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Chapter 1. Chex's Chal |l enge

Arfhex was desperate. Her darling foal, Che, was lost, and she feared the worst. He was only five
years old, and though he had her lightening magic, his wi ngs were not yet devel oped enough for
flight. So he contented hinself with extraordinary |eaps, and was a happy little centaur—now

i nexplicably gone.

How coul d it have happened? She had been inside their cottage stall, using rushes to close the
crevices that let the draft in. They were near the region of the Elenment of Air, and often there
was sone | eakage of wind fromit. That was fine on hot days, but chill at night. So she used the

rushes, but she had to work quickly and pay close attention, because they were always in such a
hurry. They woul d wedge into any place, not waiting for the right one. So she had concentrated and
gotten the job done and sonehow hadn't checked on Che for a while.

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

Cheiron was away at a wi nged nonster convention and woul dn't be home for another two days. She was
al most relieved; how could she face her mate with the news that she had lost their foal? O course
she couldn't do that; she sinply had to find Che soon
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She circled the region several tines, peering down intently, but all she saw was forest around the
gl ade. She had liked this region because it was private with the trees hiding nost of what went
on, but now they were hiding her foal fromher. She had to get under the canopy of foliage.

She glided down and | anded near the cottage. Then she trotted in a conplete circle around the

gl ade, | ooking for signs. The ground was pretty well scuffed in the center where Che had been
pranci ng, but the grass remmined green at the fringe. He nust have wandered out into the forest,
t hough he knew he was supposed to stay in view of the cottage.

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

But why? Che knew the rul e and had al ways been a good little centaur. He knew that there were
dangers out in the deep forest of Xanth, such as dragons and tangle trees and hypnogourds. He
shoul dn't have wal ked out this way.

Yet evidently he had. She searched out the prints. They seenmed hesitant at first, as if he had
been | ooki ng for sonething. Then they becane purposeful and noved straight toward the thickest
section of the forest.

Chex foll owed, her alarmincreasing. She had hoped that Che had nerely wandered and was sonewhere
cl ose by, perhaps caught in a branble and unable to extricate hinmself. But now she feared
sonet hi ng worse: he had gone sonmewhere, and that could only be because sonething had |ured him
There was unlikely to be any good purpose in that.

In a noment her worst suspicion was confirnmed: there were signs of an anmbush. Somethi ng had been
lurking here, waiting for Che, and had captured him There was a bit of cut vine, evidently used
to tie up the foal, and the ground was scuffed. But something had gone over the ground with a
brush from a nearby brush bush and wi ped out all the tracks. She couldn't tell who or what had
ki dnapped her

Isle of View 3
foal. Al she knew was that it had been acconplished quickly and silently.

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

Chex shuddered. That meant magi c! Che nust have been conjured to sone other part of Xanth.

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

At least it nmeant he was alive. She had suppressed her fear of the worst, because it was
unbear abl e. But how | ong woul d he renain alive? Maybe his captor didn't realize that he couldn't
fly, and when it found out—

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

She trotted back to the glade, then spread her wings, flicked herself hard with her tail, and took
of f. She could make anything light by flicking it with her tail. That was how she got rid of
biting flies; the nonent her tail touched them they became too light to remain sitting and were

| aunched into the air, where they had to buzz for some tinme to get things under control again.
When she wanted to nake herself |ight enough to fly, she used her tail on her body, and then it
was easy for her wings to carry the reduced wei ght. Wen the effect faded and she began to get
heavy, she just flicked herself again. But she tried not to do that near the end of a flight,
because it could be hard to stay on the ground if a gust of w nd cane al ong.

She fl ew high above the forest and turned south. Soon she was passing over the great Gap Chasm
where Princess Ivy's friend Stanley Steanmer had gone for patrol duty. She knew t he ki dnapper
woul dn't have taken Che in there, be-
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cause Stanl ey knew Che and woul d have steanmed anyone who tried to harmhim But where had Che been
taken? That was the awful nystery.

She continued south, heading for Castle Roogna. That was where King Dor was, and if anyone coul d
hel p, he could. He was able to talk to inanimate things, so nothing was secret fromhim

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

"Chex!" the girl called, waving violently. She had freckles and |ight brown hair in tw braids and
seened younger than she was, because she acted younger. She | ooked fifteen

"El ectra!" Chex responded as her feet touched the turf. Then she braced herself.

Sure enough, Electra cane charging in for a hug. She collided with Chex, her inpact shoving the
Iight centaur back. It was awkward, but exuberance was El ectra's second nature, maybe even her
first nature. She was Prince Dol ph's Betrothee, and a wonderful girl.

"But where's Che?" Electra asked, her freckled face concerned.

For an instant Chex had al nbst forgotten her msery. Nowit returned with force. "He's gone!" she
sai d. "Sonething ki dnapped him | nust get help to find him before— Here she found herself
unabl e to conti nue.

"That's terrible!" Electra exclaimed. "You nust tell the King!"
As if that wasn't the reason Chex had cone here! "Yes, | nust,"” Chex said.

They wal ked on up to the castle. "Ch, | forgot!" Electra exclained, her braids flinging about her
head as she turned to face Chex. "King Dor's away!"

"Away?" Chex asked, al arned. "Were?"

"Cerenoni al call on King Nabob of the Naga."
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"Ch? What's the cerenony?"
Isle of View 5
"Well, they are allies, and maybe soon there'll be reason for getting together. Nada, you know "

Suddenly Chex appreciated the girl's diffidence. Nada Naga was Prince Dol ph's other Betrothee, and
in her human forma truly lovely young lady. It had been a political liaison, but everyone knew
that Dol ph preferred the Princess Nada to El ectra. The tinme was approachi ng when Dol ph woul d have
to make his choice between the two, and it did not | ook good for Electra. She was a wonderfu
girl,"but Nada was a beautiful princess.

Unfortunately, Electra was under an enchantnent. Not only did she | ove Dol ph, who had rescued her
froma very long sleep, she would die if she didn't marry him No one wanted that! There was a
further irony: Nada did not |ove Dol ph. She was five years ol der than he and regarded himas a
juvenile. But she had given her word, and intended to carry through, in the manner required of a
princess. It was obvious to everyone that Dol ph could nake both girls happy by marrying

El ectra—but that woul d not nmke Dol ph happy, and he was not adult enough to do what he didn't
like. It was a difficult situation

However, Chex had a pressing problem of her own at the nonent. "Then Queen |Irene—

"She went with him She wanted to nmeet King Nabob and Nada's handsome big brother, Naldo."
"Then Princess lvy—

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

"There must be sonebody in charge!" Chex exclai med, exasperat ed.

"Ch, sure. Magician Mirphy."

"Then 1'd better see him" Chex wasn't quite satisfied with this as she had never conpletely
trusted Murphy, but she couldn't wait for one of the others to return to the pal ace.

Magi ci an Murphy was a graying but otherw se ordinary older man. "Yes, | can help you, Centaur," he
said. "First, | will organize a search for your mssing foal. Second, | will set nmy curse on the
party responsible for the abduction,
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so that that effort will foul up in devious ways. That should provide additional time for the
searchers to conplete their mission."

This was nore than Chex had expected of this man. But she rem nded herself that on occasion evi
magi ci ans di d becone good ones. King Eneritus Trent was the nost notabl e exanmple. Mirphy had sworn
to uphold the current order, and if King Dor trusted him she could do no | ess. "Thank you,

Magi ci an," she said.

Mur phy spoke to a magic mrror. "Now hear this," he said. "This is King pro-tern Mirphy speaking.
Chex Centaur's foal has been abducted by a party unknown, and nust be found and rescued ASAP. Al
personnel not ot herw se occupi ed get your butts to the castle pronto for organization into search
parties. That is all."

Chex listened with a certain surprise. Evidently Mirphy had picked up sone Mindani sh terns during
his exile. However, his general neaning came through

They wal ked to the front of the castle. Fromevery direction folk were com ng: shoe tree farners,
m | kweed maids, P and Q nut growers, and even a young ogre who was evidently tired of twi sting
trees into pretzels. Some were coming fromthe castle, too: Prince Dol ph, Nada Naga, G undy Gol em
and a ghost or two. There was even a puff of steamfromthe direction of the Gap Chasm Stanley
Steaner was coming in. It seemed that everyone wanted to hel p.
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"Very well," Mirphy said when a suitable group had assenbl ed. "We have no idea where Che may have
been taken, but we have reason to believe that nothing bad will happen to himfor a while. Qur
best course is to cover as nuch of Xanth as we can in the next few hours. Because it is not safe
for folk to go alone into the jungle— He paused, for the ogre was |ooking perplexed. "Ogre's ex-
cepted of course," he said, and the ogre's confusion eased. "Mst parties will consist of two or
more folk, at |east one of whom should be able to defend themuntil help can cone. Here are magic
whistles fromthe castle arnory; these can
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be heard far and wi de, so each person will carry one and use it if threatened."

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

Startled, the ogre | ooked up. "Me bl ow, hear no."

"That's because you aren't far or w de yet," Mirphy explained. "W are all standing cl ose and
narrow, which is out of range. Try it fromfar."

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

Soon the parties were organi zed and heading out in every direction. "Gundy will go with you,
Chex, " Mirphy said. "You can act as liaison between the search parties, so that you will be the
first to know if your foal is found. Gundy will help you by questioning any plants or creatures

as needed. First 1 think you should question the plants in the vicinity of the abduction; they
must have seen sonething.”

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

Grundy scranbl ed up on her back. He was a tiny man, easy to carry even w thout |ightening. He had
been a real golemoriginally, made of rag and string and wood, but now he was a real nan, though
still the original size. One other thing had not changed: he still had a big nouth and nade
enenmies with an ease that |left others awestruck. Chex flicked herself, spread her wi ngs, and took
of f. She was glad to have such an efficient search proceeding; if anything could find Che, this
woul d.

"Where's Rapunzel ?" she inquired as they flew north. For Grundy had finally found in her a woman
to his taste—or maybe it was the other way around. Rapunzel could assune any size she w shed,
bei ng descended from both hunman and el ven stock, but preferred small. She was a | ovely | ady,

wi t h—eh, yes—wmgically long hair. Chex didn't envy her the chore of brushing it! Normally G undy
and Rapunzel were together.

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

8

Isle off View

"Ch? | thought you were satisfied with that birdhouse you converted."

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

"Too smal | ? But you haven't changed, and she can be any size she wants."
Grundy shrugged. "I don't understand wonen. Do you?"

Chex | aughed. "No!" But then she got a faint notion, and began to understand. The two of them
mght remain snall, but if the fanmily changed sizes ..

She glided down to the glade. It had been her home for several years, because she hadn't wanted to
risk having Che fall off the edge of a mountain before he was able to fly. Now it seened alien,
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because it had turned out to be unsafe in another way. Woever or whatever had ki dnapped her
foal —aoul d it have been possible had Che lived in a mountain retreat? Just how smart had she been
to avoi d the nopuntain?

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

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

"That's not awmful!" she protested. "Che |oved fresh pastry!"
"What's it made fronP" the gol em asked.

"Why, fresh flour fromsea oats, and—oh." For of course plants |ike oats would not |ike the snell
of their brethren being baked. Breadfruit trees and pie trees did not mind giving up their wares,
but when grains were stripped fromthe plants it was another matter. "An awful snell," she agreed.

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

"Magic!" Chex exclainmed. Other centaurs often didn't
Isle of View 9

Ii ke magi c. She had thought them ol d-fashi oned and unrealistic, but now she was beginning to
appreciate their view. Magic had taken her foal from her!

"Must have been. And that fog sounds like Fracto. He's always interested in doing something
nasty."

"Fracto!" she cried, renenbering the worst of clouds. It was true: wherever there was mschief to
be done, there was Fracto. "W should search himout and nake himtal k!'"

"W nmight find him but even if we spoke his |anguage, he probably wouldn't tell,’'
out.

Grundy pointed

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

This was evidently a pretty sophisticated abduction. It had been set up so that it could not
readily be traced. Wiy such an effort—for one flightless little centaur? It didn't seemto nake a
| ot of sense.

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

"W had better see how the others are doing,"
to be sonewhere.”

Grundy said, sounding dispirited hinmself. "Che has

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

"Closest is the ogre," Grundy announced. It seened that he had a list of the assignnents.
"Checking the Goblinate of the Gol den Horde."

"The ol den Horde!" Chex exclainmed, horrified. "Those terrible goblins!”

"They're your closest evil neighbors to the west," he pointed out.

They certainly were! They liked to catch creatures and torture them before cooking mem They |ived
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spring, which perhaps accounted for their extreme neanness. |f Che had fallen into their grubby
hands. ..

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

She angl ed west. Soon she observed a path of trees being knocked down as the ogre travel ed the
only way he knew how-strai ght ahead, bashing any obstacles out of the way. The average tree didn't
|i ke the average ogre nuch, but didn't have much choice about contact if the ogre cane its way.
Sone trees, however, did fight back, like the tanglers. It was said that an ogre-tangler battle
was worth wat ching—from a di stance

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

"Unl ess they cooked him al ready,"” Gundy renarked.

Cnex alnost fell out of the sky. Wat a genius the golemhad for the wong thought!
"But they don't have a pot going," Gundy continued. "They couldn't have done it in (his time."

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

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

"Me goal save foal," he agreed.

Well, he had the right attitude. But she felt better now that it seened unlikely that the foal was
t here.

"Next group is human, checking the centaur village north of the Gap," Gundy said

Chex knew why no centaurs were participating in the search: they did not accept her as one of
them 1ndeed, they considered her a nonstrosity, a degenerate crossbreed. She

Isle of View
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had been wel conmed by the wi nged nonsters but not by her own kind. But she tried not to dwell on
that; there was nothing to be gained by it. In tinme there mght be an established speci es of

wi nged centaurs, needing no affiliations with the ground-bound centaurs, just as the w nged
dragons survived nicely independent of the | and dragons. But not if Che was | ost!

The human party consisted of three m | kweed mai ds. They nust have been given sone kind of speed-up
spel |, because they could not have gotten this far nmis fast otherw se. They were crossing the
invisible bridge, seeming to be in mdair, and giggling as they teased each other about what
monst er bel ow m ght be seeing up whose skirt. There was no nonster below, the Gap Dragon had
joined the search effort. But mlkweed naids tended to be silly anyway; it was said to be one of
the features that made them attractive to nen. Chex did not quite understand that, but of course
she wasn't human.

She swooped | ow. "Have you seen anything?" she call ed.

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

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

They continued their check of the various parties. They were all searching diligently, but wthout
any success. To stave off her devel opi ng gl oom Chex pondered her relationship with Che.

It had all started with her wedding, really. She had met Cheiron, the only other w nged centaur in
Xant h, and probably woul d have fallen in love with himeven if he hadn't been handsome and strong
and smart and experienced. They had agreed to nmate—the human folk called it marriage—

12
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and the Sinmurgh herself had flown in to officiate. The Si-murgh was the | argest and ol dest of
birds, who had seen the destruction and regeneration of the universe three tinmes and was probably
good for one or two nore tines. She had handl ed things conpetently, of course, and nmade one
passing reference that astonished Chex and Cheiron. FROM TH S UNION, she had said in her powerfu
mental projection, WLL COVE ONE WHOSE LI FE W LL CHANGE THE COURSE OF THE HI STORY OF XANTH. Then
she had required all the attending wi nged nonsters, and even Prince Dol ph, who had managed to
sneak in by assuming the formof a dragonfly, to nmake an oath to protect that one fromharm It
had becone clear why the Simurgh had cone: to ensure die safety of the future foal

In due course Che had arrived. The stork had not delivered him and he hadn't turned up under a
cabbage leaf; the centaurs, being realistic about natural functions of all kinds, had nore direct
i f unconfortable neans of acquiring their offspring. After all, storks were notoriously nyopic,
and sonetimes m sdelivered babies. Maybe that was all right for human fol k, but no centaur woul d
care to risk it.

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

Their fanmily had led an alnost idyllic life, here in the glade. Wien she and Cheiron wanted to go
sonmewhere al one, or to help sone of their friends, they never |lacked for foal-sitters. Even Draco
Dragon, the terror of north-central Xanth, had come in once, and not just because of the oath. He
had a special debt to the skel eton Marrow Bones, who had saved his nestful of pretty stones, and
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Marrow was Chex's friend. Dragons had a keen sense of loyalty to those they respected, though
fortunately there were not many of these. So Che had never |acked for conpany and was a happy
little centaur.

VWhat was it that die Sinmurgh saw in Che's future? How could he change the history of Xanth? Though
Chex | oved hi m overwhel m ngly, she knew, sonmewhere in the nonpa-rental reaches of her mnd, that
he was, after all, only a winged centaur tike his parents. The regul ar centaurs woul d not

acknow edge himat all, and the human fol k thought hima mere curiosity. There was no indication
that he was destined for greatness—er even, at this moment, for survival. Yet the Sinurgh would
not have made a mi stake; she was the keeper of the seeds, and there was little if anything about
die tides of life she did not understand.

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

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

And surely she would do that, for the Sinmurgh would have known, if Che were destined for an
untinely end. Soneone had ki dnapped hi mtechnically, kidnapping applied to little goats, but it
remai ned the best word—but would not kill him and they would rescue himand the prophecy of his
great ness woul d be back on track. That was the way it had to be.

Reassured for what she realized mght not be a fully objective reason, Chex flew on her round,
checki ng the

14
Isle of View
Isle of View
15

search parties that were radiating from Castl e Roogna. G undy knew where all of them were,
approxi mately, and when they weren't quite where he expected, the nei ghborhood plants were glad to
give himreports.

They came to a party consisting of two pretty young wonen: Nada and El ectra. They were going to
the Good Magician's castle to ask himwhere Che was. Chex was ashaned to adnit that she hadn't

t hought of that obvious method. The Good Magician, traditionally, knew everything and told it for
the price of a year's service. O course the original Good Magician, Hunfrey, wasn't there now,
but his apprentice, G ey Mirphy, was, and he was trying hard to fill the post. The Princess |vy
was there to Enhance hi m when he needed it, and that hel ped. Could he answer? Chex hoped so!

She went on back north of the Gap, where Prince Dol ph was checking the El ements. The El enents were
five special regions in north central Xanth: Air, Earth, Fire, Water, and the Void. Each was
dangerous in its own way, as Chex knew well from her nearness to Air, but Dol ph could assune any
living form That meant he coul d becone a creature that could handl e any El ement he entered, so
that he could explore it safely. She didn't see him which was probably good; it neant he was in
some other form deep in an Elenent, and if Che had been taken there, Dol ph would find himand
probably rescue him

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

As she came down, she saw sonething in the clearing. Was it Che? Her heart |eaped, which caused
her body to rise and al nost made her overshoot her landing. But it was not. It was only a little
elf girl. Her heart sank, which caused her to drop and al nost undershoot her | anding. She cane
down solidly on all fours and fol ded her wings. Then she approached the elf, who was staring at
her as if astoni shed.

"Who are you?" she inquired. "Wat are you doing so far fromyour el nmP"

The el f scuffled her feet. She was young, a child really, yet was unusually large for the elves
Chex had seen. A nornal elf stood a quarter the height of a normal human being, while this one was
hal f human height. She had a turned-up nose, a few freckles spattered across her cheeks, and
ragged brown hair that couldn't quite nmake up its mind between chestnut and butter. Her eyes were
brown, and seened nearsighted. That rem nded Chex of Anplde Centaur and Good Magici an Hunfrey, who
used spectacles to correct their vision—which was even odder, because she'd never net either of
them "My cat— the elf child said.
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"But elves don't have cats," Chex protested. "In fact, nobody does; there are no straight cats in
Xanth, only pun-nish variants like the cat-o' -nine-tails."

"Xant h?" the girl asked, seem ng perpl exed.

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

"No, I'mfromthe Wrld of Two Moons. My cat—

"I told you, there are no— Then Chex saw the cat. He was an orange fluff ball, that did seemto
have an elven cast to his features. He was |lying stretched out on the ground, tail extended

behi nd, 1 ooking like nothing so nmuch as a speed bunp: a hunp in the trail designed to trip up
speedi ng centaurs. "How=2" she asked, sonewhat at a |oss.

"Sonet hi ng strange here,"” Grundy nmurnured. "There are no elf elnms close by. She should be too weak
to stand. And | ook at the size of her! She's as big as a goblin!"

."Samy can find anything, except hone," the elf said. "Only usually | never know what he's

| ooking for. So he gets lost. | have to keep up with himso | can bring himback after he finds
it." She paused, looking at the cat. "I nmink he was |ooking for a feather, this time." Indeed, the
cat had a feather between his tawny paws.

"That's not just a feather," Chex said. "That's a first-

16
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molt wing feather fromny foal, Che. There are very fewlike it anywhere."

"l guess he wanted a special feather, then," the elf said. Then, seemingly with an effort, she
rai sed her face to |l ook at Chex. "If you don't mnd, please, could you tell me—what are you?"

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

The girl shook her head. "No."

"Your elmmust be far fromcivilization!"
"What's an el n?"

"Atree, of course.”

"W don't have many trees in the Wrld of Two Moons. At |east, not ones | can see well." She
| ooked around, blinking. "Are those trees?"

"Yes, of course. It's alt forested here. But how can you not have an eln? Al elves— *

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

"But all elves are associated with el ns!" Chex protested. "Were did you say you were fronP"
"My holt is at—=

"Your what ?"
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"My holt. It's—=

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

"Jenny of the World of Two Mons."

"And | am Chex Centaur of Xanth. Now I think we shoul d—= She broke off, because she had noticed
somet hi ng even stranger. "Are those your ears?"

The child touched her left ear. "Yes. |Is sonething wong?"
"It's pointed!"

Jenny was perplexed. "Aren't yours?"

"No. Can't you see?"

"Your head is sort of fuzzy, fromhere."

So it was true: the elf could not see well at a distance. "My dear, we nust get you sone
spectacles,” Chex said. It was as if she had to nother someone, while her foal was mssing. "W
have a spectacl e bush here, and we haven't harvested any of its fruit, so there are plenty." She
led the elf to it. "They correct vision, and fit nmagically, of course. Here, try this pair." She
picked it and set it on Jenny's face, carefully. It was rather big for her, but the side pieces
cl osed around her head and hooked behi nd her phenonenally pointed ears. Her hair had nasked the
ef fect sonewhat before, but now there was no doubt. There were no ears in Xanth like that! Not on
humanoi d f ol k.

Jenny's eyes grew even bigger than they naturally were, magnified by the spectacles. "I can see
everyt hing!" she excl ai med, amazed.

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

"There are none at hone," Jenny said, lifting a hand to touch the amazi ng devi ce.

Chex was surprised yet again. " Your hand—-you're missing a finger!"

Jenny | ooked at her hand. "No I"'mnot. Al four are there."

"But other elves have five fingers!" Chex protested. "All humanoi ds do. See, | have five." She
hel d forth her hand.

Jenny stared. "How odd!"

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

Jenny shrugged. "I guess you can call nme an elf if you want,'
really."”

she said. "lI'mjust a person,

"Yes, of course. But here in Xanth you are considered an elf. How did you get here?"
18
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"I didn't see." Which nade sense. How coul d she have seen where she was going, if she could not
make out details of the | andscape as she passed thenf? She was as | ost as Che!

"I think you will have to stay here until we find out what happened,” Chex decided. "You are here
| ooking for a feather, and | am |l ooking for the one that feather cane from ny |lost foal, Che. Now
per haps we shoul d—=
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But she broke off, because at that point the little cat came alive and bolted for the forest.
"Samy!" Jenny cried, running after him "Wait for ne!l You'll get |ost again!"

"Jenny!" Chex cried in turn. "You'll both get |ost! That forest's dangerous!"”

But cat and elf were already disappearing into the jungle, heedless of the danger. Chex realized
that they rmust have come through it, somehow escaping the predators.

"We'd better find her," Gundy said. "Maybe it's coincidence that she appeared right when Che
di sappeared, but naybe not."

Chex hadn't thought of that. Could her foal have been turned into—2 No, inpossible! But it was
true that this was a remarkably strange busi ness.

She trotted to the center of the gl ade, spread her wings, and | eaped into the air as she smacked
her body with her tail. In a nonent she was clinbing up past the trees. She Mew over themin the
direction the elf girl had gone, but the canopy was too thick and she could see neither the ground
nor anything on it. They were gone.

"We can alert the others about the elf,’
stay hidden I ong."

Gundy said. "If she really is fromel sewhere, she can't

Chex agreed, but remmi ned disquieted. Wiy should a strange elf girl show up here, right at this
time?

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

Chapter 2. Jenny's
Jour ney

40enny ran after the cat. "Wait for nme! You'll get lost again!" But of course Samy didn't listen;
he never did. He wasn't trying to run away from her, he just got so caught up in whatever he was
chasing that he tost track of everything else and often got hinself into trouble. She couldn't |et
that happen; they were already in a very strange region, and if it got any stranger they m ght
never find their way out!

Sanmy plunged into the thickest foliage of the jungle. Jenny had no choice but to plunge in after
him though the brush threatened to ruin whatever renmained of her clothing. It was bad enough
getting her hair all tangled in a knot fromburrs and things in her desperate effort to keep up
If she ever lost sight of him she m ght never catch hi magain!

She heard the centaur lady calling after her.' "That forest's dangerous!" That was the strangest

| ooki ng creature Jenny had ever seen, like an aninmal,and a bird and a wonman all jammed together,
but she seened nice. She had a foal, she had said, which neant she was sonebody's nother, and that
was a good sign. Mothers were a class unto thenselves, a good class. It had been very nice of her
to find the magi ¢ spectacles; Jenny had never known such things existed. They nmade all the
difference in this strange world! But she just couldn't stay and tal k when Sanmy was taking off.

19
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She tore through the brush, and in a nonent spied Samy ahead of her, running up a slope, dodging
around bushes that grew pretty colored pillows. Pillows? That was crazy; pillows didn't grow on
bushes, they had to be nade of bird down and cloth, sewn together and all. Wen the hunters and
their wolf friends brought back birds for eating, they always saved the feathers. Nothing was
wasted. But those certainly did |ook like pillows grow ng!
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Sanmy ran on over a ridge and down the other side. Here there were cornlike plants, with their
ears getting ripe. Jenny brushed by one, and it exploded, sending bits of puffed corn out. It was
popcorn! She snatched some out of the air and stuffed it in her nmouth, because she was hungry
after chasing Samy this far.

Now the cat got on a nice little path through the jungle, leading to a giant tree with hangi ng
tent acl es.

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

Sanmy junped off the path and scranbl ed back through the thick brush. For once Jenny was glad for
that; she didn't want himgetting caught by that dreadful thing!

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

As she hurried al ong, she thought about how she had cone to this weird region. She was just an
ordinary girl of
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her holt, nothing special at all. In fact she was unspecial, because she just couldn't see well;
wi t hout sendi ng she woul d have been in constant trouble. She liked to paint and weave and nake
jewelry, and was |earning how to decorate pottery. Those hearthside skills did not suffer from her
myopi a. She hoped to grow up to be a good weaver, naking rugs of special beauty with designs and
pictures that every elf would want. She also |liked to nake berry pie, mainly because she liked to
eat it so nuch. The main problemthere was all the tine it took to pick the berries, because the
berry patches close to the village were all picked out and she had to range fairly far afield, and
that was hard because she was | ost the nonent she strayed fromthe nmain paths. She couldn't count
the tinmes she had had to call for help, nmentally , just to find the path again. Wen she got a
wol f friend she would be able to go out farther, nore safely. For now, she had her cat friend

i nstead, and she could do her hearth-side practicing. Her fingers were long and ninble, but she
still had a lot of skill to develop. Wiile she practiced with these things, alone, she liked to
sing to herself. She always stopped when any other elf was near enough to hear, of course. But
Sammy liked it, and that was npbst of what counted.

She had gone out |ooking for berries in the cool norning, with Sammy. The cat had seened bored;
the truth was, he wasn't much interested in berries. "If | had a feather, 1'd tickle your

whi skers," Jenny said teasingly. Then the cat had taken off, and she had known she had to follow,
no matter what, because when he got into one of his nmbods and set out in pursuit of something, he
didn't stop until he found it. She had no idea how far the chase was to take him this tine!

He had cut through a section of the forest she was unfamliar with. It was said to be haunted, but
she doubted it; spirits normally didn't waste tine with sinple trees. Mainly she was afraid of

poi sonous serpents or other hungry wild things that woul d be lurking to gobble Samry or her. Yet
she had to keep going, |est Sanmy be | ost.

22
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She ran and ran, her vision blurring as she struggled to keep up. Al she saw was Sammy's fleeting
tail, and bits of scenery whizzing by. She was better at seeing notion than things; otherw se she
woul dn't have had a chance to stay near Sammy. Then, suddenly, the cat went over a ridge, and she
foll owed, and discovered that there was no other side to it. She flailed in air for a monent, too
scared to scream Then her feet touched ground again; it had only been a slight drop, shrouded by
fog. She ran on, still barely keeping the cat in sight.

But now t he scenery was strange. She didn't have tinme to stop and exanmine it closely, but she knew
this wasn't |ike anything she had seen before. She would have to cone to this forest sone tine
when she wasn't chasing her cat to see just what there was about it that was so different.

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

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

"You dragged ne all the way here for a stupid feather?" she demanded, not really angry with him
but having to exclai mabout sonething to soneone before she burst. The truth was that she was
frightened by the strangeness of this region, and still shaken by the way that tree had grabbed
for her. She had never even heard of a kind of tree that did that! But now she realized that ms
busi ness had started with her, because she had teased Samy about tickling himwith a feather. He
had oriented on "feather"” and gone in search of one—and what a feather he had found!

A shadow had descended, and the anazi ng ani mal - bi rd-

| ady cane down. She seened al nost as surprised to see Jenny as Jenny was to see her. She said she
was a checked centaur, or something, and tal ked about elms. Jenny | earned that an elmwas a tree;
she wasn't sure why the centaur thought she should have something to do with it.

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

Now Sammy sl owed. Maybe he was approachi ng what he sought. Maybe it was another feather, and she
could carry it for him and they could go honme. No, not another feather, because he never | ooked
for the same thing twice in a row Mybe a—

Jenny paused, amazed. There ahead of themwas a little wi nged centaur! That nust be the foal! The
centaur |ady had said she was looking for it, and Sammy had taken off to find it, just like that.

But the poor thing hadn't just wandered away. He was a captive. There was a rope around his neck,
and his hands were tied behind his back, and his | egs were hobbled so that he could hardly stand.
He was fluttering his w ngs hel plessly, and he | ooked very unhappy. That was all Jenny needed to
see; she knew she had to hel p Chay get back to his nother

However, there were nean creatures around the foal. They | ooked a bit |ike people and were her own
size, but their heads, hands and feet were |arger and knobby. They were dark, and their scow s
were darker. There were three of them evidently guarding the foal. They weren't doing anything to
him but it was obvious that they would if he nmade any real effort to escape.

Jenny put her hand on Sammy's back. He had paused, satisfied not to go farther now that he had
spotted what he had cone for. "W have to rescue Chay fromthose nmean fol k," she whispered. "I
could untie him so he could run.
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but they'd only tie ne up too. I wish | had sonething to nake them go away, just |ong enough!"
Sanmy took off. "No!" she whisper-cried. "I didn't nean for you to— But of course it was too

late, as it always was with Samry. When woul d she learn not to speak carel essly when he was
|'istening?

Well, there was no help for it. She had to follow him though it del ayed whatever action she m ght
take to free the foal. Maybe that wasn't too nuch of a | oss, because she had no idea howto free
him Still, she hardly needed distractions right now

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

"What possessed you to cone here, when | said | needed something to nake the nean little nmen go
away?'' she asked the cat, knowing he coul dn't answer.

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

Per pl exed, she reached up to pluck a cherry. It was round and red, but evidently not ripe, because
its skin was hard, not soft. She touched her teeth to it, but could not dent it. The thing was
i ke a wooden bal l!

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

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

Boom Boom

Jenny stared. The two cherries hadn't bounced or rolled, they had expl oded! There were two snall
craters in the 