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Chapter 1. Mystery

I rol ph made hinself confortable on Ivy's bea and watched the Tapestry. The things its noving

pi ctures showed were always so nmuch nore interesting than his dull life at Castle Roogna! |vy was
off at a tutoring session with Chem Centaur, so he had the Tapestry all to hinself. That was best,
because big sisters were a pain in the tail

Wth that thought, he changed form becom ng the wolfen aspect of a werewolf. He curled around,
with his four |egs tucked under himand his tail just touching his black nose. Animals generally
had better bodi es than human fol k, being bomfiercer and nore relaxed. O course he couldn't see
the Tapestry as well, because his eyes could not focus sharply, but that hardly mattered because
he had seen just about everything before. Everything interesting, anyway: the big battle scenes,
the horrendous magi cal events, and the strange nonsters. After the first couple of tinmes it wasn't
much fun watching an ogre squeeze the juice froma boulder or twist a tree into a pretzel, or
seei ng yet another herd of centaurs playing peopl e-shoes. But here and there a mystery renai ned,
and that could be noderately intriguing.

For exanple, nere was the question of what had happened to Grandma Iris' talent. She was a
Sorceress of Illusion, who could on her better days nake anything seemlike anything el se, and
sound and snell and feel like it too, so that it was al nost inpossible to tell what was what. That
could be a lot of fun! But in the last nonth she had lost a significant part of it—the visua
aspect, as she put it—so that while she could still make sonething sound |ike sonething it wasn't,
she could no I onger make it look that way. Grandma Iris was old, of course, but Dol ph could

under stand how such a thing could be bothersone
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even so. \Where had her Illusion gone? He had used the Tapestry to | ook for the missing talent but

had been unable to find it.

Then there was the matter of the roses. They grew in a special courtyard, a gift to his father
King Dor: five bright colors of them signifying indifference, friendship, ronmance, |ove, and
death. One person stood in the center, surrounded by the bushes, and another plucked a rose, only
of the color that signified his or her attitude toward the other. The wong col or brought a
terrible scratch fromthe thorns. Dol ph understood that nuch; the nystery was why anyone bot hered.
Young men and young wonen canme all the time to pick roses for each other—to prove their |ove, they
said. What was the point? What, for that nmatter, was | ove? Al Dol ph knew was that it related in
sonme devious way to the secret of summoning the stork so that it would bring a baby. He had tried
to trace the storks with the Tapestry, but though he had spotted them carrying babies, he had
never managed to di scover how anyone signaled the stork in the first place. What was the big
secret?

This time he tuned the Tapestry in on the najor nystery of all time: the di sappearance of Good
Magi ci an Hunfrey. This had been di scovered when Esk Ogre, Chex Centaur, and Vol ney Vol e cane

toget her to ask Questions, and had di scovered the castle enpty. They had | ooked at the Book of
Answers, but it turned out to be too technical for any normal person to understand; only the Good
Magi cian could interpret it, and he was gone. After that, King Dor had gone and taken the Book and
|l ocked it up, so that it could cone to no mschief while the Good Magi ci an was absent. Everyone
had tried to find the Magician, but no one had succeeded. So for the past three years, the nystery
had prevailed. It seened that no one but the Good Magician could solve the question of his

di sappearance with his fanmily. Meanwhile, there were no Answers to be had, and that was a great
frustration to many people and creatures of Xanth.

Dol ph worried the riddle back and forth, like the wolf cub he was at the noment. Were could the
Good Magi -
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ci an have gone so abruptly, leaving behind his castle and everything in it? It seenmed to have
happened just before die trio came, because chall enges had been set up for each of them Normally
there were three barriers opposing the entry of anyone who cane to ask a Question, and only those
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who won through could have the privilege of giving up a year's service to the Good Magician for
the Answer. His reputation was notorious. Once the Gorgon had cone to ask the Magician if he would
marry her, and he had nmade her serve a year before Answering. Once Snash Ogre had cone, but had
forgotten his Question; the Mgician made hi mserve as a guardi an to another querent, Tandy Nynph,
anyway. |In due course the two of themfell in love and got nmarried, and it seened that was
sufficient Answer for each. They were Esk's parents. The Magician had | ucked out again.

Now there were no barriers, no challenges, and the castle was deserted. Everybody agreed that the
Good Magi ci an had to be found, but nobody knew how to do that. Any nunber of adventurers had set
out to locate him and sone of them had gotten | ost thenselves. It was a bad situation

Wuldn't it be great if a nere nine-year-old boy solved the riddle of the age? What fun, to nake
all the adults | ook stupid!

Dol ph concentrated on the Tapestry. He could tune it in to any tine and any place just by thinking
what he wanted. Mst folk couldn't affect the pictures one way or the other, but he and lvy were
Magi ci ans (well, she was actually a Sorceress, which was vaguely inferior) and it obeyed themwth
alacrity. He tuned it in to the day before Esk's arrival. If he could spot the Good Mgician
actual ly | eavi ng—

After some joggling around, he found the Good Magician's castle on the |last day of the Magician's
presence. There was Hunfrey in his study, |ooking about a century old (which he was) poring over
his tonme. Once he had overdosed on Fountain of Youth elixir and becone a young child; Dol ph had

| aughed at that, seeing it in the Tapestry. But then he had found out how to revert to his regul ar
age,
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and that wasn't nuch run to watch. There was the CGorgon downstairs naki ng gorgon-zol a cheese by
staring at mlk through her veil. There was their son Hugo, about fifteen or sixteen years old,
supervising the placenent of a cage of dragons on the bridge over the noat: one of the chall enges
for the approachi ng querents. Everything seemed quite in order

Dol ph noved it forward, orienting on the precise tinme of departure. WAs he the first to use the
Tapestry this way? Surely his father had thought to do this! Yet maybe not, because the nystery
had never been unriddled. Adults were sort of stupid, as a class. That was why they needed
Answers. Maybe that was why they so rigorously guarded the secret of summoning the stork

ot herwi se the children would do that better, too.

Abruptly the i mage di sappeared. Had sonething gone wong with the Tapestry? Ivy would nurder him
if that were the case! Hastily Dol ph backed it up—and the image returned. It wasn't the Tapestry,
it was something in it mat blocked out the pictures.

He played it forward slowy, checking sinultaneously on Hunfrey, the Gorgon, and Hugo. It was
possi ble to do that, because the Tapestry had nmany pictures going at once; it would not tune in on
different tines or places simultaneously, but it would show several scenes relating to a single
place and tine. This was the group of the castle, its various roons open |ike those of a dol

house. Hunfrey was still poring over his tone—he never seenmed to |eave it!-while the Gorgon was
maki ng up a petrified cheese salad in the kitchen, and Hugo was conjuring assorted fruits in his
bedroom That was his talent, but he wasn't very good at it; the fruits tended to be m sshapen and
oddly col ored. Meanwhile, an elf was setting up sone kind of device in a workroom evidently on
Hunfrey's orders. There were usually assorted creatures around the prenises, working off their
years of service for their Answers, so that Hunfrey had never |acked for assistants.

But something went wong with the elf s project. Snoke started pouring fromit. The elf retreated,
coughi ng. The snoke expanded, filling the chanmber. Now the Gorgon
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perked up, sniffing;, she cried out to Hunfrey (the Tapestry conveyed no sound, but Dol ph could see
her chest inflate, her nmouth open, and he saw the reactions of the others as they heard), who
roused hinself reluctantly fromhis tome and trundl ed downstairs. Hugo al so canme down, carrying a
bl ue- speckl ed bunch of bananas he had just conjured. They converged on the snoke.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt (2 of 206) [1/19/03 8:54:41 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%620-%20X anth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt

But the smoke did not wait for them It doubled its effort and quickly filled several chanbers.
The el f gesticul ated, explaining, but the snmoke was hot on his trail. Mdre nan that: it was
circling around them form ng an enclosure so that they could not escape it. Dol ph realized that
it was no ordinary vapor, it was holy snoke! There was no telling what a big cloud of that woul d
do.

Magi ci an Hunfrey | ooked annoyed. He gestured, and the four of themhurried to one nore chanber.
The snoke roiled up avidly, pursuing them The stuff was out of control! As they squeezed through
the door, so did it, closing in. In a nonent the chamber was filled, and the picture of mat region
bl otted out.

This tinme Dol ph played it on through. In a few mnutes the snoke thinned and dissi pated. But
Hunfrey, Gorgon, and Hugo were gone. Only the elf remained, plainly distressed. He had evidently
lost track of the others in the snoke and did not know where they were.

When they did not reappear, the elf proceeded to shut down the castle, perhaps operating on
standard energency instructions. He opened the cage and rel eased the dragons at the npat, who took
of f down the enchanted path with all the speed they could nuster. That was a bl under, Dol ph knew
that dragons weren't supposed to be on that path. Wen things were wapped up, the elf departed

hi nsel f; apparently his own tour of duty was done now.

That was it, until the three querents arrived the next day. The Magician and his fanmily had sinmply
gone up in snoke! Holy snoke!

Dol ph played it back to the snoke, trying to find sone angle that would penetrate the obscurity at
the key monent. Now he understood why the adults had not solved the nmystery through the Tapestry;
t he snmoke had st opped

6 Heaven Cent
them But if his sharp eyes nanaged to see what theirs could not—
Dol ph changed to griffin form As a griffin he had excellent vision. Now—

"What are you doing in ny roonml ?" |Ivy demanded, bursting in upon him "You brat of a brother—you
aren't supposed to be in here!!" Half her anger was real, half pretense; he could tell by the
doubl ed punctuati on.

Dol ph reverted to human form Wat a stew of a picklenment he was in now He had gotten so absorbed
mat he never heard her returning. "I was just watching the Tapestry! If you*d let it hang in ny
roomfor a while—=

"Never!!" she exclaimed. She was fourteen, and at the very total height of her bossiness; Dol ph
knew t hat not hing, repeat NOTH NG was worse than a big sister that age. Her tal ent was Enhanci ng
and it certainly enhanced her nature. It was futile even to attenpt to reason with a creature like
t hat .

Therefore he didn't try. He changed into a giant poi sonous spider and stood over her, nandi bl es
dri ppi ng.

Ivy screamed and retreated. "Wat utter ick!!" she cried in sinmulated horror. "He's finally
reverted to his true form! | always knew he was creepy!!"”

Sonmehow he was still getting the worst of this! She always managed to do it to him He reverted to
boy form "You mink you' re so smart! I'mgoing to do sonething to make you | ook |ike harpy guano!"

He tried, but he just couldn't manage doubl ed exclamation points, unfortunately.

"Yeah? What, you little twerp!?"

"I"'mgoing to go find the Good Magician and rescue him"

She did not retort. She was too sneaky for that. She sinply burst out |aughing. She fell on her

bed, supposedly overcome by the mrth—and abruptly sobered. "There's werewolf hair on ny bed!!"
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she excl ai med, outraged. Her npods could shift fromhorror to sardonic mrth to outrage with
i ncredi ble velocity.

Dol ph realized that there was valor in judicious retreat. He changed into a nouse and scurried
out, leaving (he screans of sisterly ire behind.

Heaven Cent

But the notion of searching out the Good Magician would not |eave him He had said it in the
spirit of a dare, to daunt his inperious sister, but now he could not retreat fromit w thout
getting horribly razzed. Besides that, he was fed up with being the younger sibling, and wanted to
get out to nmake his own mark. Wiy not seek Good Magician Hunfrey? He was as well equipped to
search as anyone; he was young, but he was a full Mgician. If anything threatened him he could
change into sonething to stop it in its tracks.

So he decided: he would do it. He would go to the Good Magician's castle and see whether there was
not some hint in that chanber that woul d show hi m where the Magi ci an had gone. Then he coul d
fol I ow

There was, however, one small problem his parents. They thought he was too young. Their answer to
anyt hing anbitious was always that. While this was nerely another proof of the opacity of adults,
it did need to be handled. After all, his father was King of Xanth, so could not be conpletely

i gnor ed.

"Perhaps In a few years," King Dor suggested diplomatically. He was always the nore liberal of the
two, but that counted for little in the face of Queen Irene's certainty.

"But the Good Magician needs to be found now " Dol ph excl ai ned. "Everyone knows that!"

"I don't," his chair said.

"Shut up, wood-brain!" Dol ph hissed.

"Don't call me names, smart-bottoml" the chair retorted, louder. "I'Il run a splinter into you."

Dol ph decided not to argue further. His father's talent was conversation with the inaninate, and
the inaninate wasn't very smart. In King Dor's presence anything was apt to talk, even when not
asked.

Ki ng Dor exchanged a gl ance with Queen Irene. Dol ph knew that neant trouble. They were | ooking for
some way to keep himhone without hurting his feelings. Parents were experts at stifling adventure
wi t hout seemi ng unreasonabl e.

"Perhaps if you had a suitable adult conpanion,” Irene
8
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sai d. She was actually just as bossy as Ivy, but she masked it expertly. Her suggestions, however
m | dly phrased, had the force of |aw

Quch! That was worse than a splinter! An adult conpanion would rain everything. Especially the
kind his nother would favor a centaur. Centaurs were entirely too disciplined and reasonabl e, and
they always wanted to educate children. Dol ph had had nore than enough tutoring for a lifetine.

Still, his mother had spoken. She knew he didn't want a conpanion, certainly not an adult. She
figured that would turn himoff the Quest. But perhaps he could get around her by getting a
conpani on who woul dn't be too obnoxious. It could be a real art—getting around parents—but it was
possible if one truly put his mnd to it.

"All right," he said. "But | get to choose him™"

Ki ng Dor kept a straight face, which nmeant he was trying not to snmile. That was a good sign. They
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both knew that Queen Irene would want a fenale centaur; if Dol ph got this past her, he would win
hal f the battle at the outset.

"Very well," she said after a significant pause. "But we nust approve him"

Un. That could be a devastating qualification. She would not approve anyone he really liked, only
soneone she |iked. How could he get around nat?

Dol ph had a quick, juvenile mind. In only three seconds he had figured out a way. "Done," he said.
"1"I'l make ny choice tonorrow "

"Certainly," Queen Irene agreed with one of her smooth masked smiles. She thought she had him

"This'll be fun, twerp," the chair renmarked insolently.

King Dor said nothing. He knew better than to get in the way of a contest of wills like this. That
was why he was King.

Back in his room Dol ph pondered names. Hi s strategy was sinple: he would nake a series of
suggestions so awful that his nmother would reject themw th queenly outrage. She was good at that.
Then he would slip in the one he wanted, and it would seem so sensi ble by cotnpari -
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son that she woul d agree before she really thought about it. She might regret it later, but she
woul d be committed. A Queen never went back on her word; it |ooked bad, and she was very consci ous
of her appearance.

The one he had in mnd was Grundy Golem G undy was an obnoxi ous, |oudnouthed little creature,
fashi oned fromwood and string and rag and | ater nade real by the Denmon X(A/N)th. He had an insult
for every occasion. Therefore he could be a lot of fun. He al so spoke every | anguage mat exi sted,
both ani mal and plant, and nat could be handy on a trip into the wilds of Xanth. He was married to
Rapunzel, who was a sickeningly nice little wonan at all times except when she got a snarl in her
hair. That was because her hair was endlessly |ong. Then she could speak al nbst as interestingly
as Grundy as she fought with the tangle. Grundy was devoted to her, but he |iked adventure too, so
woul d probably agree to travel wi th Dol ph

Now al |l he needed was a suitably awful list of names. Who would really turn off his nother? Well
there was Brontes the Cycl ops, the huge one-eyed nonster who lived -in a cave and ate people.
There was the Gerrymander, who was continually dividing and conquering, changing his shape into
t he nost grotesque configurations. And Pook, the ghost horse. But he needed nore nanmes, in case
hi s mother was too canny to be fooled by only three.

Dol ph junped on his bed, bounced a couple of tines, then swng his | egs over the side. A cold hand
shot out fromthe shadow under the bed and grabbed his ankle.

"Hey!" he cried. "You aren't Handy!" Handy was his regul ar bed nonster
"How can you tell?" a voice inquired fromunder the bed.
"His hand is big and hairy. Yours is skinny."

The hand | et go. There was a scranble and clatter under the bed. "I resent mat! My hands have no
skin. They are skeletal." Then the thing under the bed craw ed out. It was a wal ki ng skel et on

"What are you doi ng under nere, Marrow?" Dol ph asked. "Wiere's Handicraft?" He now used his bed
non-
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ster's full nane, because he was al arned; he inherited that from his nother
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"He went to visit Snortiner. | agreed to fill in while he was gone. W thought you woul dn't
notice/*

"Not notice!" Dol ph exclainmed. "Your hand isn't anything like his! And you only have two of them"

"True," Marrow agreed, disgruntled. "I suppose it was a foolish attenpt. But he did so want to see
Snortinmer again, and | had nothing to do, so— He shrugged, his bones rattling apol ogetically.

"Way shoul d he care about Snortiner?" That was |lvy's nonster under the bed, who had departed for
the real mof the fauns and nynphs, taking Ivy's bed with him Ivy never had gotten over her snit
about that, even though a bed-bug had noved in that was twice as big and soft as the bed she had
| ost. She had declared herself to be grown up, so that she no | onger believed in bed nonsters. It
was Dol ph's private opinion that Snortiner had gotten out just in tinme. It was doomfor nonsters
when children stopped believing in them Dol ph intended never to do that to Handy.

"I't wasn't Snortimer so nuch as his situation,"” Marrow said. "The news circulated that he had nore
nynphly ankles to grab than he could possibly keep up with, and was liable to perish from sheer
del i ght. Handy thought he should investigate the situation, in case Snort needed help."

"What's wong with the ankl es around here?" Dol ph demanded.

"Ch, nothing, nothing, |I'msure,” Marrow said quickly. "But it just would not do to have poor
Snortimer expire fromoverwork."

"Any nmonster who would rather grab a nynphly ankle nman nmine is a jerk!" Dol ph decl ared
righteously. "Wat could he possibly see in then"

"I admit to being baffled," Marrow said. "Full-fleshed ankles and | egs—ho appeal at all." Then
di plomatically, he added: "Present conpany excepted, of course."

Dol ph decided that Marrow was all right. The skeleton had arrived after Esk Ogre and Chex Centaur
restored the Kiss-Mee River to its curvaceous state, making it affec-
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donat e agai n. Marrow had been rescued fromthe Lost Path in the gourd, and now served as a genera
hel per around the castle. He was especially good in the dungeon, because he didn't mind cobwebs or
rats. In fact, he nornmally rested his bones there, |ending excellent atnosphere. Visitors not in
the know could be quite startled. He even had a convenient holl ow finger bone, with which he could
whistle for his friend Chex when he needed a lift.

"Maybe 1'll add you to the list," Dol ph said
"List?"

Dol ph expl ai ned about his canpaign to trick his mother into agreeing to |l et Grundy Gol em be his
conpanion for the Quest. "You're adult, aren't you? You should qualify. You' d give her a rea
fitt"

"Excellent notion," Marrow agreed. "Perhaps | can suggest some additional nanes. \Wat about Cumul o
Fracto N nbus?"

"Terrific!" Dol ph exclained. "That will really danpen her!" Fracto was the King of C ouds, and was
a foul -weather friend. One could never tell when he was going to throw a stormand tear things up
with lightning bolts. The very notion of Fracto hovering over her carpets would send Queen Irene
into a femalish frenzy.

"Then there's Hardy Harpy, and Xap Hi ppogryph," Marrow said. "Not to nmention Stanley Steaner."

"Great!" Dol ph agreed enthusiastically. "Those will drive her crazy! She won't know what she's
doi ng!"

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt (6 of 206) [1/19/03 8:54:41 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%620-%20X anth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt

So it was decided. Marrow crawl ed back under the bed, which was as confortable a place for his
bones as any, and Dol ph tuned his magic mirror in on the Tapestry in lvy's room Unfortunately she
was letting it run random there was nothing interesting on. That was the problemw th big
sisters; they had no taste in view ng.

Next day he started his program "Marrow Bones," he

said. "I want himfor nmy conpanion." Irene nodded. "Yes, | think that is an excellent choice."
"Well, then, how about Cunmulo Fracto N m—what?" "Marrow is adult, mature, and experienced," lrene
sai d.

"He has a good skull on his shoulders. | understand he

12
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was a great help to Chex Centaur. There is al so no problem about feeding him | comend you for
your perspicacity in selecting him"

Dol ph didn't know what "perspicacity" neant, but he knew he didn't like it. How could she agree to
the first foolish nane he had nanmed? It wasn't fair! Now he was stuck with the wal ki ng skel et on
"Uh, yeah," he said. Maybe Marrow wouldn't want to go.

But by the tinme he got back to his room he decided that maybe it was better to stick with what he
had. Marrow was a decent sort; for one thing, not only did he believe in the nonster under the
bed, he hel ped him That nade himchildlike in a way that counted. He would do anything for

anyone, and he could keep a secret.

So it was arranged: Dol ph would go on his Quest to solve the nystery of the Good Magician's
di sappearance, and Marrow Bones woul d be his conpanion. The Adventure woul d Begin.

Chapter 2. Message

| hey set off next norning, walking east along the enchanted path. It was a two day trek at nornal
human pace, so Irene had made Dol ph wear a knapsack filled with sandw ches, spare socks, a small
magi ¢ mirror, and other such notherly inconveniences. "Be sure to wash your face every norning,"
she had adnoni shed him "And don't forget behind the ears.” Dol ph had al nost died of disgust right
t here.

Marrow carried nothing, for he had need of neither food nor clothing. He was a magi cal creature,
for whomthe rules were different. As Dol ph's |legs began to tire fromthe |ong wal k, he envied the
skel eton i ncreasingly.

"What makes you go?" he inquired.
"Magi c. And you?"

So nmuch for that conversation! Evidently skel etons were not strong on inagination. That wasn't
surprising, considering their enpty skulls.

"I''"'m hungry," Dol ph said.
"That's why your nother packed sandw ches."

That remi nder did not thrill himeither. "I could change into a dragon and catch nysel f sonething
to eat."

"1 have never understood why living folk Iike torn flesh,” Marrow remarked.
Suddenly Dol ph wasn't hungry. He continued wal king in his hunan form

“I'f I may inquire . . ."the skel eton said.
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"Who' s st oppi ng you?"
"Way are we wal ki ng?"
How stupid could a creature get? "How el se can we get to the Good Magician's castle?"
"I thought you m ght change into a bird and fly nere."
13
14
Heaven Cent
"Mot her said | have to have adult conpany,” Dol ph said witheringly. "And you can't fly."
"Can you change into a big bird?"
"Sure. Any size. Even a roc. So what?"
"1 thought you m ght becone such a bird, and carry ne directly to the castle.™

Now t here was an idea! Dol ph stopped, renoved his pack, men hesitated. "I have to get out of ny
cl ot hes because they don't change."

"I shall be happy to hold your pack and your clothes," Marrow said.
"But Mother doesn't like me to run around naked.”
"That's odd. | don't see your nother here."

"OfF course she isn't here, nunbskull! She's back at Castle Roogna!" Then Dol ph nade a connecti on.
"You nmean-she can't say no?"

"That had occurred to ne."

Maybe t he skel eton wasn't so stupid after all. Dol ph scranmbl ed out of his clothes, bundled them
up, and handed memto Marrow with the knapsack. Then he changed to a roc.

Now he was nonstrously hugely big! He clucked with satisfaction. Rocs couldn't talk in hunman
fashion, but they hardly needed to. Nobody backtal ked a roc!

"But perhaps— Marrow began.
Was he chi ckening out now? Well, it was too |ate.

Dol ph pi cked up the skeleton with one claw, spread his w ngs—and whacked his feathers into the
trees on either side. Quch!

"—we should | ook for a suitable clearing first," Marrow concl uded.

Good point. Dol ph reverted to human form recovered his clothes, dressed, and resumed notion down
the path. Wiy did things always have to get conplicated?

In due course they came to a gl ade that seenmed bi g enough. Dol ph changed again, spread his wi ngs
cautiously, and verified that there was room

"Still— Marrow sai d.

Dol ph picked up the skel eton again, punped his wings—and sailed into the trees at the edge of the
gl ade. He
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suffered a horrendous crash, and the trees seenmed hardly nore pleased than he. A small shower of
| eaves came down.

"—we should look for a | onger runway," Marrow concl uded.

Dol ph reverted to boy formand picked hinself up. His left little finger was hurting. Then he saw
a broken feather on the ground, and realized that he had lost it in the crash. Part of his
fingernail was missing. The injuries suffered in one formcarried over into the other. He stuck
his finger in his nmouth, displeased.

They marched on, and before long came to a broad expanse of fields. Dol ph changed again, spread
his wings, sighted ahead to make sure he had sufficient runway, and picked up the skel eton.

"Yet— Marrow sai d.
This tinme Dol ph paused.
"—per haps we should check for the wind," Marrow concl uded.

The wind? Dol ph lifted his beak. He felt a nice stiff breeze blowing in exactly the direction he
wanted to fly. No problemthere! He began to flap his w ngs.

"Because— Marrow sai d.

Dol ph punped harder, and hopped into the air. Inmrediately he was noving, borne by the breeze. But
t hough he fl apped hard, sonehow he could not rise very far. In a nonment a low hill came up and
scraped his |legs, throwing himout of control. He skidded to a stop, |osing another feather.

"—a tailwind can make it difficult to gain elevation," the skel eton concl uded.

Dol ph resunmed boy form There was a gash on his right (high that snarted sonmething awful. "Have
you any other rermarks to make?" he asked acidly.

"Me? OF course not," Marrow said.

"Well, then, how can | get into the air when everything al ways goes w ong?''
"Perhaps if you take off into a headwind, it will be nore effective."

"But the wind will push nme back!"
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"l confess that it seems nonsensical, but | have seen birds do it that way."
"Well, okay, but if | crash again, it's your fault!"

"Naturally," Marrow agreed w thout rancor. Hi s blood never got riled, because he had none.

They wal ked downwi nd until they had plenty of runway. Then Dol ph changed yet again, oriented,
spread his wi ngs, picked up the skeleton, and paused.

Sure enough, Marrow had a thought. "Yet—=
This time Dol ph waited for the concl usion.
"—per haps you should eat first."

Eat ? He was hungry, but that could wait. He was eager to get on to the Good Magician's castle and
get on with the adventure!

He punped his wings and junped into the air. The headw nd caught himimediately, giving him
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excellent lift. There was no question about his ability to fly high now He was on his way!

Then he furled his wi ngs sonewhat and glided back to ground. He nade a pretty good | andi ng, then
changed back to boy form "Wy?"

"Because | understand that flying requires a | ot of energy, and energy for |iving creatures cones
fromthe food they ingest," Marrow expl ai ned.

Dol ph t hought about what woul d happen if he ran out of energy over sone deep ocean or where a
dragon was |lurking nearby. "Ckay, |I'lIl eat. Gve ne ny knapsack."

"l wonder—

Dol ph i nmpatiently grabbed the knapsack. He fished out a sandwi ch, then paused.

"—whet her energy is relative or absolute,” Marrow fini shed.

"What are you tal king about?"

"It occurs to nme mat you have sandwi ches for only a few neals. They nmight go farther if—
Dol ph opened his nouth to take a huge bite, but paused again, bite untaken. He waited.

"—you consuned themin snaller size."

Dol ph t hought about that. "You know, when I'min a big form Ilike a sphinx, | can eat an awfu
| ot, but | get
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hungry again the sane tine even if | turn small. Wien I'msmall, and | eat, then | turn big and |
still get hungry in the sane tine. | never thought about it before."

"So if you ate a crumb in ant form it mght last you as long as a whole sandwich in boy form or
a whole carcass in roc form" Marrow said.

"I guess so." Dol ph | ooked at the sandwich. "But if | becanme an ant, soneone might step on ne."

Marrow picked a bit of bread fromthe sandwi ch and held it in his bone-fingered hand. "I wll not
step on you."

And of course he would not; Marrow never hurt anyone. Dol ph realized that this was one excell ent
use of a conpanion: to protect himwhen for sone reason he was in a vulnerable state. O course

he woul d not go so far as to concede that his nother night have had a point about the need for a
conpani on, but certainly there could be an advant age.

He reached out and took hold of the end of Marrow s bone finger with two of his own flesh fingers.
Then he becane an ant. Suddenly he was clinging by the hairs of one |eg to that huge white bone.
But in the small formhe weighed so little that it was easy to cling, and indeed, if he fell he
woul d not be hurt. He clinbed up to die top of the finger, then wal ked along it to the network of
bones that was the hand. There perched the crunb. He bit into it, and it was delicious, the idea
ant food.

Soon he was full, and the crunb was only partly gone. He wal ked to the end of a finger and junped
off. As he fell he changed back to boy form He still felt full. "Let's go!" he said. "I'mfull of
energy now "

Marrow gat hered up the pack and clothing again, and Dol ph turned into the roc again, and picked up
the skel eton. He spread his w ngs.

"l suspect— Marrow began.

Dol ph waited. He bad learned to pay attention. H s nother would have approved of that!
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"—mat we are ready to proceed,"” Marrow concl uded.

Good enough! Dol ph junped and punped, and they were airborne. The wind hel ped himrise, though he
did

18
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not nmake much forward progress. Soon he was above the trees. Then he circled, getting his
beari ngs. Rocs had good eyesight. He forged into the w nd.

"But it is possible—
What now? Dor cocked his head and |i stened.
"—that the wind mght shift, above."

Good notion. He resuned his clinbing. Sure enough, at a higher elevation the wind changed, and a
cold current bore directly toward the Good Magi cian's castle. Now that he was airborne and
satisfied to fly level, he did not need its lift; he could fly with it, and nake better speed with
| ess effort.

He flew, pleased with hinself. Hs belly was full, and he had plenty of energy, thanks to the
skeleton's tinmely advice. It wasn't so bad having an adult al ong! Dol ph still stopped short of the
notion that his nother night actually have been right, however; there were linmits.

As eveni ng approached, and the sun ducked down to hide behind the horizon so that it wouldn't be
caught by the dark, Dol ph glided down toward the Good Magician's castle. He couldn't land right in
it because he was too big, but there was a nice field a short distance fromit. He coasted to an
al nrost perfect |anding. They had saved a whol e day!

But now it was dusk, and he was tired. Marrow s caution had been good; he was hungry again, and
woul d have been horribly fam shed if he had not eaten before flying.

"I think—= Marrow began.
"W had better spend the night here," Dol ph concl uded.
The skel eton nodded. "You may sleep; | have no need of it. Wuld you |like shelter?"

Dol ph | ooked around. The trees that had seenmed so pretty by sunlight seened sinister in shadow.
Qdd, unfriendly sounds were starting up. He had not thought about this. He did not relish the
notion of sleeping out on bare ground, not even in animal form He was accustoned to his warm
safe bed in Castle Roogha, with Handicraft, the nonster under the bed, |urking guard. He was,
after all, only nine years old. "Uh, yes," he agreed pensively.
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"Kick me in the tail bone."

"What ?"
"Gve me a good kick. | require that initial inpetus."
"Wl |, okay, if you say so." Dol ph stood back, swung his foot, and delivered a wonderful kick to

the skel eton's posterior.

Marrow fl ew apart. Hi s bones exploded, flying in every direction. Then they came down—-and | anded
in a pattern. When the last one fell into place, there was the shape of a small house, fashioned
of bones. The skull was the front door, upside down.
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"Pull me open,"” the skull said. "Craw in, and pull nme closed. No one will bother you in here."

Dol ph coul d believe that. He paused for a call of nature (nature called in an al nbst inaudi ble but
nost persistent voice, until there was nothing to do but answer her), then hefted his knapsack and
approached the house of bones. He got on his hands and knees and hooked one finger into flie nose
socket. The door swung open, supported by a neckbone that was now nounted on the top. Dol ph
wiggled in feet first, finding the interior snug but just big enough. He hauled his pack in after
himand set it up as a headrest. He swung the skull down, and it clicked into place. The square
eye sockets | ooked out, watching for any danger in the night.

It was dark in here, and confortably warm He felt quite secure. Marrow was really quite a fell ow

He had wanted to travel with Gundy Golem It had al ways seened to himthat G undy should be

consi dered a Magi ci an, because he could speak to any living thing. After all, King Dor couldn't do
that; he could only speak to dead things. But |Ivy had explained (not that he had asked her) that
anybody could tal k another |anguage if he just took the trouble to learn it, while nobody coul d
speak the | anguage of die inani mate except King Dor, so Dor was a Magician and Grundy was not,
dummy! That |ast word bad really griped him but he had had no effective retort.

But though Grundy could be a fascinating character, he wasn't nuch for building houses. Not only
had Marrow
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given some pretty fair advice, he was now protecting Dol ph in a pretty neat way. Maybe Dol ph
really was better off with the skeleton, just as his nother had judged—o, there were bound to be
cat ches!

In the norning Dol ph got up, kicked the house, and it reformed into the wal ki ng skel eton. Marrow
explained that in the early days he had had to be reassenbl ed by hand, bone by bone, but that with
practice he had nmastered instant reassenbly fromany configuration. That was good, because Dol ph
woul d have had little patience with connecting a pile of bones individually. Then he changed into
the ant and ate part of another crunb. Then he reverted to boy formand they wal ked to the castle.

They intersected the enchanted path and followed it right to the main entrance. Even in its
desertion, the castle was inposing. It had a good-sized noat half-filled with sliny water, and a
rickety drawbridge covered with cobwebs; and the stones of its walls were green with mildew It

| ooked perfectly haunted: a real delight.

" Per haps— Marrow began.

Dol ph paused in md stride toward the drawbridge. He still had the sore places from danaged
feathers to rem nd hi mabout heedi ng adult advice.

"—+ should enter first, to be sure nmere is nothing dangerous |urking inside," the skeleton

concl uded.
"But wouldn't it be dangerous for you too?"
"What coul d be dangerous to nme?"

Dol ph was at a loss to answer that, so he didn't try. Anything that liked to bite | egs would have
trouble with Marrow s bones, and anything that liked to scare the living would have trouble
scaring the dead.

Marrow crossed the nmoat first, stonping his bone feet on the ol d wooden pl anking of the
drawbri dge. Nothing gave way beneath him He reached the huge open gate, and | ooked around.
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Not hi ng stirred. He tapped the stone of the archway |eading into the castle proper. The hol | ow
sound echoed and expired. The castle seened enpty.

Dol ph wal ked across, a little enbarrassed at his caution. How did it |ook for an adventurer to
enter a deserted castle

so hesitantly? He should have charged in, sword waving! If he had a sword. |f anybody had been
watching. If it mattered

Did it matter? Had his nother | et himgo because she knew that the Quest was harnless, that there
was nothing to find? That all he could do was conme here, | ook through the enpty castle, and go
hone again? Wth Marrow along to be sure he didn't get [ost? Sone adventure that would be! Ivy was
probably snickering in her insufferable big-sister way.

Dol ph resolved not to return home until he found the Good Magi ci an. That woul d show t hem
Now all he had to do was figure out how to show t hem

They wal ked through the entire castle, finding nothing but deserted chanbers festooned with
cobwebs. The Magi cian's personal effects had been cleaned up and put away by folk from Castle
Roogna shortly after the disaster had been discovered. Anything that remained to be discovered
woul d have been found at that time. There was nothing left for Dol ph. As Queen Irene had surely
known.

"There does not appear to be nuch here," Marrow observed.

What el se was new? Dol ph stared at the floor in deep disgust. He knew that he had no choice but to
go home, unless he could find sonething that no one el se had been able to find.

"However — Marrow began.

What possible qualification could the skel eton have now? Dol ph had no confidence, but he waited,
just in case.

"—the perceptions of sone other type of creature mght detect sonething we can not," Marrow

concl uded.

Dol ph shrugged. He became a potato and peered around with his sharp eyes. Al he saw was dust and
desertion. He becane a dogwood tree, and sniffed with his sensitive canine noses. Al he snelled
was dust and desertion. He becane a shock of corn, and listened with his finely-tassled ears. All
he heard was not hi ng.

"Yet —

Dol ph returned to boy form waiting.

"—there may be other nodes of assessment, other neans
22
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of measurenent, that sone other type of creature mght use to discover the undi scovered,” Marrow
concl uded.

Had the skeleton lost what little wits he had in his hollow craniun? That was gi bberish! But Dol ph
refrained frommaking the proper retort, still hoping against hope that there m ght be a good idea
hi di ng sonewhere. "Wat do you nean?"

"I am accustoned to the various devious chanbers of the real mof the gourd," Marrow explained. "It
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seems to ne mat if there is anything remaining to be found here, it nmust be in such a chanber of
the castle, undiscoverable by normal neans."

"A secret chanber?" This intrigued Dol ph. "Were?"

Mar row shrugged. "Werever no one has | ooked before, assuming it exists.”

"But how could we find it? We | ooked everywhere there is to | ook."

"I'mnot sure. | thought perhaps one of your alternate forms could nmeasure and di scover whether—=

Dol ph becane a huge neasuring worm He traversed the castle, neasuring every step. And di scovered
that the neasurenents did not add up

They discussed it, and concluded that there was indeed a discrepancy in the nmiddle of the castle
The roonms and stairs and walls forned a conplex nosaic, so that it was al nost inpossible to tel
what added up to what, but the neasuring wormfound the difference. There was roomfor a snal

hi dden chanber. It nmight be nerely a solid foundati on of stones, but it could be a secret room

Dol ph was el ated. They had nade a di scovery that no one el se had made! Now all they had to do was
get into the chanber and see what was there.

The stones of the castle were big and heavy: far too nuch so for a nine-year-old boy or a walking
skel eton to nove. But Dol ph could handle that. "I'lIl beconme an ogre and bash nmy way in!" he said
zestfully.

"l am not certai n—

"Yeah, you're right,"’
if you could

Dol ph agreed reluctantly. "Mustn't danmage soneone el se's castle. But naybe

beconme a pry bar, the ogre could use it to nove just a few bl ocks out of the way, and put them
back after."

"Kick me," Marrow said.

Dol ph gave hima good swift kick in the rear. Marrow flew apart, and fell together as a |ong,
solid bar of bones with the skull form ng a knob on the end.

Dol ph becane an ogre. Now he was so big he hardly fit in the room and he had nonstrously hairy
muscl es. He gazed dully around, and spied a small spider spinning a web; the spider took one | ook
at his ugly puss and fainted. Ogres were the strongest, ugliest, and stupidest creatures of Xanth,
whi ch was why they were so nuch fun.

He reached for the bone pol e—and another ogre tronped into the room Dol ph paused, surprised. "Wo
you?" he demanded in typical ogre style.

"Who you?" the other responded in the sane tone

"Me ask he mask," Dol ph said. Qgres typically spoke in inane rhynes, which was pretty limting for
anybody but an ogre. Wat he neant was that he had asked first: that the other should unmask
hi msel f.

"Me ask he mask," the other repeated.
"Me bash he ash!" Dol ph declared, angry at this mmicry. He raised a huge hanfi st.
"Me bash he ash,” the other said, raising a simlar hanfist.

"Per haps— the skull-knob began

Suddenly there was a second bone pole. "Perhaps— its skull-knob said.

Dol ph reverted to boy form "What's going on?"
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Anot her boy appeared before him "Wat's goi ng on?"
«e—e have another challenge," Marrow s skull said.

"—we have anot her challenge," the second skull said, reappearing as the boy vani shed.
"This thing is copying whatever we do!" Dol ph excl ai ned.

The boy reappeared. "This thing i s copying whatever we do!"

"A mmc-dog, | think," Marrow s skull said, inmediately echoed by the other.

"What's that?" Dol ph and the creature asked.
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"A creature who minics whatever it sees and hears," Marrow and the creature replied. "It has no
intelligence of its own; it nmerely copies."

"Maybe it will help us get in to the chanber, then," Dol ph and the creature said. He reached for
t he bone pol e.

So did the mmc-dog. Their two hands cl osed on it together
Dol ph changed back to the ogre. So did the other. This was getting nowhere.

Now he renenbered what Marrow had sai d about the challenge. In olden times, when the Good Magici an
was hone, there had al ways been three chall enges to those who sought to ask hima Question. Could
there be sone challenges left over? In that case, the first would have been to find the hidden
chanber, and this could be the second. The mi nic-dog could have been sunmoned by their finding of
the chanber; the Good Magician could have set this up | ong ago for sonme ot her purpose. Now Dol ph
had bl undered into it. How was he to get out of it?

Well, if this thing was a dog, maybe it |iked doggy things. Dogs were nmainly Mindani an creatures,
but some had strayed into Xanth. They liked dog biscuits.

"Talk fo it, Marrow," he said, reverting to his normal shape.
"Talk to it, Marrow," the creature echoed.
"As you wish,*'" the skel eton agreed.

While the two bone poles chatted idly in duplicate, Dolph quietly fetched his knapsack. It seened
that the mimc-dog only ninicked the one who was doing the inportant tal king or acting. Dol ph took
out his partly-eaten sandwi ch and squeezed it into the shape of a biscuit.

He held the biscuit aloft. "I have a delicious big dog biscuit," he announced. "Does anyone want
to eat it?"

The ot her boy appeared. "Does anyone want to eat it?" he repeated, his nouth watering.

"But nobody can eat it who is doing sonething else,” Dol ph said. He set the biscuit down and
wal ked toward the wall. "I am doi ng sonething el se.”

"I am doi ng sonet hing el se,’
all right!

the other said. But his gaze lingered on the biscuit. He was tenpted,

Dol ph picked up the bone pole. "I have a long, hard job ahead," he said. "1 don't know when |'m
ever going to have tine to eat a delicious sandw ch-flavored big dog biscuit!"
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del i ci ous sandw ch-flavored big dog biscuit!" the other repeated, noving toward it as if
drawn by a nmgi ¢ magnet.

Dol ph started prying at the largest stone. The mimic-dog did not interfere. Wen Dol ph | ooked, the
dog was gone. So was the biscuit.

That was the way of dogs, he thought w th satisfaction. Wen they got hold of something good to
eat, they carried it away to a private place so they could consune it without interference. The
m m c-dog had been unable to resist its basic nature.

"You handl ed mat very well,"” Marrow s skull remarked.

"Wl |, when you said it was a challenge, | knew | had to get around it," Dol ph said. "But does
that nean there is one nore chall enge com ng?"

"I't may," Marrow agreed. "W do not seemto be nmaking nuch headway here."

I ndeed they were not. The stone seemed absolutely i movabl e. Dol ph resumed ogre form and strai ned
at it, but it would not budge.

"This appears to be one solid nmass," Marrow said. "Wat resenble individual stones are in fact
merely projections of a single stone.”

"How do you know?" Dol ph asked, reverting to boy form

"l have a certain feel for the inanimate, particularly in this form | very nmuch fear that we can
not force an entry w thout destroying the castle."

"The third chall enge!" Dol ph exclained. "How to get into a perfectly sealed chanber!"”
"So it would seem™

Dol ph ki cked the bone pole and it fell back into the skeleton's normal shape. They pondered the
problem "Maybe we could nmake it permper m—
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" Per meabl e?"

"Soft. By using magic or sonething. Then we could cut a hole in it and get in."
"Perhaps so. If there is sonmething inside, there nust be a way to enter."

"Right. W just have to figure out what it is.

Nei t her one of them had nuch idea. Finally Dol ph tried random spells. "Stone, turn soft!" he
ordered it.

The stone changed color. It now | ooked |ike boil ed nush.
Dol ph stared. "It worked!" he exclai nmed, anazed.
Marrow poked a bone finger at it. "It remains very hard," he said.

Dol ph touched it. The rock was absolutely solid. It |ooked so soft it should sag at any nonent and
craw across the floor, but that was not the case.

"The perversity of the inanimate,” Marrow said. "I say it as should not."

Dol ph knew what perversity neant, because his big sister Ivy liked to use it on him It neant
doi ng the opposite of what he was supposed to. "Well, naybe the other way, then." He faced the
rock. "Stone, turn hard!"
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The rock assuned a conplexion like polished steel. It |ooked so hard he was al nbst afraid to touch
it. Marrow poked it instead.

"It has not changed," the skeleton reported regretfully. "It appears that we can affect only its
appearance, not its reality."

I ndeed that seenmed to be the case. The wall changed color freely, but never its hardness. They
still could not get in.

"But this nust be the way," Dol ph said. "The Good Magician woul dn't set up sonething like this
just to ook pretty!"

"So it would seem™

But they remai ned stunped. The wall would assune any col or they asked, either by name or by
description, but would not change in any other way. They could not get through it.
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Then Dol ph had a bright idea. "Maybe we don't have to get in to it!"

"Do you mean there is nothing worthwhile inside?*

"No! Maybe we can see what's in it instead of touching it!"

"What good woul d that do?"

"Let's find out!" Dol ph addressed the wall: "Stone, be no color!"

The wal | becane transparent, ft | ooked |ike colorless gel, conpletely transparent.

Now t hey coul d see through to the center. There was a small chanber there, and in the chanber was
a piece of paper.

"Very interesting," Marrow said. "You have penetrated the secret. But | can not read what is on
t he paper."

"Neither can |," Dol ph said. "But | do know how to read; that horsey centaur Chem nmade ne | earn
Maybe if | can see it from above—

They went upstairs. They lifted the tiles fromthe floor of the room above and swept away the
dust. There was the transparent stone. They could see the paper flat-on!

Dol ph put his eye to the stone and peered down, but the paper was too far away; all he saw was
bl ack mar ki ngs.

" Per haps— Marrow began.

"I'f | becanme an eagle, with sharp eyes,"” Dol ph finished. "But then I mght not be able to
understand the witing | see.”

"But perhaps you could trace it with your claw, and then—

"CGotcha!" Dol ph becane the eagle, and peered down through the stone. Now he could nmake out die
writing on the paper

He made a mental note of the first of the lines, then noved over and scratched similar lines in
the dirt they had nmoved. He returned for another peek at the paper, then scratched a few nore
lines in the dirt. After several such exchanges, he had it alt.

He returned to boy formand | ooked at what he had scratched. It said:
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SKELETON KEY TO HEAVEN CENT
It was certainly a nessage! But what did it nean? Neither one of them could nake any sense of it.

It was now getting |ate. They had spent all day on this. But Dol ph was pl eased because he knew he
had nade nore progress than his nother had expected, and nore than anyone had before. This was a
message |l eft by the Good Magician hinself, and surely it told where to find him Al they had to
do was figure it out.

"Skel eton key," Dol ph said. "Does that have sonmething to do with you?"

Marrow s tone indicated that he was smiling. "No, a skeleton key is -a magic key that fits any
| ock. Qoviously only such a key can fit the | ock of the Heaven Cent, whatever mat nay be."

"So first we need to find the skel eton key. But that could be anywhere!"

"It occurs to nme—

"Ha! You have an idea! | can tell!"

"—that there could be a pun on the term'key.' That also neans a small island."
"An island that's a skel eton?"

"1 understand that sone islands are fashioned magically by the skel etons of creatures of the sea
called corals.”

"Like the Brain Coral? | don't think—

"Qther kinds of corals. They aren't snmart, they nerely formreefs or islands. Such an island m ght
be termed a—

"A skel eton key!" Dol ph excl ai ned, catching on

"So perhaps we have nerely to | ook on such a key to find the Heaven Cent."
"Great! Let's go there!"

"Unfortunatel y—=

Dol ph waited. The skeleton's inability to formulate a conplete thought in one effort mght be
because his head was holl ow. Dol ph was di scovering that a certain tol erance made thi ngs easier

"—there are a nunber of such skeletal keys off the
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coats of Xanth," Marrow concluded. "W nmay have troubl e ascertaining which one is correct."

Dol ph considered. "Well, the nmessage reads fromwest to east, so if | kept on reading east, that
nmust be where the Heaven Cent is."

"l amnot certain that nakes sense."
"I't nakes Heaven Cents!" Dol ph said. "Wat key is east of here?"
"Well, in very general way, there is the Isle of Illusion—=

"Then we'll go there!" Dol ph excl ai nmed.
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"But we don't even know mat the nessage is for us!" Marrow protested. "The Heaven Cent nay rel ate
to sonmething entirely different!"

"Non-cents," Dol ph said. "The Good Magi ci an Hunfrey al ways knew exactly what he was doi ng." Though
he wondered as he spoke how Hunfrey coul d have been caught unawares by the holy snoke, if that
were the case

"But such an obscure nessage, so well hidden—=

"He did that so that only the right person could find it or understand it," Dol ph said
confidently. "I am obviously that person. Tonorrow we'll go to the Isle of Illusion. Ch, ny nother
will have a fit!"

"She certainly will," Marrow agreed with resignation. It was evident that the skeleton, |ike Queen
Irene, had not anticipated this devel opnent. That delighted Dol ph; now at | ast he could, nmake the
Quest his own, forging into uncharted territory. Sheer adventure!

Chapter 3. Vila
I

In the norning they set out for the Isle of Illusion. Dol ph had planned to fly there, but when he
became the roc he discovered that his wing nuscles were quite sore fromthe prior day's exertion.
He wasn't a real roc, and |acked the stanina of practice; also, his flight was relatively clunsy.
If he worked at it he knew he could get better, but it wasn't worth it; it was easier to walk for
a while.

They followed the enchanted path north and then east when they canme to an intersection. This was
the path that Esk and Chex had used; he had seen nemin the Magic Tapestry. Esk had seened |ike a
great guy, with his quarter-ogre ancestry. Then he got involved with that brass girl Bria and
turned all mushy. Dol ph knew that he woul d never get nushy about any stupid girl; he knew what
they were like. Like his arrogant big sister! No boy in his right mnd would have anything to do
with any girl like that! Just because |Irene bossed Dor around unnercifully, lvy figured she had a
duty to boss Dot ph around. No, as far as he was concerned, the only good girl was one who was far
away.

"You knew Esk," Dol ph said after a bit. "Wy did he stop adventuring and take up with that
creature fromthe gourd?"

"I was part of his adventure," Marrow said sonewhat stiffly. "I see no call to disparage ny
origin."
"I didn't nmean you, bonehead! | neant Bria Brassy."

"We are both creatures of the gourd,” Marrow said, unnollified. It was not easy to hurt the
feelings of soneone as hardheaded as a wal ki ng skel eton, but evidently Dol ph had nanaged it. He
realized that he had been
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undi pl omatic. Marrow was basically a good guy, and there was no reason to get him upset.

Dol ph pondered, and finally cane to a very awkward concl usion: he woul d have to apol ogi ze. That
was one of the stupid things adults did, and Marrow was an adult. Sometines it was necessary to
cater to the foibles of adults, no matter how pointless it seened.

"Marrow, I'msorry if | insulted you," Dol ph said. "I know you're fromthe gourd, and you're okay.
I meant to say that the brassy girl was the dunmb one, and Esk was dumb for taking up with her. She
probably bosses himaround as bad as |vy does ne."
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The hol | ow eye sockets of the skull turned to glance at him "You are sensitive to being told what
to do?"
"Well sure! Nobody |ikes having dunb girls boss himaround all the tinme!"

"Then | think |I nisunderstood the thrust of your remark," Marrow said. "I may have taken of fense
erroneously, and | apologize to you for that."

"Hey, you can't apologize to ne! | was apol ogizing to you!"

"Sonetines it is possible to exchange apol ogies. But let nme explain sonething about the gourd, and
about wonen. There are many creatures of the gourd, and they are unlike the creatures of regular
Xant h because they are ani nated by magic, but they do have duties and feelings too. It is not fair
to dismss themnerely because they reside in a world that is unlike yours."

"Yeah, | guess so," Dol ph said contritely.

"Simlarly, wonmen are in certain respects |ike another species, and nmen can have difficulty
understandi ng them But they too have duties and feelings, and should not be lightly dism ssed.
Bria Brassy is a fine wonan, and an excellent match for Esk Ogre, and he is a better man because
he recogni zed that."

"But that nush stuff-agh! | saw himin the Tapestry, kissing her."

“In time you will understand why adults derive pleasure fromsuch activity."
"Never!" Dol ph swore.
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Marrow did not reply, but he seened to be smling.

"Woul d you kiss a girl?" Dol ph asked chal |l engi ngly.

"I fear a living girl would not appreciate such a gesture on ny part."
"Well, a bone girl, then?"

"Ch, yes, if she liked ne, though we of the skeletal persuasion have other ways to interact.
However, that is academic, as 1 amthe only one of ny kind out here in the outer realm"

Dol ph realized that Marrow, though he was an interesting fellow, was nevertheless still an adult,
with those peculiar adult attitudes. He refused to condemm nushy stuff. It was a good thing there
were no fenmal e skel etons here!

After a tinme, Dol ph got tired of walking. But he realized mat he would be just as tired in aninal
formtoo. He had been able to fly before because only his | egs had been tired, but now his arms
were sore. This was an aspect of adventuring he hadn't thought about, when he watched the
Tapestry.

"Per haps— Marrow start ed.

"Yeah, maybe it's time to rest," Dol ph agreed.
"—+ could cany you. | do not tire, and if you were to assunme a small form-=

"Great!" Dol ph becanme a dornouse. Marrow put down his hand, and Dol ph scranbled up to his bony
shoul der. Marrow bent to pick up Dol ph's pack of belongings. It was much better traveling this
way; now he could rest while still making progress toward die Isle of Illusion

In due course the enchanted path petered out. It seened that very few folk cared to travel this
far. Progress slowed, because although Marrow s bones were tireless, it was slower to forge
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t hrough di e encroaching w lderness than along a cleared path. Now they had to weave around the
nmor e dangerous plants, such as tangle trees, and to watch out for dragons* lairs. Dol ph wasn't
really afraid of such things, because he knew he could transforminto something to fight off any
obnoxi ous plant or aninal. But it was
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better to stay out of trouble and save his magic for true energencies.

They came to a river. Marrow nmerely started to forge through it, but then he hesitated. "Something
is gnawing at mmy |eg bones," he said. Sure enough, there were dogfish under the surface, and nore
comng. Marrow quickly retreated to the shore. He did not suffer pain, but it would have been

i nconvenient for himto |ose a |l eg bone, and the slowness of his notion in deep water would give
the fish plenty of time to work at it. Dogfish liked to carry away their bones and bury themin
deep muck.

Back on shore, Dol ph assuned boy form "I'lIl becone the roc and carry you across,
flying muscles are stiff, but | can do that much."

he said. "M

"The flying roomis limted," Marrow pointed out. "You would have trouble both taking off and
| andi ng, because the trees cone right up to the edge of the water.'

Al too true. "I could becone a big fish—=

"I fear the pack of dogfish would attack you. No, | think I shall have to facilitate ny own
crossing. Kick ne, and |I shall becone a bone line that anchors to a branch on the far side. Then
you may fly across in small bird formand haul ne in fromthat side."

That seened sensible to Dol ph. He becane the ogre, and delivered a trenendous kick to the

skel eton's hi pbone. Marrow flew apart, and reformed as a string of bones that extended across the
river. One bone hand at the end caught and grasped the branch of a tree, while the other caught
the projecting root of a tree on the near side.

Dol ph, about to change to bird form renenbered his sore wing nuscles. It didn't matter what size
bird he was; those sane nuscles would hurt. He | ooked at the bone |line, and had a notion. He could
cross on that!

He becane the dornpuse and scranbled up along the Iine of bones. He was surefooted in this form
and had no fear of falling. If he did fall, he would sinply change to bird formand fly; better a
sore muscle than a dunking in the river!

"I suspect— the skull in the center began as he approached it.
34
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"I'"ll be across in a nonent," Dol ph replied. Because he was in nouse form this energed as a
series of squeaks that the skel eton probably couldn't understand. Al human | anguages were the
same in Xanth, but each species had its own | anguage, and few creatures spoke the | anguages of
ot her species. Marrow, being a human skel eton, spoke human, and nost of the human variants, such
as elves, goblins, nynphs, and centaurs spoke it too. Ogres also spoke it, but they tended to be
so gruff that they could not be understood, except for those who had direct hunman ancestry.

"—that you should hurry,” Mrrow conti nued.

Dol ph was in no trouble, but he couldn't actually run on the bone line; he had to keep carefu
hol d on the bones. "Wy?" he squeaked.
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"Because a harpy is coming," Marrow concl uded.

Qops! Harpies were bad news. Not only were they fermale, they were ugly, and nasty, and hungry. A
har py woul d snatch up a dornouse just |like that, and gobble it down instantly.

Coul d he nmake it across before the harpy arrived? Dol ph paused to | ook, and saw the foul creature
com ng. She was flapping heavily with her gross wings, a clunmsy flier; he could outrace her to the
forest, where he could change. He didn't want to have to change in nidstreant mat coul d get
conplicated, and he m ght w nd up yanking Marrow apart.

He scooted for the end of the line. The harpy definitely saw him she veered to intercept him Her
foul odor preceded her; what an awful stench!

"Il get you, you fine fecul ent nouse!" she screeched. Her voice was as unpl easant as her snell

He nade it to the end just as her dirty glisteningJlalons snatched at him He flung his arns around
the truhk of the tree to which Marrow s hand attached, and becane the ogre. "Me think she stink!"
he grow ed.

"Qops! Didn't see you, pretty-face!" she screeched. "Were' s the nouse?"
"Me nmouse, she louse!" Dol ph retorted. Evidently she did not realize that he was a form changer.
"You took ny nouse, |'ll take your bones!" she

screeched. Her talons closed on the bone Iine, and she gave a trenendous yank. Marrow s fingers
were wenched fromthe branch they had clung to. H s hand swung down to touch the water, dangling
hel pl essly. The nenbers of the pack of dogfish forged toward it. "Ch no you don't, fish-face!" the
har py screeched as a dogfish snapped at a bone finger. "These bones are nmine to crack open!" She
fl apped upward, hauling the bone line after her.

Crack open? Marrow was in trouble! He could not
9 reassenbl e hinself; he had to be hel ped, and the harpy
certainly wouldn't do that. It was up to Dol ph to save him

He becane a small flying dragon. This gave himroom enough to fly well, because he was not nearly
as big as the roc, but also gave himfighting strength, because dragons were about as savage as
anyt hi ng. He launched hinself at the harpy.

She saw him and did a messy doubl e take. "A dragon!" she screeched. "Were did that come fronf
Hel p, sisters!"

I medi ately there was an answering chorus of shrieks. The other harpies were com ng! He had to get
the bone line away fromthis one before they arrived.

He flew at the harpy, but she would not let go of the line. Harpies were very good at snatching,
but no good at letting go. He sent a jet of fire at her, but she ducked it and kept flying. A rea
dragon probably coul d have speared her with a single lance of fire, but Dol ph was clunmsy at it,
and his fire wasn't very hot anyway.

He closed his own talons on the mddle of the line where the skull was. He pulled back on it,
trying to snap the end out of the harpy's grasp. Still she would not |et go.

"I fear you will pull me apart,
bones—

Marrow said. "That would be unfortunate, for if | |ost sone of ny
Dol ph was sure it would be bad. Meanwhile, the other harpies were arriving, each worse than the
others. They woul d soon pull Marrow apart! Wat could he do?

"Per haps sone snoke," Marrow s skull said.
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Smoke! Dol ph becanme a flying snoker dragon. It was a rare species, but he could becone anything,
rare or conmmon. He inhaled, building up a bellyful of snoke. Then he breathed out a snoke screen
that woul d have done credit to
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a real smoker. It fornmed a cloud mat envel oped the bone line and the harpy at its end. He heard
her coughing; she did not like the snoke. It was probably too clean for her

"She has let go," Marrow s skull said. "Haul nme away!"

Dol ph clung to the line and took off into the sky. But this carried himaway fromthe cloud of
smoke. The flock of harpies spied himand wheeled in the air to conmence the pursuit. They wanted
(hose bones! They screeched curses at himas they flew Dol ph was glad that his dragon formdid
not properly understand the human | anguage, because his metallic ears were flushing. Those

fl appers had fow nouths!

"Sticks and stones will break nmy bones,"” Marrow s skull renarked philosophically, "but nanes will
never hurt me." Neverthel ess, nere seened to be a slight flush even on the bone.

Dol ph flew as fast as he could, the Iine dangling down and back. Marrow coul d not change back
until kicked, and Dol ph couldn't do that until he | anded and changed form He had to get away from
the dirty birds!

But that seemed inpossible. The harpies were ranged behind, not catching up but not falling back
either. They would close the gap the noment Dol ph tried to | and, and mnight snatch away the flying
bones when he ki cked nem That was no good!

Maybe he could lose memin the deep forest. He veered to the east, where a forested nountain rose.

And the harpies fell back. Dol ph had to gl ance back several tines to be sure that his dragon's
eyes weren't getting confused, but there was no doubt: they were no |onger follow ng. They were
hovering hi the air above an invisible |line.

"You'll be soo-ry!" they screeched in unison

Dol ph made a questioning growl. Marrow understood his query. "Evidently sonething bars themfrom
this region," he said. "But ms forest seens harm ess, and certainly better than getting ny bones
cracked by those awful creatures. Find a |anding place, and we can resume our trek on foot."
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Dol ph angl ed down. He searched, but found no suitable place for a dragon to | and.

"You may drop ne, then change to a snmaller form" Marrow said. "The fall should not damage ne."

Dol ph I ocated a small clearing, let go the line, then changed to hawk form and di ved down after
mem They reached the ground together. Then he resuned ogre form picked up the Iine, bunched it
toget her, and gave a big kick.

The bones flew up and out, and | anded back in Marrow s famliar skeleton form "That is a
relief!"* he said. "I* can not be harmed by many things, but bone chew ng and bone cracking wll
do it. The harpies would have eaten out ny essence."

"That's what | thought,"” Dol ph said. He was nore shaken by the experience than he cared to admt.
Those harpies were vicious creatures, so full of mal evol ence. Their exanmple even made hi minclined
to wash behind his ears, because the harpies had ears alnost as dirty as their nourns.

They decided to proceed af oot over the nobuntain, so mat the watching harpies could not intercept
themin the air. At |least they were across the river
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Except for one thing: Dol ph's knapsack with his clothing and supplies was on the far side. He
chose not to speak of this inconvenience, because he knew it was pointless to face the harpies
agai n.

Dol ph renained in ogre form because this was a strange region and he believed ms formwas safer
Hardly anyone in his right mnd ever bothered an ogre, and even those in then* wong m nds were
apt to regret it. There were stories about foolish goblins attacking ogres and getting hurled so
far that sone were still lost behind the sun, getting terribly hot fromits flanmes. Sonetines a
large tangle tree would tackle one; there were still sonme twi sted stunps with their tentacles tied
in massive ogre knots. Dol ph couldn't do such things, of course, because he wasn't a real ogre,

but who el se would know that?

He | ooked around. For a w | derness area, ms was amazingly nice. The ground was even under the
trees, and there
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were no bad branbl e bushes. They stopped for a drink at a lovely little brook whose water was
sparklingly clear. It was |ike a park—-where no park shoul d be.

Dol ph I ay down and put his ogre snoot to the water. But just then there was a horrendous scream
fromupstream Startled, he junmped up, and Marrow cocked an ear hol e.

The forest was silent. Dol ph shrugged and | ay down again, ready to drink—and again the scream
sounded, worse than before, and closer. It sounded vaguely ferale, and | ess vaguely nenacing. But
not hi ng appeared, and the forest was undi sturbed.

Dol ph deci ded that he had better get his drink before the thing reached them and attacked, forcing
themto fight or flee. A real ogre wouldn't know how to flee, of course, which was apt to nake
things awkward: if Dol ph had to flee, his nasquerade woul d be exposed. He got down a third tinme
and put his ugly ogre puss to the water.

This time the screamwas al nost on top of nem A huge bear burst into view, its fur wild. "That's
my water!" it screaned. "You can't have it! Get out, get out, get out!"

A tal king bear? Dol ph scranbl ed back to his feet. An ogre could smash a bear, but he was not a
real ogre and hesitated to try violence. So he tried to reason with it. "Me want drink; what he
thi nk?" Ogres had trouble wi th pronouns, so nme, he and she were about the nunber they could
nanage.

The bear pointed to the brook. Instantly the water turned col or, becom ng snoky. "You drink, ogre,
you die! Now it is poison!"

How coul d a bear poison a brook without touching it? But the water certainly | ooked dangerous now

Marrow poked a bone finger into the water. The bone changed color. "Yes, it is poison," he said.

"This must be a vila in bear form"

Dol ph wanted to ask what a vila was, but to do that he had either to figure out a suitable rhyne,
or change to boy form He couldn't do the first at the nmonent, and hesitated to do the second
whil e facing a dangerous aninal. So he just stood there stupidly, which was easy to do in ogre
form
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"Yes, | amVida Vila, and this is ny forest!" the bear said. "You are intruders! No ogres or

skel etons al |l owed here! Get out before | do something to you."

Vi da? That sounded femamle. But it still sounded vile—er vila, as the case m ght be.
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**\We are nerely passing through,” Marrow said. "My conpanion only wants one drink; then we shal
cross on out of your territory."
"CGet out! Get out! Get out!" the bear screaned.
"Well, if you feel that way," Marrow said. He turned to Dol ph. "How do you feel about it?"

Dol ph woul d have been glad to get out. But he didn't want to go back to where the harpies |urked,
and he did not want to nove straight on to the Isle of Illusion, which was farther in the
direction they had been going. Also, he was very thirsty; even the thought of not having a drink
made himcrave it nore. "Me think me drink," he said.

"You drink, you stink!" the bear screaned. "You'll die and I'll use your corpse for fertilizer for
ny flowers!”

That notion did not appeal either. Dol ph | ooked at Marrow for help.
"l suspect— the skel eton began
"Cet out! CGet out! Get out!" the bear screaned.

"—+that we shall have to chop her tree down,"™ Marrow concl uded.

The bear screaned, the sane way as originally, but nore so. Evidently Marrow s threat really
bothered it. It strode toward the skel eton, but Marrow nerely ran uphill, eluding it.

"The tree should be at the top of the nountain," the skeleton called back to Dol ph. "Wen we find
it, I shall assune the configuration of an axe, and you can use nme to chop it."

"You win! You win! You win!" the bear screaned. "Spare ny tree!"

Marrow paused. "You will unpoison the water and let ny friend Prince Dol ph drink safely?"
"Prince Dol ph?" the bear asked, anmazed.

"Yes. He is on a Quest, and | am his conpani on. W
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never did intend any harmto you; we just want to drink and nove on."

The bear disappeared. In its place stood a | ovely young woman whose curly reddi sh-brown hair fell
in waves to her feet. Her clothing was fashioned fromgreen | eaves magically fastened together
"Why didn't you say so before?" she asked.

""You didn't ask," Marrow said. He tended to be literal. "Now the water, if you please."

"OfF course." Vida Vila pointed at the brook, and the water cleared. "Drink all you want, Prince."
But then she frowned. "Are you sure?" she said aside to Marrow. "He doesn't | ook nmuch like a
prince."

"He's a formchanger," Marrow explained. "For forest travel he assunes the formof an ogre. He can
assune another formif you promise not to try to hurt him"

"l prom se!" Vida exclainmed, her hair shinmrering in her excitenent. "l1've always wanted a prince!"

Dol ph reverted to boy form He got down next to the brook. The water certainly seened good. |f
Marrow believed it was safe, it surely was; adults had good instincts about such things. He drank
deeply, and it was the finest water he had ever tasted.

Then, as he got up, he renmenbered that he was no |onger alone with Marrow. There was a wonan
present, and he was naked. Now he mi ssed his bag of bel ongi ngs back on the other side of the
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river; the situation with the harpies had caused himto forget the probl em of nakedness. So he had
no clothes to change into anyway. It was too late to change to sone other form she had already
seen him He felt a blush devel opi ng.

"You nust introduce us," Vida said to Marrow.

The skel eton shngged. "Prince Dol ph, this is Vida, the vila of this forest. Vida, this is Dol ph
the son of King Dor."

"Uh, glad to neet you," Dol ph said doubtfully, extending his hand. He rem nded hinself that this
was not really a human wonan, but sone kind of forest creature who could change fornms, just as he
could. That in itself was surprising, but—
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Vi da avoi ded the hand, stepped in close, and enbraced him Her body was narvel ously cushiony. He
opened his nouth in surprise, only to have it covered by hers. She gave him a deep kiss that
practically snothered him

"Now wasn't that nice?" she inquired as she let himup for air. "There is nmuch, nuch nore where
that came from after we are married."

Dol ph had been about to close his nouth, but this |ocked it open. Wat had she said?
"I fear there has been a m sunderstanding,” Marrow said. "Dol ph is not—=

"Not interested in nmarriage yet?" the wonan finished. "Well, nmaybe that is understandable. This is
fairly sudden, | confess. | had not been thinking of it either, until | learned his identity.
Suppose | renove ny cl ot hing?"

"I — Dol ph began.

The | eaves shimmered on her torso, and faded out. Now she was a vol upt uous naked nynph whose hair
pl ayed about her anple curves. "Nowisn't this a body fit for a prince?" she inquired. "l assure
you, it's fully functional, for it is nmy natural form Nowif you will just assume your own
natural formso that you can react in nanly fashion, |'msure you will be satisfied."

"But —= Dol ph sai d.

"Let me encourage you," Vida said. "I normally don't give sanples before nmarriage, but in this
case | can nmake an exception. Just let me get really close to you— As she spoke, she took himin
her arms again, this tine lifting himoff his feet and bearing himdown to the ground so that she
could wap her legs around himas well as her arns. "Now change, Prince," she whi spered huskily.

"I amready for you!"
"Hel p!" Dol ph cri ed.

Marrow stepped in. "This is his natural form" he inforned the vila. "Dolph is a young prince,
just nine years old. He is not ready for marriage."

It took a monent for that to sink in, for Vida was in the process of capturing Dol ph's nmourn for
anot her thorough kiss. "How ol d?" she asked.

"Ni ne!" Dol ph answer ed.
42
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She pondered. "Well, maybe in a few nore years.
of fer right now "

She released him "Too bad; | have so nuch to

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt (26 of 206) [1/19/03 8:54:42 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt
"Indubitably the case," Marrow agreed smoothly. "W regret the confusion."

"So you are a child," Vida said, readjusting. "W vila are very protective toward chil dren. Cone,
you must eat; a growi ng boy needs nourishment."

" Uh—t

"And you really shouldn't be going around without clothing; you'll catch your death of a cold!"
She made a gesture with her hands, and suddenly Dol ph was wearing a cl oak of green |eaves.

"Per haps sone food would be good for him" Marrow agreed.

"Yes." A huge green sal ad appeared in her hands. "Now eat it all, and brush your teeth after," she
adnoni shed Dol ph. "Then you will have to wash up, especially behind the ears."

It occurred to Dol ph that he m ght have been better off as a man. Her wrestling woul d have been
nore fun than this salad! Now she was acting just |ike a nother

But it seemed he was stuck for it, because Marrow, though he did not have to eat hinself, knew
that living folk had to do it. Like so nany adults, Marrow thought that yucky sal ad was better
than candy comon the cob

But it wasn't all bad. After the neal, Vida changed into a fine big horse so that Dol ph could ride
in style, and carried himup the mountain to her tree. This was a huge ol d beech, with white sand

all around it and the sound of ocean breakers in its branches. She invited themto spend the night
here, and Marrow approved. "No one bot hers anyone under the protection of a vila," Marrow said

They tal ked, for Vida was eager to inpress Dolph with her virtue as a prospective bride, for the
"ime when he should be ready for one. He |learned mat the vily were the guardi ans of nountain
forests, |ike hamadryads, only far nore powerful. They could assune a nunber of forms, and could
cause and cure illness in those who intruded on their forests. That was why the harpies had
stopped at the
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border; they feared the local vila. But this power cane at a price: the vily were forever tied to
their trees, and if the tree died, so did its vila. Thus Marrow s threat to cut down her tree had
conpl etely unnerved her; she could have made a living creature sicken and die before ever reaching
her tree, but Marrow was not alive in that sense. A vila could wander far fromher tree, and
remain away fromit as long as she wi shed, unlike the hamadryad who had to stay quite close. But
if Vida wandered too far, soneone mght sneak in and harmher tree, and she could not afford to
risk that. So she maintained a nice forest as far out as she deened proper, and that was it. She
was sorry to have threatened Etol ph, but he had | ooked just like an ogre, and ogres were notorious
for damagi ng trees. Had she known at the outset that he was a prince—

"You know, it is true that you are young," she said, thinking of sonething. "But perhaps if you
assunmed the formof a grown nan, we could do something interesting together."

"Ch? What ?" Dol ph asked, intrigued.- He had never been able to assune the form of anything ol der
than hinself, but this talent inproved as he grew, so nmaybe he could be a man now.

"I think not," Marrow said quickly.
"But— Dol ph and Vi da sai d together.

"She is not thinking of westling or handball,
stuff."

t he skel eton expl ained. "She is thinking of nushy

"Ugh!" Dol ph excl ai ned, appall ed.

"Wl |, perhaps westling— Vida said.
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But Dol ph denmurred. He did not trust her not to throwin a kiss. He was gl ad Marrow had war ned
him Adults sinmply were not to be trusted.

Vi da sighed. "Well, when you do get interested in nush, Prince, you will know where to find ne.
will be glad to show you varieties of nmush you never dreaned of, and that's a promnise."

Proni se? Dol ph was onto that kind of |anguage. It neant a threat. He would never fall for it!
44
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In the norning she nade himeat a big bow of rmush, getting even with himfor being young (or
what ever), and resunmed horse formto carry himto the coast. Dol ph ki cked Marrow, who becane a
bone bl anket that Dol ph wrapped around his body for warnth

First they went back to the river to recover the last bag. They were |ucky; the harpi es had not
thought to look for that, and it was still sitting by the bank. Dol ph becane a buzzard, found nat
his wi ng soreness had eased, and flew across to fetch the bag back. Then he reverted to boy form
dressed, and the horse carried them back over the mountain and on to the east. It was indeed a
nice way to travel

Dusk was | ooming as they reached the shore. "1 really would like to stay the night with you,'* the
horse said. "But | fear for nmy tree. Unless you would |ike to—

"In a few years," Dol ph said. It wasn't right to fib, he knew, but he didn't think it was wise to
tell her the truth: that he would never be interested in nush no matter how fancy she nade it.
Wth |luck, he would not encounter her again.

"Just so." The horse becane a hawk, which flew swiftly back west.

"How can she change forns, the way | can, but she's not a Magician?" Dol ph asked. "Al se, how can
she do different kinds of magic? | thought each person could have only one nagic talent."

"She is not a person, she is a vila," Marrow expl ai ned, "a magi cal creature whose natural form
only happens to be human. You have noted that | can do a nunber of nmgical things related to ny
body; simlarly she can do a nunber of things related to her nature. These are not multiple
talents but aspects of her single talent: to protect her tree. She protects it, and it sustains
her, giving her life as long as it lives."

"l guess so," Dol ph said, though he found this explanation confusing. "But that tree | ooks a | ot
ol der man she does." In fact, now that she was safely gone, it occurred to himnmat her body had
been sort of interesting. Like a
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nynmph's, only nore so. He regretted that he hadn't westled with her

"They are the sanme age," Marrow assured him "Perhaps two hundred years."

"Two hundred years! What did she want with ne, then?"

"Only a human man can give her children; she can not reproduce with her own kind, for nere are no
mal e vily. She hoped you woul d reproduce with her; not only would her offspring be vily Ilike
herself, they would be related to the royalty of Xanth, and have special prestige. She is nopst
eager for that."

"l guess so," Dol ph agreed. "But how did she expect to get children fromne? | nean, what is the
exact process of summoning the stork?"

"That is part of the Adult Conspiracy,” Marrow said. *'| amnot permtted to informyou of mat. It
is sonething you will have to discover for yourself, or with a know edgeabl e partner, when you are
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of age."

And with that frustrating answer Dol ph had to be satisfied. He had hoped that Marrow woul d not
renenber the Adult Conspiracy agai nst Children. He knew, of course, that babies were brought by
storks; the secret was how adults nmanaged to signal the storks so as to order the babies. Storks
answered only to very particular directives, and absolutely refused to deliver babies otherw se.
No child had ever figured out the secret; if children ever did, they would be able to order babies
for thensel ves and bypass the adults entirely. Wat a dreamthat was!

Now that it was too late, he also realized mat Vida Vila mght have told himthe secret, if he had
t hought to ask, because she was so eager to please him Well, maybe he would return this way after
all, after his Quest was done, and ask her. The trick would be to get the answer and get away
before she could set up for any nore nush.

But nmeanwhile the Isle of Illusion was there across the water; soon they would find the Heaven
Cent !

Chapter 4. Gace'l

In the norning they gazed at the isle. "I'Il becone a roc and carry you across," Dol ph said.
" Per haps—

Dol ph was coming to dread that opening! But he knew he'd better hear it. "What?"

"—+t would be better to cross by boat."

"W don't have a boat!"

"I can assune that configuration, if you can find a paddle."

"You can be a boat? Wiy didn't you tell nme that back at the river?

"You didn't ask."

There were tinmes when adults could be very trying! "All right, we can do it by boat. But what's
wong with flying across?"

"W do not know precisely what we will encounter there and may not wish to advertise our approach
An air approach could lead to conplications about |anding, and if harpies happen to be nesting
t here—

"Good point." Dol ph wanted no further business with harpies! He searched around the shore until he
found a flat branch that would do for a paddle.

He ki cked the skel eton. The bones flew out, and splashed on the water in the formof a snmall boat.
Dol ph clinmbed in, finding nmat there was just roomfor him It was amazi ng how nany shapes Marrow

could assune! The bones were set slightly apart, but seened to keep the water out anyway, so that

the boat floated without difficulty.

"What keeps the water from |l eaking in?" he inquired as he paddl ed.

"Connective magic," the skull he was using as a seat replied. "I consist of bones and cartil age;
the bones are
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visible, but the cartilage can becone very fine, and its webbing holds the water at bay. A simlar
ef fect enables ne to speak to you; that invisible webbing captures air and pushes it past ny nouth
bones in such a way as to nmake sound.'
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"You're quite a creature!" Dol ph said adnmiringly.
"Thank you."

Dol ph was not the best paddler, but the craft was well designed and the distance was short, and a
gentle wi nd from behi nd hel ped. He nmade decent progress.

As they neared the isle, its outline becane stranger. It was not the wilderness Dol ph had
anticipated; instead it seenmed to be an el aborate city. He saw gol den dones and silver turrets and
flying buttresses and wavi ng banners. The norning sunlight glinted fromits shiny surfaces, and an
intriguing network of avenues showed bel ow. Where had this come fronf

"I thought the Isle of Illusion was enpty!" Dol ph panted as he paddl ed. "Were did that city cone
fronf"

"The isle has been uninhabited by man since your grandnother Iris left it, generations ago," the
skul | said. "Perhaps you see a mrage."

"What's a nirage?"
"Something that is not really there. Wen you get close to it, it is gone."
"It sure is pretty!" Dol ph continued paddling, drawing slowy closer. "I hope it doesn't go soon!"

The closer he got to the isle, the larger and clearer the fabulous city | ooked. The el egant
bui | di ngs cast shadows, and the exotic plants growi ng around them waved in the breeze.

"I't sure |looks real," Dol ph said.
"I't should be fading out very soon.'*

But it didn't fade. Finally Dol ph squatted in the boat and lifted the skull, drawing it up with
its trailing neck bones, so that Marrow coul d | ook. "Amazing!" the skull agreed.

Finally they | anded. The city |oonmed over them |ooking realer than ever. It was huge and cl ean
and bright, every part of it clean and poli shed.
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Dol ph kicked the boat, and it reformed into the skeleton. "I am beginning to suspect this is

sonet hi ng other than a mrage,"” Marrow remarked. "But it was certainly ny understanding that the
isle was deserted.’

"Do you think there is any danger?" After the business with the harpies, Dol ph was nore alert for
danger. Back at Castl e Roogna things had al ways been safe. He had seen nmuch danger in the
Tapestry, but that wasn't real. Rather, it was real, but it was sonewhere else, so didn't threaten
him To have things actually cone after hi mthat was unnerving.

"There should not be any we can not handl e. But perhaps—

Dol ph waited patiently. Apparently, skeletons could be disconnected in their speech as well as in
their bodi es.

"—we should contact Castle Roogna, just in case.”
"Cont act Castle Roogna?"
"Wth your magic mrror."

"Ch." For a nonment Dol ph had feared this was a pretext to go back to Castle Roogna, from which he
m ght never again escape. He dug in his pack for the mirror
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He held it up. "Castle Roogna," he said.

The reflection of the isle disappeared. Monentary static played across the glass. Then a new
refl ection appeared: Dol ph and Marrow standi ng before the strange city.

"What's this?" Dol ph asked. "l said 'Castle Roogna' not 'Isle of Illusion'! Wiy are you back
her e?"

"Try turning around,” Marrow suggest ed.

Dol ph saw no point in this, but didn't argue. He turned slowy, until he was facing the opposite
way.

"I't's no good; the picture hasn't changed."

"Precisely,"” Marrow said. "It is not a local reflection."”
"Sure it is! There's the two of us and the city!"
"But you are not facing the city. The local reflection would show the ocean behind you."

Dol ph gl anced back. There was the ocean behind him He peered again into the mrror. There was the
bright city.

He turned again, so that now he held the mrror between himand Marrow. The reflection remained:
the two of them standing before the city. Now as he peered nore closely he
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saw that the Dol ph figure was hol di ng sonmet hi ng between the two of them The mirror! How could the
mrror show a reflection of itself?

"Enl arge the scene," Marrow suggest ed.

Dol ph had the mirror do that. The image contracted as the scope of it expanded. A border appeared.
"I't's the Tapestry!" Dol ph excl ai nmed.

"Which is oriented on us,'
situation."”

Marrow said. "It would thus appear mat they are already aware of our

"They're spying on nme!" Dol ph said angrily.

"Perhaps it is just your sister," the skeleton said.

"Urn, yes. Maybe she's jealous of ny adventure!" Suddenly Dol ph felt much better

"So if there is danger here, your parents will know of it, and take what action is required. W
may rest easier now. "

Dol ph put away the mirror with mxed enotions. He was glad that there nmight not be real danger
but he didn't |ike being spied on. He wished there were some way he could stop it. But the
Tapestry could be tuned to just about anything in Xanth. At least it neant that they knew he was
solving the nystery of the Good Magician's di sappearance. He was a genui ne adventurer, instead of
a dunmb boy. That was a big consol ation

They wal ked into the city. The domed buil dings were huge, and just as pretty up close as from
afar. The streets between them were narrow but sparkling with bright rmulticolored tiles and
pol i shed copper borders. Now it was evident that the plants and fl owers growi ng around the
bui l di ngs were not real, but cunningly crafted to | ook genui ne.

"This rem nds me somewhat of a setting within the gourd,” Marrow renmarked. "The City of Brass, for
exanple. "
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"Acity in the gourd? Are we in the gourd?"

"No, we seemto be in your world still, and this is not identical; it nerely renm nds nme of the way
the gourd is set up. That is where the substance of dreams is fashioned; there are nmany settings
that are used as nodels for the dreans. This could be such a setting."
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"A setting for a dream " Dol ph said. "This could be fun!"

"l do not dream of course," Marrow said, ''because | amfromthe real mof dreanms. But | know that
many dreans are unpleasant. Let us hope that this setting is not for a dream borne by a night
mare. "

"Yes," Dol ph agreed, realizing that this adventure could becone just as nasty as it could becone
fun.

"Al so, we nust renmenber our mission. W are here to find the Heaven Cent. That nay not be easy."

"Maybe it's in one of these dones,’
entering the fascinating city.

Dol ph said, glancing at his friend for the first time since

He stopped, amazed. Marrow Bones was gone; in his place stood a handsonme living human nman in a
white suit.

The man gl anced back at him "Is sonething wong?' he asked with Marrow s voi ce.

Was it Marrow, or was it some stranger imtating his voice? Dol ph didn't know how to judge. If it
was Marrow, he should tell the skeleton right away. But if it was a stranger, naybe he should
pretend not to notice the difference, so that the man woul d think he had succeeded in fooling him
"Uh— he said.

"You |l ook as if you'd seen a ghost," the man said. "And not a friendly one. Wat is the matter?"

He had to say sonet hi ng—but what ? Dol ph wi shed he had sonme adult judgnent so that he woul d know
what to do. "Uh— he repeated.

The man extended a hand to him "You seem about ready to faint; let me hel p—=

Then the nan's gaze fell on his own hand. H's eyes seened to bulge. "Uh— he said.

"Yeah," Dol ph agreed.

"Somet hi ng' s happened to ny hand!" the man cried, horrified. "It's all covered with neat!"
"Right," Dol ph said. At least this was solving his problem of what to say.

"My armtoo! And ny legs! |I think I'mgoing to be sick!"

"Si ckening," Dol ph agreed, reassured.

The man touched his own arm "But it's not real!” he exclainmed with vast relief. "My bones are
still there!™
"Not real ?"

"Feel ny arm" the nman said, reaching for Dol ph.

Dol ph retreated, then realized that it was better not to show fear. G ngerly he touched the arm
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Hi s fingers passed through the armand touched cold bone. "It is you!" he cried joyfully.
"Of course it's me!" Marrow replied. "Wio else would it be!"
"But you look just like a living man! It's awful!"

Marrow went to stand facing a mrrorlike wall. "Appalling!™ he agreed. "This is a dream brought by
a night mare! How can you stand to | ook at ne?"

"It isn't easy," Dolph said. "But I think I can hold ny breakfast down."

"But at least it isn't real!" Marrow s hands were feeling his head. "There's no haiiy skin on ny
skull, no | oathsome eyeballs in ny sockets, no grotesque tongue in nmy jaw. No fat clings to ny
body. | only look grotesque; I"'mnot really that way."

"That's great," Dol ph said, conscious of his own hairy bead, |oathsone eyeballs, and grotesque
tongue. What was be doing with all that stupid flesh on hinf

"It is all right for you, of course," Marrow said. "You're supposed to be that way. You would even
| ook a bit strange in bare bones. But for me—what a horror!"

"What a horror," Dol ph said, feeling better

"l wonder— Marrow stepped closer to the mirror wall and poked a fleshed finger at it. "—whether

this too is illusory."” The finger passed through the wall. "It is! That explains it! This whole
city must be illusory!"
Dol ph touched a wall. H's questing hand found nothing. Sure enough, it wasn't there. That

expl ai ned how there could be a great fancy city on a deserted isle.

"But am | changed?" he asked. He | ooked at his own hands. "I don't |ook different to ne."
"No, you are exactly as you were," Marrow reassured him

"But if you've changed the way you | ook, how come |
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haven't? | should | ook like a skel eton or something, shouldn't I?"

"That is odd," Marrow agreed. "I can only conjecture that you are a Magician, so it has no power
over you. But it is possible that it clothes all living things with flesh, and you are al ready
fleshed, so it has no further effect. Perhaps it would be the sane w th genui ne buil di ngs, |eaving
t hem al one. "

"Some of these illusions may be real ? We'd better watch how we walk into nem then."

"Yes. Fortunately, we can stay on the streets and use the apparent doors to enter. That way we
won't risk banging into anything solid."

"But suppose the Heaven Cent is covered over by sone illusion? How could we ever find it?"
Marrow rmade a remarkably human type frown, lips and all. "I fear we shall have to do sone very

t edi ous checking, unless we can discover a way to abolish the illusion."

That was what Dol ph had been afraid of. "Then | guess we'd better get started. | sure wonder what
all this illusion is doing here, though, when Gandma Iris is so |l ong gone from here."
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Then they both stopped short. "Her missing talent!" Marrow exclainmed. "It canme back here!"

"It mssed the old Isle of Illusion!" Dol ph agreed. "This is where it feels at hone!"

"l had not realized that talents could do that," Marrow confessed

"Well, she's pretty old. Maybe she | ost her grip on it.
"That may be the case. | am surprised she has not acted to recover it."

Dol ph consi dered. "Maybe she doesn't know it's here. | nean, it could be just about anywhere, and
she didn't think to look here. If it's just nmy stupid sister watching the Tapestry, and not even
wat chi ng now, 'cause she never sticks to anything |ong except bos sine ss, she wouldn't've told
anyone, so they don't know. "

"Perhaps so," Marrow said. "l suppose it could becone tedi ous watchi ng anot her person's adventure
con-
stantly. Still, we ought to draw attention to the matter. | wonder if we could alert nmenP"

"You nean, cal! on the m nor?"

"That does not seemto differentiate sufficiently, at this range. It nmerely focuses on one site in
Castl e Roogna, which is the Tapestry."

"Yeah, it's a small mirror, and | never was too good at tuning themin. If 1 nmessed with it, 1

m ght | ose Castle Roogna entirely. But how el se can we call in?"
" Per haps—
Dol ph wi shed he had a speed-up spell, to quicken mat holl ow skull's thinking process. He waited.

**—+f we set up a message,” Marrow concl uded.

"Like a note on a piece of paper? They'd never see it because it would be too snall."

"A big note."

n d.]. n

They got to work at the fringe of the region of illusion, collecting sticks and stones. Marrow s
body changed oddly as he passed in and out of the illusion, one nonent reverting to his norma

bare bones, nmen beconing fleshed. At tinmes he was part bones and part flesh

In due course they had laid out objects in a big pattern on the small beach, spelling out words:
TELL IRIS. Actually it should have been Grandnma bis, but they didn't have enough material for a
big word like that. Wen Ivy saw mat in the Tapestry, she would surely tell someone, and when
Gandma Iris |earned of the phenonenal city back at her old haunts, she would understand. Then she
could reclaimher magic talent, and all would be well again. Dol ph had not yet found the Good
Magi ci an or even the Heaven Cent, but already he was acconpli shing sonethi ng!

They paused for lunch. Dol ph's sandwi ches were gone, but he didn't really need them he sinply
changed to an ant and consuned a segnent of a leaf. He did not Iike green salad in ant form nuch
better than he did in boy form but anything would do when he was hungry enough. That was anot her
thing he was learning during ms adventure: there were tinmes when it just wasn't worthwhile to be
too fussy about food.
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Then they conmenced their search for the Heaven Cent. They were not sure exactly what it | ooked
i ke, but hoped they would know it when they found it. Dol ph knew that in Miundania there was a
smal | magi ¢ copper coin called a cent; it wasn't supposed to be worth nuch, but it was pretty when
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shined. He thought the Heaven Cent night be a very big, bright cent. Just how it would help him
find the Good Magician he wasn't sure, but he would figure that out when he got hold of it. The
Magi ci an's nmessage made it clear that he needed the cent: SKELETON KEY TO HEAVEN CENT. This was
the key made of a skeleton, so the cent had to be here. He hoped.

The vast illusion covered the isle. They did not know in what building the cent m ght be, so they
had to check each in turn until they found it. Because it might be covered by a wall, they had to
poke their hands through the walls too, feeling for anything round. Mstly what they found was
weeds: without the fantasy city, this island would be just a weed-ridden | unp.

The job soon becane tedious. Dol ph wished there were a faster, easier way to do it, but he
couldn't think of any. He tried changing to hound form so mat his superior nose could sniff out
the cent, but he didn't know what it snelled like, so that didn't help. He assuned eagle form in
the hope that his sharp eyes would pierce the illusion, but they only made its detail clearer. It
was easiest to keep his own form so mat he could use his hands to check for what he could not
see.

He stepped through one nore wal |l —and spied a wonman. She was tall and well proportioned in the
adult fashion, with hair as black as m dnight and skin as white as nidday.

Dol ph junped back through the wall. He renenbered his experience with Vida Vila, who really wasn't
bad once he had gotten to know her, but mat threat of nushy sniff had really turned himoff. This
new worman | ooked |i ke the kind who was good at mush, so he was wary of her. Fortunately, she had
been facing away fromhim so had not seen him

He hurried across to where Marrow was worKi ng.
Heaven Cent
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"There's a woman!" he whispered to the living man that Marrow appeared to be. "Between the
bui | di ngs!"

Marrow considered. "Is she a real woman or an illusory woman?"

Dol ph hadn't thought of that. "l—-don't really know. She |ooked real, but— He shrugged.
"She m ght be a nonster, nade to | ook hunan. | had better investigate."

"Yes," Dol ph said, relieved.

They went to the regi on where Dol ph had seen the wonan, and poked their heads cautiously through
the wall. There she was, noving along the wall further along, her hands poking into it. She seened
to be | ooking for sonething.

"I shall approach her," Marrow said. "But | shall not divulge very much about nyself until | know
her nature. She could be dangerous."

Dol ph nodded agreenent. The illusion nade everything uncertain.

Marrow st epped through, while Dol ph watched fromthe wall. Marrow approached the woman. "Hello,"
he said.

"Eeeek!" the wonan cried, junping.

"Who are you?" Marrow asked

The woman backed away fromhim "I didn't know anyone el se was here! You alarnmed ne."
"Or perhaps | should inquire what are you," Marrow said. "Are you what you seemto be?' *

"No. Are you what you seemto bhe?"
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"Not exactly. What is your nanme?"
"Tell me yours."

Marrow paused. "I amtrying to ascertain whether you are dangerous. |If you do not cooperate,
shall have to assunme that you are.”

"That is exactly the way | feel about you," the worman sai d.

"Then answer ny questions, and | shall answer yours. What is your nane?"
"Gracile Ossein. Gace'l for short. What is yours?"

"Marrow Bones. What is your nature?"

"I am a skeleton. Wat is yours?"
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"1 am a skel eton. Were—=

"Now | know you are trying to fool nme!" she exclaimed. "You are pretending to be what | am"

"I suspect it is the other way around,
Xanth."

" Marrow said stiffly. "There are no fermal e skeletons in

"There weren't until | stepped out of the gourd. | amthe only skeleton stranded out here. Now
what is your nature, really?"

"Let us clasp hands, and we shall quickly verify each other's natures,” Mrrow suggest ed.

"No! You may be a bone-crunching nonster!"

"As you may be," Marrow retorted. "If | had been that, | would have pounced on you from behind."
She nodded. "True. Very well, we shall touch hands."

They extended their hands. Slowy the two approached. Then they touched. Then they cl asped.

"You are skeletal!" they exclai ned together

Dol ph decided it was safe to energe fromhiding. "She really is Iike you?" he asked.

"I's this another of our Kkind?" Gace'l asked.

"No," Marrow said. "He is hunan. The il lusion does not affect him"

Then they were happily talking. Dol ph was i mmensely relieved to know that Grace'l was neither a
monster nor a mushy woman. They expl ai ned what they were doing here, and Grace'l expl ai ned how she
was | ooking for the gourd that she had stepped out from "It was an accident; | only nmeant to
travel to another setting, but | took the wong exit and found nyself in ms strange place. At
first | thought it was nerely a new setting, and 1 wal ked through it, but then | realized it was
not what it seenmed, and | tried to go back—but | had lost the gourd. | have been here for days,
trying to find it."

"I't's hard to find anything under all this illusion," Dol ph agreed. "I don't know how long it wll
take us to find the Heaven Cent."

"What does it look Iike? I nmay have felt it in ny search.”
"W don't know. But maybe like a big bright copper nundane penny."

Heaven Cent
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"Mundane? What's that ?"

She had never before been outside the gourd; she had never heard of Mindania. They tried to
explain, but she could not grasp it; it was too strange for her

Then, abruptly, the illusion vani shed. The three of them were standing on the weedy i sl and.
"Grandma Iris took her talent back!" Dofph excl ai ned.

Indeed it was so. The two skeletons were revealed in their bare bones; each had spoken truly.
Marrow was taller, but Gace'l nore rounded. Still, Dol ph wasn't certain he could tell them apart,
if he were to see themsingly. "How can you tell boy fromgirl?" he' asked.

The skel et ons exchanged eyel ess glances. "That is a trifle delicate to discuss," Marrow said.

"Still, it is no secret,’
does. "

Grace'l said. "1 have nore graceful bones and one nore rib than he

"One nore rib?" Dol ph asked, surprised.
"H gh G the grace note," she said.
Dol ph remai ned baffled. "Hi gh gee?"

"Prince Dol ph has not been exposed to skeletal history,
fromthe beginning."

Marrow sai d. "Perhaps we should start

"Very well," she said. "If you will help ne look for the gourd, | will tell the tale."”

"W can | ook for the Heaven Cent too!" Dol ph said. He had the feeling that the skel etons were
about to get into a long and dull discussion of sone kind, and he didn't want to waste all that
tinme.

"W shall all search for both," Marrow agreed. "Wth the illusion gone, it should not be difficult
to find whatever we want."

So they started the search, wal king three abreast, with Dolph in the nmddle, and the two skel etons
took turns explaining about the Grib.

It seemed that |ong, |ong ago, when magic was new, the Denon X(A/N)th (or soneone; Dol ph wasn't
quite clear about that) made the ordinary Land of Xanth for the ordinary creatures, and the gourd
for the extraordinary creatures that the others could only dream about, and left the refuse to
drear, unmagi cal Mundania. He put a kind of
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barrier around Xanth to keep the Mundanes nostly out, and sealed off the gourd real mby meking it
difficult for any ordinary creature to bring its body inside. In the very center of the gourd he
made a fine cenmetery, and there he put die first skeleton

But this skeleton got lonely, for there were no others of his kind. So the Denon took one of his
ribs and broke it into pieces, and the pieces grew and becane the first fenal e skeleton, conplete
in every detail. However, the nmale was no | onger conplete, because he was nissing that one rib.
Thus the femal e had one nore rib than he, and so it was ever since.

The first two skel etons nade beautiful nusic together, for their bones resonated each to a
different key. Marrow could play over 200 notes, and Grace'l could play over 201 notes. It was the
first skeleton's smallest rib that was m ssing, the one nat played the highest note. Fromthat
time on, the femal e al ways had the higher range, and could always top the nmale by one note. The
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mal e mi ssed that note, but was satisfied to have the female play it for him which she did when
appropri at e.

"When is that?" Dol ph asked.
Now t hey were silent. "Uh," Marrow said at |ast, "when they want to reproduce."

"You nmean they play nmusic to signal the stork?" Dol ph asked, suddenly very interested. Maybe he
could get a line on how flesh folk did it, too! If it was just a matter of playing a tune or
singing a song, maybe a nushy (ugh!) |ove song—

"Not exactly," Gace'l said, as diffident as Marrow. "W don't use storks; they are reserved for
the living folk."

"Ch? Then how do skeletons do it?"

"You woul d not care to know," Marrow said.

Now Dol ph was sure that the process was simlar to the one living fol k used mat was secret from
children. "Sure | would!'"

"I't invol ves—ushy stuff."”

"Ch." What a wet blanket! Just when it was getting interesting, too. But he had sort of known it
woul d be
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sonmething |ike that, because adults were entirely too interested in nush. Maybe age turned their
brai ns nushy. Wat a fate

They conti nued searching the isle, but neither gourd nor cent snowed up. "I fear the gourd has
rotted,” Marrow said. "None remain on the isle. But there should be nany on the mminland."

"The mai nl and?" Grace'l asked. "You mean there's nore?"
Dol ph managed not to | augh. She really was innocent!

"Yes, this is but one island, and not the largest,” Marrow said. "Normal Xanth is actually a
fairly extensive place, having perhaps as nuch roomas the gourd."

"Amazi ng!" she exclainmed. "I had no idea!" Then she turned to him "How did you conme to be here in
Xant h?"

"I got on the Lost Path, so of course was lost. A nman from Xanth found ne, and brought nme fromthe
gourd. | confess it was a strange real mout here, but once | came to know it | found it
interesting, and decided to stay. Certainly it is better than returning to the Lost Path.”

Her skull nodded. "I suppose so. But you should be able to avoid the Lost Path now, if you return
in the conpany of one who is not lost."

"That is true," Marrow said. "But | have a duty here."
"What duty is that?"

"I amthe adult conpanion for Prince Dol ph. | nust see that he does not get into too nuch trouble,
and help himfind the Heaven Cent.'

She did not reply. They kept on searching, but as the sun dropped |l ow, getting ready to set the
distant trees on fire, they knew that neither gourd nor cent was to be found on the isle.

"It seens this was a false lead," Marrow said with regret.
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"But the Good Magician would not nmake a mistake!" Dol ph protested. "H s note said—

"But it is possible that we erred in interpreting his note. | understand that his Answers coul d be
at times obscure.”

"What was the nessage?" G ace'l asked.

" 'Skel eton Key to Heaven Cent,' " Dol ph said. "And
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it read this way, toward the Isle of Illusion, so | thought this nust be the right key, nade from

the skel eton of a coral."

"That does seemto nake sense. Are there other such keys?"
"A nunber,” Marrow sai d.

"Where are they?"

"To the south, all around the peninsula of Xanth."

"So this is the end of a line of keys?"

"I'n a way," Marrow agreed.

"Then maybe the Magi ci an nmeant you should start here, and keep going until you found the right
one," she said.

"Say, maybe so!" Dol ph agreed. He was getting to |ike Gace'l.

"But to search themall—= Marrow protested. "That could take a long tinme. I amnot certain—
"Perhaps there is another gourd on one of them" Gace'l said.

Marrow gl anced at her. The notion of traveling with her did not seemto bother himunduly.
"W could go by boat," Dol ph said. "Can you becone a boat, Grace' 1?"

"OfF course," she said. "Anybody can do that!"

So it was decided: they would travel together for a while, |ooking now for two things: cent and
gourd. They were bound to find one of them Dolph liked this devel opment, because he felt nore
secure with two conpani ons than wi th one.

Chapter 5. Mela
I ’

In the nmorning they set off for the southern keys. There was a fairly brisk sea wind Wwi ng in
toward | and, and that hel ped because Gace'l volunteered to becone a sail. She said she could help
mem tack agai nst that w nd.

"Tacky?" Dol ph asked.

"Tack. It is a way of sailing slantw se against the wind, even into the wind. | have done it on
Castor Lake."

Dol ph felt a bad taste in his nmouth. Castor oil was the stuff mat | eaked from castors when they
rolled too far, and it tasted absolutely awful, which was why adults made children eat it.
"There's a whol e | ake of that stuff?"

"Indeed there is," she agreed. "It is used as the setting for the bad dreans of children."
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"I've had those dreans," Dol ph said grimy. "1 don't think I'd like it in the gourd."

"You aren't supposed to. Bad dreans are no good if people like mem No reputable night nmare would
carry a good dream™

"Mare Inbri carried good dreans!" he said stoutly.

"You know Mare Inbri? She was a good mare, until she got half of soneone's soul and kept it
instead of turning it in. That ruined her, and she washed out of the business."

"She's a day nmare now," Dol ph said.

"WeH, they don't have nmuch substance. But | suppose if you like that type—=
"I sure like it better than what the night nmares carry!"

"Kick me in the tailbone,” she invited him

"dadly!" He delivered a perfect kick. She exploded and fell into the formof a triangular outline
of bones, with her skull at the base.

"Now Kkick me," Marrow said.
61
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Dol ph did so. Marrow becane the little craft he had been before. "Now |lift the sail to the craft,”
his skull said.

Dol ph heaved up GraceTs sail, staggered to the boat, and clunked it down. Her skull opened its
jaws and grabbed onto a crossbone. This anchored her formupright. Now die sail was in place.

"Haul us to the water," Marrow s skull said. "Then junmp in quickly, because when that w nd catches
us, we'll nove well."

Dol ph haul ed. A single skeleton did not weigh nuch, but the two together were all he could handl e.
He managed to get the boat to the water, which wasn't far distant. Then, as it hobbl ed, he grabbed
hi s paddl e and junped in.

Just in tine! The sail swung about of its own volition and caught the wi nd, and suddenly they were
moving swiftly across the water. Dol ph did not have to paddle at all; he just hung on to the bone
rimand enjoyed it. He renmoved his knapsack and set it on the floor of the boat between the skull-
seat and the sail pole; it should be safe there

For a while he reveled in the sensation of notion across the water without effort, and watched the
passi ng scenery. The Isle of Illusion fell behind, and the beach to the west noved resolutely to
the rear, its sands and trees marching at an even pace. Closer in, the surface of the sea rippled,
form ng fringes of bubbly white froth at the cutting edges of the waves. The water was greenish
where the norning sunbeans lighted it, and deepening gray and bl ack bel ow. Wat, he wondered, was
down under there, that could not be seen from here?

The wind shifted, so that now it was com ng fromthe southeast. G aceTs sail changed orientation
and the Marrow boat continued sout h.

Dol ph | ooked at the sail. He was used to the magi ¢ of the skeletons, that enabled themto form
useful alternate shapes and to hold out the water or the air as if the porous networks of bones
were solid. But this magic of tacking—how could that be? They were noving al nost toward the w nd,
and that did not nmake sense. Unl ess the tackiness

Heaven Cent
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caused the boat to be drawn in toward the wi nd, instead of being pushed away fromit. Yes, that
had to be it!

But that would represent another kind of talent. Marrow had said that the seenmingly different
talents of Vida Vila were actually nmerely aspects of a single talent, and maybe that was so, but
this new type of nagic of the skeletons seemed different.

"Are you sure you don't have two nmagic talents?" he asked Marrow. "Shape change and tacki ng?"

"Tacking is not skeleton magic," the skull Dol ph was sitting on responded. "Anyone can do it, if
he knows how. | have heard that even the Mundanes can do it, though | confess 1 suspect that is an
exaggeration. Certainly you could do it, with practice."

"But nmy talent is form changing!"

"Some magic is independent, available to anyone who invokes it properly. Indeed, | understand that
the Good Magician Hunfrey, for whom we search, has no evident talent except the ability to |locate
other types of nmagic that he can use. |If sone other person could |ocate the sane types of magic,
that person could hold the sane office."

"He's the Magician of Information! No one else can do that!"”

"Well, | ama creature of the gourd. Perhaps | have overl ooked sone aspect of the situation.”
"But if soneone else could do it, what woul d happen to Hunfrey?"

*'1 woul dn't know. But we nust face the possibility that we may not find him"

"Never!" Dol ph said.

"But certainly we have not yet exhausted our options. W shall search every key until we find the
Heaven Cent."

"The Heaven Cent?" a voice called fromthe side

Dol ph | ooked. There was a woman in the water, swi nmming beside them He could see her face with its
hal o of hair, that was blinding yellow in the sunlight but seaweed green in the water. "Are you in
troubl e?" he called. "Do you need to get in the boat?"

She | aughed nerrily, and her shoul ders rose out of the water, show ng her breasts. Dol ph really
wasn't interested
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in such things, but he couldn't help staring; she was, as his nother woul d have put it, extrenely
wel | endowed. "I have no need of boats! Come join me in the water."

"That sounds |ike a merwonan,"” Marrow s skull remarked.
"It's sure a wonan!" Dol ph agreed.

"I woul d advi se—=

"What's your nane?" the wonan call ed.

"Prince Dol ph. Wat's yours?"

"—eaution," the skull concluded.

"Mela. Melantha for long. You' re a prince?"
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Now Dol ph renenbered the problemhe had had with Vida Vila in the forest, who had been really
taken with the notion of a prince. "Uh, well—=

"Let ne get a look at you." She swam cl ose, and now he saw t hat bel ow the wai st her body was that
of a fish. This was indeed a nerworman! "Wiy so you are! What a fortunate day for nme!"

Dol ph hesitated to ask her what she neant, so he changed the subject. "Do you know sonet hi ng about
t he Heaven Cent?"

Now she was goi ng through her hair with a bright coral conb in her right hand, and hol ding a snall
ornate mirror up with her left. Dol ph had not seen where these devices came from they just seemed
to have appeared. "Wy certainly! Who wants to know?"

"I do! I"'mlooking for it."

She gazed at him cocking her head so that her golden hair fell lustrously to the side. Her mrror
and conmb sparkl ed; he thought for a noment that both were encrusted with jewels, but then saw that
they were barnacles. "Perhaps if you join ne in the water, | will tell you."

"Do not go in the water!" the skull warned.

Dol ph had al ready decided that this was not the tinme to swm "Wy don't you cone in the boat and
tell ne?"

She grimaced prettily. "If you insist, Prince. But you will have to help ne, for | can't clinb
very well." Her conb and nirror di sappeared. She flashed her flukes, sending up a considerable

spray.

"Don't— the skull began
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The merwoman swam cl ose. "lIs there soneone in the boat with you?"
"Not exactly. It's—=

She lifted her arnms. Her inpressive breasts cane out of the water too, causing himto gawk. "No
matter. Take hold."

**_tet her get hold of you," Marrow concluded. Too late. Mela put her arns around his neck and
haul ed. Dol ph tried to help lift her up, but she weighed nore than he, and her arms were
surprisingly strong, and she was instead pulling himdow. He was trying to hold on to the boat
with his tegs, but the position wasn't good. In a noment he knew he would be in the water

"Tack!" the skull cried.

The sail swung around suddenly, and the boat lurched. Mela was draw ng Dol ph's head and shoul ders
into her bosom alnost snothering him The bottomof the sail collided with the merwonan's back
giving her a hard smack. She nade an exclamation of pain and |let go.

Dol ph got hinself back in the boat, out of harmis way. "You tried to pull ne into the water!" he
cri ed.

Mel a shook her head, her hair throwing off yellow glints. "I've been knocked before, but never
quite that way," she said angrily.

"You wanted to drown me!" Dol ph accused her

She | aughed, not as nerrily as before. "Hardly that, Prince! | can enable you to breathe water. |
want you with ne. Come on in; your hair's all mussed. I'll conmb it for you." The barnacled conb
reappeared i n her hand.
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"You said you knew about the Heaven Cent!"

"I do. Enough. | just prefer to tell you in my own domain. It is not confortable for me out of the
wat er. "

Dol ph coul d believe that. He had not seen many fish that liked dry | and, and she was a fish bel ow
"W nust get away from her," Marrow s skull warned.

"Let's go!" Dol ph agreed. He had had quite enough of the nerwonman's deception

The sail swung around again and caught the wind. The craft resumed speed.

"Prince Dol ph, I*msorry!"™ Mela called, sw mm ng
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alongside. "I'Il tell you about the Heaven Cent, if you'll only listen."

"I'I'l listen while |I travel," Dolph said grimy. He was devel oping a healthy aversion to wonmen of
all types, to match the aversion for girls that his big bossy sister had inculcated in him

"Very well," she agreed, having no trouble keeping up. Her tail was very good for sw mring, so
that she hardly needed to use her hands, and her pillow breasts enabled her to float without
effort. "The Heaven Cent in the past has cent folk to whonever it makes cents for themto neet,
anywhere under the heavens. That's what it's for."

It was an illunination. "That does nake cents!" Dol ph cried. "W want to find the Good Magician!"
"The Good Magi cian is mssing?" she asked, interested.

"Yes, that's why we're looking for him W will find 'he Heaven Cent on the Skel eton Key."

"l doubt it."

"Ny 2"

"Because there is no Heaven Cent."

"But you just said—=

"Silly boy! | told you how it has been used in the past. The effort of its great nmagic nelts it
down, and so it no |longer exists after it has perforned its function."

" But —
"So it has to be forged anew each tinme. That is the skeletal key to its use."
"The—=

She | aughed again. "How little you have understood your mission! Did you really think the skeleton
key was a pl ace?

"I = Dol ph felt very foolish

"She nmay have a point," the skull said, disgruntled.

"But how can we nake the Heaven Cent!" Dol ph asked. "W don't know anythi ng about that!"
"l do have one bit of information about that," Ml a said.

"You do? Tell us!"
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"Cone down to ny abode below, and I will tell you, sweet Prince."

Heaven Cent
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"Nol

"I assure you | shall not mistreat you, Prince, | only want your conpany for a while."

Agai n Dol ph renenbered the vila, whose interest turned out to be mushy. "I'm not good conpany."
"Wel |, perhaps not right at the nonent. But in time you will be excellent conpany, |'msure. |I'm

willing to wait."

Now Dol ph was sure he wanted to get away fromher. "No!"
"I can't cajole you?" Ml a asked, frowning.

"No! Go away!"

"I will even sing you a nice song."

"No! "

Now she frowned. "Then 1 will sing a song that is not so nice. You are making ne unreasonabl e,
Prince Dol ph. That is not w se."

"I"'mnot a wise person!" he retorted. "I'mjust a boy!"

"And | am a nerworman. You have something to | earn about ny type."

"I don't want to learn it!"

"I have set ny sights on you, and |I shall have you, delicious Prince."

Dol ph wasn't certain how she neant that, but none of the interpretations he could think of were
very appealing. "Can we nove faster?" he asked Marrow.

"Only if the wind picks up," the skull replied.
But now the wind was dying. They were in a calm at just the wong tine.

Mel ant ha began to sing. Her voice was eerie. It sounded nore |ike ghosts being blown by a gale
than like nusic, yet it had a certain conpelling quality. Dol ph found hinself wanting to be with
her, despite his aversion to the notion.

But then the wind did pick up. In fact it became quite gusty. A shadow fell across the boat. Dol ph
| ooked up, and saw to his dismay that a stormwas brew ng.

"Of all the times for bad weat her!" he excl ai ned.

"It isn't exactly coincidence, you know," Mela called fromthe hei ghtening waves to the side.
68
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"That's right!" the skull muttered. "They can summon storns."

"We certainly can," Mela called over the rising roar of wind and sea. "W have a deal with King
Fracto, a mutual assistance pact/'
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"I"ve heard of him" the skull said. "He's the worst of clouds. Cumulo Fracto Ni nmbus. Al ways
| ooki ng for mschief.”

“I''ll tell himto go away, if you conme to me," Mela call ed.
"Don't deal with her!" the skull said. "W'Il cut in to |and, where we can escape her."
The boat turned, angling for the beach

Mel a resuned her song. Inmediately the stormintensified. The wind caught the sail and whipped it
about. The boat tilted scarily.

"I don't like this," the skull said. "W had better furl our sail."

"I don't like it either," Dol ph said. "lI'mgetting seasick!"

"Not in my waters you don't!" Mela protested.

"I can't help it," Dol ph said, |eaning over the side.

"I'f you do, you'll clean it up!" she cried, sw nmm ng cJose.

Dol ph jerked back. He didn't want her to grab him again.

"Kick the sail!" the skull said.

Dol ph realized that mis was the only way Grace'l could change form He stood up

A sudden gust caught mem The boat was bl own over on its side. Dol ph, rising precariously to his
feet, was pitched into the heaving sea.

He opened his nouth to scream but his stomach was roiling so violently that what cane out was no
scream It was a retch

Then the nerwonman caught him "Now you are mine, you precious boy!" she said. "Kiss me!" She put
her face to his.

The contents of Dol ph's stonach spewed out, splashing agai nst her nose and soaki ng her hair.

"Yuck!" she exclained. "I thought you were house-broken!" But she did not |let go of him She
haul ed hi munder the water, and in a noment it was rmuch cal ner.

Dol ph i nhal ed. He thought he would drown, but he took in a full breath of water and it was just
like air. She was right: she had enabled himto breathe the water.

He watched the vomit being carried out of her green hair by the water as she swam Her tai

stroked back and forth, and her body undul ated, and she noved wi th consi derabl e grace. She haul ed
himalong, her grip on his armso strong that he knew he could not break free. And if he did, what
woul d happen? The nonent he broke contact with her, the sea night change back to water for him
and he woul d dr own.

He was her captive, w thout doubt. What was going to happen to hin®

Mel a deposited himin a cave garden at the bottom of die ocean. Treelike seaweeds surrounded it,
arching up overhead to forma canopy. He could breathe, but knew it was water, because he was able
toswminit.

The ground was covered with pretty colored stones. Sone of them glowed, their gentle green, red,
bl ue, and yellow radi ance lighting the region so that he could see. Here and there there were
floating nasses of fine seaweed that | ooked |ike cushions. Between the sea trees and the stones
was a rough circle of shiny netals.

"Do not go beyond the canopy,"” Mela told him "M/ enchantnment extends only within it, and you wll
not be able to breathe the water beyond unless you are in contact with ne. W are far down; you
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woul d surely drown."

Dol ph swam over and poked his head beyond the sea trees. The water seemed thicker here, and the
farmer he went, the worse it got, until he was choking. She was right: he could not sw m away.

In the middl e of the garden she had a fireplace. She put some waterlogs on it, and the fire bl azed
up warmy.

"But how can there be fire under water?" Dol ph asked, anazed.
"I't is nermagic, of course," she explained. "W are
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excel | ent housew ves, nmanaging the hearth and | and until our husbands return." Then she turned

away.
"Husbands?" Dol ph asked. "If you have a husband, why—=
"I had a husband, Merwin Merman. But he is gone."

" Gone? \Were?"

She turned to face him her flukes twitching. "You are young, and | brought you here agai nst your
will, so | nust forgive you your inadequate social grace. | spoke euphemi stically. Merwin is
dead. "

"Ch." Dol ph had indeed failed to understand her manner. He wanted to ask nore questions, such as
what that big word "euphem stically" nmeant, but realized that this mght not be smart. "I'm
sorry." He was getting better at apologizing in the adult fashion

And she reacted in the adult fashion. "No, you could not know. | apol ogize to you for what | have
done. But let nme explain.”

That was exactly what he wanted. Adults had funny, indirect ways of doing things sonetines, but
they generally got mere in the end. He kept his nouth shut and |istened.

"W nmerfolk live along tinme," Mela said. "The males get old and grizzled, while the fenales
remai n young in appearance. This has to do with hornmones—ell, no need to get technical. But
Merwi n had a fine charmthat hel ped himstay young. It was a large, brilliant firewater opal that
sparkled with its internal energy. We nmerfotk collect pretty gens and rare netals, as you may have
noted; we |like diemfor our honmes and gardens. But Merwin had only this one, and he valued it
above all others. He wore it on a chain about his neck.

* 'One day he was aloft at the surface of the sea, generating a truly fine stormw th the
cooperation of ne clouds that were on duty then. A flying dragon cane and offered to help by
breathing fire and snoke and thickening the msts. But then it saw Merwin's opal and coveted it.
Whil e Merwin was concentrating on the storm that fell dragon turned its fire on him and toasted
him We nerfolk are vulnerable to fire, which is why we stay in the water

Merwi n was stunned and fell senseless in the water. The dragon scooped up the firewater opal
breaking the chain that held it, and flew away to his lair sonewhere on the |and.

"Merwi n, deprived of the protection of the gem died. | was a widow. It was hard for ne to nmanage
after that, because a nerwonman does not like to |live alone. W had been building up our property
so we could raise a famly; our property was just about good enough, but now there could be no
famly. | did not want to share our estate with a strange nernan, but that was acadenic; w thout
the firewater opal it was not a sufficient estate to attract another merman. My only chance at
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recovering sonme share of ny hopes was to recover the firewater opal, and the chance of that seened
renote i ndeed.

"That is why | was interested when | heard you nention nme Heaven Cent. Wth that | might get to
the opal." She shrugged. "But it was a foolish passing notion. That dragon lives on land, and | am
a creature of the sea; if 1 went to that dragon's lair | would only get nyself killed. | can not
use the Heaven Cent, because it would take ne only to my death. But even as | realized nis, |
realized mat you were a pretty boy who nmight do instead. The fact mat you are a prince nmade it
even better. So | captured you, and | regret it if this makes you unhappy."

"I don't want to stay here," Dol ph said. "WII| you let nme go?"

"No. "
"But I'monly a boy! | can't—do what you want."
"Ch, | amsure you can, once you mature. Your kind and mine can interbreed, and nmerfol k often make

it with captive sailors. The storkfish brings halflings, who may choose either the land or the
sea. This will take tinme, of course, but | will treat you well as you grow up, and | amsure you
will come to like it here."

"I don't even know how t o—whatever. The secret has been kept fromme by the Adult Conspiracy."

She | aughed. "Is that what they call it on |land? W consider it to be nere discretion. | would not
be concerned about it."
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"Well, you're an adult," he retorted. "You already know"

"And | will gladly show you—when the tinme cones. You should find it interesting."

"Never!"

She sniled tolerantly, just like an adult. They were all so snmug about this! "You will see.™
"But | have other tilings to do!" Dol ph protested.

"You may do nemafter | amthrough with you," she said firmy

"Il escape!"”

"You are welcone to try."

Dol ph changed formto a fish and swam for the edge of the canopy. But as he passed outside, he
began to choke. His gills couldn't handle the water!

He had to back off. He had done a little fish swimming in the past, but evidently not enough
sonet hi ng wasn't wor ki ng

"I had not realized that you were a formchanger,'* Mela said. "But | see you are not an

experi enced one. Your body is attuned to nmy enchantnent, so that you can breathe the water. Wen
you try to adapt to nornmal fish breathing, you can not; your magic and nmine interfere with each
ot her, and you choke."

Dol ph returned to boy form "I'Il learn how"

"Surely you will—n tinme. Al it takes is a good deal of practice. Meanwhile, | hope to persuade
you that your best interests lie with ne."

Dol ph doubted that she would succeed in mat, but thought it best not to argue the point. "What
about the Heaven Cent? You said you'd tell ne one nore thing about it if |I cane down here."
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She smiled. "But you did not come here voluntarily, | amnot certain that counts.”
"You didn't say it had to be voluntary!"

She tilted her head, and her halo of green hair swirled around her torso. "Perhaps there is room
for interpretation. Let ne nmake you a proposition.”

"Nuh-uh! That sounds nushy!"

"Not necessarily. This is nerely an agreement we both
Heaven Cent
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shal | honor. Because you are a form changer, you could be a threat to ne, so that | mght be
concerned about sleeping in your conpany. That would be inconvenient. So let's agree that | wll
tell you the rest of what | know about the Heaven Cent, and you will not try to harmme. You will
not becone a swordfish and slice me up, for example. You nmay do anything else you wi sh, but you
will not offer me any violence or other harm™

"I can try to breathe water and escape?"
"Yes. You just nmay not attack ne, or try to hurt nme otherw se."

The truth was that Dol ph really did not want to hurt her, she was a reasonably nice person, once
al l onances were made for her adult nature. He just wanted to get away fromher. It seened a fair
deal . Except—

"WIIl you also tell ne how fol k sunmon t he—=
"No. Not while you are a child. You know that."

Dol ph grimaced. It was infuriating the way all adults hung together; not one of them would break
the Conspiracy. But he hadn't really expected to succeed. "All right. You tell ne about the Heaven
Cent, and | won't try to hurt you."

"Agreed." She extended her hand, and after a nonent he realized that he was supposed to shake it
to seal the deal. He did so. Her fingers were webbed, but her hand was nmarvel ously soft, and she
squeezed his fingers in a way that sent a snall tingle through him Mre nmagic, of course, but not
real |y objectionable.

She noved to the fireplace. "Now I will fix you sonmething to eat. You're a grow ng boy; you need
good food."

Dol ph didn't like the sound of that. It seemed to be another adult conspiracy: to make al
children eat yucky stuff. What—=2"

"Seaweed soup. Plenty of vitamins and minerals and proteins. As sure as water douses fire, a
growi ng boy needs them"”

H s worst fear had just been realized! Wiy hadn't he thought to make that part of the deal: no
yucky food! Now he was stuck with it.

As they ate the soup, she explained about the forging of
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the Heaven Cent. "It can not be Grafted by ordinary nmeans; it requires a very special nagic called
electricity. This is used to plate the copper on it: electroplating. Only when it is done just so
will it function properly. So you will need sonmeone with that kind of magic, and tine."

"Ti me?"
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"I understand it is a very slow process. | believe it took two years to make the | ast one."
"Two years!"

"l agreed to tell you about the cent; | did not say you would like that information."

"Well, | agreed not to try to hurt you," Dol ph said, annoyed. "I did not say 1 wouldn't insult

you, fish-rear."

She | aughed, her nerriness returning. "Beautiful, Prince Dol ph! W shall get along fanobusly, as
sure as sand di spl aces water."

"You aren't mad?" he asked, disgruntl ed.

"Of course not. My rear is fishy. But that it nerely an option; I, like all ny kind, can change."
And abruptly her tail fuzzed, and refornmed as a pair of well-fleshed human | egs.

"Ch." He should have realized. "But then you can go on |land. You said—

"I said | was a creature of the sea, as indeed | am Certainly I can go on |and when | have to.
But | don't like it; the weight on ny feet is burdensone, and the dryness intolerable. If | went
to the dragon's nest and were |ucky enough to get the firewater opal, | would still have to wal k
back to the sea, and | doubt | could make it. No, these legs are nostly for show and for certain
speci alized applications; otherwise | prefer the tail." The legs fuzzed, and the tail reforned.

Dol ph was al nost di sappoi nted. He sel dom got a good | ook at bare woman | egs; usually all he saw
were those of nynphs as tiiey ran away. Nynphs were great teases. It wasn't that tegs were
special, but that for some reason children weren't supposed to see themtoo close, and that of
course made him curi ous.

Then Mel a swam out to tend her estate. She had, she explained, a herd of sea cows and a sea horse,
whi ch she
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mai nt ai ned on sea oats. Also a nice patch of sea cucunbers, which she had to protect fromthe
m schi ef of sea urchins. She offered to teke himout to see them but he declined; he had had
enough experiences for one day.

"Tormorrow, then," she said. "You can join nme in searching the sea floor for shells and gens.
Wuldn't it be nice if we found another firewater opal!"

"Woul d that nmean that another merman would marry you?" he inquired.
"Yes, probably."
"Then you wouldn't need to keep ne!"

"Ch, but | like you better," she said. "It isn't often that a girl gets to raise a genuine
prince."

So nmuch for that notion.

In the evening Mela fed himdisgustingly whol esome seaf ood and dol phin mlk, wth-sure
enough—slices of her honmegrown sea cucunber. She put himto bed at the unreasonably early hour
adults insisted on, and gave himseveral floating pillows that renm nded himalarmngly of her bare
bosom Ugh! There was a seaweed-cl oaked cubby for natural functions; the seaweed snatched the
stuff away as if it were a great prize and used it for fertilizer. Dol ph had hoped that Nature
woul d not be able to find himdown here, but her call cane as.insistently as ever. Nature was
evidently another adult. Mela even provided himw th a nightshirt of woven sea grass fiber. He had
to admt that her garden and her care were confortable; she was not mstreating himat all, by
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adult definitions. She even gave hima tasty piece of saltwater taffy, then insisted that he brush
his teeth with a toothbrush she had sal vaged from a sunken ship, and wash behind his ears.

As he drifted to sl eep he pondered the events of the day. He was not happy about his captivity,
but he had to adnmit mat Mela's position was reasonabl e by her reckoning. She was sinply making the
best of her situation and her opportunities.

Qbvi ously the Heaven Cent would not do her nuch good. He coul d now appreciate why she would settle
for a human man. She probably didn't like it any better than the man would, but it was a way to
have her famly wi thout
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the firewater opal. It was just his msfortune that she had captured Dol ph. and planned to keep

himuntil he becane an adul t.

He woul d just have to | earn how to handl e those overl appi ng magi cs, so that he could becone a fish
and breathe the water naturally. He hoped he could do it before Mela managed to convince himthat
it was better to stay with her. Already he feared mat he did not have an awful |ot of tine.

Then, just before he slept, he renenbered: the Tapestry was oriented on him The folk at Castle
Roogna woul d know where he was! They would rescue him He had nothing to worry about!

Wiy, then, did he feel a certain tinge of disappointnent?

Chapter 6. Skeleton Crew

"H

Hang on, Dol ph!"™ Marrow cried as the sudden gust of w nd blew the boat over

But it was too late; Dol ph was pitched into the heaving sea. Marrow was unable to help him
because his skull was set inside the craft and could not see out and the craft was now capsi zed.
Al he could see, as the waves turned them around, was the flash of a fluke as the nmerwonan noved.

She had done this, he knew. She had sunmoned Fracto, who had been glad to make mischief, and now
she had what she wanted. She would haul Dol ph to the bottom of the sea and keep himthere forever.

Marrow knew it was his responsibility, for he was Dol ph's adult conpanion. He should have
anticipated nmis disaster and taken precautions. |If they had just crossed directly to land, the
merwonan never could have interfered. If he had even told Dol ph to becone a sea bird or a fish, at
the last nmonment, it would have hel ped. But his hollow skull had not thought fast enough, and so
had cone up with an enpty warning. Naturally, the boy had been too distracted to think of changing
formhinsel f; the merwonan had acted with too nuch di spatch

He woul d have to do sonething to help Dol ph. But first, he realized, he had to help hinself. He

had to regain his normal form and G ace'l had to regain hers. At the nmoment she could not even

speak, because her teeth were | ocked onto his shinbone that nade the bar across the boat. If she
| et go, she would be washed away. Fortunately, she was aware of this and kept her teeth clanped

tight.

The savage wi nds continued to how, and the waves did their best to smash the craft to bits. If
t hey succeeded, both skel etons would be lost, for they could not survive dis-
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menberment. Not in a situation like this. If it occurred on land, friends could collect the bones
and put them back together, but here in the sea there were no friends and the bones woul d be
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conpletely scattered

"W are in trouble,"” he called over the roar and splash. "Don't let go, Grace'l, until | figure
out what to do. Maybe we can ride out the storm "

But that seened less likely with every nonment that passed. Mean Fracto was concentrating on the
craft, trying to buffet it apart. Fracto |l oved to destroy things; his reputati on was notorious.
Whenever rain was not wanted, Fracto would float over to bring a deluge, and whenever cal m weat her
was needed, Fracto would be there to disturb it. Now the nean cloud had a hel pless victim and
intended to denmolish it conpletely.

In addition, the waves were washing the craft farther out to sea. Fracto intended to see that no
bone got back to shore!

Nei t her Marrow nor Grace'l could change formuntil sone other party booted them apart. The action
of the waves wouldn't do it; it had to be a swift kick in the tailbone. If one recovered the
natural form he or she could kick the other—but how could either of them change now? There had to
be someone el se—and how coul d there be, here on the heaving surface of the ocean, here in the
heart of the stornf

"You're a terrible person, Fracto!" Marrow cried in frustration. But the wi nds only | aughed.
Fracto was really enjoying hinself.

Then Marrow t hought of a way. His arm bones were part of the bracing of the sides of the boat, and
hi s hand bones gripped the ends of it together, and his finger bones formed the topnmost rim |f he
could just raise his hollow finger—

It was a struggle, because he was not in his natural form but he nanaged to lift that finger so
that it stood at right angles to the rest of the rim Nowto get Fracto to do his part.

"Hey, you fuzzy cloud!"™ he called with his jawbones. "I am contenptuous of you! | present ny
finger to you!"
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There were many types of magic in Xanth, and few in Mundani a, but sone aspects of it were so

uni versal and fundanental that they were to be found everywhere. One of these was insult magic,
especially of the sinplest variety. A single elevated finger represented one of the nobst potent of
all; anyone who saw it was imedi ately insulted and driven to fury. There was no practical reason
for this; it was just the nature of the spell.

Fracto saw the finger and of course reacted. He blew the npbst horrendous gust at it, trying to
destroy it. The wind was so strong that the air passed right through the finger and activated its
whi st e.

The sound was piercing. It struck right through the dull roar of the waves and the m xed sw sh of
the air. It was Marrow s cry for help. He had succeeded in sounding it!

"Now all we have to do is survive until help conmes."” he called to Gace'1l. "Just hang on."

They hung on. The angry w nds continued, but were unable to do nore than shove the craft farther
out to sea. Fracto's rage was inpressive, but inevitably it blew over; the cloud just did not have
much stayi ng power.

Then a formlooned in the air. Marrow could see only its fleeting, vague shadow, but he knew what
it was. "Chex!" he cried. "Here!"

Too late he realized that Chex would have little way to hel p. She was a wi nged centaur, and coul d
not |land on the water, and her hands could not reach to the ground. She would not be able to pick
up the craft and carry it out of the storm Had he summoned her for nothi ng?

Then a net sl apped the water beside him The edge of it sank, and was pulled up—and the craft was
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caught in it. Chex had cone prepared

Fracto howed with renewed fury, but it was too late; by the tine the cloud could organize his
second wind for a real blow, Chex had haul ed the netful of bones into the air. At first it was too
heavy for her, but she flicked it twice with her tail, and it becane lighter. This was an aspect
of her magic: her tail nmade what it flicked | ose weight. Wen she flicked herself, she becane
light, so that her wi ngs
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could carry her aloft; when she flicked something el se, mat thing becane simlarly light.

Stronger gusts canme at them but Chex nerely used those winds to buoy her flight, and nade better
progress. She was not afraid to fly out to sea; she could fly wherever she wanted. Soon she |eft
the turbulent stormbehind and flew into clear air. She had rescued them

It required sone tine to reach | and, because they had to go around the storm but in due course
Chex settled on the beach and opened the net. "Kick ne," Marrow told her. "And kick the sail."

Chex understood; she was an old friend of Marrow s. They had net when Esk brought Marrow fromthe
gourd, and had travel ed together when she went to talk with her sire, Xap, at the top of the
nmount ai n of wi nged nonsters. She booted the side of the boat with a forehoof, then booted the
fallen sail.

Marrow and Grace'l | anded, reformed, al nost together, Dol ph's knapsack between them "Well," Chex
said, "I see you have a lady friend, and she has really nice bones."

It was of course inpossible for skeletons to blush, but both Marrow and Grace'l gave it their best
effort. Marrow hastily introduced skeleton to centaur and expl ai ned about their mssion to find
the Heaven Cent and a viable gourd for GraceTs return. "But a nerwonan abducted Dol ph," he

concl uded. "Now we nust rescue Dol ph. His nother would never speak to nme again if | |let himbe

per manently | ost."

"You could be correct," Chex agreed, with a quarter smle. She was a fine figure of a centaur

filly, with full bare breasts, and great gray w ngs, and flowi ng brown hair and tail. Even her
eyes were esthetic, being the sane shade of gray as her wings, which were al nost the col or of

bone. Marrow found that flesh was not hideous when it was where it obviously bel onged.

"So we nust rescue him" Dol ph concl uded.
"Are you sure he needs it?" Chex asked.

Both Marrow and Grace' 1l | ooked at her with surprise. "Of course he needs it!" Marrow said. "He's
captivel!l"
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"But | think not in danger."

"Of course he's in danger! Wiy woul d you think otherw se?"

"Because his nother and sister are surely keeping track of himvia the Tapestry, and they wll act
the nonent they believe he is in serious peril. Since they appear not to have acted, we can assune
mat he is not in peril."

Marrow had not thought of that, but it did make sense. O course, centaurs always nade nore sense
than other folk did. "But wouldn't they act to prevent himfromremai ning captive?" he asked.
"Surely they don't want a prince of Xanth held forever under the sea!"

"1 think they would not act quickly," Chex said. "They would prefer either to leave himin a safe
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pl ace where he could not stray until he became thoroughly bored with his adventure and was quite
ready to return hone wi thout conplaint, or to have himnmake his own escape, so that he could gain
necessary experience and prestige as a prince."”

"Ch—and then help himif he got in trouble while trying to escape?"
"Yes. But of course he may not try."
"May not try! Way wouldn't he try?”"

"Let me explain," she said in the practical manner of one who has evidently thought a matter

t hrough nore thoroughly than others had. This manner was another centaur trait, the nore maddeni ng
because it was usually justified. "Merwonmen keep their youthful appearance much | onger than do
mer nen, and while the nmen becone very little interested in romance, the wonen retain what is said
to be a very lively libido. Thus they are all too often in search of extramarital affairs of the
heart. Since they are unconfortable on |Iand, though they do have the ability to shape |legs and go
ashore, they seek solace mainly fromthe nen of the sea: sailors, fishernen, and visitors. Once
one of themfixes on a particular man, she will not rest until she has him When she does get him
she treats himvery well. They are highly proficient in the arts that please nmen. Indeed, it is
said that there is hardly a better fate than for a nman to be captured by one of these, and that
many reported drownings are nothing of the kind; the man sim
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ply does not want to |eave his lover in the sea. Now, since you know that Prince Dol ph was taken
by such a creature, how can you be sure he is not quite satisfied to remain where he is?"

"He is only nine years old," Marrow said succinctly.

"Merworren are kind to children, too; nmany wilderness nynphs are. Children have been known to
mature surprisingly quickly, in the conpany of such creatures. In the interim she could give him
many things he |likes, such as toys and candy and uncritical attention. She could show him a side
of the femal e persuasion that he has not before appreciated. No, children are not i mune to such
bl andi shnents; they are nore receptive to themthan are adults."

"But Dol ph was on a mssion!" Marrow protested. "He was in quest of the Heaven Cent!"”
"The what ?" she inquired, frowning.
Marrow expl ai ned about the cent. "So you see, he would not want to | eave that unfinished."

"l suppose that's true," Chex agreed, not entirely pleased to have had to | earn sonmething froma
noncent aur person. "So he shoul d have notivation to continue his search. Perhaps it would be best
sinmply to wait and see what happens."”

Marrow pondered. His hollow skull was ill-equipped to debate policy with the sharp nind of a
centaur, yet he was not satisfied to accept her suggestion. Wiy wasn't he?

Finally he got it straight. "I don't think so. | mnmust go to rescue Dol ph."

Chex arched an eyebrow at him "Ch? Wy?"

"Because he is a child, and is not expected to nmake mature judgnments on things. | amhis adult
conpanion; it is nmy job to provide the judgnent he lacks. If he does not have the sense to try to
escape fromthe nmerwoman, | nust exercise that sense for him OQherwise there is no point in ny
presence. "

"Even if he does not want to escape?”
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"Especially if he does not want to escape! That would nean the nerwonman has corrupted him and it
is my duty to counter that corruption. Wien he is an adult, he may
stay with a nerwoman if he wants to, but as a child this is an option I nust deny him"

Chex | ooked at Grace'l, who had not said a word during this discussion. "How do you feel about
it?"

"I't is not ny business to interfere," Gace'l said. "I amonly along until we find a gourd, so
can go hone."

"As it happens, | saw a gourd as we were coning in for a landing here," Chex said. "It should be
quite close; let me check." She spread her wings, flicked herself with her tail, and took off.

Marrow had m xed enotions. This was a rare experience, for skeletons were not phenonenally
enotional, and sel dom had nore than one enption at a tinme. On the one bone hand, he was gl ad that
Grace'l woul d have her wi sh; on the other, he would have |iked to have her conpany | onger. He had
not been aware of how much he nissed the conpanionship of his own kind until he met her

"How are you going to rescue Dol ph?" Grace'l inquired

"I had not thought about that. | suppose |I shall have to walk under the sea and search for the
merwoman's |air, and take himout."

"That may not be easy."
"l must at |east nmake the effort.”
She nodded. She seened to be thinking her own holl ow t houghts.

Soon Chex returned. "Yes, | found it. W can reach it very quickly. At |east one problem can be
readily sol ved."

“No," Grace'1l said.

"\What ?" Marrow asked.

"I have changed ny mind. | wll take another gourd hone,"
"Why?" Chex asked

"Because if Marrow is responsible for Prince Dol ph, then | amresponsible too. They were hel pi ng
me | ook for a gourd, and | was hel ping mem| ook for the Heaven Cent. | was part of the craft on
the water that |et Dol ph get captured by the merwonan. | rmust at |east help rescue Dol ph, so that
he can continue his mssion. Then | can return to ny realm"”
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"So the two of you are going to attenpt to rescue Dol ph, no matter what | say?" Chex asked.
"Yes," Marrow said, and Grace'l nodded agreenent.

Chex smiled. "I amglad to hear it. Let me help you plan the rescue.”

"But you are against the rescue!" Marrow protested.

Chex | aughed. "Hardly! There was no way | was going to let Prince Dol ph remain in the clutches of
t hat nerwoman. "
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"But you argued—

"The other side. OF course. It is always best to be conversant with both sides of an issue before
taking action. It was also inportant that | ascertain the extent of your conmitment to the rescue,
as it may be difficult and will require close coordination."

Marrow s skull seened filled with fuzz. "You have no obligation to rescue Dol ph! You cane to
rescue ne!"

"I know the royal family," Chex said. "I took Princess Ivy on a trip to Centaur Isle, not |long
after I met you. | becane responsible for hel ping Dol ph the nmonent | |earned about his

predi canent. | am sure that one reason his parents delayed their action was because they knew

was on the way. | suspect they are watching us now, via the Tapestry, to be sure mat we are not

| eaving Dol ph to his fate."

Marrow realized mat was true. If the Tapestry had been oriented on Dol ph before, it must still be
wat chi ng him and another part of it would be watching Marrow. Queen Irene had not expected Dol ph
to get beyond the Good Magician's castle, but had insisted on an adult conpanion, just in case.
That "in case" had happened. Now she was surely keeping nervous track, just in case worse
happened. She was trying to allow her son as nuch freedom and adventure as he was conpetent to
handl e, and not half a whit nore.

"But you said the Queen would not rescue Dol ph unless he was in real danger," Gace'l said

"She woul d naturally prefer himto make his own escape, in the princely way," Chex said. "But
failing mat, she would want himrescued by his friends. If that also failed, then she would have
to take action and nake the

King do something. Certainly she will not let himbe lost to a nerwoman. The fact that she has not
yet taken action only neans that Dolph is in no i medi ate danger, that allows tine for himor the
rest of us to do sonething."

Marrow t hought about Queen Irene. He concluded that Chex was right. That was the way the Queen
operated. She would stay in the background if she could, just as she did when King Dor was naking
policy, but she would see that things worked out. It would be better to make sure mat she never
had to act.

"We had better get started, then,"” he said. "Wat was wong with ny prior plan?"

"I did not criticize it," Chex protested.

"But you are a centaur. Your analytical nmnd criticizes everything."
"True. But | did not hear it, so | could not have critiqued it."

Now he renenbered: he had nentioned his plan to Gace'l while Chex was | ooking for the gourd. "I
intend to wal k under the sea, search for the merwoman's lair, and take Dol ph out. Wat is wong
with that?"

"Everything!" the centaur exclaimed. "First, your walk under the sea will be very slow, because of
the resistance of the water. Second, it will take you forever to |locate the merwonman's lair,
because it could be anywhere hi this vicinity of the sea. Third, if you do locate it, the nerwoman
will surely see you coming and will act to prevent you from approachi ng. She woul d send dogfish
agai nst you to chew your bones, or a kraken to pull them asunder. Fourth, if you did reach her
lair, you would not be able to take Dol ph fromit w thout drowning him because nerfol k have water-
breat hi ng magi ¢ that operates only in then-presence or in their lairs. Fifth, if you managed to

get around that, he still mght not want to go, and nmight refuse to go with you. You could not

make him go against his will, because he woul d change into some nonstrous formyou could not

budge. Thus your effort would be dooned."

Marrow pondered. Those seened |ike pretty good objections. But he knew how to get around them
"How can we counter these things?" For a centaur sel dom posed ques-
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tions o which that centaur did not already know the answers. That quality derived fromtheir
generations of experience as tutors.

"I'mso glad you asked," Chex said with a half snmile. "The first and second problenms nmay be
tackl ed together. You nmust |ocate the lair fromabove the water, then descend quickly to it. That
also minimzes the third problem because it provides the merwonman very little tine to spot you or
to act against you. You can alleviate the fourth problemby taking air dowm with you, for Dol ph to
breathe. | believe there should be sone air plants growing in this area; one or two of them should
do nicely. The fifth problemw || depend on your verbal skills: you may have to persuade Dol ph to
| eave. | hope you are up to it."

"1 think you would be better at that," Marrow said.

"I'ndubitably. But | can not go below the water. The pressure of the deep water would crush nme, if
| were able to get down there at all. Only you, with your tough bare bones, can do it."

"How can we |l ocate the lair?" Gace'l asked

"I thought I mght fly over the water, as the weather clears, and see what | can see. Certainly I
can carry you to the site, if we locate it."

"I got a look at that water, when we capsized," Gace'l said. "Even below the roiling surface, it
was dark; | could not see to the bottom"

Chex nodded. "I amafraid | had not thought that aspect through. Certainly the nerworman woul d not
have her lair in any obvious place, anyway; she would adapt a cave or use other conceal nent. W
shall have to devise sone other way."

Marrow pi cked up Dol ph's knapsack. "Maybe the magic mirror will help."
"You have a magic nmirror?" Chex asked. "That should be just what we need!"

Marrow brought out the little hand mrror. "I amnot sure. Few mirrors can actually | ocate things;
they must communi cate with known sites.™

"That is true," Chex said. "But it is ny thought that

with this one we can conmunicate with Castle Roogna, where they will know Dol ph's | ocati on— She
br oke of f.

"And they won't want to get involved," Marrow concl uded, renenbering. "Because they want Dol ph to
make his own escape, or at least to have his friends help him Still, we mght ook at the
Tapestry."

He directed the mirror to tune in on Castle Roogna. Sure enough, there was the Tapestry, and there
was Dol ph with the merwonan. They were eating a neal, and by the distasteful expression on the
boy's face, it was a nutritious one. She was evidently not plying himw th sea candy, which m ght
be a tactical error on her part.

"How pretty!" Grace'l exclainmed, noting the colored stones and circles of gold. "She has excellent
taste."”

Marrow s gaze was on the nmerwonan. He had not seen her at all well during the storm but now it
was clear that she was as robustly endowed as Vida Vila. Wre he a nortal nman, he would be quite
i mpressed. Dol ph was a child, but it might not be wise to | eave himtoo long to the bl andi shments
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of such a creature. It had been evident that Vida Vila was beginning to nake an inpression on him
and the merwoman seened to have similar potenti al

"That is under a canopy," Chex said. "See, the sea trees arch up to close overhead. That lair wll
be invisible fromabove, even if the water is absolutely clear."

"And there seemto be no hints as to its location,” Grace'l said. "W shall have to find anot her

way. "

Chex considered. "Perhaps we could use one of the local plants to help us orient. If there is sone
witch hazel =

"But we can't speak the | anguage of plants," Mrrow protested.

"Even so, we can learn sonething fromthem |f we give the witch hazel sonething of Prince Dol ph's
to smell, its leaves will orient on him and we can tell the direction fromthat."

"How clever!" Gace'l exclainmed. "But how can we tell how far in that direction the lair is?"

Chex gl anced appreciatively at her. "I can tell you weren't constructed yesterday. W shall have
to find two
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wi tch hazel s, set sone distance apart, and use the generalized magic of triangulation to find the
di stance. **

Marrow knew of that. Triangul ati on was anot her fundanental type of magic that was said to extend
even to Mundania, in the manner of insult magic or rainbows. It was odd how some nagi c was
everywhere, and some was only in Xanth; the rules seened to be inconsistent.

They explored the region, and finally rmanaged to find a witch hazel plant. They gave it the pack
to sniff, and sure enough, soon its |eaves tw sted about to orient toward the sea, as if the sun
were shining fromthat region. Marrow drew a line in the dirt and sand, show ng the direction.

Then they | ooked for another w tch hazel plant—and could not find it. They searched bom norm and
south, as far as was feasible: no other plants. This was nost frustrating. WAs their effort to
founder on this m schance?

They | ooked in the mirror again, as darkness closed, and saw that Dol ph was still being wel
treated. The nmerwoman had made hima floating bed of pillows, and he was sl eeping confortably
anong them At |east they knew nmat he wasn't in any inmediate troubl e—but that itself was another
kind of trouble, because it would make himincreasingly satisfied to remain with the nerwonan. He
was at an inpressionabl e age.

"W shall sinply have to resune our search in the norning,
handl e this nore expeditiously.”

Chex said unhappily. "I had hoped to

"What el se have you to do?" Grace'l inquired.

"The Monsters of the Air are going to have a cerenony atop Myunt Rushnost, and | don't want to be
| ate. 1*

"I'sn't Prince Dol ph's welfare nore inportant than a cerenony?" Marrow i nquired

"Yes, of course it is," she replied, flushing passingly. The col or passed across her face and
breasts and di sappeared into her equine hide, like a cloud casting its shadow briefly across the
| andscape. "Still, | hope we can effect the rescue in the norning."

Chex foraged for sone fruit, while the two skeletons sinply lay on the ground, needing no food.
They did not
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need rest either, but since Chex did, it seenmed only courteous to do it.

The centaur slept on her feet, her wings furled, one ear cocked to the wind. Cbviously no one
woul d sneak up on her during the night.

Then it occurred to Marrow that he could put the nocturnal hours to better use by searching for
that second w tch hazel plant. So he lifted his bones quietly—-and discovered Grace'l doing the
sane thing. She had had the same thought!

Wordl essly they separated, searching north and south. They could see fairly well in the dark
because they did not use inefficient living eyeballs.

As dawn approached, Marrow returned, having found nom ng. Soon G ace*! appeared. She touched his
arm bone and tapped once: she had found sonething! Then they bomlay down in the places they had
left, so as to be there undisturbed when Chex woke.

In due course she stirred. She plucked sone nore fruit, ate H, attended to the other natura
functions mat living creatures were afflicted with, and was ready to resune ne search. "There nust
be sonething!" she said.

"Perhaps there is," Gace'l said. "Does the second plant have to be a witch hazel ?"
"Well, we do need two plants, or the triangulation magic doesn't work. |I'mnot sure what el se—=
"Woul d an arrow oot do?"

"Why yes, it would! But | didn't see any of them either.*

"I seemto renmenber seeing one," Grace'l said. "Perhaps | am ni staken."

That was possible, Marrow realized. She had not been in this realmlong, and would not know al
the plants. Yet there was vegetation in the gourd real mtoo, and arrow oot was part of it; they
used the arrows for barbs in bad dreans.

They followed her to the plant, and it was an arrowoot. They let it snell the knapsack, then
waited while its roots
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adj usted. One arrowhead poked out of the ground, pointing the direction. They had their second
I'ine!

They extended the two lines to the water, and judged where they intersected. That woul d be where
the lair was, under the water. They had the location; now all they needed was the air plant. It
took only a nonent to fetch that.

1' Renenber, | can not help you once you enter the water," Chex warned them "I will watch you via
the mrror, so that | know when to haul you up, but if anything goes wong, | can not cone after
you. "

"We can handle it,'1 Marrow said, hoping mat was the case. If the nmerwoman sent big fish to hau
them away, their whole plan would be in trouble. But what el se was there to do but try?

He and Grace'l clinbed into the net, and Chex tucked the mrror into the top of her mane where she
could recover it readily. Then she flicked the net with her tail, making it lighter. She grasped
the ends of the net in both hands, flicked herself, spread her w ngs, and took off. She had to
struggle to carry them but there was reason for not making themlighter
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She carried themto the spot where the two [ines crossed. She hovered while Marrow and G ace'l
clinmbed out of the net and dropped into the water. Then she w nged back to the beach. She woul d
gat her sone heavy rocks there, that she could use to weight the net and carry it to the bottom
when it was tine to pick nem up.

Marrow and Grace'l held bone hands as they plunged down. Wen they had been in the form of a boat
and sail, they had floated, because a boat was designed to float, even when capsized. Now t hey
were in normal form and that did not float. Had Chex flicked themw th her tail to nake them
lighter, they woul d have floated, and that woul d have been no good for this. As it was, they were
sl owed sonewhat by the buoyant air plant.

Mar r ow wat ched nervously for big fish but saw none. Wuld they catch the nmerwonan by surprise?
That woul d be wonderful! But it was as |ikely that she was nmerely preparing worse things for them
bel ow.
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They reached thick seaweed growi ng at the bottom and sank through it. Now they were in a forest
of the stuff, with sea trees, sea bushes, and sea grass. It could al nbst be taken for a | andside
jungle or a setting in the gourd, except for the small fish swinming through it.

They peered around, not bothered by the darkness here any nore man by nat of night, and in a
nmonent spotted the canopy of the merwonan's lair. The directions had been true, and now they could
rescue Dol ph—f the merwoman did not stop them

Grace'1l stayed back, and Marrow stepped through the wall, braced for anything. If anything
happened to him she would try to escape. She m ght be able to acconplish what he could not, if
t he merwoman did not know of her presence. That was the remai nder of the plan. She had the air
plant, so that once Marrow knew it was all right, they could get Dol ph to the surface w thout
drowni ng him

There was the nerwonan, hovering w thout noving. She was staring at sonething on the sea fl oor
and she did not even | ook up as Marrow entered. This was very strange!

Then he saw what she was staring at. It was a hypnogourd! No wonder she did not react to him no
nortal creature reacted to anything, as long as he or she was staring into the peephole of a
gourd. Only the gourd fol k thensel ves were i mmune, because the gourd was their natural habitat.
They did not stare into the gourd, they entered it.

But where was Dol ph? He was nowhere to be seen. How could he be rescued, if—=?
"The gourd!" Grace' 1l exclained, peeking in from beyond. "He is the gourd!"
O course! How clever of the boy! He had nullified die nmerwoman by inmobilizing her with a gourd.

Al'l they had to do was haul the gourd up to the surface in the net, and it would be done. This was
turning out nmuch better than anticipated.

Mar row pi cked up the gourd, which was halfway float-1ng anyway. But in so doing he made a fata
m stake. His action broke the contact of the merwonan's eye with the peephole.
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Suddenly she was alert again. "Wat's this?" she demanded.

The gourd changed to Dol ph. "Mela, nmeet Marrow Bones/' he said. "Marrow, meet Ml a Merwonman.
Marrow is here to rescue ne."

"But | never saw himcone in!" Mela exclained. "How did he do that?"
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"I didit," Dolph said. "I assuned the formof a hypnogourd, so that you could not stop him"
"But you prom sed not to harmne!"
"I didn't harmyou. | only held you for a while, so that | could escape. That's fair, isn't it?"
"No, that isn't fair!" she retorted. "Sure as fire nelts sand, it isn't!"
"But | never touched you! I amonly escaping."

"Al'l my hopes of having a famly again depend on you," she said tearfully. Marrow was not sure how
a person could have tears underwater, but she was doing it. That filled himwith alarm for tears
were a notorious device used by wonen agai nst nen. Was Dol ph young enough to withstand it?

"But you can have a fanmily with soneone el se,” Dol ph protested.

"No | can't," she insisted. "It was sheer, sheer luck mat | captured you, and it will never happen
again in a hundred years! And | can't marry a nernman either, | told you about that. Al | can do
is keep you until you grow up, and nen | can have a nice famly. You are hurting me by escaping!"

"What does that matter?" Marrow asked. "Prince Dol ph has other business. He has a Quest."
"All nmy hopes, so cruelly dashed to pieces!" she wailed, the tears flowi ng nore copiously.

Dol ph | ooked increasingly unconfortable. "I amhurting her,’
that."

he muttered. "I pronised not to do

"But she is hurting you by holding you captive!" Marrow argued. Chex' warning was fresh in his
m nd: that he might have to persuade the boy to | eave. How true, how true!

"She has been very nice to nme, really,"” Dol ph said.
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"She has promised ne all the pretty stones | want, and said | could ride her sea horse, and when |
get ol d enough she'll even tell ne the secret of sunmoning the stork. It's pretty nice down here,
and she's really pretty, too. | don't want to hurt her."

"Thank you," Ml a said, |ooking pained.

Marrow realized that he was [ osing the contest. The nerworman had al ready made too much of an

i npression on the boy, despite feeding himnutritious food. He woul d have to make sone kind of
deal with her. But what could it be, when all she wanted was a nan to make a famly with, in due
course?

"Why can't she nmarry a nernman?" G ace'l asked, stepping in. There really was no further point in
her remai ni ng hi dden

"Because she has no firewater opal," Dol ph expl ai ned.

"No what ?" Marrow asked.

"Her husband had a precious gem but a dragon killed himand took it, and without it her estate
isn't worth enough to interest another nerman,” Dol ph expl ained. "So she needs ne instead, and
guess it would be wong for ne to | eave her.'

Mela smiled at Dol ph, and he sm | ed back. Marrow knew that he had to do sonething right away, for
the nerwoman' s nmagi ¢ was taking hold already. There seenmed to be a spell that fleshly femal es cast
over fleshly nmales, despite the nales' best efforts to escape. He had hoped Dol ph was young enough
to be immune, but it seened he was only partially inmune. That was unfortunate.

"Maybe if she got mat gemback . . ."Gace' 1l suggest ed.
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The merwoman' s gaze snapped up. "Back?"

Marrow grasped that opening. "Suppose you recovered the firewater opal ?" he asked. "Then you woul d
not have to keep Dol ph, for you could catch a nernman."

"Why, yes, mat is true," Mela said. "But | can not go that far on land. | amnot used to using
| egs that nuch." Her tail becanme a pair of quite-well-forned bare hunan | egs.

"Yes, you can't," Dol ph agreed, staring at the |legs as they scissored smoothly in the water
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"But we could,"” Marrow said. "We could fetch it back for you, because we are confortable on | and."

Mela's nouth watered. "Wuld you? Ch, how wonderful that would be! But the dragon is so fierce—=

"Prince Dolph is a formchanger. He can becone a | arger dragon and nmake the other dragon give it
up. Then we can return it to you, and you won't need Dol ph anynore."

"But— Dol ph said, still watching the |egs.

"But it would be a challenge for a hero,
be i npressed.”

Marrow sai d quickly. "A real adventure! Everyone would

"Say, yeah," Dol ph agreed.
"And men you coul d continue on your Quest to find the Good Magician Hunfrey," Marrow added.

"Yes!" Dol ph agreed, renenbering his adventure. Then his eye caught another flexing of the
merwoman's legs. "Still—=

"By all neans, you nust follow up your Quest!" Mela said, her |egs converting back into the tail.
"I'f you can't recover the firewater opal, then you can return to ne." It was evident that she
really preferred the gem if she could have it.

"But how could you be sure | would return?" Dol ph asked. "I mean, | mght just keep the opal and
go hone."

"This is not the princely way,"
says he will do."

Marrow said quickly. "A prince has honor. He al ways does what he

"Ch," Dol ph said. Marrow realized that he was not totally committed to the notion of escaping the
clutches of the merwonan. "But | haven't |earned about honor yet, so—*

"You haven't?" Mela said, frowning. "You nmean your word not to hurt me was not good? Had | but
known—

"Ch, no, | wouldn't hurt you!" Dol ph protested, glancing where he seenmed to hope her |egs would
reappear. "But—

"Then it seens | do need a guarantee. Maybe this is not such a good idea!"
Quch! It was falling apart, just when he had it put
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toget her! Marrow struggled to get another good notion in his skull.

"A hostage," Gace'l said. "You nust |eave a hostage, to guarantee your return."”

"But we have no one to do that!"™ Marrow protested.
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"Yes we do,
dragon. "

Gace'l said. "I will serve as hostage. You won't need ne on the visit to the

"But woul d Dol ph come back for you?" Mela asked doubtfully.
"Not Dol ph, perhaps," Grace'l said. "But— she glanced at Marrow.
"OfF course | would conme back for you!" Marrow said, nore vehenently than he woul d have thought

"I thought you might," Gace'l said.

The merwonan considered. "Yes, he might. Certainly it's worth the ganble. Very well; |'Il accept
you as a hostage. But if you try to escape, I'Il turn | oose nmy pack of dogfish."
"I won't try to escape. | don't know ny way around this realm"

So it was agreed. Mela told them where the dragon was reported to reside. They agreed to | eave the
magic mirror with Grace'l so that she and the merwonan could watch their progress. The nmirror
could not locate an unknown thing, but it could follow a particular person if tuned to that person
at the outset. Marrow took the air plant and gui ded Dol ph out to where the wei ghted net cane down.
They enptied out its cargo of stones and clinbed in. It rose through the water, being lifted as
Chex flew higher in the sky.

They energed fromthe choppy waves and swung into the air. Marrow knew that it was hard for Chex
to carry their weight, for Dol ph was nore solid than Grace'l despite his youth, but she could not
get | ow enough to flick themwi th her tail. Marrow could have junped out and wal ked to land on the
bottom but this would have taken time, and Dol ph woul d have been left alone for mat period. So
they swung just over the water, their arcs just brushing the waves.

They swung to shore and clinbed out of the net. Chex
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came down, her bosom heaving. "That was—pant)—a job!" she said. "But where's G ace' 1?"

Marrow expl ai ned about the deal and the hostage. She arched an eyebrow but did not object. She

turned over the mirror, so that they could drop it in the sea for Gace'l and Mela. "I would stay
with you longer, but f really nmust get to that cerenony," she said. "Just be very careful when
dealing with that dragon; they aren't all ignorant brutes, you know. In fact, some w nged nonsters
can be quite intelligent. I'mone nyself."

Dol ph I aughed, thinking that a joke; obviously he did not think of the lovely flying centaur filly
as a nonster.

"W shall exercise due caution,” Marrow assured her. He did not relish the prospect of confronting
a dragon, regardless of the creature's intellect, but it was better than | eaving Dol ph to the

wil es of the merwoman. Even now, the boy was casting glances back toward the sea, as if regretting
leaving it. That had been too close a call; he could only hope that they did not encounter any
nmore predatory females on this Quest!

"Well, |1 wish you the best," Chex said. She spread her w ngs, flicked herself, and took off,
| eavi ng the net behind. Marrow wondered what cerenony it was that she was so eager to attend there
at Mount Rushnost with the winged nonsters. Well, it really was not his business. Hi s business was

to get Prince Dol ph through this Quest unscat hed.

Mel a showed up soon thereafter, sitting in the bubbling surf. Marrow gave her the mirror and
talked to her, getting the details straight.

Chapter 7. Draco

i rol ph wat ched Chex Centaur disappear in the distant sky. He had known that she was Marrow s
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friend. but had not realized that she would come to help him She had enabled Marrow to rescue
Dol ph, which was l[ucky for him

He turned his gaze to the sea as the nmerwonan swam away. It was true that he needed to get on with
his Quest; yet Mela had been sort of nice. If—

"We nust plan our canpaign,” Marrow said briskly, interrupting Dol ph's thought. "According to the
merwoman, it was Draco Dragon who killed her husband and stole the firewater opal, and he resides
at Mount Etanin, which is one of a constellation of peaks in dragon country, near the Region of
Air. Chex inherited some know edge of geography from her dam Chem and says we should be able to
recognize it from above; die range is in the formof a giant dragon.”

Dol ph had not been paying very good attention to the skeleton's discussions with Mela or Chex,
havi ng been distracted by the nerwoman's | egs. He had never really noticed | egs before, but each
time he saw these he found themoddly interesting. In fact—

"So you must assunme the formof a roc and carry ne northeast to the Region of Air, where we shal
survey the situation. The sooner we get there, the sooner we can recover the opal and exchange it
for Gace'1."

"I wonder what it is about her l|inbs," Dol ph nused.

"Well, she does have nice bones,'* Marrow said. "Very nice bones, in fact. But this is not the
time to think about Grace'l; it is the time to get noving."

Dol ph had not been thinking about GraceTs |inbs, but he decided not to clarify that. He became the
roc, picked
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up the skeleton, and took off for the northwest. Marrow hastily grabbed Dol ph's knapsack; the
skel eton was good at renenbering such details. Perhaps it was because there was extra room for
menories in that hollow skull.

This time he flew nmore strongly, because of the practice he had had in this formbefore. He could
assunme any living form and assume the attributes of that form including its |anguage and specia
talents, but it did take practice to use themeffectively. He knew that each tinme he becane the
roc he would be better at it, though he would never be as good at it as the natural rocs were. He
tended to specialize for this reason; it was no use being bad at a hundred ki nds of creature, when
he coul d be adequate at a dozen or good at three. It was part of his talent that he also retained
hi s human awar eness, no matter what sized crea ture he becane, or what type—even a plant, even a
hypnogourd! —er how | ong he held that form But he had not yet decided which fornms were best for
specialization He liked the ogre for |and, because no creature in its right m nd bothered an ogre,
and the roc for the air, for simlar reason, but he hadn't figured out a good water form Maybe a
mer man; then he coul d—

"There's the Gap Chasnl™ Marrow excl ai ned.

Dol ph restrai ned a shiver of annoyance. How did the skel eton nanage to interrupt a line of thought
every time it got interesting? He peered down. Sure enough, there was the great jagged cleft that
traversed the Land of Xanth, separating the top half fromthe bottom hal f. Dol ph understood that
for many years it had appeared on no maps—and still appeared on no Mundane nmaps, not that that
mat t er ed—because there had been a powerful Forget Spell on it. His father Dor had detonated that
spell some eight hundred and twenty-seven years ago, give or take a few decades, and since that
time no one had been able to renenber the chasm when away fromit, until the Time of No Magic had
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severely weakened the Forget Spell. Then it had begun breaking up, and little whorls of it had
spun of f and made ni schi ef, because anyone caught by one forgot everything. Finally the whorls had
cleared, and the only remaining effect was Ivy' s pet dragon, Stanley Steaner,

who had once been the dread Gap Dragon, and woul d be again when he got ready. How did lvy rate?
Dol ph had never had a pet dragon! Grls got all the good things, because fol k thought they were
cute and sweet. They ought to ask brothers about that! Grls were neither cute nor sweet, they
were pains. Except maybe for sone of the nonhuman ones, |ike—

"Keep alert,"” Marrow warned. "We are now passing over dragon country."

Dol ph grabbed for the fleeting thought but missed it, and it was gone. Once again the skel eton had
interrupted something that promised to get interesting. Adults had a definite talent for mat. It
seened to be part of the Adult Conspiracy. What was the big secret about sumoning the stork? If
only he could figure that out, and be free of adult restrictions—

"Dragon at three o' clock," Marrow announced.

He was right. Dol ph took evasive action, clinbing above dragon altitude. The best way to handl e
dragons was to avoid them |f Dol ph had had a choice, he woul d have avoi ded Draco too. But
responsibilities had a way of cropping up and taking over, when adults were involved. It was too
bad.

Soon they spied the nmountains. Aroc flying at cruising velocity covered territory in a hurry! The
range | ooked |Iike a huge nundane bear.

"No, that's the wong range,” Marrow said. "That's a bear nanmed Ursa, who is chasing the dragon
range. Just ahead of it we should see the tail of—there it is, at eleven o' clock!"

Dol ph really didn't know what the skeleton nmeant by the o' cfocks; there was a huge tine-keeping
mechani smin the gourd that enabled the night mares to deliver their bad dreans precisely when
required, but as far as he knew that had nothing to do with nountains. But ahead and slightly to
the left he saw the tail of the nountain range. He swerved to followit.

It went for several peaks, then curved to the right for several nore. At peak nunber eight it nade
an abrupt turn left, and then another, heading up into the rai sed head of
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the dragon, formed by four peaks. "The tip of the nose is Mount Etanmin ..." Marrow began

Mount Eat-am n, Dol ph thought. But it didn't | ook very tasty. In fact it |ooked quite unfriendly.

"But we had better land a bit apart fromit, so the dragon won't know we're coming," the skel eton

concl uded.

Good idea! Dol ph nmade a descending spiral, and touched ground in a field sone distance beyond the
mount ai n. There was a cross w nd, but he was inproving at |andings, too, and did not bunp too
badl y.

He returned to his nornal formand stood naked. It was cool here, but he didn't grab for his
knapsack that Marrow now wore because he expected to assune his ogre formin a nonent. "How should
| tackle hin'* he asked. "He can't be too big, since he's a flying dragon."

"But he's a firedrake," Marrow said. "That suggests two difficulties: he breathes fire, and he

lives in a cave. |If you brace himin the air, he'll be nore naneuverable man you, and nmay scorch
you before you get started. But if you brace himin the cave, your size wiB be linited, and the
terrain will be famliar to himand not to you. That could be bad."
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Dol ph nodded. Suddenly it cane hone to himthat this was serious business! He had never actually
fought a dragon before, and he knew they were dangerous. "But maybe | can bluff himout," he said.

"I hope so. But it will be better if he is absent fromthe nest, so mat we don't have to face him
at all."

"That's right," Dol ph said, realizing. "I don't have to fight him | just have to get the
firewater opal. But how do we know whether's he's in the nest?"

"W may have to wait and watch, and if we see himleave, then we'll know. The accounts say he is a
solitary dragon, which neans there should be no nestrmate to guard the nest during his absence."

"Good idea!" Dol ph exclained, relieved.

They wal ked quietly toward M. Etam n, guided by its icy pinnacle, which sparkled |ike a star
above the forest. They watched the sky constantly to see whether the dragon either departed or
arrived. Al was quiet; even the birds

avoided this region. No large animals were in evidence; here and there scorched foliage suggested
where one m ght have been toasted by the dragon. Snall aninals were abundant, because they were
not hunted by the dragon, and those who did hunt them had been eaten by the dragon. Draco was
evidently an efficient hunter, and that did not nake Dol ph feel easy.

They came to the base of the nmountain. This was a steep slope, scorched bare of vegetation
clifflike inits extent; Some distance up Dol ph saw the cave that was the entrance to the dragon's
lair. It was not as |large as he had expected; was this the wong cave, belonging to a snaller
dragon?

But Marrow seened certain this was it, so Dol ph did not ask. He becanme a snall bird of uncertain
speci es and perched on Marrow s shoul der, watching that cave. They waited silently for an hour, as
the sun dropped slowy in the sky. It was inportant that they keep quiet, for if they nade noise
and the dragon heard it, the el enent of surprise would be gone.

In the second hour Dol ph's attention weakened, and he snoozed. He knew, however, that the skeleton
woul d maintain the watch, since he needed no sleep and had little imagination. This was a tine
when it was a great advantage to be boneheaded.

Marrow noved his shoul der slightly, waking Dol ph. For a nonent Dol ph could not renmenber where he
was. Then he saw the dragon sailing up fromthe cave. Draco was | eaving!

They had waited and won! It was now dusk, and evidently the dragon was going out to hunt for his
supper. Dol ph woul d have been getting sleepy by mis tine, but his snooze invigorated hin he was
ready to act now.

"We nmust try to get in, get the firewater opal, and get away before Draco returns," Mrrow said
"It will be dark in there, so perhaps you should assune a lighted formthat | can carry in."

That made so nmuch sense that Dol ph changed i mediately to a gl ommworm Marrow picked himup and set
himin his left eye socket where his tender body was protected.
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Then the skel eton stashed the knapsack in the esthetic crook of a small synme tree and wal ked
swiftly to the base of the cliff.

"Uh, | fear . . ." Marrow began
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Dol ph coul dn't speak human | anguage in this form so he waited. What was Marrow s probl en?

"... I will need your help for a nonent," the skeleton concluded. "This wall is sheer, and too
steep for nme to clinb. Perhaps if you assune bird form~ He paused, reconsidering. "No, you could
not be |arge enough to carry me up, yet snmall enough to land within that aperture.”

Dol ph realized that a |iving human brain was needed. He crawl ed out of Marrow s socket, dropped to
the ground, and converted to hunan formon the way. "Maybe | could turn ogre, and throw you up
there."

"Excel l ent notion!" Marrow excl ai ned.

In a noment it was done. The ogre hurled the skeleton up, then becanme a small bird and flew up
then turned gl omworm agai n and got back into the eye socket. They were navigating hurdl es nore
readi |y than before!

Marrow crawl ed on knuckl ebones and kneecaps into the cave, Delphi's green |ight shining ahead.
There was just roomto pass this way. The walls of the cave were fairly snooth; the dragon nust
have polished themto prevent any sharp edge from scraping a scale.

Before long the tunnel w dened into a regular cave, with stalactites pointing down fromthe
ceiling like—naturally!—dragon's teeth. Sone of them even dripped saliva. But stone saliva was
not poi sonous, Dol ph trusted.

Then the cave ended in a black pool

"This is odd," Marrow said. "Dragons nornally have confortable nests lined with jewels. A water
dragon mght sleep in a pool, but Draco is a flying dragon, and a fire-breather. This does not
seemright. Yet we saw himdeparting fromthis cave, and | found no alternate passage. 1 can not
explain this."

It was time for a living human brain again. Dol ph retained his human consci ousness in the worm
form but heavy thinking was beyond it. He craw ed out and changed.

There was room for themboth, here, though their toes were in the water and they coul d not stand.

It was completely black in the cave, and Dol ph could not see a thing. But there really was little
to see; just the water bel ow and the stalactites above. He could renmenber those readily enough. At
the monent all he needed was his brain.

"If Draco cane fromthis cave, | can think of three reasons,” he said, as that brain began to
operate. "Maybe he was just visiting, looking for sonething to eat in here.”

**This cave is enpty; he would know that," Mrrow responded. "In any event, he would not have
wai t ed several hours before energing, unless he was eating sonethi ng—and there are no bones here.”

"They m ght be at the bottom of the pool," Dol ph pointed out.
"True," Marrow agreed, this notion newto him "So naybe this is the wong cave."

"Maybe not," Dol ph said, his brain percolating. "It could be that he has a spell to |l et himrest
on the water without getting wet. Then he can bring his food in here and eat it, and | et the bones
si nk down bel ow. "

"But then where is the firewater opal ?"

That was a good question. "Then maybe the third reason is the right one," Dol ph said, his brain
getting really warned up. "Maybe this is not the end of the tunnel. Maybe it goes through the
wat er. "

"But firedrakes don't go through water!" Marrow protested.

"How do we know that? Maybe they can, only not when we're watching.”
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"That is true; we should see whether the tunnel continues under the water."

Dol ph did not want to be the gl owworm for underwater travel; the water would quickly put out the
gl ow. "Maybe | ean be a fish."

"l suspect— Marrow began

"Or what ever you suggest."

"—that an arnored fish would be better," the skel eton concl uded.
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"Un. Yes. No telling what might be in that water." He considered, but could not think of an

arnored fish. "An there such things?"

"There are in the gourd. They are fossils, like me and Grace*!. W know themonly in their
skeletal form of course, but you could becone a living one. Or nmaybe an arnored arthropod."

"Who?"
"A |l obster or horseshoe crab, or—try a trilobite. Maybe you'll like it."
"Atrilobyte?"

"l suppose that woul d be satisfactory. That species night have nore nmenory or intelligence than
the original."

So Dol ph put his feet in the water and becane a trilobyte. This turned out to be a flat arnored
thing like a fish with trailing spines on its head, and two nouth tentacles. It was a pretty
interesting creature, and seened able to take care of itself. It had no trouble swimm ng in the
dark water.

Marrow waded in, needing no change of formfor this. He sinply dropped to the bottom and wal ked.

The tunnel did continue under the water. There was dragon scent that Dol ph's arthropod senses
readi |y picked up, marking a channel deeper into the nmountain. He led, swimming slowy near the
bottom while Marrow forged after. He had never been an arthropod before, whatever it was, but he
found he liked this form for one thing, he was having no trouble breathing the water. Not that he
shoul d, but after his experience with Mela, and the way her enchantment interfered with his water
breat hi ng, he had been a bit nervous.

Suddenly a host of little fish swarned in. They circled Dol ph and Marrow, eying them Then the
| eader of the pack nudged his snout close to Dol ph's antennae and denanded in fish talk: "Wo an
thou, roach-face? |I recognize not thy shield of arns.™

Dol ph was not a fish, so he found it difficult to understand the words, but he got the essence.
There was sonet hing about the fish's attitude that annoyed him Therefore he responded nore
gruffly than he m ght have. "Get out of ny face before I chonp you, fish-eye."
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"Only dragons pass here unchal | enged, bug-brain,” the fish asserted. "I demand of thee again, show
thy colors.”

"Per haps— Marrow began.

"The only color I'lIl show you is the color of ny teeth, fin-foot!" Dol ph exclaimed angrily. Then

he realized that in this formhe didn't exactly have teeth. But he did have an arnored nouth, and
t hat was good enough
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The fish swelled up to its full dimnutive size. "Know, O miscreant, that thou hast affronted
Perrin Piranha, terror of the cave waters! Now shalt thou di scover the consequence of thy folly."

"—we should hunor them" the skeleton concluded, a bit late. "There is no point in antagoni zing
natives unnecessarily."”

Perrin and his fellow piranhas charged. They swarnmed in around both Dol ph and Marrow, their big
nmout hs gapi ng. They chonped what ever they reached.

But Dol ph was thoroughly arnored, and Marrow was all bone. Dogfish |iked to chew bones, and had
tough teeth for it, but these were not dogfish. "Quch!" Perrin cried as he dented a tooth on one
of Dol ph's head spines. "Oooo!" others wailed as they crunched on Marrow s shins.

Dol ph had a nunber of |egs near his face. He used themto grab Perrin. "Now it is our turn," he
said, hauling the struggling fish up to his chitinous nouth. "Were would you like me to take the
first bite: head or tail?"

He had hoped to cow the obnoxi ous fish. He was di sappointed. "Go ahead, bite ny head off, varlet!"
Perrin said boldly. "Thou shall st have no satisfaction of nel! | spit on thy snoot!" And indeed he
did spit, though it was ineffective in the water.

Dol ph was young, and had not had a great deal of experience in life. But he had spent nany, nany
hours wat ching the great events depicted in the Tapestry. He recogni zed bravery when he saw it.
This little fish m ght be obnoxious, but he had a certain redeenming quality of character.

"I't m ght be better— Marrow began

"Right," Dol ph said. The Tapestry had educated himin this respect too. "Perrin, you are a worthy
eneny. There-
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fore | release you, that we nay oppose each other again with honor, at some future tinme.'* He |et
go.

The fish hovered a moment, not entirely surprised. "What be thy name, then?"
"Prince Dol ph of Xanth."

"A prince! Then doth that figure! | bid thee adieu, till that future encounter.” The fish swam
away, and all his troop went with him

"That was well handl ed," Mrrow said.

Dol ph experienced a surge of pleasure. The skeleton's conplinments did not cone often, but that was
only part of it. Mstly it was because he knew the conplinment was deserved. He had for once
handl ed a situation properly.

The cave rose, and they canme to another dry section. Dol ph swamto the surface of the water and
wai ted. Marrow stepped out, then put down his bone hand and lifted Dol ph clear. Then Dol ph resumed
the glowmormform Marrow lifted himto the eye socket. They were back in business, afoot and with
a light.

Then a host of dark shapes swarnmed down at them nuch as the fish had. They turned out to be bats.
"Ho, varlet!" the |eader bat squeaked. "Halt and be recognized!"

Not again! Naturally the creature spoke in bat |anguage, and Dol ph was hard pressed to understand
it. But to a degree all aninal |anguages were connected, and as a gl owworm he coul d make out the
gi st.
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He wriggled out of Marrow s eye socket and becane a big bat. "I am Prince Dol ph of Xanth," he
said. "I come on private business, and request that you let ne pass." As a bat he had no trouble
with the bat | anguage, of course.

"A prince? Don't make nme laugh!" And all the hovering bats burst into shrill [aughter.

"I have identified nyself,"’
are you?"

Dol ph said evenly, follow ng the protocol as he understood it. "Wo

"l amBrick Bat, and this is ny battalion," the bat replied. "W don't intend to |l et you pass, you
faker. We rule this roost."

"l suspect— Marrow began.

"Ah, shut your face, you bag of bones!" Brick snapped.
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"Look, we're trying to be polite," Dol ph said, w shing he didn't have to be.

"—+that these animals are not going to be reasonable,” Mrrow concl uded.

"You bet we aren't, you ani mated spook!" Brick said. The bats and Marrow didn't seemto have any
troubl e understandi ng each other, though they spoke different |anguages. It occurred to Dol ph that
the creatures of the gourd might have a special ability to communi cate, because they never could
tell into what creature's bad dreamthey m ght be thnst.

Dol ph's juvenile hope flared. "Does that nean we can bash then®?"

"Qur tine is limted," Marrow said. "W had better ignore nem But if they have the tenerity to
attack—

Dol ph wasn't sure what "tenerity" meant, but—
"Attack!" Brick Bat cried. Imediately the battalion swarned in, biting.

That saved Dol ph the trouble of inquiring about the word. He assuned a form he had practiced | ong
before, in the dusky towers of Castle Roogna. He becane a vanpire bat. He flew at the smaller
bats, his fangs gaping. TTiey scattered, terrified; they were not vanpires, and die sight of this
one affected themin nuch the way a chargi ng ogre affected ordi nary human fol k.

Dol ph enjoyed flying in the darit cave, using his high-pitched voice to locate the walls. It was
just about as good as seeing with eyes and needed no light source. He would keep this formin
m nd, too; the bat was a good flier. He had forgotten how good!

Now they cane to the dragon's nest. It was on a |ledge high in the cave; only a flying creature
could reach it. There was no way to miss it, for the floor of the cave beneath was nmounded with
cracked bones. Dol ph had no trouble, of course, but Marrow was stuck below It was hard to pick
hi m out amidst all the inanimte bones.

"I can get the firewater opal," Dol ph piped. "Wiich one is it?" For as he |l anded on the rimof the
great nest, he picked up the echoes of hundreds of gens.

"I't should have a fiery and liquid gleam" Marrow said.
108
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"I can't hear the gl eam™

"You had better bring me up there,” Marrow said. "I can see in the dark, so should have no
probl em ™"
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Dol ph flew down to the cave floor, assuned ogre form and heaved the skeleton up and into the
nest. He was about to return to bat form when bis gross ogre ears heard sonet hing.

"He's coming, he's coning!" the bats were chanting. "He'll crunch your stupid bones to bits, to
bits!"
Qops! "I think we're in trouble,” Marrow remarked from above. "You had better distract the dragon,

while | search for the opal. There are so nany gens here, it may take a while."

Di stract the dragon! Dol ph dreaded the notion. Wiy had Draco returned so soon? It woul d have been
so much better if they could have escaped quietly with die opal; the dragon night never have
noticed mat it was mi ssing.

Now he heard a hissing, as the dragon forged through the water. No doubt about it now, flying
dragons could swi mwhen they chose to! But how did they keep their fire when they got all wet?

He heard the creature splashing at the surface. H s ogre eyes saw Draco's nose gl owi ng. That was
it: he held his breath! It surely did not take the dragon long to pass through the water, and the
stifled fire would be no problemfor that little tine.

"Gonna getcha!" the bats chorused. "Gonna getcha, gonna getcha!"

Wl 1, Dol ph had planned to bluff the dragon; now was his chance. Wat form would be best? He
decided to nake it large but credible; if the dragon saw a figure too big to have cone through the
tight entrance, he would know it wasn't a real nonster, and therefore mght realize that it was

i nexperi enced. The biggest nonster that coul d have cone through the tunne! was a serpent, because
its cross section was small though its body coul d be nmssive.

Dol ph becane a giant serpent, with phenonenal fangs. He lifted his head and i ssued a horrendous
hi ss as the dragon cleared the water. That should put the creature on notice; Dol ph was al nost
scaring hinsel f!
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"The fish told ne there was an intruder,” Draco grow ed in dragon talk, which was simlar to
serpent talk; they were two branches of the great famly of reptile | anguages. "But they said it

was a bone man and an arnored fossil. | think | amdealing with a form changer, here."
So nmuch for the conceal nent of his nature! But maybe he could still bluff through. Dol ph hissed
again and slithered boldly forward, lifting his fangs.

"Let us just find out of what you are made," Draco said, sounding distressingly unworried. He
spread his wings and | aunched into the air. He | ooped once, then angled down at Dol ph's head. He
fired a searing bolt.

Dol ph whi pped his head aside. That was too close! He struck at the dragon's body, but was far too
sl ow, Draco was past and away, |eaving Dol ph's fangs to snap on air.

"A bit clumsy, aren't we," Draco renmarked as he | ooped back for another shot.

Dol ph realized that this was a losing form He was nore nmassive than the dragon, and his jaws
could crush the dragon's body if they connected. But he was slower and clunsier; he would never
catch the dragon before getting badly burned.

He changed back to ogre form "M bash in flash!" he roared in ogre talk.

Draco was already coming in for the second pass. Dol ph swng a harnfist at his snout. H's ogre
formwas nore practiced man his giant serpent form so the fist came across nore swiftly and
accurately than the dragon expected. It was Draco's turn to duck out of the way as the fist snoked
by him He careened down close to the floor, and alnost into the water before regaining control
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Dol ph stomped after the dragon, follow ng up his advantage. He could tell exactly where the dragon
was because of the glow of fire at the snoot. But Draco flew up out of reach.

Well, there was a way to handl e that. Dol ph tronped over to the section beneath the nest and
scooped up a handful of bones. He hurled them at the dragon.

The bones turned out to be too light and irregular to nmake good missiles. But he rummaged in the
dar kness and

110
Heaven Cent

found a few ani mal skulls. These were better. He waited until Draco cane in for a fire run, and
heaved a skull directly at the gl ow

But this tine the dragon was ready. He swerved just enough to let the skull go by, then fired.
Dol ph had to junp, because even an ogre was not tough enough to wi thstand such a burn.

He hurled another skull, but the dragon wiggled in the air, avoiding it. Draco was sinply too
mobil e for the ogre; he had the freedomof the entire cave, while the ogre was confined to the
floor. Sooner or |ater Dol ph woul d get singed or toasted, and then he would be in real trouble. It
was turning out to be nore difficult to handle even this snmall dragon than he had anti ci pated.

O course all he needed to do was to distract Draco until Marrow found the firewater opal; then he
could change to sone fireproof formand go hone.

"What's that in my nest?" Draco grow ed, spying Marrow.

Qops! Now the distraction would have to inprove, or Marrow woul d be toasted. The skel eton coul d
withstand fire, but if Draco followed it up with a good bone-crunching, that could be bad. Dol ph
had to step up the pace.

He woul d have to tackle Draco in the air. He became a griffin. Giffins were fine fliers and fine
fighters, and they could see well at night. Because this griffin was about twi ce the mass of the
dragon, he had the advantage. He took off, uttering a great challengi ng squawk.

Draco spun about in the air, readying his shot of fire, but Dol ph dodged and angled in, as adroit
inair as his foe. He reached for Draco with his talons. The nonent he got hold of the dragon, he
woul d stab himw th his beak, and nat would be the end.

Draco whi pped his snout around, blowing out fire. It was a sustained blast; it swng across in an
arc to intersect Dol ph's position. Dol ph dived, but the Iine of fire foll owed; he could not
outrace it.

Close to the floor, he becane a large |and dragon. He | anded with a whonp that jarred him But now
he had his own fire, and was arnored against fire, as fire-breathers
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had to be. The fire touched himand did not hurt him instead it hel ped himwarmup his own
fur nace.

Now he oriented, punped his bellows, and let fly a bolt twice as fierce as Draco's. But it nissed,
for Draco had cleared out the monent he noted the new form

Dol ph stal ked him but w thout avail. Draco knew his cave, and coul d dodge endl essly. He kept
di sappearing behind a bank of stalagmtes, then reappearing to blast at Dol ph's tail. The tail was
not well arnored; those sallies hurt!

This just wasn't doing it. Despite Dol ph's advantage of size and firepower, Draco still was
getting the better of it. If Dol ph nade any m stake, he woul d | ose.
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He woul d have to nake it even in every respect, by nmatching Draco's own type. Dol ph becane a
firedrake.

Now two al nost identical dragons confronted each other. Dolph fired a jet of flane at the other,
but Draco dodged it readily—and sent a return Wast that heated Dol ph's tail. Quch!

He quickly discovered that Draco's lifetine experience in this formgave hima considerabl e
tactical advantage. Their physical equi prment night be the same, but Draco's refl exes were
perfectly attuned to his capacities, while Dol ph had to figure things out pretty nuch for the
first time. He was no match for the dragon in this form either.

He dived to the floor, Draco hot on his tail. As he | anded, he assumed the formof a basilisk, and
whi pped about to face his pursuer. This formwas deadly to al nost all other forms; the nonent
their gazes | ocked, the other would be dead. AH Dol ph had to do was keep watching the other, so
that Draco could not orient on himwthout neeting gazes. He did not need any special training or
skill for this; even his natural clunsiness with the formwould not dimnish ms effect.

But Draco had been alert, and he sheered off the nonent Dol ph changed. He knew about basilisks. He
| ooped around, nen closed his eyes, oriented by nenory, and fired a jet.

Dol ph scooted for cover. The fire singed his tail again. Draco didn't have to see himto attack
hi m
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But naybe he could change that. Dol ph becane the bat, and | aunched hinmself at the nest. By the
tinme Draco caught up, he was on the nest, and back in his basilisk form The dragon's treasure was
all around him let Draco blast that!

Draco sheered off again, and made several |oops in the air, pondering. Then he closed his eyes
again, and cone in to the nest. But he did not breathe fire this tine. He sinply |anded blind, as
his famliarity with the regi on enabled himto do.

Marrow crowded out of the way on one side, and Dol ph scuttled off on the other. Was the dragon
trying to crush his tiny body with its much | arger one? He could avoid that!

But Draco did not seemto be doing that. Instead he flexed his coils as if rearranging them for
the night. His bright scales reflected the glow fromthe larger gens in the nest: the noonstones
and sunst ones.

Then Dol ph realized what the nature of the trap was. If he saw his own face reflected in a scale,
he woul d stun or kill hinself! That was one of the few vulnerabilities of this form Obviously
Draco had dealt with basilisks before. He could only hurt hinself, because his bite could never
penetrate the dragon's scales, and his gaze could not hurt a creature who refused to ook at him
I ndeed, if Draco nanaged to chonp him and spit himout quickly to avoid the poison, Dol ph could
be nortally crushed.

He scranbl ed out of the nest, junped down, and becane the bat in mdair. He flew quickly across to
the side of the cave closest to the underwater entrance. Then he becane a tangle tree, rooted in
t he sl udge of that region.

The dragon was al ready back in the air, orienting for another shot; he knew that he coul d | ook
now, because basilisks could not fly. He intended to toast Dol ph before Dol ph could get
established in some nore form dable form

But a tangle tree was no ordinary creature. It was a carnivorous plant, with thick foliage and
tentacles. A blast of fire could make it wilt, but could not overcone it. Meanwhile, Dol ph was
extending his roots down through the water to close off the entrance, and extending his tentacles
to grab the dragon in the air. The tree could sense
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things without Iight, so there was no probl em about |ocating Draco. OF course the tree could not
grow well in darkness, but this was only a tenporary form

Draco hovered just outside tentacle range. He jetted fire at a cluster of tentacles, but Dol ph
nmoved them out of the way and reached for the dragon with a | onger tentacle he was grow ng. Draco
turned and snapped at the new tentacle, which whipped clear of the teeth. They fenced that way for
a while, w thout having nuch effect on each other.

Finally the dragon growl ed something in his | anguage, but Dol ph could not understand it; tree talk
was too far renoved fromreptile talk. "Sane to you, fried-brain," he retorted in |eaf |anguage,
maki ng an insult gesture with a tentacle.

Draco flew back to the nest. Now Dol ph saw the inpasse: he could withstand the attacks of the
dragon, and could prevent the dragon from |l eaving, because his tentacles would overwhel mthe
dragon if he got caught. But Dol ph could not get the firewater opal. Marrow could do that, but now
the dragon was facing the skeleton, and it was obvious that if Marrow tried anything, he would get
t hor oughl y chonped. Dol ph couldn't help his friend unless he changed form agai n and went over
there—but Draco had already denonstrated that he was superior in the air and on the nest.

But the dragon was not attacking the skeleton, and Marrow was not trying to get away. They seened
to be conversing. What was going on? Then Marrow stood at the edge of the nest and waved to Dol ph.
"Truce!" he called, "Draco offers a truce."”

Dol ph was able to understand Marrow s words, mainly because he knew the skeleton and could
interpret the nuances. Draco was asking for a truce? Was this a trick? But in the face of this
stalemate, it was worth exploring.

Dol ph becanme the firedrake, and flew cautiously toward the nest, ready to veer clear if necessary.
"What's this about a truce?" he grow ed in dragon talKk.

"Just that," Draco grow ed back. "I want to talk."
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"Ckay, talk," Dol ph said, hovering at a reasonabl e di stance.
"The skeleton tells nme you are a prince of your kind."
"Yes. "

"Then you understand honor."

"No, I'mtoo young for that."

The dragon was evidently disconfited. He turned to Marrow. "How can a prince not conprehend
honor ?" he asked.

"When he is a child who has not yet had sufficient experience of it," Marrow replied. "The
learning of this is part of what he requires to becone adult."

"Does this have sonmething to do with the Adult Conspiracy?" Dol ph asked suspiciously.

Bot h Marrow and Draco | aughed, to Dol ph's annoyance. "Not really, though it could relate,” Marrow
sai d. "The concept of honor is fundanental to adult dealings with others, particularly in war.
Conformity to a high standard of conduct, of which integrity is integral. In this case it neans
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that neither you nor Draco nust break the truce until both of you formally agree to end it, and
you will not try to harmeach other in the interim It will be as if you are friends, even though
you know you are not."

Dol ph consi dered. "Does that mean he can't toast me if | return to boy form and | can't take the
firewater opal ?"

"Exactly. Not while the truce is in force."
"Then what's the point of it?"

"Draco has a pressing appointnent. He wishes to attend a cerenony now, and return to finish this
engagenent after the cerenony is over."

"Wul d that be the sane cerenony Chex went to?" Dol ph asked, interested.
"You know Chex Centaur?" Draco asked, surprised

"She is nmy friend," Marrow said. "W visited M. Rushnost together three years ago. She hel ped us
out of a difficulty yesterday."

"But it's her wedding | amgoing to!" Draco excl ai ned.

"Her weddi ng!" Dol ph and Marrow asked toget her

"Yes. She is to marry Cheiron Centaur. | do not want to

m ss that cerenmony. Al the winged nonsters will be attending."

"I wish |l could attend!" Marrow excl ai mred. "She never nentioned the nature of the cerenony."

"Of course not. You are not a wi nged nonster, so are not eligible to attend. She woul d not have
wi shed to hurt your feelings."

"Surely so," Marrow agreed.

"I agree to this truce," Dol ph said, assum ng boy form "I want to go to that cerenpny too."
"You are not eligible either, Prince," Draco remnmi nded himlaconically.

"I'n any event— Marrow began.

"But | could becone eligible,"” Dol ph pointed out. "I can assune the formof a wi nged nonster."

"They woul d know you were not. Every attendee will be known to some other, and your formwould be
known to none."

"—this is not advisable procedure,” Marrow concl uded.

But Dol ph was determned to go. "You would not care to |l eave ne here near your nest, Draco, when
do not understand about honor.'

Draco considered, gazing at the genms that filled the bed of the nest. "You have a point. | dislike
| eaving my nest unattended, in any event, and nore so when there is a raider in the vicinity."

"But if | change formand fly with you, you will have no concern about that. Marrow can remain to
wat ch your nest; he is a creature of honor."

"This is preposterous!" Mrrow protested.
Draco turned his gaze on Marrow. "How can | be assured of that?"

"My parents assigned himas nmy Adult Conpanion for ny Quest. They are very choosey about such
t hi ngs. "
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Draco nodded. "So | understand. The Man-King is reputed to be easygoing, but his wi fe would be
sui tabl e for governing dragon cubs."

"The dragon cubs wouldn't like it," Dol ph muttered.

"Exactly. Not one of themwould get free of the nest unsupervised. | renmenber nmy own nestling
days. But | did
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| earn how to be a dragon! | also | earned not to question the judgnent of such a creature, whatever

her form Mrrow, will you undertake to safeguard ny nest during ny absence?"
"By no neans!" Marrow said. "This would be a grave distortion of—=
"He agrees," Dol ph said. "He can blow his bone whistle if there is trouble."

"I think perhaps he does agree," Draco agreed. "Then let us be off; there is very little tine
remai ni ng. Assunme the formof a dragonfly and hang on to ny back; | will get nere faster if |
don't have to wait for you."

"But— Marrow cried

Dol ph becanme a dragonfly and buzzed over to |and on Draco's back, between his wings. He took firm
hold with his claws, knowing that a rough ride was com ng

"Be careful!" Marrow cried as they took off. Then Draco plunged into the water. They were on their
way.

Chapter 8. Cerenony

Irol ph closed his eyes and held his breath while the dragon forged through the water, this wasn't
hard to do in this form because his big eyes had special nmenbranes and his breathing wasn't |ike
that of his human form Then Draco burst out of the cave and forged into the night air. He clinbed
so high mat Dol ph was afraid they would get burned by the stars, but the dragon knew his way and
steered safely clear of them

Draco, his elevation attained, headed south. The stars passed rapidly by, above and bel ow t hem
and the great dark Land of Xanth noved nore slowy, identified only by stray | anterns and natural
glimers. Dol ph could see only at an angle to the sides, because of die body of the dragon, but it
was enough.

"What is your Quest?" Draco inquired.

"l want to find the Good Magician Hunfrey," Dol ph replied pronptly. He was glad to have anyone
know hi s busi ness, because that nade it seem nore inportant. Because he was in dragon formnow, it
was easy to converse

"What makes you mnk you can find him when others can not?"

"I found a nessage in a secret chanber of his castle saying 'Skeleton Key to Heaven Cent' so
knew he had left it for ne, to tell where he is. So we went to the key where it pointed, but al
we found was a skeleton.”

"There is nore than one key," Draco said.

"Yes. So we sailed south to check the next, only this nerwonan caught ne, and she wouldn't let ne
go unl ess we got her firewater opal back, and—

"So that's what you were after!"™ Draco exclainmed. "My opal s!”

"Yeah. Because—epal s? How nany do you have?"
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"Two. I'mthe only one with a set of those, because they are very hard to obtain. They enhance

yout hf ul ness in the possessor, or at |east the inpression of it. But why should you, a prince,
become a thief, when you already possess sufficient youth?"

"Well, you stole it fromthe nernan, so—
Draco's body shuddered and heated. "I did not steal it! I won it!"
"You nmean by killing its owner?"

"I see | shall have to set you straight about that/* Draco said grimy. "Cbviously the nmerwonan
did not tell you the whole story. What exactly did she tell you?"

"Just that they had this one special gem and without it she can't get a new nerman to narry her
in place of the one you killed when you took the stone. So she wants it back, and she's hol di ng
Grace'l hostage until we bring it."

"Grace' 1?"
"She's anot her skeleton, like Marrow, only female. W'll trade her for the firewater opal, and
then Mel a can get another husband. She was going to keep nme until | grew up, but | guess | should

find the Good Magician first."

"I see the way of it. So you were going to take the opal before | returned, but | cane back too
soon. "

"Right. So then | had to fight you for it."

"Naturally. The only way to gain anything froma good dragon is to steal it or fight for it or
outwit the dragon, and I amdifficult to outwit. Very well, let nme explain why it is my stone, not
the merwonan's. It all started about two years back, when | nade a wager with Merwin Merman. He
had the other firewater opal, you see, and a pair of those is worth ten tines as nuch as either
one al one, so we agreed they should be together. W had a contest to see which of us should have
the set, and I won, only he reneged. He tried to kill me and take them anyway, but | killed him
and got my due. So those genms are mine, fair and square, by right of wit and of conbat."

Dol ph realized that the dragon had a case, if this was true. But he wasn't sure it was true. "What
contest did you have, and how did you w n?"

"Fire, water, sand. Do you know t hat one?"
"No. "

"Well, you count to three together and throw out a paw. Two claws neans fire, because they
represent the flames | eaping up. The whol e paw flat neans water, because it lies flat. The paw
balled up is sand, because it is a ball of it; you can't nake a ball fromfire or water."

"l guess so," Dol ph said. "But what can you do with fire, water and sand? Make a bonfire on the
beach?"

"I't's synbolic. You put out your paws together, and each person has his paw signifying one of the

three. That's how you get your winner: fire evaporates water, water covers sand, and sand snothers
fire. So there's always a winner and a | oser, unless you both put out the same synbol; then you
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just do it over."

"Fire beats water, and water beats sand, and sand beats fire," Dol ph said, catching on. "But how
can you be sure of winning?"

"That's the point: you can't. So it's a fair contest; nobody knows who will win a throw That's
how we deci ded who woul d have the two firewater opals: one throw. | threw fire and he threw water
so | won. But then that cheater, he tried to claimhe had won! He demanded that | give himray
opal! The audacity of it! When | informed himthat he had it backwards, he grabbed nme and pul | ed
me under the surface of the sea, trying to drown ne and take the gemby force. Can you inagi ne? He
was the worst |loser | ever net!”

"But | guess you didn't drown," Dol ph said. "How did you get out of it?"

"He didn't know | could swm" Draco said. "It seens sone folk are ignorant about that; they think
firedrakes are afraid of water, just as others think nerfolk can't walk on |and. W stay clear of
sea water because we don't like to get our wings soiled with salt; it takes forever to clean mat
out. But we can do it if we have to. Sonetinmes we're hungry, and the only thing available is
saltwater fish; sonetinmes there's sonething under the water we just have to have. Sonetinmes we
just spin out of control in a storm then it is best to be over water, so we can nake a spl ash
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| andi ng and not get hurt. So when Merwin grabbed ne like that, at first | was so amazed at his
effrontery that | didn't even struggle. But when he grabbed for ny opal + had it in a pouch on a
chain around ny neck, ready to give it up if I lost die throw+ put ny snoot in his face and
toasted himat point-blank range. Then |I grabbed his opal, which f had won, and swamto the
surface, and took off for home. It took ne days to get the salt out, and ny eyes were bleary from
it, but at least | had what belonged to me. To this day | still can't figure why he was such a bad
| oser; he had seenmed to be a decent fellow, for a merman, before that noment. Had he just played
by the rules, he would have lost his opal, but not his life."

"Mela thinks you just attacked himand stole the opal," Dol ph said. "She thinks you re a rogue
dragon. "

"There were no witnesses to the event, so | suppose she can think what she pleases. But | have
told it as it happened. | threw fire, he threw water, plain as two days. | am absolutely sure of
that, as | amof his bad attitude. That gemis mne!"

But somet hing was ni bbling at Dol ph's menory. "Mela—she said something—+ think it was just a
sayi ng she used—about fire and water. 'Sure as water douses fire'—something like that. | wonder—

"That's backwards!" Draco growled. "I told you, fire evaporates water. Every tine. You breathe
fireonit and it heats and turns into steamand it's gone. Wien | cone honme and drip on the nest,
| dry it out by heating it a little."

"But maybe to a nerperson, who lives in water, it would seemthe other way," Dol ph said. "I
remenber somnet hing el se she said, about sand displacing water—=

"That's backwards, too! Water covers sand! |'d heard that nerfol k were addl e-brai ned, and this
proves it!"

"Maybe so," Dol ph said uncertainly. "And there was something el se she said, but nmostly | remenber

her | egs. When she turned her tail into legs, they were really quite nice."

"I dare say they would be delicious," Draco agreed, licking his chops. "Plenty of neat on then®"
Heaven Cent
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"Just the right amount, | think."

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt (77 of 206) [1/19/03 8:54:42 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%620-%20X anth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt

"I'"'m hungry al ready!"

"Back at Castle Roogna ny nother said boys weren't supposed to see girls' panties. But this was
all right, because she wasn't wearing any panties.”

"Right. The cloth catches on the teeth. That can be nessy. Grls are best wthout panties."

"But what | was trying to renmenber—Ah, now | have it! Fire nelts sand, she said. So you know,
t hey—

"All backwards!" Draco exclained. "Wat idiots! They think fire nelts sand, sand di splaces water
and water douses— He broke off. "Uh-oh."

"I wonder whether they play mat gane the sane way?" Dol ph asked innocently. "Backwards?"
"Suddenly | very much fear they do! So that when | threw fire and Merwin threw water—

"You nean he really did think he won?"

Draco snorted out a fierce jet of fire. "Ch, my," he hissed. "I wish I'd understood! W could have
di scussed the rules, gotten themstraight . . ." He trailed off, his words fading into thoughts.

"When | get back, 1'll tell her about the m sunderstanding. Maybe that will nake her feel better."
Draco choked on snoke. "Uh, nmaybe | have a better idea," he gasped. "I will give you the firewater

opal to return to her. You need say nothing about the m sunderstanding."
"Ch, sure! That's nice of you! But won't mat ruin your set?"

"Some prices need to be paid," the dragon said. "Perhaps she needs to find another husband nore
than | need a set."

The rest of the flight was uneventful. Dol ph snoozed, because he was young and got sl eepy at
ni ght, and when he woke the sun was just peeking over the horizon, checking to nmake sure the
dar kness was gone. Ahead lay the broad flat peak of M. Rush nost, covered with bushes.

But as they cane closer, and the |ight inproved, Dol ph saw that those weren't bushes, but
creatures. The nesa
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was dotted with winged nonsters! He had never inmagined, |et alone seen, such a variety of
horrendousness! These were dragons of every size fromdragonfly to appalling, and griffins, and
basi |l i sks, and sphi nxes, and wi nged serpents, and rocs and harpi es and—his mind boggl ed. They were
all bustling about and naking a commotion, but not, oddly, fighting.

"Remrenber," Draco hissed as they came in for a landing. "Do not revert to your human form Concea
your identity, or your posterior and nine will be slung over the noon!"

Dol ph, gazing out at the assenbl age of nonsters, took the warning to heart. Any of these would
gladly consume himin a trice, if given a pretext, and the fact that he was a prince woul d nake
scant difference.

They | anded on the strip of clear |and designated for this. Fireflies narked the sides and
corners, so that night flights could be accommpdated al nost as readily as the daytinme ones. A
phoeni x squawked instructions for orientation and schedule, so that those coming in did not
collide with those taking off. Indeed, this was a necessary precaution, for every few seconds sone
nmonst er was doi ng one or the other. Sone had evidently been designated group hunters, for they
were coming in with assorted prey in their clutches, which carrion was duly torn to pieces and
distributed to the hungry. Again, Dol ph appreciated that this was necessary, because it would have
been inpossible to have every nonster hunt this region simultaneously; every living thing would
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have been w ped out. But with rocs bringing in nundane cows, elephants, and whales, there seened
to be al nost enough to go around.

There was a flurry of introductions as Draco trundled off the runway. "Draco, you |laggard! W
t hought you'd forgotten to conme!" another firedrake grow ed.

"No such luck, flane-brain," Draco responded. "I had trouble finding a nest sitter.' *

"If you just bothered to take a mate, you'd have a nest sitter!"™ a blue dragoness puffed.

"Stop mat chnmaki ng, Hotbox," Draco said. "Wen | want a wyvern, |I'll choose her nyself."
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"Well, this is the place for it," she protested, and nmere was a fiery roar of laughter fromthe

ot hers now.
"Who's your mdget friend?" a cockatrice inquired, staring through his dark goggles at Dol ph

"Keep your specs on!" Draco cautioned, not wholly hunmorously. A cockatrice, like a basilisk, had a

gaze that was poisonous. "This is— He paused.

Dol ph realized what his problemwas. They had not decided on a nane for him and could not risk
his real one. "Phlod Firefly," Dol ph said, drawing on a gane nane he had used in the past. It was
hi s name spell ed backwards. Hi s sister, by the sane token, was Yvi. They called their father Rod,
which didn't bother him and their nother Eneri, but never to her face. Grandpa Knib was a good
sport, though. Now he was very glad they had played that gane, because it gave hima nane he was
used to answering to.

"Phlod," Draco agreed with relief. "He is a prince of his kind, so was required to attend, but the
di stance was too far, so | brought him"

"Still looks Iike a wasp wai st to ne,
he squi shes. "

the cockatrice said. "1 think I'll step on himand see if

"I wouldn't," Draco said.

But the cocky winged lizard was al ready noving toward Dol ph, determined to throw his snall wei ght
around. Dol ph thought quickly. He did not want to give away his identity, but neither did he want
to get stepped on. He had noted that the dragons here were not using their fire; evidently the
truce forbade it, for obvious reasons, just as it required the cockatrice to cover his eyes. There
was to be no fighting here, but apparently a little pushing around for status was all right.

VWl 1, he could do that. Dol ph sinply assuned the formof a larger firefly. Wen the cockatrice
still advanced, he becane bigger yet, so that he was larger than the other. He Iifted a foot.

Now t he cockatrice paused, surprised. "He's bigger than he | ooks!"

"He grows on you,'
chuckl ed snokily.

Draco said, with a discreet flicker of hunor, and the surroundi ng nonsters
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The cockatrice concluded that he had busi ness el sewhere, which was the way of bullies when they
found t hensel ves over mat ched.

Now trunpet er swans sounded a fanfare. There was an i mredi ate hush. The cerenony was begi nni ng!

"W shall now introduce the attending dignitaries," a nanticore bellowed. This nonster was as big
as a nmundane horse, with the segnented tail of a scorpion, the body of a lion, wings of a dragon
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and the head of a nman with triple rows of teeth in each jaw. Its voice was oddly nusical, vaguely
resenbling a trunpet or flute, with considerable volume. It occurred to Dol ph mat those triple
teem m ght have sonething to do with it. Certainly this was a | oud and fearsonme nonster

There was a period of ordered confusion as the dignitaries were |ined up. Then the fanfare sounded

again. "Konodo |i Zard, Prince of the Isles of Indon Esia," the manticore fluted. Prince Konodo
wal ked out, a dragon of noderate size with wings that were al nost invisible; Dolph had to | ook two
and a half times to see themat all. But of course they existed, because only wi nged nonsters were

here for the cerenony.
"Baron Haul ass of Shetland,"” the manticore trunpeted, and a wi nged donkey trotted out.

"Duke Dragontail of Dimait." And a forni dabl e dragon whose serpentine tail did drag wal ked out.

"Snokey of Stover." This was a dragon of the snoking variety, ordinarily a |andbound creature, but
this variant did have vestigial w ngs. Dol ph had never seen one quite like this, before, and
wondered how it had come about.

"Snaggl esnoot of Synchromesh." This tinme a strange oily nonster, with bright chrone teeth.

"Stanl ey Steanmer, the once and future Gap Dragon." Dol ph alnost cried out, for he knew Stanl ey of
old, lvy's pet. But Stanley was al nost grown now, and woul d soon resume regul ar residence in the
Gap Chasm Dol ph kept quiet, for he would give hinself away if he went to talk with Stanl ey.

"Xap Hi ppogryph, sire of the bride." Dol ph took note of this one; he had never before seen Chex's

father. Xap
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had the head and wings of a griffin, and the body of a horse, |like a centaur gone wong, but he

was an extrenely handsome creature. Dol ph realized that Chem the bride's dam would not be
present, for she was a straight centaur without wings. That was unfortunate. Presumably there
woul d be a reception later, el sewhere, where she could attend. Dol ph understood that the comunity
of centaurs frowned on variants, so had not wel comed Chex. Thus it was the wi nged nonsters who had
adopted her. Dol ph wasn't quite sure what that said about nonsters, but he found that he was
coming to like thembetter.

So it went, as griffins, chinserae, harpies, rocs, w nged horses, and assorted dragons strutted
onstage for their introductions—and these were only the dignitaries. The majority of the attending
nonsters were garden-variety, like hinmself in his present guise. Some were unusual, even so, such
as the wi nged zonbie dragon and the griffin skeleton fromthe gourd. It was inpressive.

At last it was tine for the wedding itself. The nonsters fornmed into a great circle, and a rare

wi nged nmermai d sang a sol o song of such great beauty and |onging that every nonster present seened
to wish only to cast itself into the turbulent sea, and Dol ph suffered a pang of terrible regret
mat he had left Mela the merwoman behind. He realized that the nmermaids all had sone siren
ancestry, and all could sing conpelling!)l when they chose; this one's nother nust have charned a
wi nged creature, so that the result was a crossbreed who qualified as a wi nged nonster. She w»s
certainly nmost alluring!

Then the nermaid flewto a tank of water reserved for her, for her tail got unconfortabl e when
dry; evidently she had wings but no ability to make | egs. That was unfortunate. "Now the Sinmurgh,"”
Draco whi spered. "Stay |low "

Dol ph was amazed. He knew of the Sinmurgh; he had seen her in the tapestry. She was the el dest and
wi sest of all birds, so old she had seen the destruction and regeneration of the universe three
tinmes. She sat on a bough of the Tree of Seeds on Munt Parnassus, and governed where all of those
seeds went. His nother had many rare and
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wonder ful seeds given her by the Sinurgh, but he had never heard of the great bird attending a
soci al function.

The nonsters wail ed expectantly; not even a grow broke the silence. Their eyes were fixed on a
huge wooden perch nounted at one side of the clear area. It had been fashioned of several stout
tree trunks | ashed together with tangle tree tentacles, the strongest of structures.

A bright bird the size of a roc flewin fromthe south horizon, winging so swiftly and surely that
there was no doubt she knew exactly where she was going. Her feathers were |like veils of |ight and
shadow, now one col or and now another and nostly like the blue of the deepest and cl earest sky.

Her head seenmed crested with fire, sparkling iridescently. She was the nost magnificent bird Dol ph
coul d i magi ne. He had seen her image in the Tapestry, but the reality was overwhel mngly nore
impressive. It wasn't just the size or color; the Sinmurgh had a presence that mani fested as she
appr oached.

She came in and | anded neatly on the perch, and both it and the nesa shook with the inpact of her
roosting. She folded her phenonenal w ngs, settled herself, and | ooked around. Her gaze seened to
touch every nonster present, and all |owered their heads respectfully. That gaze touched even on

Dol ph; he was one of the snallest of creatures, lost in the throng, yet she saw him

VWHAT ARE YOU DA NG HERE, PRI NCE DOLPH? she inquired in his nmind. YOU ARE NO MONSTER!

She recogni zed him She knew he was an inposter here! Dol ph started to attenpt to answer, but she
silenced himw th her powerful thought. THAT WAS RHETORI CAL, GOOD CHI LD. HOLD YOUR PEACE, AND
LEARN.

Then her attention passed el sewhere, and he could relax. What an experience! The Sinmurgh had
spotted himinstantly am dst the crowd, and seen right into his nature. He realized that she nust
have done the sane for every other creature here; she knew themall. Yet it was only a nonment

bef ore her survey was conplete

PROCEED, she thought to the entire assenbl age.

Now for the first time the groomcane into view. Cheiron Centaur, a handsone nale with great
fol ded silver w ngs
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and gol den hooves. H's mane was neatly conbed, and his tail too; every hair was in order. He was a
muscul ar creature in both his human and his equi ne aspects, ruggedly well constructed. He wal ked
slowy to the centaur, then turned to stand facing the Sinurgh, his features conposed.

The trunpeters played the wedding narch. Fromthe far side an aisle opened, and down it wal ked
Chex, sedately. Dol ph was anazed agai n; she had been transforned. He had known her, hardly a day
ago, as a fenmale centaur with wings, Marrow s friend. Now she was absolutely beautiful. Her brown
mane was so well brushed that it gl owed, and she wore a di adem of bright roses on her head that
hei ght ened the quality of her eyes. Her wings were the sane color as her eyes, gray as the
overcast sky, and every feather shone. Her hide glistened frombreasts to flank, and there was a
bow of forget-nme-not flowers in her tail. Even her four hooves were as clean and bright as
mrrors, sparkling as she wal ked.

Chex cane at last to stand beside Cheiron. They made a perfect pair, he so bold and strong, she so
| ovely and denure

DEARLY BELOVED MONSTERS OF THE AIR, the Sinurgh thought to themall, WE ARE GATHERED HERE TO UNI TE
THI' S CENTAUR STALLI ON AND THI S CENTAUR MARE | N MATRI MONY. THERE ARE NO CBJECTI ONS. FROM THI'S UNI ON
WLL COME ONE WHCSE LI FE WLL CHANGE THE COURSE OF THE H STORY OF XANTH, AND ALL OF YOU W LL
TREASURE AND PROTECT THAT ONE FROM HARM LET ME HEAR YOUR OATH ON THI S
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Suddenly there was noi se, as every creature on the plateau growl ed assent. Dol ph did not
understand this, and held back; how could he agree to an oath whose effect he did not know?

YOU TOO, PRI NCE DOLPH, YOU MOST OF ALL, the Sinurgh thought to himalone. Her nmind carried the
aura of inmmrense significance, of the tides of history surging fromthe past to the future and back
again irresistibly, all focusing on this nmonent. Now he knew, wi thout understandi ng, why the

Si murgh had conme to preside over this cerenony; it was inmportant to the things that only she
under st ood
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conpletely. The com ng foal was special

Dol ph becanme aware of the ongoing cerenony; the Sinurgh had not waited for his thoughts to run
their young course.

AND DO YOU, YOU FETCHI NG FILLY, TAKE TH S STUD TO BE YOUR MATE?
"1 do," Chex agreed.
THEN BY THE POAER VESTED I N ME BY BEI NG WHAT | AM | NOW PRONOUNCE YOU A MATED PAI R KI SS

The groom and bride dutifully enbraced their foresections and ki ssed. The assenbl ed nonsters
roared their approval

The Sinmurgh spread her wings and took off. In a nonent she was in the sky, and in another w nging
toward the horizon.

DO NOT FORCET, GOOD CHI LD, her parting thought came back to Dol ph. He knew he woul d not forget; he
only hoped sone day to understand.

Then Cheiron and Chex backed off together, and a harpy flew up. Dol ph saw with surprise mat it was
a mal e; he had never seen one of those before. "Let me snatch your attention before the
festivities begin,” the harpy cried. "I am Hardy Harpy, and | amhere to introduce ny daughter

d oha, who will announce the gifts."

Now the child flew up. She was a beautiful little goblin girl, with the wings of a bird, obviously
not of the faerie folk, whose wings were |ike gauze. A flying crossbreed, therefore a w nged

nmonst er, though she was as unlike a nonster as could be i magi ned. d oha—bol ph searched his nenory,
and renmenbered that there had been a harpy-goblin romance that had al nost provoked war, |vy had
been involved with that, and naturally had not told himnuch. The goblin had been dory, so the
nmergence of dory and Hardy woul d be 3 oha. He had it now Probably this was a way of allow ng the
goblins, who were nonsters but not wi nged, to participate nomnally.

"First," piped doha nervously, "fromthe Sinurgh: three seeds." She took a breath, and seened to
| ose her place, because Hardy had to whisper in her ear. "Oh, yes: the envel ope, please."”

A wi nged human skel eton stepped forward, carrying a
Heaven Cent
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seed packet. He handed it to d oha, who opened it and peeked in. "The seeds of Life, Love, and
Learning," she said, passing the envel ope along to Chex. There was a growl of applause fromthe
throng of nonsters. This was certainly a remarkable gift! Dol ph wondered whet her Chex woul d bring
those seeds to his nother Irene, for help in naking themgrow well. Irene's talent was the Geen
Thunb; she coul d nake anything grow, instantly.

"And, and— d oha announced after another pronpting, reading fromthe second envel ope brought by

the skel eton, "fromthe guest nonsters here ass—ass— Another pronpt from her father. "Assenbl ed,
a vacation on the honey side of the nmoon. A honeynoon!"
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There was a | ouder roar of approval. Everyone knew mat the nobon was nmde of green cheese, at |east
the side nat faced Xanth, and sonetines it reeked pretty strong, sickened by what it saw bel ow.

But the far side was not exposed to such a sight, and renai ned sweet honey, as the whole thing had
been originally. It was reputed to be the nost delightful of all places to be, but it required so
much nmagic to get there that hardly anyone did it. The nmonsters nust have pooled all their

avail abl e extra magic for this gift!

The skel eton brought the third envel ope. "And, fromthe nonsters of the gourd, to be delivered by
Mare Inmbri, a full year of sweet dreams." And as the nonsters roared their approval, there was a
passing flicker in the shape of an invisible horse. Mare Inbri was not technically a w nged

nmonst er, but everyone knew her and |i ked her because of the pl easant daydreans she brought, and no
regul ar nonster could carry these, so no one protested her intrusion here.

"Now, " Hardy Harpy cried, "do we want to bother with the tediumof a receiving line, or shall we
let themget on with the breedi ng?"

There was a deafening roar: the nonsters were not here for tedium Dol ph |istened, excited; he
strongly suspected that this had sonmething to do with the stork. Was he going to get to see how
adults summoned it?

No such luck. Cheiron and Chex thanked the assem
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Wage, then spread their wings and took off for the noon, which was now naki ng a special appearance
by day in all its fullness, so that the happy couple could conveniently reach it. Even so, it
woul d be a long flight, so it was indeed best that they get started.

As the centaurs flew above the throng, Chex glanced down. Her gaze fell on Dol ph. Her nouth fel
open in surprise. She recognized him But then she | ooked away, and soon the coupl e was

sil houetted by the great bright gl obe of the nobon. Chex, sweet creature that she was, had deci ded
not to tell on him

The manticore returned to the center stage. "Now we celebrate!" he fluted. "Refreshnents are
served on the north side; plenty of carrion available! Ganing on the south side; formyour groups
for Dungeons and Dragons!"

The nonsters dissolved into chaos as each sought its desire. Dol ph saw two griffins getting
together, male and femal e, and suddenly he knew they were going to cel ebrate by sumoning the
stork. He started to make his way over there so he could watch and finally learn the secret that
had so | ong been deni ed him

"Hey, you're underage!" Draco said, catching himin a paw. "Tine to go to the ganes!"

Dol ph stifled a bad word. Even the nonsters were part of the fiendish Adult Conspiracy! Wat was
so awful about the mechanismthat no child could be allowed to see it?

They forged toward the games. But now a new probl em mani fested. A thundercloud was trying to crash
the party! King Curaulo Fracto Ninbus had spotted the activity, and was coming to drench it to
awf ul soggi ness.

There was consternation anong the nonsters, who were far too crowded to take off before the storm
scored and soiled their feathers and splashed nmud on their clean fur. Besides that, they didn't
want their celebration washed out. Wiat to do?

"You know," Dol ph said to Draco, "everyone here has wings. | bet if every nonster tied down and
flapped its wings, they could blow off Fracto."
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"Now that's a notion!" Draco said. "lI'd better relay it, because if you tell it—=
"Right," Dol ph agreed. He did not want any attention focused on him

Draco lifted his snout and sounded a fiery honk for attention. "Let's line up, tie down, and bl ow
that fog face out of the air!" he growed. "It's time he had a | esson in manners!"

The idea appeal ed. Quickly the nonsters organi zed. The biggest and strongest formed a line at the
edge of the plateau, while the snmaller ones got back out of the way. Three rocs were at the center
of the Iine. Each nonster dug its talons into the ground, grasping sod, roots, and rock so that it
woul d not take off. Then the trunpet swans sounded a cadence, honking in unison. The three rocks
began nmoving their wings, in time with the honks, and the wi nd gathered. Chex Centaur was able to
fly by making her body light, but the rocs and others flew by the sheer power of their w ngs, so
these generated a | ot of wind.

That wind increased as they got into it. The effect was Iike that of a huge fan, that nagic
instrument mat made a breeze when waved, and the anchored nonsters were |ike a whol e convention of
fans, blowi ng hot air. That stream of w nd reached out and shoved at the oncom ng cl oud, pushing
it back.

King Fracto's foggy face clouded up as he encountered this opposition. He roared thunderously, and
l'ightning jags shot out of his bottom But he was a denon of the air, and the air was noving the
wong way. He could not advance agai nst the massed draft of the nonsters.

Slowy Fracto was shoved away. H s visage was a fright to behold as he realized he was being
bested; Dol ph had never before seen a cloud as grimand dark as this. Fracto's sport had been
spoi | ed; he could not wash out this cel ebration.

At last the evil cloud gave up, and drifted away to other m schief. The nonsters grow ed a cheer.
Then they dismantl ed their wind nmachine and returned to the festivities.

Dol ph was pleased. He had in his small way exerted the quality of |eadership that was expected of
a future Kking,
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even if he couldn't take credit for it. Now that he had conme to know these nonsters, he |iked
them and he was gl ad he had been able to share in this event. In addition, he had nanaged to
settle the matter of the firewater opal, because Draco was going to give it back

Dol ph coul d not think of anything that could spoil his satisfaction. This had becone a whol Iy good
event .

Had he but known .
Chapter 9. Goblins

Irisgmmtl ed, Marrow Bones settled hinmself into the dragon's nest. He did not like this at all. He
shoul d not have |l et Dol ph go to the cerenobny; the boy was only nine years old, which was young by
human standards, and could get into all sorts of m schief w thout adult supervision. Draco seened
to be an honorabl e dragon, so probably would not break the truce, but there would be nmany nonsters
there who were hungry and not pledged to pass up such a norsel. Even if Dol ph renai ned

undi scovered, nmere could be trouble. This was to be a weddi ng cerenony, and centaurs were

not ori ously open about natural functions; suppose soneone let slip the secret of stork sumoning
in the boy's presence? Dol ph's body m ght not be hurt, but his nmind could be irreparably changed

Even if Dol ph made it back safely in body and nmind, there would still be the matter of the
firewater opal. The truce was only that; when it ended, nere would be battle again, and the sides
seenmed evenly matched. Marrow had believed that the boy could assunme a formthat would thwart the
dragon; otherw se he woul d have been nore cautious about this encounter. But Draco was an
uncomonly savvy dragon, and this was Draco's hone territory. Suppose Dol ph made a m stake and got
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severely chonped? That would be Marrow s responsibility too. Queen Irene m ght be watching from
Castl e Roogna via the Tapestry, but her avenues of rescue would be sharply linited. She woul d have
to send help, perhaps a man with a dragon net, but could this arrive in time? Marrow seriously
doubted it. This Quest had gotten seriously out of hand!

But things had happened too quickly for his hollow head to assim|ate, and the boy had gone off to
the cerenmony. For all the likely folly of it, Marrow coul d understand
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Dol ph's interest. Chex was a fine mare, and this was likely to be a fine wedding. Cbviously the
stubborn centaur conmunity woul d not sanction such an event, so it was up to the nonsters. Marrow
coul d not understand why the centaurs, an obvious crossbreed between the human and the equine
folk, were so insistent on the purity of the species. They were simlarly conservative about
magi ¢, exiling any centaur who evinced a magic talent. Yet without crossbreedi ng and nagi c, where
woul d Xanth be? As dull as Mindania, alnost by definition! Not only did the Muindanes practice
neither, they believed that neither was possible. It sinply was not feasible to relate to the
Mundane attitude; the Miundanes just had to be left to their own drear existence.

Well, at least he could locate the firewater opal while he waited. He woul d not take it, of
course; he had agreed to protect the nest during the dragon's absence, however sloppily the
agreenent had been foisted on him and he would do that to the best of his limted ability. But
when they returned, and resuned the battle, the gemwoul d be needed. Assumi ng that Dol ph won—and
of course he had to win, because otherwi se they would be unable to redeem Grace'l fromthe

nmer wonan.

Grace'l. Now there was a pretty thought! Marrow realized that he had been |ong away fromthe
gourd, and fromhis own kind; the notion of a conpani on skel eton was quite appealing. Gace' 1l had
t he nost shapely bones he could renmenber. O course she would be returning to the gourd in due
course—yet she had declined when given the opportunity. Dol ph had denponstrated his ability to
assunme the formof a gourd, so that nmeant that Gace'l could return home at any tinme. Wiy had she
not done so?

It was nost tenpting to believe that she found Marrow s conpany as intriguing as he found hers.
Marrow had been lost for a long tine before being found and brought to Xanth; he had forgotten
what romantic experience he m ght have had. Hi s recent experiences outside the gourd had deepened
and broadened and | engt hened his awareness of many things, and changed his perspective, so that he
was no longer truly a creature of the gourd. He knew that he
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woul d now be a poor hand at the construction of bad dreans; no self-respecting night mare woul d
accept one of his efforts. He didn't even scare people anynore! So it was possible that he did not
i npress Grace'l. But she inpressed him and if she elected to remain | onger in Xanth—

H s thoughts were brought to a rude halt by a sinister sound. The fading thoughts rattled around
in his skull for a nonent before settling into a fornl ess mass and sinking out of sight. He
focused his attention on the sound.

It was a quiet tapping el sewhere in the cave. He knew it was not normal, because the bats stirred.
"Did you do that, you airhead?" Brick Bat chittered.

"No, guano-face,"” he replied.

"Li sten, bone-brain, if you weren't on that nest, |I'd show you sone guano! Wy Lord Draco
tolerates you there 1'll never understand!" The other bats echoed the sentinent.
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"That's because you're bats,” Marrow said with satisfaction. "Are you going to investigate that
suspi ci ous sound or aren't you?"

The bat chittered sonething indeci pherable and flew off to investigate. Marrow, abruptly nervous
about prospects, resuned his quest for the firewater opal. Could something be conming to raid the
nest during the dragon's absence? He had hoped that all would be quiet; he had probl ens enough
wor ryi ng about Dol ph

The tapping continued. After a noment a bat flew to perch at the edge of the nest. "Hey,
emaciated, | don't like this," Brick confided. "Sounds as if something is tunneling through the
wal | . "

"I don't like it either, skin-wing. Do you think sonething caught on to Draco's absence? |I could
bl ow ny whistle and sumron hi m back. "

"Don't blow the whistle!" the bat cried. "If we bring himback, and it's nothing, and he m sses
the cerenony because of us, he'll toast us all to ashes!"

Marrow was inclined to respect Brick's judgnent in this matter. They certainly didn't want a false
alarm They
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were now allies in their desire to avoid trouble. "Could it be a rockwormwho |lost its way?"
"Rockworms don't tap, they grind."

"Better keep a good ear on it, then," Marrow decided. "Just renember, if there's trouble, we're on
the sane side until the dragon returns.”

"Mre's the pity, bare-skull," Brick said, taking off.

Marrow kept searching. Suddenly he spied it: a beautiful stone mat glinted with liquid fire. The
firewater opal!

Then he stared. There were two of theml He nibbed his eye sockets with a bone finger, but the
stones renmi ned. He picked themup. It was true: twin opals. Wich one was the nmerwoman' s?

Brick flew back. "W heard voices. Now we know it's goblins!"

"CGoblins! Here?"

"They live deeper in the nountain, under the naga. Usually they don't conme near here."
"The naga?"

"Snakes. They don't bother us, and the goblins don't bother them Mich. But if the goblins are
com ng here, there's only one reason."

"The gens of this nest."
"How di d you guess, holl ow noggi n?"
"I was fortunate, fly-by-night. Should | blow ny whistle?"

The bat considered. "Maybe there's only a few of them W could handl e that ourselves. If we
called Lord Draco over a minor matter, he would strip our wings and make us do forced marches over
the stalagnmites."
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"Let's wait and see, then." It was evident that the dragon did not |like to be bothered about
trifles, and had ways of discouraging this.

Brick flew off. Marrow set the two opals down, and pondered the situation. If the goblins were
comng, it had to be because they had seen the dragon departing or because they knew of the
cerenony and had timed their raid to coincide. That probably nmeant they were equi pped to handl e
the bats, who really weren't such a bad threat. Probably they did not know about Marrow, though
Coul d he defend the nest adequately al one?

He wasn't sure, but decided that he could always blow the whistle if it appeared that the presence
of the dragon was needed. He did not want to cause Draco and Dol ph to m ss the cerenony; both
woul d be angry about that.

The tapping becanme [oud. In due course the chisels broke through the wall, down at cave fl oor
level. Light flared out. There was no further question: goblins were raiding.

The first goblin stepped into the cave, carrying a guttering torch. The bats swarned down to
attack. The goblin cursed and batted at mem waving his flam ng stick. "Bring out the hoods!" he
shout ed back into the hole fromwhich he had stepped. "The vernmn are making a flap."

"Vermin!" Brick retorted, outraged. "Listen, clunk-head—

The goblins ignored him More stepped through, wearing helnets with heavy descending flaps. They
had cl oaks and gl oves too. Every third one had a torch, which served as a weapon as well as for
light. The bats attacked, but could nmake no progress; the outfits were inpervious to their
efforts, and the fire the goblins carried was devastating to w ngs.

There seened to be half a dozen goblins. They were on the floor of the cave. Marrow concl uded that
they were not a serious threat because they would not be able to scale the wall to the dragon's
nest .

Then nore goblins cane, carrying long | adders. They haul ed these to the region under the nest, and
| eaned them up against the wall. They were just |ong enough to touch it. The raiders had cone
prepared; ms was an organi zed party.

Brick flewin to consult with Marrow. "The ruffians came prepared. May be you better bl ow your
whi stle now. "

But Marrow had nore confidence. "They don't know |I'm here. Attack themas they clinb; they won't
be able to swat at you without letting go of the rungs. Go for their big tender feet; those aren't
shielded. If any get near the top, I'll push the | adders away."

Brick gazed at him "I amgetting to dislike you | ess, bone-face."
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"Sanme here, skin-snoot."

The bat departed. Soon the curses bel ow redoubl ed. The goblins on the two | adders were trying to
swat at their feet, and losing their balance and falling off. Those not on the | adders | aughed.
Fi ghts broke out, until the goblin chief established order

They started up the | adders again, in lines, the second goblin on each protecting the toes of the
first. The bats were unable to penetrate.

"What now, bare-teeth?" Brick inquired.

"Just keep harassing them so they have to clinb slowy. Let ne know when they're near the top. |
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want to dunp as many as possible, and nmaybe break the | adders too."

"Beautiful! Al nost worthy of a bat, that notion."

"Al nost," Marrow agreed wyly, keeping his head down. He wanted this to be a conplete surprise.

"Now! " Brick announced shortly.

Marrow rose up. He put his skull up against the face of the top goblin on the left |adder. "Boo!"
he yel |l ed.

"Ay-yi-yii!" the goblin screaned, appalled. He junped backwards, and lost his grip. He fell,
crashing into the one below. The entire colum bunped down the rungs of the | adder, each cursing
nmore villainously than the |ast.

Marrow qui ckly nmoved over to the right |adder and did the sanme. But this top goblin was nore
nervy; he yelled "Boo!" back and started to clinb onto the nest. So Marrow put a hand on the top
rung and shoved the |ladder to the side. It fell, slowy at first, then uith greater conviction
whi l e the goblins aboard screanmed in unison

"I think I"'min love!"™ Brick chittered joyously
There was chaos bel ow. Then the goblin chief's voice sounded. "You saw a whatT

Marrow was pl eased. He had thought he had | ost his touch, but it was evident that he could stii
evoke a bad inmage.

After a tinme the nost severely bruised goblins departed for safer territory, and new ones took
their places. Marrow was not sure how many there were in all, but it was at |east twenty. He
t hought agai n about blowing his whistle, but his |adder push had been so successful that he didn't

see how a hundred goblins could do any better than ten. He woul d shove down every | adder

But then the goblins started assenbling a different kind of device. Neither Marrow nor the bats
could figure out just what it was. It had sonme kind of webbing, and a wood section, and sone kind
of spring. They scurried around, gathering stones; then, with delight, skulls fromthe bone pile
bel ow the nest. What could they want with these?

Then Marrow found out. "Ready, aim fire!" the goblin chief declaimed. A skull flew up and over
t he nest.

It was a giant sling! They were hurling things at him This was dangerous.
"We've got to deactivate that artillery," he told Brick
"How?" the bat asked, as a rock whizzed over, closer. The goblins were getting the range.

That stunped him Meanwhile, under the cover of that barrage, the goblins were setting up their
two | adders eagain. Marrow lay |low, trusting that they would not be able to hit himif they
couldn't see him

The troops swarned up. Marrow shoved one | adder over, then nmoved to the second and fought with its
top goblin, who was alnost into the nest. Another skull sailed across, just nissing himas he
ducked. He managed to shove the creature over the edge, and that |adder also fell. It was getting
harder, but he was still prevailing, and the goblins were taking a battering.

"Behi nd!" Brick chittered.

Marrow t urned—and di scovered a third | adder. They had used the first two as distraction while the
third nade it through. He charged across and shoved at the goblin who had al ready gotten off,
pushi ng hi m back agai nst the one just reaching the top. The little nonster clanped his big teeth
on Marrow s hand, chewing at several bone fingers. Marrow kneed himand finally threw him off.
After a brief struggle, he managed to dunp that | adder too. There was a satisfying wail as the
goblins on it fell.
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But by this tinme the other two | adders were being set up. Marrow realized that he woul d not be
able to hold themall back. It was tine Ho bl ow the whistle.
He lifted his finger to his face—and di scovered that the
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finger was gone. The goblin had chewed it off! Wether this was sheer bad luck, or the result of
goblin savvy, made no difference; his prine weapon had just been nullified.

"Bl ow the whistle! Blowthe whistle!" Brick chittered.
"I can't!" Marrow said, chagrined. "He bit it off."
"Then think of something el se! Quickly!"

Marrow tried, but his hollow head was not much for pressure thinking. Al three | adders were now
back in place, and another skull flew | ow overhead. Marrow realized that they should have the
range by this tine; why were the shots still mssing? Then he realized that it was because they
didn't want to break or scatter the gens hi the nest.

That gave hi mthe necessary notion. They had conme for the Dragon's gens; he was here to guard
them But he and the bats were not the only guardi ans.

He stopped and grabbed a handful of gens. "Goblins!" he cried. "Do you want these stones? You
can't have them Renove your ladders, or I'Il throw themaway!" He held the genms in his left bone
hand; with his right bone fingers he took a glittering dianmond, and cocked his arm ready to

t hr ow.

The goblins paused. The di anond sparkled in the torchlight. There was a sil ence.

Then the chief spoke. "He's bluffing! That stone would only land on the floor. If it doesn't
break, we'll get it anyway. lgnore him"

I mMmedi ately the action resunmed. Goblins clinmbed the | adder, and the ones manning the sling readi ed
anot her skul I .

Marrow hurl ed the diamond across the cave. It flewin a glinting arc over the heads of the
goblins, and splashed in the pool. The goblins stared, stunned.

"It didn't break," Marrow called. "But you can't get it! Wat do you think of that, frog-nmouth?"
He punctuated his jibe with a bit of finger magic.

"Cet that gem " the chief screamed, infuriated for no good reason

I mMmedi ately three sturdy goblins dived into the water, going after the sinking stone. But in a
nmoment there was a
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vi ol ent commotion. The three reversed their strokes and al nost sailed out of the pool
"What's this?" the chief cried. "Wy did you quit?"

The three opened their nouths. "Yeow " they cried as one.

Now t heir problem could be seen. To each posterior was attached the sharp teemof a piranha. In a
monent the fish dropped off, splashing back into the water, but the point had been nade. What
entered the water was not accessible.
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"How s that bite you, sludge-snoot?" Brick Bat chittered fromabove. Unfortunately the goblins did
not understand him only Marrow could pick up on ani mal |anguages, because of his experience in
the gourd. The gourd related to the thoughts of every creature, so its denizens had to understand
t hose thoughts.

The chief considered. "But he can't throwthemall in the drink," he said. "Swarmover him grab
t he stones!"

Motion resuned. Marrow threw a fat gray pearl into the pool, then a topaz, but the goblins didn't
stop. He hurled die rest of his handful, and picked up another. His left hand worked ineffectively
because of the missing forefinger, but he could use it to help scoop up the gens.

A goblin head showed over the edge of the nest. Marrow charged it and shoved it back by brute
force. The | adder toppled, to the screans of the goblins on it. Then he threw nore stones into the
pool. But he could see that there were far too many gens to di spose of this way in the time he
had; the goblins would soon overwhel m himand get the main part of the treasure.

"Bats!" he cried. "Swoop in, grab the stones, dunp themin the pool where the fish can guard them
Qui ck, before the goblins get them"™

"Do it!" Brick Bat chittered. The entire swarm of bats swooped down, each picking up what gens its
feet could hold and flying away toward t he water.

The angry goblins on the |adders tried to grab at the bats, but received only facefiils of guano
for their trouble. The stones were rapidly disappearing.

Marrow was nmeanwhil e hurling”gens as fast as he could. Suddenly he paused: he had just picked up
the two
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firewater opals. Should he throw these too? It seened a shane.

Then a goblin tackled him and he fell back, unable to throw Marrow did the only thing he could
think of: he swall owed the stones. They popped into his head and rattled around inside his skull
where the goblins could not get at them

"Kick that skeleton out of there!" the chief called. "Use the torches to burn off the bats! W' ve
got the rest of the rocks!"

A goblin charged across the nest and delivered a tremendous boot to Marrow s hi pbone. "OM" yelled
the goblin, dancing around. "I broke my foot!"

But Marrow was already flying apart. He thought fast: what shape should he assunme as he | anded? He
woul d not be able to reach the nest again, and in any event nost of the gens were gone; the
goblins would have to dredge the pool to get the best ones. Surely they would do that, so—

He landed as a rigid grid of bones, with his skull in the center and his hands and feet at the
corners. He bounced on the stone, and clonked the hard heads of a couple of the goblins who
happened to be in the way. The collision hurt neither himnor the goblins' heads; both were nostly
bone.

"Bats!" his skull called, "Haul ne into the water!"
"What for?" Brick asked.

"I'mgoing to be a grid guarding the bottom" he replied. "The fish will swimthrough nme, but the
goblins are too big."

"Gotcha!" Brick agreed. Under his direction, hundreds of bats came down and | atched on to the
bones. They lifted himup and over the water, where they dropped himw th a spl ash.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt (90 of 206) [1/19/03 8:54:42 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%620-%20X anth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt

"Take a break!" Marrow called just before his skull sank. "Rest, because burble blub bloop!" Too
late; his skull was under the water. Magic was great for speaking, but there were limts.

The bottom of the pool was as scul ptured as the upper part of the cavern. Teethlike stalagnmites
rose frombelow, and the rock curved into potlike depressions. Marrow had used die stalagnmites to
pul I hinmself along as they entered.
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Now he did the sane, grabbing on with his hands and pulling hinmself into place. Mst of the gens
shoul d be in one major pothole here; yes, he could see themcollected in the bottom He settled
down until his network covered it conpletely. He was anchored by the stalagnmtes at the rim

"And what, if | may ask, art thou up to, misshapen nman?" Perrin Piranha inquired, sw nming close

"The goblins are raiding the nest during Draco's absence," Marrow explained. "I had agreed to
guard the nest, but nere are too nmany goblins. So we threw the gens into the water where you coul d
guard them"

"So nmuch had | gathered enow," Perrin said. "But thy present configuration anazes ne. To what
pur pose be it?"

"The goblins used arnor against the bats. They will do so against you, or will try to traw for
the gens. This will stop themfromgetting them™

"Ah, now | fathomthine intent! An the goblins come, we shall guard thy network, till My Lord
Dragon return.™

"CGood show, " Marrow agreed.

It was not long before the goblins cane. First they lowered little baskets on strings, hoping to
scoop up gens and haul themto the surface. The fish sinply chonped through the strings. Then the
gobl i ns donned protective gear conplete with crude boots, weighted by cavern stones, and waded
into the pool. The fish could not chonmp through to tender flesh, hard as they tried. The goblins
forged right on down to marrow s grid, and mere they stopped. They could see the gens belowit;

i ndeed, the fish were picking up the nore widely scattered gens and dropping theminto this
guarded hoie. But they could not reach it. They stood on it and tried to lift it up, which was of
course futile. Finally they waded back out to the dry pan of the cave, to report to their |eader.

"Melikes thy style, skeleton,” Perrin said.

"Let's just hope it suffices," Marrow responded. "CGoblins are determ ned cusses, though."
"Sooth, determned," the fish agreed grinly

I ndeed they were. Soon the goblins came down with grappling hooks, which they hooked on to
Marrow s bones.
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The lines were too tough for the fish to bite through. Four hooks and |ines were attached; then
they went taut.

Marrow clung to the stalagnites as hard as he could, but the force was too strong; his grip broke,
and he was haul ed up and out of the water. Now he saw that the goblins had converted their sling
to a pulley, and dozens of themwere pulling on the ropes, drawing the grid out.

He was deposited on the dry cave floor. "Now get down there with your baskets and bring those gens
up!" the goblin chief directed his mnions. "Remenber, we don't have all day!"
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Was it day, now? That neant that the goblins had been held in check all night. If he could hold
them for the day too, the dragon would return. That was what he had to try for

But now he was in grid form useless here on dry floor, and he could not change form by hinself.
What form would be better, and how coul d he achieve it?

Meanwhi | e the goblins were busy. They were carrying the renaining genms down fromthe nest and
putting nemin a kettle beside the chief. Evidently the chief intended to see that no goblin got
away wWith a private treasure; everything had to be gathered in one place, and then it would all be
haul ed away. The gens under the water would be brought up and added to nat hoard. This would take
much | onger than the goblins m ght have planned, thanks to Marrow s efforts, but they already had
a fair nunber with which they m ght abscond even if the dragon returned this instant. He had to
find a way to dunp that kettle!

He thought of a form but the achieving of it was nore difficult. Wat he needed was a good kick
in the rear. A kick anywhere would do, in his present form because he really didn't have a front
or rear, just top and bottom sides. The bats couldn't do it; they were too snall to have nmuch

i mpact .

Well, the goblins had kicked hi mbefore. Maybe he could nake themdo it again. "Hey, purple-nose,
how s tricks?" he called to the nearest goblin

"What did you call me?" the goblin denanded.

"Purpl e-nose!" Marrow repeated. "You nust have the
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ugliest, blotchiest snoot in captivity! What do you say to that?"

"Hey, Itchlips!"™ the goblin called to a fellow. "The skull says |I'mthe ugliest snoot in
captivity!"

"He's a liar!" Itchlips retorted. "/ am"
Qops! They liked the insult! Now what was he to do?

Maybe, if he couldn't insult them he could nake them jeal ous of each other. "No, you aren't
nearly as ugly as he is," he called to Itchlips. "Conpared to him you are al nbst cute."

That scored. "Cute? Cute?!™ Itchlips cried. "You enpty-headed ness of gristle, what nakes you an
authority, anyway? You wouldn't know ugly if your bald face was rubbed in it!"

*Td know it if it kicked me in the tail, though!" Marrow retorted. "A pretty boy like you can't
kick!"

"Can't kick? Can't kick? I'll show you!" And Itchlips gave hima trenendous kick in the shinbone
Marrow fl ew up, delighted. "You re beautiful!"” he called in a final sally. Then he landed in his
new form

He was a basket case, finely woven of bones, with the large ones bracing die top and bottom and
the small ones between. His skull was on one side, and his hands spaced one and two thirds of the
way around its top circle. He was watertight, thanks to his nmagic.

"Bats!" he called. "Lift me up, take ne to the water, scoop up sone fish. Can you do that?"

"Of course we can!" Brick said. "W can lift anything, if we can get enough feet on it." They took
bold all around and hefted himup

"Fish!" Marrow called as he lurched to the water and started to fill. "Cone in! Don't let go
bats!"
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Perrin and a mass of followers swaminto the basket. Then the bats hauled themall up, water and
all. The flight was shaky, and the water slopped, but they nade it. Marrow realized that they nust
have sone lightening magic, sinmlar to Chemis tail flicks, for the full basket had to weigh much
nmore than the bats did.

"Carry us to that kettle!"™ Marrow cried. "Dunp the fish into it!"
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The bats did as directed. The sl opping basket swung over to the kettle and tilted.

"What's this?" the goblin chief demanded, |ooking up. Then he recogni zed Marrow, in the new form
"You again? |'Il fix you!"™ And he reached up to catch the rim

"Avast, varlet!" Perrin cried, biting his fingers.

The goblin jerked back so vigorously that he fell into the kettle. Then the basket swung over
tilted, and poured out the water and fish on top of him Perrin and his crew went to work on the
goblin in a chonpfest.

"Yeeoouch!!" the goblin screaned. "Get ne out of here!"

The ot her goblins charged over to pull himout, but the piranha snapped at their squat fingers.
They were unable to get hold of their |eader

"Dunmp the kettle!" the chief screaned. "Get the water out!" For he, smarter than the others,
realized that the fish could not function well out of the water.

The m ni ons shoved against the kettle, and it tipped over. Goblin, water, fish, and gens fl owed
out in a soupy nass. The fish continued to bite at whatever anatony they could find, and the
goblin continued to thrash. As a result, nost of themslid down the slope and into the pool, where
the other fish joined in the fun

The goblins caught hold of their chief and haul ed himout. The fish et go of his arns, |egs,
rear, and nose and flopped back into the water. By this tinme nost of the genms were back in the
pool, and the fish were picking themup by nouth and carrying themto the deepest and nost hidden
pits.

"Bats!" Marrow cried. "Pick up the kettle, dunp it in the water!"

"No!" the chief cried. But the bats swarned over the kettle, and got hold of it, and hauled it to
the pool. It filled with water and sank, and the fish nmounted gl eeful guard over it.

"1"I'l get you for that!" the goblin chief yelled at Marrow. "W can't nmake progress until we get
rid of you!"™ "Lift ne up, get ne anay fromthem " Marrow call ed
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to the bats. But the goblins got there first. They laid hands on him and batted away the bats.
Marrow was captive.

"Take himapart!" the goblin directed.

This was bad. If they kicked him he could fly apart and reform sonme other way. But if they sinply
took himapart, he would be helpless until they put himback together

He tried to hold his form but die goblins took apart their pulley apparatus and nade | evers to
pry between his bones. He was tough, but not that tough; first they pried his skull |oose, and nen
his other bones. In due course they had himall in pieces.
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The chief held up the skull. "What do you say now, bonehead?" he denanded.

"l say you haven't gotten nany gens, chonp-nose!" Marrow retorted bravely. The goblin's nose was
swol I en where the fish had bitten it

The goblin shook the skull. "But we'll get themnow, won't we, scatter-bone? Wthout your
interference, the bats and fish won't be able to stop us." He shook the skull again. "Wat's that
rattle?”

Marrow remenbered the two firewater opals he had put in nmere. "My brains, you idiot!" he snapped.

"I think you have sone gens hidden in there. Wll, we'll get themout. W'Il take your skull hone
and crack it open." Then he turned to his cohorts. "Take these bones and this skull down to Goblin
HQ Don't let any two of themtouch each other. Then return here for work!"

Marrow realized mat he was dooned. The goblins had caught on to his nature, and would destroy him
and take the two opals. But by the tine they did that, nore of the day woul d have passed. Every
hour nade it nore likely that the dragon would return. Mst of the gens would be saved, for it
woul d be very slow and difficult work recovering themfromthe bottom of the pool where the fish
had hi dden them He had done all he coul d.

Wth that thought, Marrow had to be satisfied, as his skull was carried down into the heart of the
goblin realm

Chapter 10. Naga

| hey reached M. Etamin at dawn. "Hang on!" Draco grow ed as he dived for the tiny entrance.
Dol pti hung on, knowi ng the nature of the passage.

But as they swam through the water-filled cave, the fish were agitated. Dol ph, in dragonfly form
could not understand fish talk, but Draco reacted inmedi ately. He swam faster, and burst out of
the inner pool at form dable velocity.

The bats were hovering. Dol ph, being a flying creature, could understand themslightly. "Goblins!"
they were chorusing. "Raid!" No wonder Draco had reacted; goblins were always bad news!

Draco | anded at the nest. Dol ph resuned boy form Both gazed for a nonent, appall ed.

The nest was a nmess. Its neat rimof stones had been disrupted, and all the gens were gone. There
was no sign of Marrow Bones. The goblins had indeed raided.

The bats were chittering volubly. Dol ph changed to bat formso that he coul d understand them
Gradually the details fell into place

Shortly after Draco and Dol ph had departed, the goblins had broken in, having evidently tined this
for Draco's absence. Marrow had fought them off bravely, using great inagination, supervising the
bats and fish so that their efforts were far nore effective. He had thrown nost of the gens into
the water and hel ped guard themthere, so that the goblins could not get them He had perforned
nunerous acts of heroism including the dunping of a basketful of fish into the goblins' nmain
cache of gens, so mat these had been rescued. But the goblins had finally taken him apart and
carried himaway in pieces. Then they had had a couple of hours to dive for the genms under water.
But the fish had hidden themwell, and constantly harried the
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goblins, so that their search was sl ow and unrewarding. They had in the end gotten only a few gens
before they had to flee | est the dragon return and catch them Mst of the gens were safe in the
wat er, and the fish would bring themout at Draco's comrand.
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Draco turned to Dol ph. "Your friend was a hero. He saved ny treasure. Once the goblins got ny gens
fromthis cave, | could not have pursued them Because of him | have only cleanup to do.
Therefore, in gratitude, | will give you the other firewater opal with the first. |I will have the
fish bring themboth up now" He flew to the water, put his head under, and gave directions. But
in a nonent he returned without them puzzled. "Perrin says those two opals never reached the
wat er . "

"The opal s?" Brick chattered. "The skeleton put themin his head!"
"Hi s head?" Draco asked, perplexed.

"Hs head is hollow," Dol ph explained in bat talk. "But | don't see why he didn't throw themin
the water."

"They were closing on him" Brick chittered. "He was caught with them"
"But then he went into the water," Dol ph said. "Wiy didn't he renove themthen?"

"He couldn't," Brick said. "He becane a grid, nen a basket, and then he was taken apart. The
gobl i ns spoke of cracking open his skull to get them"

"I'"ve got to rescue Marrow " Dol ph excl ai ned.

"I can see that he fought valiantly and well,"” Draco said. "But | can not go into the goblins

caves; they are too snmall. | fear he is lost, and the two opals with him Perhaps | can give you
ot her stones hi |ieu—=

"I can go after him" Dol ph said. "I can assune goblin formand go where they go. 1 nust rescue
him*"

"That is not wise," Draco cautioned. "They would know you for a stranger, and quickly take you
captive too. Your folks would not |ike mat."

"I'"ve got to rescue Marrow " Dol ph repeated with chil dish stubbornness.

The dragon issued a snmoky sigh. "Then | nust obtain for you sone adult conpany. | assuned that
responsibility
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when we made our tncte, and | can not |let you depart alone. | shall introduce you to the naga,"
"The naga? Who is he?"

"The naga are crossbreeds with your folk, who can nevertheless travel into goblin territory. They
are the only creatures the goblins fear, for they prey on goblins. But they do not hel p strangers
for nothing. They will exact a price for their assistance.”

"But | have nothing to give them"

"They will then require sone service of you, which will not be inconsequential. Really, Prince,
feel it would be better for you to give up your skeleton and return to your hone. | will carry you
there forthwith, if—

"No! I'Il pay what the naga ask, if they can help ne rescue Marrow "

Draco made a snort of exasperation, exactly like those Dol ph had noted in other adults at tinmes,
only with nore heat. "Then | will introduce you to King Nabob, sonewhat against ny better
j udgnment. Change form and take hold; we nust go to a nei ghbor cave."
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Dol ph resurmed the dragonfly form and took hold. Draco flew to the water, swamthrough the nether
passage, and craw ed out the upper one. He flew a short distance to another opening in the
nmount ai n, and entered.

The head of a man showed in the darkness at the back of the cave. "Wat brings you here, Draco?"
the man inquired guardedly. "W have not abridged our covenant."

"Change form" Draco grow ed to Dol ph. "I can not speak their tongue well, but you can. Explain
that | brought you to see King Nabob."

Dol ph resunmed boy form "I am Prince Dol ph," he said. "I have cone to see King Nabob."
"You are human!" the man exclai ned, surprised. "What do you want with our Kkind?"

"Draco says that only you can help nme rescue ny friend, but you will ask a price."

"Does this have sonething to do with goblins?"

"Yes. They carried away ny friend Marrow. "

"One nonent." The man turned about and noved

away. Now Dol ph saw that his body was that of a great serpent. This was a nan-headed snake!

In exactly one nonent anot her naga appeared. This one wore a crown. "Renmenber your protocol,"
Draco growl ed under his breath to Dol ph. "This is the King."

Dol ph bowed. "Thank you for granting nme an audi ence, Your Mjesty," he said. "I am Prince Dol ph,
of Castle Roogna."

The King studied him "You are a |long way from hone, Prince. You | ook to be quite young, too.

"l amnine years old. | am suppose to have an adult creature with me. But Marrow Bones has been
taken by the goblins, so Draco brought ne here. WII you help ne rescue Marrow?"

Ki ng Nabob gl anced at Draco. "This Marrow Bones is a worthy creature?”
Draco grow ed assent.

"And this human | ad?"

Anot her affirmative grow

The King returned to Dol ph. "You are a shape changer, Prince?"

"Yes, Your Majesty."

* 'Can you assume our fornP''

For answer, Dol ph becane a naga, with only his head remai ni ng unchanged.

"We do not chall enge massed goblins lightly," King Nabob said. "W could take | osses. How do you
propose to conpensate us for this effort?”

Dol ph tried to spread his hands, but had none. "Draco said you mght require a service.' *
The King considered. "You are the scion of King Trent, the Transforner?"

"I am his grandson, Your Majesty."

The King nodded. "That would be a decent liaison. You will marry ny daughter."”

Qoops! "But I'monly nine years old."
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"True." The King pondered anot her nonment. "Then you will be betrothed to her, and marry her when
you cone of age. She is young, also.”

Dol ph knew that this was problematical. H s nother
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woul d throw a queen-sized fit! "Your Majesty, is there no other service | can render you for your
assi st ance?'

“No other | desire."”
Dol ph knew he had to rescue Marrow, whatever the price. "Then | agree," he said heavily.
"Excellent! | will summon nmy offspring now " The King whistl ed.

In a noment a fenal e naga joi ned them She had sinuous gray-brown tresses and brown-gray eyes. Her
face was really quite cute, and she had little laugh-lines around her dinples.

"Nada, neet your betrothed, Prince Dol ph of the human kind."
"Hello, Prince," Nada said shyly.
"Hell o, Princess," Dolph replied just as shyly.

"Seal it with a kiss," the King directed.

Nada undul ated up and brought her face to Dol ph's. She tried to kiss him but their noses bunped.
"Ch, mce!" she exclained, enbarrassed.

"Tilt your head, stupid!" the King snapped. "Have you never kissed a boy before?"

"Never, Daddy," she confessed innocently. She tilted her head and tried again. This time their
noses did not bunp, and her |ips touched Dol ph's.

It was by any standard a clunsy kiss; both Vida Vila the nature nynph and Mel a Merwoman had been
much, much better at it. But Dol ph experienced a strange, rather pleasant sensation. He realized
that he liked Nada. So he kissed her back

She drew away. "But he has," she said. "I like him"
"So it's sealed,"” the King said. "Very well, Draco, you may go; we shall take it fromhere."

Wthout further word or grow, Draco backed out of the cave and was gone. Dol ph was left with the
naga.

The King harrunphed. "WeU, let's get about it," he said. "We can't afford to be all day while the
goblins march."

Dol ph hoped it was all right. He did not know these folk, and worried that they m ght not
under stand the devi -
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ous adult concept of honor as well as Marrow or Draco did.

"Daddy wi Il organi ze whatever it is,” Nada told him "I've never been betrothed to a human prince
before! Isn't this exciting?"

"You have been betrothed to others?" Dol ph inquired, taken slightly aback
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"Well, no, not actually," she confessed, with a tasteful hint of a blush. "But | knew Daddy woul d
betroth nme to soneone, as soon as he found a good match. He's very consci enti ous about things |ike
that. W don't have enough human bl ood, so | sort of thought it would be to a hunan instead of a
snake. "

Because the naga were a cross between man and serpent, Dol ph realized. It did seemto nmake sense

Meanwhi | e the King had been snapping orders left and right to the naga that had appeared in the
cave. Now he returned to Dol ph. "W have assenbled a force and de-nmarked an interception route,"
he announced. "W can catch the goblins before they reach their stronghold, but we shall have to
move rapidly. It would be better if we left you behind, but |I fear your presence will be necessary
to reassure your guardian that we are acting in his interest. Remain with Nada; she will guide
you, for she knows our nethods."

"Uh, sure, Your Majesty," Dol ph agreed. Adults were always so assertive!

"CGet a slither on!" the King ordered. Imediately the naga set off at a rapid slide, their bodies
noving efficiently along the contours of the cave.

"We'll follow " Nada said, setting off.

Dol ph went with her, but quickly got tangled in his own coils. He had never assuned such a m xed
form before, and had no experience with it. H's human head wanted to wal k, while his serpent torso
wanted to slither. He could see very well, despite the darkness, because this formwas adapted to
it, but could not nmove in the manner he was accustoned to.

"Ch, that's right—you' re human!" Nada said. "You don't know how to slither!"
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"l sure don't!" he agreed ruefully. Actually he could have done it without difficulty as a ful
serpent, because the serpent-brain would have handled it. "I changed to this formto talk to the
King, but it takes ne a while to get used to a new forn' 1

"I know. It took me forever to master wal king," she said. "I kept falling over."
"You can change formtoo?" he asked, surprised.

"OfF course! To human and to snake. W all can, because that's our nature. But 1 like ny natura
formbest. Don't you?"

"Yes. But ny natural formis hunman."

"Well, you can't help that," she said synpathetically. "But at |east you can change to a better
shape. Here, Til show you how to slither. Just watch ne."

Dol ph realized that the form changing of the other creatures related to their origins. The
merwonan had fish and hunman ancestry, so she could go either way, while the naga could assune the
forms of their ancestry. They were not magicians; they had limted abilities. He, in contrast,
could assune any form regardless of his ancestry, and that was a far broader talent.

Nada undul at ed across the cavern. Her serpentine body flexed sinuously, and was really quite
pretty in its nmotion. "You just sort of brace against things and squeeze forward," she expl ai ned.

He tried it, following the sane route she had taken, trying to flex his torso the sane way. He was
clumsy but was able to nove. H's human brain was getting the hang of it.

The King reappeared. "Wat's keepi ng you?" he denmanded.
"Just a little trouble making progress, Your .Mjesty," Dol ph said, enbarrassed.

"My fault, Daddy," Nada said quickly. "I didn't realize—=
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"It's a betrothal, not a nmarriage!" the King snapped. "No call to get serious yet! Wait til
you're of age. Now conme along; we can't hold up the journey."
Dol ph exchanged a gl ance with Nada, who nade an-
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other hint of a blush. Parents were parents, throughout Xanth, and maybe Mindani a too! Wbrdl essly
they followed the King.

Dol ph still had sone difficulty keeping the pace. "Here," Nada said. "CGo beside ne, and copy ny
moti ons exactly, until you catch on. It's not hard."

Dol ph joined her, so that their serpentine torsos were touching, he on the left, she on the right.
She moved her head right, and he foll owed, naintaining the contact. Her mid-torso pressed |eft,
and he gave way. Their bodies slid forward with surprising ease. Then her head swng left while
her torso swung right, and as he duplicated the notion, he noved snmoothly forward too. It was |ike
magi c! Al they had to do was undulate with the right rhythm and travel cane of its own. Soon
they were swayi ng neatly together, and naking better progress.

The King gl anced back. He shook his head. "Such eagerness!" he muttered. "Just can't wait for
adult ganmes! Wiat is the young generation comng to?"

"Adult ganes?" Dol ph asked, perpl exed.

Nada essayed a third hint of a blush, alnost achieving it this tinme. "You know. Stork sumoning."
"You know how to do that?" Dol ph asked, suddenly interested.

"Of course not! | thought you did."

"Me? No. No adult will tell me."

"Me neither. If you ever find it out, will you promise to tell me too?"

"Sure." Dolph tried to shrug, but it didn't work in this body. "And if you find out, you can tell
ne. "

"Maybe," she said, with a cute hint of mischief. Then she named her face, which renained just
besi de his, and kissed himagain, briefly. This time she got her nose right. It was very nice.

The King chose this nonent to | ook back again. "Now that's enough!"” he excl ai nred, exasperated. "At
|l east wait till we have rescued the skeleton!"

They broke quickly. "He's afraid we'll figure it out for ourselves," Dol ph whispered.

"Some day, sonme way, we'll find out what they're
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hi di ng," she agreed. "Then look out, adults! W'Ill tell all the younglings, and the conspiracy

wilt be finished."
Dol ph definitely Iiked her attitude.

They undul at ed onward. Thanks to Nada's gui dance, he was moving along fairly well now, and was
able to do it by hinself. They noved into single file, follow ng the King.

They came to a pool. "Now we can cut off the goblin detachnment by using the river channels/' the
King said. "Hi e gobs are restricted to the dry ones, so must take nany diversions. Just hold your
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bream and swinm nere are breathing nooks every so often.” Then he plunged into the water
"Urn— Dol ph said, eying the black expanse.

"It's as easy swinmng as slithering," Nada said. "Just do the sanme thing, and you'll nove ahead
Wy don't you go first, and if you falter or get lost, Til nudge you in the right direction so you
won't drown?"

That was not the nbst encouraging idea, but Dol ph realized that it would have to do. He mi ght have
changed to fish-formand solved the problem but he wanted to remain nmatched to Nada,
because—wel |, he wasn't sure why. He took a big breath and slithered in

To his surprise, it worked. He undul ated, and forged through the water. He reached the breathing
spot in plenty of tine.

In a noment Nada cane up beside him "See? It's fun!"

There was barely roomfor the two of them here. Their heads were close together. "Are you going to
ki ss me agai n?" Dol ph asked. Now he realized why he wanted to keep this form

"Should 1?" she asked, surprised.
"Well, uh, you did it twi ce before, when we got close."
"Then it's about your turn, isn't it?"

He hadn't thought of that. He kissed her, naking sure to get the nose right. This, too, seened to
wor k better each tine.

The King's head popped up beside them "Wat is
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hol di ng you up now?" he demanded. "Ch." He ducked down and was gone.

Nada | aughed. "I think Daddy's beginning to regret this betrothal. If we weren't betrothed, he
could tell us no. That's the rule."

Dol ph was perceiving increasing advantages to the betrothal. He had never cared for mushy stuff,
but this was different: it was fun. Each tine they kissed, he liked her better. "AH the sane, we
had better not delay himany nore," he said. "I've got to rescue ny friend Marrow. "

"Of course,"” she agreed. That was another thing he |iked about her: she never argued with him

He took another breath and dived again. After that it was easy enough, as they went fromair
bubble to air bubble, follow ng the water channel

They arrived at a |arger cave that had a path worn through its center. There were six nhaga, as
well as the King and Dol ph and Nada. "They will be arriving in two nonments,"” the King said. "Now
you younglings stay out of the action; we don't want you hurt. But when we have the situation
under control, Prince Dol ph nmust talk to the skeleton.™

"A skel eton?" Nada asked, horrifi ed.
"Marrow i s a good person," Dotph said, "But he is a hunman skel eton."

"If you say so," she said uncertainly. "But | wouldn't refer to one of my friends that way." It
was as close as she had cone to differing with him

Then the two nonents were up, and the goblin colum appeared. The naga had faded back behind
stal agmites and were hidden, as were the King and Dol ph and Nada.

The colum proceeded. There were three goblin guards, followed by six goblins carrying bags of
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bones, then three nore guards. Twelve in all. Twi ce the nunber of fighting naga. That nade Dol ph
nervous, for her knew that goblins were ferocious fighters. Their heads were big and hard, and
they seened to have only an inperfect notion of fear. Had the King m scal cul at ed?

"Take them " the King cried.

I medi ately the naga cl osed on the columm. Three had
158
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assuned man form and three snake form The nen | obbed stones at the goblins, while the snakes
slithered up to bite the goblins' feet.

The goblins, caught by surprise, quickly got fighting. The guards had wooden cudgel s, with which
they struck at the men and snakes. But the nen ducked, avoiding the blows. Each caught hold of a
goblin, lifted it up, and hurled it into the water beside the path. Suddenly there were three
fewer goblins in the fray.

But the six goblins with bags dropped them and opened them and fetched out |ong bones. They used
these bones to strike at the snakes. The snakes lifted their heads and hissed in unison. From
their nouths came fog, and the fog enclosed the goblins. |Imrediately the goblins coughed and
choked, suffocated by the vapor. Three nore were out of it.

The renmai ning goblins glared around. "There's a fenmale!" their |eader exclained, spying Nada.
"Take her hostage!"

As one, they charged Nada. She screaned and tried to retreat, but cane up against the wall behind
her. It was obvious that she knew nothing about fighting.

Dol ph assumed ogre form There was roomfor it, in this |arge cave. He | eaped between Nada and the
goblins. H's huge hairy arnms reached out to enbrace the entire group, and his hanfists smashed
into the goblins on either side, conpressing theminto the center. The goblins, stunned, hardly
resi sted. They knew that it was futile for their kind to oppose an ogre; sone of their forebears
were still orbiting the noon from prior encounters, while others had been janmed through keyhol es
so that their heads becane doorknobs. They did not realize that Dol ph was not a real ogre, and
could not perform such feats,

Then one of them caught on. "How did an ogre get in here?" he cried. "The tunnels are far too
smal I !'"

Dol ph pounded himon the head, but it was too late. The blow did not hurt him it only drove him
into the stone floor sonmewhat, and the others now realized that this could not be a true ogre.
They burst out of the enbrace |ike
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poppi ng com scranbling every which way. He was only able to catch one, whomhe hurled into the
wat er .

But by this tine the naga had closed in. Each of the five remaining goblins was caught and dunped
into the water. The water did not drown them for they swam but it rendered them hel pl ess. They
were unable to swimand fight at the sane time, and the naga stood guard at the edge to prevent
them from emergi ng. The goblins were not pleased; the water was begi nning to discolor fromthe
taint of the |language they were using, and Nada was trying to stifle an appalled | ook. Wrds |ike
that were known to be damaging to delicate femnine ears.

Now Dol ph could |l ook for his friend Marrow. He changed to boy form "Marrow Marrow " he called
"Where is your skull?"

"Mmmph! " canme from one of the bags. Dol ph dashed over and dunped out that bag. Several bones and
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the skull rolled out. There was a gag tied across the nmouth. He picked up the skull and tore off
the gag "Marrow, is it really you?"

"Who el se would it be?" Marrow inquired curtly. "Quick, put me together before the remaining
goblins catch up!"

"Remai ni ng gobl i ns?"

"Of course there are nore on the way,'
to fight the whol e stronghold!”

the King said. "That is why we have to hurry. We don't want

"Maybe we'd better just carry away the bags of bones, and assenble themlater," Dol ph said.

"No, there might be sone missing," Marrow said. "Just follow ny directions, and this can be very
quick. | regret | can not reassenble nyself, in this situation. Start with the skull bone here;
next attach the neck bone, then the shoul der bone—'

"Wait, | have to find themfirst!" Dol ph protested. "Dunp out all the bags; I'll p°int nemout-"
Qui ckly the naga dunped out the bags. Then Dol ph carried the skull past the scattered bones.
"There!l" the skull said, and Dol ph picked up the indicated neck bone. There turned out to be
several of them actually. Al he
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had to do was touch the bones to the growi ng structure, and they snapped neatly into place. Then
t he shoul der bone, and the arm bones. The work got faster as the skel eton progressed and the
remai ni ng bones becane fewer.

But when all the bones had been used, Marrow was inconplete. Several ribs and part of his left teg
were mssing, as well as his whistle finger. "There nmust be another bag of bones!" Dol ph said.
"Maybe a goblin fell behind the others.™

"But how can you find it wi thout encountering the other goblins?" Nada asked, overconi ng her
ner vousness about the skel eton enough to approach

"We shall have to wait for it to arrive," Dol ph deci ded.

"This is not wise," the King said. "The main force of goblins may be nmuch | arger."
"I can becone a tangle tree and hold themoff," Dol ph said.

"But suppose they are wary, and take another route?" Marrow asked. **| think you had better just
| eave me inconplete.”

"No. | cane to rescue you, and | shall rescue all of you. The naga can leave if they want to."
"I can't |eave you," Nada said. "You are ny betrothed!"
Marrow s skull turned toward her. "What?"

Then they heard the marching feet of the next party of goblins. There was no tune for further
di scussi on.

Dol ph assurmed the formof a tangle tree. H's roots withed across the stone, seeking purchase; his
tentacl es reached out to block the entire passage.

Dol ph could oo longer talk in the hunman tongue, but Marrow could. "Cluster in around the tree!"
Marrow cried. "It will not attack you! Defend the tentacles fromgetting hacked off!"

"Watch out!" a goblin cried fromthe water. "It's a blubble blurb!" For a naga in man form had
just reached out and pushed the goblin's head under water. Angry purple prose bubbles rose,
showi ng the goblin's ire at this interruption.
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The goblins heard. "What's that?" their chief called as they nmarched.
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"Atangle tree," Marrow said hel pfully as Dol ph's tentacles reached out and grabbed the chief.

Then there was chaos, as the new goblins fought the tree. But the tangler had nore tentacles than
there were goblins, and soon all six of themwere hanging in the air.

One of them held the nissing bag. Dol ph turned himand the bag upsi de down so that the bones fel
out. Marrow |inmped over and picked themup, setting themin place hinself. In a noment he was
conmpl ete, including his whistle.

"Excel lent," said King Nabob. "W have rescued the skeleton. Now who will rescue us?"

Dol ph realized what he neant. If he changed back to boy form all the goblins would be freed, and
woul d i mredi ately resune fighting. If the others tried to escape through the water, they would
encounter all the goblins swinmng there. If they just waited, in an inpasse |like the one he had
suffered with Draco Dragon, eventually nore goblins would come to overwhel m hi mand the naga. They
were trapped!

"Perhaps | can help," Marrow said. "Wth a bit of help from Prince Dol ph."
"But we just rescued you!" King Nabob protested. "W don't want to | eave you behind!"
"You won't have to, |I'msure," Marrow said. "Kick ne."

"I'f you insist." The King assunmed man form and booted the skeleton in the rear

Marrow fl ew apart, and landed in the formof a grate. Then the naga picked up the grate and set it
agai nst the entrance to the chanber where the goblins had come from Then two of them held the
grate in place, while two others fished goblins out of the water and carried themto the entrance.
They pitched the goblins down the tunnel, and the grate was pushed cl osed so that the goblins
could not return.

Two nore goblins were brought. The gate was swung open just enough, and the goblins pitched
t hr ough.

Before long all the goblins were clanoring on tile other side, walled off by Marrow s bones. The
naga guarded this
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gate, preventing the goblins frompulling it apart. Every time they tried, a naga in the formof a
snake hissed and bel ched noxi ous fog, driving them back. The vapor did not bother Marrow, but the
conbi nati on of bone and fog was nore than the goblins could handle.

Dol ph returned to boy form "But once the naga go, the goblins will take Marrow apart again, and
if Marrow changes form the goblins will charge in a nmass and overwhel mus!" he cried.

"Not if you beconme a wood wind," Marrow s skull said.

"A wood wi nd?"

"Don't they have themin normal Xanth? It is a nusical instrunment made of wood, that— *
"Ch. But soneone has to play it."

"I have had sone experience with nusic," Nada said. "Perhaps | could play it."
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"But you nust hold it very firmy," Dol ph said, 'because—=

"OfF course." She assuned girl form her head unchanged, her body bare. Dol ph was pleased to note
that she was his own age, not mature. It would have been horrible if she had turned out to be
Ivy's age! She put her hands on his arns.

Dol ph assunmed the formof a woodwi nd. This was a living plant, for deadwood was beyond his tal ent.
It was hollow, with holes along its I ength, and a nouthpi ece at the end. Because Nada had been
hol di ng him she was now hol ding his new form

Nada lifted himto her nmouth. Her |ips touched his nouthpiece, which corresponded to his nouth in
this form and it was |like a kiss. He was delighted.

She bl ew, and he was exhil arated; she had such sweet breath! Her fingers played over his body
delightfully; she had a nice touch, too.

But there was a special quality of this particular instrument. It blew out nuch nore wind than it
took in. That was why Marrow had suggested it.

Nada lifted himso that he pointed toward the bone grid. She blew a harder note.
Heaven Cent
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Dol ph sent out a fierce jet of air. It crossed the cave and washed through the grid. "Mve out!"
Ki ng Nabob ordered.

The naga retreated fromthe grid. Nada bl ew another note, harder yet. This tinme the wind how ed
past the grid, holding it up, shoving it up against the wall.

The goblins were advancing fromthe other side, now that die naga were gone. Nada bl ew harder. The
howl becane a scream and the wind blasted at the grid and through it, eliciting secondary notes.

The goblins were blown off their feet, and went sliding back along die tunnel. Their |anguage was

so foul that it turned the air snoky, but fortunately (he wind blew the sound away.

"Now ki ck me down!" Marrow s skull cried. "And bl ow harder!"”

Nada wal ked up and nade a hesitant kick at a hip bone. This turned out to be enough; Marrow fl ew
apart, and reformed in his natural configuration.

But the goblins were charging back. Nada |lifted Dol ph and bl ew as hard as she could. Marrow di ved
out of the way.

The wind energed with the sound of thunder. It swept down the tunnel, carrying rocks and sand
along. It hurled the goblins so far and hard that they di sappeared. Even when Nada's breath ran
out, and she paused to gasp in nore air, the sound of mat gale carried back, ranpagi ng onward down
the tunnel.

Nada put the nmout hpi ece to her nmouth—and Dol ph reverted to boy form Suddenly they were enbracing
and ki ssing, Nada's hands playing a tune down Dol ph's bare back.

"There's no stopping those two!" the King conpl ained, not conpletely annoyed.
"Qoo, you tricked nme!" Nada said, no nore annoyed than her father.

"I had to catch up on kisses," Dol ph expl ai ned.

"Move out!" the King said. "Those goblins will be after us."

Dol ph and Nada changed to naga form They slithered toward the water. Then Dol ph halted. "But
Marrow can't swim" he said.

164

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt (104 of 206) [1/19/03 8:54:43 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%620-%20X anth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt

Heaven Cent

Heaven Cent

165

"Kick me into a rope, and bite ny end,” Mrrow said.

"Bite your end?" Nada asked. Then she and Dol ph di ssol ved into | aughter

"I''l'l do it!" King Nabob snapped. In nman form he booted the skel eton; then, as Marrow fell into
rope form the King assumed snake form and caught the end bone between his teeth. Then he
slithered to the water and plunged in.

Al ready there were stirrings far down the tunnel. The goblins were regrouping! Dol ph and Nada
slithered quickly after the King. They did not want another session with the goblins!

It was a nmuch harder swim against the current, but they made it by evening. They collected in the
cave where Dol ph had started, when Draco brought him "I believe we have delivered our part of the
deal ," King Nabob said gravely. "Now ny daughter will travel with you. Prince Dol ph, until you
come of age." He paused as if anticipating an objection from Marrow.

But Marrow had seen the two enbrace and kiss. He sighed, shaking his head, knowing that it was too
|late for a protest. The deal had, after all, been for his benefit.

When he shook his head, the two gens within it rattled. "W nust settle accounts with the dragon!"”
he exclai med, renenbering. "W can not steal his gens during the truce!"

"No problem about mat," Dol ph said. "He has given themboth to us, one for the nmerwonman, the other
for you, for saving his treasure. Keep themin your head until we return to the sea."

Marrow consi dered. "Then it seens that all accounts have been settled." He glanced eyel essly at
Dol ph. "But your nother will be nost perturbed about—=

"Well, she'll have years to get used to it, until | cone of age to many," Dol ph said. He had
di scovered that he rather |iked being betrothed. Naga was the first girl he had encountered whom
he really Iiked.

"You nmust suffer our hospitality for the night," the King said briskly, pleased that no trouble
had devel oped. "A boy your age needs food and rest."

Dol ph realized how tired he was. "l guess so," he agreed. "I hope your food is good."
Nada made a face. "It's yucky!" she proclai med.
"I't's nutritious/' the King retorted firnly

Dol ph sighed. The dread Adult Conspiracy had mani fested again. Children were never allowed
anything really good.

Chapter 11. Isles
I

In the nmorning, well rested and nutritiously (ugh) fed, Dol ph and Nada set out with Marrow. The
naga escorted themto a hidden cave aperture at ground |l evel, and Nada bid a tearful farewell to
her father, the King. She didn't seemto have a nother; Dol ph hesitated to inquire about that. He
felt guilty about being responsible for their separation, but rem nded hinself that it was King
Nabob who had insisted on the deal. Dol ph might have argued that he woul d keep his word about the
betrothal, so that Nada didn't have to tag along with himuntil he came of age. But Nada was the
first girl or girl creature he had really |iked, and he wanted her conmpany. So he was silent, and

guilty.
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Nada assuned girl form and kicked Marrow in the tailbone. Marrow flew apart, and | anded in the
formof a globular cage crafted of finely |inked bones. Nada opened the door in it and stepped
i nside, closing and | atching the door behind her. The naga handed her a bag of sandw ches and

cookies, as well as several balls of green, blue, and orange juice.

The wi nd was right. Dol ph assumed roc form spread his wings, and lurched into the air. He caught
the Marrow cage with his talons and lifted it. Nada waved to the naga bel ow, nmen excl ai med at the
marvel s of flight. She had never experienced anything like this before, and was deli ghted.
Everything was new to her. Listening to her exclamations, Dol ph felt anew the wonder of it. It was
as much fun having her enjoy it as it had been for hinself, the first tine.

A flying dragon showed on the horizon. It was not Draco; the species differed. It started toward
them "Cawl!" Dol ph squawked warni ngly. The dragon changed course.
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Even in dragon country, no one nessed with a roc in the air. This was one reason he favored this
form just as he favored the ogre on | and.

The high winds shifted to favor him and he made excel |l ent progress southeast. Each tine he used
nms form he was better at it, becoming a stronger flier with experience. Surprisingly soon the
Gap Chasm cane into vi ew.

"Oooo!" Nada excl ai red, awed. "What a crack in the ground! How cone | never heard stories about
it?"

"There was a Forget Spell on it," Marrow explained. "It stopped folk fromrenenbering it unti
relatively recently, and even now the news spreads slowy. For a tinme parts of it spun off in
forget whorls that caused sone m schief, but now nost of those are gone. Now that you have seen
the Gap, you will renenber it.*'

"Ch, goody! | don't want to forget a thing! i never knew that being betrothed could be this nuch
fun!™

Dol ph had not known it either. But he dreaded his return to Castle Roogna, where his nother woul d
certainly have Something to Say. The fact that he |iked Nada woul d probably nake the reckoning
wor se, because children weren't supposed to have fun

In due course the seacoast appeared. Dol ph followed the coast south, flying lower, until he
recogni zed the regi on where Mela Merwonman swam He coasted down to die beach. Now how woul d they
get to her underwater lair? They would have to get nore air plants, and—

But then he saw two figures wading fromthe water. Mela, with legs, and G ace'l, with the
knapsack. They had of course noted his approach in the mrror, and had conme out to nmeet the party!

Dol ph managed to stall out barely above the beach, and he dropped the cage into the shallow water.
It splashed, but the water cushioned its fall so that Nada was not hurt. He was getting better at
| andi ngs, too!

Whi | e Dol ph changed to boy form Nada kicked the cage in the hi pbone, then changed back to her
natural form Marrow perforned introductions, so mat Nada, Mela, and Grace'l could tell each other
apart. Then Marrow tilted
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his skull and knocked it with a hand bone, and the two firewater opals rolled out into his other
hand.
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Mel a gaped. "Two?" Evidently she had not seen the action clearly enough through the little mrror
to learn of this before. If the Tapestry had been watchi ng Dol ph i nstead of Marrow, the business
with the gens m ght not have been shown.

"Draco Dragon realized that there had been a m sunderstandi ng,"” Dol ph expl ai ned di pl omatically.
"So he is returning your opal to you. The other—=

"I's its twin, which | amgiving to you to redeem Grace'1/' Mrrow said. "The two nake a set, far
nore val uabl e than they are individually."

"But only one is mne!" Mla protested.

"Both are yours," Marrow said firmy. "Wth these you should have no difficulty marrying a
suitable nerman."” He passed the two gens to her.

Dol ph kept quiet. He knew that the second opal was rightfully Marrow s, his reward for saving nost
of the other gens fromthe goblins. If Marrow had not been there, the goblins would have taken
everyt hing. Dol ph had told Marrow about the dragon's m sunderstandi ng about the fire-water-sand
contest, and about Draco's inexplicable reluctance to have the nature of that confusion told to
Mela. It seemed that Marrow felt the merwoman shoul d have nore back than she had | ost.

It also neant, he realized as he thought about it, that Mela would have no further interest in
Dol ph. Wth two opals, she could probably have her choice of all the avail able nmernmen. Since
Marrow was trying to protect Dol ph fromwhat his nother would call "predatory fenal es" —whatever
that nmeant—+this was as good a way as any.

But nminly Dol ph kept silent because now he |iked Nada Naga better than Mela Merwonan. He wasn't
sure why, because certainly Mela's legs were nore interesting, and perhaps other parts of her too,
but he thought it was because Nada was a child Iike him and saw things pretty nuch his way. Al so,
he was betrothed to her

Mel a stood dazed for a | ong nonent, perhaps a nmonent and a half, gazing at the twin opals as they
bl azed brightly
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in her hand. Then she flung her arms around the skel eton and hugged himhard. "Ch, Marrow " she
excl ai med. "You are wonderfulI'"

"Un uh," Marrow said, taken aback. "You'll bruise your flesh."

She I et himgo and stepped back. Sure enough, there was a skeletal pattern across her front where
the bones had dented her generous flesh. "I'll survive," she said. "lIs there anything at all | can
do for you?"

"We, as you know, are searching for the Heaven Cent," Marrow said. "W suspect it may be on a
skel eton key. Do you know the nature of the keys farther to the south? Any information would be
appreci ated. "

"Wll, | see themnmainly fromthe underside," Mela said. "I forget whether any are skeletal, but
there are sone Isles of Pleasure—o, that's not it. Isles of Happiness—o, that's not it either. |
really can't renmenber—-Ah! Isles of Joy! That sounds like it. There are two or three—no, maybe five
or six—+ forget how many there are, but several, anyway."

"The Forget Spell!" Dol ph exclaimed. "Could sone of it have drifted down this way?"

Marrow nodded. "That is possible. That would account for her vagueness about the details." He
faced the merwoman. "We thank you, Mela; we shall investigate those several isles. Perhaps the
Heaven Cent is on one of them"

"l hope so. Don't hesitate to call on nme if you need anything!" Mela stepped into the water, and
her feet reverted to flukes. Soon she was gone into the sea.
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"She has a nice tail," Nada renmarked. Dol ph realized that tails were nore a part of her life than
his, because of her nature. He had always found Mela's legs nore interesting nan her tail, for
sonme reason, perhaps because | egs were nore a part of his life.

It was late in the day. Dol ph and Nada shared her sandw ches and drink balls, while the two
skel etons di scussed prospects. "If there is a forget whorl in the vicinity, there could be
m schief for us," Mrrow said.

"What is a forget whorl?" G ace' 1l asked.
Marrow expl ai ned about the Gap Chasm and the spel
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that had been on it. "The original spell was disciplined, causing only the forgetting of the Gap
itself, once a person departed fromit. But the whorls, though nuch smaller, can be nore intense,
and cause other kinds of forgetting. By this time they should have faded in strength; still, they
shoul d be best avoided."

"But Mela suffered only slight |oss of nmenory, about the isles,
not be dangerous."

Grace'1l pointed out. "That should

"True. But she mi ght also have forgotten other dangers associated with the isles. If there are
dragons there, or tangle trees, or nore subtle threats, we would be ill-advised to bring Prince
Dol ph there."

"She coul d al so have seen the Heaven Cent there, and forgotten it!" Dol ph called. "W have to
check!"

"Yes! W have to check!" Nada echoed, picking up the spirit of it.

Marrow exchanged a hol |l ow gl ance with Grace'l, in the way typical of adults. They were reluctant,
but unable to refute this inpetuous |ogic.

Soon the two skel etons fornmed two bone cabins for the night, one for each child to use. Dol ph and
Nada protested mat they would be happy to sleep together, sharing one |arger cabin, but for sone
reason intelligible only to adults the skeletons refused to hear of it.

Nada made a face and sighed. "1 thought maybe tilings would be different outside the caves," she
sai d.

"Adults are adults, all over Xanth," Dol ph said. "I don't know what happens when fol k grow up, but
it never fails. They stop believing in the Monster Under the Bed, and start believing in
nutritious food, and they join the Adult Conspiracy and all that other junk."

"Maybe sonething conmes and casts a nean old spell over them" Nada conjectured. "I hope it never
catches us!"

"We'll stop it, sonehow " Dol ph said fervently.
Wth that resolution they had to be satisfied. They clinbed into their separate cabins and sl ept.

In the norning Nada turned girl again, for breakfast, and they plucked and ate fresh do-nuts from
a nut tree,
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avoi ding the don't-nuts. There was a beerbarrel tree nearby, but true to adult formthe skel etons
obj ected. They had to search out whol esone nil kweed pods instead, and to finish every last drop of
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mlk in each of their pods. Yuck! Was there no end to this tyranny?

Then Dol ph and Nada assuned naga form and slithered south at a good rate. Marrow wore the
knapsack, while Grace'l carried a few extra m |k pods for future use. The children agreed glumy
that it would have been a different story if the skeletons had had to eat. But the skeletons were
i ndependent of food, so had no hesitation in forcing nutritious food on those who knew better

At noon they cane to a signboard posted on the beach. |ISLES OF JOEY. They stopped and consi dered
it.

"I's that correctly spelled?" Marrow inquired.
"Looks all right to ne," Dol ph said.

"But you spell the way your father does," Mrrow pointed out.

"There is no 'e" in 'Joy,' " Gace'l said
"Whoever made that sign must have forgotten how to spell it," Nada said
"Because of the forget whorl!" Dol ph exclained. "That explains it!" He studied the sign again. "If

it really is wong ...
Gace'l made a rattling laugh. "It really is wong. Joy is spelled J-OY. No extra letters."
"\What about ' He'?" Dol ph demanded. "How can it have that Vinit? Isn't that wong too?"
"That's just the way it is," Gace'l said. "I-S-L-E."

Dol ph gave up. There was no sense trying to talk sense to adults. They were constitutionally
i ncapabl e of seeing the obvious.

"At any rate," Marrow concluded, "this does seemto be the region Ml a was describing. W shal
have to watch for isles, and explore them cautiously."

They conti nued down the beach. Soon the first isle appeared, not far offshore. It |ooked quite
ordi nary, al nost mundane; there was no sign of enchantnent about it.

The two skel etons arranged to be kicked into their boat and sail configuration, and Dol ph and Nada
got in. There
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was a brisk sea breeze blowing in exactly the wong direction, in the m schievous way such
juveniles had, but the skeletons used their tacking magic and angled in toward the isle.

They made it safely to the convenient harbor at the north end of the isle. Here were a nunber of
boats—targe, small, and tiny. Dol ph and Nada di senbarked in human form and delivered two good
kicks to the key bones, restoring the skeletons to their natural forns.

They | ooked around. A sign proclaimed TH EVES' | SLE
They considered mat. "Are we sure we want to be here?" Marrow asked. "W are not thieves."

"But if there are thieves here," Dol ph said, "one of mem night have stolen the Heaven Cent, so
this would be the best place to | ook."

A man anbl ed down a path. He was swarthy, and he had only one eye, and that eye flicked shiftily
about. He cane to the sign and dropped sonething on it, then approached the group. "Wl cone to
Honest Island! | am Bl ack Pete, your friendly host. \Wat brings you here?"

"Honest |sland?" Dol ph asked. "I thought the sign said— He faltered, unable to renmenber exactly
what the sign had said.
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"What sign?" the man asked, his dusky brow furrow ng.
The ot hers shrugged. They did not renenber any sign
"We're looking for the Heaven Cent," Marrow said. "Do you happen to know whether it is here?"

Pete | ooked nore closely at Marrow. "1 say, old chap, you could use a good neal! Conme to our
traveler's hotel. There we shall relieve you of all your burdens."

Dol ph was bot hered by sonething, but could not pin it down. Certainly Black Pete was being nice
enough. They followed himup the path to an el egant building al nost as fancy as a pal ace. But as
they passed through the gallant front portal, Dol ph noticed that the whole front side was no nore
than a huge facade, a giant wall painted to look like the side of a building, with nothing mch
behind it. The actual building was a crude structure of logs and dried nud, with packed sand for
the floor. He found this very curious, but didn't comment because nobody el se did.
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"Do you have any val uabl es?" Pete inquired, walking to the other side of the front desk. "W shal
be happy to put themin our safe during your stay."

"Just the magic mirror," Dol ph said. "But that's small, so there is no need to—
"Ch? Let ne see it."

Dol ph dug in the knapsack and pulled out the minor. Pete dropped sonmething on it—er seened to,
because nothing fell fromhis hand. "Let ne show you to your room" Pete said, |eading the way out
t he back.

They foll owed. Dol ph was bothered again; wasn't nmere somethi ng—but he couldn't remenber what it
m ght be, so he followed the others.

They found thensel ves outside, on a winding path. Pete led themalong this, until they cane to the
harbor. "So nice to have had you here," he said. "I hope you enjoyed your visit. You nust cone
again real soon." He made a little bow, then turned and departed.

Marrow | ooked at Dol ph, perplexed. "Are we going al ready?"
"We nust be," Gace'l said. "For here we are at the water."

Dol ph and Nada ki cked the skel etons, and they becane the boat and sail. Soon they were on their
way out of the harbor, carried by a favorabl e w nd.

" Ahoy!"

Dol ph | ooked to the sound. There was Mela Merworman in her fish tail, waving fromthe wave. "Wat
are you doi ng here?"

" Somet hi ng bot hered me about your journey, so | canme down to see whether | could help. Do you
still have your mrror?"

"Mrror? What mrror?"
Mela grinmaced prettily. "Follow me to shore. | think |I can help you get it back."

Per pl exed, they followed her swiftly swinmm ng body to the main beach. There she put on her nice
Il egs and joined themon land. "There is sonme reverse wood here; | saw it the other day. Ah, here
it is! Pick it up, Dolph, but don't do any magic."
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Dol ph picked up the bit of wood she indicated. "O course | know better than to change formwhile
holding this!" He exclained. "It would reverse whatever | tried!*'

"What about the magic mirror?" she asked again
Dol ph's jaw dropped. "I left it on the desk at the hotel on the isle! At Thieves' Isle!"

"That's what | thought,” Mela said. "I knew there was sonething funny about that isle, but I

couldn't quite remenber what it was. There have been runors— She shrugged. "Maybe you had better
take that wood over there and see what you can do."

"Maybe | had better," Dol ph agreed. He passed the wood around, and as each of the others touched
it, faces lighted. Now they all understood what had happened.

"They used forget magic," Marrow said. "Black Pete dropped a bit of it on the sign, and then on
the mrror, and we forgot all about them"

"But then how could Black Pete remenber about me mirror?" Nada asked. "I nean, if the spot spel
makes everyone forget about objects—=

"I't was only a tiny bit of forget, left over fromthe great old Forget Spell," Marrow concl uded.
"Just enough to nake us forget one thing for a few hours. That mirror is probably still sitting on
the counter, until the forget wears off. Then Pete will find it and pick it up. It's the perfect
theft! By the tine we renenbered it, ordinarily, we would have been so far on our way that it

woul dn't have been worthwhile to return for it."

"And if we did," Grace'l added, "he would just use the spell again. Wat a thief!"

"But why does he have that sign out at the harbor?" Dol ph asked. "That could give himaway at the
start!"”

Marrow pondered. "Perhaps that is his way of testing travelers. If they forget the sign, then he

knows the spell is working on them and he can use it to rob them Very crafty."”
"Well, let's go back and fix hinml" Dol ph said. "I"Il hold the reverse wood, so it won't interfere
with the rest of you; as long as | remain in ny natural form it won't affect ne. Then I'll give

it to one of you, and— He found
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hinself too angry to finish his thought, knowing that it wasn't a very nice thought.

"Good luck!" Mela said, returning to the water. "I'mglad | was able to help you, after the way
you hel ped ne."

Dol ph nodded. Sonetinmes it did pay to do nice things for other folk, even when a person did not
expect any return. He had not really understood that before, but it was quite clear now.

They resuned their sea-crossing group, and returned to the isle. By the time they got there, Dol ph
had cool ed a bit, and decided to keep the reverse wood. He could probably do nore with it in his
natural formthan he could as a vengeful dragon.

There was the sign: TH EVES* | SLE. In a noment, Black Pete reappeared. He | ooked surprised when he
saw them "Back again so soon? What can | do for you?" He dropped another invisible thing on the
si gn.

"Ch, we'll think of sonething," Dol ph said, keeping tight hold of the reverse wood.

They followed Pete up to his nock office. There lay the mrror on the counter, as Dol ph had | eft
it the hour before. He picked it up and put it back in his knapsack. Then he touched the reverse
wood to Black Pete. "Wat are you?" he asked.
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Pete | ooked startled. "I amthe worst thief and rascal of these here parts,"” he said. "I stea

from everybody who cones here, by naking themforget their valuables."

Dol ph nodded. The wood had reversed the man's nature, making himconmpletely honest. His talent,
obvi ously, was dishonesty; the man was an acconplished liar and thief. Had this not been his
magi ¢, the reverse wood woul d not have worked, for it had no effect on nundane things. Dol ph was
honest, but the wood did not make hi m di shonest because no nmagic was involved in his character
Now Bl ack Pete was unable to conceal what he had done, because his own magi c worked against him
"What of the others?”

"There are no others; | work al one."

"But there are nany boats in the harbor!"

"I made their owners forget them and now they are nine."
176
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Whi ch neant the prior owners must have had to swi mashore, not remenbering that they had boats.
Sone ni ght have drowned or been caught by sea predators. Black Pete deserved no nercy!

But he realized that there would be alnmost no way to return all the stolen things, for their
owners were long gone. Al that could be done was to post sone kind of notice of warning about nis
isle, so mat other travelers would know its nature and stay away. O else kill Black Pete. Dol ph
couldn't stonmach mat.

"Do you have the Heaven Cent here?" he asked.
"No. "

Since the man had to tell the truth, that was that. But Marrow had an idea. "W nust get sone of
those bits of forget. They could be useful."

"G ve us sone forget bits, and teil us howto use them and we shall |eave you al one," Dol ph said.

"dadly!" Black Pete agreed, aware that he was getting off lightly. "I found a bunch of nustard
seeds that had soaked in a forget whorl a long time. Whenever | drop one of themon sonething, it
becomes forgettable for several hours. It doesn't affect ne, because the forget spell only cones
out when jogged by the fall. Here is a package of the seeds." He brought out a little square
envel ope.

"Thank you," Dol ph said, taking the package.
They departed. Back on shore they set up a sign saying
BEWARE OF THI EF ON | SLEUSE REVERSE WOOD. They | eft the

reverse wood beside the sign. Dol ph hoped that helped. It would if the travel ers passed this way
first, and if Black Pete didn't cross to the nainland.

They proceeded south. Soon they spied another isle offshore. For sone reason isles were al ways
of fshore, never onshore where it woul d have been easy to reach them Dol ph wished they had the
reverse wood with them because he was now wary of these isles. Still, at |east he knew to be
careful .

They sail ed across. There was a sign on the shore saying BEAUTY | SLE. |ndeed, the isle was
incredibly beautiful. It was covered with the |oveliest ornanental trees and plants, and in its
center was a perfectly conical nmountain that
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shone in the sunlight. The top rose into the deepest blue sky Dol ph had ever seen, and was
shrouded by a mist that sported the colors of a rainbow Dolph and Nada sinply stared at it,
overwhel med by its luster

"I do not trust this," Marrow s skull said. "Anything that pretty is bound to be an illusion."

But it was no illusion. They |anded and changed forns and inspected the isle fromseveral views.
It was just exactly as beautiful as it seened.

"A tangle tree can be pretty too," Marrow warned. "Until it attacks."

"If we find a tangle tree, I'lIl turn into sonething worse," Dol ph said. But the notion bothered
him for not many things were worse than a tangle tree.

Then sonet hi ng worse appeared. It |ooked like a cross between a roc and a tangle tree, for it was
huge and had gi ant wings and nmany tentacles. It charged down on them

Dol ph's m nd went bl ank. \Wat could he beconme that would scare this off?
"Awall-nut tree!" Marrow cried

Dol ph becane a wall-nut tree. Suddenly his body was like a big wall forned of hardwood, with a few
branches and | eaves at the top. The nonster smashed into this solid wall and fell flat. Little
stars and planets spun in the air around its snout, showi ng that it had been knocked silly.

Dol ph assunmed the formof a simlar nonster. "lIs the Heaven Cent on this isle?" he asked.

"There are one hundred and one and a half npbnsters, each worse than the last," the creature said
as the stars and planets cleared. A squiggly spiral line hovered a little | onger, showing that it
was still disoriented. "But no Heaven Cent."

"Thank you," Dol ph said. He returned to boy form "All nonsters but no Heaven Cent," he reported.
"We'd better get off this isle before the next nonster cones, because it will be worse than this
one."

I ndeed, as he spoke, there was a horrendous bellow fromthe |lovely forest. The skel etons quickly
got kicked into the sail and boat, and Dol ph and Nada junped in.
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They did not dare | ook back as the second nonster charged, knowing that the sight of it would
terrify them

"There is another isle close by, to the south,” Marrow said. "Shall we sail for it directly?"
"Way not," Dol ph said. "It can't be worse than this one!"

He was wong. The isle | ooked as awful as the other | ooked good. The trees on it were rotten, and
the air stank. It was as if all the garbage of Mindani a had been dunped there. The only good thing
about it was that nuch of it was shrouded i n noxious fog. There was a sign on the shore: HORROR

| SLE.

"Why, this is like one of the disgusting settings of the gourd!"™ Marrow s skull exclaimed. "How
delightful!"

"Theb why dod't dou eggsplore it!" Dol ph wheezed, holding his nose against the snell.
"Way don't | explore it?" Marrow repeated. "Thank you; | shall! It will be like a visit hone."

"Me too!" Grace'l excl ai ned.
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"We'll wait here," Dol ph said.
"Low to the ground," Nada agreed, converting to snake form and burrow ng her nose in the sand.

Dol ph changed to snake form and burrowed his head next to hers. The sand hel ped sone by filtering
out sorme of the worst of the odor. "Mther never told nme that going on a Quest would be like
this!" he hissed in snake talk.

"M ne neither!" she agreed. "I hope you find your Cent soon!"
"Well, it should be on one of these— Dol ph paused. There before himwas sonething ugly, even
after allowing for the snell. It [ooked |like a ghost, but not one of the nice ghosts of Castle

Roogna. This one was huge and m s-shapea and had a grotesque scow stretched across its face.
"What's that?" Nada asked, seeing it.

"I't looks Iike a nasty ghost," Dol ph said.

The ghost floated close. "Booo!" it yelled, gaping its mouth at Nada.

"Eeeeeek!" she hissed, terrified. The ghost |aughed, gratified.

"Bat ghosts can't hurt real folk!" he hastened to remnd her. "I know |lots of ghosts, and—=
Heaven Cent
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"l never saw a g-ghost before!" she said, trying to bury her head in the sand.

Dol ph was anazed. "You never saw a ghost? That's anazing!"

"That's bliss!" she retorted. "They're horrible!"

"Boooo!" the ghost yelled again, behind her

"Eeeek!" Nada screaned again, alnost sailing into the air. The ghost guffawed.

"Now you stop that!" Dol ph hissed at it.

The ghost made an obscene face at him

That made Dol ph so angry that he did sonething he had never done before: he assuned the formof a
ghost. It was just as big and al nost as ugly as the other. "Booo yourself!" he yelled at it.

Startled, the ghost floated rapidly away. "Serves it right,’'
floating close to Nada.

Dol ph nmuttered in ghost talk,

"Eeeeek!" she screamed a third time, seeing him
Qui ckly he changed back to snake form "Hey, it's nme!" he hissed. "I got rid of the ghost!"
She | ooked horribly relieved, which was not easy for a snake to do.

Then several nore ghosts charged toward them "Bury your head!" Dol ph cried, afraid of her
reaction. "I'll scare themoff!" He becane the biggest, worstest ghost he could inagine, so ugly
it even horrified hinself.

But the other ghosts floated on by, paying himno heed. What were they fleeing fronf

Then Marrow and Grace'l cane into view. "Hello, Dolph," Marrow called. "W have checked the isle
there is no Heaven Cent here. What a delightful place, though!"

The ghosts had been fleeing fromthe two wal ki ng skel etons! Wiat a reversal! "But how did you
recogni ze ne?" Dol ph asked in ghost talk.
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"Ch, you're in spectral form" Marrow said. "I hadn't noticed. O course | recognized you; you're
the only prince on the isle."
Dol ph reverted to boy form "Let's get away fromhere! Nada can't stand it, and neither can I."'

"Of course." The skeletons forned the sail boat, and
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Dol ph held it while Nada slithered in, forgetting to change form It occurred to himthat this

nm ght be a better way to sail, so he returned to snake formand curled up with her in the bottom
of the boat.

"How coul d you becone a ghost?" Nada hi ssed as the wi nd and waves caught the craft.

"l just assuned the form sanme's | do for any other creature,” he hissed. "That's ny talent."
"But a ghost isn't alive!"”

Dol ph hadn't thought of that. "I guess | can assune sone un-alive forns too, if they nove and act
like living things. | never thought about it. Wen that ghost scared you, | just got so mad— He
shrugged, but of course messed it up in snake form

"There is another isle close by," Marrow s skull said. "Shall we check it now?"

Dol ph woul d rat her have gone straight to shore and forgotten about isles for a long tinme. But he
knew that he had to check every isle, because whatever one he skipped would be the one with the
Heaven Cent, and that it would be better to check diemas fast as he could. "Yes," he hissed
regretfully.

The boat shifted course. Dolph lifted up his snake eyes and | ooked at the isle they were
approaching. It sparkled like a nonstrous gem the rays of the sun seeming to be attracted to it.
No trees grew on it, no brush or even grass; it was just one big scintillating rock

"Curious," Mrrow observed.

As they drew cl ose, they saw a sign that seened to be fornmed of the substance of the isle. Carved
init were the words | SLE OF WATER

Dol ph assunmed boy form and Nada becane a bare girl beside him They | aughed. "How can an island
be wat er?" Dol ph asked. "The sea is water!"

Then they saw sonething beside the sign. It looked Iike a worm poking its snout out of a hole in
the rock. So the isle was inhabited after all!

Dol ph assuned worm form "Ahoy, wormi" he called in vermculish, which was the |anguage of worns.
"I's that sign correct?"
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"Certainly,"” the wormreplied. "I amthe water worm here to welcone all to the Isle of Water.
Cone let nme touch you, and you w |l understand."

Dol ph distrusted this, because of their experiences on the other isles. So far nothing nuch good

had come of their explorations there. Still, he did not want to be inpolite, so he didn't make any
objection. "Is the Heaven Cent here? That's all we are |ooking for."
"Come closer and | will answer," the wormreplied.

Then the prow of the boat nudged up against the isle. The wormtouched the tip—and the tip
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di ssol ved i nto water
"Get out of here!" Dol ph screaned, hoping the skel etons woul d understand him

The sail swung about, catching the wind at a different angle, and the boat skewed away to the
si de. Dol ph and Nada changed qui ckly back to snake form and ducked I ow to avoid getting knocked by
the boom "M/ el bow bone!" Marrow s skull exclainmed. "It's gone!"

"The water wormturned it to water!"™ Dol ph hissed. "Everything it touches turns to water! That
must be why this is called the Isle of Water."

"Then your Heaven Cent can't be here," Nada pointed out. "It would have been turned to water."

Yet Dol ph wasn't quite satisfied. "Wiy hasn't the isle itself turned to water?"

"It wwater, early birdfood!" the water wormcalled. Its words were hard to distinguish, because
vermculish differed significantly fromsnake talk, but that was the way Dol ph understood it. He
assumed worm formto tal k back.

"But it's solid!"™ he called, poking his snout over the gunwal e of the boat. He really couldn't see
well at all in this form but he could tell by the sound that they were | eaving the worm and
therefore the isle, behind.

"It's solid water!" the worm expl ai ned.
"I ce?" Dol ph asked. "It should nmelt in this sun!"

"Not ice! Dry water! It attracts the rays of the sun, and they dry it out until all that's left is
dry water. | turn anything that cones here into nore water, so the isle can grow. Cone back and |
will show you!'
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"Maybe anot her day," Dol ph replied wyly. What a close call that had been

Meanwhi | e Nada had assuned girl form and was inspecting Marrow s el bow prow. "You poor thing," she
said. "Does it hurt?"

"Of course not," Marrow replied bravely. "Skeletons don't hurt! W have no nerves. But | will | ook
funny wi thout an el bow bone."

At that point the sail nmade a flapping in the wind that sounded very nuch |ike |aughter

Nada felt her own elbow "I'mnot used to this form | guess,
el bow bone?"

she said. "Exactly where is the

Dol ph realized that he couldn't find it either. He had arm bones, but not el bow bones. "Can you
grow a new one?" he asked

“In time,"” Marrow said with resignation

They sailed on, their spirits somewhat danmpened by the episode of the Isle of Water. But Dol ph
realized that it could have been worse: King Cumulo Fracto N nmbus coul d have shown up, and tried
to turn everything wet.

"There is another isle ahead," Mrrow said.

"I" msick of isles!"™ Dol ph exclained, but in his wormformall that came out was a nuted gurgle,
as of dirt being digested. He changed to boy form "Let's get it out of the way, before | decide
to quit this Quest and go hone to Castle Roogna."

"1 believe your nother thought that woul d happen sone tinme ago,"” Marrow s skull noted.
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They sailed up to the isle, which was a conventional one with rocks and trees and grass. A sign on
it said FAKE | SLE. Dol ph did not like the | ook of that any better than he had liked the reality of
the prior isles. Was it actually the back of a floating nonster?

They drew up to it—and through it. There was nothing there! "It's illusion!" Dol ph exclai ned,
relieved.

Then sonet hi ng bunped the boat from bel ow. Nada peered over and down. "Eeeeek!" she screaned in
exactly the way girls did.

Dol ph | ooked. There was a gi ant krakan weed organizing its tentacles for a good grasp on the boat.
That was

Heaven Cent
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about as grotesque a nonster as they could have encountered, next to an ogress. It was using the
Fake Isle as a hiding place, so it could catch any creature who tried to walk on it.

There was only one thing to do. Dol ph junped into the water, changing into an even bi gger krakan
"M ne! Mne!" he burbled in weed words.

"Well, now" the krakan burbl ed back. Now Dol ph realized that it was female, and actually a pretty
attractive grotesquerie of her kind. "What say we tangle sonme tentacles, handsonme?”

Dol ph knew that even if he had been ol d enough, he woul d have hesitated to get entangled with her.
But how could he turn her off w thout either angering her or letting her grab the boat? He
couldn't think of anything.

"Uh, just a nmoment," he burbled. Then he swamto the surface beside the boat, assumed boy form
and quickly scranmbled in. "It's a krakan, and she wants to tangle tentacles with ne. Wat do
do?"

"Use one of the forget seeds,” Marrow said pronptly.

O course! Dol ph delved into his knapsack and pull ed out the seed pack. He opened it and nanaged
to draw out one of the tiny nustard seeds. "But how do | drop it on her? The water will carry it
away! "

"Not on her," Marrow said patiently. "On the boat."

"Ch." Dolph felt pretty stupid. O course it wouldn't do to have them forget the kraken; the
kraken needed to forget them He dropped the seed to the bottomof the boat, exactly as he had
seen Bl ack Pete drop them on other things.

He | ooked into the water. The kraken seenmed to have |l ost interest; she was drifting away.
Meanwhi | e, they were com ng out the other side of the pretend isle. Cose ahead was yet anot her
isle; they were thickly clustered here!

They noved on toward it. This one resenbled a huge cake, with chocol ate sauce and ice cream pil ed
on top, and spicy col ored sugar sprinkled over everything. "Look at that!" Dol ph exclai ned, his
mout h watering. "Decent food at last!"”

"I''mhungry!" Nada said, joining himin girl form "Let's eat it all!"
184
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"No, no!" Marrow s voice cried. "That is not a suitable neal!"

Dol ph gl anced back, but couldn't renenber exactly where Marrow had gone. But he has sure that just
alittle cake would not hurt anything, and i ndeed he was hungry, now that Nada mentioned it.

A sign on the cake said FOOD I SLE. Dol ph saw little fish nibbling at the fringe. They | ooked happy
and healthy, so it was probably very tasty. In a nonent they would be cl ose enough to grab sone.

"I shall have to steer away!" Marrow s voice canme. "Gace*!, change your angle!"

The boom swung around. Dol ph and Nada, nervous about getting hit by it, junped into the water and
spl ashed toward the cake. They grabbed big handfuls and stuffed themin their nmouths. The cake was
del i ci ous!

Meanwhi |l e, Marrow s voice cane fromthe background. "This is no good! You will get sick on that
food! You nmust get back into the boat!"

Boat ? Dol ph | ooked at Nada, and she | ooked at him Both shrugged, renmenbering no boat. Then they
clinbed onto the cake, ascending toward the ice cream Every step of the way was excruciatingly
tasty!

They reached the top where the chocol ate sauce and ice cream were. Sheer delight. They both
crammed as much as they could into their nouths, as fast as they could, afraid that sone adult
woul d arrive and issue a firm No. They kept gobbling with the kind of desperation any person has
who fears interruption, but there was no interruption. They gouged out huge hunks of sauce-

dri ppi ng cake and fed themto each other. Then, between nmouthfuls, they nmade cakeballs and threw
them at each other. They hurl ed chocol ate cherries. Then they played pie-in-the-face with huge
masses of ice cream They lay on their backs in the icing and noved their arns and | egs to nmke
angel shapes. There was chocolate all over them instead of clothing. Nada | ooked as if she was
wearing a nmud plaster on her hair. Dol ph could not renenmber when he had had nore fun

Then, nysteriously, Dol ph began to | ose his appetite.

He was too full to eat any nore! It was hard to believe, because he had never had his fill of cake
and ice cream before, and had not realized it was possible.

Nada was | ooking a bit green, and she was not in her snake form "I think—+ ate—too rmuch," she
sai d.

Dol ph concluded reluctantly that this was possible, if incredible. H's belly was unconfortably
di stended. Delicious food was all around him but sonmehow it no | onger appealed. In fact, it
turned himoff. "Were's Marrow?" he asked.

"I"'mnot sure," Nada wheezed. "The last | renenber he was changing into a—+ forget what. Oooo, ny
stomach!"

They sat side by side on the cake as the sun went down. Then Dol ph had to do sonething private, so
he wal ked across the cake, found clear water, and did it there. Nada went to the other side of the
cake and mi ght have done sonmething simlar. Dol ph wasn't quite sure whether girts did it, but he
guessed they might. After all, they ate, just as boys did.

At any rate, he was beginning to feel better, but he still didn't care for any nore cake. He hated
to admit it, but he really had had too nuch. Gorging on cake and ice cream had turned out to be
I ess fun than he had expected.

"Do you think the Heaven Cent is here?" he asked.

“If it is, it's buried in cake," she replied. "W'd have to eat our way down to it.
"The very thought makes nme—=

She gri maced.

"Me too," he agreed, feeling green hinself. "So | guess it isn't here.
the logic, but it seemed good enough for now

He wasn't totally sure of

Then, as dusk closed, Nada renmenbered. "Boat! They turned into a boat and—and—
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"Sail," Dol ph finished. "W were sailing! How could we have forgotten?"
"The forget seed! You dropped it, and—=

"And we forgot the boat! W made the kraken forget it, but the spell worked on us too! And since
Marrow i s the boat—

"W forgot Marrow' she said. "W heard him but just couldn't really remenber him™
186
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"There he is now" Dol ph said, gazing down. He waved. "Hey, Marrow Cone close so we can get back
on!"

"It's about tine!"™ Marrow s skull called back

Dol ph realized that this was a deserved reproof. He and Nada slid down die side of the cake and
spl ashed into the water. They washed thensel ves off, especially behind the ears, then clanbered
into the boat as it came close. How good it felt to be back in the company of the adults!

"Do you wi sh to explore the next isle now?" Marrow inquired

Dol ph groaned. "Do we have to?"

"Fortunately not," Marrow said with the hint of a bony chuckle. "W sailed around a bit while you
were occupi ed, and spied no nore isles in this vicinity. W shall have to proceed on land for a
while. "

"Ch, goody!" Nada said, lapsing into her natural formand curling up in the bottom of the boat.
She | ooked as if she had just swallowed a rabbit whole. "I don't think I'lIl eat again for a
nont h! "

"Yuck!" Dol ph exclained. "Don't say that word 'eat'!"

"I't certainly does seemto be food for thought," Marrow said, satisfied.

Nei t her child comented. The remark was evidently intended as adult humor. It wasn't funny. Dol ph
changed to naga formand joined Nada at the bottom He was still stuffed. It was easy to

under stand why snakes slept for a long tine after eating a big neal; they couldn't stand the

t hought of food! Certainly he couldn't. If he dreaned of cake, he would know a night nmare was
responsi bl e.

The boat sailed toward the mainland. By the tinme it got there, both children were asl eep
Chapter 12. CGold Coast
I ’

In the nmorning they trekked south. Nada's digestion stili wasn't well, and Dol ph appeared

di stinctly unconfortable, but neither conplained. Nada wi shed she hadn't eaten so nmuch cake and
ice cream but she had seen no good way to avoid it. She was playing the part of a child Prince
Dol ph's age, so was guided by his actions, and he had stuffed hinself the nonment he had the
opportunity. If she had not joined himw th seem ngly equal eagerness, he night have been
suspi ci ous, and she could not afford that. So she had thrown herself into it, know ng the
consequence—whi ch consequence she was now experiencing. The liability of acting like a child was
suffering the pains of childishness.

It was no good dwelling on her stomach, though. So she paced Dol ph as the two of themslithered
along in their matching naga bodi es, and turned her mnd el sewhere.

She really did not like this business of deceiving the Prince. On the other coil, she understood
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the need. Her people's situation was getting desperate, and they had to do what they had to do to
save thensel ves. Her father had explained it to her five years before: the goblins were not nuch
good at anyt hing except breeding and raiding. Unfortunately, they were doing that in M. Etam n.
Their breeding neant that their nunbers were increasing, and that made their raiding worse. The
recent business with Draco Dragon's nest had really pointed it up: never before had they dared do
that. But they had so many of their kind now that they could afford to keep spies at all the key
pl aces, watching the dragon, so that they could strike the noment he was gone for nore than a few
hours. They were watching the naga folk sinmilarly, and encroaching with increasing nerve. Her
father, King Nabob, had held
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them of f by judicious strikes, so that it was unsafe for goblins to penetrate naga territory. But
the pressure was increasing, and one year the goblins would sinply overrun the naga, and that
woul d be that.

So her father had sent an emissary to the one creature who could solve their problem six years
ago. That enissary was Nal do, Nada's brother and heir to the crown. Nal do had gone to the Good
Magi ci an Hunfrey, of the human fol k, and asked his Question. Then he had had to serve a year as a
guardi an of the magician's castle, threatening to squeeze intruders in his coils wthout ever
really hurting them at tinmes quite a challenge. Thereafter Naldo had returned with the Answer,
whi ch turned out to be a shock to themall.

It was: Marry what Draco brings.

They had spent nonths anal yzing those four words. They knew that the Good Magi ci an al ways spoke
truly, but that his Answers were sonetinmes subject to interpretation. There was no question about
Draco: he was the Dragon of the Mouwuntain, hardly the best of neighbors. The King el ected at once
to cultivate relations with Draco, so that he would bring what was required, when the tine cane.
The deal was that the naga would never raid the dragon's nest, and the dragon woul d never attack
the naga fol k. Draco had been glad to agree, because he was unable to hunt in their caves anyway,
so was | osing nothing. Relations had becone amicable, as they had a comobn eneny in the goblin
horde. Draco had promised to bring them anything he thought nmight interest them

But nmarriage—who was to marry whon? It seemed npbst reasonable nmat mis applied to Naldo, since he
was the one who had obtained the Answer, and he was of age. But how coul d they know what fenale
the dragon woul d bring? They slithered around and around this matter, and chewed on it, and
digested it as well as diey could, and concluded that it nmust be a young human creature. A naga
could by nature marry only one of three creatures: naga, snake, or human. The naga | acked the
power to hold of f the encroaching goblins forever, so that Naldo's marriage to one of their own
woul d not seemto hel p. They needed
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an outside alliance. The serpent folk could handl e goblins, but preferred to live on the land's
surface, avoiding the depths of the nountain, so that too seened inappropriate. Thus the human
folk were the only real hope; they could live al nbost anywhere.

But not just any human folk. Odinary humans had little special power, and were just as wary of
goblins as were the naga. It had to be a princess, for two reasons: she could conmand nany ot her
humans, bringing the strength of numbers, and she could do nmagic. For this was the peculiarity of
the human kind: they required magic in their royalty. Not mnor magic, which they all had to sone
degree, but form dable magic. Magician-class magic. If a child of the King | acked mat kind of
magi ¢, she would not be terned a princess, but nerely an offspring. Thus a princess was. by
virtual definition, a Sorceress, capable of truly potent magic. That was the type of nmgic that
could turn aside the goblins.
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Satisfied at |ast about the answer, they had waited. They knew that no human princess would come
voluntarily to these depths; human folk were just as protective of their kin as were naga folk.
The dragon woul d bring her. That woul d enabl e the naga to pose as rescuers, and that woul d di spose
the Princess favorably, so mat she would agree to many one of her rank: Prince Nal do. I|ndeed,

Nal do was quite handsone and acconplished in all his fornms, a suitable match for any creature. So
he held hinself in readiness for the Princess, hoping to inpress her, for the naga did not marry
involuntarily; they had to have the union desired by both parties. The human Princess had to want
to marry Naldo, or all would be for nothing. Because humans, |ike centaurs, had been known to be
awkwar d about interspecies |liaisons, Naldo knew he woul d have to nmake a good i npression not only
on the Princess, but on her famly too.

There was just one human princess available: Ivy. She was then nine years old, and by all accounts
quite cute and quite assertive, with a subtle but potent nmagic talent. She could intensify any
quality she saw in another creature, whatever that mght be. Certainly this could foil the gob-
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lins; if she saw Nal do as invincible against goblins, then he would be so. If she saw him as very
intelligent, then he would be smart enough to figure out how to stop the goblins. So this was
obviously the match the dragon had in nind

Except for the matter of age. Nine was really too young for a princess to marry. She should be at
| east thirteen. So they knew they would have to wait for Ivy to grow up sonewhat. Then she woul d

sonmehow stray, and Draco woul d capture her, and for sone reason instead of eating her would bring
her to the naga. Wen that happened, Nal do would be ready with his charm

The years had passed. Princess Ivy had grown. According to the reports, she was developing into a
very pretty girl. They nmanaged to conjure a picture of her, confirmng it. Naldo was in love with
her just fromthe picture and description. The goblins were pressing harder, but the naga had
courage, knowi ng that their Answer was near

Then Draco had cone—and brought a boy. hi a single flash of horror, King Nabob had realized their
error. But in a second flash he had redeened hinself in the Kingly nmanner. He had sunmoned Nada,
and betrothed her to the young Prince. The Answer had been inplenmented after all.

Nada had realized i medi ately what she had to do. She had been at the periphery of her brother's
training, and had picked up snippets over the years. She was a princess herself, and knew the
royal graces. She was also a young worman, who had ascertained to her own satisfaction that she
could turn the head of any eligible male (and sone ineligible ones too) she chose. Had this been
an ordi nary situation, she would have had little trouble.

But this was not ordinary. Prince Dol ph was a child, just nine years old, while she was a wonan of
fourteen. Exactly the age of Princess Ivy, with whom she had al ways identified somewhat. Her

brot her had even practiced with her, letting her assume human form and play the part of a strange
human princess, so that he could perfect his approaches. He was five years ol der than she, which
was a fair differential for such a union. If he hadn't been her brother, she would have considered
hi m an excel | ent
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match. It had been hard to see how Ivy could not be charmed. But by similar token, Nada was five
years ol der than Prince Dol ph, and that nmade all the difference.

Because, they had | earned, Dol ph hated his big sister. She bossed hi mendl essly, and no prince
liked that. Also, girls were supposed to be nore innocent than the boys they narried. Boys were
supposed to know everything, and the girls very little. Since it was manifest mat girls were
smarter than boys, the only way to get around this was for the girls to be younger. Then, after
they were married, they could show their superiority. The boys were then either too stupid or too
enbarrassed to acknow edge the situation, so they ignored it. They did not even tell each other
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That was the universal way of it. Everyone knew all about it, except the nmen, and of course no
worman would tell. It was the mrror to the Adult Conspiracy, only in this case the victims did not
know it existed until too |ate.

Nada was pretty sure she could handle the rest of it. She had never expected to have to play this
role, but she was her father's child, and she generally had her coils in order. She could narry
Dol ph and nake hi m happy and so save her folk fromthe goblin nenace. Except for one thing: how
was she to nmake the little prince believe she knew | ess than he? Wien not only was she fenal e, she
was five years ol der?

The answer had sprung fromthe question. She sinply had to appear younger. Thus she had reduced
herself in formand attitude by six years, and assuned the aspect of an eight year old. She had
al ways been petite in her three forns, so that was no problem She just had to nodify her hunan
formto be undevel oped, and this was possible because it was not her natural one; she could nake
it what she wanted, to a degree. It had only becone wonanly in the past two years, so it wasn't
hard to revert. In one respect she remained a child: she had not yet discovered the secret of
summoni ng the stork. She had approached the King about that a year ago, saying 'Now | am grown up
see, ny body is developed. Tell me howto summn the stork.1l But her father had changed the

subj ect. She regarded that as a breach of faith. It wasn't fair for the King
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to regard her as still a child when she was all of thirteen, and even fourteen. But now she was
satisfied, because she was playing the part of a real child, and this nade it easier. She had even
renenbered to forget how to kiss; she thought that was a nice touch

Thus Prince Dol ph had no suspicion, and they got along well. She would be satisfied if he never
knew the truth, and never woul d she reveal how nuch nore she knew than he. The wel fare of her folk
was at stake, and she would do her part. The | oss of her personal happiness was a small price to
pay for that honor.

But oh, she w shed they had not encountered that Isle of Food! The other isles had been bad
enough; she had not had to pretend her dismay when the ugly ghost had | ooned, or when she had
spi ed the kraken weed in the sea. She had had to be careful only at the outset, when they were
rescui ng Marrow Bones fromthe goblins. She had | earned to play nusical instrunments only in the

| ast three years, and could play much better than an eight year old. But the need for the wood

wi nd had been great, so she had risked playing it well, trusting that the Prince would not know
how much skill it required. The rest was easy: the exclanmations when they were carried aloft, when
they saw the great Gap Chasm and so on. She had never before traveled like this, so her
excitenent really wasn't feigned. The truth was, it was fun being young again, especially with

Dol ph, who was a nice boy. She could be his friend, and | ater she would be his wife, though of
course she would never love him He was sinply too young. By the tinme he was ol d enough, she woul d
be too old. Not that it mattered; her father had explained that |ove was irrelevant in a marriage
of conveni ence or alliance, and royal marriages seldomtook note of it. Wiat counted were the
proprieties and the union, in that order

"Hey! Cold!"

Del phi's excl amati on brought Nada out of her reverie. She | ooked around. Sure enough, the
| andscape had turned gol den.

"This would be the Gold Coast," Marrow remar ked
Heaven Cent
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"Al nost everything is gold, here. W shall have to cut inland to pass it by, so that there will be
food for you."

"But those apples |ook good!" Dol ph cried, slithering up to a golden tree with three bright gold
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apples on it.
"I don't think you should try those," Marrow said, and hurried them on.

They cut inland, and the gol den vegetation faded. O course they ran the risk of mssing an isle
that m ght be off the Gold Coast, but that couldn't be hel ped.

In the evening Nada and Dol ph shared a potluck pie froma pie tree, |acking appetite for nore.
They washed in a little stream even behind their ears, under protest. Nada renenbered how she had
hated that, as a child, and of course she hated it again, now, to stay in character. It really was
fun in Its way, being a child again, letting the skeletons assunme the adult responsibilities. They
were very good at it, despite their rather alien nature.

Then Marrow and Grace'l assuned their cabin fornms, and Nada and Dol ph settled in for the night.
These bony structures were surprisingly confortable, because the air was filtered and nai ntai ned
at an even tenperature, and they were safe; no hostile creatures could intrude. The skel etons were
form changers as nuch as any other creatures were; it was that their forns were al ways skel et al
Prince Dol ph seened to attract form changers; maybe nat was an aspect of his Magician-class magic.

Magi ci an-cl ass. That was a concept to conjure with. Dol ph was a child, and a pretty nornal exanple
of the type, with all the fun and frustration that entailed. But his magic put himin another
category. She had dreanmed of growing up and marrying a Magician, w thout ever fornulating the

i mage; obviously she had been thinking of a hunman man, since there were no Magi ci ans anmong her

ki nd. Perhaps she had been borrowing fromher brother's destiny, as they had perceived it; if he
could marry a human Sorceress, she could marry a human Magi ci an.

Now it had come true, in its surprising fashion. Dol ph's talent was certainly all that could have
been asked; he was amazing in the way he not only assuned any forminstantly, but assunmed its
ability to swmor fly or whatever,
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and its nmode of comunication. Even a ghost! His nagic was |ike a boul der, conpared to the grains
of sand of ordinary folKk.

But he was five years her junior. There was the single kink in this slither, and what a kink it
was!

Well, they were betrothed, and he had proved to be highly anmenable to her bl andi shnments. She woul d
do her best to cater to his nature throughout, so that he never had a conplaint. Not now, not at
their marriage, not thereafter. She would be the best possible playmate, then lover, then wife to
him She was no Sorceress herself; she had no magi c beyond the talents of her species. But she was
a princess, and she would do what she was destined to do, the whole of her life. It was a natter
of personal pride, as well as for the welfare of her kind. Her father expected it of her, and she
woul d not di sappoi nt hi mer Dol ph. Or anyone. Ever

"Way are you crying, Nada?" Grace'l's skull asked quietly.

Nada j unped. She had forgotten that she was sheltered by a conscious creature who never slept! The
skull fornmed the entrance, and it had turned to face inward, to speak to her. "N-nothing," she
sobbed.

"It is not nothing," Gace'l insisted. "I ama woman, however strange to you. You are another.
see what the males do not. Last night you cried in your sleep; tonight you cry awake. What is your
sorrow?"

"I cannot tell you," Nada said, trying to nop her tears.
"You are ol der than you appear, and you are unhappy. | will keep your secret."

"I ma child! Like Dol ph!"
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"When you sl eep, your body assunes its natural age. You are a woman. A young wonman, but no child.
Is this why you cry?"

"l must not say!"
"We can not be heard. Tell ne your grief, and I will tell you mne."

That brought Nada up short. \WWat grief could a skeleton have? Her female curiosity surged forth;
she had to know
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Since Grace'l had fathomed Nada's own sorrow, half the secret was out anyway. "Tell ne yours
first."”

Grace'l did not argue. She sinply spoke. "I told Marrow that | had stepped out of the gourd and
gotten stranded here in the real world, but that was not the whole story. | was thrown out, and |
can never go back."

"But that's your realnml" Nada exclainmed. "There's no place for your kind out here! You belong in
bad dreans!"

"Yes. | was exiled. It was the ultimate penalty for nmy crinme. | cannot die; that is what nade it
so bad."

"What did you do, that is a crinme in the real mof bad dreans? They are supposed to be horrible!"

"Yes. There was a troll on an isle of Xanth. His tribe of trolls raided a human village. This is
the business of trolls. They were hungry, and they needed fresh succulent children to eat. Some
distracted the nenfolk of the village, while others charged into the homes and di stracted die
wonen. They distracted the nen by trying to kill them but the nmen were too strong and nanaged to
drive die trolls away instead. They distracted the wonen by trying to rape them but the wonen
fought with the strength of desperation and got away. Tristan Troll got into a house while this
was happeni ng and snatched up a succulent child and carried her away into the deep forest. So the
raid was after all a success; they would eat that night.

'"Ch please. Sir Troll, do not take ne away fromny famly,* the little girl begged. 'I amny
family's only child, and they will be tornented by nmy loss.'

4 Tristan | ooked at her, and she was very pretty and very sweet, yet despite these flaws she was a
bit like the child he had never had. He felt sorry for her famly. He set her down. 'Return to
your famly,' he told her. 'But do not tell what | did.'

"The girl was snmart enough to realize that he was doing wong. Til never tell!' she pronised. Then
she was away, running through the deep wood to her hone.

"Thus the trolls were unsuccessful in their raid, and they went hungry that night. The hunman
vill age was on guard thereafter, so no further raids were possible for some tine. Tristan did not
tell his fellows what he had done, out
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of deepest shane; he'knew it had been a conpletely untroll-like act. Since all the rest had fail ed
in their endeavors, they were not surprised that he had failed too. H's nischief escaped
undet ect ed.

"But that night he dreaned, and the Night Stallion knew of his dereliction, for the stallion knew
the worst secrets of all dreaming creatures. The stallion spent hours working up the nmost horrible
dreamfor him so bad it would require three night nares just to bring the whole of it. It was
probably the nost terrifying dreamever crafted for a troll, a wonderful work of art. Tristan
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woul d scream t he whol e ni ght through, and be unable to wake till moming, riveted by that awfu
dream After that, it was certain, he would never betray his tribe like that again 1

"I had the honor to be the central figure in this dream Tristran was afraid of many things, but

of skeletons nost of all. Because it was a female child he had let go, it was to be a fenale
skel et on who haunted his sleep. It was of course a signal honor for ne, ny first major role, and I
was duly proud. | intended to nake himscream so hard and |ong that his tongue would fall out.

"But as | researched the details of his crine of conscience, 1 found it hard to build up
enthusiasm It was true mat he had betrayed his tribe and caused them unnecessary hunger, but he
had al so averted nmuch grief to the human famly. It was of course not ny business to judge hiny |
was only an actor in a bad dream But when | played ny part as the skel eton of a worman of his
tribe who had starved because of his dereliction, and | eaped out at himin the dreamto send him
into the ultinate abyss of terror, | faltered. 'l think you did right,* | whispered. The rest of
me dream was crafted as scripted, and ny default was unnoti ced.

"The three night mares carried that dreamto himthat very night. But instead of driving Tristran
Troll nmad with renorse and fear, it nade himonly somewhat unconfortable. In short, it bonbed. The
ni ght mares were greatly enbarrassed, and the Night Stallion snorted acrid snoke. He investigated

the dream and this tinme discovered what | had done. No wonder it had failed; | had delivered
reassur-
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ance and support instead of terror. | had ruined the whole production, and nade die effort of the

gourd into a | aughing stock.

"That was why | was exiled," Grace'l concluded. "They sent ne through and destroyed the gourd
after nme. | was devastated, and hoped to find another gourd and sneak back. But that was foolish,
and about the time that Marrow and Dol ph arrived, | realized it. | assumed that Marrow woul d want
to return to the gourd, despite what he said, or that he m ght have been exiled for sone valid
reason, so | was cautious. But now 1 know he is a truly fine skeleton, and I wish I could pick a
bone with him but—=

"Pick a bone? Do you nean you have a di sagreenent ?"

"By no neans! That is our way of joining in what to you would be matrinmony. To pick out bones and
assenbl e a baby skel eton. But of course |I am unworthy, because of ny exile, so | can not broach
the subject.”

"But it is obvious that Marrow |likes you, and the two of you work so well together," Nada
protested. "That sail boat— *

"But would he like ne if he knew ny crinme?"

"But it was no crinme!" Nada protested. "It was a decent thing you did, for the decent thing the
troll did."

"No, it was a betrayal of ny kind, just as was the act of the troll a betrayal of his kind."
"But that nakes no sense!”
"Perhaps not, in your ternms. But Marrow is a skel eton; how would he feel about it?"

Nada, conscious of her own deception, was unable to answer. Now it was her turn to tell her grief,
and she did so. "And so | cry for the happiness |I shall never have, because |I will never know true
| ove,"” she concluded. "My dreans of marrying a handsone and magi cal prince will be realized, but
the essence of themw || be absent."

"Because he is younger than you? | do not understand."

"Agirl is supposed to be younger than a boy. | could only |ove an ol der prince."
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"But that nmmkes no sense!"

Nada snmiled tearfully. "Perhaps not in your terns. But | am sure Prince Dol ph would be appalled if
he knew. "'

198
Heaven Cent
Grace'l thought for a while. "Need you tell himyour age?"

"Indeed, | need not! | shall fulfill his expectation in every way, so he will be happy. My private
sorrow is irrelevant, and nust not be known."

"I said | would keep your secret, but | do not understand why the age difference should be
i mportant, or why you should suffer alone for it."

"1 f Dol ph knew, he would break our betrothal, and ny folk would be lost. | would suffer far nore
then than otherwi se, both for nmy folk whom| had failed, and for Dol ph's unhappi ness | caused."

"We are certainly of different types!”
"Way don't you tell Marrow how you feel ? He would surely be glad to pick a bone with you."

"But | would first have to tell himof nmy crinme, and then he would not."

"We are of different types," Nada agreed. "But | think we have simlar problenms. W both nust
deceive those to whomwe are closest.” Wth that she slept.

Next day they cane into a glade, and were abruptly surrounded by an assortnent of beautiful folk
each of whom was marred by an aninmal feature. The majority of themwere |ovely young wonen,
dressed in white, with long fair hair. But sone had dog's paws, or buzzard's feathers, or a
snake's tail. And all of them had bows with strings drawn and arrows ained. "Halt, trespassers!”
their |eader cried. He was a handsone young human nman, except that his feet were exactly I|ike
those of a duck. "ldentify yourselves!"

Thi s was Dol ph's Quest, so he spoke. "I am Prince Dol ph of the human fol k, and these are Princess
Nada of the naga, Marrow of the gourd, and Grace'l of the gourd. Who are you, and why do you
detain us?"

"We are the fee, and | am Ful sone Fee, and we nean to breed with you to revivify our dinnishing
stock. Each of you nmay pick a partner fromanong us for this purpose.’

Dol ph smiled. "We can't do that. Nada and | are betrothed, and—=
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"That has no neani ng for us. \Wichever ones of us you select will becone your pernanent nmate, and
you will breed with that one the rest of your life. Now choose."

"And we are only nine or eight years old," Dol ph concluded. "W could not breed with you even if
we wanted to. W don't know how to summon the stork. As for the skeletons, they are not of your
kind; 1 doubt the stork would conme for themeither."

"Your ages and types natter not," Fulsone said. "W shall sinply keep you until you are of age or
cl ose enough to it, then denonstrate the nechani smfor sumoning the stork. W shall assune forns
conpati ble with the skeletons. Qur powers of change are limited but sufficient for this. Choose!"

Dol ph gl anced at his conpani ons. "Wat do you know of the fee?"

"They are of the elven folk," Marrow said. "They are an old species, as old as all Xanth and
Mundani a both. They di sappeared for a tine; this is the first I know of themrecently. It is
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consi dered best for other folk to avoid them"
Dol ph gl anced around at the drawn bows. "I can guess why. Suppose | change?"
"Nada woul d suffer."

Nada knew what each meant. Dol ph could change into a dragon and wi pe out the fee, but not before
their arrows killed her. She could assune only three forns, all of which were vulnerable to
arrows. She did not like this at all

Dol ph spoke again to the fee. "I ama Mgician. | can change formand nmy powers are not |imted.
You must either kill me inmrediately or let us go. In neither case will you keep us for your
pur pose. "

That, Nada thought, was very well spoken! Dol ph was certainly bright enough and brave enough. How
sad that he wasn't ten years ol der!

Ful sone | aughed. "A likely claim Prove it!"

Dol ph becane an arnored dragon. Snoke puffed out as he breathed, signaling a form dable interna
fire.

"Now you can not kill Prince Dol ph," Marrow sai d.
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"I'f you kill Nada Naga, Dol ph will attack you and destroy you. Let us go our way in peace."”

But the arrows were unwavering. "If that dragon noves, we shall kill the naga. If he cares for
her, he will not like that."

What woul d Dol ph do? For the first time on this trip, Nada was afraid for her life. A nine-year-
old chil d-he coul d panic, or nake a m sjudgnent, and she would be the one to pay.

But fortunately it was Marrow negotiating now, because Dol ph could not talk in dragon form
Qovi ously Dol ph would not resume boy formwhile the arrows pointed!

"I repeat," Marrow said, "if you shoot Nada, you will be destroyed. Your arrows cannot hurt nme or
Grace'l or the dragon, but we can hurt you. Al of your lives are hostage to Nada's welfare. You
will not be able to increase your tribe then!"

Ful sone consi dered. "Perhaps a conpronise/' he suggested, "Let us have a fair contest, and the
winner will prevail w thout violence."

"What contest?" Mrrow asked.

"One of your nunber will choose conpanions to depart. If the other three of you are chosen, you
depart in peace. If one of us is chosen, you are bound."

"But of course any one of us would choose the others of us!" Marrow said.
"Not if our folk resenble yours."

Marrow paused, and Nada wel| appreciated why. If the fee changed formto resenble the travelers,
it would be hard to tell who was whom But Marrow probably knew all of themwell enough by now to

tell. "But each of you has an animal trait. W could tell you by that."’
"W have captured a drift of illusion, that will mask our animal features. It isn't nuch, but is
enough for that. You will be allowed to talk to each, but not to touch; the one you touch is the

one chosen."

"But the real ones would identify thenselves!" Marrow pointed out. "That would make it no
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contest."
Ful sone shrugged. "Do you agree?"
Marrow checked with the others. None of them were
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easy about the matter, but the arrows were unwavering. Nada certainly did not want to die, and she
was sure that Dol ph did not want to kill the fee. It seened better to accept the contest, and to
make sure they did not |ose.

"W agree,"” Marrow said. "I shall—=
"Not you," Ful some said. "The naga. She will choose."
"Me?" Nada asked, dismayed. "I can't—=

"Take it or leave it," Fulsone said. "She is the vul nerable one. She cannot cheat."

"None of us will cheat!" Marrow said indignantly. "Are the fee planning on cheating?"

"The fee do not cheat," Ful sone said.
"How coul d anyone cheat?" Nada asked. "Everyone w |l be watching."

"The form changer could becone a bird and fly away al one," Ful sone said. "The skeletons could find
a gourd and escape."

That did not make nuch sense to Nada. But Marrow shrugged. "Let her choose, then."

Thus abruptly Nada found the weight on her own coils. "Don the hood while we mx," Ful sone said,
putting a thick vel vet hood over her head.

In a nonent the hood came off. Nada | ooked—and bl i nked.

Al of the folk in the gl ade | ooked just |ike her conpanions. There were about ten Marrows and
twice as nany Grace Ms and anot her ten Dol phs. There were even several Nadas, for good neasure.
She could not tell which were true and which were fal se by appearance; the |ikenesses were
perfect.

She could talk but not touch, until she chose. So she would not touch any until she was absolutely
sure. She had three tries; if all were correct, then all her conpanions were free. But her first

m st ake woul d be her last, for she herself would be captive, along with whoever she had not yet
freed.

Nada was gl ad she did not have hands, in her natural form for hands had an unpl easant tendency to
sweat cold and be clammy. How could she be sure of the others?
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She slithered up to the nearest Dol ph figure. "Wio are you?" she asked.
"l amyour fiance", Prince Dol ph," he replied. "Touch me and save ne."

She considered that. Fiance"? Dol ph had never used that term He was her betrothed. This was one
of the fee!

She approached a Marrow. She really did not know himwell, so planned to guess himlast. That way
she mi ght save the other two before risking herself, and if Prince Dol ph and Grace'l were saved,
that was certainly better than nothing. So this was just a prelimnary testing; even if she
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t hought she was sure of him she would not touch himyet.
"Who are you?" she asked.
"I am Marrow of the gourd,” he replied pronptly.
"What is your |ast nane?"
"l have none."
"Too bad," she said. "If you were real, you would know that your nane is Marrow Bones."
"Ch, no!" a Dolph figure cried. "You gave it away!"

Nada was stricken. She had done just that! Now every one of the fee knew, and she woul d be unable
to identify Marrow by his know edge.

But maybe she coul d recover sonething fromthis blunder. She slithered over to the Dol ph who had
spoken. "Are you the real Dol ph?"

"Of course | am™
"Then you nust know GraceTs full name."”

"Grace'l Cssein," he replied—then clapped his hands to his own nouth, stricken. "I did it nyself!
Now you' | | never pick her out, either!”

Nada was appalled. It was her error too; she should have know better than to ask the question of
anyone but Grace'l herself. Now she was in trouble with two sel ecti ons!

But at |east she was sure of Dol ph. He knew both Marrow and Grace'l better than she did. She could
select him then ask his advice on the others, and recover themall. She brought her tail around,
to touch himwith the tip—

"Don't do it!" another Dol ph figure cried. "I gave her
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full name when | introduced us at the beginning! He's a fake!"

Nada froze. Was that true? If so, she had just missed naking a terrible nistake!

"I did not!" the Dolph in front of her said. "I said 'Gace'l of the gourd.' Don't you renmenber
Nada?"

Nada tried to remenber, but now could not be sure. That neant that she could not be sure of this
Dol ph. She turned away.

But the Dol ph pursued her. "Don't |let themfool you, Nada!" he urged. "I know | can prove nyself
to you!"

"If you do, she's lost!" the other Dol ph retorted. "You had your chance, faker."

Nada hesitated. Suppose this first one was the right one, after all? How could she risk passing
hi m by?

"Nada, listen to nme!" the nearest Dol ph said. "I can tell you what questions to ask! If you don't
like nem don't ask them but don't pass ne by!"

"Sure, he wants to fool you," the other Dol ph said, and there was a nurnur of agreenent fromthe
remai ni ng Dol phs. "If you listen, you'll get so confused you won't be able to recognize the right
one when you cone to him"
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"That's a lie!" the nearest Dol ph said. "You're the fakes!"
"Way don't we let her decide that?" the other inquired sensibly.
"Because she might pick wong! She's younger than | am and |I'mjust a child."”

Just a child. Nada fixed on that. O the two Dol phs, the nore di stant one seened nore nature—but
the real one was a child, given to things like stuffing hinself on cake when he got the chance. He
bel i eved she was younger man he, and in that he was nistaken—but this was al so evidence of his
validity. Meanwhile, mat murnur of agreenent fromthe other Dol phs rang fal se; they could not all
be real Dol phs objecting to her deception by a false one. It was nore likely the other way around.

"What questions?" she asked the cl osest Dol ph.

204

Heaven Cent

Heaven Cent

205

He grinned.' 'Like what happened first tinme we kissed?

Excel I ent suggestion! She turned to the distant Dol ph. "What happened the first tine we kissed?"
"It was great!" that one replied. "You're a very pretty naga."

She turned to another distant Dol ph. "What happened?”

"I't's a trick question," he replied. "W are too young; we never Kkissed."

"Anybody el se?" she asked, sweeping her gaze across the remnaining Dol phs.

There was a chorus of answers, all different. "It made a | oud smack!" "You bl ushed!" "/ bl ushed!"
"Your nother caught us!"™ "Qur noses bunped!" "It was a forehead kiss."

Nada oriented on the one who had mentioned noses. "You!" she cried.

That Dol ph stepped forward. "Yes, | amthe real one,
question.”

he agreed. "How cl ever of you to ask that

Nada | ooked at the nearest Dol ph. "But you suggested it!"

"I"ve got nore," he replied. "Wat did your nother say when we bunped noses?
"My not her?" she asked sharply.

"Ask him" he said, giving her a straight |ook

She turned to the other Dol ph. "Wat did nmy nother say?"

"I already answered one," mat Dol ph said. "Make hi manswer!"

She | ooked at the nearest one. "Well?"

"She wasn't there. | never saw your nother. But your father said— He screwed up his features in
thought. "He said to tilt your head, stupid, because—=

He never finished, because Nada slithered up to him lifted her head, and kissed him She had
never been so pleased to be called stupid in her life!

"Cee, that's fun, stupid!™ Dol ph said.

She bit himgently on the ear. "That's enough of that! You proved your identity. Now hel p ne pick
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the others.”
"Hey, no fair getting help!" one of the Marrows protested.

"Of course it's fair," another Marrow said. "There's nothing in the contest mat says she can't."
"Yes nmere is!" the first said hotly. "She has to pick, not the boy."

"Well, then," said the second Marrow. "Let's take a vote on the rules. Al in favor of letting the
Prince help her, raise their hands." He raised his own hand.

Only one other joined him one of the G aceTs.
"Al'l opposed?" he asked, somewhat hollowy.

Al'l the renmi ning hands went up.

"Quess which two are real,"” Dol ph nurnured.

O course! "You two!" Nada called. "Come here!"

But now the fee realized their error. They crowded in, so that by the tinme the two real ones
arrived, they were surrounded by all the fake ones. The fake Dol phs had di sappeared, replaced by
Marrows and Grace'ls. Nada could not tell any of them apart.

Now she was bound not to use Dol ph's help. But at |east she had saved him She turned to him "If
| guess wong, will you tell your folks | tried? My people still need—=

"I will go and help them nyself," Dol ph pronmi sed. "But | don't want you to guess w ong, Nadal
You're the neatest girl | ever knew"

"I'mthe only girl you ever knew," she retorted. "Aside fromyour big sister."
"Yuck!" he exclaimed. "I hate all fourteen year olds! Don't ever get that old!"

She smled, but nmere was a pang inside her. If he ever found out—ut of course she could never
tell him At least that rem nded her of her session with Gace'1l. She knew she could identify the
fermal e skel eton—but she nmight have to betray a confidence to do so.

Maybe she could avoid that, though. "All you Gace'ls," she called. "How did we cross the water?
You first." She pointed to one.

"W found a boat."

"You," she said to the second.

"We were carried across by a big bird."
"You."
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"I becane a sail."

Nada oriented on that one. "Wat did Marrow become?”
"The rest of the boat."

Naga nodded. She slithered up to touch that one

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt (131 of 206) [1/19/03 8:54:43 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt
"Don't!" another Grace'l cried. "It was a |lucky guess! Qut of all those answers, one was bound to
be right."

They had tried that when she was about to touch the true Dol ph. Making it seemthat he had
guessed. Trying to confuse the issue. This tine Naga was not fool ed. She brought her tail around.

"Last night!" the nore distant Grace'l cried. "Tell!l™

That made Nada pause. How coul d a fake Grace'l know about that? She had to check.
"Why did you | eave the gourd?" she asked the cl osest one.

"I stepped out by accident, and couldn't get back."

Nada saw Dol ph nod, accepting that answer. But Dol ph did not know the truth. "You," she said,
pointing to the other Grace'l.

"I + was exiled,"” the other said. "Because | ruined a troll's dream | can never go back."
"That elininates her," Dol ph said.

Nada slithered up to the true Grace'l and touched her.

"Don't," Dol ph cried, too late.

"I amthe real one," Gace'! said. "I did not tell you the truth, before."
One of the Marrows gave a start. Nada turned on him "You! Wy do you react?"
"I thought she wanted to return to the gourd,” that Marrow said.

"W all thought that!" another Marrow said.

"How do you feel about it?" Nada asked. "You." She pointed to one of the other Marrows, not the
one who had j unped.

"I"'mglad she can't return to the gourd,"” he replied. "Now | can marry her."

"You." She pointed to another w ong Marrow.

"The sane."
They were getting smarter, learning fromtheir errors.

"You." This tinme she pointed to the right one.
He | ooked at Grace'l. "The sane."

Qops! The answer had been too good! But she could refine it. "Exactly how do you nake of fspring?
You." She pointed to the first Marrow she had asked.

"The Adult Conspiracy prevents nme from answering, because you are too young to know. "

Qoops, again. Sure enough, the others gave the same answer. Should she reveal her own true age, so
as to be eligible for the answer? She gl anced at Dol ph, and knew she coul dn't.

But she wasn't done yet. Only Marrow knew of life in the gourd. "Wio is in charge of me maki ng of
bad dreams?" she asked the first wong Marrow.

"No one. They're just there, and the night mares pick themup and cany them out."
"You?" she asked the second.

"The sane."
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"You?" she asked of the true one—though her certainty about himwas dimnishing. After all. the
one she had believed was Grace'l had been w ong.

"The Night Stallion. He is in charge of the mares, and he directs the dreans, which have to be
crafted fresh each day for the following night. Al of the rest of us are nmere actors, poor
pl ayers, who strut and fret our hour upon die stage and then are heard no nore. W=

"Enough!" This was obviously the correct one. but Nada had one nore question of him "Can you
forgive a creature who sabotaged a truly bad drean"

"That would be difficult— he began

G ace'l bowed her skull. "I understand."

"'—but | am sure she had good reason, and | think that once 1 understood that reason, | could
manage it," Marrow concl uded.

Nada slithered up to himand touched himwi th her tail. "I hope so," she said. "I think you have

things to discuss with her."
"1 believe so," Marrow said. "Thank you for rescuing us."

"I rescued nyself too!" Naga rem nded him "Had
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guessed wong, | would have had to remain with the fee who tricked ne."

"Where are they?" Dol ph asked.
Nada | ooked around. All the fee were gone.
"At l|east they kept their word," Marrow said. "Let us depart this region pronptly."

Nada was happy to agree. They headed south at a renmarkably swift clip. They had all had quite
enough of the Gold Coast!

Chapter 13. Centaur Isle
A

u the foot of Xanth were several small isles and one big one; Centaur Isle. Al were guarded by
centaurs, who nmade it plain that they did not want intruders in these parts.

"Chex said that the centaurs of this region were |like that,
trying to reason with them'

Marrow said. "It is probably no use

"But suppose the Heaven Cent is here?" Dol ph asked plaintively. "W have to check these isles!"

"W shall sinply have to find another way,
come up with an idea."

Marrow said. "Perhaps if we all think hard, we shal

They thought hard, but no idea nanifested. The problemwas sinply too nuch for them

"Maybe if we thought about sone other way to find an idea," Gace' 1l suggested.

They thought about that. Suddenly Dol ph brightened. "Maybe | shoul d change form and | ook for an
i deal "

No one had any better notion. Dol ph becane a sharp-eyed hawk and flew into the forest, |ooking for
an idea.

In the thickest part he spotted sone vines with eyeballs intertwi ned. The eyes | ooked back at him
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Dol ph paused. Those were Eye Queue vines!

He caught a vine with his beak and pulled it free. Trailing it, he flew swiftly back to his
conpani ons.

"Eye Queue!" Marrow exclainmed. "That will alnost certainly help! It can make a creature nmuch nore
intelligent." He lifted the vine carefully from Dol ph's beak.

Dol ph reverted to boy form "That's what | thought. One of us can use this to becone smart and get
our idea.

"But which one?" Dol ph asked. He had fetched the vine, but he wasn't sure he wanted to use it.
209
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"I amnot certain howit would affect a skeleton,” Marrow said. "Qur skulls are hollow, and m ght
sinmply becone holl ower. Qur ideas m ght prove to be |loud but enpty."

"I will use it, if you wish," Nada said.
"But you're a girl!" Dol ph protested.

“I''l'l never be as smart as you, Prince Dol ph, no matter what," she said, snmling at him

"Ch." Dol ph was too flattered to pursue the matter further. Nada was way-nuch different fromlvy,
who got so smart nobody could stand her. That was why he |iked Nada so rmuch. She was the right age
and the right attitude, and she was fun to kiss. He had never properly appreciated either girls or
ki sses before he had encountered her. He | ooked forward to appreciating nore with her, at such
time as he figured out what it mght be.

Marrow set the Eye Queue vine on Nada's head. Inmediately it withed, and sank in, the eyes
di sappeari ng. Her own eyes seenmed to grow and brighten, and her head to swell a bit. "Ch, | never
thought of it that way!" she excl ai nmed.

"You have an idea?" Dol ph asked eagerly.

She gazed at him The lids | owered across her eyes, and an obscure smile played about her nouth.
"Perhaps. But | fear not relevant to the present issue."

"But maybe it is! Wat is it?"

" 'l believe | have just figured out how to summon die stork."

"Ch, tell nme!"™ he begged.

"But | have also figured out why that know edge is forbidden to children."
"Why?" Dol ph asked, frustrated.

"It is a matter of innocence. Children stop being nice when they | ose their innocence, so the
adults protect themfromcorrupting know edge. It nmay be the one decent thing adults do."

"Corrupt ne!" Dol ph pleaded. "I want to know "

But she shook her had. "Not till you—till we are adult. Then we shall have been corrupted by
experience, and it
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won't nmake nuch difference. | amtoo smart, now, to spoil an untainted i nnocence that can never be
restored. It would be like treading on the sweetest, prettiest flowers."

"Ch— Dol ph searched for the worst word he knew, to express his contenpt of innocence, but none
were bad enough. He had to settle on the one she had used, when they had first met. "Ch, micel
hat e i nnocence!"

"Believe ne, Dolph, it is better than the alternative," she said sadly. Grace' 1l nodded agreenent.

"If | may interrupt,” Marrow said. "Have you an idea, Nada, how we nay search Centaur Isle for the
Heaven Cent ?"

Nada pondered briefly. "Yes. W shall have to go to Miundania."
"What ?" the other three asked, aghast.

"The | andscape of Mindania is the sane as that of Xanth. But there is no magic there, and
therefore no nagical creatures. No centaurs on Centaur Isle. Thus we can explore the isle wthout
hi ndrance, there." She paused thoughtfully. "Of course, there is a snall conplication."

"Yes," Dol ph said dryly. "How do we get there from here?"

She smiled at him "Wy how bright of you, Dol ph!" she said condescendi ngly. Dol ph realized that
there were aspects to the Eye Queue enhancement that were |less than delightful. "Actually, there
are several ways to do it; our problemis to determ ne the nost feasible one.™

"Wait. | don't understand!" G ace'l protested.

"Naturally not," Nada said, sounding exactly like Ivy in her nore assertive nonents. This was a
side of her Dol ph had not seen before, and didn't like. But he reninded hinself that it was the
ef fect of the Eye Queue vine, which not only nade people smart, it nmade them obnoxi ous. Perhaps
smart ness and obnoxi ousness were much the sane.

"I mean," Grace'l persisted, "what's this about Mindania being the same as Xanth? | thought Xanth
is where the nagic is, and Mundania is where it isn't."

"Exactly," Nada said in that superior manner. "Re-
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nmove the magic from Xanth, and you have Mundania. It is elenmentary."
"But this is Xanth! Mundania can't be in the sane place!"”

"Certainly it can. Nowif we can get on to productive di scussi on—

"I can think of another conplication," Marrow said. "Those of us who are nagical cannot exist in
Mundani a—at | east, not in our present manner. We skeletons will |ose our animation, and Dol ph w |l
lose his talent, and you, Nada, will revert to your nundane form Do you happen to know what t hat
m ght be?"

"I believe there are slightly nore serpent genes in ny |lineage than hunman genes, so | would
probably becone a snake. But Dol ph is the one |ooking for the Heaven Cent, so he is the one who
needs his human form He will have |ogo al one.”

"No!" Marrow said. "He nust have an adult conpanion!”

Dol ph had never particularly liked that requirenment before, but the thought of going alone into
Mundani a appal | ed him so he decided not to argue.
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"That can be arranged,"” Nada said. "In nmy human form| may appear to be a child, but—=
"l don't think—= Grace'l started.

"But snakes have briefer lives,"” Nada continued. "So ny snake formis adult. If Dol ph takes ne
along in that form he will have adult conpani onship."

"I amnot certain that is quite what is neant,1' Marrow said doubtfully. But he did not push the
case.

"But as to howto go to Mundania, |let me enunerate the ways," Nada said. "First, we could trave

to the isthnmus and cross into Mundania, then return to this site. But though we could travel well
in Xanth by having Dol ph carry us in roc form we might have difficulty returning in Mindani a.
Second, we could sail out to the border of magic, which surely is not far offshore. But if we used
(he skeleton crew, we would be sunk when the magi c went, and woul d have to swi m back after |osing
Marrow and Grace' 1."

"l seemto have a problemw th that,” Mrrow said.

"Third, we could step through to Mundania right here, and return after checking Centaur |sle. But
t he nmechani sm may be awkward. "

"How can we step through here?" Dol ph demanded. "The magic is here!"

"By using the gourd," she said patiently. "The night nmares carry bad dreans to the Mindanes as
well as to Xanthians, so it stands to reason that they have direct access to Mundania as well as
to Xanth; surely they would not waste tinme running all the way to the isthnmus, crossing over, and
runni ng back to the geography they started from They nust go directly, and that is the route we
must seek.”

"I never thought of that!" Marrow excl ai ned.

"Cbviously. It is nmy judgnent that they nmust use gourds, as they do to return from Xanth to their
own realm These gourds would grow within the dream conmunity, and represent portals to Mindani a,
and perhaps back. So we nmust go to mis portion of Mindania by passing through double portals. It

shoul d be straightforward enough."

"But ordinary folk can't enter the gourd,"” Dol ph said. "AIl we can do is look into it and be
frozen in place until soneone breaks the connection. Only the creatures of the gourd can go
i nsi de."

"Not necessarily so," Marrow said. "Wien | was with Chex and Esk and Vol ney Vol e, we entered
through a huge zonbi e gourd. The experience was not conpletely pleasant for any of us."

"But | can not return to the gourd!™ Gace'l protested. "I amexiled fromthere."

"You can not go to Mundania, either," Nada pointed out. "So your best option is to remain here."

"1 can guide you to a gourd within the gourd,” Marrow said to Dol ph. "Then return to be with
Gace'1."

"Unfortunately, | will |ose the enhancenent of intelligence | have reaped fromthe Eye Queue, when
| enter Miundania," Nada said.

Dol ph tried not to show his delight at this prospect. He |liked Nada as an eight-year-old girl just
fine, but not as a super-snmart girl who acted |i ke an adult.
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They proceeded with it. Marrow led themto the place he renenbered where the zonbie gourd lay. The
thing was nonstrous in several senses: it was the biggest gourd Dol ph had never imagined, and it
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was hal fway rotten, and its peephole was big enough to adnit a grown centaur

"Now foll ow ne exactly," Marrow cautioned nem "Do what | do, and nothing el se. Wen you return
enter and wait where you are, until | cone to lead you out; | will check every hour until | see
you. "

"That seens easy enough," Dol ph sai d.

"It is not. Now renenber, do what | do. Nada, you had better assune human formfor this."
"Precisely," she agreed, beconing a bare girl.

Marrow junped into the peephole. Dol ph followed. In a noment Nada foll owed him

They landed in a ness of rotten vines that seemed to be .trying to grow down into the ground
instead of out of it. Fortunately there was a path. They trooped rapidly along ms path, avoiding
a zonbi e snake that struck at their |legs. They came to a region of slashing knives, but Marrow
sinmply drew an old rusty knife out of the ground nearby and flipped it into the mdst of the

ot hers. The other knives attacked it, and then fell to slicing themselves, until none were left.
It was safe to proceed—but Marrow turned away, down al ong anot her path Dol ph hadn't seen before,
He proceeded to a green rock, and used another rock to smash it. The thing fragmented, and the
chips grew hot and set fire to the ground. Soon a wooden door was reveal ed under the burned
ground. Marrow pushed down on the near end, and the far end swung up, revealing a lighted cellar
bel ow. But instead of entering it, Marrow wal ked away, down a new path. This one led to a place
where rats ran. Marrow ki cked one, and the rats squeal ed and | eaped into the air and becanme flying
nunbers. Marrow i gnored theny he walked on to a region that resenbled a great stretched sheet. He
stood on this sheet and bounced. In a nmonent he was junping higher and hi gher, the sheet adding
force with each bounce. Then he sailed so high he di sappeared.
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Dol ph had not nmade nuch sense of any of this, but now he stepped onto the sheet and bounced. Soon
he was bounci ng high, and then he sailed way, way up, and passed through the ceiling. There was
Marrow, standi ng by another huge gourd. Suddenly this was adding up; here was the gourd within a
gourd!

Nada sailed up through the floor, alnobst bunping into Dol ph. "The dreamrealmis a perfect narve
of illogic," she remarked.

"I noticed," Dolph muttered. "But | think we're here."

"I located this gourd by exploring this region |ast year," Marrow explained. "l never tried to
enter it, realizing that it could be dangerous for ne. But if any dream gourd | eads to Miundani a,
this should do it."

"El enentary," Nada agreed. "Now, Dol ph, when we energe, renmenber that | will be unable to speak to
you, and you will be unable to change form WMake careful note of our l|ocation, and be on guard
agai nst surprises. If we becone separated, we nust return independently to the place where this
gourd energes and wait for the other. Do you have it straight?"

"Yeah, sure," Dol ph agreed, annoyed by her attitude. WAs she going to be |ike this when she grew
up? How awful it would be if she were just like Ivy!

He junped through the peephole. There was an instant of disorientation; then he | anded on the
ground beyond.

He heard sonething | and beside him It was a snake, |ight below, gray-brown above, as if a hank of
hair had lent its hue to mat side. It was about as long fromnose to tailtip as Nada had been in
girl form but far thinner.

"Do you understand ne, Nada?" he asked.
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She lifted her head and nodded. Good enough

He | ooked behind them There was a huge gourd, nestled in jungle foliage. This one was not rotten
it was suprenely healthy. Good enough, again.

"Well, let's go to Centaur Isle,"” he said, |ooking around nore wi dely. He discovered a pebbl ed
path | eading by the gourd; obviously soneone knew of this special plant.

The stones were hard on his bare feet, so he tried to
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change to snake form-and could not. Right, he was in Mindania now No magic.

He wal ked on the edge of the path, while Nada slithered confortably and al nost invisibly al ong
t hrough the grass and shrubs beside it. Mundania did not seemvery nuch different than Xanth, so
far.

Then they cane to an iron gate. It was set in a wall that disappeared to left and right into the
jungle. Nasty | ooking wire was on top of the wall; he was not tenpted to clinmb it.

He stepped up to the gate and rattled it. Maybe he could open it and get out. But after the first
shake, there was a cl angi ng sound nearby, making himjunp.

Sonmeone cane tranpi ng down the path frombehind. "Ifsf, ifsf, xibu't uijt?" a man's voice called

Dol ph tried to hide, but the tangl e of bushes here was laced with nettles and thorns that
scratched his skin. He had nowhere to go. Nada had no such difficulty; she vani shed.

The man appeared. He was big and fat and fully clothed. Suddenly Dol ph remenbered that Mindani ans,
ti ke Xanthians, usually wore clothing. How coul d he explain this?

"B cpz!" the man exclainmed, frowing. "Ipx eje zpv hfujoifsf?"
Dol ph decided to brave it through. "I'msorry, | don't speak your |anguage," he said.
The man stopped. He peered at Dol ph. "Ui bu't Yboujbo!" he said. "E e zpf dpnf uisphi uif hpvse?"

"If you will just please let ne out, I won't bother you any further," Dol ph said, knowing it was
usel ess. Wiy hadn't he thought of the problem of |anguage? How was he ever going to get out of
this?

"Dpnf xjui nf," the man said firmy, taking Dolph by the wist. "J ibwf b usbotnujpo dpnovufs jo
ui f nbc."

He haul ed Dol ph back along the path to a sinister-Iooking chanber. He shoved Dol ph inside and shut
the door. "Cvu gjstu J'e cfuufs gfudi zpv tpnf dnpuift.” Dol ph heard his heavy footsteps
retreating.

I medi ately he tried the doorknob, but the door was
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| ocked. He was prisoner of the Mundane! How much worse could this get?

Then Nada slithered in through the crack under the door. "Nada!" he exclained. "Can you help ne
get out?"

The snake slithered back under the door. After an interm nably short tinme she returned—with a key
i n her nouth.
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"Great!" Dol ph exclained, taking it. He put it in the keyhole, and turned it, and it worked. In a
monent the door swung open and he was out.

But what was he going to do now? He still had no clothing, and he still could not speak the
strange | anguage of the Mundanes! Even if he managed to get out the [ocked gate at the end of the
path, he would be in trouble.

Then he heard the tranp, tranp, of the nman, returning.
He ran around the building and hid. There was nothing else he could think of at the nonent.

The man saw the open door and made an exclamati on of disgust. Then he went in; Dol ph heard him
doi ng somet hing i nside the building.

Maybe he could run around and sl amthe door and | ock the Mundane in! Dol ph hurried to the front,
caught the edge of the door, and pushed it closed.

Then he realized that he had |l eft the key in the keyhole. It was now on the Mundane man's si de of
t he door! How stupid could he get!

He started to run back down the path, though he knew this was usel ess; the man would only catch
himagain. But then the nman's voice called fromthe building. "Wait, boy! Listen to ne!"

It was in Dol ph's | anguage!
Dol ph stopped. |If the nman spoke his |anguage, he must know of Xanth, and that neant—

"You are from Xanth, aren't you?" the man call ed, opening the door. "You cane through the gourd?
Don't run fromne; | amyour friend."

"But you tried to lock ne up before!" Dol ph called back

There was a nonent, and strange sounds came fromthe building. Then the nman said: "Only to keep
you from
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harmwhile | fetched sonme clothing for you. See, here it is." He held up a pile of cloth.

Dol ph needed the clothing, so he decided to trust the man part way. "Stay out of sight," he
whi spered to Nada. Then he wal ked back to the buil ding.

The man had sone sort of box set up. "Fydfmmfou!" he said.
"Excellent!" said the box.

"The magi ¢ box knows the |anguage!" Dol ph excl ai ned, surprised. "But how can nmagic work in
Mundani a?"

The box spoke gobbl edygook to the man. The man listened, then replied in simlar nonsense. It was
no wonder the Mundanes weren't nuch, Dol ph thought, because their |anguage was | udicrous.

Then the box spoke to Dol ph: "There is no nagic here. This is a computer that is programred to
transl ate one | anguage into the other, and vice versa. This is a task normally acconplished by the
magi ¢ of Xanth, nore readily, but we nust nmake do with our relatively crude devices. | am Turn
Key, the proprietor of this gateway. Wio are you?"

"l am— Dol ph hesitated, but concluded that the truth probably would not hurt him and would be a
| ot nmore honest. "Prince Dol ph of Castle Roogna." But he did not say anything about Nada, just in
case. |If Turn locked himup again, she would still be free.

The box went through its ritual. "A princel My, ny! Wll, Prince Dol ph, put on your clothing, and
we shall talk."

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt (139 of 206) [1/19/03 8:54:43 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%620-%20X anth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt

Dol ph got into the clothing. It was sonewhat |arge and | oose, but would do. Meanwhile, Turn
expl ained the situation as he knew it.

"There are few conveni ent connections between Xanth and Mundani a. The best established is the

i sthmus, which leads to any part of Miundania, and any time. Any Xanthi an who uses mat route is
magi cally logged in, and returns to the same time in Xanth that he departed, allow ng for the
duration of his stay in Mindania. The Muindanes have no such assurance; they enter Xanth only by a
fluke accident, and will return randomy unl ess extrenely cautious. Thus
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it is, ineffect, a one-way portal; Xanthians can safely cross, but not Mindani ans.
gl anci ng at Dol ph. "Are you follow ng ne?"

He paused,

"Ch, sure. | know about that," Dol ph said airily, though actually it was somewhat conplicated and
dull for him "W can go nere, but they can't cone here, nostly."

"An apt sunmation. However, there are other ways, as you have di scovered. Any Xanthian who sails
out far enough fromthe coast will revert to Mindane status, and then have great difficulty
returning; that is a one-way trip."

Dol ph was suddenly glad they had not tried that route. To travel into Mundani a was bad enough, but
to be trapped nere forever—gh

"And then there is the gourd," Turn continued. "This is utilized nmainly by the night mares
and storks, when they have deliveries in this region. Mindanes don't have nuch magi c, but they do
have bad dreans, and babies. It's a horrible inconvenience for the mares and storks to | oop al
the way out to the isthrmus and back, so we maintain this portal for them If any get lost, it is
my job to locate them and bring them back before the Mundanes di scover them Fortunately they
don't realize their significance; they think the storks are wood ibises. The night mares have it
easier in a certain respect, because they travel by night and are invisible, but there was this
time when a mare foundered, and—but | digress. The point is, thisis alimted portal, very sel dom
used by human fol k, because they don't enter the gourd physically. Which brings us to you, Prince
Dol ph: how did you even know of ms route, let alone utilize it?"

Dol ph was concluding that Turn was |egitimte, because he did know a | ot about Xanth that true
Mundanes did not know. Certainly he had the big gourd here, and knew its function, and had it well
guarded. If the man was willing to hel p—aell, Dol ph did need help. So he decided to be candi d—but
still not to tell about Nada, just in case. "I amlooking for the Heaven Cent, which I think is on
a skeleton key. But | couldn't search Centaur Isle for it, so |l amtrying to do it through
Mundani a, where there are no
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centaurs. | have a friend who is fromthe gourd, and he knew this route, so | used it. But |
forgot about the clothing and the |anguage."

Turn frowned. "This is one region in which Mindane geography is not identical to Xanth geography,”
he said. "The centaurs have used magi c—they do not like it in the formof talents, but do use it
as a tool—+o0 nerge over a hundred little keys into one big isle. So while this is No Nane Key here
in Mundania, it is part of the main Centaur Isle in Xanth."

"That could nake it easier," Dol ph said excitedly. "lIs one of those hundred keys called Skel et on?"

"Now that is an interesting thought! But | regret that I know of no such key. W have Big Pine
Key, and Ranrod Key, and Little Torch Key, and Punpkin Key and Happy Jack Key and Hurricane Key
and Friend Key and Teakettle Key and Mil e Key and Man Key and Wonan Key and Rattl esnake Key and
Don Qui xote Key, but alas no Skel eton Key."
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"Then | will have to search themall," Dol ph said. "I nust find the Heaven Cent."

"Forgive nme, Prince, but | can not allow that. Wth your problem of |anguage and custom you woul d
soon get in trouble and give yourself away, and that would be bad for all of us. The nature of
this situation nust never be known to Miundanes.”

"I don't care what happens, | have to find the Heaven Cent! It's ny Quest!"
"I will help you locate your artifact. Then you can return to Xanth and be out of danger."

Dol ph realized that there could i ndeed be danger, because he had no real know edge of Mindania. He
coul d encounter the fabul ous Mindane nonsters called bares who were reputed to be covered with
fur, illogically. O wails, who were said to be as big as the Xanth creature who ran al ong the
surface of a lake while howing and leaving little prints—+the prints of wails—but the Mindane
variant nysteriously swam under the water, where no prints showed. O rattl esnakes, supposedly
carrying babies' rattles with their tails in order to scare folk, |udicrous
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as that was, and if the folk didn't act frightened, then the snakes woul d poison them O |Iions,

who were believed never to lie to their victins, nmerely to eat them which notion did not confort
Dol ph a great deal. Certainly he had no desire to encounter any of these crazy creatures without

his magi c!

But all he said was, "Help ne?"

"Magic is very limted in Mundania, but it does exist in nmutated form They call it—don't |augh,
now—sci ence."' "

Dol ph | aughed anyway; he couldn't help it. "Silence?"

"No ell-sound in it: science. It has odd rules, and only the nost trained fol k can understand the
nor e sophi sticated aspects, but fortunately they nake artifacts that do the magic for ordinary
fol ks. "

"Amul ets," Dol ph said, understanding. "That nmakes sense. But what's so hard to understand about
'science' ?"

Turn smled. "Let me give you an exanple. Suppose you take a |anmp mat shines a ray of |ight toward
anot her person."

"A sunbeam " Dol ph agreed.

"Yes, a sunbeamwill do. Use a mrror to reflect it toward your friend. That light travels at the
speed of light, wouldn't you agree?"

"OfF course! Everything travels at its own speed, whether ft is a ray of tight or a dragon." Dol ph
was pl eased to denonstrate mat he had not slept through all of his centaur tutor's | essons, just
the dull ones.

"And suppose your friend also has a mirror, and he sends another ray toward you, and the two rays
meet in the mddle."

"They woul d pass right through each other," Dol ph said pronptly. "Rays hardly give each other the
time of day; they are very selfcentered.”

"To be sure. Now suppose you hitched a ride on your ray, and your friend rode his ray. At what
speed woul d you be approachi ng each ot her?"

Qops—this was getting into higher mathematics, not Dol ph's strong subject. But he did not want to
seem stupid, so he westled with it. It reduced to the proposition
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of one plus one-his speed plus his friend s speed. Now if he could only renenber what one plus one
was!

Suddenly, in a burst of genius, he had it. "Two!" he cried victoriously. "Tw ce the speed of
light!" Hs head felt hot, but he knew he had sol ved the probl em

"Would it surprise you to learn that according to science, you woul d be approachi ng each ot her at
only the regul ar speed of |ight?" Turn inquired.

"That would be ridiculous! If ny friend stood still, I would nove toward himat the speed of
light. If he came toward me at the sane speed, we would neet twice as fast."

"Sci ence says that you would only seemto nmeet each other twice as fast. Actually tine would sl ow
down for each of you, so that you really did not approach each other faster than—=

"I''l'l never understand that!" Dol ph cried. "It is nonsense!"

"Nevert hel ess, science says it is so, and operates on simlar principles. As | said, it is
difficult for ordinary folk to understand. But it works, and that is what counts."

"No wonder the Mundanes seem crazy," Dol ph nmuttered. "Their animals and their thinking are
backwar ds!"

"Perhaps. But a young man |ike you, thinking the sensible Xanth way, would have inmredi ate trouble
wi th Mundanes. This is another reason we protect the access. It is especially dangerous because it
is a direct connection. By that | nean that a Mundane could as readily pass into Xanth this way as
a Xanthian can enter Mundania, and there is no tinme differential. Tine is the sane in each realm
so a Mundane could enter Xanth, then return with the tale to Muindania and tell others, and then
there could

he- "
UV-

"Anot her Wave!" Dol ph excl ai ned, horrified.

"Anot her wave of Mindane invasion," Turn agreed. "Certainly we don't want that! So you see how
inmportant it is that this remain secret. |f any Mundane caught on to your true origin, and
foll owed you back to this garden—

"I understand!" Dol ph agreed. The nman had really

made his point. "Tell me how | can check for the Heaven Cent, and | shall return to Xanth as fast
as | can!"

"Excellent. It happens that | have a device that can orient on particular itens. | use it to

|l ocate things | have lost, which | do frequently. It functions by science, but |I think is simlar
enough in operation to be satisfactory for you." He runmaged through a drawer. "Ah, here is one!
It is verbally programed, which nmeans | had better set it for you, but men it will remain | ocked
on the target. This should enable you to |locate your artifact, if it is anywhere within Mindania."

"Geat!" Dol ph exclained. "Tell it to find the Heaven Cent!"

"Of course the concept has to be inits limted |exicon," Turn cautioned. "Qtherwise it won't be
able to work, because it won't grasp the nature of the thing it seeks. Here, let nme activate it."
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He held up a thing a bit like a clunmsy snake. "Heaven Cent," he said.
There was no reaction. The thing just lay in his band, doing nothing.

"But perhaps if | connected it to the | arger storage of the conputer— Turn said. He set the
device on the table and attached two wires to it. He connected the other ends of the wires to
little plug-in spots on the box that was doing the translation. "Heaven Cent," he repeated.

This time mere was a ping! "It has |ocked on!"™ Turn said, pleased. "Excellent. Nowit wll work
for you. Hold out your left wist.”

Dol ph did so. Turn w apped the device around it, fastening what turned out to be a strap. On the
back of Dol ph's wist was a square shape with a glowi ng dot |ike an eye.

"Now Mundanes will take this for a watch," Turn said. "But actually—

"A watch!" Dol ph agreed. "Because its eye watches for the Heaven Cent! Science is starting to make
sense after all!"

"Uh, yes, perhaps. It is true that the lighted indicator points toward the target. But ordinarily
a watch i s considered—=
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"This is good enough!" Dol ph said happily. "Let nme follow where it points, and get the Heaven
Cent!"

"Certainly," Turn said, though with a certain reservation. "But | note that it is pointing north-
north-west, and there is nostly water in that direction. | doubt—=

But Dol ph was al ready headi ng out, watching the watch. The path went alnost in the right
direction, so he followed that.

Turn sighed. "Very well, then, but | nust acconpany you outside. | do have a boat. Wy don't we go
to it now? If the indicator points toward |and, we can follow it there. We will not be able to
converse once we | eave the translator."

The man was naki ng sense. Dol ph paused, allowing the nan to turn off his equi pnent and follow him

At the gate, Dol ph remenbered Nada. Realizing that it mght be awkward for her to follow him
outside, he decided to pick her up while Turn was unl ocking the gate. He stooped—but did not find
her.

Desperately, he | ooked around. He had thought she was right with him Wat had happened to her?

"Jt tpnfuijoh xspoh?" Turn inquired.

Dol ph hastily stood back up. "Uh, no," he said. He would have to | ook for her when he returned
here. Maybe she had gone to wait at the gourd.

They wal ked out and around, and cane to a building with a boat. It was a much fancier craft than
the skel eton boat, with roomfor several people inside, and even a roofed area.

Turn did sonething, and there was a noise |ike the grow of a dragon. Dol ph junped, but Turn
gestured himto sit down. The sound was coming froma box at the back. Then the boat nobved out,
and Dol ph realized that the dragon (or whatever) was pushing it, for there was no sail. As the man
sai d: the science of Miundania m ght be based on |udicrous premises, but it did seemto work al nost
as well as magic.

The strange boat forged out into a channel of the sea, and turned north. Now they were headed
al nost directly toward the Heaven Cent! Then the channel turned north-
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west, bearing slightly west of the Cent. But no matter how far they went, the Cent renui ned
roughly ahead. Dol ph renenbered fromhis experience with the nmagic of trian-gulation that this
meant the Cent was far away. OF course that particular magic nmight not work as well in Mindani a.
Still, it had himworried.

That was not all that worried him Were was Nada? Suppose sonet hi ng had happened to her? The very
t hought made himquail. She had gotten pretty uppety just before they entered the gourd, but that
was because of the Eye Queue vine. Her nornmal self was much nore |ikeable, and he |iked her very
well. Very well indeed; suddenly, now, he realized how nmuch. She just couldn't be |ost!

After a tinme the channel bore north, then turned sharply to the west. Turn | ooked at him Dol ph
shook his head; the Cent was still far across the sea. They didn't seemto be getting any cl oser
toit.

Turn shrugged and nade the boat turn back. At this stage, Dol ph was relieved, because right now he
was nore concerned about Nada than the Heaven Cent. They returned to the boat house, and then to
the garden. Dor |ooked around, but still did not see Nada.

"This is what | suspected,” Turn said, back in the lab with the science box working again. "That
artifact is not on any of these keys. It is somewhere on the mainland of Florida. You will have to
search there."

"Sonewher e where?" Dol ph asked, perplexed.

"The Mundane mainland. | amsorry you could not find your Heaven Cent, but at |east you have in
ef fect searched Centaur Isle.”

Dol ph realized that he had i ndeed acconplished his mssion, here. Now he had his first good notion
where the Cent was. "I'Il go back to Xanth," he said. "But can | take this watch? It might help."

"Alay you take it," Turn said in exactly the manner of adults everywhere. It seenmed the transl ator
had translated his words perfectly. "I amnot sure it would work in Xanth, because of its
scientific principle. But | have several, and it will serve as a decoration if not as an

i ndi cator, so go ahead."
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Dol ph decided that he really could trust this man. "I think | need to ask for your help again."
" Ch?"

"I 4+ did not cone here alone. | came with ny betrothed."

"You are betrothed? But you're so young!"

"It's a political arrangenent,’

SO0—

Dol ph expl ai ned. "But she could not cone here in her regular form

"Her regular fornP"

"It's hard to explain. Could you set the watch to find Nada Naga?"

Turn rummaged in his desk drawer. "I have another. Just what formis she in?"
"A snake."

"A snake! You are betrothed to a snake?"

"Not exactly. Please, I'mworried about her! | nust find her!"
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"Snake," Turn said to the new watch. It pinged.

The eye pointed into the garden. They plowed through the brush. Abruptly they came to a deep
drainage ditch with slick tiled sides. Suddenly Dol ph knew what had happened to Nada. She had
fallen in and been unable to get out!

He junped into the ditch, searching frantically. Then he saw her, struggling weakly in the water
barely keeping her head out of it. He reached down and picked her up. "Oh, Nada!" he breathed.

She was weak but all right. He held her up to Turn. "Meet Nada Naga."

Turn's eyes widened. "Ui bu't op mpdbmtoblf!" Then he did a doubl etake. "Zpv nfbo uibu't zpvs
gj bodf f 2"

"My betrothed," Dol ph agreed. "Nada is a princess of her kind, but she can't take human form here.
So she canme as a snake, to keep an eye on ne."

Turn nodded, finally understanding despite the unintelligible words. They returned to the |lab
There Dol ph thanked hi magain for his help.

Turn seened to have sone further doubts, but he did not express them "Wll, let's get you back to
the gourd, and | wi sh you well in your Quest."

Heaven Cent
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They returned to the gourd, where Dol ph renpoved his clothing. There was no point in wearing it,
since he always lost it when he changed form Then he saluted Turn with a gesture of appreciation
and junped into the peephol e, holding Nada.

Chapter 14. Isle of View
B

Jack in Xanth, Dol ph told the story, giving Nada credit for bringing himthe key to the lab so he
could try to escape, but not telling how she had gotten caught in the ditch. He remenbered how
Draco Dragon had preferred that Mel a Merwoman not be made unhappy by being told that her husband
had been kill ed because of a m sunderstandi ng, and he realized that sometimes nmere was no good
purpose in telling of another person's nistakes. In short, on occasion the Adult Way nade sense,
though it galled himto concede this.

"So now we know how to find the Heaven Cent, *
toward it."

he concluded. "This watch has an eye that | ooks

"Most interesting," Marrow said. He and Grace' 1l seened oddly satisfied; Dol ph wondered what they
m ght have tal ked about while they were al one together. "But does it work in Xanth?"

"Yes. See, it is watching now" He held up his wist, and sure enough, the eye was | ooking north.
"Amazi ng," the skeleton said. "I would have thought a Mundane amul et would be inoperative here."

"That's what Turn Key thought. But I'mglad | kept it. Now we can go right to the Cent and find
the Good Magician!"

"Perhaps so," Marrow agreed, but he | ooked doubtful. Adults were often doubtful without reason, so
Dol ph wasn't worri ed.

They travel ed north along the west coast of Xanth, suffering only routine adventures. Wen a
dragon t hreatened, Dol ph assuned the form of another dragon, growing it off. Wen a sand dune
wanted to incorporate theminto itself and make beautiful fossils of them Dol ph became a Bi gf oot
monster and carried Nada across; in this
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formhis feet were so big that the sand could not swallow them Wen a tangle tree threatened, and
the jungle was too thick to allow diemto pass around it, Dol ph became a roc and carried the
others over. O course he could have carried themthe whol e distance, but was afraid of
overshooting the Cent, because he couldn't use the watch while he was a roc. So they did it the

sl ow way, he and Nada traveling in naga form and that was ni ce enough. He now knew her in all her
forns, and liked themall; she was such a nice girl now that the Eye Queue effect was gone. He was
wel |l satisfied to be betrothed to her.

Thus they travel ed for a nunber of days, and no one conpl ained. Marrow and Grace'l wal ked si de by
side, followi ng the two naga, and seened just as satisfied with each other's conpany as were Dol ph
and Nada.

Now t hey were approaching Castle Roogna fromthe south. Could the Heaven Cent be there? But first
they had to find the Skel eton Key, and certainly that wasn't there!

The eye of the watch veered, taking themto the coast instead of inland to the castle. Dol ph was
privately relieved; he really wasn't quite ready to face his nother or to try to explain about the
betrothal. O course she surely already knew, having watched in the Tapestry; even so, he did not
relish the encounter. He knew that she would be prepared with all sorts of Reasons why it was Not
a Good |dea, Dear.

They canme to the beach. There was a hypnogourd and a lovely purple flower, with a little nenorial
pl ague set up beside them

BY HEAVEN SENT BESI DE THI S AMARANTH
FORTY YEARS PAST

EVIL MAG Cl AN TRENT

LANDED HERE | N XANTH

KI NG AT LAST

They stared at this. What could it nean? "Grandpa Trent isn't evil!" Dol ph said. "In the past—
Mar r ow began.
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"What a pretty flower!" Naga excl ai ned.

"—Magi cian Trent was known as evil, in contrast to the Good Magician Hunfrey," G ace'l continued.

" However —
Dol ph gl anced at the two skeletons in surprise. They were getting very close to each other!

"—ence Trent becane King, he was no longer evil, by definition," Marrow concluded. "He had been
called evil because he opposed the prior King, not because he was a bad man. | ndeed, he was not a
bad man, as becane apparent.”

"How strange that this flower hasn't faded in forty years," Nada said.

"That is the nature of this flower," Gace'l explained. "It never fades."

Suddenly sonmething regi stered. "Heaven sent!" Dol ph exclainmed. "This nmust be it!"

"You spell as your father does, don't you," Marrow remarked. " 'Sent' is not the sanme as 'cent*—=

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt (146 of 206) [1/19/03 8:54:43 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%620-%20X anth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt

"But it's Heaven Cent!" Dol ph protested. "I don't care howit's spelled! The watch brought us
here! "

"Say, he's right!" Nada agreed. "The eye pointed this way, and—

"Let us verify this,” Marrow said, in the manner that adults tenporized in awkward situations.

Dol ph held up his wist. "See—+the eye is pointing right toward the plaque!"”
"Try wal king to the other side," Mrrow said.

Dol ph wal ked around the plaque. The eye hardly wavered; the watch was | ooking in the sane
direction it had been. "See!" Dol ph said. "It—

"I's now pointing out to sea,
route.”

Marrow said. "Or to that island we see. The plaque was nerely inits

"Uh, yes," Dol ph agreed, chagri ned.

"Pure coincidence,"” Gace'l said.

Dol ph was silent. He found that he did not rmuch |ike coincidence. That was a termthey used in
Mundani a to account for magic, because they refused to believe in magic. He was sure there was
good reason for the plaque being on their route; he just could not quite figure it out yet.

Heaven Cent
231

"That seens to be the last of the keys," Nada said. "Maybe it is the Skel eton Key. Anything you
search for is always in the very last place you | ook; everyone knows that."

That made Dol ph feel better. Nada was always a confort. He |liked her better than anyone he had
known, and never wanted to be apart from her

He paused, thinking about that. His betrothal to Nada was political, but now he realized that he
really did want to marry her, when the tine came. Because then she woul d never | eave.

The skel etons forned into their boat, and they sailed across the water to the final key. A sea
monster spied them and swam over to investigate, but Dol ph changed nonmentarily into a gargoyle
whose suprenely ugly puss gave the nonster hiccups. That was enough; enbarrassnent caused the
nonster to retreat

They | anded on a pl easant beach, and ki cked the skel etons back into shape. The island was quite
pretty, with a high central ridge. The skeletons elected to walk around it, while Dol ph and Nada
rose to the challenge of the ridge. Wien they nmounted to the top, the view was inpressive; they
could see far across the sea. There was anot her sign providently displayed at the apex. "What does
it say?" Nada asked. "l've got a bit of dust in ny eye; | can't read it at the nonent." |ndeed,
her eye was tearing;, she had to change to girl formin order to have hands to try to clear it,

Dol ph's readi ng was better than his spelling. "Isle of View," he announced.
Nada paused, gazing at himwi th her watery eye. "What?"
"Isle of View," he repeated.

She burst into tears—genuine ones, not dust-npte ones. "That's what | thought you said," she
sobbed.

Dol ph went to her. "Nada! Wiat's the matter?"

"I wish you hadn't said that," she said. "Wiy didn't you just read the sign?"

"l did read the sign! It says Isle of View Wlat's the matter with that?”
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"You're teasing nme! That's not nice!"
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"What's not nice about Isle of View?" he demanded, baffl ed.
"Because | don't love you," she sobbed.

That set himback. It had nothing to do with the subject, but it was not welcone news. He had cone
to like her so well that he was wondering whet her | ove was an appropriate term O course he had
never spoken of this to her, fearing enbarrassnent. Why had she brought it up so abruptly?

""And | feel so guilty," she continued. "You're such a fine young prince, and— She |apsed into
further sobbing.

"I don't know how we got into this,"” Dol ph said. "But | guess we'd better figure it out. Are you
breaki ng our betrothal ?"

"Of course not!" she flared. "Why would | do that?"
"I don't know. But if you feel guilty—=

"Dol ph, it's an arranged bethrothal, you know that. It's the price nmy father charged to help you
You have been very good about it. 1 amsure we can nake it work. But |ove need be no part of these
arrangenents. Wiy did you have to bring it up?"

"I didn't bring it up!" he protested.

"Yes you did! You said 'l love you.' "

"I did not! But now that we're discussing it—

"l asked you to read the sign, and instead of that you said 'l love you.' Qut of the black."
"The bl ack?"

"Or the blue. Whatever."

"The sign says 'Isle of - " At that point sonmething finally registered. "Are your eyes clear now?
Read it yourself."

Nada bl inked her eyes clear and | ooked at the sign. "lIsle of —" she echoed. "Ch, no!"
"I't sounds just |ike—=
"Just |ike—eh, Dol ph, I'mso sorry! | thought—=

He tried to laugh, but it didn't cone out. "But if | had neant to say that, it mght be true.
know |I' m young, but so are you, and—=

"CM, Dol ph, please! | wi sh this had never—

"I know we're only children, but if you Iike ne the way | like you, maybe in tinme we could cal
it—=

"Dol ph, | never wanted to hurt you! | didn't know you—+ thought it a harm ess deception, necessary
in the circunstances.”
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He was gradually com ng to understand her point. "It is an arranged betrothal, as you say. W
never met before it. We m ght have hated each other, and it would still be a good liaison. I ama
prince; | understand about these things. My Grandpa King Trent did not |ove ny Grandma Queen Iris
he married her so she woul d support the throne and provide an heir. My nother Irene hated ny
father Dor when they were children, but she wanted to marry himso she could share the throne."

"Yes," Nada agreed faintly.

"But then Dor and Irene fell in |ove anyway. So sonetines it does happen. My parents were both in
their teens | when it happened to nem It could happen with us. W may be too young now, but when
we get ol der—=

"No," she said, the tears starting again.

"I realize that you don't—ike me now, but if—

"Ch, Dolph, I do like you!" she exclainmed. "I think you're wonderful! But I wUJ never |ove you."
"How can you know how you'll feel when you're in your teens, and | amtoo? Maybe then—

"I amin ny teens," she said.

He gazed at her, puzzled. "But—

She took a breath, braced herself, and spoke firmy. "I never wanted you to know, but now it neans
too rmuch, and 1 won't lie to you. | amfourteen years old."

Dol ph was stunned. "That can't be!"

"I can assume ny natural age in girl form if you wish, so you can judge. | can revert to a
younger form because |'ve been through it, but | can't assunme an older formthan | am"

"Uh, yes," Dol ph said. What he nmeant was mat he understood about that sort of linmit; he had never
been able to assume an adult human formor adult aninmal forms, just big juvenile forms.

She understood himto mean that he wanted her to
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assune her natural age. She changed to naga form then back to girl form

Dol ph stared. She was a conpl etely devel oped young woman, not as well fleshed as Vida Vila or Mela
Menvoman, but certainly old enough to communicate with the stork. In fact, she was very like his
big sister Ivy.

He turned aside, appalled. He could not have inmagined a nore conplete betrayal. She had been that
age all al ong!

" Dol ph, Dol ph!" she cried. "At least let me tell you why!"

He wal ked away from her, nunbed. "Your father needed the |iaison, and you were the wong age," he
said coldly. "I understand."

She followed him "GCh, Dol ph, | beg of you, please don't break the betrothal! |I'Il do anything you
ask, if only you don't do that!"

He turned on her. "I may be a child, but | amalso a prince. | gave ny word. W nade a deal . Your
folks did their part. | won't break it. We are betrothed until you break it."
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She sank to the ground, her tears still flowi ng. "Ch, thank you, Dol ph! |I amso grateful.’

H's heart felt like a stone. He hated seeing her like this, in tears, prostrate, and adult. It

enbarrassed him apart fromthe pain of the betrayal. "Please don't do that."
"Ch yes!" she agreed eagerly. "I will resunme ny younger form and be your conpani on, anything you
want! | am so happy you—

"You are as mserable as | am right now," he said. "Wiy do you want to please nme so nuch, when
you don't even like ne?"

"I do like you, Dolph! I told you, | just don't, can't |ove you, and now you know why."

"Yes." She had really nade her point, showing the inpossibility of it. Wat nischief had cone from
the nane of the isle, so innocently read!

"But if you are a prince, | ama princess. 1 nust do what is best for ny- famly and ny folk. W
need the help of your folk, and I rmust not fail in ny part. It is not the
part | would have chosen, but that is not the point. | nust and shall fulfill it. The goblins—=

Dol ph nodded. She was indeed a princess. He understood that aspect perfectly. She could afford to
be herself only when it did not conflict with the duties of her station. The same was true for
him He had been foolish ever to think that the two of themwere just children. They were royalty.
Commitnments were nore inportant than feelings.

"There is no further need for you to pretend to be what you are not,'
it is better mat way."

he said. "Be what you are;

"But, Dolph, | don't have to rub your nose in—+ can keep ny younger guise, if you want."

"It has becone a matter of indifference to ne,
she did not pursue him

he said curtly, and wal ked away again. This tine

Dol ph held his head high and his gaze straight forward. He canme to a copse of trees that formed a
conceal ed natural bower. He entered this, as if seeking a place for a private function. He | ooked
around, neking sure that no one could see him Then he sat on the ground, put his head in his
hands, and wept.

In due course the two skeletons conpleted the circuit of the isle. "There seens to be nothing of
significance here," Marrow said. "Was there anything on the ridge?" Then he saw Nada approachi ng,
and did a double take. "Who is that?"

"That is Nada, in natural form" Gace' 1l said. "She is older than she appeared.™
" But —

"Best we not comment,"” Grace'l said.

Dol ph realized that she had known about Nada before, while Marrow had not. It made himfeel closer
to Marrow. But he said nothing about this. Instead he held up his watch and wal ked in the
direction the eye was | ooking. The others foll owed.

The eye wavered and | ooked in a new direction. They were finally getting close! But when it showed
by its notions that they had found the spot it was eyeing, they
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were chagrined. There was nothing there but brush and sand.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt (150 of 206) [1/19/03 8:54:43 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%620-%20X anth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt

Dol ph wal ked around and around in a circle, but the eye continued to watch only that one bare
pl ace. What could this nean?

They sat in a circle and discussed it. Nada assuned her naga formfor this, as it was better in
sand. Dol ph tried to treat her as before, neither staring at her nor ignoring her, but it was
difficult. If only she had been what she seenmed to be, a nice girl of his own generation! If only
he had not |earned, the hard way, that all girls were alike

"Coul d the Heaven Cent have been here, and been noved before we got here?" Gace'l asked.
"Then why didn't the watch followit to its new |location?" Marrow asked in turn

"Maybe it couldn't."

"Then why does it seem so certain?" Dol ph asked. "It seens to nink the cent is right here."
"Maybe— Nada sai d, then hesitated.

Dol ph | ooked at her. She was still pretty, in whatever form He | ooked away.

"Maybe because you got it in Mindania," Nada said. "W thought it was using nagic, here, but
that's really not its nature. If it is still using science—=

"The cent is in Mundania!" Dol ph exclainmed. "This part of Mndania!"

"Yes!" she exclaimed. For a nmoment their eyes nmet, as they shared the nonentary joy of discovery.
Then Dol ph averted his gaze again

"That does seemto nake sense—dh, to be reasonable," Marrow agreed. "However—

"—we nmay have a probl emreaching Mundania fromhere," Grace'l concluded. "Perhaps we shall have to
seek another Eye Queue vine to enable us to figure out the answer."

Dol ph renenbered how Nada had used the vine before. Now he renenbered a fact about the vine: it
often did not generate true intelligence, but only a pseudo smartness that quickly becane evident
as worthless. For an exanple, an ogre who used it might think he was brilliant, but others

woul d still see himas a dunce. One ogre had i ndeed used the vine to beconme smart, but that was
Smash Ogre, who was actually half human; the vine nerely invoked his smarter half, rather than
creating intelligence fromstupidity. Nada's human heritage had been evident all along; what had
accounted for her increased intelligence, then?

He renenbered how she had struck himat the tinme as like his big sister. That had turned himoff,
but bis know edge mat her visit to Mundania woul d wi pe out any magi ¢ not inherent had consol ed
him Indeed, she had reverted to normal thereafter, becoming nice instead of obnoxious. But now he
knew mat the vine had in fact invoked her true nature, the knowit-all attitude of the fourteen-
year-old girt. He should have taken warning then. But like the child he was, he had ignored the
signal, fascinated with the notion of a girl who was not |ike all the others.

"The answer the | ast one provided turned out to be risky," Marrow said. "Only Dol ph could go there
in his human form and he did not speak their |anguage. The hel p Nada coul d provide in her snake
formwas limted—=

“In fact | fell into a ditch, and Dol ph rescued ne," Nada said. "I was a liability, not a help."
"Dol ph did not nention mat," Grace'l remarked.
"Dol ph's a decent person,” she said.

Dol ph fought against a surge of appreciation, rem nding hinmself how angry he was with her. "Let's
skip the Eye Queue vine," he said. "W should be able to figure it out on our own."

They continued to discuss it, but got nowhere. The day was getting late, so they broke to find
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"] saw a pie tree during our circuit of the isle," Gace'l said. "1 can show you where it is."
"I"'mnot hungry," Nada sai d.

Dol ph wasn't very hungry either, but didn't want to agree with Nada, so he went with the skel eton
to find the pies.

"You know, Dol ph, Nada didn't want to deceive you," Grace'l said. "She was very sad about it, but
when her father told her she had to marry you—*

"I understand," Dol ph said shortly.
238
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"She cried at night, and pretended to be happy by day. She was never the child you took her for
But she was determined to nake you happy."

"So | wouldn't break the betrothal!" Dol ph said, his anger conming to the surface. "I woul d never
have nade it in the first place, if 1 had known!"

"Ki ng Nabob knew that. But the Good Magician had told themthat one of his children had to marry
what the dragon brought, so when you cane, they knew they had to do it. Nada believed that an
i nnocent deception for a good purpose was all right, but she would not deceive you about |ove."

"She didn't," he agreed coldly.

"She is in a difficult situation, but she's a good girl."
"She is a princess." That said it all

"She is a feeling creature. You are being cruel to her."
"What business of yours is it?** he flared.

"You agreed to the betrothal because you needed the help of the naga to rescue Marrow. Marrow was
in trouble because he needed the firewater opal to release ne from hostage status. Thus you were
betrothed because of ne. That nakes it ny business."

Dol ph wasn't sure of her logic, but did not care to argue it. "I have to marry her. | don't have
to like her."

"She had to marry you. She didn't have to | ove you."

Suddenly Dol ph was crying, w thout reason, and it did not seem strange at all that Grace' 1l was
hol ding him Her bones were rounded so that they did not hurt. But neverthel ess there was
sonet hi ng strange about it, and in a noment he realized what it was. Her bones were not hard!
"You're fleshed!" he exclai ned.

G ace'l | ooked at herself. "Ugh!" she exclaimed. "I thought we'd left that illusion behind! Sone
of it must have followed nme here!"

"W were tal king about deception,” Dol ph said, wiping his eyes. "Maybe that attracted it."

"l nmust get it off ne!" she cried, brushing at herself. The illusion was not quite as
conpr ehensive as before, because it did not include clothing, but that seened scant consolation to
her. "What will Marrow think?"
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Dol ph could not refrain fromsnmiling. "He has to |ike you. He doesn't have to | ook at you."

"Very funny!" she said severely. "This tine it is worse than before; | can feel it as well as see
it. Have you any notion what a turnoff sonething like this is to our kind?"

"About the sane kind that five years age is with our kind?" Dol ph asked.

"Well, | hope Marrow is nore tolerant than you are!" she snapped. Then, inmmedi ately, she was
sorry. "l shouldn't have said that! | apol ogi ze—=
But Dol ph, stricken, had to denur. "I shouldn't hold her age against her," he admtted. "But it

sure is hard not to."
"For her too," she renminded him "That's why she can't |ove you."
"Yes." Dol ph still did not Iike the situation at all, but he was conming to accept it.

They found the pie tree. It was a sinple cherry tree, with no other kind of pie ripening, but that
was good enough. Dol ph selected two of the best and picked them "Let's go back."

"You aren't eating here?"
"It is better to share."

"Yes," Grace'l agreed. "Even when there are problens, it is better to share."

Marrow and Nada were tal king animatedly as they returned, but ceased. Marrow s hol | ow sockets
stared. "What?"

"It's me—&Gace'1l," Gace'l said. "Wth the grace note." She plinked her finger against her
smal | est extra rib, and it sounded nusical even though the illusion made her | ook neaty. "I got
caught by an illusion whorl and | can't get rid of it."

"The key of G@" Nada exclained. "Could that nean—

"The skel eton key!" Dol ph concluded. "W had it with us all along! Then, as the others stood
amazed, he proffered Nada the second pie.

"But — she said.

"1 apol ogize for treating you cruelly, and ask you to
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accept this token of amend,"” he said in the best princely manner.

Her gaze flicked briefly to Grace'l as she realized the skeleton's part in this. Then she assuned
girl formand took the pie. "I accept your apology and the pie, though neither was necessary," she
said in the best princessly manner

So they had officially made up. But the rift remmined. They were inconpatible, and no apol ogi es
could change that. How he wi shed it were otherw se!

"But if Grace'l is the skeleton key," Marrow said, keeping his hollow gaze away fromwhat, to a
living man, woul d have been considered nost attractive flesh on Gace'l, "then it is a nusic note
instead of a key for a |lock. How can that unlock the Heaven Cent?"

"A magic lock that responds to nusic instead of to a physical key," Dol ph said. "That nust be what
the Good Magician's nessage neans. That GraceTs grace note in the key of Gis what will lead us to
the Heaven Cent. There doesn't really have to be a lock, just that key!"

"But if the Cent is in Mindania, Grace'l can't play the note there," Morrow said.
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"We can reach Mundani a the same way we did before, through the gourd. Maybe it is the exit from
the gourd to Miundani a that the note opens.”

"Yes!" Nada exclainmed. "That nust be it!"

"But we have no huge zonbie gourd here,” Marrow said. "If we nade the long trip back to the zonbie
gourd, and entered that, | still would not know which gourd exited here. If you exited there, you
woul d have to travel alone all the way here, and that does not seemgood at all."

"But there is a gourd just across the water, at the plaque to ny grandfather," Dol ph said. "W
could use that— He broke off, realizing that that would be a different matter. He could not
physically enter that gourd, which nmeant that he would have to let his soul enter it alone, while
his body remained frozen at the peephole. He did not like mat notion at all

"Al so— Grace'l began.
Heaven Cent
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"You are forbidden to re-enter the gourd,"™ Marrow concl uded, renmenbering. "So we can not use your
note anyway."

"But you know, she doesn't | ook nuch |ike herself now " Nada said. "Maybe she woul dn't be
recogni zed. "

G ace'1l shook her head, and her illusion curls flounced. Marrow wi nced, which was a good trick
with his features. Dol ph realized that G ace'l was now as distasteful to Marrow as Nada was to
him and for simlar reason: too nmuch flesh. But in GraceTs case it was illusion, while in Nada's
case it was not. "I wanted so niuch to return to the gourd," she said. "The thought of continued
exile appalled ne. | had hoped to find a gourd, enter, and beg for pardon for ny crine and try to
make amends. But now that | have come to be satisfied with existence out here, and have no further
wish to return, it seenms that | nmust. If 1 amthe skeleton key you seek, then | will do what | can
to enable you to find the Heaven Cent."

They pondered, considered, and di scussed it, and decided that they would have to nake the attenpt.
Mai row and Grace'l could enter the gourd physically, because they had originated within it; Dol ph
could enter it nonphysically. They knew where they were going: to Mundania right here. If there
was a way through the gourd, they would find it, and the Quest would finally be done. Nada,
meanwhi | e, woul d stand guard here in Xanth, and snap Dol ph out of it if anything threatened.

They made the boat and sailed back to the beach on the mainland. There they went to the King Trent
Menmori al and picked up the gourd, which really wasn't part of it. Dol ph reread the plaque, curious
about its references. "By Heaven Sent, Beside ms Amaranth ..." They said the spelling of Cent was
different, but he wondered. The two ternms were very faniliar, and the two spots were very cl ose
together. The watch had taken themright past this spot. Wio had set up this nmonunent? Who had

pl anted the amaranth fl ower? He coul d not shake the feeling that they were overl ooki ng sonet hi ng

i mport ant.

"Does the amaranth grow i n Mundani a?" he asked.

"Of course not," Nada replied. "It's nmagic."

— i "HHMU i HU i ogj
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"But it might grow in Miundania, in a Mundane version," he persisted.

"It seens pointless to be concerned about it," Marrow said. "Let's get this gourd across to the
i sl e before darkness falls; we cannot be sure what nonsters will appear in the night." He bent to
take hold of the gourd.
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There was a sound fromthe nonunent, as of a bell ringing. "Wiat is that?" Gace' 1l asked,
startl ed.

"An alarm " Dol ph and Nada said together. They had | earned of this type of thing during their
Mundane excursion

"What woul d that be for?" Marrow asked.
"To prevent anyone from nol esting ny grandfather's nonunent, | think," Dol ph said.

"Then we should have nothing to fear," Marrow said. relieved.

In a noment there was a stirring in the sea. Sonething was swimming rapidly toward them Wen it
came to the shallow surf, it showed as a huge ugly fish, with a tusked, piglike head. Then it
heaved itself out of the froth to the sand, and Dol ph saw that there were three big eyes set in
its side, as well as those of its head. It had four short legs with flippers, and a set of curled
horns. It proceeded toward t hem by bounding with considerable vigor, all four feet together

"That's an argus!" Nada excl ai mred. "W have sone in our cave waters. They are nean customners!”

"But if the nonument's alarm sumoned it, it can't be conpletely wild," Dol ph said. "I'd better
check." He assuned the form of another argus.

The inconming argus spied himand cane to a sand-stirring halt. "Wio are you, boar-face?" it
dermanded.

"I am Prince Dol ph, King Trent's grandson,” Dol ph replied in its | anguage. "These are ny
conpani ons. "

"Ch. Then you are not here to nolest the nmonunent.”
"No. We adnire it. Wio set it up, and who nmaintains it?"
"That is a nediumlength story, and probably uninteresting.”

"No, we are interested!" Dol ph protested. "I amhere on a quest for the Heaven Cent, and did not
know of ms

Heaven Cent

243

monument . My grandfather never nentioned it. Please tell ne all about it."
"You are really interested?" the argus asked, amazed.

"Yes. | want to know as nmuch as | can about this region and this nonunment. Wiy does it have ms
amarant h, and why did our touch of the gourd sound the alarn? Surely the gourd is not part of the
nonument ! "

"Surely it is!" the argus countered. "Cone, settle in the water where we can be confortable, and
will tell you everything."

e "dadly! Let ne just advise nmy friends." Dol ph resumed boy form and told the others of the
exchange. "Why don't you relax until | have learned the whole story,"” he suggested. "It may help
us in our Quest."

"But it is getting |ate— Marrow said.

"1 think we shall be in no danger here, even at night," Dol ph said. "And | really want to know
about this nonunent."

"It if his Quest," Nada rem nded the skel eton. She was supporting him as she always had, even in
this hour of their alienation. Dol ph noticed, and was unwillingly noved, but had no tine to

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt (155 of 206) [1/19/03 8:54:43 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt
conment; he changed back to argus form

He bounded with the other argus to the shallows, where the white-foamed surf rolled in. Yes, it
was far nmore confortable here in the water; it supported and wet his body, and cooled it, and
caressed it. Wth the extra eyes on his sides, he could see to both sides, and above and bel ow t he
surface of the water. This was a nice form

"So you are a form changer,’
forms of others.' *

the argus said. "King Trent does it too, but he changes only the

"Yes. Qur talents are conplenentary." Dol ph had | earned that word because of that rel ation between
the talents, and was proud of it. "Now, what is the story of this monunent, and why doesn't ny
grandf at her tal k about it?"

"Forty years ago Evil Magician Trent came to this shore, after being exiled from Xanth," the argus
said. "He had been bani shed because he tried to take the throne away fromthe Storm Ki ng, who
wasn't a very good king, | understand. Twenty years after departing Xanth, the
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Magi ci an found his way back, in the conpany of two others, Bink and Fanchon. They—
"Who?" Dol ph interrupted.

"Fanchon. The woman Bink married."

"But he married Chanel eon, ny grandnother!"

"There nust be some m stake," the argus said, blinking several eyes. "It was Fanchon who was with
him magnificently ugly but horribly smart.”

"That's Chaneleon in her ugly-smart phase!l" Dol ph exclai med, catching on. "She nust have used a
di fferent name then!"

"No doubt. At any rate, the three of them waded ashore here, very tired, and settled down to rest
on the beach. Actually they settled in three different places, but we put the nonument in die
center, opposite the love-lies-bleeding nonument on View Isle."

"The what ?"
"The nonunent on the isle. The one that marks the spot where the dying naiden lies."
"There's no nonunent there!" Dol ph exclainmed. "W just explored mat isle, and it's bare."

The argus sighed. "That's what happens when the warranty expires! That nonunent was supposed to be
guarded for a thousand years, until a prince came to wake the poor girl with a kiss, but the
guardi an nust have gotten time off for good behavior and left. Wuldn't you know sorme nonster
woul d steal the monunent!”

"W went nere to find the Heaven Cent, but there was nothing."

"Yes, the dying nmaiden has that. Too bad the nonunment's gone; the prince will have trouble finding
her now. "

Dol ph reined his excitement; already he was | earning nmuch of value! Maybe he would learn nore in
the course of the argus' story. "Tell ne everything!”

"Well, the three of themsettled down, and naturally got into trouble, because this was a wild
beach in those days. Trent |ooked into a hypnogourd and was hooked—apparently during his |ong
absence he had forgotten about them or maybe he hadn't encountered any. They weren't as conmon as
they are today, and they nostly didn't grow where
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the human fol k settled. Fanchon rested under a lethargy tree, and of course it made her so

| ethargi c she couldn't nove. Bink lay down in a patch of carnivorous grass, and it started rooting
in him It was only sheer luck mat he woke in tinme, but he couldn't get up, so he started yelling.
Natural |y that brought every hungry nonster in the area, including a harpy, a cal obl epas, and ne.
We got into a big fight over the norsel, and Bink got away and rescued the other two. | never saw
a man so | ucky!"

"But what about the nmonunent ?"

"I"mcomng to that. They noved on to Castle Roogna, which was then deserted, and Trent becane
King and restored it, and | think it's still functioning today."

"It is.

"Because this was where they | anded, the Good Magi cian Hunfrey deci ded that there should be a
monurmrent to mark the site. King Trent said not to bottler, but Hunfrey did it anyway. He used sone
of the magic he had collected to identify all of us who had attacked the trio, and he bound us to
guard the monurent."

"But Hunfrey's gone! Why do you still guard it?"

"He's gone? His magic remains! W are granted life as long as the nonunent stands unnol ested, so
you may be sure we take good care of it. One day for each, the harpy, the catoblepas, and ne. This
is nmy day, and when the alarm sounds, | conme quickly. The vegetabl es hel p when needed; the hungry
grass and a | and kraken are near, and the gourd remains here. This is a very peaceful beach now,
no visitor is nmolested as |long as he behaves."

"But what about the amaranth flower? There was no anaranth in that story."

"That was borrowed fromthe other nenorial. Wien | saw that it was no | onger well guarded,
feared for the flower, so brought it here. Indeed, it seens | was justified in nmy caution, if nat
nmonunent i s now gone."

"What do you know of that other nmonunent?" Dol ph had been genuinely interested in his
grandfat her's nmonunent, but at the nonent he was far nore interested in the other one.

"Ch, that's very sinple. This wounded maiden |lies
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bl eeding in a casket, and she can not live or die until kissed after a thousand years or so by a
prince. She will give the Heaven Cent to die prince who wakes her. That's all there is to it."

"But how will the prince find her, if the amaranth no | onger marks the spot?"
"I wouldn't know. "
"How | ong has she been there?"

"I think it's about eight hundred and fifty years, sonething like that. She has a way to go before
she runs out of tine."

"Runs out of tine? Wiat happens to her after the thousand years are over?"

"Well, that's the limt, you see. If no prince finds her and kisses her within that period, she
will die anyway, and so will the amaranth. They are |inked, you know. They live and die together.
I"'msure it is an interesting tale, if anyone knows the whole of it."
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"I'msure it is," Dolph said thoughtfully.

"I had to rewite the inscription when we borrowed the amaranth,” the argus continued. "lI'ma
pretty good poet, if |I do say so nyself. | have an eye for scansion.”

"Yes, the inscription is very nice," Dol ph said, realizing that a bit of flattery was in order
"But | amgoing to have to borrow the amaranth and gourd."

"What? | just told you why they nmust remain here!”
"But you see, | ama prince, and | must get the Heaven Cent, which neans | nust rescue the dying
lady, and | think I can only reach her if | use the gourd, and | think I'll find her better if I

have that amaranth."

"But you don't have to take either from here! You can use the gourd here, and go to her casket
there. Distance nmakes no matter in the gourd."

"Why yes, | suppose | could. Very well, 1'll do that." Dol ph | ooked around. Darkness had cl osed
whil e they conversed, and the shells on the sand beneath the water were glowing in pretty
patterns, setting up their night lights, and the sea itself was |lum nescent. "In the norning," he
concl uded.
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"You will have to clear that with the harpy; tonmorrow is her tour of duty."”
"I shall do that. | thank you nost kindly for your interesting story."
"Quite all right,"” the argus said, blushing green

Dol ph returned to boy form wal ked out of the water and across the beach, and reported to the
others. "I learned a lot!" he said. "W can proceed fromhere; we don't have to take the gourd."
Qui ckly he expl ai ned about the two nmenorials and the bleeding girl. "So | think I mnust be the
Prince who will cone to wake her, and that's why the Good Magician sent ne here."

Nada did not comment, but she seened pensive. It was evident that she was not conpletely at ease
about Dol ph rescui ng such a mai den.

The skel etons formed their houses, and they retired for the night. "Wat's bothering Nada?" Dol ph
asked Marrow privately.

"As | understand it, a prince does not nerely kiss a sleeping naiden," Marrow s skull replied. "He
marries her."

Ch. "But | can't many the maiden!" Dol ph protested. "I'm al ready betrothed!"
"But you seemto have a problem™
"Well, sure, but we're still betrothed."

"Still, if | were Nada, | woul d be concerned about the other naiden. It does seemthat she is the
one Good Magician Hunfrey's note intended you to encounter.”

Dol ph was silent. But he wondered, now, whether the Good Magi ci an had known that Dol ph woul d be
betrothed to Nada before he encountered that sl eeping princess.

—tr Lt fowr kR TMA
Chapter 15. Gourd
I

In the norning they explained things to the harpy. She was a surprisingly understandi ng and cl ean
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hen; the Good Magi cian had taught her nmanners. That spoke exceedingly well for Hunfrey's power!
Then Marrow stepped into the gourd, disappearing as he did so. Grace'l nerved herself and did

i kewi se. For the nmoment Dol ph was | eft alone with Nada. "We're still betrothed,” he rem nded her
"I keep nmy word."

"Of course,'* she replied

"I have to do this. It's ny Quest."

"I know. "
But they both knew that their betrothal could be in peril. Suppose he had to marry the naiden in
order to get the Heaven Cent? "I'm sorry about—=

"So am 1, Dol ph."

"Ch, mce! Wiy couldn't things have been as they seened to be?"

"Because things are al nost never as they seemto be. Disillusion is part of grow ng up."
"l never want to grow up!"

"You nust, Dol ph. W all nust, though it hurts.” She blinked. "Please get on with it, Dol ph,
before we both start crying."”

She was unconfortably accurate, but she did not seemnuch |ike Ivy. Dol ph realized that if Nada
had had magi c to nmake hersel f young, she would have used it. Her age was not her fault. She had
been thrown into an inpossible situation, and tried valiantly to nmake the best of it, and al nost
succeeded. He could respect that. Now she was being nice despite this second threat to her
position. She was nice; that had never been in question. "Nada—

"Pl ease, Dol ph," she repeated, and he saw how hard
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she was fighting to hold back the tears. He was doing her no kindness by Iingering.

Dol ph sat down beside the gourd, tilted up its peephole, and | ooked in. For a nonent there was
only a blur; then he realized that his own tears were getting in the way. He blinked them cl ear

He found hinmself in a huge building. People and creatures hurried nadly in every direction, each
one intent on sone urgent personal business. Many were burdened by bags, cases, trunks, extra
clothing, and an assortnent of odds and ends. There were nassive square col umms supporting the
ceiling, and recesses beyond the colums, and so many halls and passages and wal kways that he
coul d not even guess the extent of this room Ilet alone of the building. Every so often
unintelligible sounds burst fromspots on the walls, as if some tongue-tied nonster were screan ng
for freedom Surely this was the nost renmarkable castle in Xanth!

"What is this?" he asked Marrow, who was standing on his right and gazi ng across the concourse.

"This must be a new setting," Marrow said. "l never saw it before."
Gace'l was on his left, still oddly fleshed. "Have you seen it?" Dol ph asked
"No. This nmust be a specialized application."

"I'sn't the gourd setting supposed to be fixed by the person who enters it?" Dol ph asked.
"Shouldn't it be one that the two of you know about ?'

"No," Marrow replied. "W are creatures o/the dreamrealm our presence does not affect it. W are
in effect invisible. It is the entry of a real person, in this case yourself, that deternines the
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setting."
"But you entered before | did! How*

"Evidently the setting knew you were coming. This is what you will encounter in any gourd you | ook
into, with the exception of the great physical zonbie gourd. That, being of a deteriorating
nature, does not properly fix on the individual; it is locked into the setting it had before it
zonbified."
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Dol ph had to be satisfied with that. "Can you | ead ne through this one?"

Marrow seemed enbarrassed. "l assuned it would be a fanmiliar setting—the horror house, or the
graveyard, or some other ordinary scene. This is so strange, | amat a loss."

Dol ph had been afraid of that. "Gace' 1?"

"1 only hope no one recognizes ne," she said. "For ne, this may be better, because I amunlikely
to encounter any forner associates."

"You | ook quite unlike yourself, with that flesh on," Dol ph reassured her. "You |l ook just like a
nynph. "

"Well, you don't have to rub it in!" she said. "This is enbarrassing enough as it is."
"But nynphs | ook very pretty," Dol ph protested. "Men are always chasing them™

"Men are foolish,” she agreed grimy. "But | suppose it is true: no one would suspect nme of
adopting such a tastel ess disguise."

Dol ph realized that it was up to him "Well, | still have the watch. Let ne see where it's
| ooki ng." He peered at the band on his wist. "That way."

The three of them |l ooked in the indicated direction. It led through the worst of the confusion
Dol ph shrugged and stepped out, and the skeleton and nynph foll owed.

They crossed the broad floor, guiding around the columms and avoiding the hurrying other folk. In
due course they cane up against a tiled wall. The eye of the watch was | ooking right through the
wal | .

Dol ph renenbered when the eye had I ed himout into the sea. He knew how to handle this; he just
had to go around the wall

They turned and wal ked along die wall. This brought themto a truly strange feature: a set of
stairs that noved by thensel ves. They cane out of the floor and ascended blithely through a hole
inthe ceiling. Gher folk sinply stood on these stairs and were borne upward.

Dol ph shrugged. "l guess that's howit's done," he said, and stepped onto the |owest step as it
slid out of the floor. It took his weight and carried himup snoothly.
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Marrow and Grace'1l followed on nme next two steps, seeming as out of place in this weird setting as
Dol ph hinself. For one thing, the other folk all wore clothing.

The magi c stairs deposited them at an upper level. They had to nove along quickly to nmake room for
the hurrying little dragon with three bags who was snorting steamas he noved, and for the buzzard
bird who spread his wings slightly in his eagerness to get ahead.
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Dol ph checked the watch again. Now the way the eye | ooked was open. He wal ked that way—and in due
course cane to another wall. He followed it, and cane to another set of magic stairs, these
travel i ng down.

He sighed. He was beginning to wonder whether there was a way through this puzzle building. Maybe
it would be better to ask soneone.

A human man was hurrying toward the magic stair. "Sir," Dol ph called, "could you please tell ne—=
"No tinme!" the man said, hardly pausing. "I'mlate! Got to catch ny plane!"
"Your plain what?" Dol ph asked. But the nan was already riding the magic stairs down.

A woman was coming, towing two snmall children. "M ss!" Dol ph called, "could you—~

"No soliciting allowed in the termnal, you know that!" she reproved himas she dived for the
stairs.

He decided to try one nore tinme. He spied a skeleton comng, with a skeletal bone handbag. H s
experience with Marrow and Grace'1l gave himconfidence. "M ster Skeleton!" he called. "Wuld you—=

"The nane is Red," the skeleton inforned himsharply.
"Uh, yes, M. Red, Wuld you tell ne howto get out of here? | nean—
"Why, you take your ticket to the window," Red said. Then he was gone down the stairs.

W ndow? Dol ph hadn't seen any windows at all, just walls and stairs. Still, this was progress.
"Let's look for a wi ndow," he said.

"But what about your ticket?" Marrow asked.

"I don't know what that is, but maybe | can find out at the w ndow "
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So they turned away fromthe magic stairs and went in search of a window Dol ph reasoned mat it
must be sonewhere in the wall, because that was the kind of place a window liked to be. So they
wal ked al ong the wall, wherever they found it.

Instead of a window they found a hall. Many people were hurrying down this, so it seemed that it

went somewhere, maybe to a wi ndow. Dol ph and his conpani ons nmerged with the rushing throng.

They came to a chanber with several rows of seats. Beyond the seats was a w ndow+the |argest,
bi ggest, hugest, nobst enornous trenendous wi ndow he had ever seen. Dol ph gaped.

Beyond the wi ndow was a plain, extending way out toward the horizon. This nust be the plain that
the first nman said he had to catch! But what could a person do with such a plain, once he had
caught it, and why did he have to hurry so? Surely the plain would not fly away!

Then, in the sky above the plain, a fly appeared. It grew swiftly, becomng a bird, and then a
dragon, and nen sonething strange: a cylinder with flat projections fromthe sides and fins at the
back, that flewin Iike a roc bird with frozen wings, and cane down on the plain. It nade a
continuous loud roar with a piercing whine at the top, and it had two gapi ng open perfectly round
mout hs at the sides, and it sent a torrent of smoke or steamor foe—Dol ph could not quite tell
which—fromits rear. It was probably related to the dragon clan.

The wal | -spots blared sonmething unintelligible again. Imediately all the people and creatures
seated in the chairs got up and wal ked to a door in the far side.

But they weren't going in the direction the watch's eye indicated. Dol ph decided that mis was not
the plain for himto catch. He bad to get to the Heaven Cent, and be did not want to get too close
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to mat strange flying nonster he had seen landing. It nmight belch fire at himw thout warning.

He tried following the watch's eye again, but mis only led himinto another wall. Cbviously the
Cent was beyond this building, so the best thing was to get out of the building and | ook for it.
He consulted whit the skel etons,
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and they agreed. Bom seened quite out of sorts in this strange environnment, when they had expected
to find it familiar. Dol ph, who had expected the unexpected, was |less at a | oss. He would have
found mat situation interesting, if he hadn't been so concerned about finding the maiden and the
cent and getting back to Xanth.

They came again to the nmagic stairs. This tinme they rode down. Now the way opened out in the right
direction. The hall narrowed and the crowd conpressed, the creatures as hurried as ever.
Apparently this was the nature of existence here: hurry to a seat and wait.

The passage debouched into a cross passage. Once again Dol ph had to turn aside fromthe correct
direction. He turned left, and came to another big chanber girt by many stalls decorated with

pi ctures and packages and kni ck-knacks and whatnots and all. Again, he would have been interested,
if here for fun. Certainly, the gourd did not seemlike a bad place, just a frustrating one.

He spied a great door to the outside, through which the hurrying folk poured in and out. He went
out, free of the building at last. And stopped.

He was on a road, but a horrendous one. Huge boxlike things were janmed in it, nose to tail
honki ng i mpatiently. Alarned mat one might try to take a bite of him he pressed back against the
wal | . But he saw nmat these were actually containers for people. H's father had told hima tale of
Mundani a once, where the dragons were angul ar and nade of netal, and the folk they swal | owed
didn't seemto mnd

Mundani al He must have found his way there! Now all he had to do was reach the cent.

But he discovered that the traffic of boxes was so thick and persistent that he could not get
across the road, and that was the direction the watch's eye was | ooking. He tried wal king al ong
the edge of the road, but soon canme to a corner where another road intersected, and this too was
janmed with nmovi ng boxes. The folk inside them | ooked sweaty and harried and angry, as if this
were a bad dream

A bad dreaml O course! This was a Mundane horror, mat the night mares brought to Miundanes!
Probably in rea
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life they didn't have to rush about or be confined in boxes that noved by thensel ves to unwant ed
destinations, or go docilely to the maws of loud flying nonsters. But when they dreaned, these
horrors were visited on them Wat an awful setting this was! Wrse than a haunted house or
graveyard or flying knives. Dol ph felt sorry for the poor Mundanes; no wonder they were so
backward. The fol k of Xanth woul d be backward too, if they could not sleep w thout suffering
scenes |ike this!

The direction of the watch's eye had varied little as he wal ked al ong the road. That was its way
of telling himthat the cent was not really close. In fact, it was probably across the water, just
as was (he case in Xanth. How was he going to get to it? He hardly fancied fighting his way
through all these noving boxes and then trying to cross the water without a boat!

As he stood pondering, the glass side of one of the boxes slid dowmn. A man's face poked out.
"Oooo! Gaga! Ww " he exclained in a foreign | anguage, staring at Grace'l

Dol ph gl anced at Grace*!. She remmi ned as she had been, the illusion of supple fem nine flesh
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ruining her true hard bones, so that she seened to resenble the barest and |ushest of nynphs. Wy
was the Mundane staring at her and uttering those strange syll abl es?

"Whtta shape!" the nman excl ained. "G mme sunma that-there cheesecake!"

"What are you trying to say?" Dol ph demanded, annoyed by the indeci pherable words. Too bad he
didn't have Turn Key's Mindane transl ation device here!

Now anot her Mundane was attracted to the scene. His box glass slid down and his head poked out.
"Haybabe!" he called. "How bouta date?"

In fact, glass was descending all along the road, and heads were popping out, eyes bul gi ng.

"G mea kiss, Codival" one called. "CGeta | oada denboobs!" another chimed in. "Lemme geta pieca
ash!" another cried. Al around were simlarly nonsensical calls, a chorus like the scream ng of
har pi es. Dol ph and the skeletons were baffled by it all.
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At this point the nmoving boxes went astray. One crashed into another, and another crashed into a
third. Soon all the boxes were piling up, and the cries of the occupants redoubl ed, becom ng
angry. Dol ph could not understand the new words any better than the old ones, but he saw ripples
in the air as heat waves radi ated fromthose exclamati ons, and the few bl ades of grass by the edge
of the road wilted.

Then a solid man dressed in blue strode toward them He ignored the crashing boxes, keeping his
eyes firmy fixed on Grace'1l. "Restingya fer indecen exposha!" he grow ed nenaci ngly. "Watcha
t hi nkyer doi ng?"

Dol ph realized that action was required, because though the blue man's words were baffling, his
attitude was not. He intended sone sort of nmischief. Retreat was their best course.

Accordingly, he led the way back to the strange building. The blue nman pursued them waving a
little stick and speaking loudly. "Stopinna naneofa [aw"

They made it into the continuously hurrying throng, and were carried into the building. The bl ue
man foll owed, screaning obscurities. None of the hurrying folk paid any attention

Dol ph knew that he had to get his party hidden, because otherw se the nean bl ue man woul d catch
di em and prevent themfromreaching the cent. He | ooked for sone place to hide.

"This way!" he cried as he spied a side passage. He caught Gace'l by one eerily fleshed wist and
haul ed her out of the rushing throng. Marrow foll owed. They scooted around a narrow corner. Had
the bl ue nan seen thenf

He had. "Halta Mre!" his brutish voice cane, and the plodding of his big flat feet was | oud on
the tiles.

They fled. But they canme up against a door. The word SERVI CE was printed on it. Dol ph didn't
hesitate; he grabbed the knob, turned it, and yanked the door open

Beyond it was a set of metal steps, and they weren't noving. Good. He junped down them and the
skel etons foll owed. Marrow shut the door behi nd.

They were in sone kind of open shed, with strange
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equi pnrent all around. Beyond it was a huge plain, like the one they had seen fromthe w ndow.
Dol ph didn't like that at all; there could be dragons here!
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The door burst open behind them "Nowi gotcha!" the blue man cried, and the buttons on his
clothing glinted menacingly.

They ran. In a nonment they were out of the shed, and in two nonents they were dashing across the
plain, and in three nonments they were anong odd parked birds like the one they had seen before,
only smaller. Each had wi ngs that stuck straight out instead of being folded, and the strangest
beak imaginable: split into two or three parts that stuck out side wise, as if soneone had smashed
it to pieces. Maybe that had taught these things a | esson, because not one of them nmade any

t hreat eni ng nove.

"Conebackere yoofelons!" the blue man panted, still pursuing. "Resistinga rest! Reeing scena
crinme! Judge' 11 sendyata bi ghouse!”

I't remai ned gi bberish, but Dol ph had no urge to discover what it neant by letting the blue nan
catch them He dodged around a big bird.

There was an open door in the thing' s side. Dol ph remenbered how the folk were in the noving
boxes. Maybe they could hide in this onel

He scranbl ed up, and the skeletons did the same. Marrow had the wit to pull the oblong little door
shut just as the blue man charged up

But the nman pounded on the panel with his nean fists. "Gandtheft airplane!" he shouted
"Never get out at ank! "

It sounded bad. Soon the blue man mght break in, and they would be trapped. \Wat could they do?

Dol ph | ooked around. The bird had several seats in its belly, and two nore up in its hollow nose
Suddenly he had a weird idea. Was it possible that this thing could nove the way the boxes on the
road di d?

He sat down in the left front seat. Before himwas a big front wi ndow that showed the whol e w de
pl ai n ahead. Below it was a set of buttons with bright printed | abels: START, POAER, and others he
couldn't read. He pressed the first.
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Abruptly the splayed nose of the bird started turning. The parts of it whirled around faster and
faster, until they disappeared. Amazing!

He touched the second button. The noise at the nose increased, and the bird noved forward.

Well, now! Dol ph grabbed the stick he found in front of him for support. It tilted to the side.
The bird skewed to the sane side. Dol ph noved the stick back, and the bird responded by
strai ghtening out. Well, again!

"1 think 1'"ve found out how to nove on the road,"” Dol ph said. "Maybe | can get away fromthe bl ue
man. "

"You already are,"” Marrow said, peering out a rear w ndow.

"Good." Dol ph experinmented with the stick. The bird noved whi chever direction the stick was
tilted. He touched another button. The bird accelerated. Soon it was noving so fast it was scary.
Dol ph couldn't find the button to make it slow, so he just hung on to the stick and gui ded the
bird across the plain.

He found a long narrow road that led fromthe plain. Good; he wanted to get away from here, and
maybe that woul d take himthere. The bird was still speeding up; the air was roaring past it.
Dol ph hoped the road would continue | ong enough to give himtine to find the right button to slow
the bird.

"Look!" Marrow cried, pointing ahead.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt (164 of 206) [1/19/03 8:54:43 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%620-%20X anth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt

Dol ph | ooked. The road abruptly ended. Bushes and trees grew beyond. He would crash into then

Desperately, he haul ed back on the stick, hoping it would nake the bird stop. Instead, the bird's
nose tilted up, and suddenly the bird was flying. The trees passed just beneath its wheeled |egs.

"Ni cely done," Marrow said.
"I't was an accident!" Dol ph gasped.
"Ch." The skel eton seemed nonpl ussed.

Dol ph pushed the stick forward. The bird responded by nosing down toward the trees. Dol ph hastily
pulled it back again.

"You THERE!" a voice expl oded froma patch on the

1 ' m <n
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panel . "SMALL Al RPRLANE-YWHAT ARE YOU DO NG TAKI NG
OFF W THOUT CLEARANCE?!"
Evidently the patch was talking to him "lI'mgoing to find the Heaven Cent," Dol ph responded.

"TURN ARCUND AND LAND | MVEDI ATELY!I* ' the patch commanded, sounding very like Ivy in one of her
bossi er nonents.

**| don't know how," Dol ph said reasonably. That was generally the best way to respond to such a
tone, because it made the speaker mad w thout actually giving cause.

The patch said sonething Dol ph couldn't understand, but he guessed its nature, because a w sp of
smoke curled up fromit. Yes, his approach was worKking!

"Perhaps i can help," Marrow said. There followed a dial ogue between himand the patch that soon
got technical, so Dol ph | ost interest.

Meanwhi l e, the bird was clinbing higher. It rose until it was up anong the clouds, and nmen above
them Dol ph gazed at them fascinated

The cl ouds were spaced at intervals, each one a big puff of whiteness like a fluffy pillow, with
sonme escaping feathers of mist scattered between. Their bases were dark gray, their tops bright
white in the sunlight. Dol ph stared, trying to see what held themup, for it was obvious that they
were too substantial to float in air. But of course this needed no expl anation other than magic.
He naneuvered his bird, so as not to bang into any cloud.

He peered down between the clouds. There was the ground, laid out |ike a tapestry. The roads

| ooked |ike ruler-drawn |ines, sonewhat sloppily laid out. The buil dings | ooked Iike dom noes.
That made sense, for donmi noes was a gane inported from Muindania; for the first time he understood
the origin of the shape of the little blocks. He saw dark circles that he realized were | akes, and
solid green regions that were forests, and curvaceous contours mat narked a river, conplete with
yell ow scuff marks on the inner sides of the bends. Some parts of it were convoluted so deeply
they resenbl ed intestines, with the folds al most bunping into each other. There was a nosaic of
green, yellow, and red-brown fields, with channels of
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sli ppage between. In fact, he recognized this region as the terrain around Castl e Roognha, because
he had studied it so often in the Tapestry.
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But this was Miundania. Instead of the nice little magic paths, there were the ugly straight roads,
and instead of the little roofs of the cottages nmete were the great square buil dings. The road
Iines were drawn between bi g nundane devel opnents, |ooking |like spider webs in the crotches of
trees, conplete with dew |like sparkles of the glass in their windows. It was pretty, inits ugly
way. Dol ph was increasingly nervous about something, and finally realized what it was: he was
expecting the nmonstrous spider to appear. One of his father's best friends had been a spider, but
there were good spiders and bad spiders, and surely in Mindania they were bad.

He pull ed back the stick and set the bird to clinbing higher, out of the reach of any such spider
The clouds were filling in below, so that the ground was now nore |ike the bottom of an ocean

with the clouds floating on the surface. Maybe mat really was what held themup: a sea of air! Now
he noticed their vertical architecture. From betow they had al ways seened |ike round bl obs, but
from above he saw that they were scul ptured colums, far nore interesting than before.

H s ears were unconfortable. He tried to scratch, but the pressure was inside. Then he yawned, and
pai n crackl ed through his ears, but they felt better. Cbviously he was passing through a zone of
hostil e magic.

He | ooked down again. Couds had filled in solidly below, so mat the ground was [ ost. There was a
second | ayer of clouds above the first, and the hi gher ones cast shadows on the | ower ones. But
that was the least of it. Now that the upper surfaces of the clouds could no | onger be seen from
bel ow, they were free to show their true colors. Instead of drab gray, they had borrowed col ors
fromthe rai nbow. red, green, blue, yellow, and striped, as well as white and bl ack and

checker board.

More clouds were filling in overhead. They could clinb higher than he could! He found hinself
flying through an enornmous gallery, with a quiltlike floor and curtainlike
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canopy. The nore distant parts of the cloudscape noved by nore slowy than the near parts,
denonstrating that clouds, |ike |and objects, had nastered the magi ¢ of perspective. The farther
away sonething was, the less need it felt to nove just because soneone was wat ching, and the nost
di stant things were so |lazy they hardly noved at all. Dol ph was inpressed; he had thought that the
i nani mat e near Miundani a was not mat smart. Mishroom cl ouds sprouted fromthe bottomlevel, form ng
little goblin faces that | ooked curiously up; evidently they had never before seen a stiff-w nged
met al bud.

Suddenly a huge bank | ooned ahead; he had been so busy sightseeing he bad forgotten to pay
attention to where he was going. It was too late to avoid it; he had to go through it. He held his
breath, closed his eyes, and braced hinself for the crash. But all that happened was a slight
draggi ng on the wings; the cloud was after all only vapor, too soft to weck the bird. Wat a
relief!

He energed into a new and even lovelier vista. Elegantly hued clouds rose nassively up, formng
anvi |l s whose points pointed toward bl ue sky beyond. Soon be would be out into open sky again, able
to see everything.

"Qops, " Marrow said.
Dol ph | ooked at him He had al nost forgotten he had conmpany! "What's the matter?"
"That | ooks |ike Fracto."

Now Dol ph saw it. A small gray cloud was pursuing nmem It had ugly boils on it, and a nean cast to
its surface, and certainly seenmed to be up to no good. That was the way of Cunul o Fracto Ni nbus,
the worst of clouds. "How did he get here? 1 nean, this is Miundania!"

"Fracto honors no decent limts,"
t he Mun-danes as he does for us."

Marrow said grimy. "He probably nakes just as nuch trouble for
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"He can get pretty bad when he tries," Dol ph said, renmenbering how the evil cloud had tried to
danmpen Chex's wedding. "We'd better get out of the sky."

"I have ascertained how a | anding may be acconplished,” Marrow said. "Perhaps we should travel to
our destination and land there."
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"Destination?" Then Dol ph renmenbered. "Oh, yes, the Heaven Cent!" He | ooked at the watch. The eye
was | ooki ng al nost straight back. He had been flying away fromit!

But Fracto was behind them How could he turn back w thout getting caught by the evil cloud?

Dol ph deci ded that he had no choice. He would have to try to surprise Fracto by turning around and
flying right through him If it worked, he would | eave Fracto denoralized or even in fragnents. I|f
it didn't work—

Dol ph suppressed that thought. He remi nded hinmself that he was in the gourd, where reality was
different; probably he couldn't really be killed here. But if he crashed, he might never get to
the cent, and would foil in his Quest. He was deternined not to |let that happen

He pushed the stick right. The bird noved in mat direction. He pushed the stick farther, and the
bird made a tightening circle. Soon it conpleted a U.tum and was headed back the way it had cone.

Fracto was nere. The evil cloud had grown hugely in the | ast few mnutes, and now had both a gray-
bl ack bottom and an anvil top. Sheets of |ightning played about his fringes, naking his face
flicker malevolently. He had a gi ant bul bous gray nose, and gl owi ng foggy eyes, and a nouth |ike
the darkest of tunnels. A drizzly gust of air blew out, coating the bird with spittle. No one in
his right mnd would fly toward such a thing!

But Dol ph cl anped down on his terror and flew the bird right at Fracto. The cloud's watery eyes
bl i nked, and his tunnel nmouth gaped w der in amazenment. The prey was coning right to him There
was a rumnbl e of confusion

Then the bird plunged into the nourn. The world turned dark, and the noises of Fracto's tumultuous
digestion were loud all around. Lightning flickered inside as well as outside. Dol ph had the
sickly fear mat he had nade a bad m st ake.

The awful fog closed in tightly. There was an i nmmedi ate drag on the bird, and drool spattered on
the front window, malting the view even nore dreary. Dol ph felt a sinking sensation. He drew back
on the stick, and the sinking
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stopped, but still the bird was slowing, held by the cloying slush. How long could the bird
survive the digestive juices of the cloud?

There was a sudden downdraft that hauled the bird violently under. Then there was an updraft that
flung it aloft as if thrown froma giant hand. Dol ph felt a groaning in the wings; this was severe
puni shment! Fracto's gizzard was doing its best to break up the bird so that its fragnents could
be nore readily consuned

Then the bird shot out of the cloud' s posterior. They had nade it through! There were only the
colorful, innocent, friendly little clouds ahead, and now die bird was heading right for the cent.

But Fracto wasn't finished. Dol ph glanced back, and saw the cloud boiling madly, reorganizing for
the pursuit. Tentacles of vapor were reaching out, thickening, form ng new naterial to either side
of the bird. Soon Fracto would envel op them again, and this tine there would be no escape through
surprise.
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Maybe he coul d hide. Dol ph pushed the stick forward. The bird dropped. It cane to the nether
cl oudbank, then plunged through it. There was sone slow ng and slew ng as the vapors caught at the
wi ngs; men they popped out the bottom The disreputable |andscape of Mundani a was bel ow.

Coul d Fracto find them here? Dol ph hoped that by the tine the evil stormdid, it would be too
|ate, for they would have | anded at the Heaven Cent.

"You weren't fooling about knowi ng how to | and?" Dol ph asked Marrow.

"The air controller explained how," the skeleton agreed. "This isn't supposed to be our bad dream
they want us out of the air as soon as possible.”

That made sense, though Dol ph wondered why the gourd had put themhere if it was a mi stake. Maybe
it was because he was destined to find the cent, and this was the only way, so the gourd had no
choi ce about it. Just so long as they got there safely.

Fracto did find them but now they were too low for the stormto get a proper fix on. Dol ph guided
the bird |l ower yet. He spied the edge of the land, and the surprisingly
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narrow band of water between it and the Isle of View Fromthe boat it had seened extensive, but
it was really just a channel, as if the islands were the true shoreline. It was amazi ng how
deceptive this perspective could be!

Now Marrow tol d himwhich buttons to push to bring the bird safely | ow and sl ow. Dol ph foll owed
instructions without question. The bird | ooped about and canme, down fromthe south side, touching
di e beach as it moved north. Sand sprayed up and the bird jerked terribly, but it nmanaged to skew
to a stop near the north end of die isle. Weak with relief, Dol ph opened the door and junped out,
foll owed by the skel etons.

And there, ahead, was a small building. In fact it was a tonb. Bowers grewin a little garden on
its top, which he knew were of the love-lies-bleeding variety. There was a solid stone door

Dol ph tried to open die door, but it absolutely refused to budge. No one could get in to the
mai den or die Heaven Cent. No one without the proper key.

Dol ph turned to Grace'1l. "Can you open this?"
"I will try," she said.

She began tapping her ribs with her fingers. Though she | ooked well fleshed, and felt the same, it
was illusion; her bone fingers tapped bone ribs when she did it. Her fingers seened to pass right
through die flesh of her breasts. She tapped out an ascendi ng scal e of notes, beginning with the
long ribs in the center and ending with the shortest ribs down near her waist. Thus her highest
notes, oddly, were | owest on her body. Finally she tapped die snallest rib of all, and the grace
not e sounded.

The tonb shuddered, resonating to die note. Then the door creaked open. The skel eton key of G had
wor ked!

Dol ph entered die dark opening. It was eerily cold inside. In a nmonent his eyes adjusted, and he
saw a long box resting on a pedestal. It |looked |like a coffin. This would be where the sl eeping
mai den | ay.

He heaved on die Iid, and it came up. It wasn't as heavy as it |ooked. He eased it over to die
side. The wan light fromthe doorway slanted in, highlighting the figure inside.

It was a girl, a child no ol der than Dol ph. She was
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garbed in a sinple print frock, and her light brown hair was braided on either side, falling over
her shoul ders. She was cute, with a few freckles, but also very pale.

"W nust help her up," Dol ph said. "She knows' where the Heaven Cent is."

He reached down to take hold of her hands—but his own hands passed right through her body w thout
resi stance. Dol ph stared, stirring her nonexistent flesh with one hand. "She's a ghost!"

"Or maybe you are,” Marrow said. "Renenber, you are in the gourd; your body was |eft behind."
"Ch, yes. But how can | get her up?"

"I think sleeping naidens are traditionally awakened by kissing. If you wake her, she should be
able to get up by herself."

Dol ph renenbered. "Ckay, |I'Il kiss her. |I've |learned how. "

He | eaned down carefully, and touched his lips to those of the sleeping nmaiden. He felt nothing,
but he could see mat he was in the right place. He noved his lips in the kissing syndrone.

The girl's eyes popped open. "Pi!" she exclained. "X pbsf zpv?"
"Ch, no! She's speaki ng Mundane!" Dol ph cri ed.
"Well, she is in Miundania," Marrow said.

The girl saw the skel eton. She screaned and scranbl ed out of the coffin. "Ifrng! Ju't b nonster!"
she cried as she hid behind the Iid.

"That's no nonster!" Dol ph retorted. "That's Marrow "

She peeked out at him "You're tal king sense now. You ki ssed ne awake. \Who are you?"

"I am Prince Dol ph. W are you? Do you have the Heaven Cent ?"

"l amElectra. i love you. WIl you marry nme?"

Dol ph' s jaw dropped. "What?"

"I am dooned to | ove the Prince who wakes ne, and to perish if he does not nmarry ne. So will you?"

"But | am already betrothed!" He had known that this conplication could occur; he just didn't want
to accept it.
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Her face crunpled. "Oh, | should have known! It's that curse! I'Il die!"

Dol ph was nonplused. "You'll die if | don't marry you?"

"I'"l'l bleed to death! |'ve slept a thousand years, and lost a lot of vitality, and the only way |

can live is to marry the Prince who kisses me awake. That's the way it is. But the curse—=
"Do you have the Heaven Cent ?" Marrow asked.

"Well, yes, but it's no good now, because it's expended, ru have to nake another. That will take
about three years.”

"But how can you make it if you die?" Doiph asked.

"Well, | can't, of course. Oh, if only that curse hadn't—
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"Then I'H marry you," Dol ph said. "Uh, in a few years, when |I'mold enough. If you'll make the
Heaven Cent."

"You will? Oh, marvelous!" Electra left the shelter of the coffin Ilid, approached him flung her
arnms around him and kissed him This time her lips were tangible and firm "O course |'ll make
the Heaven Cent for you!" Then she pulled back. "But didn't you say you were al ready betrothed?"

"Vell, yes. But—

A shape | ooned at the doorway to the tonb. "So!" it bellowed. "The exiled one has returned! Now
pay the penalty!"

Grace'l screaned hi terror
"The Night Stallion!" Marrow cried. "He heard the grace note!"

The huge formof the stallion blocked the doorway. "You others nmay go. Take hold of the boy's
hands, and | will send you out. But nis fenale skeleton nust remain for her trial. No doubt you
will never see her again."”

"We can't do that!" Dol ph protested. "She made ny mi ssion possible! She opened the crypt!”

"No, go, go!" Grace'l cried. "I amlost, but you are not! CGo, before you anger the stallion
further!"

"I will share your fate!" Marrow said, stepping toward her.
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"No! He will destroy you! None of us of the gourd can oppose him Do not nake it worse than it
ist"”

Marrow hesitated, obviously torn between loyalty and logic. He was no coward, as his battle with
t he goblins had shown, but he was al so no fool. He knew he could not help, and that he had ot her
responsibilities.

The stallion lowered his glowing gaze to Fix directly on Grace'1l. The flesh-illusion puffed away,
reveal ing her bare bones. No secrets fromthis creature, the master of dreans! "Now,
nonconform st, we shall try your nettle thoroughly."

Dol ph | eaped between them "No!" he cried, facing the dread stallion. "I amnot of your realm 1
ama prince, and | forbid this thing! Gace'l is a good person! She should be rewarded, not
puni shed! *'

The stallion's eye fixed on Dol ph. "Prince, | know your |ineage. My way governs here. |If you take
this creature's part, you will be judged as she is."

"Then judge ne!" Dol ph cried. "Let the others go! | will help her as she hel ped nme!"

"No, Dol ph!" Grace'l protested. "You do not know this creature's power! | should never have comne
here!"

"You cane to help ne, and | shall help you," Dol ph said firmy, not budging, though fear
constricted his throat. He was a prince, and he knew the liabilities as well as the privileges of
the office. This quest had shown himnore of both than he had expected, but he had no choice but
to honor the role he had been bomto. "Stallion, try us both, or let us both go!"

"As you wish," the stallion said. Hs eyes blinked. Marrow and El ectra di sappeared. "The tri al
begi ns. "

Chapter 16. Electra

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt (170 of 206) [1/19/03 8:54:43 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%620-%20X anth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt

A

aged man knocked at the door of the hut. "I amlooking for Electra," he said.

El ectra's nother was taken aback. "My daughter is eight years old. Wat could you want with her?"
"She has magic. The Sorceress Tapis wi shes to trade for her.”

"The Sorceress!*' The wonan tried to shut the door in the nman's face, but his toe bl ocked it.

"It is best to listen to what the Sorceress offers,"” the man said.

The wonman sighed, realizing he was right. Magicians and Sorceresses were sel dom good news, but
they were worse when affronted. She opened the door again and let the man in.

El ectra | ooked at him awed at the notion of a visit froman enissary of a Sorceress. He was
uni npressi ve: stooped, grizzled, and his beard reached alnost to the floor. He carried a package
under one arm He seened harmnl ess.

"I amElectra," she said boldly. She had | earned to be bold, because she could only shock a person
once in a day, and bol dness was a better foil. Usually the nere threat of the shock was enough to
stop trouble. "What magic is this?"

"Your talent, untrained, is crude," the old man said. "But properly trained, it can becone far
subtl er and greater. The Sorceress wishes to train you, so that you will nmake a thing she needs.
She will treat you well."

"I don't want nmy child to be the victimof the Sorceress!" Electra's nother protested.

"You don't want her too much with her father, either," the man snapped back

Electra's nother fell back, dismayed. How could this
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stranger have learned that Electra got along with her father better than her nother did? There was
rivalry and jealousy in the fanmly, and it was getting worse though none of themwi shed it; but
none of di em had spoken of this to outsiders. The truth was that both nother and daughter secretly
wi shed she could be rid of the other, to live with Electra's father al one.

But Electra was also interested in adventure. She dreanmed of going to far places and seeing
strange things and neeting unusual people. The truth was that it was very dull, here at West

St ockade; about the only excitement was some distance distant, at the Gap Chasm No one dared go
down into it because of the dragon, and there was little of interest outside it. "Wiat is the
Sorceress offering?" she asked, her defensive boldness taking on a tint of interest.

The ol d man opened his package. "This," he said, unrolling a cloth picture.

El ectra and her nother stared. It was a tapestry, with an ordinary picture woven into it, but the
detail was amazingly intricate, so mat it |ooked conpletely realistic. It showed a neat cottage on
a beach, with trees behind bearing fruits, nuts, pies, shoes, pillows and other necessities.
Pretty flowers fringed it, and a sea breeze played with the |leaves. Electra fell in love with it

i mredi ately; she was very quick with such enotions

"A picture,” her nother said, uninpressed.

"For you, the picture,
the Sorceress."

the man said. "For the girl, the cottage, to live in while she works with

El ectra's heart |eaped. "That very cottage?" she asked, thrilled. "Forme?"
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"What's so great about a picture?" Electra' s nother asked.

"It is one of the Sorceress* tapestries," the man said. "It will show a new scene every day of the
week, and men repeat. You may step through to that scene, and back, if you do it the same day. You
may have the use of this tapestry as long as your daughter works with the Sorceress.'

"I don't believe it!" the woman sai d, beginning to believe.

"And you, Electra,"” the man said. "A conpanion tap-
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estry will be with you. You may use it to return hone at any time, or to visit other parts of
Xanth. The Sorceress is not a harsh mstress. She will treat you very well, and you will Iike her
When you conplete your tour with her, you will have greatly enhanced use of your talent. If you

find yoursel f unsatisfied, you have only to use the tapestry to return to your hone; the Sorceress
will not try to hold you."

"This sounds like a trap!" Electra's nother snorted.

El ectra had been in doubt, but this abolished it. She had never thought nuch of her nother's
judgments, except in nen. "I'll go!" she said.

Her not her opened her nouth to protest, but paused. After all, if nmis was a valid offer, it was a
good one. If it was a trap, it was Electra taking the risk. Either way, the girl would be gone,
and no fault would accrue to her nother. "If you insist," she finally said. "But | advi se agai nst

it."

El ectra realized that her nother was not entirely opaque. Her negative advice both protected her
fromblame if things went bad, and encouraged Electra to do it. Neverthel ess, she was snitten by

the prospect, and eager to go. "I'mready!" she decl ared.
"This way," the old man said. "I shall step through, and you can follow nme." He put the tapestry
against a wall, where it remmined, adhering by magic. Then he hefted up one foot and poked it into

the picture. The foot disappeared, followed by his | eg. He ducked his head, hunched his shoul ders,
pulled his arns in, and swng his body through tbe tapestry. Now only his trailing leg renained in
the hut; the rest of himwas in the picture. Then he heaved mat |eg up and through, and stood in
the scene. He turned and gestured to Electra.

El ectra consi dered. Then she ran toward the picture, |eaped up, and made a ball of herself that
fit neatly within the frane. She hurtled through, straightened out her body, and nade a jolting
but apt Il anding on the beach. She had done it!

She turned and | ooked back. There was the picture, on the trunk of a tree. Only now it showed the
interior of her
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hut, with her nother standing there amazed. Sure enough, the tapestry was a wi ndow between the two
pl aces.

"The Sorceress is awaiting you," the old nman said. "This way, please."

El ectra waved to her nother, then followed himto a | arger house anong the trees. This was neatly
pai nted bel ow, and neatly thatched above, and breadfruit and honeybun trees grew beside it, as
wel | as—

"Are those chocol ate nil kweeds?" she asked, her nouth watering.
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"The Sorceress thought you might Iike them" the old man sai d.
Now El ectra knew she was going to |ike the Sorceress!
The ol d man knocked on the door. "Cone in, and wel cone!"™ a cheery old voice call ed.

He opened the door, and they stepped in. Inside was a large and bright room wth a single huge
tapestry across one wall. Electra glanced at it, glanced away—and | ooked back. The tapestry had a
nunber of pictures on it, in the fashion of a nural, and each one was noving. This was anot her
magi ¢ pi cture!

"Do you like my handi work, child?" the voice inquired fromthe side.

El ectra | ooked toward the voice. There was an ancient little woman, with winkled skin and wld
white hair. "Ch, yes, Sorceress!" she excl ai ned.

"Call me Tapis, for we shall be friends,
talk." She gestured to a stool

the Sorceress said. "Cone sit with ne, and we shal

El ectra went and sat on the stool. "Thank you, Tapis," she said contritely. "Please, could you
tell me what you want of ne?"

"Why of course, Electra. But first—would you |ike sonme refreshnent?

"Let nme get it!" Electra said, jumping up.

The Sorceress smiled. "Did you suppose | wanted you for a servant girl?"

"Well, yes, of course. |I—=

"Not so, child. You are to be an associate." The Sorceress snapped her fingers.
Heaven Cent
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A young wonman appeared. She seened to be about fourteen, and was coining into a | oveliness mat
even a child could appreciate. Electra felt a tinge of jealousy for the beauty that she knew she
coul d never aspire to achieve, no matter bow old she ever got. "You snapped, m stress?"

"Fetch us two pods of chocolate mlk, if you please, and one for yourself, MIlie."

MIllie departed without a word. In a nonent she was back with three pods fromthe m | kweeds
out si de. She gave one to the Sorceress and one to Electra. Then she gave them straws she had
pl ucked fromthe straw growi ng nearby, and retreated to have her own.

The Sorceress poked her straw into her pod, and Electra did |likewi se. They drank their chocol ate

mlk together. It was delicious. Then MIlie took away the spent pods, and they talked.

"As you know, | ama Sorceress," Tapis said. "That does not nmean that | ameither good or evil,
merely that | have great power of magic. But as you can see, | amold, and in a few nore years ny
time in Xanth will be done. | have nmade many magi c tapestries in my career, such as the one that

brought you here, and I amwell satisfied with them The |last and greatest is the H storica
Tapestry you see here, which shows both the present and the past episodes of Xanth, as tuned in by
those whomit respects. | intend to nake a gift of this to the Zonmbie Master—

"The Zonbi e Master!" El ectra exclainmed, horrified.

The Sorceress sniled again. "Do not judge a person by his talent, dear. Jonathan is a fine and
able man, with a unique and potent talent. It is unfortunate that the nature of that talent

di scourages others, and makes him|lonely. Upon occasion | step through a tapestry to have a nea
with him but of course 1 amnot the kind of woman he needs."

"He needs a zonbie!" El ectra excl ai ned.
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"No, be needs a living wonman who can tolerate the zonbies. A woman like MIlie, except that she is
as yet too young. She has a special effect on nmen." She shrugged, perhaps ruefully. "At any rate,

I shall give himthe tapestry, but | fear he will be too generous to accept it. How do you suppose
| shoul d go about this?"
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"Maybe if it didn't look quite so fancy," Electra said, frowning in concentration. "If he thought
it was just a little gift, like a picture puzzle or sonething, a token—=

"Wonderful!'" the Sorceress exclained, delighted. "Already you are helping nme. |I shall have it cut

into a jigsaw puzzle, that he nust assenble before he realizes its nature. By then it will be too
late for himto refuse."

El ectra knew that she had not suggested nore than the obvious; still she was pleased with the
Sorceressl reaction.

"But of course you are wondering how |l would Iike to use your talent,” the Sorceress conti nued.
"To do that, | nust explain sonething about nyself, dull as that nmay be."

"You don't seemdull to me, Sor—Fapis," Electra said. "AH that magi c—=

"Thank you, dear. But | am after all, an old wonan, whose sunset is approaching. It is ny desire
to conclude nmy life by acconplishing what is nost needful. In this manner | hope to nake up for
what has been a somewhat indul gent existence. Unfortunately, | do not know where or in what nanner

my greatest inpact can be nmade. This is where | need your help.”

"But | don't know mat!" Electra protested. "I'monly a child, and—=

"You are a child with a special talent," the Sorceress said. "You are electrical; this is magic
sel dom seen outsi de of Mundania or in thunderstorns.”

"Yes, | shock people, when they bother ne too nmuch,"” Electra said. "But then it takes me anot her
day to recharge. | feel sort of drained until | do. So | don't shock people unless | really have
to."

"Of course, dear. But you are using your talent wastefully. | shall show you how to make the nmgic

device | need. It is called the Heaven Cent."
"Heavens to what ?"

"The Heaven Cent. It is a disk nmade of copper, with a very special property. It sends the invoker
to the situation in which he or she is nost needed.”

"l don't know how to do that!"

"You do not need to, dear. Wth your magic, properly
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nmodul at ed, we can fashion the Heaven Cent, and it will then do what it does. | shall use it to
take nyself to the site of ny greatest potential service, and | shall performthat service before
| expire. That is nmy concluding anbition, and the reason | asked you to cone here." "QOooo0,"

El ectra said, inpressed

The followi ng three years were wonderful. Electra had sinply to carry the copper cent with her, on
a chain at her neck, and to avoid shocking anyone. The cent was in a bag that contai ned magic

i ngredi ents which her magi ¢ caused to m x and coat it; the conplicated termthe Sorceress used was
"electroplating." Actually it was "Electra-plating," but she was not about to correct the
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Sorceress on the pronunciation of her name in this connection. Meanwhile she had a renarkably easy
life. MIlie the maid and the old man were fine conpany, and the Sorceress was al ways pl easant.
Electra had all the chocolate nm |k and raspberry pies she could eat; had she not been a grow ng
girl, she mght have gotten fat. She was allowed to use the picture tapestry to visit her hone
whenever she w shed, or any other place in Xanth that the pictures showed on different days.

But nostly she just wal ked the sands of the nice beach of the Isle of View, so called because the
sorceress nmade views of all kinds here, in her tapestries. The bad nonsters had been driven away,
so it was safe; Electra could see themin the deeper sea or on the nainland across the bay, but
they never came to the isle. She also talked with the Sorceress, who was happy to converse while
her old hands tirelessly performed her weaving. She had a special tree whose branches held the
warp and woof, and she passed her shuttle back and forth, using enchanted thread, so that the
picture slowy forned. It was fascinating.

Then a Princess canme to call. She was about twenty years old, and astonishingly beautiful. She
was, it developed, fated to bite into an apple, which she carried with her in an ornate little
case, and it would put her into a deep sleep for a thousand years. She had also with her a nice,
secure coffin, with a plush silken lining and a soft pillow,
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that woul d keep her secure while she slept. At the expiration of the alotted tinme, a handsone
young Prince would discover her, and wake her with a kiss. Then she would get up and marry him
and |ive happily ever after. She | ooked forward to the prospect, for she had found no suitable
prince in this tine.

She had cone to the Sorceress because she | acked a suitable coverlet. She was concerned that she
would be a trifle cool during the Iong thousand years, so a nice warm coverl et seened appropriate.
It could not, of course, be just any cloth; she was a princess, and had to be covered accordingly.
What woul d the Prince think, if he found her covered by just any old rag? So she required the very
best, and that was the kind that only the Sorceress Tapis coul d nmake.

As it happened, the Sorceress had conpleted the | ast of her regular picture tapestries, and the
Heaven Cent was not quite yet ready, so she was happy to fill in with the royal coverlet. The
Princess was an interesting person, not because of any great wit, but because she was well versed
in the necessary graces, and well endowed with the | atest gossip of the kingdom She knew, for
exanpl e, that King Roogna was now building a nassive castle to be named after him from which he
proposed to rule Xanth with integrity and vigor. But there were runors of great restlessness anong
the harpies and goblins, and it was said mat war between nem coul d break out at any time. That,
the Princess declared, could becone very nmessy. She was anxious to get on her long sleep before
all that nastiness erupted. She was a Princess by virtue of the bloodline of the fornmer King, whom
Roogna was repl aci ng; since she was female and had only an ordinary talent of making that rare
magi c flower the amaranth bloom there was really no suitable place for her in this framework. It
was best to nake a suitably graceful exit fromthe scene.

El ectra found all this fascinating. She was now el even years ol d, though she | ooked younger
because she was small for her age; she knew that before too nmany nore years passed she woul d erupt
i nto mai denhood, and she wanted to naster the mai denly nmanners. The princess was
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totally expert in these, and happy to inform El ectra about even the nost trifling details. Mllie
the maid was al so interested. They fornmed a small class, flinging their hair about in unison
kicking their feet just so for maxi mum cuteness, and scream ng with just the proper nmidenly
accent. MIlie was especially good at these graces, being now about seventeen and so nicely forned
that the Princess was slightly put off. It wasn't good for a Princess to associate with anyone who
m ght distract the male gaze fromthe Princess herself. Still, MIlie was such a nice person nat
the Princess was inclined to be tolerant. The Sorceress observed all this with a rem ni scent

smle; she was nany decades past her nynphly prine, but she well understood the inportance for the
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young worren to drive nmen nmad with inadequatel y-suppressed desire. It was essential, however, that
the mai den seemto be conpletely unaware of this effect, while remaining just barely out of reach
This could require considerable finesse at tines, which was why practice was so inportant.

I nnocent perfection never cane naturally; it had to be acquired by hard | abor.

The Sorceress had al nbst conpleted the |ovely coverlet, and the Heaven Cent was al nost ready for
use, when they had another visitor. This was a handsonme yet sinister nman, conpact and mi ddl e- aged,
with a slightly crooked snmile. "Oh, darning needles!" the Sorceress nmuttered as she spied him
approachi ng. Evidently she recogni zed him

El ectra wanted to ask what was wong with the man, but he was al ready upon them "A greeting,
Sorceress Tapis,*" he said gravely, evincing nuances of excellent breeding.

"What in tarnation do you want with ne, Mirphy?" the Sorceress inquired politely, though nere was
a hint that she was not pleased with this visit.

"Pl ease, please, let us be properly introduced before we proceed to business," the man said

expansively. "l see that you have here a bevy of truly |ovely nuaidens."

Pnncess, maid, and El ectra essayed two and a half fetching blushes. Electra's was the half; she

had not yet perfected this art. But the Sorceress frowned. "If we rmnust.
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Mur phy, these are the Princess, MIlie the maid, and Electra, all having business with ne. Grls,
this is Magician Mirphy, whose talent is making tilings go wong.'*

The Princess paled, MIlie screamed in a somewhat unfetching nmanner, and El ectra backed away.
Mai denli-ness was forgotten in the face of ms threat. They had all heard of the Evil Magician
Mur phy, the scourge of order; wherever he went, disasters devel oped from nothing. No wonder the
Sorceress was di spl eased!

"Ah, | perceive that ny reputation precedes nme," the Mgician said. "Have no concern, gentle
| adi es; | have no business with you. | have merely cone to broach a matter to nme Sorceress.**

"I"'mnot interested!" the Sorceress snapped, her snile for once forgotten
"Ah, but you should be. Shall we talk privatel y?**
"No." Electra had never heard the Sorceress so curt.

"Then | shall broach it now, " the Mgician said, just as if he had received the nost gracious of
responses. "l have cone to solicit your support, Tapis.'*

"You shall not have it!"

"Ah, but hear nme out, grand |lady. You see, | wish to assune the throne of Xanth. However, there is
an i npedi nent."

"Ki ng Roogna," the Sorceress agreed curtly.

"The sane; how perceptive of you. Since there are only four Magician-class persons extant, each
one is inmportant in a case like this. It is evident mat the Zonbie Master will not take sides; he
is nonpolitical. King Roogna and | are on opposite sides. That |eaves only you, Sorceress Tapis.
Your support would significantly enhance ny endeavor. How may | obtain it?"

"You can't. Now that is settled, please go far and quickly away."
"I am prepared to be appropriately generous. Wuld you care to nane your price?"

"I have no price. | don't want you as king. Roognha was sel ected, and unless sonme grief comes to
him he is the legitimte nonarch, and I support him Certainly I will not act to undermine him?"
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"Suppose | were to marry you? That woul d provide you unprecedented status w thout responsibility."

The Sorceress choked and went into a coughing fit. Wen she recovered, she wheezed: "Taunt nme no
nore, Murphy. | aman old wonan, of your nother's generation, soon to die. | have no interest in
bei ng Queen, and less in marrying you. Kindly desist enbarrassing these maidens wth your
presence. The answer is no, no, nine hundred tines no, forever no, and if you persist in this
insanity | may have to becone negative."

Mur phy frowned, and that frightened El ectra. The man was too certain of his power; his slightest
malice carried horrific inplication. "I trust you realize mat if you are not for nme, 1 nust assune
that you are against me," he stated flatly.

"I would really prefer not to be involved with you at all!" the Sorceress said. "Nor to have these
gentl e nai dens corrupted by your presence. But if | nust choose sides, then | am agai nst you. Now,
| beg of you with understated |oathing, will you please go away?"

The Magi ci an sighed with apparently genuine regret. "I shall in that case do so. But | nust |eave
with you the curse of ny nature. | had hoped it would not cone to this. Are you certain you wll
not reconsider?"

The Sorceress | ooked stricken, but her words were firm "I amcertain, Mugician," she wheezed

W thout further word, Mgician Mirphy turned and departed. The three girls breathed sighs of
relief.

"The siege has just begun," the Sorceress said. "That nan has laid his curse on us, and we shal

surely rue it."

"But things go wong all the tinme," the Princess protested. "You just have to be careful, and fix
them when that isn't enough. We are forewarned." Electra and MI1lie nodded agreenent.

"I see you do not yet understand," the Sorceress said heavily. "Then listen, ny young friends, and
barken to nmy warning, for | know whereof | speak. That man is a Magician, and his power is

i nsi di ous; only another Magician could hope to oppose it, and | amtoo old and frail. Even in ny
nmore vigorous years | was never truly his
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match; that is one reason | never nmarried. Mirphy solicited a tapestry fromne, to forward his
evil cause, and | refused, and then there came a fluke circunstance that caused my betrothed to
desert ne for another woman. Then | made for Mirphy a tapestry that opened onto an inferno, and
sent it to him had he used it he would have died. Thereafter he left me al one, respecting ny
power. But in the decades since his power has waxed while m ne has waned, and my art can no | onger
threaten him This we both of us know. Now he has chosen to elininate ne, so that | can not help
Ki ng Roogna. Surely | amlost, but | shall do what | can to protect the three of you fromthis

di saster. **

She | ooked at MIlie the maid. "My dear, you have been a good and | oyal assistant, and you have

fine qualities of donestic service. | shall wite for you a fine recomendati on so that you nay
obtai n excell ent other enploynent. | suggest you seek to take service with King Roognha, who is a
good man and a fine Magician; he is unmarried, and his new castle will have serious need of care

G now, this day, so that you may escape the environs of this curse.”
"But Tapis— MIIlie protested.
"And take with you the tapestry hanging in your roonm | always intended for it to be yours. It

will help you to depart without hindrance, and to travel hereafter. You have but to reach back
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into it after you step through it, and pull it through after you. Thereafter you will have to
carry it by hand to a new | ocation, so that you can use it again, but you know how to do this. M
bl essing on you, girl; you are beautiful inside and out, and will surely nake some good man
deliriously happy, if this msfortune does not touch you. Farewell; tine is of the essence, as the
curse coal esces. "

MIlie, dismyed, turned and wal ked slowy toward the house.

"And you, Princess," the Sorceress said. "I regret giving you an inconplete coverlet, but believe
me, it is now necessary. You nust undertake your sleep mis very hour, if you are to escape;
already the evil magic is
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coal escing. By the tine you wake it will be long dissipated, so you will not suffer fromit. Let

us go to your coffin and be about this business."”

"As you wish, Tapis," the Princess agreed, shaken

They wal ked slowy toward the house. "And you, Electra," the Sorceress continued, "I regret | can
not di spense with your service this nonent; you will have to help me set the lid on the coffin, so
as to protect the Princess. Then | will take the Heaven Cent and use it, for it is al nost

conmpl ete, and you nay depart forthwith. The tapestry in your cottage is yours; use it and take it
with you, and never return to this cursed site.”

El ectra did not reply; she was too busy crying. How awful to have m s wonderful existence so
abruptly terninated!

They fetched the inconplete coverlet, and went to the chanber where the Princess' coffin rested.
Thi s chamber was of stone, strongly constructed, spelled to be resistant to all manner of
calamties, for it had to endure for a thousand years. The coffin itself would sink right out of
Xanth and into Mundania after it was sealed, so that no magic could touch it prematurely. The
Princess had explained it all: there was a package of precise nagic associated with the coffin. It
guaranteed that her body woul d be preserved exactly as k was, so that she would age not a single
whit, and no winkles would form and all her dreans would be sweet. Only a young, handsone,
unmarried Prince could find and open the coffin, and only his kiss could wake her. This would
occur within a thousand years; it had to, or the spell would expire. That was the one nervous
aspect: if something happened to the Prince, she would fade away, for the magic could not protect
her entirely fromthe | eaching of vitality. But the Prince would conme; the spell would see to it.
She woul d wake instantly, all her faculties conplete. Then she would marry the Prince and live
happi ly ever after.

"But suppose the Prince doesn't want to many you?" Electra had inquired fromchildish curiosity.

"That is unthinkable!" the Princess had exclainmed. "He has to narry nme, because that is the nature
of the magic. Should he even nmink about being the smallest bit reluctant
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(as is known to occur with sone nmen, unfortunately), | will charmhimwith all the virtues | have
so diligently mastered. | shall clap ny hands and bounce nmy torso, and fling nmy hair about, and he
will soon answer to ny will, for mat is the magic of these things. We shall be married with

suitabl e ponp and cerenony, and then we shall consider sunmoning the stork, for palaces are fine
pl aces for children to play."

"But what if you do all these things, and he still doesn't marry you?" Electra persisted. She, as
a child, had few of the assets of the Princess, and fewer of those of MIlie the maid. Her hair
was barely |long enough to fling properly, and was neither the golden hue of MIlie's nor the
quality dark chocol ate of the Princess. She could not bounce in the right way no natter how hard
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she junmped up and down. Her screamwas too piercing, hardly the dulcet little cry of the others.
She was afraid that if she tried these arts on a real man, he would | augh. That prospect bothered
her, so she sought ways to capture a man that did not depend entirely on physical endownents. This

was a foolish quest, she knew, for nmen had no other interests, but still she hoped. If she could
sonmehow nmanage to find a man who liked a lively girl, or a smart one, or who needed her
talent—well, there was at | east a renote chance, wasn't there?

The Princess grew serious. "I must marry him for if | do not, | will die," she said. "The apple |

bite is poison. Its first effect is to pat ne into a deep sleep, so deep | do not even breathe.
But after | wake, that apple remains in nme, and it can only be abolished by true | ove and
marriage. So | will love the Prince who wakes ne, instantly and conpletely, and mat will suppress
the poison, for love is greater than death when it is new and strong. But if he does not |ove ne
back, and does not many ne, nmy heart will break, and it will bleed, and I will slowy weaken and
die, and it will be a nost distressing tragedy. | nean, what is the point of sleeping a thousand
years, if you don't nmarry a Prince?"

El ectra had to agree mat this was persuasive. And surely
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the Prince would | ove the Princess, for she was very attractive and knew exactly what she want ed.

But as they put the coverlet in the coffin, to the side so the Princess could draw it over her
when she entered, there was a shudder. A stiff gust of wind was catching at the house.

El ectra hurried out of the chanber and | ooked out a wi ndow. There over the sea was a nonstrous
whirling cloud whose bottom stretched down in a tightening tube to suck up water. Usually such
clouds drank briefly and then drew their tubes back into themselves, their thirst sated, but
sonetimes they were hungry and came ashore for some sand. This one, by freak |uck, was headed
right for the house!

She dashed back into the chanmber. "A funnel cloud is coming!" she cried.

"Murphy's curse!" the Sorceress said, |ooking faint. "Anything that can go wong, will go wong!
It's happening already!"

"We nust hurry!" the Princess said. "Let nme take out ny apple—=

But as she renoved the apple fromits box, a gust of w nd whi pped through the chanber, caught up
the coverlet, and wapped it about her head. She screaned and dropped the apple, clawing at the
coverl et.

El ectra ran to close the stone door, hunming the key note that made it work. That cut off the
nasty wi nd, but the roaring of the approach of the funnel cloud still grew |ouder. She pounced on
the rolling apple and picked it up. She hurried over to the Sorceress. "Here it is!" she said,
hol di ng out die apple.”

"Not to me, child!" the Sorceress protested. "To the Princess. Gve ne the Heaven Cent!"

"Ch." Enbarrassed about her mscue, which was not at all her nornal type of confusion, Electra
used her free hand to Iift the cent fromher breast. She tried to draw the chain over her head,
but it snagged on her ears.

"Be careful, child, lest you invoke it!" the Sorceress said, trying to help her
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"Ch, | wouldn't invoke the Heaven Cent!" Electra protested.

The cent flared, releasing its accunulated energy in a single flash as its plating disappeared.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt (179 of 206) [1/19/03 8:54:43 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%620-%20X anth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt

Wth shock, Electra realized that by an incredible blunder she had done just that. The cent was
made to respond to the words "I invoke the Heaven Cent" when held in the hand; it recogni zed no
ot her words, such as "wouldn't."” She knew this, but in her confusion of the nonent she had

slipped. Twice in as many instants she had bl undered. She, who tried so hard to do things right!

She backed away, horrified. The backs of her knees struck the low coffin, and she tunbled into it.
Her flailing armfolded in at the el bow, and the apple her hand held struck her open nouth. Her
jaws closed involuntarily, and her teeth bit out a piece. She tried to scream but already the
paral ysis gripped her. Frightened, horrified, and i mensely chagrined, she sank into the sleep
that had been intended for the Princess, sent by the nmagic of the Heaven Cent that had been

i ntended for the Sorceress.

Yet even then she knew that it had not really been her fault. The terrible magi c of Mgician

Mur phy' s curse had made it happen. Anything that could go wong, had gone wong, and all three of
them and perhaps MIlie too, had had their hopes and pl ans destroyed by this single awful surge
of bad luck. An inadequate child was being sent a thousand years into the future, and she woul d
bl eed and die if she did not marry the Prince who woke her

It seemed but an instant before she felt the kiss. She knew immedi ately that it was the Prince.
She was a child, and ridden with guilt for the thing she had inadvertently done, but she could not
hel p hersel f. The magic of the conpletion of the spell suffused her, and she leaped into love with
her rescuer.

Then she opened her eyes and saw him He was a boy, a child even younger than herself! "Ch! Wo
are you?" she excl ai ned.

The boy cried sonething i nconprehensi ble. Then sone-
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one sai d sonething i ndeci pherabl e behind him She | ooked, and saw a human skel et on

She screaned and scranbl ed out of the coffin. "Help! It's a nonster!" she cried as she hid behind
the coffin lid.

"That's no nonster!" the boy retorted. "That's Manow "

She peeked out, realizing that if the boy was not frightened, she shouldn't be either. "You're
tal ki ng sense now," she said. "You kissed me awake. Wio are you?"

"I am Prince Dol ph," he replied. "W are you?"

He continued to speak, but she was overcone by the realization that the magi c had i ndeed worked. A
true Prince had kissed her awake. "I amElectra,"” she babbled. "I |love you. WII you many ne?" For
what ever evil curse had brought her here, she had to nany him or die.

"But | am already betrothed!" he protested.
Then she knew she was dooned. The curse still functioned, even after all this tinme.

The skel eton asked her about the Heaven Cent, and she tried to explain, though stunned by her
doom Not one of the four of them had escaped any part of Mirphy's curse! Not the Sorceress, or
the Princess, or Electra, or—well, maybe MIlie had gotten away in tinme, but she wasn't even sure
of that. What a terror that man was!

"Then I'Il many you
Heaven Cent."

" the Prince said. "In a few years, when |I'mold enough. If you'll nake the

Then she realized that the other part of the magic was functioning too: the Heaven Cent had sent
her here, where she was nost needed. She wouldn't die after all! She flung her arns around the
Prince, who was exactly her own size.
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A shape | ooned at the entrance. There was a screamof terror, and Electra realized that it was not
her own; there was a fourth person in the tonb, a | ovely nude woman. What was she doi ng here?

El ectra' s consci ousness was spinning fromthe suddenness of the devel opnents, though a thousand
years (or nmost of it) had passed in the nmiddle of them But she gathered that the wonan was not
supposed to be here, and the huge horse-shape was going to destroy her. Suddenly the wonman's flesh
puffed away, |eaving only a standing
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skel eton. But Prince Dol ph junped between the stallion and the skeleton. "I forbid this thing!" he
cried. "Grace'l is a good person! | will help her!"

Now wasn't that just like a Prince!l He was trying to save another dansel, even though that dansel
had al ready been pretty garishly killed, so that only her bones remained.

"As you wish," the stallion said. Then Electra found herself standing on the beach outside the
tomb, with the male skel eton beside her. Only the tonb was gone; indeed, the whol e house was gone.
There was not hing but sand, and a few trees, here on the shore of what was evidently the nmainland
near the Isle of View Mdre magic!

She turned—and there behind her was the Prince, seated on the sand, staring into a gaze-gourd.
Besi de himwas a serpent with the head of a woman, watching him This grew stranger yet!

"Princess Nada, ms is Princess Electra," the skel eton said.

"Ch, I'mno princess!" Electra protested. "I'mjust— Suddenly it all becane too conplicated, and
she started crying.

The serpent-wonman changed to human form and conforted her. El ectra sobbed out as much of her story
as she could nanage, explaining about the curse and the apple and the cent and how t hey had al
interacted to bring her here. "So | |ove Prince Dol ph, and must nmarry him" she concl uded.

"But you don't even know him" Marrow the skel eton protested.

"What has that got to do with it? | know it was supposed to be the Princess, but the nmagic took
me, and that's the way it is. | have no choice in the matter."

Then the serpent worman, Nada Naga, explai ned how Prince Dol ph and two ani mat ed skel et ons and
hersel f had conme here. That was sinilarly amazing.

"Then you're his betrothed!" Electra exclained. "How nuch you nust [ove him"
"No, | don't love himat all," Nada said sadly. "It is a political betrothal."

"Then you don't want to marry hin®?"
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"I do want to marry him" Nada explained. "I just don't love him"

"But 1+ do love him And | have to marry him or |I'll die! How can you marry him when you are of

anot her species and you don't even | ove hinP"

"Because | ama Princess, and | nust do what is best for ny folk. They wili suffer grievously
unless | marry the Prince and gain the help of his folk against the goblins."

"How can he marry two of us?"

Nada nodded. "I think we have a problem Electra. But that may be academc, if Prince Dol ph
doesn't prevail against the Night Stallion.™
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El ectra | ooked at the boy, who | ooked just like the one who had ki ssed her awake. "Wat happens if
he doesn't?"

Marrow replied to that. "His body will remain, but his mind will be gone. H's body will be an
enpty shell. | would have stopped himfromthis folly, but—=

"Maybe our problemcan wait," Electra said. "First he has to win; then he can deci de between us."
She |iked Princess Nada, but it seened to her that her own need was greater

They settled down to wait, eating sone punpki nseed pie together, and tal ked of many things.
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Chapter 17.

I he coffin was gone. The chanber had changed. Dol ph found hinself standing beside Gace'l in a
roomthat was enpty and featurel ess except for two doors. The door on the left was white, with the
word YES printed in blue on it. The door on the right was black, with the word NO printed on it in
red. Between the two was printed a question: WOULD YOU DO SOVETHI NG UNPLEASANT TO ACCOWPLI SH
SOVETHI NG GOOD?

Dol ph gl anced at Grace'l, who retained her natural bone form "Wlere is the Night Stallion?
t hought he was going to put us on trial."

"He has his ways," she said. "He toys with folk before destroying them He |ocks themin die worst
of dreans and gives themthe illusion they can save thensel ves. W are dooned no natter what we
do."

"I don't know. My father Dor always said the Night Stallion was a fair-ninded creature.”

"But ruthless. | have done wong, and he will nmake ne suffer and destroy nysel f—and you too, now
that you have taken ny part. You should not have done nmat."

"I don't think you did wong," Dol ph said nore bravely than he felt. "Nada told me about Tristan
Troll and how you nmessed up his dream | know the Night Stallion has a different idea, but | think
Tristan was right to let that little girl go, and you were right to spoil the bad dream"”

"But you didn't have to put yourself in peril because of that!" she protested. "Mst people are
very free in judging right and wong, but they aren't so foolish as to get into trouble about it."

"Wll, I"'mjust a child and | guess | don't know any better. You hel ped nme get the Heaven Cent,
and | had to help you get out of this."
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"But you don't have the Heaven Cent!"

"But El ectra said she would nake it for ne."

"Only if you married her—and you are already betrothed."

Dol ph smiled ruefully. "I guess |I'mnot very smart with snap decisions.”

Their di al ogue | apsed. Not hi ng had happened; they renained alone in the little room Apparently
the stallion wasn't going to conme after them

Dol ph turned around. There was a third door behind them green and unmarked. He tried the knob
but the door would not open. They could not go back the way they had cone, if mat was the way they
had come. It was hard to tell, in the gourd.

He reread the print on the wall. Wuld he do sonething unpl easant, to acconplish sonethi ng good?
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It seemed he had been doing that all along, on his Quest to get the Heaven Cent! He had just sort
of gotten in trouble wherever he went, and had to struggle out of it. But at |east now he had the
cent, al nost!

"Mght as well try a door," he said. He went to the YES door and turned the handle.

The door opened readily, to a roomjust like the first. "Stay with ne, Gace' 1" he said, grasping
her hand as he stopped through. That hand now felt exactly |ike bare bones; the Night Stallion had
stripped away every aspect of the illusion. "They might try to separate us, and then | don't know
how | could help you." Actually, he had no idea anyway, but it did not seemw se to advertise that
at the nonent.

The far wall had two doors, white and black, narked with the blue YES and red NO as before. But
there was no question between them

The door behind closed after they entered. Then a new question appeared on the opposite wall:
WOULD YOQU EAT A

UVE BASI LI SK TO SAVE A HUMAN Lire?

Dol ph shook his head in dismay. "I don't knowif | could eat a live basilisk! | nean, they can
kill with a glance, and their breath is poisonous."

"I can't eat at all," Gace'l said.

" '"But | couldn't just let soneone die, if |I could save that
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person,” Dol ph concluded. "So | guess I'd try to eat the basilisk. Ugh!"

He opened the YES door. They stepped together into the next chanber

The door cl osed behind nem and the next question showed: WOULD YOU BETRAY YOUR KIND TO SAVE A
HUMAN CHI LD?

They stared at it for a tinme wthout speaking. There was sonething about this variant of the
question that seemed famliar, but Dol ph couldn't quite place it.

Then Grace*! spoke. "That's what Tristan Troll did! He betrayed the trolls, to let the little girl
live! That was why he was bei ng puni shed by the bad dream "

That made it easier to relate to. "I think Tristan Troll was right. He saved the human fanily a
lot of grief.”

"But he's a troll! They aren't supposed to do decent things!"

Dol ph found the thinking hard, but he managed to forge through it. "Maybe Tristan was wr ong,
because of his culture, but I'"'mnot a troll. It wouldn't be wong for ne. So | guess | would do
it."

"I messed up Tristan's dream so | guess | would do it too."
Dol ph opened the YES door, and they stepped through
The next rooms wall said: WOULD YOU WPE our A HUMAN VI LLAGE TO SAVE A TROLL CHI LD?

They stopped again, considering the inplications. "W said we'd betray our kind, to save a human
child," Grace'l said unconfortably. "Isn't this pretty nuch the sane?"

"But human beings are better than trolls!" Dol ph protested. "To destroy a whole village, just to—
He faltered, recognizing the harsh parallel. Did he want to do what was right for just human
bei ngs, or for everything?
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Still, even if humans were equal to trolls (ugh!), it would be wong to wi pe out a whole village
just for one. He could not answer yes to this cruel question

"Tristan Troll put his whole village in danger, because it had no other food," Gace'l said. "I
t hought he was right, but now |'m not sure."

Heaven Cent
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"I guess the Night Stallion thought you were wong," Dol ph said. "But that little girl—=

"That little girl," she agreed. "I think of a skeletal child, and | just can't let mat |iving one
be killed or eaten.™

"Well, | guess these are only questions,
answer this one no."

he said. "We're answering the best we can. W have to

She nodded, but her bone face | ooked pale, and her eyes holl ower than usual
He opened the NO door. The next room s question was:
WOULD YOU W PE OQUT A TROLL VI LLAGE TO SAVE A HUMAN CHI LD?

"W already answered that," Grace'l said faintly. "I guess we did," Dol ph agreed, feeling
m serabl e He opened the NO door. The next was as cruel: WOULD YOQU KILL A HUVAN CHI LD

TO SAVE A TROLL VI LLAGE?

Dol ph felt the tears starting. He knew that this was just the other side of the | ast question, but
it was even nore painful. If the troll village needed to kill the child to survive, what was
right? His certainty had been shaken. But he just couldn't say yes.

He opened the NO door. WOULD YOU KILL A TROLL CHI LD

TO SAVE A HUMAN VI LLAGE?

Grace'l put her face in her bone hands. "I just can't do any of this!"

"l hate this!" Dol ph confessed. "These are terrible questions! Wiy can't we have any good ones?"

"The Night Stallion never nakes things easy on those who oppose him" Gace'l said. "This wll
just get worse and worse, until we beg himfor mercy, and then we won't get it."

"Then | won't ask for it," Dol ph said, fending off his own tears. "I'Il just say no, until we get
a better question." He opened the NO door

WOULD YOU KI SS A HARPY TO SAVE ALL XANTH?

Dol ph gaped. Here was a question he could agree to! He hated harpies, but still—He paused on the
way to the YES door. Did the principle
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differ frommat of the other rooms? It wasn't as bad to kiss a harpy as to kill a child, but it

was a thing he would not ordinarily do. If he said yes, he could be back in the worse choices,
just as he had been when he answered yes to the first question about doing sonething unpleasant to
acconpl i sh sonmet hing good. That led only to trouble!

"1 renmenber ny grandfather Trent saying sonething about ends and neans," he said, thinking hard.
"He said—he said die ends did not—did not justify the neans. | never knew what he meant. But now—
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"Is it right to do sonething wong, to acconplish sonething good?" G ace'l asked, phrasing it nore
neatly than he had been able to. "I always thought it was, but now | mnk nmaybe it isn't. | messed
up that bad dream—"

"No!" Dol ph cried. "The Night Stallion is naking you think his way, to think he's right to punish
you, and | know that can't be right, because what you did was nice. |'mnot going to say if s bad
to be nice!"

"But maybe—-
"No! I won't do mis any nore! These are bad doors!"

Dol ph turned and wrenched at the handl e of the door behind him the green one w thout a YES or NO
To his surprise, it opened. "Come on!" he said, grasping GraceTs bone fingers. "W're getting out
of here!™

They returned to the prior room and Dol ph crossed to the green door. It opened. He haul ed the
skel et on t hrough.

Before long they were back in the first chanber. Dol ph tried its green door, the one nmat had been
stuck before—and it renai ned stuck.

H's flurry of hope collapsed. They could not after all escape nis way.

But he refused to admt defeat. "These doors are bad!" he proclainmed. "They all ask—-ask the wong
questions. They all make us do sonething bad for sonething good, and that's wong. The—the end
does not justify the means!"”

He tried the green door again, wenching at the handle, expecting failure—and this tine it opened
wi t hout resistance. "Cone on!" he cried, delighted by this surprise. He took Grace'l hand again
and haul ed her through.
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Bef ore them was a vast chanber, filled with creatures. Dol ph blinked, unable to assimlate it all
at a gl ance.

"The court is now in session," a voice boonmed. It was the Night Stallion, speaking froma lofty
desk at one end of the chanber. He wore a black cloak that covered all of his body bel ow t he head,
and | ooked inpressively sinister. "The participants will take their places."

He glanced to the side. "Defendant,"” the Night Stallion said.

Gace'l stepped forward. "Grace'l Gssian," she said faintly. She took her seat at the separate
table the stallion indicated for her.

"Counsel for the defense."

No one stepped forward. The stallion's eye fell on Dol ph, and suddenly Dol ph realized that this
was his job. He stepped up. "Prince Dol ph," he said as boldly as he could nmanage, and sat at
G aceTs table.

"Menbers of the jury: introduce yourselves and stand for chall enges."”

A line of creatures canme fromthe central throng. The first was a dragon. "Draco Dragon of M.
Etanmin," he grow ed clearly, then shuffled onward to find a place in the jury box. This was an
encl osed platformw th a dozen pl aces, suspended by four stout cables at the corners so that it
hung fromthe ceiling. It was only a human handspan above the floor, and swing gently as the
dragon's weight cane on it.

Dol ph was anmazed. How could Draco be here, and how coul d he speak the human | anguage? Then he
realized mat this was the gourd, the real mof dreamnms; anything could happen here. Draco was
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probably here in dreamform just as Dol ph hinmself was. In dreans folk could speak and understand
what ever the dreamsaid they could; it didn't have to make sense.

"Counsel for the prosecution has approved all the nenbers of the jury," the judge said. "Counse
for the defense may chall enge now Half are from Xanth, and half fromthe real mof dreans; that
ratio will be maintained regardl ess of chall enges."

Oh. Dol ph wondered who was handl i ng the prosecution
292
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But nght now he had to be sure the jury was fair. He knew just enough about the process of justice
to know how i nportant this was. So he bad to question the prospective jurors and object if any
were too bad.

He was surprised that Draco was a juror, but that could be all right. He didn't worry nuch about

| ogi c, just about making sure of the dragon's neutrality. * 'Draco, you renenber how Marrow Bones
saved your gens at great risk to hinself, because he was a decent person. You must understand how
important it is to be that way." The dragon nodded, interested; he certainly valued bis gens!
"Well, Gace'lis Marrow s friend, and she is a lot like him She did a thing at great risk to
hersel f, because she is a decent person. She saved Tristan Troll from being tornented because of
the decent thing He did, and then she canme back to the gourd to help ne conplete nmy Quest, and she
got caught, because of ne. Do you think a person who helps ne |ike that should be puni shed?"

Draco nodded no. One down. "No chall enge. "

The next creature swamup. It was a small silvery fish, alnbst round in outline. "Perrin Piranha,"
he announced, and swamto the next place in the jury box.

Dol ph renenbered nmat fish! He was the | eader of the water guardi ans near Draco's nest! He might be
satisfactory as a guardi an, and he had hel ped Marrow fight the goblins, but how could he serve on
a jury here?

Then he realized that the little fish would know nothing of Grace'l or her crine. Therefore he,

Ii ke Draco Dragon, was an objective party. He would | earn about Grace'l in the course of ms
trial. But how would a bloodthirsty fish react to the nmessing up of a bad drean®? Dol ph was
worried. This was, after all, a hanging jury; the jury box turned slowy, slowy in the air as the
weight init shifted

Alittle bird was next in line. No, it was a bat. "Brick Bat, and what's it to you?" he snapped as
Dol ph gl anced at him and sailed smoothly to the third place in the box.

Wrse yet! Brick Bat might have been a good cave guardian for the dragon's nest, but he was a nean
creature who coul d deci de against a nice person like Grace'l just for spite. Wio had selected this
jury? Unfortunately, he

Heaven Cent
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knew. the Night Stallion, who was also the judge. This boded ill indeed!

"Perrin Piranha and Brick Bat, Marrow Bones hel ped you to save the genms fromthe goblins. Gace'l
GCssi an woul d have done the sane. Can you bl ame her for being that way?" The little fish and the
little bat |ooked thoughtful; they might not be convinced, but they were doubtful. That was good
enough; their savage little minds were not closed. "No challenge."

- Next cane a surly-looking goblin. "Itchlips Goblin," he gritted, and stonped to the box. Dol ph
did not know nis one, but he knew that any goblin was bad news, for anything. If this had been one
of the goblin horde who had rai ded the dragon's nest and taken Marrow apart—and, considering the
other jurors from mat engagenent, ms seened |ikely—he would have a grudge agai nst all skel etons,
especially any who were close to Marrow.
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"Itchlips, if the trolls raided your stronghold and abducted sonmeone dear to you, wouldn't you
want it to be soneone like Tristan?" Hie goblin |ooked startled; he hadn't thought of it quite mat
way. "And if Gracel! is punished for being nice to Tristan Troll, men no one else will dare to do
what he did. So your |oved one— Dol ph nade a throat-slicing notion. The goblin flinched; he was
havi ng a second t hought. "No chal | enge. "

A handsone young man with flat duck feet came up. "Ful sone Fee," he said, and took the next seat
in the box. Dol ph was chagrined again. That was the | eader of the folk who had tried to force the
menbers of his party to interbreed with them to revivify their waning stock. Nada had foiled
them but surely Ful sonme carried a grudge agai nst Dol ph and his friends, Gace'l included. What
could be worse nan this?

A buxom woman garbed in green | eaves, whose reddi sh brown hair fell to her feet wal ked up, her
body swaying in a manner that caused even the nonhuman folk to watch with interest. Dol ph had seen
that wal k before! In fact, this was—

"Vida Vila," she said, and undulated on to the hanging jury box, her hair waving al ong behind her
She was the
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nat ure nynph whose tree Marrow had threatened to chop, and who had then wanted to nmarry Dol ph
because he was a prince. She had turned out to be all right, in the end, and though Dol ph was not
yet versed in the fine points of adult fenale anatonmy, he was sure that hers could serve as a
nmodel for study. But he had gone on to becone betrothed to not one but two other girls, and if
Vida | earned about that, she might turn into a bear and attack him He was distinctly nervous
about having her on this jury.

Still, be remenbered how protective she was toward children. That could count in his favor

"Ful sone Fee and Vida Vila, 1 hardly need to talk to you about the inportance of preserving

children," Dol ph continued. "Grace'l is being puni shed because she cheri shes children; you know
that. I know you can't support that." He saw that he was correct.
The box was now half full, with no really good jurors for his purpose. But they weren't really

bad, either. What would the rest be |ike—+the ones fromthe gourd?

The next juror stepped up: a wonan who | ooked like nothing at all. "Onoma Topoeia," she said,
i ntroduci ng herself, and as she spoke she | ooked exactly the way she sounded, which was rather
strange.

Onof Dol ph thought. She's going to change her nind every tine anyone speaks!
"Ononma, doesn't it seemodd to you that a person should be punished for doing something decent?"

"Not hi ng seens odd to ne,"-she said, |ooking oddly Iike nothing. "Everything |ooks just the way it
sounds. "

Dol ph found it inpossible to relate to her. He didn't know where she stood. But if he barred her
fromthis jury, she nmight be replaced by sonething worse. He decided to ganble that she woul d not
be too bad.

Next came a pig, towing a block of ivory alnost as high as hinself. It had been partially carved,
and was evidently to be a statue of a fenale pig. "Pyg Malion," he said, and trotted on to the
box. Vida and Onona had to help himhaul up his ivory; evidently he planned to work on it during
dull periods of the trial. Was that good or bad for Grace'l1l, Dol ph wondered, and dreaded the
answer .

Heaven Cent

295

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt (187 of 206) [1/19/03 8:54:43 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%620-%20X anth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt

"What is it that you are scul pting?"

"CGal atea, the loveliest of pigs. | love her."

"But she's just a statue!" Dol ph protested. "An ivory statue, and not even finished yet."
"Neither is your case," Pyg retorted.

He had a point. Dol ph decided not to chall enge.

The follow ng creature | ooked so conpletely stupid that Dol ph wondered how he had ever qualified
for jury duty. "Ignor Amus,"” he said dully, and blundered on to the box. Dol ph Iiked himno
better.

"Do you think a wonman shoul d be puni shed for—

"I don't know nothing about anything," Anus said.

"Then how can you vote on it?"

"Il just vote the way everybody el se does. That's what | always do."

Well, if the majority voted Dol ph's way, this creature would be all right. Better to I et him be

But worse was conming. This was a big, heavy-bodied aninmal with broad hons who | ooked tw ce as
stupid as the prior juror. "Oxy Mron," he lowed with |ight heaviness.

"How s that?" Dol ph asked.

"Oxy Moron. I'mstupidly clever. | like routine contrasts and bright darkness."
"Uh, about the defendant—=

"She's a nice neanie.”

" But —

"And you're a snart fool."

Yet again Dol ph pondered, and yet again decided to | eave well enough alone. This creature just
m ght be maki ng sense.

Dol ph coul d not even attenpt to categorize the last two jurors. They seened to have no fixed
forns.

"I am Synec Doche,
whol e, small-foot."

the first said. "You nay address ne by any of ny parts, or any part by the

Dol ph' s head was spinning. He couldn't understand any of these folk! He went to the |ast.

"I am Meto Nyny," the man said. "You may describe nme by any of my attributes, loser."
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Baf fl ed, Dol ph retreated. How woul d these strange fol k vote? He could not tell. "No challenge," he
sai d.

The hanging jury was conplete: twelve odd creatures. How they woul d deci de Dol ph could not say,
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but it did not |ook excruciatingly good.

"Counsel for the prosecution," the stallion said.

A new figure energed fromthe throng. Seeing her, Dol ph al most fainted. "Princess lvy," she said
clearly.

H's sister! H s snooty fourteen-year-old sister! O all the tinmes and places for her to show up,
this was the very ultimte worst! How bad could his luck get?

Bad | uck? No, he realized. This was the gourd, where the Night Stallion ruled. This was the realm
of dreans, and the stallion was the master of bad dreans. Grace'l was on trial for the way she had
messed up a bad dream so now she was suffering her own bad dream and Dol ph was io it with her.
Luck played no part in this; the night stallion was Gafting the slowy closing pincers of the

wor st of dreams. A dream from which neither the defendant nor her counsel could wake. A dream
whose end woul d be—what ?

Dol ph had been nervous before, and afraid. Now he was terrified. Gace'l had tried to warn hi m of
the stallion's power; now he appreciated the nature of that power. The stallion had only played a
game with him giving himirrel evant doors to agoni ze over, while setting up this horrendous
trial. And was the jury also irrel evant because the decision had al ready been nmade? No, he could
not accept that! But how was he to change the outcone and save Grace'l from destruction? For he
knew this was what conviction would nean. He was alive; he would wake when the dream was done.
Grace'1l woul d not.

H's terror remained, but his thinking caused it gradually to change fromthe urge to cower to the
urge to fight. There was no way that he, a nere child, could hope to fight the power of the N ght
Stallion. Not here, not in the stallion's bailiw ck. Not by die stallion's rules. Yet he had to
try. This was not bravery on his part, but desperation. Gace'l was all bones, but she was a good
person, and he had to hel p her somehow.

"The defendant is charged with spoiling a duly constituted dream™ the judge N ght Stallion said,
"and with violating her exile. How does she pl ead?"

"Ch, | didit," Gace'l said unhappily. "I—=

Dol ph junped up. "She doesn't nean that!" he exclained. "She pleads Not Guilty!"

"But | did—= Gace'l said. "I wouldn't try to deceive—=

"Not Quilty, by reason of — Dol ph paused, his inspiration failing. OF course she was guilty; not
only was this a rigged trial, she was bound to lose even if it was fair. But mat was |like the
doors with the inpossible questions: either answer was just nore trouble. He had to get her out of
that kind of choice, between guilt and guilt. He had to find a way to make it all right.

The entire court was frozen, awaiting his plea. The jury was watching him and so were all the
creatures of the audience, and the judge, and his sister. All waiting for himto say sonething
really stupid. So that Grace'l would wi sh she had conme here w thout him

"By reason of—= Still he was stalled. What could he say to nake it better, when none of these
creatures were on his side or GraceTs? That the ends did not justify the neans? They would turn
that right around, and prove that die end of sparing a decent troll did not justify the neans of
messing up a well-prepared dream That the end of finding the Heaven Cent did not justify the
means of violating GaceTs exile? That was the crudest part of it: by their definitions Gace'l
was wong on bom counts, and he could not counter those definitions. Yet still he knew there was
sonet hi ng wrong, and that she should not be punished for her decency. How coul d he nmake that

cl ear?

"That it just wasn't like that," he concluded m serably.

The judge frowned. "The defendant pleads Not Guilty by reason of that it just wasn't like that,"
he repeated tonetessly.
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There was a snicker fromthe audience, echoed in the jury box. lvy sniffed disdainfully. He had
blown it, as she had known he woul d.

"Prosecution?" the judge inquired.

"We intend to prove that it was too |like that,
up a perfectly

Ivy said pronptly. "That foolish skel eton nessed
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good dream and then cane back to gloat about it. OFf with her head!"

The audi ence appl auded, and several nenbers of the jury nodded. There was a statement with guts!

"Make your case," the judge said.

"The prosecution calls as its first witness Truculent Troll," Ivy said, reeking with confidence.

Atall, ugly, nean-spirited troll cane up to the witness stand. "Do you know what wi |l happen to
you if you don't tell the truth?" the stallion asked him

The troll quailed. "I'lIl tell anything you want, honest!" he said quickly. "I swear!"

"Wtness has been duly sworn in," the judge said.

Now Ivy started in, in the way she had. "Truculent, are you fromthe sane village as Tristan
Trol | ?"

"That bl ankety bl eep?" Trucul ent exclai med, enraged. "You know what that nul e-bottom di d?"

"Just answer the question," the judge warned.
"Yes, |'mashaned to say |'mfromthat village."
"And what did Tristan Troll do?" |vy asked.

"He tried to wipe out our village! He had a tasty norsel, that we all would have shared, and he
let it go! We nearly starved! We had to tide through on crottled gleep! | still get sick just
thinking of it!" Indeed, the troll |ooked ready to retch. An orderly sidled near with a basin,
just in case.

"Your witness," lvy said with a smrk at Dol ph
Hi s witness? Dol ph had no idea what to do. He sat there stupidly.

"Counsel for the defense, do you wi sh to cross-exanine this wtness?" the judge asked.

Dol ph | ooked at the troll. "He does |ook pretty cross, but | guess not." There was another titter
t hrough the audi ence, and he realized that he had blundered again in sonme way. So he reversed
hinself. "Uh, | nean, yes, 1'd better. Troll, what was this tasty norsel you say Tristan let go?"

"A femal e hono-sap juvenile," Truculent said gruffly.
"A what?" Dol ph asked, thrown by the description. He had thought it was a little girl.
"A human brat."

"Do you nean a little human girl?"
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"That's what | said, idiot."

Dol ph saw a reaction in the jury box. It was Vida Vila. He renenbered that her kind was protective
of children. Maybe he had sonething here after all. "You were going to cut up this little girl and
roast her?"

"Naw, we don't use knives. W just tear 'emapart and chonp 'emraw. "

Draco Dragon was salivating, but Itchlips Goblin was | ooking unhappy. Ful some Free seened angry,
and Vida Vila was outraged. He was scoring! This jury did have sone scrupl es.

"Thank you,
chance.

he said politely. "That will be all." For the first time he suspected he night have a

The troll departed. lvy, grinmacing for sone private reason, called the next witness: a little boy.
"Little Boy," she asked, "are you fromthe human village that the trolls raided that night?"
"What's it to ya?" he responded.

The Night Stallion twisted his horse lips into a frown. "How would you like a dreamlike this?" he
i nquired of the boy. A picture appeared over the boy's head, showi ng a gi ant hairbrush descendi ng.

"Yeslam " the boy said instantly.

Doi ph realized that this trial was no joke, in this respect. The witnesses were expected to answer
wi thout being irrel evant or sassing the nenbers of the court. Was it possible that the verdict was
not al ready seal ed?

"And do you know the girl who was captured by the trolls?"

"Yeah." The boy was about to say nore, but he glanced at the judge and changed his mind

"What kind of a person is she?"

"A nerd. A real dope. And bossy too. You know how girls are."

Dol ph had to clap a hand over his nmouth to keep from |l aughing. That boy really knew his stuff!
But lvy played it with a straight face. "So the village woul d have been better off w thout her?"
300
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The judge gl anced at Dol ph. "Do you have an objection? That calls for a conclusion on the part of
the witness.'

But Dol ph, getting smarter, had been watching the jury. The question had angered several nenbers.
Hi s side was better off with it, because Ivy was doing his job for him "No objection,” he said.

"Yeah, sure," the boy said. "She was a pain! I'msorry she canme back."
Ivy realized she had made a nistake. "Your witness," she said, ending it.

Dol ph approached the boy, who was younger man hinmself. "So you don't like that little girl?" he
asked.

"That's what! said!"

"Do you like any girls?"
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"Of course not!"
"So you'd be glad if the trolls carried themall away and ate then®?"
"Cee, that'd be great!"

Dol ph | ooked wi sely at the jury and nodded. Several nenbers nodded back. The boy had been reveal ed
as a brat. "No nore questions.”

Ivy, disgruntled, called her next witness. "Mare Frigoris."

A bl ack fermal e horse trotted up, seenming quite solid. Again, Dol ph rem nded hinself that this was
the gourd; the night nmares -lived here, and so were as solid here as anyone.

"State your nane and occupation, please."

The night mare did not actually speak; instead she projected a dreanlet into the mnds of the
listeners. In this little dream she had the formof a pretty black woman with her black hair in
the formof a ponytail. "I amMare Frigoris, after whomthe Sea of Cold on the Moon is naned. |
carry bad dreams to those who deserve them™

"How | ong have you held this position?" |vy asked

"Three hundred years."

"You are then an experienced carrier of dreans?"

"Yes. "

"And do you take pride in your work?"

* '"COF course. It is a great and necessary profession. | take ny work nost seriously."

"And were you the designated carrier of the dreamfor Tristan Troll that night?"

"l was."

"Did you have any reason to doubt that it was a quality bad dream suitable for the occasion?"

"No. It was presented in a package. In fact, the full effort was so inmportant that it required
three night mares to handle it. | was the first: a position of honor."

"And did that dream occur as schedul ed?"

"No." The black maid in the dreanr et frowed. "It was a disaster, and a sore enbarrassnent to us
all."

"Exactly what happened?”
"Acritical part was to be played by a fenal e skel eton—
"The defendant ?"

"Yes. But instead of scaring the dreaner as she was supposed to, by playing the part of the
skel eton of a female of his tribe who had starved to death because of his dereliction, she—= Here
the dream et nmiden faltered, appalled by the enornmity of the betrayal.

"Take the tine you need,"” Ivy said synpathetically. "Tell us in your own words exactly how t hat
wretch ruined your work of artistry.”

The dream et girl recovered her equilibrium "It was so subtle, so devious, | didn't catch it on
my initial review All of the dreamwas correct, guaranteed to keep the victimscreamng hi his
sleep until he was nore horse than ne."
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The audi ence and the jury burst out |aughing at the pun. "Order in the court," the judge said
i ndul gently.

"Then why didn't it work?" lvy persisted.

"Because of those few words she whi spered at the beginning of her part/' the black nare girl

expl ained. "She told the troll 'I think you did right.* Then he knew that it was only a dream and
that even those who had come to tornent himdidn't want to. He no longer took it seriously, and he
hardly suffered at all. The entire night's dream ng was ruined!" Here the mare girl broke down,

and was unabl e to continue.

"Your witness," lvy said snugly.

VWhat was Dol ph to do with this witness? There was no
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question of the facts; Gace'l had certainly done the deed. "No questions/' he said

"The prosecution has no nore witnesses," Ivy said. She needed no nore; she had nmade her case.

The facts were clear enough. Dol ph realized that his only chance was to change their
interpretation. Surely the jury would be able to appreciate Grace' Ps notive, once her side was
stated. He knew just the person to make this clear. "Mela Merwonman."

Mel a wal ked up. She had her legs for this, and they were just as pretty as they had been before.

"Mela, are you acquainted with the defendant?" "Yes, | got to know her well when she was at ny
lair." "Wat kind of a person would you say she is?" "Well, of course she's not alive; she is
formed of bones. So I don't know whether it's fair to judge by—=

"Make an effort," Dol ph said, in the curt courtroom manner that seemed to make the best
i npression. He didn't know nuch about trials, but he wasn't stupid.

“I'd call her a really nice person. She cares about people, and she always tries to do what's
right. Her friend Marrow is that way, too; he—=

"You say she cares about people," he interrupted, knowing that they could not afford to stray from
the topic and fudge the point. "But she is not alive, not truly human. How coul d she care about a
human chil d?"

"She cares about anyone who needs caring about," Mela said sinply. "There are sone living fol k who
don't care." She |ooked darkly at Draco Dragon. "Grace'l is a nonliving person who does care."

He saw Vida Vila reacting in the jury box; she was unlikely to vote against Gace'l after this.
Ful sone Fee was noddi ng agreenent too; he had a concern with children, for his fol k needed nore of
t hem

"So if she had to punish soneone who had saved a child fromharm would you say mat she was
justified in—

"Cbjection!" lvy cried. "Conclusion on the part of the wtness"
"Sustai ned," the judge said.
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But Dol ph had nade his point; nore heads in the jury were nodding. It had been no accident that
G ace'l nessed up the bad dreamfor Tristan Troll. She had done it because of the way she felt
about people. How could she be condemed for that?

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt (193 of 206) [1/19/03 8:54:43 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%620-%20X anth%2011%20-%20Heaven%20Cent.txt

"Mela, if you had to play a part in a bad dream |ike the one Gace' 1—

"Cbjection!" Ivy cried. "lrrelevant, immterial, and m sl eading!"
" Sust ai ned. "
Well, it had been worth a try. "No nore questions/' he said.

Ivy had no questions; Mela could only nake Gace'1l | ook better

Next he called Tristan Troll. There was a stir in the audience; this was a daring nove! But Dol ph
knew he had to be daring, if he was to fight his way to anything |li ke an even chance for Gace'l

"Tristan, why did you let that little girl go?" he asked. "Please tell this court in your own
words, with as much detail as you need." He knew this would be a touching story.

"Cbjection!" lvy cried. "lrrelevant! W don't need to know why, just that he did it, and what the
defendant did then." Naturally she did not want this touching story presented.

"This is the act that started this whole thing," Dol ph said. "W have to have it straight, because
the bad dream was what got Grace'l in trouble. How can we judge her, if we don't know exactly what
caused her to do what she did?"

More nenbers of the jury nodded. They were not inflexible at all; he was w nning them over! He had
surprised hinself by his logic; he night have a better mind than he had suspected.

"Overruled," the judge said. For a nonent Dol ph was di sappoi nted, thinking that he had | ost the
point; then he realized that it was the objection that had been overrul ed, and he had won his
poi nt .

"I had al ways thought of the human folk as nere ani-
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mals," the troll said. "Just so nuch flesh waiting to be caught and eaten. But when that little
girl spoke to ne, and told me how bad her | oss would make her family feel, | thought of my own
little cub troll, that | always wanted but never had, and 1 remenbered how lonely it was w t hout

her, and | didn't want to do that to anyone el se, not even human folk. So 1 let her go. 1 know it
was foolish, because trolls never spare humans, nor humans trolls, but that was the way it was."

Dol ph figured that was enough. Anyone on the jury who had a child would understand. "Your
Wi t ness. "

"But you knew you were doi ng wong, didn't you?" Ivy asked the troll. "So that you deserved
puni shrent ?" "Qbj ection!" Dol ph cried.

"I withdraw the question,” lvy said with a smrk. She had done her dammge, regardl ess of the
answer. "No further questions."”

Finally Dol ph called the little girl as a witness. She came to the wi tness box, and she was
inmpossibly little and cute.

"Do you understand what the trolls intended to do with you, before Tristan |let you go?" he asked
her.

The little girl burst into tears. Ful sone Fee | ooked angry, and Vida Vila al nost junped out of the
jury box. Neither of themliked the abuse of children. "Your w tness," Dol ph said.

"No questions," lvy said quickly. She did not |ook confortable.

That was it; there were no further witnesses. It was tinme for the counsels for the prosecution and
defense to nake their summations, before the jury decided. This was where it all cane together—er
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apart. Dol ph's hands were sweating; he had no idea what to say.

Fortunately, lvy had to speak first. "All this business about nice skeletons or sorry trolls or
sweet little girls is irrelevant,"” she said. "Skel etons are supposed to be scary, and trolls are
supposed to be nean, and little girls aren't necessarily sweet." She whirled on Dol ph. "Do you
di sagree?"

Heaven Cent
305
Dol ph, caught conpletely by surprise, choked. lvy was her own best exanple!

"You die jury have to consider just one thing," she continued savagely. "Did the defendant do what
she was supposed to do? You know she didn't; therefore she is guilty. That is all there is to it,
and you know it."

Quch! At one nasty stroke, she had negated all of Dol ph's w tnesses. How could he counter that?
Grace'l had nessed up the dream and that was all that the denizens of the real mof dreans cared
about .

Then he remenbered that he couldn't win if he accepted the gourd's definitions; it was a fixed
ganme. He had not gotten anywhere he wanted to go when he kept opening doors with questions he
didn't like; he had only escaped that trap when he rejected that whol e busi ness. He had to break
out of those definitions. There m ght not be much of a chance, that way, but there was no chance
at all the other way.

He had to get through to each nenber of the jury, to nake that person or creature vote his way. To
make a really effective sumation that would nove them al |

"Well, uh, er," he said, "You know it just isn't right to punish a person for being nice. The ends
of making bad dreans don't justify the neans of - He stalled, confused. Wat point had he been
trying to nake? He couldn't, in this pressure situation, get it straight. Ends and neans—but it
was gone. "That's all | have to say." He returned to his table, chagrined.

Ivy | ooked across at him "Brother, you blewit,"” she said sneeringly.

He was al ready aware of that.

The jury consulted. Dol ph | ooked at Gace'l. "I tried," he said, near to tears again. "I really
tried."”

"I know you did, Dol ph," she said. "It isn't your fault that no one can win a trial in the dream
realm"

The jury straightened. "Have you reached a decision?" the judge inquired.
"W have, Your Honor," Draco said.

"What is your decision?"

"Quilty."
306
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Dol ph had been di scouraged, fearing just this result. But now that it had happened, he was
outraged. "But it isn't fair!" he cried. "She's so nice, and this is all so nixed up!"

Ivy turned toward him He could tell by the nean set of her nmouth that she was about to say
sonething ungirl-1ike.

Then, without warning or interim he was in a courtyard. Grace'l was standi ng before a pocked
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brick wall. There was a blindfold around her skull.
" Ready! "

Dol ph | ooked toward the voice. There was a squad of ten centaur archers, now lifting their bows
and nocking their arrows in unison. The centaur comrander stood to the side, where he could see
both the squad and the target—-which was Grace' 1, across the court.

IIAimII
Ten bows oriented, and ten strings drew back as ten terrible arrows were ained at the condemed

creature.

"WAit!" Dol ph cried, running out into the mddle of the court, between G ace'l and the firing
squad.

"This is highly irregular,” the centaur comuander said, frowning.

"But you can't execute her just because she nmessed up one bad dream " Dol ph protested.

"I ndeed we can, unless she recants and swears never to do it again and nakes up for it by being
twice as nean as the others in future dreans."”

"I can't do that!" Grace'l cried, appalled

"She can't do mat!" Dol ph echoed.

"I thought so. She is recalcitrant. Mve aside, or you will share her fate," the centaur comrander

said curtly.

"She did what she did because the dream was wong!" Dol ph said. "She's a nice person, and she just
couldn't participate in an unfair punishnent. How can you, centaurs, known for their fairness, do
this thing? How can you execute a person you know is right?"

"W do not neke the rules, we only inplenent them" the commander said. "For the final tine: nove,
for we are about to fire."

Heaven Cent
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Dol ph backed up until he touched Grace'l. He turned and put his arns around her. "I defended her
| share her fate!" he said. "I believe as she does: that dream was wong!"

"As you wish," the centaur said. He turned again to the squad, which had renai ned i nmobile during
thi s exchange

"I"'msorry," Gace'l," Dolph said, his tears flowing. "I tried, | just wasn't good enough!"

"You were good enough," she said. "It was a |ost cause fromthe start. W know we are right, even
if they don't accept it. At least you tried, and | thank you for—

"FIRE!'"

Ten arrows shot toward nem each one unerringly ained. They struck together. There was an
expl osion of |ight.

They stood in a tiny chanber, before the Night Stallion. "Are you satisfied?" the stallion asked.

Dol ph, dazed, couldn't answer. He seened to be still alive. Grace'l seened intact, the blindfold
gone.

"W are," a chorus of voices replied.

Dol ph | ooked. One of the walls had fuzzed out, and beyond it was the jury box, with the twelve
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creatures present.

The stallion focused on the skeleton. "You have been found guilty of being too nice for work in
the crafting of bad dreans, and your constancy under duress has been verified. You are therefore
barred fromthis type of enploynment; henceforth you will work exclusively in good dreans. Since
there is small call for your specialty in those, you are hereby granted |l eave in Xanth until a
call arises for an animted skeleton in a good dream Depart with our favor; you are indeed a good
person.”

Grace'l was al nost speechless. "But the trial—=

"WAs to ascertain the exact nature of your belief. You might have interfered with the dream
because of |aziness or carelessness or confusion. It was essential for us to know, if you were to
resune work in the gourd. Had you remmi ned beyond the dreamrealm none of this would have been
necessary."

"But the execution—
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"W had to ascertain whether your position was firm rather man nmerely a pose to elicit synpathy.
When you nmmintained it even at the end, we knew that you truly believed in goodness."

"But Dol ph— she said.

"Ah yes, Prince Dol ph." The equi ne gaze oriented on Dol ph. "You showed your val ues. You defended
her as well as you were able, and, given your age and i nexperience, ms was creditable. You

remai ned consi stent even at the end, putting your |life behind your belief when your words failed
you. You will one day nmake an excellent King of Xanth. Meanwhile, you will be treated with due
respect in the gourd. Wenever you enter, the first denizen of the dreamrealmto spy you will
proffer any help you need to find your way around or to acconplish sonething. You have proved out,
Prince Dol ph, and we of the gourd salute you."

Then the remaining walls dissolved, and the entire courtroomreappeared. The audi ence burst into
appl ause, which was joined by the jury, and the wi tnesses, and the squad of centaurs, and even |vy
who no | onger | ooked nmean at all. She had done her best to provoke him to nake himsay sonething
he did not believe in, and she did not | ook unhappy that she had failed. In |osing his case
honorably, he had won it.

Dunmbf ounded, Dol ph tried to speak. But as he opened his mouth, the entire scene dissolved, and he
was on the sand of the beach of the shore of Xanth, |ooking up fromthe peephol e of the gourd.
Grace'l was beside him and Marrow across fromhim and Nada and the new girl, Electra

He realized that he had saved Grace'l, and found the way to get the Heaven Cent, but still had
form dabl e probl ens to handl e.

Chapter 18. Choice
N

| ext day they fashioned a huge basket of vine and driftwood; then Dol ph becane a roc and carried
it the short (for a roc) distance to Castle Roogna. The folk there were expecting him of course,
for the Tapestry had remai ned tuned, and King Dor and Queen Irene and Ivy were all outside waving
as he circled down. He nade a good | anding, and reverted to boy form

Then there was a happy chaos, as everybody met everybody whom he or she had only heard about or
seen on the Tapestry before, and the rest of the day di sappeared in whatever

Marrow and Grace'l and Nada and El ectra were given roons in the castle, and night shut things
down. Dol ph found it odd, trying to sleep alone in his roomon his soft bed with only Handy his
bed nonster for conmpany; he missed Marrow s bone hone and the near presence of the others. He
couldn't sleep; everything was too fresh
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There was a qui et knock on his door. "Yeah?" he called, hoping that maybe Marrow was there.
It was lvy. Oh.

"Dol ph, I just wanted to tell you," she said. "I had the strangest dream yesterday. It wasn't even

night tinme! Al about this big strange trial, and—
"l know. | was there."

"Well, ny job was to—+ nean, it seens awful nean, but | had to prove that your skeleton friend,
Grace'1l Cssian, was—

"l understand.”

"I really thought you did a pretty good job, but in the dream| couldn't say that. | had to—=
"I know. ""
309
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"l nmean, she is a very nice person, and it was really bad what happened to her because of that
dream But now—-

"Thank you." This was awkward, and he didn't like it.
"But that isn't really what | cane about," she said.
O course it wasn't. She was too devious for that. Dol ph waited.

"I know you have this probl em about —-about Nada Naga and Electra. You can't marry them both. | can
see how awkward it is, Nada being so nuch ol der than you. For you, and for Nada too."

"She's your age," Dol ph agreed. Had she conme to gl oat about that?

"But of course her folk need our help with the goblins, and she's a princess, so she's doing it.
And you made a deal, so you're doing it. But the way it worked out—

"Yes." Now it was com ng; he could see her working up to it. Certainly he had gotten hinself into
a pickl enent.

"Well, | thought if you had a way to get out of it—=

"A Prince does not break his word," Dol ph snapped.

"But if she didn't have to nmarry you, to nake mat |iaison and get help, nmen—=
"But she does. W both knowit."

"1 think there is another way, Dol ph."

She was going hit himw th sonething that would make it even worse. He knew it. That was her way.
He just wanted to get it over with. "What?"

"I'f another |iaison was made, so the naga could get the help they need, then she wouldn't have to
many you, and you woul dn't have to nmarry her. The deal woul d not be broken, because it woul dn't
matter anynore. Especially if we hel ped the naga sooner than it woul d have been with you."

"That could only be done with another marriage,
and I'mthe only—=

he pointed out. "And she's their only daughter
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"I could marry her brother," lvy said.

Son," he continued. "So there isn't any other way to— He did a double take. "What?"

"Prince Naldo Nada," she said. "He was going to marry me, only you were the one the dragon
brought, so

Heaven Cent
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she had to fill in. That's where the trouble started. It was probably that nean Magician Murphy's

doi ng, sonehow. She didn't want to deceive you, Dol ph, any nore than Grace'l wanted to get you in
trouble in the gourd. It just happened that way, and she had to nake the best of it. She's really
a very nice girl, you know. "

"1 know. But—

"So if | married Prince Naldo, then the Iiaison would be good, and your betrothal to Nada coul d be
di ssol ved by mutual agreenent. He's a handsonme man, in his human guise, so it wouldn't be so bad,
and—

Dol ph saw that it was true. That woul d honorably elinminate the need for himto marry Nada. Yet he
was still astonished. "But why would you—=

"I told you: because it's a good way out. Nobody | oses, and nobody gets enbarrassed. And you won't
be in that picklement anynore.”

"But do you | ove Nal do?"

"Of course not! | don't even know him But that doesn't matter; |'msure that intine it would
happen. Good things can conme of arranged marri ages. Qur grandparents—

"I remenber. But | mean why woul d you do sonething |ike that when you don't have to? It's ny

problem not yours, and—=

"Because | love you, you idiot!" she flared. Then, after a shocked pause: "Cops! | didn't nean to
say that."

Dol ph felt a wash of heat like that of a dragon's breath, passing through his body wi thout hurting
it. "You can take it back, then." But now he renenbered all the little things Ivy had done for him
t hrough the years, such as showi ng himhow to get cookies froma high shelf by beconming a slug and
climbing up to them and covering for himwhen he accidentally broke something, and telling him
secrets while not blabbing his own secrets. In a hundred little ways she had shown how she cared,
if he had ever thought to notice. In the heat of their frequent argunents he had forgotten such

thi ngs, but now he recogni zed them as tokens of the deeper reality. Love was not confined to
adults, or to folk of different backgrounds; it had its famly forms too.

312
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She sighed, and he saw with surprise that there were tears on her face. "No, | can't. Because it's

true. You may be a brat and all that, and we fight all the tine because that's the way it's
supposed to be between siblings, but you are ny brother, and | do |love you, even if it isn't
proper to showit. 1'd die for you, Dolph, if I had to, and narriage isn't nearly as bad as that.
So there's no need to make a big nushy thing of it. You ve got a problem| can solve. | can help
you, and—

"And | love you," he said. "I guess | just couldn't face it, so | pretended | hated you. But when
| saw you applauding in that dream at the end, |I felt—=

"That was the only part of it that was real, really," she said. "I hated being so nean to you
when it counted, but the Night Stallion said—=
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"I know. And | tried to believe that all fourteen-year-old girls were terrible, and nen when Nada
turned out to be—

"Her age really doesn't matter. | like her; she's a true princess. So now | can do you both a
favor—=

"I don't know. Let me think about it, Ivy.

"But what's to think about? |I told you I'd do it."

"Just hug nme," he said, unable to hold back his tears any | onger

"Ch." She hugged him and he hugged her, and they both cried, which was foolish, because they were
not unhappy.

In the norning he net privately with his parents, King Dor and Queen Irene. "As you know, we have
been foll owi ng your adventures," Dor said. "W have noted your problemw th Princess Nada and the
girl fromthe past, Electra. W can understand how you would wi sh neither to abridge your
agreement with Nada, nor allow Electra to perish, even if she were not needed to fashion the
Heaven Cent you seek. It is an honorable dilemm."

"Yes," Dof ph agreed.

"Certainly (hey are both nice girls," Irene said. "W would not wish either of themto be hurt.
But you are very young yet, and even when you are grown, you can not

Heaven Cent
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many both. It is necessary to dissolve at | east one bethrothal."
"Wel | = Dol ph began

"As it happens, we believe we can alleviate this problem" Dor said. "As we see it, Electra is the
better match for you, because she is closer to your age and she |oves you, and of course she is
human, quite apart fromthe business aspect. W realize that this love is the result of magic, but
that land is as valid as the other kind. It is also true that she will die if she does not marry

you, and this spell is so deeply ingrained that we cannot alleviate it. The betrothal keeps her
alive and well, but were it broken, she would fail rapidly. Certainly we would not want this to
occur."

"True," Dol ph agreed. "But—

"So we believe the betrothal best elimnated is the one with Nada Naga," Irene explained. "She is
ol der than you, and does not love you, and is only partially human; it is a purely politica
Iiaison. W need only to discover a way to break it off wi thout hurting any parties or causing any
political repercussion."”

"1"mnot sure— Dol ph began

"So we have decided to extend our help to the naga fol k regardl ess,” Dor continued. "W shal
arrange to send mmgi cal weapons fromthe castle arsenal that they can use to hold back the
goblins, and we will show them how to use these, and if that is not sufficient, your nother wll
go there and grow sone plants that will have an effect. W shall do this wi thout the requirenent
of any narriage. The marriage is only a neans to an end; the end is the alliance between our folk
and that is the end we shall serve. This shall be acconplished well before you cone of age to
marry, so—

"No, " Dol ph said.

Both | ooked at him surprised. "This is not enough?" Irene asked, "hi that case, you have only to
say what you consi der—
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"No, | don't want to break the engagenent. | want to marry Nada."
314
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"But Dol ph," Dor said reasonably. "If you break off with El ectra—=
"I know. So |'d better keep that one too."
"But you can't nmarry them both!" Irene exclai ned.

"Why not ?"

Dor and Irene exchanged a parental glance. "Son, we've been trying to explain—= Dor began

"Yes, you have," Dol ph said. "You have been explaining how you will organize ny life for ne, as
you have al ways done. But you haven't been listening. lvy wants to help too; she says she wl|
marry Prince Nal do."

Bot h parents junped; evidently this was the first they had heard of this. "I really don't think—
Irene started.

"In the gourd, in the course of the trial, 1 had to find out howto fight ny own battle or a
battl e for another person," Dol ph said. "To do that | had to get to knowny own will and to
understand the doctrine of ends and nmeans. You are proposing neans to the end of breaking ny

betrothal to Nada Naga, but that's no good, because | don't want to break it. | want to nmake ny
own decision, based on what | truly want and believe is best, even if it doesn't make rmuch sense
to you. When | becorme King | will have to do that, and pay for nmy mistakes. It is never too early

to learn that kind of discipline: responsibility for ny own situation."

"What is it you really want?" Dor asked, nodding with a certain surprised approval, though Irene
was grim

"I want to marry Nada. She's a good match for me, and a princess, and | love her. So | thank you
and | thank ny sister for your efforts, but they are not needed. |'m staying with Nada."

"But she's five years older than you!" Dor excl ai ned.

"The sane age as ny sister," Dol ph agreed. "Wat does it matter? | |learned last night that there's
nothing wong with that age. What counts is the relationship. She's a really nice person, and

Il ove her, and | know she'll make a good wife. I'mglad to help her folk fight the goblins, but
even without that, | want to narry her."

"Dol ph, you are only a child!" Irene protested. "You can't begin to know what |ove is!"

Heaven Cent
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"I amonly a child," he agreed. "I have no idea how to summon the stork, or any of the rest of it.

But | know what |ove is."

Both of them shook their heads in the way that adults had. "You only think you know," Dor said. "I
realize mat your feeling can seemvery inportant, now, but—=

"Gve ne the test of the roses," Dol ph said.
They were stunned. "Ch, ny child, ny little child!'" Irene breathed. "Wat are you saying!"

"The roses," Dor said with equal dismay. "Those are not for you!"

"I mnk they are," Dol ph said. "Because they will nmake you listen. Gve ne the roses, today. If
they do not vindicate nme, then you can break ny betrothal to Nada."
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The parents exchanged another significant glance. "So shall it be," Dor agreed.

The roses grew in a special courtyard by thensel ves. There were five bushes, and each grew roses
of a different color: white, yellow, pink, red, and black. Each represented a different type of
enotion: indifference, friendship, romance, |ove, and death. They were enchanted, so that a person
could pick only a rose of the appropriate color; any other would stab his hand with its fierce

t hor ns.

There were seats around the outer fringe of the court. The roses grewin a circle, and within the
circle was a pentagonal tile just big enough for one person to stand wi thout being scratched by
the thorns on any of the bushes. No one could walk to that tile on the ground; it was necessary to
descend to it by a rope | adder hanging froma bal cony. The roses were seldomactually used to
verify feeling; they were normally adnired froma safe distance. The only person who could
approach them safely was the gardener, who | oved nmem passionately. Their m xed perfune wafted
through the castle, nmaking it pleasant throughout.

Dor and Irene sat at one end of the courtyard. Ivy was near them and then Dol ph, Nada, and
El ectra. Marrow and Grace'1l conpleted the rough circle. Al were sol emm.

"Prince Dol ph has asked for the test of the roses," Dor
316
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said. "He will pick roses for Electra and for Nada, and then they will pick roses for him The
betrothal that has no Red Rose of Love on either side will be dissolved wthout prejudice, and
appropriate arrangenments will be nmade to honor all related commitnents." He gl anced around,
obvi ously not sangui ne about this, and Irene was tight |ipped. "Electra?"

El ectra stood, smiling. She wal ked to the | adder under the balcony and clinbed it with alacrity.
She | ooked and acted no ol der than Dol ph, though she was el even. She was a cute girl, and her two
brown brai ds whi pped around as she noved.

She reached the bal cony, then got on the | adder and clinbed dowmn to the central tile. She stood
there amidst the roses, waiting. The bushes swayed, brushing gently by her, not scratching; they
were orienting on her, for this was part of their nagic.

Dol ph approached. He circled the bushes once. Then he reached for one, and plucked a yell ow rose
of friendship. He held it up, showing it to everyone; nen he held it by his face and addressed
her. Her smle did not falter; she had known he did not love her. It was a situation she hoped to
change, by the time they both cane of age to marry.

"I do not love you," Dolph told her. "But that is no fault of yours; | only net you yesterday, and
I hardly know you, but |I'msure you are worth marrying. You will die if | don't marry you, and
need you to make the Heaven Cent so | can find Good Magician Hunfrey and conplete ny Quest, so
will many you. It will be seven years before | amof age to nany, and by that tine | should know
you very well. So don't be concerned because | don't |love you; there is plenty of tine for mat to
change, and even if it doesn't, | will do what | nust to save you, just as | did for Gace'1l
Meanwhil e, we can be friends." And the rose he held assuned the merest tinge of pink

He tossed it to her. She caught it, and held it. "I know," she said. "You are a prince. If it
hadn't been for Mirphy's curse, it would have been the Princess who
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sl ept, and you would not have been betrothed before. You are very nice to handle this nmess so
graciously."

"l don't think the Princess would have been nmuch interested in a nine-year-old boy," Dol ph
remarked with a wan smle.
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"She woul d have slept a few nore years, until you were a man, and then she woul d have been the
answer to all your wildest dreans. She was perfect.”

Dol ph renenbered sonething. "You told us of MIlie (he naid! Did you know that she arrived here
too? She was a ghost for eight hundred years, and then she recovered and nmarried the Zonbie
Master."

"He's here too?" Electra asked, anmazed.
"OF course they're ol der now, and have grown children, but you could visit."

"I must do that!" she exclaimed, clapping her hands girlishly and flinging her braids about. She
was remarkably fetching when she did those things. "I had hoped MIlie escaped the curse, but it
nmust have caught her and killed her, but now the curse is gone fromher and she can be happy. O,
I"'mso glad!" Then she turned pensive. "But | wish | knew what happened to the others, to Tapis
and the Princess, after | ruined both their hopes."

"l watched themon the Tapestry," lvy called. "After Castle Roogna was finished, King Roogna cane
and talked to them and they went with him The Sorceress saw to the furnishing of the castle,
making it nice, and you know it really needed it, because the King just wasn't nuch of a hand at
mat. And the princess—well, after a while she married the King."

"But she was of the line that preceded his," Electra protested. "They didn't |ike King Roogna
much. "

"1 guess that changed, because the King liked her, and he needed a wi fe who knew howto do tilings
the royal way," lvy said. "They | ooked pretty friendly the last tine | tuned themin; you can cone
and watch with ne, if you like."

"COh, yes!" Electra exclainmed. "I guess the Sorceress found where she was nost needed after all,
and the Princess was willing to settle for a king if she couldn't have a
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prince. So maybe Murphy's curse didn't do themas much harmas | thought. I'mso glad! An awful

burden is gone fromne." And she cl apped her hands again, and nade a little skip with her |egs
that Dol ph noticed. She was going to have good | egs when she grew up

Then El ectra put the stem of the rose between her teeth and clinbed the | adder to the bal cony.
Soon she was on her way to join Ivy; it was evident that the two were going to get along well.

El ectra would surely be a good conpani on around di e castle, because she possessed many of the
traits mat Dol ph had thought Nada did. And of course she woul d be making the Heaven Cent, so that
he could finally conplete his Quest and find the Good Magician. He did not regret being betrothed
to her.

But nowit was tine for the serious business. "Princess Nada," Dor said solemly.

Nada got up, wal ked to the up-ladder, and clinbed it as readily as El ectra had, though she was in
her mature | ady form She reached the bal cony, and transferred to the rope ladder. It swung as it
t ook her weight, and her skirt flared, showi ng her |egs. Dol ph was unashamed about | ooking, for he
knew it was his right as her betrothed. She did not need to wait until she grew up to get her |egs
ni ce; she was there already. O course there was no reason why she shouldn't be, since ms was not
her natural form nerely her natural age; she would hardly assune an ugly human form He had
beconme a fair connoi sseur of legs in the course of the Quest.

She | anded on the tile, and the rose bushes touched her, zeroing in. In a noment they settled;
they were ready.

Dol ph approached again. He circled, then stopped at the red bush. He touched a stem and the
thorns fell fromit, as they had for the yellow rose. He picked a fine red one, and held it up so
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all could see its brightness and that his hand was unscrat ched.

There was a little squeak, as of al nbst-conceal ed dismay, ft was Irene, who had thought he could
not pluck that color rose. She had thought himtoo young. Dor, too, was surprised, but none of the
others were. The young had known better than the old, and the skel etons had under-
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stood better than many humans. Love knew no barriers of age.

"I love you, Nada," Dol ph said. "You are a princess, and you are a fine person, and you are
beautiful, and | want to marry you. We have had good tines and bad times together, and | thought

you were a child like nme; to see you adult is strange, but it doesn't natter. | came to know you
as a conpanion, and | liked you fromthe start. But | knowit is a political |iaison, a betrothal
made for business purpose, not really of your choosing. | know you are prepared to do what you

must to make it work, and that mat will make you becone the very best wife it is possible for a
wonan to be. But it is no longer necessary for you to make this sacrifice. My folk will help your
folk regardl ess, and nmy sister will marry your brother instead, if you wish. So you can be free,
wi t hout hurting your people."

He paused, nerving hinmself for his conclusion. "I |ove you, Nada. But | know you do not |ove ne. |
woul d not nmake you suffer. | would not nake you marry one you did not |ove, or wait seven years
for your own fulfillment. | promised not to break our betrothal, and | shall not, but you may
break it if you wish. | would not have ny joy at the expense of yours. | want your happi ness nore

than anything else."

There: he had said it, as he had rehearsed it during the night, and he had not stunbl ed or spoken
i nel egantly. But though his voice had behaved, his eyes had not. Nada was blurring before him and
he knew the tears were running down his cheeks. He had garbled his sunmation at the trial, but
this speech had been even harder to nake.

Then Nada spoke, and her voice shook, and he realized that she was crying too. "You have nade a
very generous offer, Dolph, and | think I knew you would do it, because | have come to know you

well. When | reveal ed ny deception to you, and begged you not to break the betrothal, you were
hurt but constant; you did not break it. I can not break it now. | see how fine a person you are,
and | know that you will be even better when you mature, and it is not in nme to reject you though
you give ne |leave to do so. You are a prince, and a fine person, and | liked you
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fromthe start, and | know you love ne and will nake the very best husband, when you cone of age,
and | will wait for you, if you do not change your nind. Perhaps when it is time | will be able to
meet your generous love with ny own."

Dol ph stared at her through the blue of tears. She had not done it! She had not taken the easy way
out. She was letting the betrothal stand. "Ch, Nada," he whispered, and die rose he held becanme so
bright it seened on fire. Then he tossed it to her, and she caught it and held it, accepting it
and what it signified.

Then she clinbed the | adder and was gone fromthe tile. Dol ph found a hanky and wi ped his face. He
had t hought the dilemua of the double betrothal would be solved at this point, and that he would
now be grieving while his parents relaxed. He wanted only to prove that his |l ove was real, before
it was dammed. To establish the principle, by nmaking his own decision. But, as with the decision
at the trial, the outcone was reversed, and Nada would after all marry him Instead of grief he
had joy—and i nstead of a solution, he still had the problemof two girls to marry.

" Dol ph," Dor said.

Oh, yes—die other part of the test of the roses. In a daze Dol ph wal ked to the | adder, clinbed to
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t he bal cony, and down the rope |adder to the tile. The bushes touched himas his vision cleared.
They had to know him so that they could tell whether he was the true object of the enotion

i ndi cated by the color selected by the one who picked a rose. The roses were very specific; they
could not be fooled by a person who | oved but |oved not the one on the tile.

El ectra approached. She wal ked wi thout hesitation to the red bush, and picked a red rose, and
tossed it to him Then she returned to her seat without a word. She had proven her case, and

vi ndi cated her betrothal. She was not a princess, but that did not exclude her. She was exactly
the kind of girl who was right for him indeed, the spell of the Heaven Cent had brought her to
where she was nost needed, both as a person and as a talent. Except for Mirphy's curse, that
reached even nis far into the future
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to mess it up. Could that have been the reason that he, rather than Ivy, had come to fulfil the
naga' s Answer? Dol ph knew it woul d have been nuch easier for lvy to narry Naldo, and for himto
marry the ancient Princess, or Electra. Everyone would have been conveniently settled. Instead he
had nmet and | oved Nada, and though he could see hi this the operation of a curse agai nst Electra,
he still loved Nada. He alnost had to snmile: if ms was all the power of an eight-hundred-year-old
curse, what a powerful curse it had been! Even with know edge and the neans to nullify it, he
could not bring hinself to do so. Whatever could go wong, had gone wrong—and he woul d not have it
ot herw se.

Yet what of Good Magician Hunfrey? He had | eft the nessage that had sent Dol ph on the |ong
additional |oop of the Quest. Surely Hunfrey had known about the conplication on the way! Wy,
then, had he done it? Wiere was the Good Magi ci an now? Dol ph's Quest had really sol ved not hi ng,
only generated a horrendous]y difficult situation where someone was bound to be badly hurt. O had
Mur phy' s curse nmessed up even the Good Magician's perception? No, that seened unlikely; probably
Dol ph had nessed it up by hinself by m sunderstanding the nature of the skeleton key and | ooki ng
in the wong places, and by letting hinself get captured by Mela Merworman. The rest had fol | owed
fromthat.

Now Nada approached. She wal ked slowy around the bushes. She paused at the yellow bush, but did
not reach for it. Instead she went on to the red bush

"Don't try that one!" Dol ph said with sudden alarm "I understand about you, just as Electra
under st ands about ne."

"I have to, Dol ph," she said.

She put her hand to a stemand screaned, jerking her hand back. Bright red blood was flow ng from
a terrible slash. The magic thorns had struck her

Nada stared at her hand, and at the blood, seeing the proof of what she had hoped was not the
case. She did not |ove Dol ph, even though she w shed she coul d.
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Her face crunpled. Then she stepped toward the black bush, the one with the roses of death, and
reached for it.

Dol ph dived fromthe tile. He plunged through the bushes and tackled Nada, bearing her away from
the black rose. They fell together to the ground, clear of the bushes.

"You shoul d not have stopped ne!" she cried. "I could have taken that one!"

"I know you coul d have!" Dol ph agreed. "You wanted to die for me! To free nme! But | don't want to
be freed! Pronise nme never to do nmat again."”

"1 know ' she said, and kissed him "1 promise. | think one day | will be able to take the red
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rose/"’

Then the others were around them and Marrow was hel pi ng Dol ph to stand, and Grace'l was hel pi ng
Nada.

"There's not a scratch on him" Irene exclaimed. "How coul d—=2"

"Qur son has proven hinself again," Dor said. "The roses understand true conviction."
"But he's only nine years old!'"

"add enough," Dor said. "They all are.”

"But he can't marry both!"

"There will be seven years to work that out," Dor said.

Dol ph, hol ding Nada, turned and gestured to El ectra. She came to him and he held them both. Seven
years seened like a very long tine. In Xanth, with magic, anything could happen, and usually did.
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