we here," the man on theright said.
"l believeitisalogt goblin," the other said.
"Well, asthe pro-tagonist it surely isup to meto ded with him."

"Aw, you never let me do anything. How can | ever get beyond being the amateur-tagonist if | can't dedl
with things?"

"Perhaps you have apoint. Very well, you may take over the viewpoint for thisone." Heheld it out.

The amateur-tagonist smiled, accepting it. Immediately the realm was seen through his eyes and no one
eses. It wasaglorious feding. He leaned down to address the goblin. ™Y ou may befeding alittle
strangeright now," he said. "That is because while you may have been the main character in your own
story, you are now in our story, so have been relegated to secondary status. Probably you should leave

"l agree" the surprisingly polite goblin said. "Just whereisthis?'
"Thisis Pungatory, where bad puns are stored until there is use for them,” Amateur explained patiently.

The goblin seemed not wholly surprised. "No wonder | was encountering so many! How can | best
depart thisgte?’

Amateur pointed. " Cross the com-plain until you reach the doors. Be sureto exit through the one saying
DO NOT LINGER."

"Thank you," the goblin said, and set off acrossthe plain.

Once he was away from the tagonists, Goody's awareness settled back on him, and hefelt in charge of
hislifeagain. That wasweird, losing it like that! 1t was as though he had briefly become part of someone
esessory.

"Y ou're hurting my surface with your big feet," the ground beneeth him said.

"l beg your pardon,” Goody said. Was King Dor somewherein the vicinity, causing the inanimate to talk?
"And your voice grates," the ground said.

Then Goody got it: thiswasthe com-plain. A plain that grumbled. Part of Pungatory.

Then came an animd that redlly gave the plain reason to object: agaloping bull. Goody was darmed asiit
headed right for him, but then it stopped. "Would you like to have your fortune told?" it inquired.



A bull telling fortunes? Where was the awful pun? But he didn't want to rile the beast. " Perhaps. Who are
you?"

"I am Ptero Bull, from the planet of Ptero, of course." Then Goody got it: the name sounded like
"terrible.” "'l read Ptero cards and tell fortunes.” Which sounded like tarot cards.

That might be useful. "Can you tdl mewhether | will find my love?’

"Certainly.” The bull produced cards with pictures and laid them out on the sand, not seeming to have any
problem handling them with hishoofs. Thiswas after dl the dream realm. Y es, you will. But you may not
keep her. Therewill be akey choice, and you may choose wrong. That'sas close as| can defineit,
because telling you more might cause you to change it and invaideate the reading.”

There dways seemed to be afudge factor. Still, it was good news. "Thank you."

"By theway, if you prefer to avoid al these bad puns, walk in the lee of the pun shield there.” The bull
waved ahoof a awall Goody hadn't seen before. "That was erected to protect the sanity of the
innocent, and you certainly seem innocent.”

"Thank you." Goody quickly waked to the wall. But he had a problem: which wasthe lee Sde?
Fortunatdly ayoung human woman was standing besideit. "Please, miss—which isthelee sde?"
"Thisis" shesad.

"Thank you." Then he saw that objects were piled up along that side of the wall, and not on the other.
Was he being mided?

He decided to think just abit outside the box. "1 am Goody Goblin."
"l am Lee Human."
And thiswas her Sde of thewadll. "Nice meeting you, Lee." He moved to the other side.

There was afrustrated roar from the massed puns as he walked, asthey tried in vain to get past the wall
and blagt his sanity. Hewas afraid it would fal and leave him to their horrible mercy, but it managed to
hold.

At last he reached the edge of the Site. Therewasawall, inset with two doors. One said DO NOT
LINGER, and the other ssid DO NOT ENTER. He was supposed to exit through the first. He put his
hand on its knob.

He paused. Had the tagonists told him right? This was the region of stored puns, was this a devious pun?
He couldn't fathom it, but neither did he trust it. Maybe the secret was that he couldn't enter, because he
was aready here; he would be exiting regardless which door he used.

Hewasn't a all sure of hislogic, but since his purpose wasto find Gwenny, if she were here, he needed
to check every possible place she might be, not just the one approved for vistors. He moved to the
second door, turned the knob, and exited through it.

Hewasin an endless pasture with fine grass growing thickly. To theright wasanice stal, smilar to those
used by centaurs. To the left was another stall. And another, and another. It appeared to be an endless
line of galls at the edge of the endless pasture.

He considered. Thisdid not seem to be ascary or punnish setting. So what wasit? Was Gwenny likely



to be here, or at least amessage from her?

He stepped into the nearest stable. Suddenly he saw ahuge horse standing iniit. It was male, midnight
black of hide and eye and tail. Thiswas surely the dreaded Night Stalion!

But it did not seem to be quite redl. For onething, it took no notice of him, though he was standing close
beforeit. Wasit a statue?

Hewalked up and put his hand on the gallion's right front knee, which was what he could comfortably
reach. He didn't quite touch it; his hand sank in dightly, encountering obscure resistance.

Thiswasweird. It was asif he didn't belong here, so didn't properly register. That could be why the door
said DO NOT ENTER: it meant it literaly, like the NO MAN'SLAND gate. Still, hewasn't sure, so he
explored further.

The next stdl looked empty until he entered it. Then, suddenly, it was partly occupied. The horse was
leaving it, or frozen in the act, with only thetail insgde. The rest wasin the pasture.

Goody considered, then walked back to thefirst stall. There was the horseinside, as before. Thistime he
walked on to the next stdl behind the horse. Sure enough, the horse wasjust entering it. Thiswas
Trojan's recent past.

Now he saw asign with two words. PASTURE and FUTURE, with arrows pointing opposite directions.
The past and the future, of course. He had taken the pasture for a mere grazing place, and not redlized
that the other direction represented things to come. So, bit by hit, it was coming clear. He had dwaysto
be wary of puns and dternate explanations.

How far did this go? Goody hurried on to the next stdl, and found the horse farther away. Now that was
interesting: the faster Goody went, the more time he seemed to cover. Could he reach the end of it, and
maybe discover what it all meant?

He ran through the next stall, and the next. The horse retreated farther, faster, but somehow not out of
sight. The stables becameablur.

Then he came to the end. He stood before a great ancient Mundane city. Trojan was there. From
somewhere came words, or &t least that was how Goody heard them.

"You log, Trojan. Therefore your status as a Demon is revoked, and you are confined to the Realm of
Dreams until you are able to purchase your freedom with the souls you collect. Only then will you be
eigibleto court thefair Helen of Troy again.”

That wasdl. Apparently the scenes covered only spot samples of the Night Stallion's history. Beforethis
it had been outside the dream realm, so was not represented here.

Thiswas neverthd ess phenomend information.

Goody walked back to the next stable, set some time after that significant event. He had heard of the
Demons, who were to regular demons like Metria as the whole of Xanth wasto agrain of sand. They
were said to be doof, arrogant, and so powerful that the whole of the magic of the Land of Xanth was
merely the trace radiation from the surface of the Demon Xanth. Their whole attention was taken by
congtant little contests with each other for status, making bets on the most trivia things. Evidently Trojan
had been a Demon, and logt a contest, and his penalty was to run the gourd world.

But what was this business about Helen? Trojan had a girlfriend? She must have been quite pretty,



because there were lovely creatures galore in the dream realm he should otherwise have taken. Of course
that waslong ago; she would be an old hag by now, if she survived at dl. A long lost love. So why was
hedill collecting souls?

Goody cameto the next stable. It was empty, but there on the floor was ascroll. He picked it up and
read it.

O, Trojan, | am so sorry you got banished! Know that I still love you, and will love you for
eternity, though | dare not let my husband or lover find out. | beg of you, answer me if you can.

Helen

Well, that confirmed their secret love. But it had to have faded long since.

He waked to the next stable. There was another scroll.

Dearest Trojan, | was so glad to hear fromyou! Yes, | was serious about eternity. | have a potion
to keep me young and beautiful forever. By the time you fetch enough souls to win your reprieve,
the other men in my life will have aged and died and dissolved into dust. Now tell me again how
you love me.

Helen

Wél, now! That explained alot. Maybe she was gill around somewhere,

The scralls continued through the stables, later becoming flat envelopes. Thefina one, in the present
stable—Goody had missed it before, because it had been hidden by the body of the horse—had areturn
address of Troy, New Y ork, Mundania. So she was still Helen of Troy. It expressed joy that Trojan had
findly collected enough souls, and agreed to meet him on the honey side of the moon for their
honeymoon. Goody appreciated why; the near side of the moon was no longer milk and honey, because
the honey had soured and the milk turned to moldy green cheese from constantly gazing on the dreariness
of Mundania and the horrendous puns of Xanth.

As Goody set the letter down, there was alittle flash. He cast about, searching for itsorigin. He spied a
floating eyebdl. It was aspy eye, hovering above the |etter. Someone was spying on Trojan'slovelife.
Who could it be?

Goody went and put hiseyeto the pupil of the eyebal. He saw indgdeit, and through it, to its other lens.
There was an elegant chamber with thick curtains and an ornate bed. A lovely black-haired older woman
reclined on it, reading abook. Who was she?

Now that he had the connection, Goody found he could ook around the room well enough. He saw a
letter addressed to Sorceress Morgan le Fay. That must be her. But why was she spying on Trojan?

He looked at the book Morgan was reading. It wastitled Greek Mythology, and he redized she was
reading it for research to learn more about Helen of Troy.

"Ah, Hden," Morgan murmured. Goody wasn't sure how he heard her; maybe it was aform of telepathy
sponsored by the connection. In fact her lips weren't moving; he was hearing her thoughts. " Soon your
body will be mine, and | will escape the confines of Ptero and roam the dream realm, on my way to



Xanth proper. That foolish horse will never know. But | must catch you unguarded, when you are
digtracted by your lover'sfirg kiss."

What an insdious plot! The aging Sorceresswould stedl the lovely body and useit as her own. What
would happen to poor Helen? Goody had heard of the Sea Hag, who stole lovely young bodies and
soon wore them out; this might be similar. And Trojan had no idea. Only Goody, who did not belongin
this scene, could see what was going on. The love of centurieswould be blighted by the evil safishness of
the Sorceress.

What could he do? Goody didn't know, but he would have to make the effort. He understood too well
the grief of lovelogt, and didn't want it to happen to anyone, not even the fearsome lord of dreams.

He withdrew from the spy eye. Now he knew that Trojan was heading for his rendezvous with Helen on
the honeymoon, and that Morgan would intercept them as they met. Maybe he could warn them before it
wastoo late.

Hefollowed the stablesinto the future, hurrying. Soon—it was hard to tdll timein thistimeless scheme,
and he could make no sense at all of distance—hefound Trojan arriving there. It was beautiful, but no
more so than the radiant girl coming to meet him. Trojan transformed from horse to man, smiling.

They came together—and the spy eye appeared. It was going to happen!

Goody ran to them. He legped, bounding as high as he could, landing on their shoulders. They seemed
not even aware of him, and closed in for their kiss. He scrambled to get his body between their heads
and thefloating eyebdl.

Something zapped his own shoulder and bounced back to its origin. That was histalent operating. There
was ashrewlike scream. "Curses! Foiled again!”

The eyebal puffed into smoke and drifted away. Goody dropped to the ground. Trojan and Helen
continued their kiss, obliviousto dl else.

Goody returned to the "present” stable, then found the door. He exited the Night Stallion's private
quarters, asit was clear he did not belong there. Y et he did not regret the incident.

He used the DO NOT LINGER door, and found himself in alibrary. A very old man sat at a desk
writing on apad.

"Hdlo. | am Goody Goblin."

The man looked up. "And | am Ichabod Mundane, of course. Are you my new research assstant?”
"l don't think s0. I'm looking for a message from Gwenny Goblin."

"Gwendolynius goblinus.”

Goody |looked blank.

"Oh, sorry; | waslocked in classification mode. | am devising scientific namesfor the magica creatures of
Xanth, using the excellent dream library. | don't believe | have seen such amessage.”

Goody was curious. " Scientific names for magical creatures? |an't that an—an—"

"An oxymoron? By no means. Anything can be scientifically classified, and ought to be. For example, this
creature.” |chabod showed a picture of abird with the head and breasts of awoman. "Y ou see a—7"



"Harpy."

"But that could be subject to confusion, particularly when puns are involved. 1t could be the condition of
being aharp. Whereas a proper cladistic description would be Homogyps vulgaris. Thenthereisno
doubt."

"l suppose s0," Goody agreed dubioudy.
"And thisone," Ichabod said, warming up to his subject. He showed another picture.
"Mermad."

"Ah, but how do we know sheisredly amaid? Or whether sheisfreshwater or seawater? And what of
the male of the species? But if we label this Homopices nereadus, or Sea Merperson, we haveit
properly covered.”

He did seem to have a point. He went on to show off his designations for the centaur species,
Homoequis intellegus; invisblegiant, Homotitan invisiblis; water griffin, Aquileo gryphonus; white
unicorn, Monoceros alba; naga, Homoser pens hybris,; and the huge sphinx, Homoleo giganticus. He
seemed quite proud of hiswork.

"I'm sureit will clarify thingsfor dl those who follow," Goody said politely, hoping he wasn't emulating the
furry white creature he had seen in Pungatory, the whitelie.

"Now that | think of it, | believel did see anotein the adjacent lot," Ichabod said. "1 am unseasonably
old, and tend to forget what | don't write down."

"Thank you." Goody went on to the next setting. Thiswas avery nice one, with a pleasant garden, gentle
walks, and ddightful patches of sunshine. But he didn't see the note.

He did see another young woman. He hoped she wouldn't try to deceive him punnishly the way Lee had.
"Hdlo, | am Goody Goblin."

" am Emily Human."

Sofar so good. "l am avistor exploring the dream redm.”
"And | am the keeper of this garden of the day mares.”
"Day mares?'

"Night mares carry bad dreamsto deserving deepers. Day mares carry daydreams, which are far more
pleasant. Thisiswhere those nice dreams are crafted.”

"But | thought everything in the dream relm wasfor bad dreams.”

Emily smiled. "Obvioudy not. Dreams can be of any type. It'sjust that thereis more demand for the bad
ones, and they require fancier settings, so most of the reelm is alocated to them. All except this portion.”

That was interesting. "Did you by chance see anote here?!
"Why yes, asit was apleasant one. | believe alady goblin left it."
Goody's heart throbbed. "Please, may | seeit?"



"Right here," she said, presenting it to him. "I picked it up for safekeeping, as | did not know for whom it
wasintended.”

He read the note. Goody—meet me at the Lost & Found. Gwenny.
"Oh thank you!" he exclamed. "It's definitely for me! Canyou tell mewherethe Lost & Found is?

"Certainly. Just follow the ydlow line." She pointed to the ground, where there was aline he hadn't
noticed before. Had it just come into being? He decided not to question it. " Thank you, Emily."

"Welcome, Goody. We are glad to do little favors for worthy dreamers.”
That made him pause. "But you don't know me."

"I dont, but the Night Stallion asked meto do you afavor. Evidently you have pleased him in some
obscure manner.”

Could Trojan have known after al? Suddenly that seemed possible. "I appreciateit.”

Hefollowed the yellow line, and it greatly smplified histravel. It passed through numerous other settings,
but the folk there were all busy crafting their bad dreams and paid no attention to him. He had not
redlized that there was so much labor involved in making bad dreams; it seemed that every detall of the
setting had to be correct, and actors had to act out every role, with severa takes until they got it right.
Only then was adream fit to be delivered by anight mare. Even then, he gathered, the mare could foul it

up.

Hefound himsdf on a path through aforest. The sign said LOST PATH, but he wasn't lost—not aslong
as he had the ydlow line to follow—so it must be the path that was |ost.

He saw apile of oddly shaped ocean birds. One was likethe letter A, another like the letter B, athird
likethe letter C, and so one. They looked unhappy, so he paused, ways sensitive to those who were
sad. "Can | hdpyou?'

"Wearelost gulls” the A bird said. "We were headed for our setting to help craft adream, but forgot
what our pun was. Until we remember, we can't get where we're going.”

Goody considered. He was getting better at fathoming puns, having been exposed to so many recently.
Sometimesit wasjust amatter of getting literd. "Let's see—you'rethe A-gull," he said. The bird nodded.
"Y ou'rethe B-gull." Another nod. "And you'rethe C-gull.” Then abulb flashed. "C-gull! Seagull! That's
the pun!”

"That'sit!" the C cried. "Now we remember!" They spread their wings and flew away.

Goody resumed histrek. Soon he met aman who was evidently looking for something. "Areyou logt?"
"No, I'mlooking for something."

"Perhaps| have seenit. What isit?'

"A vampire."

Goody kept being surprised. ™Y ou want to find a creature who will suck your blood?!

"That won't happen. | merely want to look at it. I'm avamp-eyer.”



"Y ou want to watch avampire sucking blood?"
"No. | want to watch asexy vamp in operation.”
Now Goody got it. Not a bloodsucker, but a seducer. He went on.

Suddenly therewas ahand in front of hisface. He blinked. Had he walked into something without
looking?

"Snap out of it, Goody." It was Hannah's voice.

Oh. He was back in red Xanth, lying beside the gourd. He must have been there an hour, and it wastime
to take a break.

"Thank you. | have dmost found her. She'sthelast lost thing. I'm on the way to meet her at Lost and
Found."

"Good for you. Do you want another hour now?"
llYall
"But first eat abite, drink agulp, and see about nature. Y ou might be there sometime.”

It made sense. He did those things, then settled down again by the gourd.

17

Trust

Goody was back on the Lost Path, relieved to see that the yellow line remained. He had understood that
aperson dways returned to the place in the dream realm that he had | eft, but he hadn't been quite sure. It
was probably set up that way to prevent folk from escaping bad dreams before they ran their full course,
but for him it was convenient.

He cameto abrown dog that looked lost, as was natural on this path. It seemed sad, so he paused,
though hewasin ahurry to reach Lost & Found. "Hello, brown dog."

The canine gazed a him mournfully. Evidently it wasn't atalking anima.
"You arelog," Goody said. "Isthere areason?'

The dog nodded. Good; it understood him.

"Y ou have forgotten where you live?"

The dog shook its head no.

"Whereyou are going?"

A mix, neither yes nor no.

"What breed you are?"



The dog nodded. That wasits problem: it didn't know its assignment in dreams, because they were surely
specified by species. Onceit remembered that, it should know where to go, and would no longer be lost.

Goody sniffed. He smelled chocolate. ™Y ou're made of chocolate!” he said.

The dog nodded.

"You're achocolate lab!"

The dog nodded, licked Goody's face with a chocol ate tongue, and bounded happily away.

Goody continued—and found another dog. This one waslong and low, with stubby legs. Steam rose
from its body; it was obvioudy quite warm. Hewould burn his hand if hetried to pet it.

Hedidn't hestate. "Y ou're ahot dog!"

The dog bounded away. Goody felt good; he liked helping creatures.

Now &t last he came to ashelter marked LOST & FOUND. And there was Gwenny Goblin.
Heran to her. "Gwenny!"

Sheturned and saw him. "Goody!"

They came together, like Trojan and Helen, embracing and kissing. "I'm so glad you're dive and safe” he
sad.

"I'm s0 glad you found me. | l€ft notes, hoping you'd find one. If you thought to check the dream redm.”
"l did," hesaid."And did."
"l have so much to tell you.”

"And | want to hear it al.” But then he suffered an awful thought. Thiswasthe realm of dreams, where
things were not necessarily what they seemed to be. Wasthisredly Gwenny, or wasit someone or
something else emulating her, to lead him astray? He did not want to be fooled; he had to be sure of her.
Because afake would cause him to stop the search, and maybe redlly lose her when he might have saved
her. "Gwenny—"

"You'renot surel'mred," shesad. "For al that were both dreaming. And I'm not sureyou'rered,
ather.”

"Y es. How can we prove to each other that we are who we claim to be?"

"We could compare memories from before we got separated. |s there anything that only the two of us
know about each other?”

"l canthink of onething, but—"

"And if one of usisgenuine, and the other isfake, what would that mean about our constancy to each
other?'

"Actualy, we are both experienced adults," he said.

llllm rDt_"



"Yes, you are. We—"

She blushed. It wasfar redder in her dream state. "Apart from you, I'm not.”

"But you were so—"

"Because you were. | pretended | was your wife. That madeit easy. Otherwise—well, never mind."

Goody found that immensdly flattering. But it was beside the point. A demonesslike Metriacould surdly
be more gpt in that respect than any mortal woman. And while she was diverting him, the readl Gwenny
might be suffering or dying. So it was no good as atest.

Then he thought of something. "On Iron Mountain | happened to see the twin princesses running. It nearly
freaked me out. | bet you could run just as nicely. Show methat you can.”

She looked crestfallen. "Oh, Goody, | wish | could do that for you! But | can't.”
"Can't or won't?"

Shereconsidered. "Then again, this is the dream relm. Maybe I'm not limited the sameway. Soif you
redly want—"

"No need. | accept your identity."

"Yetif | candoit here, it'sno test.”

"A fake Gwenny bent on seduction wouldn't have hesitated. She wouldn't have known about your knee."
Shenodded. "Thisisthefirgt time| have gppreciated my lameness. But | ill need to verify your identity.”
"And I'm not lame."

Then alittle bulb flashed over her head. " Goody, whom do you love bet?"

He paused. Y ou mean, among living women?"'

"I accept you," she said, and kissed him.

Because she knew of hislingering lovefor Go-Go. A fake wouldn't have hesitated to reassure her that he
loved Gwenny best.

"Then we have verified each other,” he said. "Y et it reminds me of the time Hannah was transformed to
the likeness of Go-Go, and | wanted to—" He shrugged, embarrassed.

She put her hand on his. "I understand, Goody. | redlly do, especidly now, and | wouldn't have blamed
you if you had. Y ou hadn't met me yet; Hannah is the one who safeguarded you so that you could come
tome." Sheled himto chairsinthe Lost & Found pavilion. Even in the dream State, she waswary of
staying on her feet too long. "But now we need to talk.”

"Of course. | need to know where you are, where the robots have you, so we can rescue you."

She sat opposite him, her skirt showing her legs to advantage, surely by no coincidence. "It's more
complicated than that, Goody. | think it best if | tell you the whole story, so that you'll understand.”

"You're hurt?' he asked, alarmed.



She smiled. "No, not hurt. But something has changed, and I'm not sure you'll accept it if you don't have
the background firgt."

"Y ou love someone ds2?’

"Oh, come on, Goody. If | did, would | do this?" Sheleaned across, giving him a startling peek down her
blouse on the way to kissng him.

Heremained darmed. "But something'swrong.”

"Not wrong. Just complicated. The others may not readily understand.”
"What's s0 difficult to understand about rescuing you from the robots?"
She kissed him again. "Now be quiet while tdll you."

"Yes, of course.”

"| was going from section to section, exhorting the troops as they battled ever greater concentrations of
robots. One group was being pushed right out of formation, to the very edge of the Mountain Lake.
Goblinscan't fight very well in water. So I—"

Her narrative broke off. Because she was gone.

Goody stared at the empty chair, appalled. What had happened? How could he lose her so abruptly
after judt finding her?

He stepped out of the pavilion, searching for her. Wafts of mist had formed around it. As heforged
through one he became extremely negative; he had lost her and was never going to find her again. Then
he passed through another waft, and felt far more positive; of course he would find her.

Then he remembered his spot return to the waking state, when Hannah had broken his connection to the
gourd's peephole. Gwenny would have set up asimilar interruption, so as not to get locked in forever.
She had been returned to her natural state. Soon she should return, to the same place she had been when
sheleft the dream redlm. That wastheway of it.

Sure enough, after severa long moments and afew nervous ingtants, she reappeared. " Sorry about that,
Goody. I'm set for an hour at atime, and | had been waiting for you for awhile before you found me.”

"I understand. It happened to me on the way here. | wasreally concerned, before | redlized, especidly as
| walked through the mist.”

She looked out of the pavilion. "The pessmigt, the sad fog," she agreed. "'l ran afoul of that too. But then
the happy fog optimist restored my confidence.”

"Exactly." They kissed.
"Wherewas|?'

He smiled. "Y ou were providing me peeps up your skirt and down your blouse. To keep me quiet while
you talked."

"Of course.” She adjusted both to make sure they provided just the right amount of peep. Girlswere
good at thet, especidly in dreams. "I meant in my narrative.”



"Y our troops were being driven to the edge of Mountain Lake. Y ou were afraid they'd bein troublein
the water."

"Thank you. | actudly ran into the water to help agoblin get out. But arobot was pushing forward, and
when my goblin moved clear, the robot charged into me. We became entangled and staggered together
deeper into the lake." She paused. "Y ou know, here in the dream realm we should be able to make a
dream scene. Let'sseeif | can animateit.”

Goody hadn't thought of that. What better place for adream, than in the dream reslm? Or more
properly, adream within adream.

A bubble appeared over her head, like the flashing bulb, only without the flash. It expanded a a
moderate rate, becoming as big as her head, then larger. It looked like aballoon, only open, so asto be
seen inside. Now Goody saw that it contained a picture, with blue sky above, green water below, and a
confusion of thingsinthe middle.

Thefloating picture expanded further, as Gwenny got the detailsfilled in. The cluttered center was brown
land, and alake bank, with agang of goblinsfacing out from the water, and aroll of robots pressing in
from beyond. The goblins had stout little clubs with which they banged the robots, denting their surfaces.
The robots just had their arms, but those were iron, and dented the goblins just as badly when they
connected.

Then alovely lady goblin chief appeared. "Beware of the water!" she cried, catching agoblin by thearm
and pulling him to the side. He moved as directed, and the robot he had been engaging lurched forward,
crashing instead into the gobliness. They wrapped their arms around each other, trying to recover their
mutua balance, but both were staggering farther into the lake.

Then they lost their footing and plunged over anether ledge. It turned out that the bottom of the lake was
not flat after al, but danted toward the center. Still embraced, they did down a steep bank, bubbles
risng from her exhded breath and its combustion chamber. They were drowning!

The dippery bank took them down well below the surface. The gobliness might have swum back to the
shore, but she was snarled with the robot, which was much heavier. So both continued down, until at last
they dropped off an overhang and landed before arocky outcropping. Gwenny—for of course she was
the gobliness—saw it, and struggled to get under it, dragging the inert machine dong with her. It seemed
itsmeta wasn't as heavy in the water, so she was somehow able to moveit. But her hope of climbing
back to the surface of the lake was remote; she was about to drown.

Then the space under the ledge became dimly visible. It was the opening of acave that danted up under
thebank. Therewasair init! Somehow Gwenny dragged hersalf and the robot into that air, so she could
breathe again. She collapsed panting on the sand.

Thewals of the cave glowed with fungus, outlining it; that waswhy it wasvisble. Therewasasmall
assortment of other things there, evidently washed or crawled in some time before. Onewas an old pot
with acrack init, probably thrown away. Another was what looked like a separated animd tail. Another
was asick bird that seemed to belong to the letters species; thiswasn't a C-gull, but more like an E-gull.
Another waswhat |ooked like alittle pile of netting, that smelled fishy. And there was a hypnogourd.

Goody paused, reflecting. He was watching Gwenny's dream image of her memory of recent events.
How wasit he could smell it? Well, there could be smellsin dreams, and sounds, aswell asimages. He
stopped questioning it.

After atime Gwenny roused herself. She was sordly bedraggled, but seemed intact. Even with her



clothing stuck on her and her hair matted, shelooked lovely.

Where am | ? she thought. He was able to receive her thoughts too. Well, why not, in her dream?
She looked about. "A crock pot,” she said, spying it.

"No, I'm cracked,” it replied. "1 am now acrack pot. I'm crazy."

"Not if you can still be used." She picked it up and carried it to the edge of the water at the front of the
cave. Shedipped it haf full, then heaved it to adent in the sand. She scrounged for dry see-weeds, piling
their dessicated eyeballs around its base. Then she found achip of firewood and used it to light asmall
fire

"Oh, that feelsgood,” the pot said. "I hope | don't leek on thefire and put it out.”
"Y our crack goes down only hafway," she reassured it.
"Soam | half crocked or haf cracked?’

She kissed its rim, which become more brightly burnished. Goody knew how that was, too. "Y oure
wholly useful.”

Then she pulled off her sopping clothing and dumped it in the pot for awashing. Goody's eyes threatened
to freak out, but he reminded himself of two things: first, he had seen her bare before, so should be
partway immune to freaking. Second, this was a dream within adream, 0 its effect should be doubly
diluted. He could look at her without fresking. He hoped. Still, it was a close call when she pulled off her
black goblin panties and added them to the mix.

Gwenny, waiting for her washing to cook, explored the rest of the cave. "What are you?' she asked the
sick E-bird.

"Oh, I'millegd," it replied. "Y ou don't want to associate with me.”
"I didn't quite heer that."
"l amanill E-gull," the bird repested carefully. ™Y ou might catch my disease.”

"Nonsense. Goblins don't get bird illnesses. Let'sseeif | can help you." She went to the pot and fished
out her panties, which were now steaming. She used them to wash off the bird's feathers, beak, and feet.
The encrugtations on the bird fell to the sand. They looked likelittle B's. "1 think you were just B-fouled,”
shesaid. "You're clean now. How do you fed 7'

"Much better," the bird said. "In fact now that those awful letters are off, | fed like an eagle.”

Goody redlized something about Gwenny: she was compass onate. She was helping things and creatures,
just because they were there. He liked that.

She shook the remaining B's off her makeshift cloth and returned it to the pot. She picked up the severed
tail. "I'll tell! I'l tell!™ it cried.

"Tel what?' she asked it, surprised.
"Whatever bad things you're doing, you naughty girl."

"But I'm not anaughty child. I'm agrown goblin.”



"Oh, phooey! | thought you were asmal human.”

She st it down. "Better luck next time." She went to the fishy netting and picked it up. Thisturned out to
beapair of fishnet stockings. " Too bad Goody's not here," she remarked. "1 could redly freak him out
with these." She put them into the boiling pot to clean.

Then she spied something much larger in the back of the cave. It looked like an enormous tangle of
seaweed. As she studied its outline she realized that it was akraken, the deadly deep-seaweed that
preyed on the unwary. What was that doing thisfar out of the water? Was it dead?

She sguatted beside atentacle and touched it with afinger. It quivered. It was till dive! But of courseit
had no power; it had to be suspended in water.

She held the tentacle in her hand, communing with the monster. How did you come here?

| got lost, and wound up in fresh water. I'm a seawater monster; | had to get free of it. | dragged
myself out. Now I'm stuck.

"Y ou must be hungry,” Gwenny said aoud.
More tentacles quivered. Very.
Goody was amazed. Was she going to help akraken? What was the limit of her compasson?

She returned to the pot and fished out the fishnet stockings. She put them on. Her legs became
outstanding; Good almost did freak out. Then she went to the water and waded in. She reached out,
holding the upper section of each stocking, and caught afish in each hand. She tossed them to the sand
and grabbed for more.

Fishnet stockings: they enabled her to net fish. Now he understood.

When she had a suitable pile, sheleft the water and picked up two of the fish. She carried them to the
kraken and tossed them onto its mass. The tentacles writhed, grabbing the fish. There was achomping
sound.

She went back and forth, ferrying the pile of fish she had caught. Every time she waked, the fishnet
stockings showed off her legsto such advantage that Goody found himsalf panting. Maybe they were
actualy pantyhose. Findly she completed the task. Only then did she remove the stockings.

So far Goody hadn't seen anything that would complicate her rescue. Now he knew where she was,
when he emerged from the dream realm he could tell Hannah and they could organize the rescue. It could
have been much worse. He had feared the robots had taken her hostage.

Gwenny looked around. Thistime her gentle eye fell on the defunct robot.
Oh, no! She couldn't be thinking of hel ping that!
She waked to the pile of meta. The robot was dead, in itsfashion: itsfire was out.

Gwenny struggled to heaveit up to lean against the wall, Sitting. She checked itslimbs and torso. They
werein order. She opened its belly door and peered inside. There was a sodden half-burned chunk of
wood. Shetook it out, then used her panty-cloth to wipe clear the interior. Then she went on aquest for
dry wood.

Shewasdoing it! Did she have a death wish?



She gathered dl the dry chips she could find, and some more see-weeds. She packed them carefully in
the firebox, then used achip of firewood to ignite them. The fire caught and blazed up. She shut the door
and stood back.

Therobot cameto life, initsfashion. It got to itsfeet. It checked itsdlf. It looked around with its lenses. It
saw Gwenny. It spoke, using its speaker grille. "Why?!

"Y ouwere hurting."

"l do not understand.”

"You firewas out. Y ou were dead. That's not nice."

"My firewas out. | wasinactive. What isnice?"

She shook her head. "Maybe you have to be aive to understand.”

"l amnot dive. | do not understand.”

She congdered. "Why did you fight us?'

"What isfight?'

"What you were doing. Coming at usin masses, shoving us around. Trampling us. Killing us.”
"We were going to the iron. We forged through impediments.”

"Y ou mean you werent trying to fight us?’

"We had to get to theiron. Y ou were in the way. Wetried to pass. Y ou did not get out of the way."
She considered again. "But you were overrunning us. We had to stop you.”
"All wewantisiron."

"So you can make more and bigger robots."

"Yes. Aslong astheiron lagts.”

"Wecan't dlow that."

"l do not understand.”

"You will squeeze dl therest of usout of Xanth."

"Yes"

"That'snot right.”

"Whet isright?'

Shetried again. "There should be room for dl creaturesin Xanth, each inits place. Cooperating when
thet ismutualy beneficid "

IIWMI
"Why do you do what you do?"



"l follow my program.”

"Well, my program forbids meto hurt folk | don't need to hurt, or to let them hurt if | don't need to.
That'swhy | helped you."

"Give me aprogram that enables me to understand.”
Shewas surprised. "Y ou would accept such aprogram?”

"Y es, because it seemsto be a better program than mine. No other robot helped me. | would not have
hel ped another robot. Y ou helped me. Y ou have adirective that would be useful for me. | want to bethe
best machine | can be. That'sin my present program.”

She considered again. "Maybe we can help each other. If you help me escape this cave, | will help you
get such aprogram. Isit aded ?'

"What isa—"
"An agreement to hel p each other get what we need. To cooperate. Not to fight each other.”
"I do not understand cooperation.”

She consdered yet again. "Can your present program accept something you don't yet understand but that
may benefit you later?'

"Yes, conditiondly.”

"Then accept this. if we don't cooperate, we will not escape this cave. | will die and you will run out of
fuel and becomeinactive. If we do cooperate, | will live and you will get out to get more fuel and a better

program.”

"I accept that. |1 do not know what to do."
"Youll haveto trust me."

"What istrug?'

She shook her head. "Y ou are really making methink! | think what you need isasoul program. That is, a
program that emulates the conscience of aliving cresture. Then you would understand our case, and
would understand the need to limit your pursuit of iron. Then maybe we could exist together in harmony.

| mean dl living creastures and dl robots."

"What istrus?'

She smiled. "'l suppose| didn't properly answer that. It means you accept that | mean you no harm, and
that it is safe for you and your kind to do what | ask you to do. Until you get the program that will make
it clear toyou."

"What you offer will benefit me. | will trust you."
"Thank you."
"Whét isthanks?'

She laughed. "It isan expression of appreciation for anice thing someone el se has done.”



"I merely made astatement of acceptance.”
"This, too, is something the new program will clarify.”
"What must | do?'

She went to the gourd. "1 will lie down and look into thislens. Y ou must put your hand between my eye
and the peephole in one hour. Do you understand?”

llYall
She lay down, made hersalf comfortable, and put her eye to the peephole.

The dream in adream dissipated. "And so | entered the dream realm, hoping you would think to search
for mehere," she said. "Now you know where | am, and can organize arescue party. But you must also
rescue the others. Including the kraken and the robot. | have adedl to honor.”

"Now | understand,” Goody said. "Trust me."
They laughed together.

Soon after that, Goody returned to the rea world: another hour was up. "Hannah, | found her!" he said.
"l know where sheis."

"About time you quit goofing off, lazy loafer.”

"And hello to you too, peeve." It was amost good to have the obnoxious bird back.
Hannah nodded. "' So we can rescue her now."

He hesitated. "That's complicated.”

"Too much for your mple mind?* the bird inquired.

Then he explained, and Hannah understood, and agreed. She had a soul too, and a conscience, so
grasped the concepts of trust and honor.

"What acrock of spit!"
They laughed. The parody didn't get it.

When Dara and Metria checked on them, surely sent by Magician Trent, they explained. They went to
the north shore of Mountain Lake. "Just about here," Goody said. Gwenny had been as specific asshe
could about the location.

"If you bring them out through the water, that robot will get fissoned again.”
"Get whated again?'

"Disolved, consumed, atomized, decayed, oxidized—"

"Corroded?’

"Whatever," Metriaagreed crosdy. "And the kraken will hate the fresh water."

"Good point,” Hannah said. "But why go through the water when we can dig them out? They can't befar



bel ow the ground surface.”

"Grest idea," Goody said.

"Wéll, I'm barbarian, not stupid,” she said, flattered.
"Opinionsdiffer, dolt.”

"I'll tell them we're coming,” Darasaid, and puffed out.
"It won't work," the parody said sourly.

They scrounged iron limbs from the metal mountain to fashion spades and started digging. Soon they
intersected the roof of the cave. It was acast iron layer, evidently an extension of Iron Mountain. Their
iron tools could not get through.

"Should have known there was areason that cave didn't fall in long ago,” Hannah muttered. "We'refairly
balked."

" told you, puddinghead!"

"You did," sheagreed. "Do you have an answer?'

"Sure, booby."

"And what might that answver be?'

"Put aholeinit, looby."

"And how do we do that?"

"Fetch ahole from the holey land, clod.”

"Thewhet land?'

"Don't dart that,” Metriasaid. "l know whereit is"" She vanished.
Goody was amazed. Could the arrogant bird be right?

Metriareappeared, holding something invisble. She set it carefully in the middle of the exposed metdl
layer.

A hole appeared. The hole she had set there. " See, dullard?’

She nodded. "I could dmost get to like you, peeve, if you weren't so obnoxious.”
"Fortunately | am, cretin.”

"Goody!" Gwenny caled from below.

He was s0 excited that he jumped down into the cave to hug her.

"Why didn't the demons haul them out?" the parody demanded petulantly.

They gazed at each other. Why not indeed?

"Because goblins and demons aren't as smart as peeves,”" Goody said.



"Thegredat light dawnsat lagt!"
"Let's complete the deal Gwenny made," Hannah said. "First the kraken.”

The two demons formed a double cloud around the kraken and carried it away. They had promised to
take it directly to the salty ocean. That was another matter of trust.

Meanwhile the others |abored to break down the edge of the cave wall to form aramp up to ground
level. Gwenny took the robot by a hand appendage and led it up though the hole.

"Now we need to make the soul program,” she said. Do you think Com Pewter can handle it?"
"Maybe we should take the robot there," Hannah said. " So Pewter can andlyzeit.”
"When the demons return,” Gwenny agreed. She turned to the robot.

"Com Pewter isamachine himsdf, so he should understand. Maybe you should forage for some more
wood before the demons return.”

"l understand.” The robot walked to the nearby woods.

Goody resumed hugging and kissing Gwenny, who cooperated with vigor. "When you disappeared, |
was 0 afraid!”

"I knew you'd come for me. | trusted you."

Goody appreciated her confidence. He just wished he had shared it throughoui.
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Roland

"We need athird dybbuk,” Metriasaid.

"A third what?' Goody asked before catching himsdlf.

"Devil, fiend, hellion, specter, djinn—"

"Demon?’

"Whatever," she agreed crosdy. "The crazy spirit can't even get her own typeright!”
"Why?

"Because now there are three of you to transport.”

"Areyou sure?' Gwenny asked.

"Sure: Y ou, Goody, and Hannah."

"And what of the robot?"



"Neither can she count,” the peeve noted. "Oh, dishwater!"
"Oh, what?" the robot asked. "Refuse, bilge, carrion, garbage, trash, waste,'s—"
"Sopd" Gwenny said quickly, lest an unfortunate word emerge.

"Whatever," Metriaagreed, redly crosdy. "We can get athird demon we can trust, but | don't think a
forth exigs”

"Why?' the robot asked.

"Because only three of us have souls,” Dara answered. "Because we married mortals. Nada Nagas
hungry husband D. Voreisthethird."

"Take one, then have that demon return for another," Hannah suggested.

"Got it." Metriaput three fingers to her mouth and made a piercing two-toned whistle.
Demon Vore gppeared. "What, isit my turn to take the children aready?"

"No such luck, Ravenous. We need you to carry Gwenny Goblin again. Plusarobot.”
"Why carry it anywhere? Why not just dump it in the sea?’

"Not thisone," Gwenny said. "I promised it asoul program.”

Vore considered. "Would such a program have the effect on arobot a soul does on ademon?”
"Wethink 0.

He nodded. "Makes senseto me." He oriented on Gwenny. "Whereto, you luscious tidbit?'
"Com Pewter's cave. Well rendezvous outsideit.”

"Shal we snuggle on the way?'

Gwenny paused asif congdering. "My boyfriend wouldn't likeit."

"Hewon't get it," he said, as he dissipated into smoke and surrounded her.

"That'swhat you think!" Metria caled asthe smoke faded.

In three-quarters of amoment V ore was back for the robot. Thistime Goody and Hannah went also.
Metriadid snesk in asnuggle, though Goody was sure Vore had not done so with Gwenny. Metriawas
an irrepressible temptress, while other demons could tempt or not, depending on mood.

They arrived outside the cave. "We demons prefer not to enter,” Vore said. 'Y ou understand.”
"Wedo," Gwenny said.

"I'm not sure | do," Goody said.

"Pewter changesredlity in hiscave," Gwenny explained. "And he doesn't like demons.”

Asthey waked into the dark recess, Vore turned to Metria. "What was that about what | think?"

"Hethinksyou stink!" the peeve called back.



"Whatever," Metriaagreed automaticaly. "Hey, wait—"
They lost the rest of the dial ogue as the cave enclosed them. Then they came to the central chamber.
It was already occupied. A man and a dog stood before Com Pewter's screen.

A troll intercepted them. "I am Tristan, Com Pewter's mouse. Pewter is busy at the moment. Do you
careto share your businesswith me?'

What wasthis—apalitetroll ?"Yes," Gwenny said. "1 am Gwenny of Goblin Mountain.”
"Welcome, Chiefess”
"And thisis Goody Goblin, with Hannah Barbarian, and arobot. We need anew program for the robot.”

Tristan nodded. "Y ou are of course aware that Pewter does not do favors out of the goodness of his
areuitry.”

"Isthere anything we can trade?'

"There may be. Our prior visitors have aproblem | suspect Pewter will not be able to address directly,
because it occurs well beyond the cave.”

Then the chamber seemed to expand, and they were standing in alarge pleasant garden. Pewter had
changed locdl redlity.

"Now | will introduce you to the others," Tristan said, picking up on Pewter's wish without any obvious
sgnd. "ThisisMatt Heffelbower of Mundania, and Sam Dog." Tristan addressed the man and dog. "This
is Chiefess Gwendolyn Gobliness, with Goody Goblin, Hannah Barbarian, and a nameessrobot.”

"How do you do," Matt said in the Mundane manner. He was young and handsome; Goody couldn't
figure what he was doing in Xanth. The dog was a black lab; Goody wasn't sure how he knew that, but
in this magic cave somehow did. Maybe it was because the dog looked but did not smell smilar to the
chocolate lab he had encountered in the dream realm.

"Matt and Sam came recently to Xanth and settled with an isolated village," Tristan said. "Now that
village has a problem. The panties of theloca girlsno longer freak out men. Thisisacrissfor theloca
women, asthey can't exert proper power over the men, and it seems the men are not entirely pleased
either. Matt and Sam have come to ask Pewter's assistance for the village."

"Panties don't work," Gwenny said thoughtfully. “That would disenfranchise women." Hannah nodded
agreemen.

"Matt and Sam volunteered to walk here and try to make adeal,” Tristan said. "Pewter isamenable, but
isunableto changeredity away from his cave. Hereis his offer: Go to Pieriaand solve their problem,
and Pewter will make the program you need."

"But what if we can't solveit?' Gwenny asked.
"Then you won't get the program.”

Gwenny seemed to stifleasigh. "Well try." She turned to Goody. "I will haveto stay here with the robot,
because itstrust does not extend to others. Can you and Hannah handle it?"

"Well try," Goody said. What €lse was there? He turned to Matt. "We have specia transportation. If you



will come outside with us and pick up Sam, we will take you to your village. Then well sudy the
problem, and hopeto find a solution.”

"That seemsfair,” Matt agreed.

Outside, Goody introduced the demons, and explained how they could move peoplerapidly. "I you will
carry Mait to Fieria, well join you there"

Matt looked doubtful, but picked up the dog. Vore dissolved into smoke.

Then Metriasurrounded Goody, goosing him as she moved him. She seemed compelled to make
naughty touches much the way the parody had to make insults. They landed outside arather nice-looking

village
Matt set Sam down. "That was amazing!"
"Maybeto you, you ignorant lout.”

"That'sthe bird, usng my voice," Goody said hadtily. "It insults everybody. Weretrying to find ahome
forit.”

Matt smiled. "Good luck."

Now what? Thiswas Goody's challenge. "Maybe we should verify the effect. Um, Hannah—"
"I'm curioustoo,” she said. "Watch." She hiked up her metallic skirt.

"Sngp out of it," Hannah said as she jogged Goody's shoul der.

He blinked. "What?"

"Y our mind was glop," the parody said. "Asusud.”

"You truly freaked out,” Hannah said. "Even after | covered them. I've never had that kind of power
before.”

Obvioudy he had. That was weird, because he had seen her all the way bare; her panties should have
had minimd effect. "What about Matt?"

"He's4ill out.”

So hewas. The man was standing till, staring at the spot where Hannah had stood. Even the dog
seemed stunned.

Hannah went to jog the man back to life. "Oh, sorry," Matt said. "I must have—"

"Freaked out,” Goody said. "We both did. So obvioudy the effect remains. Could it have been restored
during your absence?"

"l supposeit could. I'll inquire.”
They walked to the village. "What deal did you make with Com Pewter?' Goody asked.

"The village of Pierialies near the famous fountain sacred to the Muses, the Pierian Springs. Its water
ingpires anyone who drinksit. We offered to deliver enough water so Pewter could have apool of itin
hiscave"



"S0 asto have congtant inspiration,” Hannah said. "1 can see why he would want that.”

"If you're from Mundania, you don't have amagic taent,” Goody said. "But the magic of the spring could
work for you."

"Yes. It gave metheingpiration to go to Com Pewter. But they tell meit ispossible I'll develop atadent
laterinlife”

"Yes, it can happen,” Goody agreed.

"But with my luck it will be the talent of watching pots boil."
"Ha. Ha. Ha," the peeve laughed sardonicaly.

"The bird laughs only meanly," Hannah said.

A young woman appeared before them. "Back aready, Matt?' she asked. "Y ou must have walked
rapidly."

"| got aride back, Cameo. Would you mind showing your panties?'

"They ill don't work," she said, hiking up her skirt.

She wasright: they were nice enough, pink and well filled. But neither Goody nor Matt fresked.
"Now that's odd," Goody said. "When Hannah—" He broke off, for Cameo was gone.

"She makes only brief gppearances,” Matt explained. "That's her nature, or her talent. But it shows you
what were up againgt. Those panties should have wiped us both out, but they had no effect. That'strue
for the other village girls.”

"Maybeit's something near the village," Hannah said. "Do you care to check mine again?'

Goody looked—and it was Matt who shook him awake. "I didn't look thistime," he said. "But you
froze"

"Soit'snot thelocale" Goody said. "It's the specific panties. That'saclue.”

"But why should mine work, when others don't?" Hannah asked. "That girl Cameo should have had
double the freakout power | do."

"No offense," Goody said cautioudly, "but you'reright. It'sared mystery. And I'm stumped.”
"Let'sgo Sp that spring water for inspiration.”
"That makes great sense.”

They waked to the spring. It was a picturesque fountain with clear water splashing merrily. Therewasa
dipper, and they each sipped.

Suddenly Goody's mind was clear. "Y our panties are new to thisarea," he said to Hannah. " So they
haven't been nullified yet. Something around hereisdoingit.”

"That makes me nervous,” she said, pulling her skirt down to make sure no panty showed. "L et's wrap
thisup beforeit catches up with me.”



"On the other hand,” Matt said, "If it catches you, maybe welll see it happening, and learn how to stop it.”

Goody took another sip, and got another inspiration. " Someone or something here must didike the panty
effect, soisstopping it. Maybe he has the talent of nullifying panties.”

Hannah took asip. "Or she. It could be ajed ous woman."

Matt took asip. "Or maybe he/shel/it merdly divertsthe panty effect so that it doesn't strike its proper
targets.

"Regardless, we should check for it,” Goody said. "Every member of the village has ataent, right?"
"All except Sam and me," Matt agreed.
"But those are known talents," Hannah said. "The one who nulls pantieswon't tel usthat, of course.”

"Not voluntarily,"” Goody said, taking another sp. "But we should be ableto do it by dimination. The one
who can't demongtrate alegitimate talent must be the one we want. We can take that one back to Com
Pewter for nullification.”

"But will that restore the magic to nulled panties?' Hannah asked.

"l don't know. The girls might have to put on new ones. Those ought to work."
"Maybe we should verify that."

"I'll get avolunteer,” Mait said. He waked to the village, leaving them by the fountain.
Cameo appeared. "Any luck?'

"Do you have an unused pair of panties?" Goody asked.

"Sure. But—"

"Change into them and come back here. They might work."

She vanished, her brief scene done. But then she regppeared. "How are these?' Shelifted her skirt to
flash slken blue panties.

Hannah's strong hand prevented Goody from faling into the fountain.
"They work! They work!" Cameo exclaimed. And faded out, her next scene completed.

"We're making progress,” Hannah said. "Now we know that whoever it is, is nulling new panties asthey
appear. So it won't take long for the village maidensto return to full strength, once we locate the culprit.”

They organized it, with the eager cooperation of the villagers. Every person lined up before Goody, and
one by one demondtrated hisor her talent. The first was aman who actualy understood women; he
demongtrated that by making Hannah blush. The second had the ability to speak with anyone, anywhere;
she demondtrated that by talking with Gwenny in Pewter's cave, and hearing her answer: "No, | won't
dance." Another villager could tell who a person's significant other was. for Goody, Gwenny. Another
could hold his bresath longer than any could track it. Another had a negative talent: the inability to
remember what happened fifteen minutes ago. Another could change the season: summer abruptly
became winter, then returned to summer. Another could make people laugh, even if they didn't want to.
Even the peeve.



Finally only onewas|eft. Thiswas a sour-looking woman who claimed to be able to walk on wallsor
ceiling, but was unable to demondtrateit. "Y ou're the one," Goody said.

"Andwhat if | am? Those hussies shouldn't be showing their underwear anyway."

"Why don't you show yours, you dried-up frump?"' the peeve demanded.

"That's not for you to decide," Goody said.

"Yes itis"

"Comewith us"

"l won't," she said sourly. ™Y ou can't make me."

Vore smiled. He fuzzed into vapor and surrounded the woman. They vanished.

"Com Pewter will nullify or reverse her tdlent,” Goody explained to the others. "Pantieswill prevail again.”

The villagers were applauding as the demons took Goody and Hannah back. They left Matt and Sam
Dog; their mission had been accomplished, except for the delivery of the Pierian Springs water to
Pewter's cave. Goody was sure they would honor the dedl. And if the two Mundanes had not been
completely accepted in the village before, they certainly would be now. Especidly by girlswith restored

panty power.

Meanwhileit turned out that they were making red progress on the program. Working under Pewter's
direction, Gwenny had removed the robot's master chip from its head, and Pewter had analyzed it. Now
Pewter was designing a program to provide a conscience, guided by Gwenny's advice. Because Pewter
hardly cared about such athing, but Gwenny did.

"It'sdesigned likeavirus," Gwenny said breathlessdy. Goody |oved her breathlessness; it had itsown
magic. "If he—turns out he's male—looks into the lens of another robot, the soul aspect of the program
will transfer, and the other robot will have a consciencetoo. Intime, dl of them will, and then they will be
tolerable neighbors. But we see aproblem: if the others catch on too soon, they may try to destroy the
souled robots.”

Goody dill felt the effect of the Pierian dixir. "Then make him bigger, so they can't. That will also enable
usto readily tell him apart from the others, so we know with whom we are dedling.”

She gave him afast but nice hug and kiss. "Oh, you're so smart, Goody! WEll do that.”

They went out to tell the demons, who popped off to Iron Mountain and brought back loads of defunct
iron robot parts. Pewter changed the redlity of their shapes to make them fit the existing robot, and he
grew until hewasfull human man sized.

"We need anamefor him," Hannah said. "Beginning with RO. What would be good?'
"Roland,” Tristan said. "Another legendary Mundane hero." Thetroll was evidently partid to that kind.
"Roland it is" she agreed. "Roland Robot.”

Pewter extruded the reprogrammed chip. Hannah took it and carried it to the robot. Then, caught by a
sudden vapor in the air, she sneezed. Right on the chip. "Oh, no—I'vegivenit avirug"

"It isnot the same," Tristan said, unconcerned. Hetook the chip and set it carefully into the robot's



enlarged head. He fixed it in place and closed the face-plate. "Now he should be operative. We should
test him."

"Your nameis Roland Robot," Gwenny said. "Y ou are now twice astall asyou were, and stronger in
proportion. How do you fed?"

The robot animated. "'l fedl—strange. I—" He sneezed.
"Thevirud" Hannahwailed. "It is the same! It'smy fault.”

Roland's head turned to bear on her. "What phenomendly fair creature isthis?' he asked, amazed.
Goody wasn't sure how metal features conveyed such emation, but they did.

"Just me, Hannah Barbarian. I'm sorry | infected you."

"l loveyou."

What?"

"Worship, desire, adore, deify, amour—"

"But youreameching!”

"And you're aravishingly lovely barbarian woman. Just my type.”

"That infection,” Gwenny said, awed. "It oriented the program on her. Heredly isinlove with her."
Had their seeming success become disaster?

Roland crossed to Hannah and put his metal arms around her. "Embrace me, beloved. Kiss me with your
splendid barbarian passion. | am yours.”

"But I'm divel" she protested. "Y ou'reiron.”

"I must have you, you luscious creature, lest my unrequited desire melt my innards.” He put hisface-plate
to her face, attempting to kiss her.

"But thisisimpossible! Y ou don't havelips”

"And | must possess you, you unutterably exotic delight. Hold me close.”

"But you don't have a—"

He paused. "So | don't. Make meone. | need it."

"That'll bethe day!" the parody said, finding this hilarious. "The chip needs a poker."
"The brassy men have brass ones,” Roland said. "'l can have aniron one."

"How do you know about brassies?' Hannah asked, surprised.

"It'sin my new improved data bank. A person can't have a conscience without knowing to what it
applies. All species of Xanth arethere, and al are to be respected on their own terms aslong asthey
don't get in my way. It's the barbarian code.”

"Soitis" Hannah agreed. "l like that."



"Then get methe parts | need to love you completely.” He drew her close again.
"Attaboy, Robbie! Give her aniron smooch!" the peeve said.
"Com Pewter," Goody said urgently. "Changeredlity! Abolish thevirus."

"Pewter can change the redlity of the locae and the events,” Tristan said. "But the robot is governed by
the programmed chip. That must be removed and reprogrammed.”

"Then removeit!"

Tristan gpproached Roland. "Oh, no," the robot said. "I don't want to be changed. It would deny methe
great love of my unlife”

"If you love Hannah," Gwenny said, "Y ou will want what she wants."

Roland nodded in the manner Hannah might have. "True. If my love asksthis of me, | must obey, though
it crack my iron heart.”

"Ask him, Hannah," Goody said.

But Hannah hesitated. "He's abarbarian male. Aniron one, it istrue, but still barbarian. And heloves
me"”

"Yes, it'sin hisinfected program,” Tristan said. "Hewill never stop, unlessthat program is changed.”

"And now isthetimeto changeit,” Gwenny sad. "We need to get it right before we leave this cave.
Pewter doesn't give refunds.”

"AsK, beloved. | can deny you nothing, not even theloss of my overwheming love."

"|—" She shook her head. "1 think | want to explore thisfurther before deciding. Could there be atrid
period?'

"Hannah!" Gwenny said, aghadt. Y ou're not thinking of keeping him like this? Of—of—"

Hannah blushed, which must have been a considerable effort for her. "1 think | want to try it, just in case.”
"But he'sarobot!"

"He's abarbarian male machine. Those arerare.”

"Pewter understands your preference,” Trigtan said. "Roland, come with me amoment.”

Roland hesitated. "Go with the troll," Hannah said.

"Kissmefirgt, adorable."

"Kissmefirgt, addiebrain,”" the parody mimicked.

She planted a savage kiss on hisface-plate.

"Now | go," hesaid. "If it bethefirst and only kiss| have of you, it neverthelessfulfills my fondest
desire" Helet her go and followed Tristan to another section of the cave.

"Y ou can't be serious," Gwenny said.



"A mdetroll can be decent, amale goblin can be polite," Hannah said. "Why can't arobot be amanly
barbarian?'

"Becausehesnot divel"

"Y et you saved him from extinction, and made a dedl to get him a better program. Did you do all that for
adead thing?"

That set Gwenny back abit. "But | didn't consider him asalover.”
"What about as afriend? Didn't you trust him, and he hel ped you contact Goody?"
Gwenny considered. "Y es. | suppose you're right. Give him achance.”

Tristan and Roland returned. Now the robot had aroughly human face, complete with lips, and a subtly
revised midsection. "Not al the changes show," Tristan said.

"Y ou didn't change my program,” Roland said.

"Too bad, rust bucket!" the peeve said.

Hannah was taken aback. ™Y ou thought that was what | wanted?"

"Barbarian subterfuge. But if it wasyour desire, | had to let it happen.”

"That's not the way of trugt,” Gwenny said. " She wouldn't do something like that sneskily.”
""'Some people would."

"Some civilized people,” Hannah said. "They lack barbarian honor."

"True. But most of those here are civilized."

"Y ou have ahedlthy distrust of civilization," Hannah said. "l like that." She embraced him and kissed his
new metd lips.

It looked to be some kiss. Roland's limbs quivered and hisiron color shifted to a shade of gray. "Oh, you
gorgeous misiressl" he said shakily.

"Gorgeouswhat?' Goody asked.
"Never mind!" Hannah snapped. "L et's go somewhere we can explore this.”

Gwenny murmured something to the troll, who nodded. " Pewter has a pass for the honey side of the
moon for three," Tristan said. "Y ou may useit now."

"For three?' Hannah asked.
"For you and Roland, and a chaperon.”
"A chaperon! What do you think we're going to do there?"

"That'swhy you need one,” Gwenny said with three-fifths of asmile. "Goody can doiit; | have business
back a Goblin Mountain.”

"But | dont—" Goody Started.



Gwenny caught up to him at that point and kissed him. "Just do it, dear.”

Dear? The word stunned him amost like a panty flash. By the time he recovered, he was outside the
cave with Roland and Hannah. "Y ou had to bethe one," she said. "Because | can't guard you unless
we're together.”

"Why is Pewter being so nice? That isn't like him.”

"Gwenny made some kind of dedl for the electronic rights to the soul program. Pewter can use them. It
seems there may be a huge market in Mundania.”

"Machineswith souls" Goody said, seeing it. "Machinesthat aways do the right thing."
"That would redly help with their Outernet.”

The three demons appeared. " Take usto the honey side of the moon,” Goody said.

"Y ou're marrying the Neandertha ?* Metria asked, surprised.

"Marrying thewhat?"

"Barbarian!" Hannah said. "No, he's not. I'm going with Roland.”

Daraeyed him. "Thisisthe robot we brought here?!

"We upgraded him."

"I'll takehim," Vore said.

The demons closed about them, and two pats and a squeeze later they stood on the lovely honey side of
the moon. The side facing Xanth and Mundania, of course, had long since had its milk curdled to moldy
cheese by the Sghtsit witnessed. Thiswasthe unspoiled side, aland of milk and honey, conduciveto
romance.

Hannah took Roland's hand and led him aong agently curving path between moon flowers. "Tell me
more of what you think of me," she said.

"Y ou arethe most graceful of dl women, wonderful inways| wish | could imagine. | would like nothing
better than to bask eterndly in thejoy of your favor.”

"Sickening," the peeve said.
"That's an interesting revision of the program,” Vore said.

"Not to mention the enhancement of physique," Daraagreed admiringly. "Buns of stedl. What
happened?’

"Hannah sneezed on the reprogrammed chip. That gaveit avirus. It ssemsthe virus made Roland a
barbarian, and in love with her."

"That's so romantic,” Darasaid.
"So now she wantsto screw with that nut,” the parody said.

"Do what with what?' Metria asked.



"I think I'm supposed to prevent that,” Goody said uncomfortably. "They're just supposed to get to know
each other, while she decides whether to have his program cleared of the virus." He followed the couple.

Hannah glanced back at him. "Can't you give us alittle more room? Threeisa—" She paused, an odd
look crossing her features and disappearing into her body. "Morgan le Fay?!

Oops. That was the Mundane sorceress Goody had balked in the dream realm, when she tried to take
over Helen of Troy's body.

"I know that name," Darasaid. "She's amischief maker from way back. She takes over the bodies of
attractive women.”

"| thought that was the SeaHag," Vore sad.

"Morgan'sless destructive. She can't force them, exactly. She smply ingtills a strong desire to do what
shewants them to do, and they think it'stheir own. After atime her wishes becomethers. She's strong
on the physical pleasures, not the moral ones. She's been confined to one of the tiered Moons of Idaand
wantsto find ahost in Xanth proper.”

"Odd that she should appear just when we are here," Vore said.

"Why should | want to get back at Goody Goblin?' Hannah asked, evidently speaking to someone
unseen.

"Because | messed Morgan up,” Goody said. " She must have learned my identity."
"Shethinks Hannah's your girlfriend!" Darasaid. "So she'sinfesting her.”
"Thewordis investing," Hannah's voice said.

"Likeavirus" Goody agreed.

"No coincidence @ al," Voresaid. "Thisis after all wherelovers come.”

"Weve got to stop this," Goody said. "But | don't know how."

"Idiot!" the parody said. "Play it through.”

Goody focused, and the bird's meaning clarified. "Roland!" he said. "Hannah hasavisitor insde her head,
like anew program. The visitor doesn't believe you are romantic. Y ou're her boyfriend. Show her visitor
what barbarians are made of. Make loveto her."

"With your iron prong,” the parody added encouragingly.

The robot required no further urging. "Beloved! Be minel” He embraced Hannah, kissing her avidly. His
reworked lips seemed to work just fine.

"What's this?' Hannah's voi ce screeched, sounding like someone ese, possibly aharpy. "Unhand me,
brute!"

"Ignore her maidenly protestations,” Goody called. " She wants to be mastered barbarian style."

"Qutrageous!” Hannah's voice exclaimed as Hannah's body struggled with theiron grip of the robot. "Get
your face-plate out of my face, you ludicrous contraption!" But she wasn't having much successin
persuading him.



"Morgan!" Goody said. "Hannah is Roland's girlfriend, not mine. Y ou are doomed to perpetua
mechanicd love"

"Theblegp | am!"

Something changed. Roland paused. "Hannah?"
"She'sgone," Hannah said. "What awitch!”

"Y ou don't want to be mastered?' He sounded disappointed.

Hannah considered. "Goody, go back to the cave and tell Pewter the present program isdl right. Well
stay here for awhile or two."

"BUL"
"We no longer need achaperon,” shesad firmly.
"Takeahint, smpleton!" the parody said.

Oh. And they werein the place of romance.

Metriaenclosed him and transported him back to the cave. Naturally she squeezed him in especidly
awkward places. "Aint love grand,” she murmured. "May he never soften.”

Almogt, he asked for aclarification of the term, but caught himsdlf intime.

19

Peeve

It was sheer ddight waking up in afull goblin bed with Gwenny beside him. "This goes beyond niceness"
he said. "I know you made a deal with Com Pewter, but Roland and Hannah's visit to the honeymoon
took care of that. Why did he provide us thiswonderful private room?"

"He needs Roland's agreement too, so hasto wait until they return.”

"They're il there?"

"Hannah has been without aman for along time, and it ssems heisindefatigable.”
"Tristan made aworking, um, device?'

"Tristan made an approximate one. Then Pewter changed itsredlity, following some sort of trestment
described on the Mundane Outernet to make it bigger and harder. It surely works."

"Will it fool the storks?'
"Oh, | should think s0." She kissed him. "Why thisinterest in them, when you've got me?"

They had had aremarkable night, but her words derted him. "Isthat a hint?'



"No. It'saseduction.” Sherolled onto him, making it literd.

"Oh Gwenny," he gasped shortly later. "1 know | love you. | wish you'd ask meto marry you."
"In due course. There remains onething to verify."

"What isthat?"

"Y ou will know it when it occurs. Meanwhile we sill have to place the peave.”

He had dmogt forgotten. "The peeve! Whereisit?'

"Entertaining Tristan Troll. Trolls understand attitudes like that."

"Do you suppose—"

"No, Pewter doesn't want bird droppingsin hiscave.”

"Too bad."

"Now if you're quite done ravishing me—"

Hehad to laugh. "I doubt I'll ever be done with that. Y ou make mefed young again.”
"You're deven yearsolder than | am. Areyou saying I'm getting old?

"No, of course not!"

"Sowill youtire of mewhen | do get old?’

"No!" Shewasteasng him, but he couldn't help reacting.

"And you redly don't mind that I'm lame?"

"I don't even notice. But if | did, it wouldn't make a difference. Y ou're beautiful, and you have no trouble
with your legswhereit counts.

"Sow waking?'

"That too."

"l wish | could dance."

"Maybe you just haven't found the right dance.”
Shekissed him. "Maybe."

They got up, cleaned up, and went out to see whether the others were back. They were, and Roland had
aready given his consent for the eectronic rights. Both looked about as satisfied as Goody felt.

"Now let's get that bird ahome," Hannah said. "So | can stop guarding you.”
"Wehad asmdl diversion,” Goody said. "But now we should be able to focus exclusively on that.”
"Lotsaluck, suckerd"

Goody sincerely hoped the parody's cynicism was unjustified. But he feared it wasn't.



Soon they were on their way. Goody, Gwenny, Hannah, and Roland. They walked dowly, so that
Gwenny had no trouble. They stayed mostly on the enchanted paths. And they focused on the parody.

They came to a pleasant garden beside the path, tended by ayoung man. "Hello," Goody said. "That'sa
nice collection of plants.”

"Thank you," theman said. "It'smy taent. | can modify thingsto other varieties, and modify them again,
inachan."

"Modify your stupid head."
Goody hagtily explained about the talking bird.

The man demongtrated. He started with alily flower, and modified it to atiger lily that growled and
snapped at them. Then he modified it to a purring pussy willow. Then to agtiff cattail. And so on, findly
back toalionlily.

"That's beautiful," Gwenny said. "Can you modify abird?'
"Don't you dare, turnip top!"

They had to go on, reminded of just how difficult it wasto place the parody. "Do you actudly want to
find ahome?' Goody asked it.

"Sure, if that getsrid of you, dacker."

But Goody had to wonder. A good home might leave the peeve nothing to be peeved about. It wouldn't
likethat.

They moved on. Soon they saw commotion acrossafield. A dragon seemed to be chasing down a
running man.

"One hot meal coming up,” the parody remarked.
"Thefool should have known to stay on the enchanted path," Hannah said.
"Wevegot to help him," Gwenny said, stepping off the path.

"Wait, Gwenny!" Goody cried. "We can't stop abig dragon! We can't even—" He broke off, unwilling to
remind her that she couldn't even outrun it long. And of course he knew she had atender heart; it was
onereason heloved her. So hefollowed her.

"Bleep!" Hannah swore. She followed, drawing her sword.
"Isthisdiverson necessary?' Roland inquired, following her.

"Yes," Hannah said. "It'smy job to guard Goody until the bird gets placed. | can't slop him from being a
fool meanwhile; hesinlove.”

"Ah, | comprehend. Shdl | bak the dragon?"
"Sure. That will save me from nicking my sword on itstough scales.”

Roland forged ahead at remarkable velocity, trailing smoke. He intercepted the dragon just asit was
about to gobble down the man. "'l say, beast: depart.”



The dragon gazed down at him, then smirked. It inhaled, readying awithering (or more correctly, melting)
blast of fire.

Roland stepped in and bashed it on the snout with hisiron fist. "Begone, miscreant!™

The blow clearly had power. It rocked the dragon's head back. Little planets swirled around its snout as
its tifled flame shot out its ears. It staggered away, defeated.

"Y ou saved me!" the man exclaimed. "Thank you, iron man!”
"You arewelcome. | did it at my beloved'srequest.”

"I am Paine. | come from Camp Pain, where candi dates grow and ding mud. | got so sick of muddy
dates! My tdent isgetting into crises. | fear thiswould have been my last one, had you not intervened.”

"Would have served you right, nitwit."

Goody hastily explained about the bird.

The normd diaogue reestablished itself. "I am Roland, iron-hearted barbarian warrior.”

"Get on the enchanted path," Hannah said. "Before another crisis catches up with you."

"Oh, | shall," Paine agreed. "But | can't escapethe crises. It'smy curse.”

"Maybe you should change your name," Goody said. " Such asto Painter. That might change your curse.

Paine looked at him, astonished. "I never thought of that. I'll try it." He turned to Roland. "Thank you
again." He hurried to the path.

"That was beautiful, Roland,” Hannah said, kissng him.

"Anything for you, my lovely," hereplied gdlantly.

"Disgudting,” the peeve said. " She'sturned hard meta into gunk.”

"It'sthe way barbarian men are about women," Hannah explained. "They are utter adorablefools."

Goody exchanged a glance with Gwenny. It was clearly love. Hannah had indeed found her man, in the
least likely place. And Gwenny had more than honored her commitment to the robot.

They returned to the enchanted path. The rescued man was gone, but there was a splatter of bright blue
paint on the ground. "Why do | think that changing his name did not entirely change his curse?' Gwenny
asked rhetorically.

They cameto an odd tree. It was covered with musical instruments. "A music tree!” Gwenny exclaimed,
delighted. "That must be where the curse fiends get their instruments for the music to accompany their
plays | wish | weremusical.”

"Y ou govern Goblin Mountain, and you want to be amusician?' Hannah asked.

"Being chiefessismy business; | inherited that. My dreams are something ese. | think Goodly is one of
them.”

"] don't understand.”



"Y ou dope! She'sgot aring inyour nose.”

" She means she wanted honest love," Hannah said. "Asdid I. As does any woman. It's harder for some
of usto find than it isfor uncomplicated damsdls.”

"She means you're alovesick nobody," the peeve said.
"I'm not sick,” Goody protested.

"Oh, I don't know," Hannah said teasingly. "Put athermometer in your mouth and it would jump five
degrees when you looked at Gwenny."

"Don't do that," Gwenny said with mock alarm. "Don't you know those things are spy eyesfor the
Demon Mercury?!

"Good point,” Hannah agreed. "Better leave them to Mundania, where they don't know any better.”
They were dill gazing at thetree. "Thisviolin looks my size," Gwenny sad.

Roland inspected it. There was afaint whirring sound in his head. "That isin my databank. It isatic-kit.
It sends critics elsewhere.”

"Youreso smart,” Hannah said, giving him another kiss.
"Nauseoud!”

"Com Pewter didn't have a barbarian data bank, so he used the standard ong," Roland said. "Itisfilled
with usdessinformation.”

"At any rate, it isobvioudy theingrument for me," Gwenny said. "Since | know nothing about music. The
centaurstried to teach me, but | wasn't very good. The critics would destroy me." She gazed longingly at
thelittleviolin.

"Takeit," Goody urged her. "I'll like anything you play."

"Now that's an atitude | appreciate." Shetook the violin, which came away readily, with its bow
attached. She played a note.

Goody managed not to wince. She wasright: it was an awful note.
"It requirestuning,” Roland sad. "May 1?7

Gwenny gave him the violin, and hetightened the strings and returned it. Shetried the note again. This
timeitwasmedodic. "But that'sasfar as| go," shesaid. "l learned only thefirst note. | can't play atune.”

"Practice" Hannah advised.

Gwenny put theviolinin her backpack, and they went on. So far they were having no luck in placing the
bird. Were they ever going to find agood homefor it? Goody was getting a heavy fedling about that.

They passed a man walking the other way. He paused, glancing at Goody. "Y ou look glum, goblin.”
"And you look stupid, bleephead,” the parody said.

Goody hastily explained about the peeve. "' So you see, | am beginning to doubt | can ever find ahome
for it. That makesit hard to smile.”



"l canh make you smile,” the man said.
"Oh, are you looking for apet bird?"
"By no means. It'smy talent: making folk smile." He focused on Goody.

Goody smiled so broadly he was afraid his face was stretching out of bounds. But he didn't fed any
better.

"Y ou're SO handsome when you smile,” Gwenny said, kissing his cheek. Then hefdt better.

They cameto alake. A fin projected from the water as something forged toward them. "A loan shark!"
Gwenny said, darmed.

Roland's head whirred as he sorted his database. "Thisisnot ashark fin," he said. "It isadoll fin."
Thewater creature lifted its nose from the water. "Indeed, | am the smartest of water crestures,” it said.
"The smartest Alec,”" the peeve said.

"But | don't believe | have seen ataking green parody or abarbarian robot before.”

"The bird isone of akind,"” Goody said.

"And Roland isthefirg of hiskind,” Hannah said. "But maybe not the last.”

"A taking fish and ataking bird," Gwenny said sourly.

"That isa popular misconception,” the water creature said. "I am not afish.”

"And what'sthis? A fiddle?' Shedrew it out.

Goody was taken aback. Thiswas unlike her.

Gwenny put the violin to her chin and plied the bow. Lovely music came forth. She played an archaic
melody, then paused. "Well, at least it'sin tune.”

"Thank you," Roland said.

"But Gwenny, you can't play atune," Goody said.

"That an't Gwenny, stupe,” the parody said.

Gwenny focused on the bird. " Shut your besk."

But Goody dready had the hint. "Morgan!" he said, horrified.

"The great light dawns," she said sarcadticaly. ™Y ou denied me Helen, and you inflicted the rattletrap
robot on me. Now | shal make you pay.”

"Now | recognize her atitude," Hannah said. "Don't et her stay. She's not nice.”
"Thank you for that perceptive andyss, hussy."

"Gwenny!" Goody said. "That's Morgan le Fay, the Mundane sorceress. She can't control you directly.
All she can do ismake you think you want to do something. If you know it's not your own wish, you



retain control. Don't et her run your body."

A flash of Gwenny showed. "That explainsit! | couldn't understand why | was suddenly so cynicd, or
how | could play thevialin."

"Neither do you have amagic tdent, as| do. But you know you want to do my will," Morgan said. "It's
likeanitch: you can't rest until you scratch it. Y ou may fight if you choose, but the end is certain.”

"No, itisnt!" Goody said. ™Y ou can throw her off, Gwenny, if you try hard enough.”
"But you don't want to try, dear,” Morgan said. " Do you?"

Therewasavisbleinternad struggle. Then Gwenny spoke. "I do—do—oh Goody, | no longer want to.
I'm so sorry.”

Goody turned to Hannah and Roland in dawning despair. "What can we do? Morgan is insde her."

Roland'shead whirred. "Thereisaway." He ran forward with surprising speed, picked Gwenny up, and
ran up the path with her.

"Good riddance, harridan!™ the parody cried.

"What's he doing?" Goody asked, newly alarmed. "I don't think he can kiss Morgan away, as he did with
you; she knowsthat's no permanent relationship.”

"I don't know, but | trust him,” Hannah said. "1 know he loves only me. Gwenny didn't sneeze on his
program.”

Then Roland came speeding back without Gwenny. " Sheisfreefor the moment, but it may not lagt.”
"What did you do?' Hannah asked.

"I moved her rapidly. My databank saysthat aspiritual force takestimeto fully occupy aliving body. If
that body moves, the spirit gets left behind, and must reorient. My information does not specify how long
reorientation takes."

"So shelll have to keep moving,” Goody said. "But what about when she degps?’

"| can transport her as she degps,” Roland said. "I do not require deep mysdf, though | am satisfied to
emulateit if my love desresit.”

"Therewon't be much desireif you can never stop carrying another woman around,” Hannah said, not
entirely pleased.

"l will desgt if thet isyour preference, inamorata”

"No, keep her moving. But we need to find a better way."

"Then | should move her again. Perhaps we can ascertain how long reorientation takes." He dashed off.
"Roland is more useful than | expected,” Goody said.

"Heisabarbarian of many qudities. It'samazing what a difference aprogram makes."

"Andarod," the parody sad, chortling evilly.



Com Pewter had set up the program. Pewter had alot of quirky information.

They proceeded dong the path. Soon Roland came back, carrying Gwenny. He set her down before
them.

"She'sgone,” Gwenny said. "Roland explained about the maotion. But I'm nervousthat she will find me
again. | dont like her notions."”

"l don't like anyone elses notionsin you," Goody said.

"Thank you." Shekissed him. "'l must move."

"And they cal birdsflighty," the parody said.

Roland picked her up and ran back the way they had come. " Should we follow?' Hannah asked.

"No. We don't want to be predictable. Let's continue forward, hoping to find some better solution.
Roland will surely catch up to usin due course.”

"Good thinking." They moved on.

Something came bounding toward them, flipping over in air and turning handsprings. It paused before
them. It wasaman in athletic clothing. "Hello. | am Jm Nastic. | am very acrobatic." He bounded on.

"I don't want to be unduly critica," Hannah said. "But it seems to me that we're not making much
progress on ether placing the bird or saving Gwenny from the evil sorceress. | think we need another
approach.”

"| agree! But with Gwenny in danger, | can't think straight.”

She nodded. "Y ou have agood mind when you focusit. What about this: we settle down for awhile, let
Morgan catch up to Gwenny, and persuade her that she doesn't want Gwenny's body. Maybe shelll go
away, asshedid withme."

"l can't think well enough right now to know whether that's agood idea.”
"Maybe | can handleit, while you observe and consider. If | can't make her go away, maybe you can.”
Goody shrugged. "I hope you can do it, because | have no confidencethat | can.”

She picked him up and kissed him. ™Y ou do have ability. Y ou just need that confidence. I'll take it from
here, for awhile. Meanwhile you try thinking outside the box. Y ou're good at that.”

"Thank you," Goody sad faintly.

They passed another man. "Hello," Hannah said. "We are looking for ahomefor this disreputable bird.”
"Watch your tongue, minx!"

The man shook his head. "1'm no good with birds. My taent ismaking deeping dogstell the truth.”
"lan't that somewhat pointless?’

"It's better than letting them lie." Hewalked on.

"I think | walked into that one," Hannah said.



"] would have done the same."

They came to awoman sitting beside the path. "Hello,” Hannah said. "Are you interested in adopting a
fowl-mouthed bird?"

"I'm not sure," thewoman said. "Hello. I'm Lenora. My talent ismaking people fed guilty. I'm not sureit
workson birds."

"Nothing works on me, you dowdy chippy.”

"| seewhat you mean,” Lenorasaid.

But it was working on Goody. He felt guilty for even asking.

"| gpologizefor bothering you," Hannah said. "'l shouldn't have."

"No, that's my tdent. Y ou had every right to ask. But you'll fed guilty aslong asyou're near me."
Hannah glanced at Goody. "Do you think the Sorceress would be affected?’

"But Gwenny would be affected too, and she couldn't stay near Lenoradl thetime."

"True." Hannah faced the woman. "Thank you for your time. Well be moving on now."

"Of course," thewoman said sadly. Goody felt so guilty about leaving her.

The robot zoomed toward them, carrying Gwenny. Hannah flagged him down. "Pause awhile" she said.
"We have something to try."

"That'sardief," Gwenny said. Shelooked somewhat windblown. "Do you have asolution?"

"Maybe. | want to talk to the Sorceress, while Goody observes and ponders some better way. If | can't
do it, maybe he can."

Gwenny went to him and kissed him. "1 have confidence in you. But | don't want to kiss you when
Morgan iswith me. She would makeit seem dirty or calculated.”

"It is calculated, gamine,” the parody said.
"Yes, but it doesn't seem s0," Gwenny said with much of aweak smile.

"When the Sorceress comes,” Hannah said, "put up some token resistance, but then let her have her way.
Save your strength for when you redly need to stop her."

"I'll try,"” Gwenny said. "But theway sheingtillsurges—I hateit, but | do start to want it."

"If my ideadoesn't work, Roland can carry you away again. Thisisjust an exploration. With luck it will
work."

They werewalking dowly. They cameto an intersection of paths. Nearby was a store in the shape of a
giant chain link. Another link was connected to it, and another; there were severd of them. "A chain
gore!l" Gwenny said, thrilled. "Let'sbuy achan.”

They went to the nearest store and bought a chain, using little copper disksthat Gwenny had. It seemed
that such things were used in stores. The chain was more like adelicate bracel et that she wore with pride.



"Civilized girlslike baubles Hannah murmured.
So it seemed.

They returned to the path and sat on a green bench. Just when Goody started wondering how long it
would take for the Sorceressto show up, shedid.

"So you thought you could avoid me," she said. "That was afoolish ploy, running around like that. I'll
aways catch you; | just need to get another fix on your location.”

"We need to talk," Hannah said.

"Forget it, barbarian beast. Y ou passed up your chance. Thisisa prettier body, and it should beredly
fun educating this polite goblin male before | drive him crazy.” She advanced on Goody.

"No!" Gwenny cried. For two and a half moments she resisted, but then the desire of the Sorceress
prevailed.

"L et's discover what you are cgpable of, little man.”
"You forget | am here,” Hannah said.

"l am not interested in you or your robot. | want to put this goblin through his paces." Shefocused on
Goody asif about to dice mest. "Of course after | wear you out, | will repair to Goblin Mountain and
gart in on the horny maesthere. Some may even like SM."

"SM?' Goody asked, transfixed by her gaze, which was so unlike Gwenny's despite emanating from the
sameface,

"Torture, guts, brutdity, hurting, bondage—" the parody said.
"Sado-masochism,” Hannah said grimly as Goody recoiled in horror. "Not for you, Goody."

"Oh, you never cantell,” Morgan said. "A little priming can evoke wonders." She took hold of Goody
and kissed him, her tongue prying between hislips as her hands stroked his buttocks in the manner
Metriasillicit touches did. The weird thing was that he found himself responding to it despite hisaversion,
and he knew she knew it. Gwenny was a pleasant amateur in this respect; Morgan was athorough
professiond.

Still, he made ashow of resstance. ™Y oull never get meinto that."
"Y ou forget my taent, innocent goblin. It isto turnthingson.”

"l don't understand.”

"Such asdedre. Likethis."

Suddenly Goody was burning with desire for her. Hetried to draw her close, but now she fended him off
with momentarily stiff ams. "Only when | choose," she murmured. ™Y ou must suffer some pangsfirst.”

"Y ou don't want that body," Hannah said.

"Thisisnewsto me. It is hedthy, pretty, and reasonably young." Now the questing hands expertly groped
hisfront. Goody was eager to take it further, but she was cruelly teasing, not indulging.



"ltislame” Hannah sad.
Morgan paused. "How s0?"
"It can't run or dance or even walk too long.”

The sorceress went till against Goody as she turned her attention inward. "Oh, bleep!” she swore. "It's
true. Thisbody is defective.”

"So you might aswdl let it go," Hannah said victorioudy.

Morgan let Goody go and stood back to orient on Hannah. ™Y ou think you've won, you primitive peon.
Now learn redlity. | don't need thisbody to livein. | need it to punish the goblin who balked me. First |
will seduce him, making it clear it isnot his paramour heiswith, making him ashamed. | will tempt him
into acts he finds gppalling but can't resist. Then | will make himwatch as| do it with other goblins, in
increasngly degraded manner. Then | will indtill in thisinnocent doxy the desirefor sdf-mutilationin his
presence. And findly suicide, ddicately done. She will bleed to deeth while he watches. After that | will
make agpancd of him. Then will my vengeance be complete. Then | will seek a permanent hog,
younger, prettier, fully human. Perhaps one of those nubile twin princesses. Much can be done with raw
meaterid likethat."

"No!" Gwenny cried.

"Yes," Morgan said. "Y ou fed the temptation aready, don't you dear? Thereisacertain painful joy in
cutting onesdlf and seeing the blood flow. Y ou will cometo craveit. Y ou will cometo ddight in
tormenting your lover, whoever he may be at the moment. Y ou will thank me for bringing you this
experience.”

"Thisisbarbaric,” Hannah said.

"Thank you, aboriginal amah. From you that is a cons derable compliment.”

"Take her away," Hannah said to Roland.

The robot moved so swiftly he was dmost invisible. He swept up Gwenny and bore her away.
"I'm sorry,” Hannah said. "I thought she wouldn't want an imperfect body. How wrong | was."

"Y ou couldn't know," Goody said, fighting past hishorror. The urgent desire was dowly fading in the
absence of itsobject. "Thisis much worse than | thought. Theworst of it isthat | know she's not bluffing;
she made me start to want her even though she's not in my head.”

" She knows how to play with bodies," Hannah agreed. "And how to torture them too, I'm sure. Now |
remember something | heard once and didn't believe. Something called a spancd.”

"She said that word. What does it mean?"

"Y ou don't want to know. Trust me."

"Weve got to save her!"

Hannah shook her head. "I wish | knew how."

"It'l be fun watching her mess up those other goblins.”



For amoment blind fury governed. Goody grabbed for the parody, but it legped into the air and hovered
just out of reach.

Then abulb flashed brightly over hisheed.

"You got anction!" Hannah said.

"Yes, | think so. Bring her back."

"But the Sorceresswill find her quickly if shereturnshere.”

"ThistimeI'll talk to Morgan.”

She gazed a him. "1 hope your ideaworks."

"Sodol," Goody said with feding.

They waked dong the path. Roland ran back, carrying Gwenny. Hannah flagged him down again.
"But thisis not far enough removed,”" he said. "The Sorceresswill soon return.”

"Y es. We have another ploy."

He set Gwenny down. She ran to Goody and hugged him. "If she Startsthat again, kill me," she said.
"I couldn't—"

"Thenyou doit,” Gwenny told Hannah. "l meanit."

"I know you do. But Goody has away to get rid of her." Hannah was trying to look sincere, but it was
plain shelacked certainty.

"Oh, please have that way!" Gwenny said.
"Lotsaluck, sultry sweetheart."
Then Gwenny's expression changed. "Are you surrendering? It won't save you, runt.”

"Y ou need a proper audience, Morgan le Fay," Goody said. " Someone who truly appreciates your
endeavors from the outset. Someone who will bruit them widely about.”

Her eyes narrowed. "Not necessarily. Some things are best accomplished privately. Somethings are thelr
own best reward.”

"Parody, it istimefor your regular home," Goody said. "Join Gwenny, and stay with her while the
Sorceress uses her body. After she dies, welll find another person for you.”

The peeve hestated. "What'sin it for me?"

"| suspect that Morgan le Fay has just about the highest AQ in Xanth. She absolutely hates to be balked,
and she loves tormenting others, as we recently heard. Wherever sheis, thereis bound to be annoyance,
rage, and grief. Y ou will bein your dement. Stick closdly to her, but be dert, for her malice toward you
will be great. Her anger will soon explode, laying wasteto al around her. All you haveto do isprovoke
it. It can be your finest effort.”

The bird hopped across to Gwenny's shoulder.



"A dtupid little chick?' the Sorceress asked, searching for the catch.

"I don't think you have had much experience with the peeve, Morgan,” Goody continued. "So | will
clarify. | have given you the bird. The parody taks often, dmost dwaysto insult those within range of its
voice. Itishighly observant, and itsinsults are precisely targeted. In fact it infuriates those who don't
understand that it is not the person talking. It will delight every goblin you comein contact with, boasting
of your nature and proclivities. In fact it will egg on those male goblins you seduce. And it will advertise
what you are doing to al who will lissen—and everyone should be fascinated by your exploits. Y ou will
be very wel known, very quickly."

Morgan frowned. "That won't do. | require acertain privecy, a least initialy."
"Hahaha," the peeve laughed sneeringly.

She grabbed for it, but it flew up out of reach, only to land on her other shoulder. "Get off me, you pest!”
But the bird would not leave.

A centaur came aong the path. "Hi there, horserear!™ Gwenny's voice called.
He paused. "I beg your pardon.”

"Y ou don't have it, manure-for-brains."

Goody and the othersremained silent.

"l am Teliam Will," the centaur said somewhat tiffly. "So called because | had the misfortune to est
reverse wood when young, and now aways missmy target. But | don't think this callsfor gratuitous
inaults”

Morgan stood there with her mouth open, stricken by helpless outrage. She hadn't yet discovered how to
warn others about the parody.

"Helo, Tdliam,” Goody said. "'l had asimilar experience when young, and now am apolite goblin mae."
The centaur smiled. ™Y ou understand!™

"Oh, yes. Asfor the gobliness—sheis suffering an evil possession. She may betrying to taunt folk into
killing her."

Teliam nodded. "Now | understand. | hope sheis able to escape the foul spirit." He trotted off.
"Good riddance, filthy tail!" Gwenny'svoice called.

They returned their attention to Morgan. "The parody isjust warming up,” Goody said. "Wait till you try
to seduce agoblin mae. Your earswill burn, and hewill likely flee, especidly when the bird blabs about
your intention to neuter him the moment he performs.”

"Get away!" Morgan said, trying to scare off the bird with no better successthan before.
"Stop harassing me, or I'll poop on your stupid head!”
"Y ou wouldn't darel"

The parody hopped onto her head and angled itstail. Morgan barely managed to brush it off before the
dropping scored.



"And the gossip,” Goody continued. "This bird has afine memory for every notable exploit, the uglier the
better. It will do you proud. Y our nefarious reputation will precede you by the full range of itsloud
voice"

"Bleepity blegp!" Morgan swore, wilting the nearby vegetation.

"Good one!" the parody applauded. "Now say it again, louder, hag.” It clearly knew the difference
between Gwenny and Morgan le Fay.

"Oh!" 1t was difficult to imagine the frustrated fury jammed into that short word. "Y ou areinsufferable.”
"And you're a bitchy body-snatcher."

"I can't function with this benighted bird!"

"Toughtittie, tootse.”

She stared at the parody. Then something shifted.

"Oh, bleep,” the peeve said. " She's gone. She was so much fun.”

"Sorry about that," Goody said. "WEell find you a better companion.” He went to Gwenny. "Are you
redly free?'

"Yed" shesaid gladly, hugging him. "Oh, Goody, you were magnificent. | could hardly keep from
laughing. Y ou made her so angry.”

"l wasjudt tdling the truth,” Goody said.

"With perhaps abit of astretch,” Hannah said. " She wasn't planning to neuter her lovers.”

"But the peeve would say it," Goody said.

"You bet | would!"

"Sowheat | said wastrue."

"She knew, because | confirmed it,” Gwenny said. "The parody isjust as obnoxious asyou said.”
"Thank you, lame brain,” the bird said.

"Of course you won't have that protection from the Sorceress once we find ahome for it. But well clarify
that we reserve the right to borrow it back if we needit.”

Hannah shook her head. "Who would have thought that the parody would be your salvation.”
"Wl | didn't mean to be, barb!"
They dl laughed.

They walked on, querying folk about the prospect of adopting the bird, still without success. They came
to abig crevice in the ground, wide and deep enough to require abridge acrossit. Asthey crossed, a
voice rumbled up. "A finetraveling party you are! Two goblins, abarbarian, and arobot! The heavens
gaze down in sheer awe of the occasion.”

"Thedéftistaking," Hannah said.



"You cal that agap? I've seen a better crack on a poop pot!”

Roland's head whirred. "I have located it on my database map. Thisis an offshoot of the great Gap
Chasm, known asthe Sar Chasm."

They completed their crossing, and the sarcastic gap went silent. Beyond it was acamping Site. "l think
we have had more than enough of aday,” Hannah said. "Let's stop here.”

The otherswere glad to agree. It was early yet, but the business with Morgan had taken atoll.
Therewas acloud of smoke. "How are you folk happening?'

"What?' Goody asked.

"Working, deding, endeavoring, functioning, performing, proceeding—"

"Daing?

"Whatever," the smoke agreed crosdly.

"Wl enough, consdering, Metria"

"Consdering whet?'

"We had arun-in with the SorceressMorgan le Fay."

"Stay clear of her."

"Weintend to."

The demoness codesced into her dusky sexy form. "Anything ese?!

Gwenny nodded. "I think it istime to implement thetest | spoke of before. Is Dara available?"
A second swirl of smoke appeared. "Present.”

"What are you talking about?' Hannah asked.

"I need to make adecision,” Gwenny said. "The businesswith Morgan reminds methat lifeis chancy, so
| don't want to wait longer.”

"Wait for what?' Goody asked, perplexed.

"For you to choose."

"Choose what?'

"That isthetest. | need to know how you handle temptation.”
"l don't understand.”

"It isbest that you don't."” Shetook him by the shoulders and turned him around. " Give the parody to
Roland and face thisway until wetell you to turn around.”

The bird flew to the robot. "Hi, nut screw,"” it said with the robot's voice.

"Hello, chicken gizzard." Evidently Roland had |learned to cope.



"Turn," Hannah said. "Choose." She sounded sad.

Goody turned to face the other way. There stood three figuresin arow. On the |eft was a breathtakingly
lovely goblinessin scanty attire. On the right was Gwenny in her traveling clothes. In the center was
Go-Go Gaoblinessin an ordinary house dress.

Of course the two demonesses were emulating goblinsto make it three. He knew that. Gwenny wasthe
onefor him. So what was the point of this presentation?

The lovely gobliness beckoned to him, twitching her hipsand smiling. Gwenny merely gazed a him.
Go-Go darted the formless dance-in-place she did.

Only Gwenny wasred. But the Sight of Go-Go dancing changed everything. It was as though nothing
dseexiged.

He went to her and took her in hisarms. "Beloved," he breathed, and kissed her.

She responded, holding him close and returning the kiss. For atimelesstime they stood there, in degpest
love

Then she shifted, becoming Dara. "I'm so sorry,” she said, and faded out.
The lovely one was gone too. Only Gwenny was |ft.

What could he say? He stood there, waiting for her to speak, dreading it. He knew he should have
chosen her.

"Y ou chose adead woman over me," Gwenny said.

Therewasno denying it. "I did," he said, dejected. How could he explain it? No one e se had known and
loved Go-Go as he had.

"You didn't go for beauty."

"l guess I'm not much for beauty," he agreed.

"The expedient thing would have been to choose the one who could do you the most good.”
"I'm not much for expedience.”

"Or to have chosen the chief, for power."

"I'm not much for power."

"At least you could have used common sense. Y ou knew the other two were mere images, not redl
people.”

"l did. I guess|'m not much for common sense either.”
"Why did you do it?' sheflared.

“I loveher."

"| thought you loved me."

"l do. But Go-Go was my wife."



"I'm adecade younger and prettier than shewas."

"Y es. But that doesn't matter. No woman can ever come before her.” There, it was said, cost him what it
would. It was the underlying truth.

She nodded. "And when | am your wife, no other living woman will ever come before me." She reached
out and took hisgray rose, setting itsstem in her hair.

"Yes, of course.” Then he hesitated, Sartled. "What?"
"I believe you just accepted. So did your rose.”
IIBlJt_II

"I am Chiefess of Goblin Mountain. It'sal about power. Every goblin wantsit, and many are
unscrupulous about gaining accessto it. The chief consort is an avenue. There are women therewho are
adecade younger than |, some so lovely you haveto look at them through smoked glassto protect your
eyes. They will do anything to gain influence.” Sheturned adark gaze on him. "Anything. My father was
corrupted. Most goblin chiefs are. How much easier to corrupt a consort.”

Goody was gppalled. "I would never—"

"I know. Not for beauty, not for power, not for common sense. Y our commitment is absolute. Y ou were
never interested in me for my postion.”

"Never!" heagreed. "Yet—"

"l waslame and haf blind and friendless as a child. Jenny Elf and the centaurs changed that. They gave
mered life, and helped make mewhat | am. But | remember. | need the security of absolute loyalty. |
won't find it in any male goblin | know, and maybe not in any other male of power in other species. But
you | know | cantrust.”

"Yes, of course. But—"

"And you are of chiefly lineage. And you are decent. And not without imagination and courage.”
"BUE"

"What do | haveto do to stop you from arguing?’

She stepped into him and kissed him. "And | love you.”

"That wasit," he said asthelittle hearts orbiting his head dowly faded. He gazed at her, seeing the Rose
of Grief nestled comfortably in her hair. She had taken it, and it had not stabbed her. She was definitely
the one.

"It will beabig awful wedding, but well suffer through it. Then well see about settling in. But | think welll
arrange to be done at times, or with specia company, aswe have been on thisexcurson.”

IIYSII
"Tomorrow well place the peeve. Tonight well be aone together.”

"Yes," heagreed, his head spinning.



"One other thing," she said as sheled him into the shelter. Hannah was staying outside with Roland, who
was keeping the parody for now. "I believe | can dance, Go-Go's way. If you ever want meto.”

"Please, no offense, but I'm not sure.™
"It will be your choice. | smply want to please you."

"But why?Why cater to me?Y ou don't have to marry anyone, and I'm redlly not much. We both know
thet."

"Because | like your company. | confessto being surprised when Che told me there might be something
worth my while. | didn't expect much, but | trust hisjudgment. Our friendship goesway back; he'slikea
brother to me. Then when it turned out that you were of chiefly lineage| redlized how serious Che and
Cynthiawere. | dready liked you; we had been having fun together. It was along time since I'd had
innocent fun. That revelaion gave meleaveto loveyou. Yet | didn't want to make amistake. My mother
Godivawas alovely and capable woman, but my father was seduced away from her. | didn't want to be
amilaly victimized."

"l understand.”

"You surely do. | regret having to put you to thetest.”
"I thought | had failed it."

"There wasn't much chance of that, actualy."
Helooked at her, Sartled. "There wasn't?'

"| was dready pretty sure of your qudities. If you had chosen me, | would have known you were ready.
| doubted you would choose the beckoning beauty. So it was mainly aconfirmation.”

"But | chose Go-Go."
"Who can never be athreat to me."
"Yet if somehow she could return to life—"

"Just remember this: if that ever seemsto happen, chances arethat it'sagoblinessimitating her, or a
demoness. Y ou love her yet, but you're not afool.”

He nodded. "I appreciate your insght.”
"Now let's confine oursalvesto us.” She clagped him. It was the beginning of along and wonderful night.

In the morning Hannah had a question for Gwenny. "Y ou said today we would place the peeve. What do
you havein mind?'

"Something | thought of afew days ago. Now'sthetime."

"A few daysago! Why didn't you say something?"

"'She was too dull to remember,” the parody said peevishly, rgjoining Goody.
"I wanted to settle with Goody first, and there were complications.”

"Such asMorgan le Fay,” Goody agreed. "I wonder why sheis called a sorceress, if she hasonly the



taent of turning thingson?'
"Now theresalovely creature,” the bird said. "How | miss her.”

Roland's head whirred. " She was a sorceressin Mundania, so it carries across,” hesaid. "That talent is
only one. Possession of other bodiesis another. Sheislearning them individually as she adaptsto Xanth.
She has more power on her resident moon.”

"She can Say there," Hannah said.

Gwenny was thoughtful. "That database of yours hasalot of information. It occursto methat Com
Pewter knows considerably more than hetells.”

"Thisistrue" Roland said.
"Y ou ought to know, rusty guts."

"That should be useful when we settle on Iron Mountain and start circulating the soul program to any
other robots that show up,” Hannah said. She returned to Gwenny. "But about the peeve?’

"Yes, let'sdo that now. I'll call my friend Surprise” Gwenny put her fingersto her mouth and made a
whistle smilar to the one Jenny had made when caling her husband.

A young human woman appeared, just barely under age to enter the Adult Conspiracy. ™Y ou caled,
Gwenny?'

"We may have something of interest to you," Gwenny said. "Foalk, thisis Surprise Golem, daughter of
Grundy Golem and Rapunzdl Elf. She can do anything once.” Then she introduced the othersto the girl,
including the bird. "We wish to give the bird to someone.”

"Get lost, chaste chick."

"The parody likesto insult others, using its companion'svoice," Gwenny explained. "It is extremey
imaginativein its choices of words and concepts.”

"Unlike certain scheming limping gobs.”

"Weretrying to find agood homefor it, but it alienates everyone it encounters. That's why Goody needs
abodyguard.”

"Hewouldnt, if heweren't so piddlingly puny.”
"l beginto seewhy," Surprise said, smiling.
"Who asked you, junior jade?"

"Can you possibly think of anyone who would want to adopt this obnoxious bird?' Gwenny'stone
sounded rhetorical.

An expression of ddighted mischief crossed the girl'sface. "I'll fetch Dad.”

"Fetch both your parents,” Gwenny advised. "Rapunzel should bein on the decision. She may not wish to
be giventhebird.”

"l suppose so." Surprise disappeared.



"How doesthat girl relate?" Goody asked.

"Surpriseis specia,” Gwenny said. " She can use any talent once, and only once. So she seemslikea
sorceress, but isshort of it. Fortunately there are so many variaions of smilar tentsthat shelll never run
out. Sheislimited only by her imagination. But it's her father we redlly need to talk to."

Surprise regppeared. "1 brought the whole family,” she said. She gestured, and there appeared a
nondescript young man with a picnic basket.

"Uh, hello," the man said awkwardly.
"My fiance Umlaut,” Surprisesaid.

"Oh, hel's cute," Hannah said. Roland turned alens on her, though of course amachine couldn't be
jedous.

"He hasthat effect on women," Surprise said. "And here are my parents, Grundy Golem and Rapunzel
Bt

Umlaut opened the basket to reved atiny couple. The man could have sat comfortably on a human hand,
or even agoblin hand, and the woman was no larger. The remarkable thing about her was her hair; it
flowed about her body like aliving cloak, changing colors asit went. She resembled a beautiful,
elaborately coiffed doll.

These miniatures were Surprise's parents?

"I have some human ancestry,” Surprise said, answering their unvoiced question. "So | revert naturdly to
human size. Mother can be any size shewants. Dad isthesze heis"

"What a picayune pipsquesk!" the parody said.

Grundy looked at the bird. "L ook who's talking, you undernourished popinjay.”

"Oh, it talks! Isthere abrain in with the sawdust?'

"Isthereatonguein that big mouth?

"It'sawonder that doll beside you doesn't dump you out of your basket, you pitiful basket case.”
"It'sawonder that gassy poop keeps coming out the wrong end.”

"The giants and ogres must cringe in fear of your gpproach, you peewee midget.”

"Y ou must have hatched from asick stinkhorn, you nauseous avian peeper.”
There was a pause as a significant gaze passed between golem and bird.

"How would you like to come home with us, peeve?' Rapunzd asked. "We can give you a prominent
perch overlooking awell-traveled path.”

The parody flew to their basket and landed beside them. "Ditch these losers,” Rapunze's voice said.
Umlaut carefully closed the basket. He and his burden disappeared.

Only Surprise remained for amoment. "Dad lovesthat bird," she confided. "Now he can insult twice as
many peoplewith half the effort. Thank you." She faded out.



"I'm almost sorry to see the peeve go," Goody said.

"l promiseto makeit up to you," Gwenny said, kissng him. "Even though I'll never match the parody's
languege.”

"Somehow I'll endure,” Goody said, kissing her back. Little hearts orbited them.

"| believe you no longer require abodyguard,” Hannah said to Goody. "So Roland and | will head for the
Iron Mountain, after we see you to Goblin Mountain.”

"Thank you."

"It has been agreat adventure." Hannah paused, and Goody knew why: it had become automatic, to
alow for the peeve'sinsult. It would take awhilefor al of them to get used to its absence. Then she
looked surprised.

"Isthere a problem, wild wonder?' Roland asked.

"No problem! | just realized what the answer isto my question to the Good Magician: What isthe nature
of ultimeteredity?"

"l am curious about that,” Goody sad. "What isit?
"It doesn't matter.”
"Yes, it does! You are supposed to have the answer."

"That is the answer. Once a person discoverslove, ultimate redity doesn't matter. | have found love.”
Shekissed Roland.

Goody thought about it. Then he kissed Gwenny. "Y oureright: it doesn't matter.”
"Make sure to come to the wedding,” Gwenny said to them.
"Wewill."

Goody wished that subject hadn't come up. He dreaded the threatened occasion.

Author's Note

| dlow about three monthsto write a Xanth novel, because such light fantasy is easy for meto do. Other
types can take twice aslong, or more, depending. Even so, this one was specia, because | had been
looking forward to it for two years. | loved the notion of theirascible bird! Then my fan Marisol
Ramos-Lum, who runs P.A.T.H . —the Piers Anthony Thread Homepage—

http: //home.comcast.net/~ramosl unVPATH/—suggested that Goody Goblin marry Gwenny Goblin,
and that | have afemae barbarian hero. | thought of Hannah Barbarian, who appeared briefly in Geis of
the Gargoyle, and things started coming together. Goody could be the one to accompany the peevish
bird, with Hannah as his bodyguard. In case anyone doesn't get the pun, it's atakeoff on the movie
cartoon maker Hanna-Barbera. But | knew that endlessinsults and battles with outraged ogres, dragons,
tangle trees, and women would get tiresome after awhile; | needed a central theme, something for them
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to accomplish aong the way. One reader wanted to see abig battle in Xanth. I'm not much for violence;
| prefer humor and naughtiness, asis surdly gpparent, but the last big Xanth battle was in Castle Roogna,
twenty-six novels ago, so it did seem about time. But against whom? 1 hate to do things the sameway as
everyone e se does them.

Then | thought of robots. there hasn't been arobot in Xanth, so it was about time for that too. And now
you know the genesis of thisnovel, and | hope it doesn't pail it for you. Some readers are heartbroken
to discover that these novels are actudly written by an aging, dull, mundane man according to aformula
there must dways be a challenging visit to the Good Magician's castle, aromance, and more punsthan
the average person can ssomach. But that'sthe way it is. | do have serious novels elsawhere, if you can't
gand fun.

| did enjoy writing it. It'sfuninsulting every character that comesinto range, and | liked Hannah and
Gwenny as| got to know them better, and | think the robotswill be a permanent future category, like the
dragons, ogres, centaurs, and oh, yes, humans. | think it's about as funny and naughty as Xanth gets. |
suspect some readers will blanch at the peeve'slanguage, but the bird had to be obnoxious enough to
make its placement ared challenge. No, | don't know its gender. Indications are equivocd, such aswhen
it entered No Man's Land without changing, but | can't see how afemale would make such sexist
remarks.

| maintain aWeb Ste, http://www.hipiers.com, where| have along bimonthly column and afelsty listing
of eectronic publishersthat inspires the thanks of aspiring writers and the ire of some publishers. (Don't
look for www.pi er santhony.com; that was hijacked by aWeb squatter. Smilarly don't try to cal my old
800 number; that was taken by a porno ouitfit, leaving me to get the blame, costing me angry readers.
Welcome to mundane mordity!) | do it because | want to make things easier for others than they were
for me. It took me eight years of submitting material to publishers before | made my first sdle, and then |
got cheated, and blacklisted for protesting the cheating. Even awriter's organization tacitly sded with the
wrongdoing publisher and bad-mouthed me. So | have an ornery attitude—no more Mr. Nice
Ogre—and I'm not getting mellow in my dotege, as those who tangle with me know. But most of my
interactions with readers are quite positive, and the Site facilitates this. This novel was affected by that.

| expected to haveto do alot of reading in the sametime period | had dlotted for writing this nove,
because | had ahuge galley proof coming, and was to judge an eectronic publisher's fantasy novel
contest. I'm adow reader; that dates back to my early trouble in school when | couldn't learn to read.
Today thingslike learning disabilities and dydexiaexist; my daughter suffered with those, and required
gpecid attention early in school. But in my day there were only stupid or lazy students, who required
discipline rather than extraattention, so it took me three years and five schoolsto make it through first
grade, findly learning to read. | was the stupidest student | know of. When | findly did catch on, | loved
it, and in the end became a professiond writer, as some may have noticed. It's afine escape from the
dreariness of Mundania. But | never did speed up alot; | read every letter of every word, every
sentence, every paragraph. That makes me agood proofreader but adow regular reader.

So | wasafraid | would use up too much time, and not be able to complete thisnovel on my schedule.
That could be mischief, astherewas adeadline. So | hurried, avoiding distractions, focusing on getting
the job done. Fortunately it was afun job. But in my hurry | had to shortcut anything that threatened to
consume too much time. So when | cameto Iron Mountain and Lake Wails | wanted to look them up in
prior Xanth noves, to get their details straight; sharp-eyed and sharp-tongued readers constantly lurk to
catch mein an error. But | couldn't find them. | turned the pages of The Color of Her Panties, because
| thought they were there, but couldn't find them without doing an actua (dow) rereading. | wasn't even
sure that was the right novel. What to do?
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Here'swhere the Web site comesin: | asked my readers, and promised to give creditsto thefirst five
who located novel and page for me. Within aday after that column was published, | had five responses.
LakeWallsisin Ogre, Ogre, and both Wailsand Iron arein Panties. That enabled meto do my
homework efficiently, and stay on my accelerated schedule. So here are those credits: Krysta Barcok,
CynthiaMcSorley and Rob Doherty, Michadl Ratcliff, Rachadl Biggs, and KristinaKeller. | regret that |
am unableto give credit to #6; Mike Sloan just missed the cut. Thank you, dl, and al the otherswho
followed.

Then the other books to read did not come. The result wasthat | broke my record for writing, doing
81,000 words of novel text, and that HiPiers column, in September 2003. With that head start | had no
trouble compl eting the 120,000-word nove the following month. It turned out that the fantasy contest
deadlinewasn't until after my novel wasto be finished anyway; stupid Ogre-fashion, | had gotten it
wrong.

Here, then, arethe rest of the credits, for about 140 notions. Most were suggested viae-mail, and
sometimes dl | had to credit was afirst name or anet name. Barbarian female main character, Goody
marrying Gwenny—Marisol Ramos-Lum. Jack and JilI rabbits—Phillip J. Houx. Song and Ownlee
Human—Justin Amy. Mournful gravestone, modification talent—Chris Ricketts. Line of Sight, Where
daydreams are made—Emily Gertrude Alden. Mirage Mer-naga—Lisa Rufer. Maggie Wolf-Alicorn
etc—Maggie Foster. Bird dog, Vamp-eyer—Tha nos the Enchanter. Cowl—Katie Todd.
Meloncollie—Kathy Harvey. Tdent of making mountains from molehills, Tdent of seeing most
embarrassing moments, Pierced ears hedled by dixir—Catty Philpot-Hogan. Gravi-tree—John Clay.
Vegetablesthat stalk, Margarine fly, Watch dog having ticks, Paine—Jeanette Nelson. Bi-polar
bear—Adam Bracken. Toilet-tree—Christy Hodge. Fourwarned, Fourshadowed—AVvi Orngtein.
Gumption tree—Jenna. Rusty, who makes things rus—Mathew Matthews. Mary Annette—Raymond
Kyosa. Car tunes—Bridged; Allen. Car-pet—Karl Martin. Lorelei—Daley and Justin Reed. No Man's
Land—Zach Robison. Ignor-ant, Ant-ici pation—Rheanna M ontoya-Childers. Cookie batter—Cindi
Weng. Loon-a-tick, Talent of cresting what's most needed, Tic-kit—Rusty Johnson. Candy corn fields
and farmer, A-, B-, C-gulls—Bethlyn Erin Richard. Hazel—Suza Beth Spur-lock. Medias
trip—Christopher Walsh. Metria's work, Bookworm, No place like tome—the Bolger Family. Olive
Hue (I love you)—Tammy Y uen. Taent of making imaginary friends—Evan McVey. Lorla Fiona—Diz
Denner. Sharinaand Suretha—SharinaVVan Dorn. Twinswho turn day to night, night to day—Thomas
Jacobs. Hot crossed puns, Cheetah, Metdl coil spring, Talent of watching pots boil, Talent of making
deeping dogstell the truth—Mait Hill. Conundrum—David Kaplan. Brigitte—Boni Abbruzzese.
Daze-E's—Joan O'Bryan. Billboard, Leigh and Anne—Brioney Leigh Anne Logan. Rek King
Ogre—Elizabeth Hessom. Colt—Joy Bennet. Snow fakes, Chain stores—Vivian Baker. Tdent of
knowing talents—Dierdre King. Tautolotree tree—Thomas Whapies.

Poker, Fauns dancing around nymphs, Nap-kin—Joey Morris. Come-hither stair—Judy Herndon.
Rubber band—Donna Edgar. Foot-hills of Mount Parnassus—Nehemiah Lewre. Incumbents and
succucumbents, Camp Pain—Médinda Anderson. Poet tree, Fishnet stockings—Susan Cormier. Anni
Mae, Un-dead | etter office, Cutlass/cutlad plants—Catie Webber. Watch tower—Andrea Krause. Hand
Ker Chief—Adam Beame. Maize of corn stalks—Patrick Kelley. Library Ann, Eye can—Andy Giblin.
Fire place, Pill-O—Kate Wilson. Undertoe—Tanya. Taent of changing colors of body parts—Carter.
Six Knights—Alasdair Rodgers. Priority male—Deannaand Laurie Y amasaki. Rot-gut, Ale-ing oak
trees, Gripe soda, Show girls—Marvin J. Cox. Matrimonia cheese—Tim Vige. Taent of undressing her
with his eyes—Tom Becker. Rocket lawnchair—Jennifer Lawrence. Tdent of complicating
gtuations—Kiya Alexander. Mark-hers—Chad Daglhousen. Cutlass, Punties and the punson
them—Robert Price. In Tent City—Jod Nielson. Sound of asmirk—Krystalle Double. Wanna
Bee—Brendan Long. Queen Irene's plant bulbs for ideas, Com-plain—Gabe Pesek. Cape
Flattery—Nyssa P. Hamilton. Flaming O's—Lisa Shawn Fischer. Half-demon's souls



regenerating—Sabrina Smith. Lunch boxes—Annemarie de Lavelle, Terese Couture. Pungatory—Chris
Efta. Spitting image—Brin Rosentha . Crossbreeds prune—Shannon Clay. Amateur-tagonist and
pro-tagonist—Sean M. Watkins. Ptero Bull, Pun shiel d—Henry Wykoff. Pasture/Future—Natalya Bree.
History of Trojan—Kathlynn Grey. |chabod's fantastic classifications—Oscar Kelly. Chocolate lab
dog—Dawn. Hot dog—Denise Morris. Optimist, pessmist—Tim Bruening. Crock pot/crack
pot—Brendan Moore, Doug Laird. 11l eagle—John Gills. Tattle tail—Scott M. Stelle. Matt
Heffelbower—Shane A. Henderson. Sam Dog—Naomi Elaine Goodwin. Panties stop freaking men,
Tdentsof dl the villagers except Cameo—Adam Michad Smith. Cameo—Mark Minson. Tree growing
musical ingruments—Joe Haughton. Demon Mercury's spy eyes—Dana Crincic. Talent of making
people smile—Aindey Whden. Dall fin—Sandra Heiler. Jm Nastic—John Larr. Talent of making
peoplefed guilty—L enora Kenwolf. Tdent of turning things on—BreannaKay Larsen. Telliam
Will—Elizabeth O'Neil. Sar Chasm—Sean Wilson.

No, | didn't usedl | received. | made acomputerized list, and highlighted ideas as they were used, but it
was like being atortoise chasing after arunning rabbit. A number are earmarked for future novels, and
some came in too late to make this one. Some just didn't fit here, so have to wait. Some were too good
to waste on a passing reference, so are likely to have more significant treatment in the next. All kinds of
reasons. So if you sent in asuggestion, and didn't find it here, be patient; chances areit will gppear inthe
next novel. Frankly it'sajob keeping up; | do the best | can, but my readers have more good notions
than | have novd to fit theminto.



