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Clio
Clio wastidying up her office, as she did every century or so even if it didn't
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really need it. Dust did tend to collect, along with dried bugs, apple seeds, and
lost wisps of fog. Then she paused, which was easy to do during adull chore like
this. There was a volume on the shelf she didn't remember. That was odd,
because she had an excellent memory. She had to, to be a competent Muse of
History.

Shelifted it up, noting the clean spot of shelf beneath it. She blew off the dust
and looked at the title. She couldn't quite make it out, so she opened the volume
to thetitle page. That was written in her handwriting, but was somehow blurred.
It might be CURRENT EVENTS, but could also be GETTING EVEN. Neither
one made much sense, as she did not handle either contemporary news or
revenge plots. Her specialty was history, past and future. The present bored her.

She turned the pages. They had all been filled out, and definitely in her
handwriting, but she couldn't read aword of it. She blinked to clear her vision,
but it didn't help; every word was fuzzed. The pages might as well have been
blank.

She stood there, bemused. How could she have written a volume of history that
she herself couldn't read? It didn't make sense. Was she losing her sight?

Alarmed, she set the volume down and picked up the one next to it. That one
was clear enough: PET PEEVE, with a picture of adisgruntled bird. That was
incomplete, because it hadn't happened yet; she was working on it. So she
checked the prior volume: CUBE ROUTE, which was complete. That was the
story of agirl with gumption, and the text was quite clear.

So it wasn't her eyes, which was arelief. It was the volume. What was wrong
with it? And why couldn't she remember writing it? How could she be writing
the following volume, and remember its details, while being fuzzy on this one?

Fuzzy: her memory of it was as fuzzy asits print. There was definitely
something strange here.

file:///H|/eMule/Incoming/Anthony%20-%20X anth%2028%20-%20Currant%20Events%20V 2.2.htm (5 of 377)15-8-2005 22:30:16



CURRANT EVENTS - PIERSANTHONY - V2.2 - Jan 2005

She considered for a good three and a half moments. She seemed to have two or
more unenviable choices. principally to let the riddle be, or go to Good Magician
Humfrey for advice. Humfrey could surely unravel the enigma, but would take
obscene pleasure in her predicament. She hated giving him that satisfaction. But
she knew the mystery would bug her until it became a downright nuisance.

She sighed. She would stuff her pride into her nonexistent handbag and go to see
the Good Magician.

Humfrey's castle was some distance away from the home of the Muses, so Clio
got transportation. She walked down Mount Parnassus and out to a babbling
brook and spoke toit. "May | have your attention for a moment?"

The brook ceased babbling and formed a swirling eye. It looked at her,
recognized her, and formed a mouth. " So good to see you, Muse," it bubbled.

"| need to pay acall on the Good Magician. Do you suppose | could prevail on
you to transport me there swiftly?"

"Gladly, Muse. | owe you favors from way back."

That was true, but she hadn't cared to put it that way. "Then | should be obliged
if you would run me there now."

The water humped up into a shape like that of a centaur without a human
forepart, standing in the riverbed. "Immediately," it agreed. "If | can make it past
the fish."

"The fish?"
"Recently there have been so many fish they clog my channel. It has never been
this bad before; normally the water dragons eat them."

"The dragons must be off their feed," she said. That was humor; dragons were
never off their feed. Still, it was an oddity.

Clio stepped close to the bank, glanced around to be sure no one was watching,
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then lifted one leg and swung it over the centaur's back. Skirts were not the most
convenient clothing for riding, but they were required for her gender and age.
She caught hold of the liquid creature's flowing mane and drew herself fully onto
it. "l am ready."

The legs of the water horse went into instant motion. It galloped down the
riverbed, following its twisting channel. It had to, because it was unable to run
anywhere else. But the running water was so swift that it would soon reach the
Good Magician's castle regardless of the indirectness of the route.

She looked down through the horse's translucent substance. Sure enough, the
channel was packed with fish so thick it was amost solid. She looked across the
landscape around the river channel, and saw rabbitsin similar number; in places
they were like agray blanket covering the ground. That was another oddity;
were the land dragons similarly off their feed?

She looked in the sky, and saw clouds of crows harassing the other flying
creatures. Where were the flying dragons? Normally crows were hardly in
evidence, because dragons toasted them on sight. Only in Mundania did they
really flourish, normally.

Soon they were in sight of the castle. There was a stream access to the moat that
enabled the water horse to reach it. In hardly more time than it took to seeit,
they were there, splashing to a halt.

The moat monster was snoozing, hardly expecting any intrusion from this
direction. It lifted its head and gaped menacingly. Then it recognized the visitors,
nodded, and returned to its snooze.

"I thank you kindly," Clio said, dismounting. The water horse had stopped
beside a steep bank so that her foot could readily reach it. "Y our swiftnesswas a
real pleasure.”

The horse nodded, dripping with pleasure. Then it galloped back the way it had
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come. Running water could never pause long, or it lost its definition.

A sad young woman was walking away from the castle, staring at the ground.
"What's the matter?' Clio asked. "I'm Clio; maybe | can help."

“I'm Cayla. | cameto ask the Good Magician what my talent is, because | haven't
found it yet." She twiddled nervously with a wooden twig she carried.

"That's something you usually just have to find out on your own," Clio said. "It's
almost impossible to guess.”

"Yes, I'vetried guessing,” Caylasaid. "It doesn't work." She twiddled some
more; the twig was taking a beating. In fact there were two twigs getting
intertwined.

"So did the Good Magician have the Answer for you?"

Caylaburst into tears. "No! | never got to see him. In fact | flunked the first
Challenge."

Clio was morbidly curious. "What was it?"

"It was abig square park set onitsend. That is, one corner was toward me as |
cameto it. | thought the challenge wasto get in, but when | got in nothing
happened. There was aball flying around in there, but | had no idea what to do

withit. | finally gave up." She blew her nose into a handkerchief, then returned
to twiddling the twigs.

A sguare park, set onitsend. "A diamond!" Clio said. "A baseball diamond. Y ou
weren't supposed to get 'in,' you needed to get an ‘out.' By catching the ball."

Caylalooked at her. "l don't understand.”

Clio realized that this would be complicated to explain. "It's only aguess." Then
she noticed something. The two twigs were not just intertwined, they were
knitted together. "Do you knit?"

"Yes, when | have wool."
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"Have you tried knitting other things?"'
"Of course not. Why would | do that?"
"Look at those twigs."
"Oh, these are nothing. I'm just frustrated and nervous."
"They are knitted together."
Caylalooked. "Why so they are. But | don't have knitting needles."

"Try something else," Clio said. She looked around and found several bricks.
She picked two up. "Try these."

"Bricks? That's crazy!" But the girl took them and put them together.

The bricks twisted and merged. They were getting knitted together. "That's your
talent," Clio said. "Y ou can knit wood and bricks. Maybe other things. Maybe
anything. You'll have to experiment and find out."

"Oh!" Caylasaid, thrilled. "So | don't need the Good Magician after all!"

"You don't,” Clio agreed, pleased. Thiswas her first personal interaction with a
human person in regular Xanth in some time, and she was glad it had been
positive.

"Thank you so much! | was so sad; now I'm so happy." Caylaran on along the
path.

Clio walked toward the drawbridge. This was the obvious way to cross the moat,
as she didn't wish to get her feet or skirt wet. But as she approached it, it lifted
off the bank, being drawn up by its chains.

"Halt!" she cried. "l wish to use you."
The bridge halted.

She arrived at its resting spot. "Now if you will just drop back down to the bank,
| shall be happy to set foot on your sturdy surface," she said.

The bridge started to drop, but a chain snarled and it got hung up. It was stuck a
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small but inconvenient distance above the ground.

Clio considered it, an unbecoming suspicion hovering at the fringe of her
awareness. It wasn't like the Good Magician to have flawed mechanisms. Wasiit
possible that this was not a malfunction? That she was being subjected to a
Challenge for entry?

No, of course not; she couldn't believe that of her old friend Humfrey. So it must
be arare glitch in the mechanism.

"Hello the castle!" she called. "Y ou appear to have a problem. The drawbridgeis
stuck."

There was alittle shed associated with the near side of the drawbridge. Now the
bridge tender emerged. "Harold the Handyman here. What can | do for you?"

"I am Clio, the Muse of History. | wish to confer with the Good Magician
Humfrey, but am unable to cross the moat. Can you fix the connection?"

"Sure, I'll be glad to lend a hand," Handy said, extending his right hand.

Shetook it. "Excellent. The lines seem to be snarled, so—EEEEEK!" Her
scream was a full five E's, and would have been six, had she not run out of
breath.

For the man's left hand had just reached around and goosed her right through her
sKirt.

"Oh, I'm so sorry," Harold said, hastily retreating. "I forgot to warn you. | have
two hands."

"| appreciate that," she said somewhat coldly as she rubbed her indignant bottom.

"I mean, they're different. My right hand helps others, but my wrong hand roves.
| can't stop them."

She saw his problem. "Perhaps the Good Magician can help you with that
problem."
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"Maybe, after | complete my year of service."

"I should think he would fix the problem first, to better enable you to perform
your service effectively."

"Not exactly. Thisismy service."
"Tending the drawbridge," she agreed.
"No. Being a Challenge."

She gazed at him. "Y ou are a Challenge?"

"That's right. Any querent has to navigate three Challenges before getting into
the castle to query the Good Magician. He doesn't like to be bothered by folk
who aren't serious."

"I know that. But I'm not a querent; I'm his friend!"
"You're coming to ask his advice."
The hovering suspicion abruptly landed. She was indeed being subjected to the

Challenges. That was as outrageous to her mind as was the goose to her bottom.
"Well, | never!"

"My right hand should be able to fix the drawbridge," Handy said. "But my
wrong hand will interfere. So | have to deal with my hands before | can deal with
the problem."

"And | am expected to fathom how to resolve your problem of hands,” Clio said.
"Asthefirst of my Challenges."

"Y ou catch on quickly," the man agreed.

She was tempted to think an unkind thought about Humfrey, who was definitely
not acting in afriendly manner. The very idea that she should be subjected to
this process! He deserved to receive a sour piece of her mind. But unkindness
was not in her nature, so she realized in half a moment that this was probably a
confusion on Humfrey's part, an error. He used water from the Fountain of
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Y outh to prevent himself from aging beyond a hundred years, and perhaps
needed to set the mark a bit younger, to prevent senility. She would suggest that
to him, as he surely did not want to be confusing his friends with querents.

But first she had to get in to see him. Well, then, there was no help for it but to
tackle the three Challenges, preposterous as the situation was.

She looked at Harold the Handyman. So he had aright hand and a wrong hand.
Her challenge was to discover away to nullify the wrong one, so that he could
let the right one function. She doubted that any permanent solution was within
her power, as she was a Historian, not a Magician, but perhaps there could be a
temporary expedient. One that would enable him to function during the interim
of his Service to the good Magician.

"| am neither a Magician nor a Doctor," she said. "So | am unable to offer acure
for your condition. But | may have away to negate enough of its effect to enable
you to perform satisfactorily."

"That would be great," Handy said.

"I believe you should identify your hands. The right one can be called Dexter,

and the wrong one can be called Sinister. Put labels on them so that all who
encounter you will know them well enough to be able to avoid mischief."

"That sounds great," he said. "Forewarned is foreordained."
"Forearmed,” she said.

"Whatever." He fetched some sticky labels and a pen. But when his right hand
tried to write on them, his wrong hand jerked the paper out from under the pen.

"Let meseeif | can dothat," Clio said, smiling. She took pen and paper and
neatly printed DEXTER and SINISTER. "Now hold out your hands."

Handy's right hand cooperated, and she fastened its label to the back of it. But
the wrong hand jerked away, raising amiddle finger. A cloudlet of smoke
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formed around it, suggesting that this was not a nice gesture. It didn't want to be
|abeled.

Shetried to catch it, but it dodged aside, avoiding her. Then she had a nhaughty
idea. She stood straight, half turning away. "Very well, if | can't label you, | will
go elsewhere.”

The wrong hand couldn't resist. It dived in for another goose. But as it touched
her skirt, she slapped the label against it. Now the hand was marked despite itself.

"You got it!" Handy exclaimed.

"Well, | should hope to be able to outsmart a mere hand." She was privately
pleased despite the embarrassing touch. She had, asit were, gotten to the bottom
of the problem.

The hand was so ashamed of being tricked that it hid behind the man's back.
That allowed the right hand to reach up and unsnarl the lines, and the drawbridge
dropped to its proper landing. She had navigated the first Challenge.

At the far end of the bridge was a gate with an oddly folded turnstile. In fact it
was shaped like the letter W. Clio paused to examine it. If this was a Challenge,
Its operation was obscure. It was mounted on a post that allowed it to rotate, so
that it should be possible to step into one of the indents and circle through to the
other side. What was supposed to be so difficult about that? She was not a
suspicious woman, but she distrusted this.

Still, there seemed to be no other way to proceed. She stepped into it, put her
hand on an end, and pushed. It turned, briefly enclosing her as she passed
through the gate, then releasing her on the other side. No problem at all.

She turned to glance back—and saw another woman right behind her. She
looked rather familiar. In fact she looked exactly like Clio herself in the mirror.
Where had she come from? She had not been on the bridge.

"Get out of my way, witch," the woman snapped.
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Clio stepped out of her way, affronted. "Who, if | may be so bold asto ask, are
you?"

"Who do you think | am, idiot? I'm your double, Qilc."

"My double! How can that be?"

"Didn't you just pass through the Double-Y ou? What did you think it was going
to do, cut you in half? Have you no wit at all?"

There was something about this woman that annoyed Clio, but she restrained her
temper lest there be some misunderstanding. "The Double-Y ou? It doubles you?"

"What €else, dullard? Why'd you go through it if you didn't want to be doubled?
This was evidently another Challenge. How was she supposed to deal with this
abrasive copy of herself? Now she realized that the woman's name was her own
name, backward. And the woman's character was the opposite of her own, in the
ways that showed so far. Clio tried always to be polite, moderate, and helpful,
while this creature was unpleasant, aggressive, and sarcastic. Still, maybe she
was merely on edge because she had suddenly been created. It was best to give
her every reasonable chance.

"What is your purpose here?' Clio asked.

"Y ou need to ask, stupid? Y ou've overstayed your visa. I'll be taking over now."
This set Clio back again. "Y ou'll be what?"

Oilc favored her with awithering stare. "1'd better put you out of your misery."
She looked around, and saw a stick of wood lying on the ground nearby. She
picked it up and advanced on Clio threateningly, brandishing her improvised
club.

Clio stepped back. "What in Xanth are you doing?"

Oilc swung the club at her head. Clio ducked aside just in time. Should she use
her talent? No, it was probably blocked here, and if not, the other woman might
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have the same talent, which would greatly complicate things. So she ran to the
side and fetched a stick of her own.

Oilc came at her again, swinging. Clio managed to block the blow with her stick,
but it was a physical as well as an emotional shock. How could she be engaging
in physical combat? That was not her style at all!

"I really don't understand," she said as she retreated. "Why are you attacking
me?"

"You really don't get it, do you, moron,” Qilc said as she swung again. "There
can't be two of us; people would notice. So one of us hasto go. So I'll just
eliminate you, and then your lifeis mine. No one will know the difference, and
I'll be ableto do whatever | want."

"But you have no positive agenda," Clio protested as she awkwardly fended off
the attack. "Y ou would quickly make enemies, and leave my reputation in ruins."”

"More fun," Oilc agreed, thistime aiming for the knees.

"Who would write the Histories of Xanth?' Clio asked, jerking her knees back.
"Who needs to? They're dull, boring, repetitive, and uninteresting, with
egregious puns.”

That generated someire. "Who makes any such claim?"

"The critics, jerk. Who else?"

"Nobody else," Clio said with some asperity.

"Anyway, | won't bother writing anything. It'll be alot more fun to go around
messing people up. They deserveit."

Clio realized that she really had to do something about this double. But how
could she get rid of the woman without being unconscionably violent? That just

wasn't her nature. Which, it seemed, was why it was Oilc's nature, she being
opposite in everything but appearance.
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Now Clio was backed up against the bank of the moat. One more step and she
would fall in, and she rather suspected that this would represent afailure to
navigate the Challenge. Whatever was she to do?

Oilc swung again, trying to knock her into the moat. Clio tried to avoid her, but
lost her balance and started to fall. She flung her arms out, losing her stick, and
happened to catch Oilc by the arm. She hauled on it, trying to recover her

bal ance.

"Let go, imbecile!" Oilc snapped. "I don't even want to touch you, you emotional
jellyfish."

Then Clio got awild idea. She flung both arms around Oilc and hugged her
close. "You're my other half," she said. "I love you and want you with me
aways!"

"Stop it, you mealymouthed disaster!” QOilc cried. "l want no part of you!"

But Clio clung close. She brought her face to the other face and kissed it.

Oilc screamed in sheer anguish. Then suddenly she was gone. Clio was left
standing holding nothing, shaking with reaction.

She had done it. She had solved the riddle. She had realized that the only way to
be rid of the ugly facet of herself was not to fight it but to take it back into
herself and suppressit with her conscience. In this manner she had destroyed
Oilc before Qilc destroyed her. She hoped she would never have to go through
anything like that again.

She brushed herself off and walked through the main portal into the castle. The
entry wasn't straight; it made a right angle turn to the right, then to the left. The
wall to the right was carved in the shape of a huge human face.

As she stood there, a panel dlid across the passage she had just passed through.

She was blocked in; she could not retreat. Well, she hadn't intended to go back
that way anyway; her business was forward into the castle.
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She looked down the |eft side passage. It led to aramp that rose to about head
height, then evidently descended beyond. The ceiling rose accordingly, so there
was room to walk up and over the ramp to reach whatever was on the other side.
It was an odd layout, but maybe there was something beneath that couldn't be
moved or altered, so the passage simply had to go over it. Just about anything
was possible, here in the Good Magician's castle.

Could this be the next Challenge? The fact that she was closed in here suggested
that it was. She had solved one man's problem of wrong-handedness, and abated
her doubled alternate self, so this must be some other type of endeavor. Like the
drawbridge and the W turnstile, it looked innocuous and probably wasn't.

She would find out. She marched down the hall and started up the ramp. It was
steep but not too steep; she could handle it for this short distance.

Suddenly she felt heavy. Very heavy. Something was weighing her down
horribly. It wasn't her imagination; her feet were pressing into the ramp and
diding down it asif shoved by a giant hand. She barely kept her footing as she
landed back on the flat portion of the floor.

The weight left her. It must have been magic, because there was no evidence of
any natural force. This did seem to be the Challenge: to mount to the top of the
ramp, when it made her so heavy that she got pushed back down.

Shetried it again, bracing herself against the extraweight. And ran right up the
ramp asif she were featherlight. In fact her feet |eft the surface and she floated,
drifting back, unable to gain any purchase to push her forward.

Now this was interesting, in an annoying sort of way. The first time she had
grown heavy; the second time, light. Both balked her; what she needed was a
compromise, her normal weight. How could she keep that?

Shetried again, treading carefully up the slope. The heaviness came, increasing
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until she was unable to drag herself up farther, and had to let herself slide back
down. She tried a fourth time immediately, moving slowly, and the higher she
went, the lighter she became, until she could no longer maintain contact with the
ramp, and drifted back in the slight wash of air coming from its far end.

WEell, she had defined the problem. It alternated between heavy and light, and
neither suited her purpose. It seemed simple, yet she had no idea how to handle
it. Obvioudly she had to get an idea, or she would be stuck here indefinitely.

She walked back down the passage. The huge carved face was still there, gazing
at her. The enormous eyes blinked.

Blinked? The face was alivel!

“"Now | recognize you," sheinformed it. "Y ou're a sphinx, serving your year of
Service."

"Congratulations, Muse," the sphinx replied. "Y ou have solved the first riddle.
Do you care for the second?”

"Doesit relate to my Challenge?"
"No, it ismerely adiversion to entertain you while you remain balked."

"| already know what walks on four legs, then two legs, then three legs," she said
with some asperity. She was good at asperity. "A woman, when she's a baby,
grown, and old with a cane."

"Unfortunate. | trust you will forgive meif | don't throw myself off acliff and
perish."

"Considering that there's no cliff here, | seem to have no choice but to forgive
you."

The sphinx smiled. "So good to encounter atrace of humor. | haven't had a good
laugh in centuries.”

"Neither have |," she agreed. "Shall we exchange introductions? | am Clio, the

file:///H|/eMule/Incoming/Anthony%20-%20X anth%2028%20-%20Currant%20Events%20V 2.2.htm (18 of 377)15-8-2005 22:30:16



CURRANT EVENTS - PIERS ANTHONY - V2.2 - Jan 2005
Muse of History."
"| am Gravis the Sphinx."
"Gravis. Would that have something to do with gravity?"
"It would."

"In fact, that would be your magic talent: to increase or decrease gravity in a
region. That iswhat is balking my passage.”

"Congratulations. Y ou have solved another riddle."

"I am curious: how far does your ability extend? Could it bring a flying bird
down from the sky, or raise afish from the sea, should they happen to traverse
the region you affected?"

"It could. In fact | used to make sport of passing birds and fish who did not
understand why they could not fly or swim past a given region."

"It is certainly asignificant talent."

One eye squinted. "Y ou would not by any chance be seeking to flatter meinto
allowing you to pass?"

"| would not have the temerity to attempt any such thing." She was not good at
temerity.

"That is fortunate, because it would only annoy me."

"I surely would not want to do anything like that."

"That is good to know."

They understood each other. She had of course been trying to flatter him, and he
had rebuked her for it.

That |eft the original problem: how to get past the ramp while the sphinx
guarded it. She had no magic to oppose his; she saw no way to counter the
unbearable heaviness or lightness of being.

Then she got anotion. Gravis had not had a good laugh in centuries. Maybe she
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could provide him one.

"I regret | must leave you now," she said, "as | have business within the castle."
"Must we part already? | had thought we would have more time for dialogue.”
"Another time, perhaps."”

She oriented on the ramp, then lifted up her skirt and charged toward it asfast as
she could. Obviously she hoped to run up it at such speed asto get over the
hump before the heavy gravity stopped her.

She made it up several strides before the increasing weight caught her. "Oh!" she
cried, and toppled back, somersaulting to the base head over heels, her panties
surely showing. She landed on the floor with a thump.

"Ho ho ho!" Gravisroared, thrilled by her humiliation. Y oung women flashed
panties deliberately; mature ones concealed them at all costs. He took a breath
and laughed twice as hard. The force of his breath made a blast of air down the

passage.
Clio clambered to her feet and charged up the ramp again. This time the
lightness struck, as it wasits turn. In amoment she was floating—and the
moving air carried her on up the ramp to the top. It stopped abruptly asthe
sphinx realized how he had been tricked, but too late; she had passed over the
hump.

She recovered her normal weight and touched down on the far side of the ramp,
running. She was through. She had navigated the third Challenge. Now to tackle
Humfrey.

" S0 nice to meet you again, Clio." It was a young woman approaching her from
the far side of the hall, which debouched into alarger chamber.

"Niceto see you also, Wira." Wirawas Humfrey's daughter-in-law, one of the
few people hereally liked. She was blind, and had seemed useless to her family,
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so they had put her to sleep. Later Humfrey and the Gorgon's son, Hugo, had
awoken her and married her after she had taken a dose of youth water to reduce
her age to his. Now she mostly ran the castle, with the help of the Good
Magician's designated wives.

"Can you tell me why | was subjected to this querent business?' Clio asked. "I
thought | came as afriend."

"| am not sure, but | believe Dara knows."

"Sheis this month's Designated Wife?"

"Yes, itisher turn. | understand she was after all Humfrey's first wife."

"She was," Clio agreed. "She had half a soul, but gave it up and left him, then
regretted it."

"Well, souls are awkward," Dara said, for they were just arriving at the main
room. "Can't live with them, can't live without them."

"We mortals can't live without them," Wiraagreed. "l will seeif heisready."
She departed quietly.

Clio hugged Dara. "It has been awhile," Dara said.

"A hundred and fifty-two years since we first met," Clio agreed. "I |eft after you
married Humfrey the first time, and we have encountered each other only
passingly since. Did he ever get your name straight?"

"Never. He still calls me Dana. I'm getting used to it."

"Well, he'saslow learner."

They both laughed; it was a private joke. The Good Magician had made it a
point to learn everything he could, so he could put it in his Book of Answers.
That was just as well, because later he had taken Lethe water and forgotten some
things, and now needed the Book to remind him of them.

"What brings you here?' Darainquired.
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"My 28th Volume of the History of Xanth isillegible. | evidently wrote it, but
now can't read it or remember it."

"Just like Humfrey with his Book!" They laughed again.
"So | cameto ask him if he knows of this matter. But | had to go through the

guerent Challenges, which were anuisance; | can't say I'm pleased. Do you
know why he put me through that?"

“I'm sorry, | don't. | didn't realize it was you until Wiratold me. But you know,
he has some weird ways. When the Gorgon came and asked him if he would
marry her, he made her do ayear's Service before he answered.”

"| remember. Then she became Wife #5. But there was a reason: he's such a
difficult old man that she needed to have that year's experience with him before
she could be truly sure she wanted to marry him."

"I don't think 'difficult old man' quite coversit. How about 'irascible ancient
gnome'?’

"At present I'm not sure that coversit either. He is going to have to have an
excellent reason for treating me thisway, or | shall be annoyed."

"Y ou might write him out of Xanth history!"

They laughed again. It was humor; Clio wouldn't actually do that. They both
knew she was too nice a person.

"How isit, being hiswife for just one month in six?"

"It takes the first week to get used to his grumpiness, and another week to seduce
him away from his musty tome, and by the last week his stinky socks are piling
up and I'm quite ready to disappear back into demonly oblivion."

"Y ou don't pick up his socks?"
"I'm a demoness! How could | even focus on adirty job like that? Have you ever
smelled one of them?"' They laughed again. "Fortunately Sofia Socksorter
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handles that, in her month. Without her, this castle would melt from the
accumul ated stench.”

"She's a sturdy woman. Of course that's why he married her: to catch up on his
old socks."

"She knows. She calls him 'Himself,' because that's what he's full of."

"Does anyone really like him?' Clio asked. It was humor; liking was hardly the
point, with the Good Magician.

"Wiradoes."

"Wira's an angel in human form."

Wirareappeared as if summoned. "Humfrey will see you now, Muse Clio," she
said.

"And | shall see him," Clio said grimly. But her dialog with Dara Demoness had
taken the edge off her irk.

2

Dragon World

Good Magician Humfrey's study was as small and cramped as ever, dominated
by the huge Book of Answersin the center. Humfrey perched on his stool,
poring over it.

"Get your nose out of that tome and talk to me, Humfrey," Clio said. "How could
you have the temerity to treat me like this?"

He seemed not to hear her. His sunken eyes remained focused on the page before
him. Was he adding insult to indignity?
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"Father Humfrey," Wira murmured.

He looked up, his countenance shifting from concentration to amelioration. Yes,
there was magic in the young woman's presence. Probably the man liked the
notion of a daughter who would not leave the premises, and she was a worthy
one. Hiswives could take him or leave him, but Wirawas always there, utterly
committed to hiswelfare.

"Muse Cliois here,” Wirasaid, and departed.
"About time," Humfrey grumped.

Her annoyance broiled. "Time for what?"
"For your Service."

"My Service! Listen, you gnarled excuse for agnome, | have already had more
than half a bellyful of your impertinence. | came here asafriend. | am not
accustomed to being treated like a querent.”

Humfrey gazed at her with something like dawning comprehension. "We are
friends; | almost forgot."

"Almost?"

"Thereisacrisisthat only you can handle, so | summoned you here."
" SUmmoned?"

"Asked," he said, reluctantly qualifying it.

"Neither did you ask. | came here of my own vaolition."

"That, too," he agreed.

Thiswasweird. "Humfrey, are you well? | suspect you need to drink a cup of

Y outh Elixir and agallon of Healing Elixir, then get out into the sunshine for a
while. You're letting yourself get too old and isolated. It wasn't always so."

He amost smiled. "l accidentally overdosed on Y outh Elixir once, and became a
child. I don't careto risk that again."
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She had to smile. "I'm sorry | wasn't there for you, but you seemed to cope." She
reoriented. "But neither do you need to be a hundred. Why don't you try fifty for
awhile?’

He shrugged. "l forget: have you asked your Question yet, or are you saving it
until after your Service?"

"| have a question, but not for a Service. Asl said, | came asafriend.”

"I couldn't ask afriend to perform this particular Service."

She got afaint glimmer, like a bright-winged insect hovering just out of range.
"Areyou trying to hint that there is some remotely serious purpose behind this
mischief?"'

He nodded. "So | ask you, as afriend, not to question this process. Be a querent.
Ask your Question, perform the Service, get your Answer, go your way."

Clio thought of the Gorgon, waiting her year for her Answer. It had seemed
outrageous at the time, but had after all made sense. She had to trust in that.
Humfrey was definitely not one for practical jokes.

"Very well, then. | have an indecipherable volume on my shelf. | wish to know
why | can't read it, since | seem to have written it recently."

Humfrey turned pages on the Book of Answers. " Xanth, History of," he
muttered. "V olume?"

"Number twenty-eight. It's the start of the second magic trilogy."

"Obvioudly." He found the place. "For those events, you will need the Currant.”
"Itstitle may indeed be Current Events."

"Currant with an A. A red berry. Find that and your problem will be solved."

"A currant? But that's nonsensical. What has a red berry to do with an obscure
history volume?"

"A magical red berry."
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"That surely makes a difference.”
"But first, your Service. Some background is necessary."
"Background," she agreed, still taken aback by the irrelevance of his Answer.

"The dragons of Xanth are going extinct. It is not clear whether itis
environmental degradation, disease, lo0ss of habitat, or some other cause, but the
process is far enough along so that we doubt they can recover. We need to
restock with fresh blood, asit were, before the loss is complete.”

Clio focused. "There does seem to be a dearth of dragons recently. But why
would anyone want to save them? They are an endless nuisance." Y et she had
noticed the abundant fish, rabbits, and crows. It seemed the dragons weren't off
their feed; they were absent.

"They are the backbone of Xanth wildlife. They keep other creaturesin check.
Without them Xanth would be insufferably safe and dull."

"I find it hard to debate that point. But | know nothing of dragons; | have stayed
clear of them al my life. | don't even like them. | really find myself unsuited to
such amission."”

"Then recruit assistance."

Clio stopped trying to argue; Humfrey was beyond argument. "Y ou mentioned
restocking. That implies a source."

"There is a planet devoted to dragons. Go to Dragon World; it is one of the
Moons of Ida. There should be plenty there for this purpose. However, there may
be a problem."

" Another problem?"

"The dragons may not want to come to Xanth. Y ou will have to persuade a
sufficient number."

"Persuade dragonsto travel! | would more likely persuade the first one to
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consume me with ketchup."
"Y our talent should suffice."

Clio got another glimmer. It was true that her magic talent was likely to be
useful on such a dangerous world. So it was barely possible that she was an
adeguate choice for such a preposterous mission. "Persuade dragons to emigrate
from their world, and immigrate here. How many would be appropriate?*

"Five breeding pairs of each type should suffice."

"Five breeding pairs! Each type!" Thiswas becoming less feasible by the
moment, as there were several types of dragons: fire breathers, smokers,
steamers; flying, swimming, landbound. That was sixty dragons right there.
"Anything else?"

"Yes. Do it within the week."

"Within the week," she agreed. "And is that quite al?"

"Almost. There are a number of varieties, so it will be necessary to move
rapidly."

It had been arhetorical, ironic question, but that nuance had evidently been lost
on him. "And if | fail to accomplish this Service within the specified time?’

"That would be unfortunate.”

He wasimpossible. "Yield me this much: a suggestion how to proceed on this
unlikely mission."

"| am unable to do that, other than this: fix the concept Dragon World in your
mind as you go. That will take you there."

"And when | get to this—this world of dragons—what do | do then? | can't even
speak their language.”

"Some are telepathic. That should help."

"That should help them zero in on me to chomp."
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"True. Y ou may need to think dragon thoughts, so they don't realize you are
edible."

Thiswas beyond fantastic. "So | fool them into not recognizing my edible
nature. That remains afar cry from persuading any of them to emigrate.”

"The compass will guide you to assistance."
"Compass?’
"Extend your left wrist."

Thoroughly bemused, she did so. He touched her wrist with his gnarly fingers. A
circular design appeared there, with two little colored arrows in the center and a
bright mark on the circle.

She looked at it. "How should | interpret this decoration?”

"The blue arrow points to your destination. The red one indicates your remaining
time. Don't be late."

"Late for what?"

But his attention had returned to his page. He had tuned her out.
Wira appeared. "It istime for you to go."

"Timeto go! | haven't even assimilated the magnitude of the task!"
"Please. He gets grumpy when kept from his business."

Clio found herself ushered out of the study and down the winding stone stairs.
Her head seemed to be spinning. She had decided to trust Humfrey enough to go
along with his demand for a Service, but it had turned out to be preposterously
impractical. And for what? For the news that she needed a magic red berry to
read her own book. If Humfrey had not lost all hiswits, surely he had miglaid
some of them.

"Y ou look bemused," Dararemarked downstairs.
"Worse. I'm bewildered, befuddied, and benighted. | am one bemused Muse. |
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need help."

"What kind of help?"

"Help to persuade dragons to move to Xanth."
Dara considered. "Maybe Becka Dragongirl."

It was like a bulb flashing over their heads. "Y es! She should have some idea
how to talk to dragons.”

"I'll call her." Darafloated to a magic mirror. "Becka, please.”

The mirror flickered. In amoment a young woman's face appeared. She had
blonde hair and brown eyes. "Hello, Dara. How are things with His
Grumpiness?’

"He's pulled another marvel. Clio, the Muse of History, has to persuade dragons
to immigrate."

"Wonderful! | was afraid he wouldn't take the problem serioudly."

"You knew?' Clio asked.

"I told him about it. Daddy Draco told me the dragons are dying of
incompatibility and may soon be gone, and he's feeling none too spry himself.
The prey is overrunning Xanth. I'm trying to do my part, but I'm sick of eating
crow. I'm so glad the Good Magician decided to do something about it."

"But | don't know anything about dragons!" Clio said.
"Fortunately, | do. Do you want my help?"
"Yes!"

"Then come on over and we'll discussit." Beckafaded out, and the mirror
became reflective again.

Clio looked around. "I'm not sure how to—"
"I'll take you," Dara said.

"Thank you." Things were moving quickly, which was just as well.
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The demoness put ahand on Clio's arm. There was adizzy swirl. Then they were
in another castle.

Becka stepped into the chamber. "Ah, there you are. I'm so glad to meet you,

Muse.
"Call me Clio," Clio said as they shook hands.
"|s there anyone else to notify?' Dara asked.

"How about Che Centaur?' Becka asked. "He's another winged monster, and
very persuasive; dragons will listen to him, and all winged monsters are sworn to
protect him. He could also carry you while talking to you, which is more than |
can do; my dragon mouth isn't good for human talk."

"On my way," Dara said, and vanished.

Clio looked around. There was amirror on the wall, probably the one Becka had
used to communicate with Dara. It was flashing pictures. a black man, avolcano,
an evil-looking sorceress, a horrific demon, and a garden. "Oh—this must be
Rorrim, the mirror that shows aternate futures."

"Yes. I'm keeping him for Umlaut. But it's hard to interpret hisimages unless
you make a deal with him."

Clio shrugged. "l have aready made one deal too many, | suspect."
"Do you know where there are more dragons?' Becka asked.

"It seems here is an entire world devoted to dragons. One of Princess |da's
moons."

"Now that makes sense. But they may not be eager to move."
"That is one of my concerns."”

"Still, new hunting grounds should appeal. Game is good in Xanth. Too good, in

fact.

Clio did not need to inquire how she knew. "Apart from everything else, there
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will be a problem traveling to Xanth, as the folk on Ida's moons are mere
fragments of souls rather than physical entities. They can't just come here; they
would be mere wisps."

"That's true," Becka said. "I hadn't thought of that. Maybe Che will have an
answer."

Soon Dara brought the centaur. "How could you carry a person much bigger than
you are?" Clio asked, surprised.
"I made myself very light," Che explained. "Greetings, Muse, Becka."

That reminded Clio of something. "Y ou associate with Cynthia Centaur. She was
once a human girl, but was transformed by Magician Trent to winged centaur
form."

"Which was fortunate for me," Che agreed. "She's awonderful filly."

"Originally she did not use the lightening magic to make herself light enough to
fly, the way you do. Y et the last time | wrote of her, in the episode of the Swell
Foop, she was using that magic. How was that possible?

Che smiled. "Magician Trent transformed her into aroc bird, then back to
winged centaur, absentmindedly using the other template. Thereafter she had the
lightening magic, though it took her some time to realize it."

"Ah, yes," Clio agreed. "Now | seeit. | like to understand things when | write the
histories, and that one dlipped by me."

"It is understandably confusing,” Che agreed. "I'm told you need me to relate to
dragons.”

"Y es. We need to persuade them to move to Xanth. But we have what may be a
more immediate problem: how to transport dragons from a Moon of Idato
Xanth. It seems the Xanth dragons are doomed."

Che considered. He was a handsome young stallion of nineteen, the same age as
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Becka. He was also very smart. He had to be, because he was the tutor for Sim
Bird, the Simurgh's chick, who was destined to know everything in the universe,
in due course. "Thisistrue. Thereisamalady going around that infects dragons
without souls. Since those of the moon will have souls, by definition, they will
be immune."

"So my father Draco is at risk, and I'm not," Becka said, looking half relieved.

"True. Your human portion provides you with a soul. He may be saved by the
infusion of a soul from a souled dragon, however."

"I'll talk him into it."

"Nevertheless, there will have to be new bodies here for the majority of them to
occupy. Thisisnot straightforward, because folk existing here are not eager to
give up their bodies."

"They can do that?' Becka asked.

"Yes. The processis called morphing. When an existing character is ready to
fade away, he or she can morph into an animate blob. Then a theoretical
character from Ptero or beyond can animate that blob, giving it the new
semblance, and the new character exists. But very few Xanth characters care to
undergo this process; all cling to the hope that there may be some great future
adventure awaiting them. So it's not a viable procedure for wholesale
replacement of dragons.”

Clio was starting to feel desperate. "lIsthere any other way?"

"There should be. Perhaps these bodies can be crafted from organic material,
such as swamp peat or topsoil."

Clio liked the way his mind worked. "Is this athing you might arrange, while we
go to that dragon world?"

"I could make the effort,” Che agreed. "This would seem to be a problem that
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needs to be addressed."

"Then perhaps we should leave that to you," Clio said. "While we go to Dragon
World."

"Agreed. Thereis certainly a pressing need for more dragons. | had not before
properly appreciated the role of such predatorsin Xanth."

"Thenitisup to meto carry you after all," Becka said. "Come outside where |
can change."

They exited Castle MaiDragon, and the girl transformed into afull-sized dragon
with bright green scales tinged with purple at the ends. The wings were like
those of an insect, with sparkling facets. Overall, a pretty creature.

Clio climbed onto the dragon's back. She would have been reluctant to do so,
had she not talked with the girl and seen the transformation. Also, she had
written about Becka in prior volumes, so knew she could be trusted.

The dragon flapped her wings, at first slowly, then more rapidly, until they fairly
buzzed. She dlid forward, then lifted from the ground. Clio clung to the scales of
the back as the wind rushed by her body and tore at her dress.

Becka spiraled upward until she cleared the treetops. Then she flew toward
Castle Roogna. The ground passed below, with seeming slowness, but Clio knew
they were moving rapidly.

There was a cloud ahead. For amoment Clio was afraid it was Fracto, who
usually meant trouble, but this turned out to be an innocuous white puffball. It
was being harassed by crows. They passed it by fast enough to scatter the crows
and stroked on. Then there was another large flying creature, a griffin, with the
head and wings of a bird and body of alion. It veered to intercept them, but
Becka let out a warning hiss and the griffin changed its mind. It was not being
mobbed by crows, for it was a crow predator. But there were clearly not enough
griffinsto fill the role of the dragons.
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Clio was coming to appreciate working with a dragon girl. Transportation and
protection—these were worthwhile.

The castle came into sight. The dragon glided down and landed just beyond the
moat. The moat monster's head lifted, spying them.

"Hello, Soufflé," Clio called. "Do you recognize us?"

Soufflé did. He sniffed noses with Becka Dragon, then sank back under the
water as Becka reverted to Girl mode.

"| admired the way you backed off those flying predators,” Clio said. "Y ou
intimidated them."

"| learned that long ago from my friend Bortre. She could intimidate anything,
even objects, when she wanted to."

"Friends can be beneficial," Clio agreed, realizing that she had very few friends
herself. Her position as the Muse of History tended to isolate her.

"And fun," Beckaagreed. "l have another friend called Toney Harper. That's
tone-y. He makes evocative music with his harp. When he makes tones of
romance, everyone within earshot gets all goo-goo eyes. But the tone of danger
brings all manner of danger out of the woodwork. A happy tone makes folk
dance; a sad one makes them weep. Toney isgreat at a party.”

"| can imagine." But she couldn't, really; Clio had never been to such a party.
She hadn't been out in Xanth proper in some time; she feared she was missing
things she might have liked to experience.

They walked toward the drawbridge. Three girls appeared on it, wearing three
little crowns. They were the triplet Princesses, eight years old, all of them
Sorceresses and full of mischief. Because of their magic power, it could be
considerable mischief. Clio knew them rather better than they knew her. What
was the best way to handle this?
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"Hi, Becka," Melody called. "Who's your friend?' She was the one in the green
dress, with greenish hair and blue eyes. She always spoke first.

Beckalooked at Clio questioningly. Clio nodded; it was al right to identify her.
The information couldn't be concealed from these girls anyway.

They had paused too long. "We already know," Harmony said. She was the one
in the brown dress, with brown hair and eyes, and a harmonica.

"It's Clio, the Muse of History," Rhythm concluded. Her dress was red, aswas
her hair, but her eyes were green. Clio was not sure why Melody hadn't gotten
the green eyes, to match the rest of her; the storks might have gotten confused.
She carried alittle drum.

"Hello, Princesses," Clio said.

The three froze momentarily in place, abashed. But the mood passed in exactly
its moment, and they resumed animation.

"Hello, Clio," Melody said.

"We're glad to meet you," Harmony agreed.
"What are you doing here?' Rhythm asked.

"I have to fetch some dragons,” Clio said.
"Dragons!" Melody exclaimed.

"Why?' Harmony asked.

"Did they do something wrong?' Rhythm asked.

"Dragons are going extinct," Becka explained. "Because they don't have souls.
We need to replace them with souled dragons.”

The girls considered half a moment.
"Can we help?' Melody asked.

Clio hadn't considered that, but realized that they might indeed be able to help.
Any single princess was a full Sorceress; any two squared their power, and the
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three together cubed it. That was alot of magic. "Actually, Che Centaur is
arranging for host bodies for them here. That may be a big job. He could surely
use your help."

"Che!" Harmony said gladly.

The three vanished, leaving behind only aword from Rhythm: "Bye."
"Y ou handled that neatly," Becka said.

"I was lucky." It was the truth.

They entered the castle. Princess |da came up to meet them. She resembled
Princess Ivy, the triplet's mother, but was immediately identifiable by thelittle
moon orbiting her head. "Dara said you would be coming."

"We need to go to Dragon World," Clio said.

"That is not safe.”

"It seems the Good Magician felt | was the appropriate person for it. Becka
should be helpful there."

|danodded. "That istrue. And of course if you get chomped there, you will
merely return here. Still, it would be an unpleasant experience. Are you sure this
excursion is necessary?"

"I am not at all sure," Clio confessed. "And I'm not partial to dragons to begin
with, present company excepted. But it ssemsthisisathing | must attempt."
"I think the Good Magician haslost it," Becka said. "But thisisn't my mission;
I'm just helping because | want to save the dragons.”

"It istrue that the dragon population has been declining," |da said. "Something
needs to be done. Let's hope that thisisit."

They went to Ida's office, where they reviewed the mechanism for traveling to
the moons. Clio reminded herself to focus on Dragon World, so asto be
transported directly there; she didn't want to struggle with the confusing time
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schemes of planet Ptero.

They lay on couches, and Princess |da gave them sniffsfrom avial. Soon they
left their bodies behind and floated up toward Ida's moon Ptero. Clio took
Becka's hand and concentrated on Dragon World.

Their souls accelerated toward the looming world. It seemed to be getting larger,
but actually they were getting smaller. They zipped down to its surface, for it no
longer resembled atiny moon; it was a giant planet. They came down by Castle
Roogna, recognizable because it was the same as the one on Xanth. They flew
into it, and into the chamber where Princess |da stayed, with her pyramidal moon.

They did not pause to greet her; they zoomed right up to the moon, which
seemed to expand enormously. Each triangular face of it was adifferent color:
blue, red, green, and gray on the bottom. They descended on the blue section,
and flew to the modest house where its Princess |da resided with her doughnut-
shaped moon, more properly known as Torus. On its curving inner surface, on an
island in a sea, was yet another Princess Ida, with her moon Cone.

After that, the route fuzzed in her mind. There seemed to be an endless chain of
worlds and Idas and worlds. Of course she had written about them before, as she
recorded the histories of significant people in Xanth. The most recent one, Cube,
had traveled all the way to Zombie World. But viewing and hearing it in her
crystal ball, however much it seemed to put her in the scene, hardly compared to
actually being there. Experience was far more intense than observation.
Suddenly, after an endless age, they were homing in on Dragon World. There
was no doubt about it, because it was shaped like adragon. It was serpentine,
with six legs, along tail, and aferocious head. The dragon's teeth were
chomping its own tail, so that the world formed a twisted irregular ring, with the
feet in the center, like spokes.

Now she had to depend on her own discretion, which she hardly trusted. Her
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thought of Dragon World had brought them to it, but where on it were they
supposed to land? Where was the destination on this world?

She remembered the compass. She looked at the pattern on her wrist. The blue
arrow's position had changed; indeed it was changing as she moved her wrist. It
was orienting on its target. All she had to do was go where it pointed. She hoped.

It pointed at the planetary dragon's fearsome head. True, that head was clamping
to the tail, so was unlikely to bite avisitor on short notice, but Clio would have
preferred some other site.

As they descended, the head expanded horrendously. There was an inordinate
number of teeth, each looking larger and sharper than the next, and a great
curling lip, and several lake-sized drools of slaver. Were they going to enter that
awful mouth?

No, they passed by it and oriented on the snout. Thiswas a prickly horror of hide
girt about by tree-sized whiskers. Tiny bugs scuttled acrossit. No, as they got
closer she saw they were neither tiny nor bugs, they were small dragons flying
across the surface. No, they were big dragons. What a difference distance made!
Fortunately they passed that too, and oriented on one of the great red eyes. That
resembled a convex sea of glass, with a monstrous blue crater in the center. No,
that wastheiris. It expanded to spread from horizon to horizon, with a deep dark
black hole in the center, the pupil. They wereright in the dragon's sight.

They cameto land at last at the edge of that pupil, which turned out to be avast
pool surrounded by a circular blue forest. There was a beach all around the pool
with multicolored sands. No dragon denizens were in sight. It was a surprisingly
pleasant scene, considering.

"Isn't that the most handsome dragon you ever saw?' Becka asked excitedly.
"What fangs! What skin!"

WEll, she was adragon girl. Probably a human face would look no better, seen
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from asimilar vantage. "It will surely do," Clio said.
"Where do we go from here?"

Clio looked at her compass. The blue arrow pointed down along the beach. Then
she noticed the red arrow: it was almost touching the bright mark on the circle. It
was time!

"We haveto hurry," Clio said. "Our deadline is upon us."

“Isit far? | could carry us."

"| don't think so, because otherwise the blue arrow wouldn't have landed us here."
They ran along the beach. There was a copse of trees ahead, with a glade beyond
it.

| love you, Drusie. It was a male thought. That was odd, because Clio knew no
girl called Drusie.

And | love you, Drew. That was a female thought.

"It'sacoupleinlove," Beckagasped asthey ran. "They must be telepathic.”
Telepathic! That explained it. They were receiving the thoughts of the lovers.
They reached the copse. In a moment they would see the lovers.

Haaa! It was aphysical and mental roar. It was followed almost immediately by
aflash of terror. Then an instant of awful pain, and blackness. Clio was revolted;
something had just died horribly.

They emerged from the cover of the trees and saw a small dragon chomping on
something and licking its bloodstained chops. It heard them and turned to face
them. It snarled, about to attack.

Becka assumed her dragon form and snarled back. The dragon, seeing that
Beckawas larger than it was, turned tail and scooted into the forest on the far
side of the glade.

Now there was silence, physical and mental.
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Becka resumed human form. "Where to?"

Clio looked at the compass. The blue arrow had faded out. The red one was now
just beyond the mark. "We're here," she said. "But it seems, too late."

"Too late for what? There's nothing here."

Clio got adreadful notion. "That dragon ate them. The ones we were suppose to
meet."

"The lovers? That's ghastly!"

"I've got to fix that."

"How? Y ou can't un-eat prey."

"We'll see." Clio exerted her talent. She hated to do it, but it was really necessary.

She and Becka started moving backward. They retreated to the trees. Meanwhile
the small dragon charged back, tail first. It turned and saw them, snarling, but
Becka was already in dragon form snarling back. Then Beckawasin girl form
again as they backed into the forest, leaving the dragon chewing on its prey.

They continued on back through the copse and along the beach. There were
thoughts of mutual love. Was this far enough? No, not yet. They reached the
place where they had landed and stood there talking.

"Isn't that the most handsome dragon you ever saw?' Becka asked excitedly.
"What fa—"

"Turn dragon. Carry meto that glade," Clio said, pointing. "Hurry!"

Surprised, Becka turned dragon. Clio leaped on her back. Beckatook off. Ina
few wing-strokes she lifted off the ground and cleared the copse.

The dragon was lurking there, behind atree, just about to pounce on a pair of
little lizards. "Driveit off!" Clio cried.

Becka landed beyond the lizards and growled at the other dragon. Intimidated, it
fled.
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Meanwhile Clio was jumping off Becka's back and orienting on the lizards.
"We're friends!" she cried, realizing as she did so that this was stupid; how could
lizards understand human talk? Friends, the thought came. Telepathically,
obviously. She had understood their love thoughts; they could understand her
spoken thoughts, because they were accompanied by her mind thoughts.

True, the male lizard thought. Then: But we are not lizards; we are dragons.
"Dragons!" she echoed, surprised. "But you're so small!"

We are small dragons, of course, he thought, a nuance of annoyance tinting it.
We wouldn't fit our type if we were larger.

Dear, they are from elsewhere, the female thought. They don't know about our
world.

"We're from Xanth," Clio said. "We are here to recruit dragons of all typesto
immigrate to Xanth."

Both dragons laughed, mentally. And you come to us? The male asked
incredulousdly.

Instead of to a large leader dragon? the female added.

"| was guided by a—amagic sign. It brought me here, just in time to—" But she
halted, not wanting to tell them what had just unhappened.

But they got it from her mind. Great balls of fire! The male thought. It's true!
Oops. "No need to go into that. The point is—"

She saved our lives, the female thought. By winding time back. We were
crunched as we were kissing.

Both gazed at her. In that case, we owe you, the male said. We had better go into
relationship mode and discuss this.

"l don't think | understand," Clio said.

You will in the next chapter, the male said.
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If you will just step acrossto it now, the female agreed. We will be glad to
explain.

" don't—"

"I think we had better do as they ask," Becka said. "We do need their
explanation, if we are to accomplish anything here."

"| suppose so," Clio agreed, halfway flustered.

3

Drew & Drusie

Clio stepped into the next chapter. It wasn't hard, as she had been writing
chapters for along time. Aswith the traveling, it was different actually being in
one, but she could handleit.

"Wow," Beckasaid.

Clio looked around. There were two human-sized dragons bestriding a couch.
One was blue-scaled and blue-eyed, with translucent wings, the other pink of

scale and eye with similar wings. Both were well formed; the blue one was
handsome, the pink one pretty.

"Thank you for that thought," the male said, and the pink one blushed red.

"You're welcome,”" Clio said. "'l mean, what happened? | thought you were
small."

"We are," the female said. "But with telepathy we can project ourselvesto be
any sizein your mind, for relational convenience. Thisissimilar to visual
illusion, just as our tranglation of our thoughts to sound like your wordsis
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similar to sonic illusion. But we can return to the last chapter and be as we were,
if you prefer."

"Thisisfine," Clio said. "Am | correct in assuming that if | tried to touch you, |
would find you small?"

"Correct. We don't have touch illusion. Welcome to verify."

"I don't want to be impolite, but thisis new to me, and | would like to verify."
"Touch me," the male said.

Clio reached out lowly. When her hand touched hisimage, she felt a small
weight on her palm. "I am Drew Dragon," the male said, and there he was,
perched on her hand without reaching beyond it though he was not coiled.

"I am Clio, Muse of History," she said.

Meanwhile Becka reached out to touch the female. "I am Drusie Dragon," the
little pink creature said, appearing small.

"| am Becka Dragongirl."
Then the dragons jumped off the hands, spreading their wings momentarily for

balance, and reappeared as larger. So did the couch, which was evidently part of
theillusion.

"Now we have asituation,” Drew said. "We see you do not understand it, as you
do not read minds yourselves, so perhaps we should explainit in fair detail,
hoping not to bore you."

"We are not bored," Clio said, her amazement slowly fading to surprise. She had
not been sure what she expected, but surely nothing like this.

"Thisis Dragon World," Drew said. "Populated entirely by dragons and their
prey. There are five categories, each with five aspects. That makes atotal of
three thousand one hundred and twenty-five distinct types of dragon."”

"How many?" Clio asked, thinking she had misheard.
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Drew smiled, which was an interesting expression that could have been mistaken
had the smile-thought not clarified it. "Thisistricky for little ones to understand,
and for visitors. Start with five major categories, such as environment, weapon,
size, nature, and mental nature. That's five. Continue with the aspects of each,
such as environment: land, water, air, tunneling, or jumping. That's twenty-five.
Then with size: giant, large, medium, small, and tiny. That makes a hundred and
twenty-five variants."

"Tiny," Beckasaid. "That's yours."

"Y es. We were consumed by a small dragon, before being rescued by a very
interesting process. Then there are the aspects of Nature: friendly, trainable,
indifferent, vicious, and committed. That bringsit to six hundred and twenty-
five. Finally the mental category, whose aspects are telepathic, precognitive,
memory, rational, and invisible. That makes three thousand one hundred and
twenty-five typesin all."

Clio's head seemed to be spinning, but she realized the dragon was making
sense. "Five to the fifth power," she said. "It does add up rather quickly."
"You're so smart," Beckasaid.

"On the contrary, we aren't smart,” Drew said. "Our mental aspect is telepathy.
But we learned this in dragon school, on pain of getting our tails scorched when
we made errors, so we do know it."

"Of course," Clio agreed faintly. "So you are—"

"Tiny, air, telegpathic, committed,” Drew said. "Then we differ. | am afire
dragon; Drusieis a steamer."

"But then what of the categories?"

"Thereby is our situation," Drusie said. "Types are not supposed to mix. Indeed,
all other types are considered predator or prey. So the small dragon gobbled us
during our distraction, as was the natural order. We should have been natural
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enemies, or at least not lovers. But Drew was just so sensible | couldn't help
liking him."

"And Drusie wasjust so cutein pink," Drew said. "l was smitten by her color."
"So it just happened, and we fell in love. But we knew it had to be secret,
because we would be ostracized if others knew."

"So we came separately to this secret place," Drew said. "And came together for
the first time."

"And expressed our secret love," Drusie said. "And kissed."

"And got gobbled," Becka said. "Y ou didn't know the small dragon was lurking."
"It was mentally invisible," Drew agreed. "So when it hid behind atree, our
minds did not tunein on it."

That clarified one confusing concept for Clio: invisible did not mean physically
but mentally, so it was a mental trait. Now she appreciated its advantage.

"And you saved us," Drusie said. "Therefore we are committed to you."

"| realize that is one of the aspects of the category of Nature," Clio said. "But |
don't think | quite understand it."

"Some dragons are friendly," Drusie explained. "Of course thisisrelative. They
still need to feed on prey and defend themsel ves from others. Some can be
trained to obey othersloyally. Some are indifferent; they don't care about anyone
else and will never change. Some are vicious, and will snap at you even if they
aren't hungry. We two are committed: if we decide on a course, we stay with it.
In this case we realize that we owe our livesto you, so we are committed to
repay you in kind. Only when that has been accomplished will we revert to
neutrality."

"So we will remain with you until we have saved your lives," Drew concluded.

"You really don't need to do that," Clio protested. "But | could certainly use your
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help while | am here. | have no idea how to recruit dragons to go to Xanth."

"We do," Drusie said. "But perhaps it would be better if you clarified exactly
how and why you saved us, asit could make adifference. It isin your mind, but
tangled up in complicated fashion so we really don't understand.”

"I hardly understand myself! But the why isthat there is a private mystery | wish
to solve, and in order to do that | need to do a Service for the Good Magician.
That Serviceisto persuade five pairs of every type of dragon on this planet to
emigrate to Xanth. The how relates to my magic talent, which is the windback.
When | encounter adifficult situation, | am able to reverse it so that it has not yet
happened, and then cause something else to happen. In this case | was |ooking
for you—the Good Magician gave me a magic compass that guided me here—
and felt your love for each other, followed immediately by your deaths. So |
wound it back and came here faster so that Becka could balk the dragon and save
you. It wasn't from humane motive so much as that | knew | needed your help. |
doubt my talent will be very useful in recruiting dragons, because | don't like to
use it, and do so only in an emergency."

Both dragons nodded. "We see," Drusie said. "At least, enough to clarify your
motive. You are avery interesting person, and at some point we would like to
learn more of your personal history. But now we must focus on the immediate
task."

"Which is how to approach the other dragons," Drew said. "Y ou'll have no
problem persuading the two of usto go to Xanth; there we would be allowed to
keep company and mate without being censored. It is the other thirty-one
thousand and two hundred and fifty dragons that are the challenge.”

"That is, five pairs of each kind," Drusie said.

"Yes," Clio agreed, daunted. "1 had no idea the number would be so large. It isa
challenge to persuade even afew dragons, and thisis considerably more than
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that."

"We will have to go to the leaders of each type," Drew said. "When they are
persuaded, they will allow dragonsto go. | suspect many will agree to do so,
because it is the dream of every creature here to become real by going to Xanth
proper. The problem will be getting the leaders to listen, as they tend to be
arrogant beasts."

"| suspected that," Clio said wryly.
"But we can help you locate them and communicate,” Drusie said. "We shall

have to do it separately, so as not to attract attention to our association with each
other, but that simply means that one of uswill go with each of you."

"But how will we ever get them to listen?' Clio asked. "Rather than try to snap
us up as morsels?"

"Dragons love challenges," Drew said. "Mental as well as physical. Are you
good at any mental games?"

"Games?"

"Such asriddles or puns?'

"| detest puns.”

"Something else, then. Anything to intrigue their sense of competition. Then you
can establish stakes: they'll haveto listen to your pitch if they lose."

"But suppose they win?"

"Then you will have to forfeit something," Drew said. "But it would be better not
to lose."

"Forfeit something," Beckarepeated. "Like our lives?"

"Well, you do seem like two delectable morsels.”

"Something else," Clio said firmly. But she couldn't think of anything.

"About those puns,” Becka said. "Y ou may not like them, but considering your
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line of work, how is your memory for them?"

"I remember every single awful one. That'swhy | hate them; | fear my brain will

rot.
"So you probably know more than the dragons do. Y ou could win a pun contest."
"| suppose | could," Clio agreed reluctantly. "But it would be like bathing in
garbage."

"It wouldn't have to be for long," Becka argued. "Just to get the dragons. Then

you could stay away from them forever."

"Y ou can't stay away from puns. They cluster like bad smells. The best you can
doistry to ignore them."

"Still—"
"All right! I'll do puns, this once. But we still need stakes, for if welose."

"I have anidea," Beckasaid. "If we resembled tasty morsels, maybe we could
show some flesh."

"Whatever are you talking about?"

"If the dragons would like to eat us, maybe they would also like to see what they
might get to eat. So if we agreed to remove an item of apparel for each lost pun,
that might be enough. Just so long as we didn't lose completely."

"I can prevent us from losing completely,” Clio said. "But as| said, | much
prefer not to use my talent."

"If you remember all the puns you've encountered, you should be able to win,"
Becka said. " So there should be little risk."

"But undressing in public, to be ogled—I can't countenance that. What would the
mothers of teenage dragons think?"

Becka nodded; evidently she had encountered some ogling in her young day.
"Maybeit's abad idea. We'll think of another."
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But nothing el se seemed to work, because the flesh of their bodies was about the
only thing that would interest hungry dragons. So finally they came back to that
despite Clio's considerable misgivings.

Even then there was a problem. "If some dragons are telepathic, won't they see
my punsin my mind, and know the answers?"'

"There are protocols," Drusie said. "But maybe the simplest expedient isfor us
to monitor you in that respect. If any try to peek into your minds, we will know it
and warn them off. One telepath can't sneak past another telepath.”

Next was the problem of addressing different types of dragons. "We can't
possibly talk separately to more than three thousand groups,” Clio said. "Even if
we did severa aday, it would take two years."

"Maybe we could summon category assemblies," Drew said. "That happens
when there is reason. Sometimes there is something of interest to all fire
breathers, for example."

"Are there water-dwelling fire breathers?' Becka asked.

"Certainly. All types are in al environments. We have the finest assortment of
variations known."

"Dear, you are missing her point," Drusie said. "How can land and water dragons
be assembled in one place?"

Drew considered. "There are mixed water and land sites. But yes, maybe it
should be by environment, for convenience. We could start with the land
dragons, and see how it works."

They agreed to start with the land dragons. Drew shut down his mental image,
becoming hisreal size, and flew off to see about it. Drusie, also her rea size,
perched on Becka's human shoulder. "1 will be alert for other dragons,” she said,
maintaining just that aspect of mental presence; it sounded as though she was
speaking to them both. "It will take Drew awhile to locate the top land dragon
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and set it up. Meanwhile you can rest."

"You aresureitissafe?' Clio asked. She found she was tired, though on this
world she knew it was only a bit of her soul that formed her body. Much had
happened, rapidly.

"Oh, yes, | won't sleep until Drew returns, and | will spot any other mind in the
vicinity."

"Then | shall rest,” Clio agreed, and sat on the ground with her back against a
tree. She had to do what she hated: review the worst puns she knew.

"May | question you about your nature?' Drusie asked Becka. "We have no
dragon/human crossbreeds here; | didn't know it was possible."

"Anything is possible in Xanth," Becka said. "My father, Draco Dragon, was
diving down to snap up atasty nymph by a pool, not realizing it was alove
spring. They both got doused, and instead of eating her he summoned the stork
with her. He was most embarrassed and never talked about it after. | grew up
with my mother, then sought my father, and he came to accept me. But such
events are rare; I'm the only dragon girl | know."

"Fascinating. | really appreciate the way you scared off that small dragon and
saved us from getting crunched.”

"It was Clio who made it possible.”
"Y es. We both owe both of you. Will we be accepted as a couple in Xanth?"

"I think so. Xanth dragons are not as particular about types; afire breather can
date a smoker and no one thinks anything of it. In fact | date abrassy boy."

"That is so wonderful. If we hadn't had to be secret, we wouldn't have needed to
meet far from our homes, and wouldn't have been vulnerable."

"But you'll still need to watch your tailsin Xanth. There are many predators
besides dragons.”
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"Tel me about them."

"For example, ogres. They like to crunch bones, twist treesinto pretzels, and
teach young dragons the meaning of fear. Then there are nickelpedes. They are
five times as bad as centipedes, gouging out nickel-sized disks of flesh."

So there was much about Xanth dragons did not know. That should be helpful.
Clio drifted into sleep.

She woke when Drew returned. "It isarranged,” he said. "The land dragons will
gather on the Belly."

"The belly? Y ou said they wouldn't eat usimmediately."

"The belly of the beast,” Drusie explained. "Our world isin the form of a
dragon."

Oh. She should have realized. "Of course. How do we get there?"
"I can fly there, and carry you," Beckasaid. "If | have guidance.”
"I will guide you," Drusie said. "At your cruising rate, there should just be time."

"I will watch out for hostile forces," Drew said. "Do you have a convenient spot
for me to perch?"

"My shirt pocket?' Clio asked.
"That's right—you wear clothing. That will do." He flew up to her, landed on her

shirt, and disappeared into her breast pocket. In half a moment he poked his head
out. "This makes afine temporary nest. It's well cushioned."

"Thank you," Clio said, slightly embarrassed for no discernible reason.

At that point an elderly human man walked into sight. "'l thought you said there
were no other humans here," Becka said.

"It'strue," Drusiereplied. "He must be a stray from some other world."
"We'd better help him," Clio said. She hailed the man. "Hello! I'm Clio."

He saw her. "l am Faxon from the future. Is this contemporary Xanth?"
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Clio was taken aback. "That depends on your perspective. Why are you here?"

" Xanth is about to come to a significant crossroads, so | am traveling back in
time to see that it is not thrown into a bad alternative."

Clio wasn't sure whether this was legitimate, or the confusion of a man whose
brain was suffering atrophy. But she didn't have time right now to figure it all
out. "No, thisis not Xanth proper. It is a subordinate world. | think you need to
travel abit farther back."

"Thank you." Faxon vanished.
"Was he for real?' Becka asked.
"Yes," Drew said. "l read his mind. He's from about a century hence."

"I hope he doesn't change our past," Clio said a bit nervously. "But meanwhile
we have our own job to do."

Becka turned dragon. Drusie flew up and perched on the top of her head. Clio
mounted her back, as before.

Becka spread her wings and ran forward, soon taking off. Clio didn't hear
Drusi€'s instructions, but the dragon girl did seem to know where she was going.
She circled up over the eye, then flew out over the tip of thetail and up toward
the belly. At one point there was a storm; they rose above it and went on. This
was after all a planet; it had weather.

It was afairly long flight, even at dragon speed, but in due course they arrived at
the site on the belly. There were many dragons there, ranging in size from giant
to tiny; Clio could not distinguish between the smaller giants and the larger large
dragons, but presumed the categories were clear to their complements.

"They are," Drew said. "The leader of this assembly isthe largest giant land
dragon, who is a black smoker, indifferent and rational, which isto say, smart.
He will bargain shrewdly, but is very curious to see Xanthly flesh, so will enter
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the contest. | will translate, as neither of you are telepathic.”

"Thank you," Clio said. Thiswas exactly the kind of scene she would have
preferred to write about, rather than participate in. But she hardly had a choice.

They camein for alanding. A monster dragon lifted his snoot and sent a warning
jet of fire. "Halt! No flyers here." That was Drew's trandlation; it was a telepathic
challenge.

"Cower down, rotten chops," Drew replied similarly from her pocket. "We're
here for the pun contest, per the truce." He gave their identification. The
guardian dragon nodded, withholding hisfire.

Clio got the impression that Drew liked having a pretext to address a giant that
way.
"Don't tell,” Drew told her privately.

They landed safely, and were immediately surrounded by dragons of every size
and type as Clio dismounted and Becka resumed girl form. There were hundreds
of them. Technically, six hundred and twenty-five, she realized. All the variants
of land dragon. They were all colors, but none of them had functional wings.

Before them was the biggest of them all, a black dragon the size of a youthful
mountain. Curls of smoke issued menacingly from his nostrils as he gazed down
at them. "This better be good," he said, in Drew's rendition.

"Your turn,"” Drew told her privately. "Just speak naturally. I'll translate your
thoughts, with the appropriate names and titles, and their telepaths will relay it to
the others. They won't read anything | don't relay; Drusie is seeing to that with a
mental privacy cloud."

Clio appreciated how the two tiny dragons were coordinating. They really were
guite helpful.

"Thank you," the two said together. "But get on with it," Drew continued.
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"Giants aren't known for their patience."

"Greetings from Xanth, Giant Dragon,” Clio began somewhat uncertainly. "l
have a matter to broach with you—"

"I won't listen to this," the giant interrupted. "Are you going to show some tasty
flesh?"

"Only if you win the contest," Clio said. "And if | win, you must listen to my
pitch."

He nodded cannily. "First the rules of the game. We take turns showing puns,
my turn first. If | win one, | choose what item of your coverage to remove."

He was bargaining. "And if | win one, | am one step toward making my pitch."
"Five steps,” he said. "First one to win five, wins. When you lose, we get to eat
you and your halfbreed friend."

Clio's knees felt like damp noodles, but she held on. "When you lose five, you
listen."

"Granted."

So they were on, ludicrous as the arrangement was.

The black dragon twitched an ear, and a smaller dragon came forward. "Their
telepath," Drew explained.

Several long metallic objects appeared in a mental scene. They were projecting
from aboard. A dragon walked past the board, histail happening to twitch
across it. Suddenly the black spikes sprouted teeth and chomped the tail. The
dragon screeched and emitted a cloud of steam asit flew away. The scene faded
as awash of humor spread across the watching dragons.

"Want to see it again?' the black dragon inquired.

Clio recognized the pun; she had encountered a variation a century back. But she
didn't want to seem too competent, so she hesitated asif uncertain. "Yes."
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The scene played again. Thistime Clio realized that this was aflying dragon;
they were poking fun at one that was not of their type, these all being land
dragons. Becka and both tiny dragons were flying dragons, so this was a pointed
if oblique teasing.

It was time to answer. "Nail biting," Clio said.
The humor dried up. The dragons had lost one. "One for you, morsel," the black

dragon said grudgingly. He fetched a cup of tea and sipped it as another dragon
set up a billboard with the score:

DRAGONSOMORSELS 1

Now it was Clio's turn. She knew asimilar pun. Maybe it would stump them.
She thought an image for Drew to animate.

A human man walked into the scene carrying a bucket and a brush. He came to a
palm tree with a number of palm fronds that resembled human hands. He dipped
his brush and slopped paint on the extremities. That wasiit.

The dragon struggled. " Painting claws? Skipping palms?"

"Want to seeit again?' Clio inquired sweetly, making an obliging gesture with
her hands.

The dragon's eye fixed on her hands. "Y ou have fingersinstead of claws. That's
it: finger painting."

He had it. "One for you," she agreed. Now she would have to take off a piece of
clothing. She was wearing a hat, shirt, shoes and socks, and underwear. She was
afraid the dragon would ignore the extremities and focus on the middle, which
was exactly where she didn't want to be exposed. But she was stuck for it.

But he surprised her. "I like to eat feet. Remove a shoe."
She obliged, not fully relieved. The black dragon gazed at her sock-covered foot
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and licked hislips. Well, it could have been worse.

It was histurn for apun. A scene appeared with a demon floating into view. So
they did have demons on this world. It was in dragon form, but was floating
rather than flying, and dlightly translucent. He looked unhappy. He drifted before
adragon. "Demon, you look miserable," the dragon said, or perhaps thought. "I
am Feat, unlucky in love," the demon said. "I would kill myself, if | were alive.
Asitis, | must continue to suffer." He drifted on out of the scene.

Clio considered. Most demons had punnish names, like D. Molish or D. Sire.
This one would be D. Feat. But what kind of feat was he accomplishing? He
seemed more like afailure. In fact he was amost in agony. Was this afoot pun,
because the dragon liked feet?

Then she had it. "The agony of D. Feat!" she exclaimed.

"Curses, foiled again,” the black dragon muttered. Now it was2to 1 in her favor.
And her turn for a pun. This time she selected atricky one. The picture was of a
bridge over ariver, with awoman gazing at it. Then the woman turned away—
and the bridge faded out. That was all.

The black dragon pondered. "What is that structure?"

"There are no bridges on thisworld," Drew explained to her. "I grasp the concept
only because | have it from your mind. Dragons fly across rivers, or swing or
wade through them, or tunnel under."

“Itisabridge,”" Clio explained. "We morsels can't always risk our tender flesh in
the water, so we make bridges across." She modified the scene to show human
people walking across the bridge as the woman on the shore watched. But when
the woman looked away, bridge and people disappeared.

The dragon finally admitted he was stumped. "Where's the pun?"

"It's an attention span,” Clio said as the billboard chalked up another for her side.
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It was now 3to 1.

The dragon audience groaned. Their unfamiliarity with the bridge had distracted
them from its related pun.

It was the dragon's turn, and she knew this was going to be atough one. A scene
appeared with a dragon marching onstage. "I have all mental powers," he
proclaimed. "I can do anything!"

A smaller dragon appeared. "Then can you copy yourself?"

"Certainly." The dragon huffed and puffed, then spun around so rapidly that he
split into two identical dragons. "Now we can both read your mind, you
despicable doubter," the second one said as he diminished his spin so he could
stand still. "1 am a perfect copy of my originator. It's all done through the mind."

"That's amazing," the small dragon said. "What are you?"
But the scene faded out before the copy could answer.

Clio pondered. She had not encountered this one before, perhaps because she
had had no truck with dragons. A dragon with mental powers had copied
himself, complete with those powers. Where was the pun? He had done it by
spinning, but that seemed to be a mechanism, not a pun. Wasit afalse claim?
Was he spinning atale? Y et for the purpose of the contest, it had to be assumed
that what was presented was true.

She watched it again, and finally asked. "Is he telling the truth?"

"Yes. Heisreally copying himself, complete with mental powers."

It was beyond her. She had to give up. "What's the pun?"

"He'sapsi-clone."

Clio groaned. "Oh, | should have gotten that one. A whirling copy of mental
powers. What an awful pun."

"Puns are best when they're worst," the black dragon said smugly. The billboard
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was marked 3 to 2. "Now remove your sock."

Feeling vaguely unclean, she drew off her sock, exposing her tender foot to his
hungry gaze. She knew he was crunching that foot, in hisimagination. Ugh!

But it was her turn again. This was tougher than she had expected, as the dragon
was coming up with some puns that were new to her, but the contest did seem to
be fairly run. It was time for her to come up with atough one of her own.

Her picture formed: a huge barrel, a cask, sitting on the ground. All around it
were odd creatures and things: silly-looking demons, weird plants, unlikely
animals. Beyond were human people and dragons who approached the region,
saw the oddities, held their noses, and turned away, obviously disgusted.
Sometimes they accidentally stepped on something, and it stuck to their feet and
evidently smelled bad. Nobody could stand the things. Then a crew of people
came with nets. They caught the odd things and dumped them in the barrel and
jammed the lid on. The scene was clear at last, and now the people were satisfied.

The black dragon viewed the scene several times, mystified. "Those things ook
like bad puns, but they are cleaned up, so where's the pun?"

"Inthe barrel," Clio answered. "All of the unruly puns are there, so people can
live in peace."

"Punsin abarrel."

"Inacask," she agreed.

Then suddenly he got it. "Puncheon! A cask for unruly puns!"

He had indeed gotten it, just when she thought she had won. Now the billboard
was 3 to 3. "Remove your other shoe," he said.

She hated this, but had to do it.

She removed her other shoe, and stood with one foot bare, the other socked. The
black dragon licked hislips.
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It was histurn. A scene formed, showing a group of centaurs. That surprised her;
she had thought that the dragons didn't know about other types of creatures
found in Xanth.

"We know about some, when they travel through," Drew explained. "Centaurs
are smart, and we learned to respect their archery."

The centaurs formed a circle. One of them stepped into the center. The others
were silent, listening while he spoke. Then he stopped out and another went to
the center, and was accorded similar respect.

That one was easy. "The centaur of attention," Clio said. The dragon snorted a
puff of black smoke, resigned. The billboard showed her ahead, 4 to 3.

Her turn. She showed a young human woman surrounded by demons. They were
not making mischief for her in the way demons normally did; instead they were
acting like servants, doing her chores for her, bringing her cake and eye scream
and other delicacies. Extremely obliging demons.

But just as the dragon's supposedly tough one was easy for her, her tough one
was easy for him. "Demons are agirl's best friend!" And the board went to 4 to 4.

Clio had to remove the other sock. One more loss, and she was done. And it was
the dragon's turn.

The scene formed: a wooden stake had little legs and was running around,
amost jumping, the feet making clip-clop sounds as they landed, approaching a
mixed crowd of humans and dragons. "What is the nature of ultimate reality?"

"Get out of here, you crazy stick!" a human exclaimed, and a dragon snorted
steam. But the pole was undismayed. "l must have your answer." And it kept
after them, until they gave answers, however irrelevant.

Clio pondered. What was the pun? Running something up the flagpole? But
there was no flag. Answering a stick—getting stuck? No. Getting shafted? But
the pole wasn't hurting anyone, it was just demanding answers. It was areally
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funny pole, running around like that.
A running pole. Suddenly she had it. "A gallop poll!"

The black dragon heaved so much smoke he disappeared in the cloud. "And
those feet 0ok so delectable,” his disgusted voice emerged.

The score was 5 to 4. She had won. Now they had to listen to her pitch. At this
fleeting moment, she amost liked puns.

A

Dragon Net

"Make your pitch," the black dragon said with resignation. "Then get out of here
before my hunger overwhelms me."

Clio hastened to oblige. "Xanth is running out of dragons. Ours generally don't
have souls, and some ailment is taking them out, so we need new dragons, with
souls."

"We are nothing but souls," the black dragon said. "What we lack are bodies."

"We are arranging to make bodies from organic material," Clio said. "So that
you can animate them. Then you will have all Xanth to roam. Of course there
will be some limits—"

"| have heard enough,” he said gruffly.
"But—"
"How many can you take?"

"You're agreeing?"
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"Of course. We have way too many dragons here, and are eager for new hunting
grounds. Especialy in reality. We would all go, if we could.”

"We need five pairs of each type. That is, males and females, so they can—"

"We know what they can do. There are six hundred twenty-five types of land
dragon. Y ou'll take ten of each, evenly divided in gender?"

"Yes, that iswhat we want." She could hardly believe it was so easy, after the
problem getting him to listen.

"He knew your business," Drew said. "He just wanted to see your tender feet."

"He made me indulge in the pun contest, just to—7?"' She was overwhelmed by
annoyance as she put her socks and shoes back on.

Then the dragons started laughing. After two moments, Clio and Becka were
obliged to joinin. It had been a good joke, in dragon terms.

"That's six thousand, two hundred fifty dragons,”" the black dragon continued as
the laugh subsided. "How are you going to transport them all to Xanth?"

"Why, when we're done here, we'll just expand back to where we came from, and
—" She paused as the dragon shook his head. "And you didn't come from Xanth.
Y ou can't do that."

"Y ou're smart, for ahuman. Y ou had better get some practical advice, whilel
select the pairs with the privilege of going. Shall we meet again, here, in one
day's time?"

"But | have other dragons to contact. The flying, the swimming—"

"Not until you get ours on the way. It will be enough of atraffic jam asitis."
He wasright. She didn't know what to do.

"We know," Drusie said. "We'll ask Princess Ida."

"But she's way back in Xanth!"

"Our Princess |da," Drew clarified.
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"Oh. Of course. Welll talk to her."

Becka changed to dragon form, a feat that impressed the congregation of
dragons. Clio got on, and she took off. She trusted Drew and Drusie to know
where they were going.

They lifted above the belly and flew on toward the tail. This was another long
flight, but her dialog with Drew and Drusie made it interesting. They had much
information about Dragon World, and were very curious about Xanth. But there
was one thing that bothered Clio.

"Y ou say the black dragon knew my mission al along," she said. "I had
understood that you were guarding my mental privacy."

"I was," Drew said defensively. "No one got it from you."

"Or from Becka," Drusie said. "I guarded her."

"Then how did it get out? Could someone have read your minds?"

"No, we automatically protect our own minds," Drew said.

"From the moment we discovered our commitment to you," Drusie added.

"That small dragon who un-ate you," Becka said. Her thought was relayed as
speech by the little dragons. " Could he have done it, just before you started
guarding?"

"No, he's not atelepath,” Drew said. "He was mentally invisible."

"What about some other dragon in the region?"' Clio asked. "Just lying there
listening?'

"There could have been," Drew agreed. "We are short-range telepaths, being
small. Big ones can range much farther. We weren't guarding our thoughts, and
you weren't guarding yours."

"It could have happened then," Drusie agreed. "A big land dragon could have
picked up enough from your minds, and relayed it to others as a matter of
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genera interest.”
"So by now the whole planet knows our business," Becka said, disgusted.

"Actually it doesn't need to be secret,” Clio said. "l was more concerned that
dragons might be reading our minds despite your protection. That would make
the pun contests dangerous."

"They aren't doing that," Drew assured her.

Reassured, Clio relaxed. She would continue to play the game of punsif that was
what the dragons wanted, knowing that they would in the end consider her
proposal. Since it was apparent that dragons were eager to become real in Xanth,
she knew her mission was bound to be a success. But they would make her go
through the motions.

There were flying dragonsin the sky, large and small, but none of them
approached aggressively. That suggested that they did know her business, and
were making a point of not interfering with it. That, too, was reassuring.

Now they were flying along the thinning tail section of the dragon world. Since
the world was coiled, this was bringing them back toward the head. Clio was not
as alarmed about this as she had been the first time. Now she knew that despite
its horrendous shape, it was just a planet, not aliving creature.

They were flying above the great eye. It winked.

Clio amost fell off her perch.

"It doesthat," Drew said. "Our world knows what is going on, and it can read
any mind it chooses to. But it never reveals secrets. It just watches. | think it
likes you."

"That's nice," Clio said faintly. "But we were on that eye. It was solid land and
water. How could it wink without disrupting everything, causing earthquakes
and storms?"
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"Illusion," Drusie said. "The folk down there would not even have been aware of
the wink. It wasjust for us."

"This world grows more interesting by the hour."

"Well, we likeit," Drew said. "We wouldn't want to leaveit, if only other
dragons accepted our relationship.”

A small portion of the tail extended beyond the clamping teeth. They flew along
this, then glided down to the very tip. Tiny as that seemed from afar, it waslike
the broad peak of avery tall mountain asthey landed. Becka returned to human
form, with Drusie in her pocket.

They stood before a modest house. Princess Ida had never been much for show.
In fact she was just about the nicest person in Xanth, and her character seemed to
be the same on the tiered moons.

The door opened and a dragon peered out. Clio was appalled; had |da been eaten
by arogue?

"By no means, Clio," the dragon said, utilizing the same thought conversion
Drew and Drusie did. "l am Ida."

"But you're adragon!"

"Well, thisis Dragon World. We're all dragons here, except for the prey."

Clio realized that it did make sense. After al, there was atiny moon circling her
head: the next derivative world. "l apologize for my confusion. On Xanth, you're
human."

"And if you lived here, you'd be adragon. Do come in, Clio, Becka, Drew,
Drusie."

They entered her house, which was more like a big nest inside. There were
gemstones galore; dragons did like them. They sat on giant diamonds.

"And what brings you here, from far Xanth?"' Idainquired politely. Obviously
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she knew, but was observing the forms.

"We are recruiting dragons to replace the ones Xanth islosing," Clio said. "We
have recruited more than six thousand land dragons of every type. We are
arranging for bodies for them in Xanth. Now we need to transport them safely
there."

"Ah, of course. It'salong way, in size. | believe you will need a net."
"A net?' Clio asked blankly.

"A dragon net. | have a number, saved for this purpose.” Idasmiled at Clio's
evident confusion. "Thisis not the first time dragons have emigrated to another
world. Thisis after all the source world for dragons; they need a convenient way
to reach their destination worlds." She lifted one foot, showing asmall net in the
shape of abag. "This should do."

"But some of those dragons are big!" Clio protested. "And there are so many of
them. Thiswould barely do for the smallest."

"It stretches,”" |da said patiently.

" She knows what she's doing,” Drew thought privately.

It wouldn't be polite to doubt her further. Clio took the little net and tucked it

into her other breast pocket. "Once the dragons are in the net, how isit
transported to Xanth?"

"A Xanth native will have to guide it there in the usual manner," Clio said. "Hold
it and will yourself home. Y ou will expand and find yourself there, in my
Xanthly study. Do not release the dragons until you are safely beyond the castle,
in the neighborhood of their new bodies. Someone will have to assist them in
occupying them, because they have never been truly physical before."

“I'll help," Beckasaid. "And Che Centaur will be there. He's organizing the
bodies now; he's very smart."
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"That will surely work," Ida agreed. Clio remembered that her talent was the
idea, but that she could not originate ideas; once another person who did not
know her talent expressed an idea, Ida could agree, and then it was so. Becka
evidently did not know, so that was fine.

"But there are more dragons to come," Becka said. "How will | return here for
them?"

"Once you have been the route, it iseasier to repeat it," Idasaid. "Merely return
to my Xanth persona and think of Dragon World, and you will soon be here."
That seemed to cover it. "Thank you so much," Clio said, somewhat awkwardly.
"Just remember me in your history of the experience.”

"I certainly will! Thisentire world is so remarkable it will take three chapters. |
never liked dragons before, but my outlook is changing entirely."

"Experience does that," |da agreed.

They left the house, Becka changed, and they took off for the next meeting,
which the dragons said was with the water dragons. This turned out to be not far
away, asit wasin that wet nose of the planetary dragon. They simply flew across
from the tip of thetail to the nose.

It loomed hugely: two enormous nostrils filled with what Clio hoped was water.
They landed on an island formed of what she hoped was land. Clio dismounted,
Becka changed to girl form, and they stood on the tiny atoll. All around was a
thickly rippling sea, filled with swimming dragons of all colors and sizes.

A giant head lifted from the water. It was as big as the whole isle. That made
Clio nervous, but she reminded herself that the dragons probably weren't really
interested in chomping her. They wanted to play the game of puns, then hear her
spidl.

Then along rope-like tongue snaked out, looped around her body, and lifted her
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in the air. Clio screamed as she was carried toward one monstrous eye. Thistime
she got agood seven E'sinto it and two K's, her personal record, along with a
doubled exclamation point. "EEEEEEEKK!!"

"It'sall right," Drew hastily reassured her. " She just wants to get a better look at
you."

That spared her the effort of winding back the scene. "But that tongue!”

"It's her weapon. There are five types of weapon: fire, smoke, steam, suction,
and the prehensile tongue. But she's not going to chomp you."

"Indeed | am not," the dragoness said mentally. "I know your business, and am
interested. But the school would be disappointed if we did not play the game out
properly. Present your first pun." And the tongue lowered Clio gently to the
ground and released her.

The tongue as aweapon. Clio would have been less impressed if she had not just
experienced its competence. The dragon could reach quickly out and snare prey
and haul it in to the mouth before it knew what was happening. Fire could toast,
smoke could suffocate, steam could cook, but none of them actually brought a
fresh morsel to the mouth. Suction would have similar ability. On Xanth the last
two categories did not exist.

But she had a pun to present. What would do? She took the first one she
remembered; it might not be the best, but it would do. The picture of a human
woman appeared, in the air over the water. She was walking, but one leg was
shorter than the other, so that she tilted to one side at about a thirty degree angle.
"What is her name?' she asked.

"Rumple-tilt-skin," the dragon guessed.
"That's clever, but no."

"Angle."
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Sounding like Angel. "Again, no."
"Tilta."
Asin Tilda. "Sorry."
"That's three guesses; | lost. What isit?
"Eileen."
There was a moment of silence. Then the sounding dragons laughed, blowing
water and steam into the air. "l Lean!" the dragoness said. "Very nice." A
Scoreboard appeared, with one water ball in the column marked MORSELS. She
was certainly a good sport.
It was the dragon's turn. A field of vines appeared, with large yellow blossoms.
They looked innocent, but then a small dragon swam in a canal and reached out
to sniff aflower. It closed on the dragon's snout, and compressed it to atiny
portion of its former size. The dragon fled with its miniature snout. Then aflying
dragon cameto land in the field, and several blossoms closed on it, squeezing its
feet so hard that they became mere stubs. "What are they?' the dragon asked.
Thiswas new to Clio. She had encountered carnivorous plants, but not
carnivorous flowers. Though these flowers weren't actually eating creatures, just
squeezing them awfully. Regardless, there did not seem to be anything funny
about it. Where was the pun?
The flowers resembled those of the dreaded gourds. Was this a gourd reference?
But gourds used their fruits to trap people, not their flowers.

"I'm afraid | don't get it," she confessed.
"Squash blossoms." A water ball appeared on the dragon's side of the Scoreboard.

Clio knocked her head with the heel of her hand. That was obvious! How could
she have missed it? But that was the nature of puns. they were obviousin
retrospect, seldom in foresight.
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Her turn. She remembered a thoroughly nasty teacher she had once encountered.
The picture showed a human man of ugly middle age, standing before a class.
"Now thisisan ass," he said, and showed a picture of the midsection of a human
female as seen from the rear. The girlsin the class looked shocked. The man
laughed. "Haven't you dolls seen one of these before? Look in the mirror, you
&&&&S™

That was too much. Three girls fainted, and the rest walked out of the class.
Even the boys looked dismayed. "Y ou'll never pass this %%%% course!" he
yelled after them.

The class continued, with the teacher presenting crude subjects and cussing out
anyone who tried to object. "Who isthe teacher?' Clio asked at |ast.

The dragoness considered. "I'm not sure what was considered indecent about
such a fresh meaty rump," she remarked. "I would have snapped it up in half an
instant." She pondered. "But | suppose the point is he was abusing the
sensitivities of his students. | could see they didn't like him. No dragon would do
that; it's much better just to chomp them, sparing them humiliation."

Clio realized that this dragon was not a bad person; she merely had a dragon
perspective. "Y es, he's an abusive instructor who swears at his students. That is
the point, not the, uh, rump."

"Bad teacher," the dragon said. "Abusive instructor. Profane professor.” Then a
lightbulb flashed over their heads. "Professor Profanity! Prof. Anity. Profanity."
Clio realized she should have kept her mouth shut. "That's it. Another for you."
The board showed 2 to 1 in favor of the dragon.

Now the dragon made a picture. It was of an aerial view of a section of the
planet. These were not flying dragons, but with telepathy they surely had
garnered such images from their cousins the flying dragons. The land was
thickly forested, interspersed by clearings. Then an odd thing happened: the
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clearings started moving. That was technically unlikely, because a clearing was a
region where trees did not grow. How could trees ungrow like that, and suddenly
regrow as the clearing moved on?

Y et it seemed to be so. The clearings converged on one region until they were
thickly clustered. The day brightened, then faded, and the fields moved back
toward their original places. They had gathered for just one day.

And she had it: "Field day! The fields made afield trip for it."
The board showed 2 to 2. She was even again.

She cast about for another pun to use, but her mind was stubbornly blank. All
she could think of was adirty one, and she didn't want that. But since she
couldn't remember a clean one, she had to use it.

The picture formed, this time showing the sea around them, complete with
swimming dragons. A ship sailed into view, causing the dragonsin the picture to
stare because they had never seen one before. She rather liked that touch. But
they surely knew of ships from other travelers. That was important.

The ship expanded to take up the whole scene. The view focused on the highest
deck at the stern. There were small flying dragons coming in and depositing their
digestive wastes on it, splattering the clean wood. They were dropping their
turds and flying on. That was all.

The dragoness peered at the image. "Why would any dragon do athing like that
to such arare vessal? It's disgusting?’

"It'sadisgusting pun,” Clio said. "What's going on?"
"| don't even care to guess! Get rid of it."

The scene faded. "Y ou are giving up?"

"On thisone."

"It's the poop deck."
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There was a mental shout of laughter from a number of the younger male
dragons. Their mothers hastily shushed them. The score went to 3to 1 in favor
of the morsels.

The dragon formed a picture of atree. It looked like afig tree, but instead of figs
its fruits were little globes of air. A dragon came by and ate several, and licked
itslips as if they were tasty, but they didn't seem to be very filling. That was all.

Clio gazed at it, but didn't get it. It was amazing how many puns were new to
her; apparently they flowed from some inexhaustible font of base humor, so that
no matter how many she remembered, there were always more she hadn't
encountered. Eating globes of air instead of figs? In fact they seemed on closer
inspection to be entirely imaginary. So what was the point?

"I give up," she said. "It makes no sense to me."

"Figments." The score went to 3 to 2, still her favor.

Fig mints. Imaginary figs, unfilling because they had no substance. How could
she have missed that? She was disgusted with herself.

Her turn again. Her picture showed an old human woman walking with
difficulty, evidently lame. Then a huge yellow citrus fruit walked up on little
legs, and used little arms to help the woman make progress. She thanked the fruit
as she reached her home. That was all.

"A grapefruit,” the dragon said.

"Actudly it'sasmaller variant."

"A lemon. But that's a bad thing."

"Oh, the fruit is sour, but not bad in that sense."
Then the dragon got it. "Lemonade! Lemon aide."
She had it. The score was 3 to 3.

The dragon formed a picture of avery nice looking little plant. A human person

file:///H|/eMul e/Incoming/Anthony%20-%20X anth%2028%20-%20Currant%20Events%20V 2.2.htm (71 of 377)15-8-2005 22:30:16



CURRANT EVENTS - PIERSANTHONY - V2.2 - Jan 2005

walked past, and it reached out a vine to stroke the person's leg. The person burst
out laughing and skittered away. Then a dragon walked by, and the plant touched
it similarly, making it puff smoke and depart in good humor. The plant treated
several passersby that way, between times folding its foliage about it in a most
aesthetic form. That wasiit.

Clio pondered. Thiswas yet another new one. These pun contests were more
formidable than she had anticipated. A planted joy? That didn't work. Sweet
revenge? No, the plant wasn't hurting anyone; in fact they seemed to like being
touched. They were tickled to be touched. But tickle-touch wasn't a pun. Tickled
pink? But they weren't changing color. Wasiit that it was anice plant? Nice
tickle? No pun there.

She couldn't get it, and had to give up. "Cuticle," the dragon said. "We call it the
Kew-Tickle flower."

Clio groaned. Cutetickle! She had been so close. Now the score was 4 to 3 in the
dragon's favor. She couldn't afford to lose another.

At least her memory was returning. She remembered a credul ous bovine that
might do. She formed her picture: A bull was grazing in afield when afox
approached. "Hey, there's much better pasture behind that tree," the fox said.
"Thereis? Thanks!" The bull hurried around the tree.

But instead of pasture there was a snoozing ogre. The bull banged into the ogre
before he could halt. The ogre woke, annoyed, took hold of him, and twisted him
into the form of a pretzel before throwing him back where he came from. It was
amost uncomfortable occasion, and it took the poor bull an hour to untangle his
legs and get back to his feet.

Then the fox came again. "Say, there's areally sexy cow behind that other tree."

"Thereis? Thanks!" The bull went around the tree, but instead of a cow there
was a snoozing fire dragon. The bull stumbled into the dragon, who woke and
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toasted his rear so hotly the bull had to leap into the nearest pond to douse his
smoldering fur.

Then the fox came again. "There's a bare icade behind that third tree."

"There is? What's an icade?"

"Go there and see. She's quite asight.”

So the bull charged around the tree—and ran straight into atemporary wooden
wall made of planks that surrounded a sleeping bear. He crashed to the ground,
getting splintersin his hide, and the bear woke and angrily swiped at him.
"What's this?' he demanded of the fox, who was smirking. "It doesn't look like a
bare icade."

"Oh, you must have misheard," the fox said. "l said it's a bear icade."

The scene faded. The dragon pondered. "That's a stupid bull."

"Extremely. He never learns. The fox keeps fooling him."

"A fox and bull story?"

"Y ou're thinking of cock and bull."

The dragon sighed. "So | am. | get fables confused.” She was unable to fathom
the pun.

"He's Gulli Bull," Clio said.

"Gullible!" the dragon cried. "l should have had that!"

Clio knew exactly how she felt. Now they were tied 4 to 4. She still had to win
another pun.

A picture formed. It was set in the fabled land of Mundania, where folk were
pretty dull because they lacked magic. It showed a building where all manner of
ugly things were available for those who had the funny stuff they called money.
A woman came to buy aflattened snake that was clenching itstail in its mouth,
like Dragon World only much smaller. She put it around her upper torso to hold
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her bosom up. It was a co-bra. A man bought a big cucumber labeled Dill—and
turned into a pickle. Another man bought a machine with a screen whose brand
name was Post—and started decaying into dirt. It was a com-post. In short,
everything there was dirty or unpleasant.

Clio had written about Mundanes often enough; they stumbled into Xanth fairly
regularly. She didn't remember any shopping place of quite this nature, but it
seemed possible, because one never could tell about Mundanes. What was the
pun? "Dirty money?"' she asked.

"Nice guess," the dragon said smugly.

The point did seem to be the people or the store rather than the money. Then
suddenly she had it: "Gross-ery store!"

"Ah, well," the dragon said, not unduly dismayed. "We shall draw lotsto
determine which of us have the privilege of becoming real in Xanth. You said
five couples of each type?"

Clio hadn't said, but didn't argue. "Correct."

"We will have them ready this time tomorrow."

It was time to move on. Becka changed form, and they took off. "Y ou handled
that well," Drew remarked. "Making them think you didn't know they knew."

"| really wasn't sure they knew. Those were some tough puns.”
"Only three more contests to go."

They flew to the tip of awing, where the air dragons ran her through another
barrage of puns, then agreed to assemble their volunteers on the morrow. After
that it was the inside of afront claw, theoretically used by the Dragon World for
digging, for the tunneling dragons. They all had stout forelimbs and dull colors,
but were smart enough. Finally it was the jumping dragons, on the top of the
head.
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These were especially interesting, because they had an ability no Xanth dragon
had: they did not jump physically, but magically. They moved by teleporting
short distances. So if a dragon wanted to take one step forward, it vanished
where it was, and reappeared almost instantly one pace ahead. The fact that most
of its bulk was occupying the same space as before did not seem to matter; it had
made its move. If it had farther to go, it teleported in a series of jumps, looking
like a staccato picture. This meant that these dragons could not be barred from
any place by physical barriers; they teleported right through them, sometimes
pausing part way through without apparent discomfort. Clio was hard put not to
stare as the big leader dragon approached her in severa rapid little jumps.

"They are good hunters," Drew remarked. "And good guards. But bad enemies."

Clio was sure that was the case. Fortunately she had not come here as any
enemy, and her dealing with these dragons was similar to the others. Soon they
too had agreed to assembl e a suitable number for transport the following day.

They returned to spend the night with Dragon Princess Ida, who was a
marvelous host. She served human food for Clio and Becka, who was in human
form, and small dragon roasts for Drew and Drusie. She was intrigued by Becka,
and the two got along well. Meanwhile Clio reviewed the day with Drew.

"Those dragons don't seem to be so bad, now," Clio said in her mind. This
illusory dialog was quite convenient.

"Drusie and | are reforming our impression of humans, because of our
association with you."

"All the same, I'll be glad to return home tomorrow."

"And we'll be nervous. But we should be safe as long as we stay with you and
Becka."

"That may be a problem. Y ou want to be together, naturally, but Beckaand | are
working together only temporarily. We will soon separate.”
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"That's a problem." The dragons consulted, and concluded that they would have
to stay with Clio. Fortunately her shirt had two pockets. Once they had saved her
life, they would go on to Becka and save hers, acquitting their commitment.
Next day they went to the land dragon site. The dragons were there, two by two
and in collections of five couples, covering the landscape. Six thousand, two
hundred fifty dragons. How could they ever fit into the tiny dragon net?

"Just toss it over them," Drew suggested.

Feeling foolish, she flung the net out toward the assembled dragons. It spread
like exploding sunbeams and extended to cover the whole vast array. It settled
down on the dragons, scintillating.

And the dragons shrank beneath it. They did not seem to be in any discomfort;
they ssimply became smaller as the net drifted down and drew in its edges. Soon
it lay on the ground, its original size.

She went to pick it up. It was full of exquisitely tiny dragons, the largest no
bigger than motes of dust. "It seemsit's large enough,” she said. "I hope al those
dragons are not uncomfortable in there."

"They aren't," Drusie said. "To them, the net seems big."

They were alone on the plain that was the belly of the beast. "I think it istimeto
return to Xanth," Becka said. "Do we travel separately, or together?"

"I would feel more secure together. We can hold hands."
"Done." They took hands, then willed themselves home.

They expanded in much the manner the net had. Dragon World seemed to
shrink. Asit became the size of a Ping-Pong ball one eye fixed on them and
winked again. Then it shrank into mote size, and disappeared.

Now they saw the huge Princess Ida around whose head this world orbited. She
wasn't exactly human, but Clio couldn't quite decide what species she was before
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she shrank into oblivion and her world came into view.

They expanded past a succession of worlds and Idas at an accelerating rate. Clio
had to close her eyes lest she become dizzy. Then, seemingly suddenly, they
were back in Xanth, floating toward their two resting bodies. They plunged in.

Clio felt asif she were suffocating. She was surrounded by ponderous flesh!
Then she took control and made herself breathe. She opened her eyes, and saw
Becka recovering also.

"It is good to have you back," Princess Ida said. "Did you achieve your object?"

Clio looked down at her hand. There was the dragon net bag. "I believe we did.
But it's only partly done; we'll have four more trips to make."

"Where are Drew and Drusie?' Becka asked.

Oops. Clio had forgotten them. She glanced at her pocket, and found it empty.
"We lost them!" she exclaimed, horrified.

"Oh, no!"

"We're not lost," Drew's faint voice came. "We merely lack substance at the
moment."

Oh, of course. They needed physical bodies too.
"There are others with you?' Idainquired.

"We have two dragons in our pockets," Clio said. "And more than six thousand
in the net."

"In soul form," lda said.

"Yes. Y our analog on Dragon World gave me this net to contain them. We must
take them to Castle MaiDragon where Che Centaur is assembling the raw
material for bodies. Then we will return for our second trip."

"I will be expecting you."

They left Castle Roogna. Then Becka changed to dragon form, Clio mounted,
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and they flew to the Castle MaiDragon. Becka hurried, so it didn't take long.
Che Centaur was there amidst piles of substance. "This should animate in the
correct forms, once the souls take over and guideit,"” he said. "Do you have
them?"

"A few," Clio said. "But let's try it first on two special cases."

"Sure."

"Drew and Drusie, can you take hold of the substance you need?"

"Well see.”

After about a moment and a half, two little forms rose out of the nearest mass of
substance. They spread their wings and flew up to perch on Clio's and Becka's
shoulders.

"Che, meet Drew and Drusie," Clio said. "Drew and Drusie, thisis Che Centaur,
who gathered your substance."

"Much thanks," Drew's thought came. "It is excellent."
"It'sso niceto bered at last," Drusie said.
"Let'sdo therest," Beckasaid. "We'd better stand back."

Clio lifted the dragon net and opened it. She saw nothing, but soon shapes
started rising from the substance, forming into dragons. Before long there were
six thousand, two hundred fifty of them.

"Tell them to spread out across Xanth," Clio said. "And to avoid humans and
human settlements. Che Centaur will answer any questions they have. Don't eat
him!" Because they were after all dragons.

"And to avoid hostile puns,” Becka added.
We shall, a dragon thought came. Thank you, kind Muse.

The dragons started spreading out. Meanwhile Clio and Becka got ready to go
for the second batch. "Where do you want to be, Drew and Drusie?' she asked.
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"With you, of course. We haven't saved your livesyet."

Clio laughed. "Then ride in our pockets, as before. We have much still to do
today." She picked up the limp dragon net as Becka changed back to dragon
form. She had areal feeling of accomplishment.

5

Three Curses

All the dragons had been delivered, and Becka and Che Centaur were orienting
the last batch, with the help of the three little princesses. "1 believe I'll go home
now for arest,” Clio said. "It has been along day."

"And we shall go with you, of course," Drew said. Drusie flew across from
Becka and took Clio's other shirt pocket.

Clio looked around. She did not want to bother Becka or Che, who were busy.
How was she to get home quickly? It was along walk from here.

Princess Melody appeared. "Y ou need aride?!
Her sister Harmony faded in. "We can help."

"Just use the search engine," Rhythm said, there for only long enough to speak.
Then all three were gone.

"A what?" Clio asked belatedly.

Something that looked like a little Mundane choo-choo train chugged up on
invisible tracks, blowing puffs of smoke. That was evidently the locomotive the
princesses had summoned. It eased to a stop before her, leaking steam from
around the wheels. The word GOO was printed on its side. Clio hoped it wasn't
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gooey.
Melody appeared again. "Feed it coal-ins," she said.
"Not semi-coal-ins," Harmony added.

"And tell it to fetch you home," Rhythm concluded. Then the three of them
morphed into three chunks of black coal shaped like dots and commas.

Clio picked up two dots and tossed them into the coal-in car behind the engine.
"Home, please," she said, and stepped onto the next car, which had a suitable
sed.

The engine digested the coals, bleeped twice, and started its wheel turning. At
first it was slow, but soon it was faster, and after that it was very fast. It steamed
across the terrain, making a blur of the scenery.

Then Mount Parnassus |oomed ahead. Next thing, the train stopped at the home
of the Muses, letting out more steam. Somehow it had gotten halfway up the
mountain and past the various obstructions without noticing them.

Clio got off. "Thank you, Goo," she said.

The engine puffed a sweet smelling ball of smoke in acknowledgment, and
chugged off. No doubt someone else had some coal-ins for it.

"Thisisabig mountain," Drew said. "Why do you live here?’

"That isalong story," Clio said, lying down on her bed. "I doubt you would be
interested.”

"But we are," Drusie said. "We need to know all about you, so we can save your
life."

Clio wasn't sure of their logic, but knew the little dragons meant well. "It begins
when | was delivered, a hundred eighty-four years ago. | can review it in my
mind, and you can skip the dull parts.”

"And animate the bright parts," Drew agreed.
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"But you don't look that old," Drusie said.
"Well, I'm not, really. It depends how you measure it."
"We'll measure it sympathetically,” Drew said.
Clio relaxed on the bed, and thought about her origin.

King Ebnez took office in the Xanth Y ear 909, after the Ghost king had been
exorcized by the people who wanted more life at the court. With the

considerabl e assistance of hiswife Mnem, whose talent was perfect memory, he
signaled the storks for eight daughtersin eight years. Their names were Calliope,
who learned to recite epic poetry, Euterpe, who preferred lyric poetry,
Melpomene, who liked tragedy, Terpsichore, who was strong on song and dance,
Erato, who liked love poetry, Poly-hymenia, who preferred sacred poetry,
Urania, who became an astronomer, and Thalia, who liked comedy. Between
them they kept the king and queen so busy that finally they were sent to avery
private place, Castle Roogna, which had been lost for centuries. A nice woman,
Rose of Roogna, was there, in hiding from her own family situation, and she was
very helpful, so they were satisfied to be in this anonymous exile.

As it happened, there was a curse drifting around, and the king and queen were
wary of it. It was that they could have as many as eight daughters happily, but
the ninth would be cursed. So they decided not to signal the stork for any more.
Besides, it was now the year 917 and the LastWave was invading from
Mundania. It was all the king could do to handle that. So there was no time for
another baby.

But then something went wrong, despite the king and queen's very loving
relationship. No one was ever quite certain what, but apparently a signal went

out to the stork, and a ninth baby was delivered. Thiswas disaster, as they were
completely unprepared, and there was also that curse. What were they to do? The
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stork was insistent: it was not about to take the baby back. They had to accept it.

King Ebnez' Magician talent was to adapt magical inanimate things to other
purposes. So he made a daring plan: he would try to adapt the magic curse,
which was presumed to be inanimate, to something else. That way it would be
safe to accept the baby.

Thusit was that Mnem received her ninth daughter, Clio, who was destined to
have an affinity for history. She had a sweet face, but her body was bony. And
that was the first evidence of the curse: she was destined to have a body without
nice feminine curves, so no man would want to marry her. They learned this
from amagic mirror that knew something of curses, having been cracked up by
one.

The king touched her and concentrated. "1 will mitigate this curse," he said. "She
may never have curves of her own, but she will find some." That was the best he
could do; the original curse was exceedingly strong, and he had not had time to
plan areally apt diversion.

But the curse was not done. It turned out that this girl would have danger every
day of her life, enough to harm or even kill her. So the king concentrated again:
"She may face daily danger, but will have the means to nullify it." He didn't
know what the means might be, just that Clio would have some sort of magic to
handle it.

Still the curse attacked, with the worst strike yet: she would die young. Once
more the king concentrated. " She may die young, but she will be young along
time."

The curse was finally done; it had no more malign energy. The king collapsed in
aroyal swoon, having used all his strength to counter it. But at least he had
saved his daughter, somehow. As afurther precaution, he sent her to join her
sisters at Castle Roogna, where no one would find them, since the castle
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remained lost.

Clio was the youngest sister, by three years. The others were pretty girls; Clio's
prettiness halted at her neckline. She could run and jump and play, having no
weakness or physical deformity; she just didn't look very good, with her string-
bean torso and knobby limbs. Others averted their eyes from her, and it was clear
that when she grew into a woman, men would avoid her. It was not true that men
were interested in only one thing; they were interested in at |east two curves
above the waist, and two below it. She had none. But there was a remedy; she
just had to find it. Meanwhile Rose assigned a nursemaid for her who made her
look good in comparison: Agora Ogre, whose body was so ugly it added another
crack to the mirror, and whose face, like that of all ogresses, looked like an
overcooked bow! of mush that someone had sat on. Agorawas unusual for an
ogre in one respect: she was afraid to go out into the open. That was fine,
because it meant she stayed inside all day, watching out for her little charge.

So at ayoung age Princess Clio went into the orchard, where the king had
adapted many trees to bear wonderful new fruits, and searched. The king
assigned Agora's brother to watch over her, because at least once a day some bad
threat came. He was Medi Ogre, who was dull even for an ogre but alert and
loyal. When harpies dive-bombed her in the orchard, the ogre raised his hamfists
and bashed them out of the air. When poisonous snakes came at her, Medi
tromped them. When she reached for live cherries or a pineapple, the ogre
flicked them with his hamfingers and detonated them before they could hurt her.
So she was al right, though what she would do when Medi's term of roya
Service was done she didn't know.

Clio was attracted to an unusual tree. It was one of ancient King Roogna's
failures. He had tried to make its trunk grow the shape of the body of a nymph,
but the bark had been too tight and squeezed the tree until it expired. The top had
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fallen off, and there was just the remnant of the trunk remaining, suitable for
birds to perch on. "I want it," she told Medi. So the ogre obligingly ripped the
bark up and off the trunk and gave it to her.

Clio got inside it, and something remarkable happened. It closed in on her body
and fit snugly, with branches covering her arms and legs too. The bark was not
rough; it was soft and smooth and flexible, like the body of the nymph it was
supposed to be, and made her 1ook, well, shapely. Thiswas all the more
remarkable for afour-year-old. She walked back into the castle wearing it, and
her sisters were astonished. "Where did you get the nice body?' Thalia asked.

"From the orchard," she replied.

Soon all her sisters were admiring it. Then the eldest, Calliope, who was
fourteen, caught on. "Y ou found your curves!"

Indeed it was so. The failed nymph bark had become a successful girl bark. One
aspect of the curse had been mitigated.

But there remained the other two aspects, and these worried the others. Every
day there was some direct threat to her welfare, and sooner or later one was
bound to get to her and kill her, completing the third aspect. Probably sooner,
making her die young.

But there was hope. Every person in Xanth, except for the brutish Mundanes of
the LastWave, had a magic talent, of greater or lesser power. Clio's talent had not
yet been discovered. Maybe it would save her. She was supposed to have the
means to handle danger, after all.

One day when she was six Agora Ogre was busy with laundry and Medi Ogre
was asleep, so Clio sneaked out on her own. Naturally she got into trouble. A
flying dragon spied her and swooped down to snap her up. She hadn't even seen
the danger until she was being carried out of the orchard, the cruel teeth drawing
blood from her body. She knew she was doomed, and that it was her own fault.

file:///H|/eMule/lncoming/Anthony%20-%20X anth%2028%20-%20Currant%20Events%20V 2.2.htm (84 of 377)15-8-2005 22:30:16



CURRANT EVENTS - PIERSANTHONY - V2.2 - Jan 2005

She wanted more than anything for this never to have happened.

Suddenly the dragon reversed course. It flew backward and down into the
garden, and released her, and the pain of the bite eased. The dragon didn't stop
there; it continued flying backward, back into the air, tail first. Clio herself was
walking backward. She relaxed, safe after all.

Then she resumed walking forward, and the dragon came at her again. But this
time she knew the danger. She dodged behind atree just as the dragon snapped,
and it missed and went on, a surprised ook on its snout.

Clioraninsideto tell her sisters what had happened. They didn't believe her, of
course, and she couldn't make them understand. She tried to demonstrate, by
making them reverse course, but when they resumed forward motion, they didn't
know that there had ever been any reversal. It was her secret, not because she
wanted to keep it but because its very nature was hidden. Soon she realized that
this was both her magic talent and the mitigation of the curse: with the
windback, as she called it, she could reverse any bad thing that happened to her,
and act to prevent it happening again. It wasn't a perfect answer to the dangers
she faced, but coupled with sensible alertness, it very nearly nulled the curse.

There remained the third aspect: dying young. So she would be young along
time—how was that possible? She saw her sisters growing up and becoming
young women, some of them beautiful, some pretty, some so-so, and realized
that in time they would inevitably become mature women, and then old: twenty-
eight or -nine. Surely the same fate awaited her—except that the curse would kill
her before she ever got old. How was the amelioration ever to work?

Her sisters did mature, and became marriageable, one by one, at yearly intervals.
But they did not marry, because they were all princesses, and would not marry
beneath their station—and there were no princes. So they were stuck, and not
particularly pleased. They remained anonymous at Castle Roogna.

file:///H|/eMule/Incoming/Anthony%20-%20X anth%2028%20-%20Currant%20Events%20V 2.2.htm (85 of 377)15-8-2005 22:30:16



CURRANT EVENTS - PIERSANTHONY - V2.2 - Jan 2005

When Clio was thirteen something happened el sewhere that made a difference: a
rather small ugly baby boy was delivered to afamily of tic farmers. The father
was teaching the elder boy how to run the farm, and the mother was teaching the
girls how to be suitably bossy, so there was no one to supervise the youngest
child, whose name was Humfrey. So when he was two, Clio got the job of
babysitting him. She didn't have to do it, being a princess, but it got her out of
the castle, and she was pretty sure she could handle it because of her secret
talent. If he got into mischief or had an accident, she could unwind it and make it
right before it went wrong. She was fifteen, and did want to get out on her own.
Naturally she did not tell the boy's family where she lived, because the privacy
of the secret castle was important.

It worked out well. She seemed to have a magic touch, for there was never any
trouble the family knew about, since they did not know how many scrapes she
unwound and fixed. Little Humfrey turned out to be very smart, with an
insatiable thirst for knowledge. Soon he figured out her talent, and figured out
something else: when she used it, she probably aged faster. That was to say, that
others did not remember, because they never really lived through the woundback
episodes. But she did remember, because she lived through them coming and
going. So if she got into five minutes worth of trouble, and wound it back five
minutes, that was ten minutes of her life. It wouldn't have mattered much, except
that she knew she was cursed to die young. That meant that using her talent
would bring her life toward its end more rapidly. She didn't like that.

But Humfrey learned unusual things, even as avery young child, and one of
them was that there had once been, and might still be, folk on Mount Parnassus
called the Muses who were ageless. Maybe she should go and seek their secret.
If she didn't age, she would remain young for along time, abating the third
aspect of her curse.
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Thrilled with that notion, she kissed the four-year-old boy, much to his disgust,
and at the age of seventeen set out to find Parnassus. She knew its generd
location, and since she didn't want to tell her sisters, who would interfere, she
would have to go there alone, on foot. Well, she would do so.

She set out, wearing her nymph-shape bark, which had grown with her and now
provided her with enviable curves above and below the waist. She removed it
only rarely, as she preferred the curves to her natural state. She pretended to be
offended when men stared at her body, but she wasn't; it was nice being
attractive.

Little Humfrey had calculated that Mount Parnassus lay to the south, so that's the
way she went. There were no safe enchanted paths, though there were some
unsafe ones; the safe ones would come later. So she carried along wood staff
that she really didn't know how to use, and poked at anything she wasn't sure
about. What she really needed was atraveling companion, preferably a strong
male. But that wasn't completely safe for other reasons. Unless she could find a
safely married man to travel with, though she understood they weren't always
ideal either. Her sisters had done babysitting for some families, and had some
disquieting reports. Still, her ability to wind back problem events reassured her,
though she would avoid using it if she possibly could. What use to save her life,
if it only hastened the end of her life?

She passed a big pantree. This one had pans growing above, and panties inside,
and underpants on the ground beneath it. She got the pun: pants under it.
Fortunately she didn't need any underwear; she had a spare pair of panties.

Beyond it was another tree that blocked her best path. Its branches spread out to
either side, effectively balking her. "How do | get past you?' she asked
rhetorically.

"I'maPoetree," it replied, surprising her. "Y ou recite poetry."
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Oh. She pondered, and did her best to come up with something suitable.

"I think that | shall never see, amonster lovely asatree," she said. "And unless
you let me by, a monster may catch me on the fly."

"That's doggerel,” the tree protested. "I was thinking of high classical, or at |east
something about a raven."

"Y ou didn't specify what kind of poetry."

"| suppose | didn't,” the tree agreed grudgingly. It moved its branches aside,
letting her by. "But you may deserve to be caught by a monster.”

"| have already met monsters, thank you."

"Nevermore," quoth the Poe tree.

She went on beyond it, deciding not to inquire how it was atree could talk the
human language. The land was more open here, and she could walk without
difficulty. She saw abox with a pair of boxing gloves on top. Curious, she
approached it—and the gloves rose up on thick stems and menaced her. "What in
Xanth are you?' she asked, taken aback.

"I'm a boxer, of course. | punch out enemies."

"I'm not an enemy, | hope."

The box considered. "l suppose not. Y ou sound like agirl."
"l amagirl."

"That explainsit." The gloves settled back on the box.

Clio went on. She was evidently in one of the oddities regions of Xanth, where
things were neither friendly nor hostile, just odd. Well, that was better than being
pursued by monsters.

She saw alarge cake resting on a rock sculpted in the form of a voluptuous
woman. By it wasasign saying EAT ME, and in smaller print, CHEESE CAKE.
Clio distrusted this, but she really liked cheesecake, and it reminded her how
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hungry she was getting, so she decided to try it. She broke off a small piece and
tasted it. It was delicious.

Then she sneezed, and sneezed again and again, helplessly. The remaining cake
flew out of her mouth; she couldn't help herself. It was awful.

Finally the fit passed. Her eyes were watering. The sneezing fit had come
without warning, and just at the wrong time. She had lost her cake.

Then as her eyes cleared she saw the small print more accurately. It said
SNEEZE CAKE. She should have known.

Not far beyond was another sculptured rock bearing another cake. Thisrock was
in the form of a marvelousy muscular man, and itssign said EAT ME—BEEK
CAKE. She passed it by without pausing; she was no longer hungry.

She spent the night on the back of atree the shape of afrog: atree frog. It was
comfortable, and the sides were steep enough so that nasty creatures on the
ground would have trouble getting at her as she slept. That left only the flying
bugs to worry about. Actually there weren't many, because the tree frog's tongue
snapped out and hauled any that ventured close in to its mouth. But in the
morning it decided to change its location, and jumped. She fell to the ground,
hurting her leg. She had to windback so she could slide gracefully off just before
the jump.

She found pie trees and fresh streams, so was able to eat and drink as she
continued south. Whenever a monster spied her and attacked, she wound time
back so she could avoid it. She didn't like doing that, but when it was a choice
between shortening her life or dying immediately, it seemed warranted.

In due course she reached Mount Parnassus. This was a huge double-peaked
mountain extending far into the sky. She had no idea where the Muses might be,
so simply would have to climb to the top and hope she found them along the way.

The north peak was closer, so she started up that. There were a number of paths
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that separated, ran parallel, and joined, so it was easy to find her way; she ssmply
took whatever branch was headed uphill at the moment.

Then something huge appeared. It was the largest serpent she had ever seen. Its
head was half the size of her body, with ajaw that could surely open a mouth
capable of swallowing her whole. She stared at it half a moment, horrified, then
tried to turn to run away—and could not, for the giant eye had caught her gaze
and held her immobile.

"Wh—what—?" she asked, her mouth unable to get more words out.

"| am the Python," the serpent hissed. "l am the passion and nemesis of all the
female gender. | roused desire in the first woman, and made her ashamed of her
ardor, yet she could not deny it. | will possess the last woman to ever exist. Bow
down before me, you helpless creature, for I am about to do you the favor of
consuming you." He dlithered forward, holding her gaze.

Clio finally acted. She wound the scene back until the snake was out of sight,
then quickly dodged to another path and hurried along it, away from the horror.
It wasn't just the thought of being swallowed whole, it was the dreadful
compulsion of the reptile's speech. He had stirred afeeling in her that she had
never had before, an urge to be possessed in some unknown manner. She had to
get away from that!

Then the Python appeared before her. How had that happened? She should have
left it behind.

"I know your location and nature, innocent girl," he hissed. "Y ou can't escape
me." Histerrible gaze transfixed her again; she could not move. "No woman can
escape me, for | am desire itself. Come to me, my delicious morsal.”

Clio wound the scene back again, and fled. This time she ran down the slope, to
make better speed. But soon the Python appeared before her once more. "l love
to play with you, morsel," he hissed. "But | wonder how you manage to slip my

file:///H|/eMule/Incoming/Anthony%20-%20X anth%2028%20-%20Currant%20Events%20V 2.2.htm (90 of 377)15-8-2005 22:30:16



CURRANT EVENTS - PIERSANTHONY - V2.2 - Jan 2005

noose? Ah—you possess an unusual magic talent!"

And the serpent was telepathic! That explained how she was hearing him talk,
and why she was feeling those awful yet alluring feelings. He had read her talent
in her mind, and learned what she had done.

She could not continue winding back and being caught again. She had to find a
way to escape him permanently. What could that be?

"Thereisno way," the Python hissed. "Y ou are destined to be mine, for you are a
mere female. All females are mine."

A new emotion entered the fray: annoyance. The reptile was belittling her
nature, and she wasn't at all sure he was telling the truth. That prompted her to
try again. This time she wound the scene well back, almost to their prior
encounter. Then she dodged to the side and ran north, along alevel path around
the slope of the mountain. By the time the snake realized she hadn't gone where
she had gone before, she would be too far ahead to catch. She hoped.

She came to awine-red pool. Around it sat a number of buxom bare girls. They
stared at her, startled. They were long of leg, small of waist, full of bosom, cute
of face, and had wild long hair flaring from their heads and bouncing on their
shoulders. Every one of them looked like man's desire.

Then they leaped up. "The maenads feed today!" one cried, and started toward
her.

Clio did not like the sound of this. Normally pretty girls were nothing to fear, but
these ones had pointed teeth, and the wildness of their hair extended to their
blazing eyes. That made her nervous, so she wound the scene back and took
another path. But she heard a dlithering sound, and realized that the Python was
coming down thistrail. She was caught between the bloodthirsty maenads and
the hungry snake.

Then she realized that she might be able to make something of this. Instead of
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doing another windback, she turned and ran back toward the wild women in real
time. She knew the Python was following, and gaining on her; he could dither
with remarkable swiftness. But she had a plan.

She rounded a turn. There were the maenads, charging toward her. She ran right
into them, dodged, and past them, surprising them. She ran on toward their
colored pond.

Meanwhile the Python was the next to come upon the maenads. " So the snake
intrudes!" a maenad screamed. "Get him!"

Clio risked alook back. The maenads were swarming over the reptile, clawing at
him with their bare hands. He in turn was writhing and snapping. It seemed to be
afair battle.

Meanwhile, Clio was left alone, and for once she hadn't had to use the windback.
She kneeled by the pond and scooped up a palmful of its water. She sipped it.

Water? Thiswaswine! It was delicious, but very strong. It went right to her
head, making her fedl wild.

A maenad appeared, coming from the other direction. "Who are you?' she
demanded, baring her teeth in what was definitely not a smile.

"Just avisitor. | was thirsty, so | paused here to—"

The maenad screamed and pounced. She actually leaped through the air, her hair
flaring dangeroudly, and caught hold of Clio, bringing those teeth down for a bite
of her shoulder. The pain was awful.

Clio wound back the scene, meanwhile thinking fast. She did not want to speak
falsely, but it was clearly unsafe to tell the truth to a maenad, who regarded all
other creatures as prey. It would be better to divert the bloodthirsty girl.

So when she resumed normal activity, she answered, "Did you know there'sa
fight with the Python?"
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The maenad was horrified. "And | missed it? Where?"
Clio pointed. "Down that path. Y ou won't missit."

The maenad set off at arun that made all her flesh ripple. It was remarkable how
young and sweet she looked, yet how vicious she was. Soon she disappeared
around aturn. Clio trusted that she was not too late for the fight.

She was alone again, but surely not for long. Other maenads might be appearing,
and she couldn't divert them all. She also couldn't drink much more of thiswine;
It made her feel too much like a maenad.

A bulb flashed. Maybe she could be a maenad, just long enough to find her
bearings.

She removed her clothing, keeping only the snug nymph bark that gave her
shape. She looked at her reflection in the pool asit stilled. Y es, she looked alot
like a maenad, except that her teeth were not pointed and her hair wasn't as wild.
So she fluffed out her tresses, and would try to keep her mouth closed. She
wadded up her clothing to make it seem like atattered chunk of something dead
and carried it in her hand. Then she walked on up the mountain, following the
most direct path. More than one maenad saw her, but took her for one of them,
especially when she chewed on her chunk of tatter.

When she was well clear of both maenads and Python, she unwadded her
clothing and donned it again. It was badly rumpled, but that couldn't be helped.
No one was seeing her anyway; the height of the mountain seemed to lack both
people and wildlife.

At last, tired, she reached the top. There at the apex grew a mighty tree with rich
green leaves. She was so hungry that she plucked a leaf and chewed it, and it did
help; it made her feel remarkably healthy. Maybe there was Healing Elixir init.

But there was nothing else here, so she walked on down the south slope of the
north peak toward the north slope of the south peak. She moved faster, in part
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because the downslope was easier, and in part because of the renewed vigor the
leaf had given her. Before nightfall not only was she off the north peak, she was
well up the south peak. Just as dusk was sneaking in, wrapping around the
mountain, she reached the top.

There was another tree, just as grand at the other, with a great variety of colors
and leaves, asif it were of multiple species. And perched on one of its mighty
branches was the biggest, brightest bird she had ever seen. It wasthe size of a
roc bird, though she had never before been close to one of those, but its colors
were different. It had feathers like iridescent veneers of light and shadow, and its
head was crested like fire. Its wings did not seem quite solid, though they surely
were; they were like scintillating veils of mist over a mountain.

A GREETING, SOLITARY GIRL. It was an ineffably powerful thought, as
from the mother of all creatures.

Clio jumped. "What?"'

YOU DO NOT KNOW ME. It was not a question.

Clio stared. "The bird!" she exclaimed, astonished. "Y ou're the bird!"

| AM THE BIRD OF BIRDS, THE SIMURGH. | HAVE SEEN THE
UNIVERSE FADE AND REVIVE THREE TIMES. | GUARD THIS TREE OF
SEEDS AGAINST MOLESTATION.

"|—I'm sorry. I'm Clio. | don't want to molest anything. | was just looking for
the Muses, because—"

NOW | SEE. And it was obvious that the bird was peering right into her mind.
THERE ISMUCH YOU HAVE TO LEARN.

"I didn't mean to intrude. | don't know anything about the Tree of Seeds. I'll go
now."

NOT YET, good girl. YOU HAVE EATEN OF THE TREE OF LIFE.
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Did that mean she was in trouble? "I s that the other big tree? | did eat aleaf,
because—"

YOU WERE HUNGRY. YOU DID NOT KNOW. The Simurgh flicked awing,
marvelously, and a seed sailed toward Clio. EAT.

She caught the seed. It was a big one. She didn't recognize its type, but it looked
and smelled good, so she took abite. It was delicious and filling. " Thank you. |

YOU ARE NOW IMMORTAL AND SAFE, ASLONG ASYOU REMAIN IN
THESE ENVIRONS.

"Immortal! But I'm doomed to die young!"

YOUR CURSES ARE ABATED HERE. YOU WILL NEVER AGE OR BE
EXPOSED TO DAILY DANGER. YOU HAVE ACHIEVED YOUR
AMBITION, WITH ONE CAVEAT. WHEN YOU LEAVE MOUNT
PARNASSUS, YOU WILL RESUME NORMAL AGING AND DANGER.
Amazed, Clio grasped at that straw. "Then | want to stay here! But what can | do
to earn thisreward?"' For she had no intention of taking something for nothing.
THE MUSES ARE GONE. THEY WENT TO MUNDANIA SOME TIME
AGO. THEIR RESIDENCE ISVACANT.

Clio tried to cushion her disappointment. Had her journey been wasted? But
perhaps not, if she already had the secret of remaining young. Still—

WE HAVE BEEN LOOKING FOR REPLACEMENTS, BUT SETS OF NINE
SUITABLE SISTERS SELDOM PASS THISWAY. .

"Replacements? | don't under—"
YOU HAVE EIGHT SISTERS. WILL THEY SERVE?

Clio tried to digest this. "Y ou mean, to live where the Muses did? To maintain
the premises."
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TO BE THE MUSES.
This was beyond understanding. "We can't—we don't—"

THEY, TOO, WILL BEALLOWED TO EAT OF THE TREE OF LIFE, SO AS
TO BECOME IMMORTAL. NONE OF YOU WILL AGE; YOU WILL
REMAIN YOUNG ETERNALLY.

"They'd like that! But how can any of us possibly fill such elite roles? We don't
know anything about the roles of the Muses."

YOU WILL LEARN. IT SEEMS YOU WERE FATED FOR THIS. YOUR
INTERESTS ALIGN. SO DO YOUR NAMES. YOU WERE CLEARLY
GUIDED. GO BRING YOUR SISTERS HERE.

"But my sisters want to find good men, princes, to marry. They don't want to be
inisolation all their lives."

THEY ARE WELCOME TO GO OUT TO SEEK PRINCES, AND TO BRING
THEM HERE TO STAY, PROVIDED THEY FULFILL THEIR ROLESAS
MUSES. YOU, TOO, MAY SEEK A PRINCE OR MAGICIAN TO MARRY.

Clio laughed uncomfortably. "Somehow | doubt any would be interested, since |
would not deceive him about my curves."

THAT WILL BE YOUR CHOICE. BRING YOUR SISTERS.
"But—"

The Simurgh's beak might have shown impatience, had she not been an eternally
patient bird. EAT OF THIS SEED, AND TAKE IT WITH YOU FOR THEM.
Another seed flicked toward her.

Clio caught it. Still shetried to protest. "I don't think they could get past the
Python and the maenads. When | |eft them, they were fighting each other, but
some may survive, and they're vicious."

THEY AREIMMORTAL. THEY KNOW THEY CAN'T DIE, SO THEY FEEL
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FREE TO FIGHT.
Oh. That did make sense. "But suppose the Python swallows a maenad?"

SHE WILL PASS THROUGH HIS DIGESTIVE SYSTEM AND EMERGE
UNSCATHED, IN DUE COURSE.

Clio had to smile. "But | suppose she would not much like the experience.”

There was an echoing smile in the Simurgh's thought. TRUE. Y OUR SISTERS
WILL TRAVEL SAFELY. NOW EAT OF THE SEED.

She had forgotten it for the moment. She nibbled on it. Suddenly she wasfilled
with positive belief. "I'll do it," she agreed.
IT ISTHE SEED OF CERTAINTY. REST HERE THIS NIGHT.

Suddenly that seemed the most sensible thing to do. She lay on the ground where
she was and dlept. That hinted how tired she was, because princesses never
roughed it in such manner. Walking the way she had was bad enough; this was
downright crude. Suppose some man came by in the night and gazed lasciviously
at her exposed ankles?

In the morning she woke, well refreshed. She discovered a downy feather the

size of apillow under her head, and a flexible feather the size of a quilt covering
her. She had had a most comfortable bed, and her ankles were not exposed.

She got up and stretched. The Simurgh remained perched on her limb, evidently
asleep. There was no point in bothering her; Clio had ajob to do. She turned and
looked for a suitable path down the mountain.

| WILL TAKE YOU, GOOD GIRL.

Then ataloned foot reached down and enclosed her gently. Clio hadn't even
realized that the bird had taken wing; her flight was quite silent. Suddenly they
were gliding down the mountain slope, then up into the sky, then across the
variegated |andscape of Xanth.
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Before she really got her bearings, they were at Castle Roogna, landing by the
orchard. The Simurgh set her down and disappeared, literally: there was no sign
of the bird. But Clio didn't hesitate; she walked purposefully to the castle,
entered, and called out: "Sisters! I'm back, and | have somewhere for usal to

go."
In amoment they clustered around her. Rather than try to explain, she held up
the big seed. "Try thisfirst."

They tried it, asit was fragrant and tasty. Then they too were certain. "We will
go," they agreed. "Thisis what we have been waiting for."

They gathered their things and bid farewell to Rose, who was sorry to see them
go but recognized the need. Then they went outside.

Aninvisible curving cage formed about them. It lifted, carrying them into the
sky. Once they were fully airborne, the rest of the bird appeared; they were
within the loose enclosure of her talons.

"Sisters, meet the Simurgh,” Clio said. "Simurgh, these are my eight sisters. We
are all certain we want to join you on Mount Parnassus, and assume the roles of
the nine Muses."

"And so it was," Clio concluded, opening her eyes and seeing the tiny dragons.
"We became the Muses in the year 937, and have been so for the past hundred
and sixty-seven years. The Simurgh was right: we learned, and | think we have
performed adequately. We seldom |leave the mountain, though | did attend
Humfrey's first wedding and have seen him on occasion since then. | have
written many histories of Xanth, and now am on a quest to discover why one
volume has become opague to me. | have to find ared berry. | will age normally
aslong as| am away from the mountain, and face daily danger, but it just hasto
berisked. If | get too old, | will die, but | hope to wrap this up expeditiously and
remain young enough to live."
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"We will assist you," Drew said. "Those maenads seem like fun. So does the
Python."

"I will introduce you to them. They no longer chase me, lest | write them out of
history."

The two tiny dragons chuckled. "Y ou have power now," Drew said. "That helps.
But welll help too."

"We can do alot, when we put our little mindsto it," Drusie agreed. "Well find
the red berry. This should be easy."

Clio suspected that they were mistaken, but she didn't argue. It would be nice if
it did turn out to be easy.

6

Sherlock

"So how do we start?' Drew asked.

"WEell, I'm not sure. | had rather expected more direction from the Good
Magician than | received.”

"Y ou are being polite," Drusie said, reading the situation in her mind. "I'd have
steamed his little toe."

Clio stroked the little pink dragon's back with one finger. "I appreciate the
support, but there's surely areason for his attitude."

"Take usthere," Drew said. "I'll toast his big toe until he gives you more
information."

Clio suppressed a wicked temptation. " That would not be expedient. | believe it
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IS best ssimply to muddle through on my own."
"The trouble with you is that you're too nice a person.”
"Would that it were so. Then maybe | could find a compatible man and marry."
"Y ou can do that?' Drusie asked.

"Marry? Of course. Except that who would want to marry a Muse and be
confined forever to Mount Parnassus?"

"We'll work onit," Drew said.

They meant well. "Thank you."

"What's that on your wrist?' Drusie asked.

Clio looked. There on her left wrist was the magic compass Humfrey had given
her. She had thought that would fade out, now that her Service was done. "That's
the device | used to locate you, so that you could help me on Dragon World. The

blue arrow shows the way | should go, and the red one shows how much time |
have to get there."

"That must show you where to go next," Drew said. "Y ou don't seem to have
long."
Surprised, Clio actually read the dials. "True. I'd better see what it wants me to

See.

They set off. Clio knew the fastest paths down the mountain, and no one
bothered her. Soon they were walking across the regular terrain of Xanth.

It turned out to be alongish walk, with the red arrow constantly getting nearer to
zero hour. Clio hurried, but realized she might be a bit late.

Naturally, since she was in a hurry, she encountered another person. But maybe
thiswould help. "Hello. I'm Clio. My talent is to wind time back when | need to."

The girl jumped. "Oh, I'm sorry—I didn't see you. I'm Deirdre. My talent is
oversight. | see everything from above, but nothing in front of me."
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"Do you see anything unusual in the direction I'm going?"
"Well, there's an ogre with a garden. That's unusual .”

It was, but Clio doubted that was where she was headed. "Thank you." She
hurried on.

"Another girl ahead," Drew said.

Sure enough, there she was, right in the path. Clio couldn't escape another
introduction. "I'm Clio, and I'm in ahurry."

"I'm Michele, and it's not my fault."
Clio paused. "What's not your fault?"
"That you'rein ahurry. My talent is shifting blame or credit."

That was interesting, and Clio would have liked to learn more of it, but she
simply couldn't wait. "It's working; my hurry has nothing to do with you." She
rushed on, leaving Michele somewhat nonplussed.

Just as the red arrow touched the mark, they came into sight of an ogre. He was
twice the height of a human man, and solid in proportion. "Me bash, you crash!"
he said in the typical dull rhyme that was all most folk ever heard of ogre talk.
He struck something, and it went flying into the distance.

The blue arrow followed the flying object.
Clio sighed. She had another windback to do.

She wound back the scene. The flying thing reappeared, came up against the
ogre's hamfist, and touched the ground. "'hsarc uoy, hsab eM"

She wound it back a bit more, then looked. It was a human man getting bashed.
"Stop that ogre!" she cried.

Both dragons darted forward, flying low. One jetted a small blue flame, toasting
the ogre's right big toe. The other pink-steamed his left little toe.

"He go, metoe!" the ogre said, aware of some slight discomfort. But that was

file:///H|/eMule/lncoming/Anthony%20-%20X anth%2028%20-%20Currant%20Events%20V 2.2.htm (101 of 377)15-8-2005 22:30:16



CURRANT EVENTS - PIERS ANTHONY - V2.2 - Jan 2005
enough to distract him from the man he had been about to bash. He squatted,
swatting at his feet. The dragons zipped away and rejoined Clio.

Clio caught the man's arm. " Get out of here," she said. "Wel'll distract the ogre."
The man stumbled away, obvioudy uncertain what was happening. Clio stood
before the squatting ogre, whose huge ugly face was now about her own head

height. "What do you think you're doing?' she demanded imperioudly. She could
invoke the Voice of Authority when she needed to.

"Me Bash, he dash," he said.
"I saw that." Though now it hadn't happened.

"He means his name is Bash," Drew said from her pocket. Because thiswas a
mental effect, he was inaudible to the ogre. "He hurried to save his garden from
mol estation."

"Garden! Molestation!" Since when did ogres care about either? Y et thiswas
obviously the gardening ogre Deirdre had mentioned.

"Since Bash started farming puns,” Drusie said. "He's got a garden of them, and
the man messed it up. So Bash got rid of him. He has a case."

"He doesn't grow them all," Drew said. "Some he collects. He really cares about
it."

What areversal! But it seemed this was a situation she needed to rectify. It did
not seem to have anything to do with ared berry, but maybe that was in another
part of the garden. "Hello, Bash. | am Clio. Perhaps | can help. What damage did
the man do to your garden?"

The ogre pointed a hamfinger to what ooked like the wreck of a Mundane car.
Steam was rising from it.

"It'sacar-burr-ator," Drew said. "It's supposed to freeze cars, whatever they are.
Now it makes them overheat."
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"I will fix it,” Clio said. "What else?"
Bash pointed to an apelike creature.
"Y ou certainly look charming, fair lady," the ape called. "Y ou must be aking's
daughter."
Of course she was a king's daughter, but that was along time ago. "What is
wrong with this?' she asked Drew.

"That's a harang-u-tan," the dragon explained as he did more mind reading. "He's
supposed to hurl insults. Now he wafts compliments.”

Which ruined the pun. "I will fix that too," Clio told the ogre. "What else?"'

He pointed to several big white letter F'slying in apile. "Those are tasteless
white F's," Drew explained. "They used to betasty brown E's."

"That too," Clio said with asigh.

There turned out to be a number of spoiled puns in the garden. There were retro
specs that could see the past; now the glasses |ooked into the future. There was a
grain of sand that was actually a peep show, showing a distant person whatever it
saw; Clio had heard of those, and knew they were popular with young men who
liked to scatter them around girls private living quarters. Now it was reversed,
showing the person who was trying to useit. There was an impro vise that was
supposed to hold anything on the spot; now it repelled things. This garden had
become a disaster.

Clio did what she didn't like, and wound the scene back farther yet, until the
visiting man was entirely gone from the scene. That should fix the problem.

"Now we need to intercept the man and find out what he did to that garden," she
told the dragons. "But he came from the other side, and I'll have to run by the
ogre to get to him. That hardly seemsfeasible."

"I'll fly ahead and intercept him," Drew said. "I'll tell him to wait where heisand
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meet you when you arrive."
"Thank you." The dragons really were helping.
Drew flew ahead so rapidly he looked like asmall blue bird. Clio walked at her
normal sedate pace. In a generous moment she passed the garden, which now
had a car motor with frost on it, a pile of warm brown E's, and atalking ape.
"Who do you think you are, you crazy damsel?' he demanded. "Can't you see
thisis private property? If my master Bash Ogre finds you, he'll squeeze you into
pulp juice."
Y es, the garden was back in form. She ignored the haranguing ape, avoided
stepping over the peep show sand, and walked on. Soon she encountered the
ogre. "Who you?' Bash demanded truculently.

"I am Clio, the Muse of History. | believe you'll find everything in order in your
garden."

"Me see." He tromped on to investigate.

"Why didn't he squeeze you into pulp?' Drusie asked.

"He didn't think of it. | distracted him by reminding him of the garden. Ogres are
proud of their stupidity, with good reason; they can't entertain two thoughts at
the same time. Actually they are not bad folk, once you understand them. They
don't even speak in dull rhyme among themselves; it is only the ignorant who
hear them that way, expecting no better."

"But you heard him in rhyme."

"| didn't want to socialize with him, so | kept it basic. Another time may be
different."

"At least you have handled your danger for today," Drusie said.

"| don't believe so. The ogre was never athreat to me. That's why | was so bold
in bracing him."
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"So your danger is still to come?’
"Yes, | believe so."
"Then when it's done you'll be able to relax."

"No. Actualy there is no maximum limit; | can encounter more than one danger
in aday. Just never less than one. So | must be on constant guard.”

"That's one mean curse," the dragon said.

Clio nodded. "I am accustomed to it. But it is another reason I'm generally not
keen on leaving Mount Parnassus.”

They came to the man, who was standing still with the tiny dragon perched on
his shoulder. Drew had given her time to talk with the ogre without encountering
the man at the same time, thus avoiding another bashing sequence.

He looked up and saw her. "Hello, Muse; | am honored to meet you."

"| told him all about you," Drew said proudly. "And how you just saved him
from getting bashed by Bash Ogre."

Clio sighed inwardly. She would have to caution the dragons about saying too
much to strangers. She preferred to introduce herself, and to keep personal
information to herself unless making it known was warranted.

"Oops, sorry," Drew said contritely.

"I am glad to meet you," Clio said somewhat insincerely to the man. "There was
aproblem, so | abated it."

"The telepathic dragon says that you wound time backward so as to spare me
mischief. To what do | owe this considerable favor?"

"I am not sure." Now shereally looked at him for the first time, and saw that he
was an unprepossessing middle-aged man of dark countenance. "Y ou look
familiar; have you been a significant character before?"

"Oh, yes. | am Sherlock, of the Black Wave. | made one of your volumes when |
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traveled with Dug Mundane twelve years ago, helping him play his game while |
searched for a suitable region for the Wave to settle. That turned out to be
around L ake OgreChobee. We normally get along well with ogres; | find it hard
to believe that | affronted one, or will do so."

Sherlock. Y es, he was a decent man from Mundania who would now be about
forty-five. He should have settled down and married long since, instead of
wandering out here in nowhere. "I remember you now. | agree; you are not likely
to give offense to anyone. Y et it seems you did to that ogre, by changing aspects
of his garden."

"I wouldn't know how to change a garden.” Sherlock paused, considering. "But |
can't say I'm surprised. Weird things have been happening around me. That's
why my people no longer wanted me around. No one wants me around for long."

"We must explorethis,” Clio said. "Because | was guided to you. | do not know
why, but of course the things set in motion by the Good Magician are often
devious."

"| agree. Maybe he made a mistake thistime. I'm really a person of no account,
and | wouldn't want to cause you any mischief, Muse. | appreciate the good work
you are doing. So | think | should just be on my way before anything else
happens.”

Clio glanced at her wrist. The blue arrow still pointed to the man. "No, we have
business together, and it behooves us to discover what it is.

"No offense, but | find that hard to believe. Y ou are an important person and are
surely wasting your time with me."

Clio smiled. "Let'sfind out." She looked around, and saw a couch potato. She sat
init, and it was comfortable. "Join me, please."

Sherwood shrugged and sat beside her. But as he did, the cool soft couch
suddenly became burning hot. Both of them leaped out. The thing was now a hot
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potato.
"That must be your danger," Drusie said.
"I doubt it; | didn't need to wind back to get out of it."

"It's happening again,” Sherlock said, dismayed, as he brushed off his hot
backside. "Really, you don't want to associate with me any longer, Muse."

"I believel do," Clio said firmly, though her own backside was none too
comfortable. Had it not been insulated by the curvy nymph bark, she could have
been burned. "It is quite possible that whatever mischief is besieging you is the
reason | was sent to meet you. We merely have to establish what it is."

"Maybe so0," he agreed. "1'd certainly like to know what's wrong with me."

They found separate stones to sit on. "Please describe exactly what effects you
have noted."

"That's hard to do, because they're all different and they don't make any sense |
can see."

"Start at the beginning. When was the first untoward incident?"

"I'm not even sure about that. In retrospect things | took for coincidence seem
not to have been. Maybe it was the beans."

"Beans?"

"| harvested some garden-variety beans from the garden and brought them in for
the communal pot. We elder Black Wave folk don't have magic, though our
children do, so we have to do things the mundane way. But when we started
eating the beans, we all went into violent coughing fits. They were coughee
beans."

"Why in Xanth would you harvest that kind of bean? Didn't you recognize
them?"

"I do recognize them. What | picked were ordinary beans, not magical ones. I'm
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sure of it. But somehow they turned out to be the wrong kind. Some thought |
did it on purpose, and others thought | was incompetent. | wasn't allowed to
harvest beans anymore."

Clio glanced at the couch-sized hot potato, which seemed to be cooling. "l am
sure that was a couch potato when | sat in it. It changed when you touched it. So
| can believe that the beans changed.”

"Thank you. But how? | couldn't do such magic if | wanted to. | don't think
there's an evil Magician following me around; why would he bother?"

"That isagood question." She considered. "I have two friends, one of whom you
met: Drew Dragon. They are telepathic. They can check to seeif there are any
other minds nearby, and what their intentions are. Dragons?"

"Onit," Drusie said.

"Meanwhile," Clio continued, "what else has happened in your vicinity?"

"Another day | harvested onions. But when | brought them in, they turned out to
be credit onions."

"l am not familiar with that kind."

"It's not edible. It's active only on weekdays, nineto five. Y ou have to open an
account, and there's a penalty for early withdrawal. So we couldn't even get rid
of them. After that | wasn't allowed to harvest anything. No one believed | hadn't
doneit on purpose. | don't even know what a credit onionis, just that it's
supposed to pay interest. How do you pay interest? Y ou're either interested in
something or you aren't.”

"| believe they have ways in Mundania, where a person may pretend interest in
order to flatter another. This certainly looks like magic. What else happened?"

"We had two grand trees by the entrance to our settlement, that made anyone
who touched them feel good. One was the loyal tree; the other was the royal tree.
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| was feeling rgjected, so | went out and touched them both. After that they were
adisoyal tree and a peasant tree. That was when | was asked to leave the
settlement.”

"Did that solve the problem?"

"Perhapsit did, for them. Not for me. | had not gone far before I encountered a
man and a woman, twins. The man's talent was to manipulate bodies, while the
woman manipulated minds. But after they met me, he found he couldn't handle
demons, and she couldn't affect the minds of nymphs or ogres. They were most
annoyed, and refused to have anything more to do with me."

"Perhaps that was just aswell," Clio said. "Those talents could be dangerous if
they lacked limits."

"Maybe so. They were planning to conquer Xanth, but now are afraid they won't
be ableto doit. | really didn't mean to interfere, but somehow | must have."

"We have found no hostile minds within range," Drusie reported. "Just severad
human girls having a picnic. We think they're harmless."

"We had better be sure,”" Clio said. "Who are they and what are their talents?"

"They are the sisters Lon Leigh, who stops loneliness for others, and Luv Leigh,
who makes anything lovely. Their friends are Re Joyce, who gives folk joy—"

"She's very pretty, for ahuman," Drew said.

"And Inertia, who makes things stay at rest, or stay in motion. That's an odd
talent.”

"But not one that would account for the mischief Sherlock has encountered,”
Clio concluded. "The others seem innocuous also. There are no others nearby?"

"There'sachild and an animal," Drew said. "Do they count?"
"They may. Describe them."
"Oneis asix-year-old Mundane girl named Stephanie. She had—they took
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knives and cut her throat—"
"They do that in Mundania," Clio said. "It's called surgery."

"To take something out. But they weren't supposed to, and she kept on bleeding.
Then she found herself here without her family. She was very confused. But then
a horse named Angel found her, and gave her aride, and she's feeling better
now. They're both lost, and looking for their homes."

Clio felt achill. "They won't find them. They live in Xanth now."

Sherlock glanced at her, and did not comment. He understood. The two dragons
read her mind, and understood.

They heard footfalls. The horse was coming thisway. They paused in their
dialogue, sitting on their stones.

The horse appeared, a mare, walking carefully along the path. A chubby child
with pigtails was on her back. The horse saw the people and stopped, sending a
glance at Clio, asif asking directions.

"She knows the child isaslost as sheis,"” Drusie said. " She needs to know where
both of them should go."

There would be time enough for them to learn the truth. " Continue the way you

aregoing," Clio said. "You will intersect an enchanted path. Y ou will be safe on
that, and there will be rest stops with all you need, including places to eat, wash,
and sleep. Continue until you reach Castle Roogna. Three little princesses there

will help you."

Angel Horse nodded and walked on. In Xanth, animals could understand alot
more than they could in Mundania. They would get therein afew days, and the
princesses would be glad to help them.

Now they got back to business. "So we have ascertained that there are no hostile
influences in the neighborhood," Clio said. "That means it must be something
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associated with you. Have you any idea what it might be?"
He laughed. "Not unless I'm haunted."

"Have you considered magic?"
"Y ou mean, magic | do? Remember, I'm from Mundania."

"There is something you may not be aware of, asit isn't widely known.
Mundanes who remain in Xanth for a sufficient time can develop magic talents
of their own. It can take a decade or so, but it happens. Often they don't realize it
because they are so sure they lack magic that they never look for it. So, like the
centaurs of Centaur Isle, they live in ignorance of their true abilities."

He stared at her. "You're telling me | may have amagic talent?”

"I believeit likely. This would account for the effects you have been
experiencing."
"I find this hard to believe."

"| appreciate that. If you wish, we can experiment to see if we can identify its
nature.”

"Well, | wouldn't want to take your time."

"I believe that for the moment you are my business, Sherlock. So | need to take
the time to ascertain the situation."

"In that case, thank you, and I'll try to cooperate to make it as efficient as
possible. | know you have other things to do."

She knew he wasn't being facetious; he was a nice man, and she found herself
liking him. "Now these effects have been significant changes in the natures of
things you have touched, like beans or onions as well as the potato. And of
course there were the problemsin the ogre's garden.”

"Ogre's garden? Oh, yes, the little dragon told me."

"I did," Drew agreed.
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"Things were changing, even becoming the opposites of what they had been."
Clio paused as a bulb flashed over her head. "Opposites. that suggests reversal.
Could there be reverse wood? Do you carry a chip of that?"'

"Like this?' Sherlock asked, a chip of wood appearing in his hand. Then he
stared at it. "How did that happen?"

"I believe you conjured it,” Clio said. "That may be your magic. Can you do it
again, intentionally?"

"I'm sure | can't. Maybe it just dropped into my hand from above."

There was nothing but sky above them. "Try, Sherlock."

He concentrated—and a bolt of wood appeared in his hand, so big and solid it
dropped to the ground before him.

Drew had been perching on the man's shoulder. He dropped too, and lay on the
ground, looking changed.

"Drew!" Drusie exclaimed, flying to him. Then she too dropped.

"Drew! Drusie! Areyou al right?' Clio asked. They didn't answer. Then she saw
that they looked like lizards.

"It isreverse wood," she said. "It nullified them. Quick, abolish it!"
The wood disappeared. Sherlock stared again. "I didn't know | could do that."

The two tiny dragons recovered. "That was awful," Drew said. "Suddenly | was
adumb animal."

"Sowas|," Drusie said. "If that's reverse wood, | want nothing to do with it."

"That was alot of reverse wood," Clio said. "I don't believe I've ever seen so
large a chunk; normally it'stiny chips." She looked at Sherlock. "l believe we
have discovered your magic talent: conjuring reverse wood."

"l am amazed."

"It will surely be a useful talent, as you learn to bring it under control. Since we
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have established that you can abolish it aswell as summon it, control should be
"I'll practice," Sherlock agreed, looking dazed.

"Certainly you will not want to be aggravating ogres in the future; that's
dangerous.” Clio considered. "However, you should also be able to use your
talent in self-defense. A chip of reverse wood might make an ogre weak, so that
he could not bash you."

"| suppose that would help, but | would prefer to stay clear of ogres regardiess.”

Clio smiled. "Of course. Perhaps you have some private place in mind, where
you can practice undisturbed."

Sherlock shrugged. "I'll find one. Thisisall so amazing!" He stood, and looked
around.

"He's confused," Drew reported. "He has no ideawhere to go."

Clio glanced at her compass. It was still pointing to Sherlock. She sighed.
"Perhaps | can help you further," she said. "Would you like to travel with usfor
atime?"

"l don't want to be a—"

"I'm sure you can make yourself useful, as you did when traveling with Dug
Mundane."

"But you have better things to do!"

"Sherlock, thereis an indication that | am not through with you. So it behooves
me to follow my own course, which seems at the moment to be to make a

continuing effort to help you find yours. Please travel with us, at |least for today."
He shrugged. "I will, then."

"He's much relieved," Drew reported. "He believes that you know many more
answers than he does."

file:///H|/eMule/lncoming/Anthony%20-%20X anth%2028%20-%20Currant%20Events%20V 2.2.htm (113 of 377)15-8-2005 22:30:16



CURRANT EVENTS - PIERSANTHONY - V2.2 - Jan 2005

Clio hoped so. "Then let's move on and find a place to spend the night, as the
day is getting late." She wasn't entirely easy about camping with a man, even one
she knew to be decent, but this was where her compass led her. Apparently only
when she resolved his problem would she be free to resume her quest for the
Currant.

They followed the path in the direction Clio had indicated for the girl and horse,
and in due course reached the enchanted path. They followed it to the camping
area. The girl and horse weren't there; apparently they had elected to continue
traveling, now that they had a safe path and a place to go.

Sherlock did make himself useful, while Clio relaxed. He fetched wood for a
fire, and foraged for suitable pies and water. Soon they had heated pot pies,
which were of course in the shape of little pots.

"WEell, now." It was a voice from nowhere.

"A demon!" Drusie said. "That must be your danger."
"Hello, Metria," Sherlock said.

"No danger," Clio said to the dragon. "l know her."

"Bleep, you recognized me," Metriasaid. A swirl of smoke formed and
condensed into the shapely demoness. "1 had hoped to be isolation.”

"Hoped to be what?"

"Closeted, inmost, intimate, privy, undefined—"

"Incognito?"

"Whatever," she agreed crossly. "How did you recognize me?’

"How could | fail to know such an adorable creature?’

The demoness looked less cross. "Our paths must have crossed before.”
"On occasion," Sherlock agreed.

"Who's your friend?"
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"Clio, the Muse of History."

Metrialooked, and puffed into fragmentsin her surprise. "So it isl Something
interesting must be happening."

"It may be," Clio agreed wryly.

"I make it a point to get into every new history volume, with as big apart as |
can swing."

"| had suspected that." Indeed, it explained alot. Clio hadn't been aware of that

effort, but Metria had appeared in many recent volumes, once as the lead
character.

"You aren't going to write me out of thisvolume, are you?"

"| seem to bein this volume mysealf. It's not my businessto write folk in or out,
merely to record what happens.”

"Things are happening all over, all the time. Y ou select which ones are worthy of
writing about. That gives you horrible power."

Clio was taken aback. "I don't see it that way, though some people do joke that |
might write them out of avolume."

"It'snojolly."

Clio tried to resist, but couldn't. "It's no what?"
"Wisecrack, caper, absurdity, fooling, banter—"
"Joke, you idiot! | just used the word."

"Whatever," the demoness agreed, frowning. "Y ou do have that power. So what
do | have to do to be sure you don't abolish me from the scene?"

Clio considered. "Maybe you can help. We're trying to clarify Sherlock's magic
talent.”

"He conjures reverse wood."
"You knew that?' Sherlock asked. "Why didn't you pop in and tell me before |
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got bashed by an ogre?"
"Y ou got bashed? That's one incident | missed."

"Clio unwound it. But I'm bound to run into more troubleif |1 don't get a handle
on it. It's gotten me banished from the Black Wave."

"But to answer your question: reverse wood is dangerous, so | stayed clear until
you got more interesting. Y ou never can tell what it will do."

"So I've been discovering.”

"It might make me aways get the right word the first time, or it might make me
helpful instead of mischievous. | couldn't risk it."

"| suppose that makes sense."
"So why are you so interested, Muse?"

"The Good Magician told me | needed to obtain a certain red berry, a currant, in
order to fathom the mystery of an unreadable volume of history. He gave me a
compass to find my way. The compass led me to Sherlock."

"Just in time to save me from the ogre," Sherwood said. "But | have no idea how
to help with ared berry."

"l know where there are red berries," Metria said.

"| suspect it's not any red berry, it is one particular berry,” Clio said. "l also
suspect it will not readily be found, and that Sherlock has some relevance to my
search."

"And maybeif | help, I'll be relevant too."

Clio saw that the demoness really did want to be wanted. " Perhaps."

"Then let'sget on it." Metria oriented on the man. "Would a demonic kiss inspire
your imagination?"

"I don't think—"

"Or maybe a glimpse of something sinfully nice?' The demoness's dress shrank,
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exposing curves above and below. She of course knew exactly what interested
men.

"I doubt thisisrelevant,” Clio said. Metriawas entirely too eager to flaunt her
ample charms.

"I'm not clear how your flesh can help," Sherlock said. A chip of wood appeared
in his hand.

"Oh, al right, I'll cover it up."

Metria's dress disappeared entirely, exposing her overloaded bra and panties.
Sherlock's eyeballs locked into place and his jaw dropped. He had freaked out.

"Metrial" Clio snapped. "That's not appreciated."

"Oops. | meant to cover. It went the wrong way. I'll try again." Then her
underwear vanished. "Oops!"

Sherlock's eyeballs started sweating. His eyes couldn't close, so they werein
danger of melting.

Clio caught on. "He's holding a chip of reverse wood. It's reversing what you're
trying to do."

"Oh! Then I'll go bare nude naked unclothed." The full dress was back,
decorously high and long.

Clio snapped her fingers. Sherlock resumed animation, blinking. "Y es, that's
good," he agreed.

"He doesn't know about his freakout," Drew reported.
"A blue dragonfly!" Metria said, spying him. "How cute!"”

"I'm not a dragonfly, I'm atelepathic dragon," Drew told her indignantly. "Do
you want me to toast your toe?"

"Apology," the demoness said insincerely. "I haven't met many telepathic
dragons.”
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"We're colonizing Xanth, to replace the soulless dragonsit lost."

"Ah, now | see. But you do seem rather small to terrorize other creatures.”
"Drusieand | arejust part of the migration. There are big dragons too."
"Fascinating. And you have souls?"

"We're from Princess Ida's moons. We were all soul; now we have bodies too."
Clio noted something odd. "Wasn't that aflat chip you conjured, Sherlock?'
"Why yes. | wasn't even aware of doing it."

"Then why isit now a sphere?"

Startled, he glanced down. "I don't know."

"Y ou worked it with your hands," Metria said. "It must be softwood."

"No, it's hardwood," he said. "Feel it." He held out the chip.

The demoness reached for it—and puffed into smoke. "Ouch! It reversed me,"
her voice came out of the roiling cloud.

"I'm sorry." Sherlock withdrew the chip.

"You are dangerous,” she said, the roils forming into spinning legs, arms, torso,
and finally head. "How can | seduce you if | can't touch you?' Her clothing
formed with the assembled body.

"Only fully clothed and in your right mind," he suggested with a smile.
"Both are against my element.”

"Against your what?"

"Composition, animus, persuasion, character, bias—"

"Nature?'

"Whatever. You'll just have to get rid of that reverse wood."

He glanced at the little wood sphere. "Clio thinks it may protect me from danger.
She may be correct.”
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Clio suppressed her smile. He meant the danger of being seduced by a demoness.
Metria caught on. "Seduction isn't a danger, it's adelight.”

"Whatever," Sherlock agreed, frowning.

"We will take your word that the ball of wood is hard,” Clio said. "But it does
seem to have changed its shape. Did you abolish the chip and conjure a sphere?"
"I don't think so. | just worked it with my fingers, like this." He stroked his
fingers over the ball, and it deformed into a flattened form.

They all stared. Now there was no doubt: he had worked hard wood as if it were
soft clay.

"A second talent?' Clio asked. "Thisisn't usual." It was an understatement; no
person in Xanth had two talents.

v

Getaway Golem

"We are confused," Drew Dragon said, projecting his seeming voice to all of
them. "What is this about talents?"

"In Xanth," Clio said, "Every creature is said to be magic, or to have amagic
talent. Thus human beings are not magic, but they have magic talents. Each has
just one talent, and each person's talent is different, with certain notable
exceptions. The curse fiends, or curse friends as they call themselves, al have
the same talent of cursing, though there may be variations of cursesthere. The
winged centaurs all have the talent of flying, astheir wings could not sustain
them naturally, but there are variations in the magic mechanisms of their flight.
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But we know of no exceptions to the single-talent rule." She glanced at Sherlock.
"Which iswhy | am inclined to doubt that thisis the present case."

"But he conjured reverse wood," Metriasaid. "Now he's molding it with his
hands. So he's a conjurer and a hand sculptor. That's two."

"There has to be another explanation,” Clio said firmly. "We simply have to find
it."

"You realize, of course," Metriasaid, "That thisisfar too interesting to allow me
to depart.”

"Of course," Clio said wearily. It was just about impossible to get rid of the
demoness when one wanted to. But she did have redeeming qualities, carefully
hidden.

"Could the wood be soft when he first conjuresit?' Metria asked.

"Itisn't," Sherlock said. He set down the squashed sphere and conjured a new
chip of wood. "Can you handle it, Muse?"

"Cal meClio. Yes, | believe | can, aslong as I'm not trying to perform magic."
She took the chip. It was indeed hardwood, inflexible, and it had the tingle of
magic. It was reverse wood, all right. She handed it back. "Now mold it."

He took it back and ran his fingers over it. The wood bent and twisted. Ina
moment he had fashioned alittle donut shape. He handed that back to her. It was
quite hard.

"What's the verdict?' Metria asked.
"Thisfigureis perfectly firm," Clio said. "Y ou may touch it if you wish."

The demoness laughed, her flesh bouncing in ways a normal woman could
barely aspireto. "Evenif | didn't trust you, Clio, | would take your word, since |
don't dare touch it. Why doesn't it reverse you?"

"Perhaps it does," Clio said. "Let me try my magic, cautioudly."
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She held the wood torus and tried to wind back just afew seconds. Instead the
scene around her speeded up. Metriaflitted to the side, Sherlock snatched the
wood from her, and she stopped her magic.

" So nothing happened,”" Metria said, seeming disappointed.
Clio was guarded. "Perhaps. Tell me exactly what did happen.”
"Y ou told Sherlock to take it back, he did, and that's all."
"What happened before then?"

"| asked why it didn't reverse you, you said you'd try it. | moved to the sideto
get abetter view. All routine.”

Clio nodded. "I was trying to wind back time. Instead | wound it forward. | was
reversed."

"It did not seem so to us," Sherlock said.

"Well, it wouldn't. Others don't know about the windbacks either, except the
dragons, who can read it in my mind."

Metriaglanced at Drew. "So?"

"It istrue," Drew said. "We saw things happening routinely, but in her mind it
was a blur, speeded up."

"She fast-forwarded into the future," Drusie said. "The rest of usdidn't realize."
"And the effect stopped when she no longer carried the reverse wood ring,"
Metriasaid. "So it works on her too, when she does magic. The rest of usare
magic, so it nullifies us anytime."

"Woas that a danger?' Drew asked.

Clio smiled. "No, merely a harmlessreversal. But | shall have to be most careful,
lest | encounter a situation where areversal would be dangerous.”

"All of which means | had better go my own way, so as not to represent mischief
to you," Sherlock said. "Regretful as| am to do it, because you have helped me
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gain far more understanding than | had before."

"I don't think so," Clio said. "My compass still points to you. Whatever | need
from you has not yet been accomplished.”

"I would giveit to you immediately, if | knew what it was."

"Maybe your clothing," Metria suggested.

"She wants to get him undressed,” Drew said. "Then she'll undress and tempt
him."

"At the very least, she hopes to embarrass him awfully," Drusie said. "She loves
mischief."

"Tattle talls," the demoness said, looking at their tails. Both dragons laughed,
appreciating the pun.

Sherlock tried to blush, but was too old and dark to manage it. "If anything |
wear iswhat she needs, I'll giveit to her."

Clio wanted to demur, but couldn't be sure that wasn't it. "Try oneitem at atime.
Put it away from you, and if the compass follows it, then we'll know."
Obligingly, Sherlock removed his shirt, set it on the stone, and walked away
from it. The blue arrow followed him. He took it back and tried his shoes. They
weren't it either. He went behind a tree and tossed out his trousers. They weren't
it. Then his underpants. Not them.

Then he was stuck behind the trunk, because he would have to go naked below
the waist to recover them. "Ah, if you ladies would depart for a moment—"

"Not a chance," Metriasaid, her dress dissolving. "I'll fetch them for you." She
scooped up his pants and underpants.

"Just toss them behind the tree," Sherlock said.

"No, I'll carry them around to you." She walked toward the tree, deliberately
jiggling in places that no norma woman could manage.
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"Metrial" Clio said, appalled, knowing that her objection wouldn't stop the
demoness. She had the man where she wanted him, defenseless.

Sherlock tossed something from his hiding place. It landed at Metria's feet. She
tossed the clothing behind the tree, reformed her full dress, and retreated.

Some distance away, she halted. "Now why did | do that? It was the opposite of
what | intended."

Both dragons laughed again.

Then Metria caught on. "Reverse wood! That chip at my feet didn't null me, just
reversed my action. Instead of humiliating you, | helped you."

"Which | sincerely appreciate,”" Sherlock agreed, stepping out from behind the
tree, fully clothed.

Clio smiled. The man had outsmarted the demoness. He was learning how to use
his talent.

But that reminded her of the blue arrow. "So it's not your clothing. So it must be
you yourself. And we still have not solved the riddle of your two talents.”

"That reverse wood has gotten to me," Metriasaid. "I'm going to be genuinely
helpful. Could they be two aspects of the same talent? Such as handling reverse
wood?"'

"That has promise," Clio agreed. "But isit just reverse wood? If heisableto
shape other wood, that would make it a separate talent."

Metria disappeared with avisible pop, and reappeared half amoment later with a
loud image. "Here's a chip of regular wood." She flipped it to Sherlock.

"Thank you." He worked it with his fingers, but it did not change. "This appears
to be immune to my effort."

"Try other materials," Clio suggested. "Just in case. We'll have a better idea once
we define your talent."
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Sherlock tried stone and bone and a piece of metal that Metria fetched. None of
them changed their shape.

"So he handles reverse wood," Metria said. "By conjuring it or shaping it. Not
really two talents, just one larger talent."

"That seems to be the case," Sherlock agreed. Another piece of wood appeared
in his hand, and he began molding it into the shape of a human figurine.

"Do you have artistic or sculptural talent?' Clio asked, interested.

"Some," he agreed. "Not magic; | merely like to carve wood or shape other
substances, like clay, into things | can trade for food or whatever. I'm not great at
it, but usually others can recognize my forms."

"Y ou're sculpting me!" Metriaexclaimed. "L ook at that shape!"

It was true: the wood was assuming a voluptuous form. "Sorry," Sherlock said,
and sgueezed it so that it became mannish instead. "l didn't mean to embarrass
you."

The demoness paused. "Does he mean that?' she asked the little dragons.
"Yes," Drew said.

"After the way | tried to embarrass him?"

"Yes. He's adecent guy.”

"Darn! My half soul is getting to me. | can't make trouble for him now."

"Souls can be awkward for demons,” Clio agreed. She remembered when Metria
had gotten hers, by marrying a mortal, whom she now kept out of the way in
perpetual bliss. Demonesses could do that to mortal men if they chose.

"How do they do that?' Drusie asked.
"Actualy D. Mentiaisdoing it at the moment," Metriasaid. "She's alittle crazy."
"Y ou let another demoness be with your husband?"

"She's my alter ego. It's al right; she's pretending to be me."
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Both dragons looked confused, so Clio stepped in with a more coherent
explanation. "Demoness Metriawas trodden on by a sphinx, centuries ago. She
survived, but it fragmented her into three alternate selves, the third of whichisa
child. The adults can operate independently, so Mentiais distracting her husband
while Metriais free to stir up mischief elsewhere."

"Can't her husband tell the difference?' Drew asked.

"Surely he can, because Mentia gets her words right. But it seems he has the
sense not to complain. Some men prefer their wives alittle crazy."

"Xanth is strange in ways we did not expect,” Drusie said. "Should | try to be
crazy, Drew?"

Drew considered. "Y ou're already perfect."

"| could be perfectly crazy."

"That seems good." They both laughed, exchanging a mental kiss.
"Loveisgood," Sherlock said alittle wistfully.

"Y ou never found love?' Clio asked. She wrote the histories, but wasn't much
aware of what folk did when they were offstage. There were simply too many
people and creatures in Xanth, all doing different things simultaneously.

"I never did," he agreed. "And surely won't, since my youth has passed me by."
There wasn't anything positive Clio could think of to say to that, asit was
probably true.

Meanwhile, his nimble fingers continued to work, shaping the small wood
figure. He was really quite good; even the tiny face was fully formed, seeming
about to speak.

"So you're making alittle man," the demoness said. "Make sure he has a—" She
glanced around. "Are there any children here? How old are you little dragons?"

"We're adult,” Drew said. "Why?"
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"It's the dreaded Adult Conspiracy to Keep Interesting Things from Children.
They have to be eighteen before they can use bad words or know how to
summon the stork."

"That'sridiculous!" Drusie said.
"Of courseit is. What's your point?"
"Why shouldn't children know such things?"

Metria dissolved into smoke, and reformed as Woe Betide, her little child aspect.
"Gee, | don't know."

"It's to prevent children from summoning babies until they know how to care for
them," Clio explained.

"Never mind," Sherlock said. "My golem has one. See." He held up the golem.

"Eeee!" Woe Betide screamed, freaking out. She fractured into flying shards of
glass, which glinted prettily in the sunlight, then dissolved into smoke. The
smoke swirled and condensed back into Metria. "How could you, you pervert!”

"Sorry. | forgot you had changed. Will Woe Betide survive?"

"It will take her some time to unfreak. Finish your bleeping figurine."
Sherlock smiled. "If poor little Woe heard that word, she'd freak out again.”
"No she wouldn't; she wouldn't recognize it. She'sanice girl."

"Don't little human girls ever see little human boys without clothing?' Drew
asked.

"They sometimes do, but they freak out,” Metriasaid grimly. "Y ou saw."
"And they never tell," Clio said, remembering her childhood.

"It'sdone," Sherlock announced, holding up the figure. It was a perfect little
wooden man.

"Get him some clothes," Metria said.

"Why? He's intended to be awork of minor art asheis."
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"Because children are coming."

"How do you know that?"

"D. Vore'sturnisending; my turnis starting."

"Demon Prince Vore is Princess Nada Naga's husband,” Clio explained to the
dragons. "Their daughter DeM onica keeps company with Metria's son Demon
Ted. The demon adults take turns babysitting, because the human spouses can't
keep up with them."

"We don't need babysitting!" DeMonica protested, appearing at Metria's left. She
was a rather pretty girl with three oink tails.

"After all, we're eight years old,” Demon Ted agreed, appearing at her right. He
was a handsome boy with an unruly shock of hair.

"The same age as the three Princesses," Monica said.

"An excellent age," Clio agreed. "And are the princesses allowed to go
unsupervised?'

"Well, they're not half demons."

"And you are," Metriasaid. "And you will still have adult regime."

"Adult what, mom?' Ted asked.

"Fosterage, auspices, countenance, administration, influence—"

"Supervision?' Monica asked.

"Whatever," Metria agreed crosdly.

"Awww," they said together, then broke out laughing. The funny thing was that
Metria joined them. It was clear that she liked both children, and was trying to be
agood parent. That was her half soul operating again. Actually it was now a
guarter soul, since Ted had taken half, but it seemed to be up to the job.

"What's that?' Monica asked, turning to Sherlock.
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"A figurine," he said, quickly wrapping his hand around its middle section. "We
need some clothing for it."

"We'll conjure some," Ted said.

Clio had areservation about that, but let it be; it was better to let the children
experiment.

A small pair of trousers appeared in Ted's hand, and a matching shirt. "Here."

"Thank you." Sherlock took the shirt and put it on the figure. The shirt promptly
puffed into smoke and floated away. "Oops."

"Y ou dope," Monicasaid witheringly. "Y ou conjured it out of demon substance.
That doesn't last away from a demon."

"Did not," Ted retorted. "I made it from some cloth | found."
"What cloth?"
"Your skirt."

She looked down. There was an irregular patch missing from her skirt. "Y ou
beast!" she cried. She conjured athorny club and smashed it down on his head
before the adults could stop her. It landed with a horrendous hollow thunk.

"Oooh, I'm done for!" Ted moaned, whirling around and dropping to the ground.
"The harpy has done mein."

"Serves you right for calling me a harpy, you goblin."
"You'll be sorry when Mother sees me dead." Ted dissolved into a glob of goo.

Clio applauded politely. "Very nice show, children," she said. "Y ou must have
rehearsed it."

"They did," Metria said complacently.

"Gee, did it fool you?' Ted asked, reforming and getting up.
"At first."

"What gave it away?"
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"That hollow thunk," Sherlock said. "That's a slapstick. It makes aloud noise
and doesn't hurt at all. We use them in our whiteface comedy shows."

"That's where we got the idea," Monica confessed. There was no longer aholein
her skirt.

"Meanwhile you need clothing for the anatomically correct figurine," Metria
said. "Nothing made magically will do, because the wood will reverseit."

"I'm make some from reverse wood." He looked around. "I need a place to
conceal him while | work onit."

"Wedge him in acrevice of therock, so hislower half doesn't show."

"That seems good." Sherlock moved the figure toward aragged crack.

"But won't it hurt him?' Monica asked. "He looks so—so alive."

"Alive? Heismerely wood." Sherlock set the figurine firmly into the crevice.

"Hey, watch it!" the figure cried. "My poor tender feet!" He scrambled out of the
crevice.

The others stared, astonished. Monica screamed as she caught a good glimpse of
the torso. "Freeeak!"

"Get over it, doll!" the figure said, and ran to the edge of the rock, jumped off,
and fled across the ground.

Clio rushed to catch Monica before she fell. She had freaked out; her eyes were
fully round and staring.

"I'll catch him," Ted said, running after the figure.
"Not on your own," Metria said, following him. "Y ou can't touch reverse wood."

“I'll make that clothing," Sherlock said, recovering his poise. More wood
appeared in his hand. "Is she al right?"

Clio snapped her fingers before the girl's face. Monica's eyes focused. "What
happened?’
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"Y ou saw something that freaked you out," Clio said. "It's gone now."
Monicanodded. "I'll never tell."

"That's best," Clio agreed. Because demons had different standards she couldn't
be sure the girl had really freaked out, but it was best to maintain the pretense.
She had played the scene correctly.

"Yow!" It was Ted's voice from the forest.

"| told you you couldn't touch reverse wood," Metria's voice answered. "Now
leaveit alone."

"Y eah, poop-for-brains," the figure's voice came. "Y ou can't touch me. Nyaa!

Nyaal
Monicasmiled. "Ted doesn't like being teased."

"Surely not," Clio agreed. "But | don't think it's wise to have reverse wood
running around like that. There's no telling the mischief that could generate.”

"Like maybe an explosion?' Monica asked hopefully.
"Can you control it?" Clio asked Sherlock.

"How?'

"Perhaps you could conjure it back to your hand."

"That's right. It's my talent. Conjuring reverse wood." He glanced toward the
taunting sounds.

The figure appeared in his hand. "Hey!" it cried. "Let go of me, you hamhanded
cretin!”

"Y ou can't get away," Sherlock said. "Because | can bring you back." He set the
figure down as Clio hastily turned Monica away.

"I'll get away! Get away from me." The figure took off again.

"I think what you have thereis arebellious golem," Clio said.

file:///H|/eMule/lncoming/Anthony%20-%20X anth%2028%20-%20Currant%20Events%20V 2.2.htm (130 of 377)15-8-2005 22:30:16



CURRANT EVENTS- PIERSANTHONY - V2.2 - Jan 2005
"Getaway Golem," Sherlock agreed.
"Getaway!" Monicasaid. "The perfect name."

Sherlock considered. "1 suppose | should abolish him. He's obviously nothing
but trouble."

"Y ou must not do that," Clio said, alarmed. "He has become an animate, feeling
creature, however obnoxious. He needs control and training, not destruction."

"But heisuncivilized."
"Then we must civilize him."
"You tell him, wench," the golem said as he jumped off the stone.

The golem reappeared in Sherlock's hand. "Y ou must not address the Muse of
History in that manner."

"Y eah, blackface? Who'll stop me?"
"I will. She hasjust interceded to prevent me from mashing you back to

anonymity. Y ou ought to show her some respect.” He set the figure back on the
rock.

"Y eah?' The golem looked at Clio. "Respect this, wench." He turned around and
bent over, displaying histiny bare bottom. Both children stifled titters.

Clio was somewhat taken aback, and not just by the bottom, which also was
anatomically correct. The golem had a very difficult attitude.

"Y ou see the thanks you get for helping him," Sherlock said. "l think thisisa
bad job."

"Y ou know, he's like the inanimate, when King Dor makesiit talk," Metria said.
"[t's pretty shallow, always making smart-bottom remarks and threatening to
peek up girls skirts and blab the colors of their panties. But Queen Irene makes
it behave by threatening to stomp it."

"That she does," Sherlock agreed. "This golem was very recently inanimate, so
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must be similar. It has to be taught respect.”
"Go fry your middle-aged face," Getaway said, heading for the edge of the rock.

"Like this," Sherlock continued evenly. He conjured the figure back to his hand.
"Y ou will be polite, or | will squeeze."

"Go soak your fat—oooh, that smarts!" For Sherlock was slowly squeezing.

"The correct expression is'Y es, Sherlock, | will be polite from now on.' Do you
think you can manage that?"

"The blegp | can! Ouch!" For at that point the squeeze resumed, as the two
children blanched at the bad word.

"Thisis not atype of discipline of which | wholly approve," Clio said uneasily.
"Heinsulted you, yet you still plead his case? Y ou're a nicer person than | am."
"She's nicer than anyone," Drusie Dragon said.

The golem looked at her in Sherlock's pocket. "Go steam your tail, snake-snoot."
"Did you ever have achild?' Metriaasked Clio.

"No, of course not. | never married. Still, certain standards seem warranted."
Metria turned to the two children. "What do you think?"

"He'sworse than we are," Ted said.

"He shouldn't say such words," Monica said.

"And he's got Xanth'sworst attitude," Metria said.

"So stomp him," Ted said. "Mother would stomp meif | ever said such aword, if
| even knew it."

"But of course we don't know what it means," Monica said contritely. "And
wouldn't want to know." A little fake halo appeared over her head.

"I'll tell you what it means, you hypocritical brat," Getaway said. "It means—
ooomph!" For the squeeze was on again.
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Metria put her face close to Getaway's face. " Get this, you little piece of bleep. If
you don't shape up in ahurry, we'll all gang up on Clio to make her let Sherlock
squeeze you into pulp. We're trying to do something here, and you're getting in
the way."

Getaway opened his mouth. Sherlock squeezed. "Uh, al right. I'll try to manage
to be polite. For now. But you gotta do something for me, too."

"The bleep we do!" Metria snapped. Then, conscious of the flinching children,
she modified it. "Like what?"'

"Like making me agal golem so we can—" he paused, as a squeeze threatened.
"Make nice together."

"Out of naughty pine," Ted said, giggling.

"And they'll sing 'Loveisamany splintered thing," Monica said, adding her
giggle.

"That seemsfair," Clio said, relieved to have a positive inducement. "People do
need companions of their own kind."

"But not right away," Metriasaid. "Make him behave for a month first. Once

he's civilized, then it will be time to break in another. If he messes up, deal's off.

"And make him help find the red berry," Ted said. The dragons had evidently
caught the children up on that.

"And if he helpsalot,” Monicasaid, "You'll even make her pretty, with a shape
like Metrias."

"| can do that," Sherlock agreed. Indeed, he had recently doneit. He faced the
golem. "How about it? Isit adea ?

"L et me see that shape again.”

Metria's shape suddenly became phenomenally voluptuous. "Like this." Her
décolletage dlipped slowly down.

file:///H|/eMule/lncoming/Anthony%20-%20X anth%2028%20-%20Currant%20Events%20V 2.2.htm (133 of 377)15-8-2005 22:30:16



CURRANT EVENTS - PIERSANTHONY - V2.2 - Jan 2005

The golem's eyes locked into place. "Now that's interesting,” Clio said. "He's
freaking out."

"Wonderful!" Metria said, delighted. "It means | can disable him without
touching him." Her dress became more concealing.

"Will | be able to do that when | grow up?' Monica asked jealoudly.
"Certainly," Metriaagreed. "It'saqgirl thing."

"Aw, I'll never fall for that, no matter how old | get,” Ted said.
Metria and Monica exchanged a glance and a smile.

"Deal," Getaway said as he caught his breath.

"Good enough," Clio said. "Now put on your clothing." Because in the
interstices Sherlock had managed to make a pair of shorts.

Getaway put them on, and seemed to need nothing more. He was, after all, made
of wood. That made him presentable.

"Now we were trying to ascertain Sherlock's talent,” Clio said. "We have
observed that he can conjure reverse wood, and shape it despite its hardness. |
think we have just experienced another aspect: animation."

"Are you talking about me, you per—" Getaway paused, reconsidering. "Y ou
perceptive creature?"

"Nice recovery," Metria murmured.

"I am," Clio agreed. "Y ou were amere wood figurine. Then you animated as a
golem. Sherlock must have done this."

"I didn't mean to," Sherlock said. "It just happened.”

"Can you animate something else?' Metria asked.

"I can try." Another chip of wood appeared in his hand. "What would you like?"
"Not another golem, yet! How about a plant?"

Sherlock molded the chip into a small plant with roots, stem, and several leaves.
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He set it in the ground.
The plant straightened out, its leaves orienting on the sunlight. It was alive.

Or was it? "Dragons, can you read the minds of plants? | am curious whether
that plant is alive or merely animate."

"Animate," Drew said. "It has no living mind."
"Neither does the golem," Drusie added.

That answered her question. Sherlock was not creating life, merely animated
things. She wasrelieved; life wasin its way sacred. Still, it was a considerable
talent, though limited to reverse wood. Perhaps reverse wood had special
properties most folk couldn't know of, because they were distracted by its
problematical effect on their magic.

"It seems you can animate the constructions you make," Clio said. "But they are
indeed golems, not living things."

"| am not inclined to animate any more very soon."

She smiled. "I appreciate that."

"Time for usto go home," Metriasaid. Her interest diminished when things got
dull by her definition. "On my mark, children. Three, two, one—"

"Mark!" the children exclaimed together as the three of them vanished.

"Which leaves us," Clio said. "It islate, and we must sleep. There are two
shelters;, we can each use one."

"l agree.”

"What about me?' Getaway asked.
"Do you need to sleep?"

"No."

"Then you can explore the premises during the night, and notify one of us or the
dragons if you see anything that could cause us trouble. The campsiteis
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enchanted, so should be safe, but it's best to be careful ."

"How do | tell the dragons? Do they understand person talk?"

"Why, they're telepathic,” Clio said. "Just think to them."

"He can't," Drew said. "He has no living mind."

"But he sassed Drusie when she said Clio is nice," Sherlock said.

"| saw her snoot poke out of your pocket,” Getaway said. " She has amind?"
"Go roast your bottom, woodhead," Drusie said.

The golem did not react. He couldn't hear her, since she was mind speaking, not
physically speaking.

"Tell me," Sherlock said.

"Got it, master."

"There's no need to call me that." But the golem was already gone.

"At least he's polite now," Clio said.

"Good evening," Sherlock said, and stepped into his shelter.

"And agood night to you." She stepped into hers.

And froze. It was overrun by nickelpedes.

"Now that's adanger," Drew said.

"All too true," she agreed.

"Get out of your shelter!" Sherlock called.

She was already on her way out. "Y ou saw nickelpedestoo?' But she knew he
did, because the dragons had relayed the images. "How could this happen? This
campsite is supposed to be enchanted against monsters."

"There must be aleak." Sherlock raised hisvoice. "Getaway! Seeif you can find
out where the nickelpedes are getting in."

"| already found it," the golem said, reappearing. "There's a piece of reverse
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wood on the perimeter. It nulled the spell. | thought you put it there."
"I did not. Moveit clear."

Getaway paused. "Now | don't want to be impolite by calling anyone an
imbecile, but you do realize that would trap the monsters inside the camp?’

Sherlock laughed. "I'm glad you didn't call anyone that. Y ou're right; leave it
there for now and I'll try to herd them out."

"] can do that."
"Thendoit."

Getaway ran into the nearest shelter. "Come play with me, monsters!" he cried.
" want to hug you."

There was an instant scuttling as the insects scrambled out of the golem's way.
They knew what reverse wood was, and wanted no part of it. They must have
skirted the piece across the boundary very carefully.

Clio stepped back as several came toward her. But Getaway was on it, running to
intercept them. It was weird to see such fearsome little monsters being afraid. He
herded them toward the same gap they had used to enter.

It took awhile, but in due course all the nickelpedes were gone and the stick was
off the perimeter. They were secure from suffering nickel-sized gouges from
their flesh.

"So have | helped?' Getaway asked.

"Y ou certainly have," Clio agreed. "Y ou have made an excellent start." She had
doubted that the golem would be much help, but now was reconsidering.

"That's good." Getaway was off again, making his rounds.
"But did the danger count?' Drew asked. "Y ou never wound back."

"| don't have to wind back if | don't need to. In this case Getaway handled it. Had
he not been here, | might have had to do it myself. Certainly the danger was real.
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Nickelpedes are really nasty creatures.”

"Now | think | understand. When a danger comes that you can't handle, it will be
our turn—mine and Drusie's—to save you."

" Perhaps so."

It was safe now. Even so, it took Clio awhile to get to sleep. She didn't like
being so long out in the world, because every hour added to her age, and she did
not know just how young she was slated to die. On the other hand, it was nice
having such an adventure. She had almost forgotten how un-dull mortal
existence was.

And Sherlock was turning out to be a good companion. It was probably his
facility with reverse wood that had caused the compass to point him out, but it
was nice having company for awhile. She would be sorry when they parted
company.

38

Demon Wave

Clio woke refreshed. She had had a good night despite the events of the prior
day. There was something about living in reality she liked, despite the inevitable
aging it forced on her.

"Welcome to anew day," Drew thought.

She had a sudden notion. "Did you have something to do with my sleeping well?"
"Yes. | projected a pleasant, calming ambience. Was | wrong?"

She stroked his little head. "No, dear. But didn't that prevent you from sleeping?"
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"No, it's easy. We use it to enhance our own sleep.”
"Bit by bit, | become more satisfied with your company."

He sent an image of himself turning bright pink with pleasure. She had to laugh,
because it made him look like Drusie.

But there was a problem. Her dress was rumpled, because she had slept in it,
having nothing else. That was a detail she had not anticipated; she had been long
away from redl life. She would have to wash it. But how? She was not alone, and
there was only the neighboring pond.

WEell, she would handle it. She nerved herself and stepped out of the shelter.

Sherlock was up and busy. He had afire going and had breakfast pies and
milkweed pods lined up. Getaway Golem sat on a stone, watching.

"Y ou are a fine housekeeper,” she told Sherlock, smiling.

"I'm used to doing for myself, and Getaway helped,” he said. "It's nice to have
human company, however briefly."

She glanced at her compass. It still pointed to him. "I do not wish to
inconvenience you, but it seems | still am not through with you. Do you mind
keeping company longer?’

"Not at al. | had assumed | was a burden to you."

"No burden, Sherlock!" She hesitated. "However, thereisabit of awkwardness.
| need to wash, and wash my clothing."

He understood immediately. "The near end of the pond is within the enchanted
region, and is pleasantly warm. | will absent myself for a suitable time."

"No need of that," she said. But there was need; she did not care to expose
herself to any man. It wasn't modest, for one thing, and there was a worse
problem.

"Suppose | sit by the fire, facing away from the pond," he suggested. "The
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dragons will guarantee that | don't peek, much as | might be tempted to."

That was a neat solution. He had assured her privacy while complimenting her
feminine appeal, without being crude. There were things to like about this man.
"That will do."

She walked to the pond as Sherlock sat facing away fromit. "Why don't you
want him to see you wash?' Drew asked in a private communication as she
removed her shoes and socks.

"Becauseit is not proper for unrelated men and women to see each other's bare
bodies. It'sasocial error."”
"He's not watching."

"Thank you." She nerved herself again, and pulled off her dress. She dropped it
into the warm water and stood for a moment in her underwear. That needed
washing too, so she removed it and added it to the dress. Even her hat was
soiled, so that too was added.

"Does Getaway count?' Drew asked from the bank.
"He's looking?"
"He's staring. But | can't see into his mind; it's all reverse wood."

She made adecision. "Let him watch. He's a golem, not a true human person.
Golems and dragons don't count.” But she waded deeper into the water, so that
her body was concealed from the shoulders down.

Now she remembered the nymph bark she wore. It was so comfortable that she
tended to forget she had it on, but it got soiled too. She held her breath, ducked
below the surface, and pulled its shell off over her head. Shelet it float beside
her as she rubbed herself off.

"Y ou seem to be a healthy person of your species,”" Drew said. Heflew in to land
on the bark. "Is this an item of clothing?"
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"In amanner," she agreed. "l am endowed with no curves, so | wear this nymph
bark to provide them. It's afoolish affectation."

"Curves are good," Drew agreed, circling around to admire his sinuous body.
"I'm glad you understand."

"Without those curves, you look almost like a human child, very young. Much
younger than Sherlock."

"Appearances are deceptive. Chronologically | am much older. In fact, | am
about quadruple his age. But physically | remain teenage, because of the effect
of the leaf of immortality within the Mount Parnassus environs. Though my
body is mature, the lack of curves makes me look younger yet."

"He thinks you are beautiful."
She clutched the wet dress to her bare front. "Y ou said he wasn't peeking!"
"Heisn't. When he first saw you yesterday, he was amazed by how young and

pretty you looked, even in your clothing. Then he chided himself, because he
thought the Muses are not supposed to be seen that way."

"He was being a gentleman.” But she felt foolishly flattered, despite knowing it
was really the nymph bark he had observed. She had thought Sherlock had never
noticed her apparent physical age.

"He's sure you notice his age, though. He knows he'sin the least appealing
segment of hislife, neither young enough to be handsome nor old enough to be
wise. He regrets that."

Clio felt guilty as she scrubbed her clothing. She had demanded that Sherlock
not peek at her, yet she was in effect peeking at him. But she couldn't help
herself. "He ought to know that men don't have to be handsome or young.
Intelligence and decency suffice."

"It seems not in the Black Wave. Especially not after the weird things started
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happening around him."

"His developing magic," she agreed. "But we are solving that. It'sreally avery
strong talent, with its several facets. Once that is clarified, he should be able to
return to his home and find a suitable woman."

She was done washing, but now there was another problem. Her clothing needed
to be hung out to dry, and she couldn't wear it then. The nymph bark she could
wear wet; moisture kept it limber. But that was hardly fitting apparel by itself.
What was she to do?

"Would illusion help?' Drew asked.
"In what manner?"

"I could clotheyou inillusion. That is, the appearance of illusion; it would be
effective only for the minds within my range."

"The appearance of illusion," she repeated. "At some time we must discern the
distinction between apparent illusion and real illusion."

"Real illusion isindependent of the observer," he explained patiently. "Any
creature or thing that can see or hear or feel will see, hear, or fed it, and all
visitors will see the same thing. Apparent illusion is a perception of only those
minds in which it is planted; others won't be aware of it. | will have to maintain
it, but that's easy to do, just as | maintain the semblance of spoken words for

you.

"That's right—the golem can't hear you speak." Then another thought occurred.
"So will the golem see the illusory clothing?”

"No. He'll seeyou bare."
"l am not comfortable with that."

"If you wear the nymph bark, he will see that. It may be magic, but it's not
i[lusory."
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"And he will think it ismy real bare shape?"
"|s that bad?"
She pondered briefly further. "1 suppose not. It is human eyes | prefer not to be
seen by, either in my nymphly state or truly bare."
"That is easy."
"Then that isthe way it shall be," she said, ducking down to slide back into the
nymph bark. She felt guilty for pretending to have curves she lacked, but the
taunts of her childhood remained, and she preferred to continue faking it. It

wasn't as if she were trying to tempt men into folly, in the manner of a
demoness; she just wanted to make a good passing impression.
"Sometimes we tiny dragons use our fake illusion to make ourselves seem
larger," Drew said. "Just to avoid trouble."

"Close enough," she agreed, appreciating his understanding. "l think every
creature has a certain amount of foolish vanity. Now, if you please, clothe mein
the semblance of theillusion of clothing."

"Done." And as she gathered her washed clothing and waded out of the pond,
she looked down and saw that she seemed to be wearing a wooden barrel around
her midsection.

"Uh," she murmured.

"I'm not very good at clothing," Drew said. "We don't use it ourselves."
" Perhaps something more like cloth wrapped around my body."

"Like this?' The barrel became the windings of a mummy.

She considered. The dragon was really doing his best, and it wasin any event a
temporary expedient. "Thiswill do."

She spread her clean dress and underwear out across several may-pull branches.
"Y esyou may," she said, and the branches caught the clothing and pulled it flat
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so that it would dry without creasing.
"| seed her panties!” the adjacent tree rustled. "l seed her bral”
Clio ignored it. Seed-her trees were more aromatic than grammatical.

She walked across to rejoin Sherlock, who had waited to eat until she was ready.
"Thank you for your patience."

"What a shape!" Getaway said, staring at her.

"If you want alady golem with asimilar shape," Sherlock murmured, "best not
to comment openly on the Muse's appearance.”

"But she's bare!”

Sherlock looked at Clio, then at the golem. "Y ou do not see her windings?"'

"My apparel isillusory," Clio explained. "While my clothing dries. That is, it is
the semblance of illusion; only full minds can seeit."

Sherlock smiled. "Were | of a cruder nature, | might remark that | envy the
golem."

"It's agood thing you aren't crude." Indeed he was not; she liked the way he
handled potentially awkward matters,

"Nevertheless, you make a rather fetching mummy."

"Thank you." She couldn't help it; she liked being complimented, even for what
wasn't really hers.

They had their breakfast, and discussed prospects. The compass still pointed to
Sherlock. "l must seek the red berry."

"The currant," he agreed.

"I would appreciate it if you would accompany me, at least until my business
with you has been accomplished."

"| shall be glad to. I like your company."

"And | yours." She saw a motion as she spoke, and glanced again at her wrist.
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"The blue arrow has changed direction."

"Then our business together must be finished. Y ou are free to resume your
quealll

"I don't think so. The arrow changed only when we agreed to travel together.
That suggests that thisis our business with each other."

"Traveling," he agreed. "Perhaps there is some way | can assist you in your
quest.”

"That must be the case. | regret imposing on your time."

Sherlock laughed. "My time is nothing. Y ou have done me the considerable
favor of identifying my magic talent, which had seemed to be more like a curse.
| am more than glad to repay the favor in any way | can.”

"Y ou are more than gracious."
"Some time we must settle who istruly gracious.”
She smiled. "Sometime."

"Sickening," Getaway said. Then, as Sherlock looked sharply at him: "l mean,
sometime." He moved to place Clio between him and Sherlock.

The arrow pointed to the east, off the enchanted path. That was unfortunate, but
it was not her policy to rail at inconvenience.

"We can help," Drusie said. "We can identify hostile or dangerous minds before
they get close enough to hurt you."

"That pipsqueak dragon istalking," Getaway said, peering around Clio at
Sherlock. "I can tell by the way she looks at you."

"She was offering to help us travel."

“I'll help too, you know. We have adeal." He was plainly jealous.

"We will appreciate that too," Clio said. "Y ou were extremely helpful last night,
cleaning out those nickelpedes. Y our qualities will surely be useful again."

file:///H|/eMul e/lncoming/Anthony%20-%20X anth%2028%20-%20Currant%20Events%20V 2.2.htm (145 of 377)15-8-2005 22:30:16



CURRANT EVENTS - PIERSANTHONY - V2.2 - Jan 2005

Getaway looked at Sherlock again. "ls she making fun of me?"

"No. Sheistoo nice aperson to do that. She's complimenting you."

"That's weird."

"When you behave in a civilized manner, otherstreat you like a civilized
person,” Sherlock said. "Intime you'll get used to it, foreign as it may be to your
nature.”

The golem frowned. "Are you making fun of me?"

"To adegree. I'm not as nice a person as the Museis."

"Okay. | understand you better." The golem kept his distance from the man.
Soon Clio's clothing was dry. She donned it, and the windings disappeared.

"Y ou still have a good shape," Getaway said. He had stayed close to her,
probably concerned that Sherlock might yet squeeze him into some other form.

Clio realized that the golem was trying to cultivate her favor. He wasn't very
good at it, but the effort was worth encouraging. "That brush is pretty thick.
Suppose | carry you?"

"I can make it on my own!" Then he reconsidered. "But sure. | can see better
from your height."

Clio bent down and closed her fingers gently around the golem's little body. She
picked him up and set him on her shoulder. "Height can help," she agreed.

They set off, following the direction indicated by that arrow. It wavered some,
but pointed generally east, into the thickest of the brush. It was awful. They had
to wedge through dense vegetation, and it wasn't friendly. First there was a patch
of flowers that turned out to be snapdragons, snapping at their feet. Drew made it
back off by presenting himself as a dragondrop. The flowers did not want to be
dragged and dropped, so they stopped snapping.

Then they came to a mass of blue hats. Sherlock was about to push through
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them, but Clio stopped him. "Those are blue bonnets! If you touch them you'll
get Bluebonnet plague.”

He halted immediately. "I didn't recognize them. Are you sure your blue arrow
points this way?"

She checked her wrist. "Y es, right that way. But we certainly don't want to go
through those."

"I can help," Getaway said. "Those flowers are magic, right? Hold me toward
them. If they touch me, they'll reverse. Then they won't hurt you."

"That's awonderful idea, Getaway," she said, lifting him off her shoulder. She
advanced on the bonnets.

They refused to be cowed. One swayed forward to touch the golem—and turned
into ared shoe. It had been reversed. The others, seeing that, leaned back, letting
the party pass.

"See? | helped.”

"You certainly did, Getaway," she agreed, and kissed him on the top of his head.
"Yuck! | mean, thank you."

She smiled. Heredlly was trying.

They forged through the thicket, freely reversing threats, and came to alarge
stone arch. The clearest way through seemed to be under it, but again Clio was
wary. "That's an arch enemy. Anyone who passes under it will become so nasty
he'll make nothing but enemies.”

"Let meat it," Getaway said.

She held him out to the arch. He touched it. Nothing changed. "Try it now," he
said.

She walked under the arch—and suddenly felt like being friends with all of
Xanth. It had indeed been reversed.
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Beyond it was what seemed to be an inlet of the sea, though this was well inland.
Along the shore grew plants with leaves like nets. But when she stepped close,
they became more like sharp swords and stabbed at her. "Bay-o-nets!" she
exclaimed, belatedly recognizing them.

"I've got it," Getaway said. She held him forth again, and he reversed the swords
so that they became plowshares.

" don't mean to be critical," Sherlock said. "But it seems to me that your
compass could have selected an easier route."

Clio was curious about that too. Her route had been easier before; why had it
abruptly turned difficult? But like the Good Magician's cryptic Answers, there
was probably areason.

Next they came to asmall village hidden in the jungle. The people there
appeared normal, but were very quiet. The blue arrow pointed right through it, so
that's where they went: down the central street.
But it might help to ask directions, or at least inquire where they were. Clio
approached a man sitting on a chair on his front porch.

___ "shesad.
And paused, confused. No sound had come out, at |east nothing she could hear.
Shelooked at Sherlock." 7" she asked.

" !"hereplied. He did seem to be saying something, but she couldn't hear it.
Shelooked at Drew, in her front pocket. " 7"

There's no sound, he thought. Everything is silent. e can't even make the
illusion of sound.

That was it! They could neither make nor hear any sounds. That was what was
so odd about this village and its people. There was a blanket of silence covering
it.

file:///H|/eMule/lncoming/Anthony%620-%20X anth%2028%20-%20Currant%20Events%20V 2.2.htm (148 of 377)15-8-2005 22:30:16



CURRANT EVENTS - PIERSANTHONY - V2.2 - Jan 2005

No, Drusie thought. There is sound. We just can't hear it. That wasit, of course.
They were actually talking, but were unable to receive the words. The villagers,
evidently accustomed to this, weren't trying to talk. Instead they were making
gestures with their hands.

Sign language! They were communicating visually. Unfortunately she didn't
know that language.

But Sherlock did. He was exchanging signs with the man on the porch. Thisis
the deaf village, Drusie trandlated. They have lived and worked here all their
lives, and get along well.

"But we're not deaf," Clio protested silently. "Why can't we hear?"

Because thisis a silent zone. Other creatures don't likeit; it makesthem
nervous. But the deaf folk are used to silence, so have no trouble. That's why
they settled here. Hardly anyone bothers them, and no one ridicules them.

Clio appreciated why that would be so. "Tell them that we are just passing
through, but are glad to have met them," she said without effect; it was her
focused thoughts that counted.

They know. They are preparing a banquet for us. They want to catch up on all
the news of Xanth.

For half an instant Clio thought to demur, as this would delay them for hours.

Then the friendliness of the arch friend they had passed under asserted itself.
What did time matter when among friends? "Tell them thanks. We'll do our best."

It was a good meal, and with the help of Sherlock and the dragons, who could
read the minds of the villagers, they shared all the news of Xanth they could fit
in. In the end they accepted a house for the night, unable to turn down such
warm hospitality.

Unfortunately, the villagers had assumed they were a couple. The confusion
wasn't evident until they entered the house and found a single bedroom with a
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single large bed.

Sherlock wasn't concerned. He got a pillow and blanket and made himself
comfortable on the floor of the main room, Ieaving the bedroom to her. Almost
she wished he had wanted to share the bed with her; they were both, after all,
well into the Adult Conspiracy age. But he treated her deferentially, as the Muse
of History, and suppose they considered stork summoning, as men and women in
such circumstances tended to do? She would have to reveal the artificiality of her
curves, and that would surely turn him off. So any attempt to broaden their
relationship would destroy it.

He would have liked to share the bed with you, Drew thought. But he's afraid
that even the faintest suggestion of such a thing would so affront you that you
would hate him.

What an irony! She had never actually been with a man, and realized that she
would like to if she got the chance, if only to discover what it was like. There
was no chance on Mount Parnassus; she and her sisters were socially isolated
there. An occasion like this, atemporary liaison with no expectation beyond—
thiswasthetimeto do it, if ever. She felt a sudden resolve. She would do it. She
would go and invite him to share. And if he indicated doubt, she would show
him the truth: that she was not curvy. She would remove the nymph bark.

And he would be appalled. There was nothing about her body that would appeal
to aman, even amiddle-aged one. She had nullified the curse of curvelessnessin
appearance, but not in reality. Better to at least seem desirable, than to reveal the
truth. It was a deception, and it made her ashamed, but she was stuck with it.

"Drew," she murmured. "l think it best if you and Drusie no longer tell Sherlock
and me our private thoughts about each other. | think we need our privacy in that

respect.”
As you wish.
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Clio was doing what she felt right, and what she had the courage to do. She
hated it. She had never cried herself to sleep before. This was the first time.

In the morning they bade farewell to the villagers and resumed their trek,
following the blue arrow. Beyond the village the sound gradually returned, and
so did the problems. Sherlock encountered sturdy footwear sitting by asign
saying TAKE ME.

"Those ook like steel-toed boots," he said. "They could really help protect my
feet in this nasty jungle.”

Clio was wary of such seeming gifts; with the exception of the deaf village, this
trek had been almost constantly awful. Even the village had led her to a
realization that made her feel worse than she had in decades. But she did not
speak; it was his choice.

Sherlock reached for the boots—and they became metal toads that jumped up
and kicked him. "Ouch!" he cried, grabbing his ankle. "Steel toads! And | fell for
it."

"I can unwind that," Clio said.

"No, | deserve to suffer for my error. Save your power for true need." Shelet it
be, though it did look asif he would have a nasty bruise.

The way ahead slowly cleared, forming arough path. There were dangerous
plants, but they were back from the path, and no bad animals were near. They
were suspicious of this, but the blue arrow still pointed the way, so they followed
it.

They came to what might be afar-flung branch of the Gap Chasm. It was a
serious depression, too broad to jump over, with a narrow winding path down the
side. The blue arrow pointed to this path. Clio had severe misgivings, but what
could they do? The arrow was their guide.
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They followed the path down, Sherlock leading with Drusie, Clio following with
Drew and Getaway. The path was almost too narrow to support them, but not
quite. Portions were slippery. They followed it owly, not taking any chances.
As aresult, it was the better part of an hour before they reached the base of the
crevice. Clio wasrelieved to stand on level ground again.

A horrendous face appeared. "Abandon hope!" it intoned dramatically.
"Y ou're ademon," Sherlock said.
"Demon Zaster, not at your service," the thing agreed.

Clio groaned inwardly. That would be D. Zaster, or disaster in the punnish
nomenclature of demons. They generally took names that reflected their interests
or nature, so thiswas not a good sign.

"We're just passing through,” Sherlock said. "We'll soon be out of your way."

"I think not," Zaster said. "We have use for you."

"How come this one's not sexy like Metria?' Getaway asked at her ear.

"Female demons like to be sexy," she replied. "Male demons like to be ugly."
"What use?' Sherlock asked.

"I will be candid," Zaster said, "though | hardly need to be. We want your souls."
"Y ou can't have those!" Clio protested. "It's not possible.”

"So you say. You'rejust trying to fool us. The only thing you dull humans have
that demons don't have is souls. Y ou think that makes you better than us. So
we're just going to take yours, and then we'll be better than you."

"I think we had better get out of here," Sherlock said.

"| agree." It wasn't possible for the demons to take their souls, but she hardly
cared to let them make the attempt.

They turned back to the steep path. But now four more demons appeared, barring
their retreat. Each looked worse than the others.
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"Meet my henchmen," Zaster said. "The Demons Stroy, Viate, Mise, and Mean."

Clio ticked them off in her mind: Destroy, Deviate, Demise, and Demean. This
was not good.

"Maybe the other direction," Sherlock whispered.

They turned—and there was another demon, this one female. "Demoness
Lirious," she said with a dangerous smile.

"What's anice girl like you doing with a bunch like this?* Sherlock asked her.

Lirious laughed so hard she fogged. "I'm not nice, and I'm not a girl," the fog
said. Then it resnaped into a form that would have done an ogress proud. "This
one's mine," she said to the other demons.

"I doubt it," Sherlock said, a chip of wood appearing in his hand.

The figure fogged again, becoming twice as shapely as before. "Doubt you

may," she said. "But meanwhile | will play with you." Her clothing melted away,
revealing purple bra and panty, each fuller than the other. "We've been watching
you for an hour, letting you walk into our trap."

Sherlock was silent. Clio looked at him, and confirmed the worst: he had freaked
out, dropping his chip of reverse wood. That was the liability of being a man.

"This must be the Danger of the Day," Drew said.

"It certainly seemsto be," Clio agreed grimly. "Some are worse than others."
"WEe'll toast and steam them."

"| fear that won't be effective."

"We'll see.™

They launched themselves from their pockets. Drew flew down at Zaster's feet,
jetting fire. But the fire passed right through the demon's material without effect.

"What's this?' Zaster asked, amused. "A firefly?"

"A dragon!" Drew said, though Clio knew the demon couldn't hear him. He flew
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up and fired a blast at Zaster's left eye. But that too passed through harmlessly.

The demon whipped his hand around and caught the dragon. "I think we'll have
dragonfly soup today." Drew was caught, his wings pinned back. He tried to bite
the demon's fingers, but his jaws snapped on nothing. The demon's flesh was
solid only where he wanted it to be. Meanwhile Drusie was having no better luck
with Lirious. She steamed first atoe, then the nose. The demoness's mouth
became long, like that of awolf, and snapped the little dragon out of the air.
Drusie too was caught.

Clio had been afraid that the little dragons were overmatched in this case, and
that had been confirmed. They had been bold but insufficient. "Well, we seem to
have the situation in hand," Zaster said, glancing at Drew in his hand. "Now for
the finale."

There was no direct escape. Clio realized that she would have to use the
windback. But she dreaded it, because they had taken an hour to get here, and
she would have to wind back that time to get them back to the brink of the
canyon. That would add an hour to her age, and might not help much, as the
demons had surely not lied about watching the party descend. The demons had
been there, invisible, ready to grab them the moment the party tried to turn back.
Also, where else could they go? The blue arrow had led them here.

She had to try to find out why. Maybe the demons would explain, if she
inquired. Bad characters often loved to brag to their victims; it was part of their
badness. "How do you expect to take our souls?"

"We'll make you give them to us," Zaster said, still holding Drew helpless.
"And how do you propose to do that?"

"First we'll ask you nastily. Then if you don't do it, we'll torture you until you do.
If you hold out until you die, we'll grab for your souls when they try to flee your
bodies. Something should work."
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Thiswas looking worse. Humans did sometimes lose or yield their souls, though
it was seldom if ever pleasant for them. "Why do you want souls, when other
demons don't?"

"Other demons are soft. We're from a more recent Demon Wave of colonization,
and still fresh and mean. They have accepted the local order; we know better.
They think they can get half souls only by marrying mortals; we figure to get
whole souls without tying ourselves down like that."

Clio hadn't realized that there were demon waves of colonization, but that was
because she hadn't been paying attention. She had recorded only the human
waves. That would have to be rectified, at such time as she returned to writing
Xanth histories. If she returned; thisjust might be where she met her early death.

"But souls are only burdens to demons," she said. " They make demons behave
halfway decently. They hate that. Y ou really don't want souls."

"So you say," he repeated. "But we figure that's because other demons have
taken souls on human terms. We'll take them on our terms, and not suffer any of
the bad effects.”

There was no reasoning with him. But there had to be some way out of this,
otherwise the blue arrow should not have brought them here. What could it
possibly be?

"Enough dawdling," Zaster said. "Timeto ask you for your soul." He stepped
close to her and put his ugly face amost against hers. "Give it to me, you
helpless mortal creep." True to his threat, he was asking her nastily.

What could she say?"No."

"Good. Now we get to torture you." He stepped back, appraising her with a
disconcerting squint. "Y ou're a shapely one, so we'll make female use of you
first."
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"Y ou mustn't," she said, alarmed.

"Ah, but we must. Unwilling mortal women can be alot of fun. Promise you'll
kick and scream.”

"No." But somehow that defiance seemed less than ideal.

"Yes," he said zestfully. He noticed the dragon in his hand, and threw it away. "I
will go first."

Clio tried to flee, but the four other demons jumped to grab her arms and legs.
Their hands were brutally hard. They held her upright, facing their leader.
Zaster reached out and grabbed her shirt. He ripped it off, exposing her bra.

"Y es, nice, becauseit's mortal."

Actually the fullness of her brawas provided mostly by the nymph bark, but the

demon hadn't inspected her closely enough to catch on. He was already going for
the skirt. He ripped it off, exposing her panties. They were clean, but the way he

stared at them made them seem dirty. Unfortunately he didn't freak out; demons

weren't as vulnerable that way as mortal human men.

"Now for the real goodies," Zaster said, one hand reaching for each piece of
underclothing.

Clio couldn't help herself: she struggled and screamed. Neither was effective, but
the demon was pleased. "Good, but | think you can do better. Kick harder and
scream louder, please.”

She shut her mouth and stood still. But when his brutish hands grabbed at both
pieces, pinching her flesh right through the material and bark, she kicked
valiantly and screamed louder.

"Excellent. I think you are ready for action now."

She was at the end of her tolerance. She would have to start the windback, even
if it did have to go back an hour or more. If it shortened her life or killed her—
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well, she'd rather die that way, than thisway.

A small voice rose from the ground. "I'm trying to be polite. How long do | have
todoit?

It was the golem, who had been flipped off her shoulder when the shirt came
loose. He was dusting himself off.

Zaster looked down. "What in heaven are you?' Bad demons swore by invoking
their worst concepts.

"l am Getaway Golem, sir."

"WEell, get away, golem, before | squish you under my foot, like this." Zaster's
horny callused foot stomped down as the golem skittered aside.

Getaway turned to Clio. "Do | have to stay polite?"

Something clicked in her comprehension. " These demons have shown
themselves to be unworthy of politeness,” she said carefully. "Y ou may treat
them in whatever way you wish, and we shall not hold it against you."

A grin spread across his face that was almost bigger than he was.

"Really?"

"Really," she agreed. "In fact it might be amusing to see to what extent you are
able to annoy them."

"Great!"

Zaster allowed atwisted smile to meander across his face. "If the dialog with the
midget is quite finished, we shall resume our more important business." He
reached again for Clio's underwear.

"|s that so, spittoon puss?' Getaway inquired, allowing his effort of politenessto
fade.

Zaster's hand paused. "How's that again, splinter?”

"I guess| did get your name wrong. Y our puss looks more like a used chamber
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pot.
Demons were difficult to insult, but this seemed to be getting there. "What kind
of pot?"

"Outhouse, offal, refuse, crap, poop, whatever fits. It'sthefirst time I've seen a

blivet that talks like ademon." Getaway paused. "Y ou do know what ablivet is,
stink-mouth?"

For half a moment the demon froze, his eyes bulging remarkably. It seemed he

was familiar with the term.

"I'm sure | don't know that word," Clio said politely. "Perhaps Demon Zaster is
also unfamiliar with it. In that case it would be unkind to clarify it for him."

The golem grinned, understanding her perfectly. "Get this, peanut-brain. It'sa
five-pound container overflowing with ten pounds of stinky—"

This time he paused but did not dodge as the demon's foot stomped down on
him. The foot landed—and vaporized. It had been reversed.

"Owww!" Zaster exclaimed, hopping about on his other foot as the first one
drifted away in acrid smoke. His leg now ended at the ankle.

"Serves you right, gimpy," Getaway said. "Next time try to stomp more
effectively. | don't like messing with amateurs. Y ou should be able to do it
without losing half your mind."

The foot reformed. Zaster jumped, coming down on the golem with both feet.

Both feet went up in smoke. "Now you've lost the other half of your mind,
pinhead. | know by the stench."”

Zaster dived for the golem, grabbing him with both hands. And of course the
hands puffed away.

"And there goes your personality. What are you going to use to snatch at panties
now, idiot?"
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This demon really was rather stupid. "Get the midget!" he shouted to his
henchdemons.

They promptly let go of Clio and dived for the golem. Getaway dodged right into
the first, so that the demon's descending head smacked into the wood body—and
vaporized. Then he ran around in a circle, spreading chaos whenever he touched
ademon. "Nyaal Nyaal" he cried. "Can't get me, you boobs! Whatsa matter with
you? Got butterfingers?"

But the demons were done for. They were floating away as disorganized roils of
smoke. They would surely reconstitute in time, but they would not be bothering
the human party again.

"Oneremains," Clio murmured as she chafed her wrists. She might have bruises,
but she was glad to be free and unmol ested.

"Got it." Getaway charged across to where Lirious stood. "Hey, ogress-face,
whyn't you put some flesh in that underwear? Y ou don't want folk to call you
stringbean, do you?'

The demoness oriented on him. Evidently she had been so busy fascinating
Sherlock that she hadn't picked up on the action elsewhere. She removed the
dragon from her mouth and spoke. "What in Xanth are you?"

"Getaway Golem, here to spank your anemic bottom, prune head. Whatcha
going to do about it?"
Demonesses were not notably easier to insult than demons, but the golem did

seem to have a knack for it. "Listen, you pipsqueak wood chip, | don't have to
take that from you."

"Y eah? Then get out of my way, hag." He charged toward her nearest foot.

Lirious threw the dragon at him. Drusie spread her dented wings and zoomed
clear. Clio had been concerned that she had been damaged, but it seemed the
demoness had not gotten around to chewing.
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Getaway ran right into the foot. It, too, puffed into smoke. "Why you little
beast!" the demoness cried. "Reverse wood!"

"Well, at least you're not quite as stupid as your malefolk. Now get out of here
while you still can, you imitation piece of meat."

Lirious considered, then vanished. She had evidently concluded that the advice
was good.

Sherlock, freed at last from the spectacle of overstuffed panties, revived. "What
happened?”

"You freaked out," Drusie told him. "Getaway saved you." She projected more
details of the recent action.

Sherlock nodded. "Thank you, Getaway. I'm glad | made you."

"Just remember | helped, a month hence."

"I will." Sherlock turned to look at Clio—and freaked out again. Because she
remained in bra and panties, filled by the nymph bark.

"Clothe mein fakeillusion!" shetold Drew.

Sherlock, recovered, addressed Clio. "Areyou al right?"

"| am, thanks to Getaway. He certainly came through thistime. He saved us all.
But | remain mystified why the compass directed us here." She glanced down at
it.

The blue arrow now pointed back the way they had come. That suggested that
their business here was finished. But what had they accomplished that would
help her find the Currant?

Getaway ran to rejoin her—and the blue arrow swung back the other way.

A lightbulb flashed over her head. "The compassisreversing! That's why it
pointed the wrong way—Getaway was close to it, affecting it."

The golem stopped. "Did | do something wrong?"'
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"No, dear. Not intentionally. It'sjust that | forgot that your nature would affect
the other magic | have. We were going not where we should, but where we
shouldn't. I'm afraid you will have to ride with Sherlock henceforth."

Getaway looked at the man. "Remember, | saved you."

"I remember. Though | suspect there are details | missed." He stooped to pick up
the golem.

"There are," Clio agreed. "But Getaway did prove himself most admirably."
"It'sarelief to know that this was a mistake," Sherlock said. "Let's get back on
the correct path."

Clio was more than happy to agree.

9

Elf EIm

It was |late in the day, but they didn't wait; they forged back up the steep path,
determined to get clear of the demon region. Darkness came, filling in the chasm
below them, creeping up behind asif to catch them and draw them back. They
were tired, but they hurried.

They reached the brink as night closed about them. They were safe, or at least
out. It would have been better to get farther away, but Clio was dead tired. "I
must rest," she said.

"We all must rest," Sherlock said. "The dragons were battered too."

"Yet it isdangerous to remain here. There are many predators of the night."

"I'll put reverse wood around usin acircle."
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Then Clio saw the blue arrow changing direction. The clock arrow was nearing
its mark. She glanced at Sherlock, and saw Getaway sitting on his shoulder. So
the golem wasn't influencing it. So why wasiit shifting?

"| wonder—could the compass be directing us to a safe harbor, asit were?
Because we need it?"

"Whatever that is would have to be close," Sherlock said. "Both fatigue and
darkness prevent anything more."

“I'm not tired. I'll look," Getaway said.
"We would appreciate that," Clio said.

The golem set off in the direction the compass pointed. Almost immediately
there was an angry screech. "Get away from me, you despicable thing!"

"That sounds like an unfriendly girl," Sherlock said.

"Which may mean she's normally friendly," Clio said. She saw that the
compass's red arrow was now at the mark. Thiswas it, whatever it was.

"Hello!" Sherlock called into the darkness.
"Who the bleep are you?' the voice demanded irritably.
"Getaway, get away from her," Sherlock called.

There was a pause, then asmall girl appeared. "Oh! | don't know what came over
me. I'm normally the friendliest elf of the EIm."

An elf! That was why she was small; it was normal grown size for an elf. She
wore a green tunic and was proportioned like an adult.

"We aretired travelers, in need of a safe haven for the night,” Clio called. "We
have a golem made of reverse wood; that's why your nature suddenly reversed.”

"What arelief!" The elf approached. "I am Nissa. | liveinthe local EIf EIm,
which isvery close by."
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An elf eim! "Could we spend the night at its base?' Clio asked. "That should
certainly be safe.”

"Why of course! We are always glad to have company."

"Please show us the way." Clio tried to stand, but sank right back down. She was
too tired to get to her feet.

"Let me help you," Sherlock said. But he stumbled and had to clutch at atree
trunk. He was too tired too.

"I'd better carry you," Nissa said.

"But you can't possibly—" Then Clio remembered a quality of elves. The closer
they were to their elms, the stronger they were. So maybe Nissa could. "Thank
you."

The elf put her little hands on Clio and heaved her up across her shoulders. At
first the burden seemed to be too much for her but with every step she gained
strength, and soon had no trouble at all.

The trunk of the EIf EIm loomed, rising into the darkness. Nissa set Clio down
and went back for Sherlock. "Don't get near the golem," Clio called weakly after
her.

"No danger of that," Getaway said from nearby.

"That's good. Y ou would nullify her nature and her strength."

"I reverse everything. I'm not much good, unless there's a demon to beat up."
"That's not true, Getaway. Y ou have been nullifying threats all along on this
journey."

"Threats you wouldn't have faced if | hadn't reversed your compass."

"True. Let'scall it even on that score. Y ou have been doing well in the matter of
politeness, and it seemsthereisatime when it is expedient to be impolite."

"It was fun insulting those demons."
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"It wasindeed. If | ever encounter similar creatures, | hope you are on hand to
protect me again."

The golem hesitated. "Was that a compliment?’

"Yes."

"Wedll. | likeit."

"There are rewards for good behavior."

"Maybe I'll stay polite even after | get what | want."

She smiled. "No need to go to extremes." Then, seeing his confusion, she
explained. "That is humor. Of course you should stay polite even if thereis no
obvious reward."

"Does that really make sense?"

"It does if you want to have friends."

He was silent, digesting that difficult concept.

Nissa returned, carrying Sherlock. Clio would have been amazed to see a
seeming child carrying a man four times her height, had she not known the
nature of elves.

"Thank you," Clio said as Nissa laid the man down beneath the elm. "We shall
surely be safe here."

"Oh, | wasn't going to leave you out here," Nissa protested. "Y ou must be my
guests for the night."

"Well, we are, in our fashion," Clio said. "Y ou have brought us to a safe haven,
and we shall surely be much recovered by morning. | think the elm has a
beneficial effect, though we are not elves; I'm feeling better already.”

"It does," Nissaagreed. "It took us elves generations to become fully attuned to
the benefits of the elms, so now we are dependent on them, but others get some
strength and health too. Injured or sick animals come to rest beneath the elms,
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and they are helped. We have arule: no fighting by the elm, so even natural
enemies can sleep in peace here."

"That's beautiful ."

"Now you must join me in my cubby, you and your cute little pet dragons. It's
much more comfortable."

"But we aretoo large," Clio protested. “"We couldn't possibly share your
chamber."

"I have an accommodation spell."

"Oh. In that case, thank you; it will surely be very nice."
"What's an accommodation spel|?' Getaway asked.
"You'll see. Stay close so you are included.”

Nissa brought out something that wasn't quite visible. She gestured, and
suddenly shrank to a quarter her former height. The tree trunk shrank too, to half
its prior diameter. Or rather, they had grown to twice their former sizes. Now the
golem stood astall asthe elf.

"It reversed!" Sherlock exclaimed. "We forgot the reverse wood effect.”

That wastrue. "Oh, my," Clio said. "Getaway, | shall have to ask you to step out
of the range of the spell. It isintended to equalize human and elf size, but went
the wrong way."

" understand," Getaway said glumly. He walked away.

The spell, freed of hisinfluence, reverted to its normal effect. Now Nissawas
their size, a seemingly normal human person. Or rather, they were her size; the
tree trunk loomed four times as thick as it had a moment before. They were half
their regular height, and the elf was twice hers, instead of half.

"The golem," Nissa said, looking shaken. "l forgot."

"So did we. It seems we must exclude him."
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"I'll get by," Getaway called.
"Don't go away," Clio called back. "Thisis merely acomplication, not a
conclusion. | don't think anything can hurt you. We'll pick you up again in the
morning."
"Okay." The voice sounded wistful. That made Clio feel guilty, but she saw no
other way to handle this.

"Follow me," Nissa said. She approached the trunk, and now Clio saw that there
was awinding set of steps spiraling up it. Perhaps the magic of the spell made
them visible.

They followed the elf up, several times around the tree, until they reached the
tall foliage. It looked somewhat drooping, but that was probably an effect of the
darkness. They entered its canopy, and came to a green bower whose walls were
|leaves and branches. It was quite pleasant.

"We have plenty of room," Nissa said. "Make yourselves comfortable. I'll fetch
something to eat."

Clio started to protest, but reconsidered before the words got out. She was
hungry, and surely Sherlock was too; they hadn't eaten anything since midday.

Nissa brought abowl of fresh fruits, and several milkweed pods. All of these
seemed much larger than normal, but that was the effect of the accommodation
spell. They were very good and filling.

"I don't wish to pry into what may not be my business,” Sherlock said as they
ate, "but | am curious where the other elves are. Doesn't an elm normally have a
full complement?"

"Oh, you noticed,"” Nissasaid. "l didn't want to bother you with our problems.
It's not the courteous thing to do."

So there was a problem. "We would like to know," Clio said. "Possibly we could

file:///H|/eMule/lncoming/Anthony%20-%20X anth%2028%20-%20Currant%20Events%20V 2.2.htm (166 of 377)15-8-2005 22:30:16



CURRANT EVENTS - PIERS ANTHONY - V2.2 - Jan 2005
help."
"It's the dreaded malady, the Dusty EIm disease," she said sadly. "It spreads
mysteriously from tree to tree, and we haven't found out how to stop it. It's slow,
but in timeit kills the tree. So the other elves have had to move to other elms, as

this elm can no longer support them, and | am the last one left. Soon I'll have to
go too, and | hate that, because | love thistree; it's my home. I'm so lonely!"

It was coming clear why Nissawas so friendly. But was this problem relevant to
the mission? Clio glanced at her compass. It pointed to the elf girl.

"Do you have any notion of the actual agent of destruction?' Sherlock asked.

"Very little. I've seen bugs chewing on the bark, and the tree wasn't sick before
they came. But | don't see why alittle chewing should make the whole treeill."

"I can," Clio said. "The bugs could carry something with them that causes far
more damage than they do. | suspect we need to get rid of the bugs, and then
deal with whatever it isthey brought."

"That would be nice," Nissa said wistfully.

"Let methink about it. Maybe there's an answer."
"Then there's Paul."

"Who?' Clio asked.

"The lumberjack."

"The what?' Sherlock asked.

"He's agiant with an ax and abig blue ox. He chops down trees and hauls them
away. Now that this elm has lost most of its elves, Paul has his eye on it. I'm not
formidable enough alone to stop him. It would require several elves, because he's
so big and strong. He's going to come any day with his big ax and start
chopping."

"But who would chop down an elf elm?"
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"Paul would. Because it'sabig tree." Nissa paused. "But | don't want to bore you
with my troubles. Maybe if the tree can be cured, the other elves will returnin
time to stop Paul. Then it will beall right."

Clio exchanged a glance with Sherlock. It was not all right. But at the moment
the threat was distant, and they were not sure what they could do about it
anyway.

They talked about other things. Nissawas eager for news about the rest of
Xanth, for she had never traveled far from her tree. She listened avidly as they
described different features of Xanth, such as Castle Roogna and the Gap
Chasm, and the dragons described Dragon World. "Oh, | wish | could see them
myself! But | can't, because | would become too weak to exist, that far from my
elm. The other elves had to travel from elm to elm, barely making it."

That was a sad fate: wanting to see the sights, but unable to travel far.

Finally they settled down to sleep. The dragons, assured that no one would bein
any danger during the night, took over an old bird's nest near the dome of the
chamber. Sherlock found a leafy alcove on one side, while Clio took another.

"Oh, | thought you were a couple," Nissa said privately, embarrassed.

"A couple of travelers," Clio said. "Actually five, counting the dragons and the
golem. We'l al go our own ways in due course."

"That's too bad."
"Too bad?"

"You all seem like such nice folk. Even the golem; he means well. He can't help
being what heis. And the manisreally nice, for ahuman. But | suppose you're
too young for him."

"I'm older than | look, and less lovely."

"l don't understand.”
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Clio removed her clothing, then her nymph bark, as it was more comfortable to
sleep without it. "Underneath, I'm shapeless, as you can see."

"That's why he's not interested?"
"That's why he wouldn't be interested."
"And I'll bet he thinks you wouldn't be interested in a middle-aged man."

"That's not true!" But her protest lacked conviction. Age was immaterial to her,
but it was quite possible that Sherlock did think that.

"I'd be interested, if he were an elf."

" Accommaodation spells go only so far."

"Actually they can enable alot. Elves have used them to summon storks with
humans. But long-term relationships don't work well."

"| can appreciate that." Clio remembered how Bluebell EIf had done that with
Jordan the human barbarian; she had written up that history, though it had
happened before her time. Their descendant Rapunzel Elf had married Grundy
Golem, and they had a daughter named Surprise.

"Well, good night."

"Good night."

Nissa went to her own slegping nook. But Clio's thoughts were disturbed, and
not for the first time. She knew she should simply cross over and ask Sherlock
whether curves mattered a lot to him. He noticed them, and freaked out at the
sight of curvaceous panties, but every man did that; it was areflex. He might be
more sensible when considering an actual relationship, however temporary. She
should ask—but somehow didn't dare.

And why didn't he ask her whether age mattered? If he were interested, wouldn't

he ask? Unless he suffered the same severe hesitation she did. It could be an
awful irony, yet there it was.
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She sighed, and slept less well than she might have.
In the morning Nissa had more fruit and milk. Then Sherlock spoke. "l have
been pondering something."
"Yes?' Clio asked, her pulse quickening.
"The elmillness. Could it be reversed?'

Why had she thought he had any other question on his mind? "How could it be
reversed?"

"With reverse wood. It might stop the bugs from eating the bark, and stop
whatever elseisgoing on, if it is by any chance magical."

"Now that's an idea," she agreed. "Can we test it?"

"We could try touching the bugs with chips of reverse wood."

"You couldn't get at them," Nissasaid. "They hide under the bark, and they'rein
crevices or way out on limbs you couldn't reach.”

"What about Getaway?"' Clio asked. "He's small."
Sherlock nodded. "I'll ask him."

"But he can't enter the accommodation spell."

"We'd have to clear out and let him investigate alone.”
It seemed good. "Let'sdo it."

They went down the winding stair and reached the ground. Then Nissa
terminated the accommodation spell, and suddenly they were back to human size
and Nissawas elf size.

"Getaway!" Sherlock called.

"| am here, master."

"We may have ajob that only you can do. Can you check the elf elm for magic
bugs or magic disease?"

"But if | touch the tree, won't it reverse it?’
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"Only its magic aspects—and those are in trouble because of an illness. We
wonder if it is possible for you to cure it, by reversing the malady."

"I'll check." The golem walked to the big tree and touched its bark. Nothing
happened. He walked around the base, stroking alittle hand along it. "There's
one." He put hiswhole hand flat against it. In a moment a beetle appeared,
visibly disturbed, and flew away.

"[tstaste for elm bark must have become distaste," Sherlock said, smiling.

"There's more," Getaway said. "Something magical and ugly. It's sort of spread
out."

"The disease!" Nissa said.

"More like fungus,” the golem decided. "It getsin there and sucks out the life of
the wood. It's fading now, because I'm reversing it. But it would take along time
to clear it from thiswhole tree."

Clio was excited. "But you could clear it?"

"Oh, sure, if | had a month or two."

"Maybe you should take that month."

"And lose my reward for being polite for amonth? Or are you planning to stay
too?"

"What reward do you want?' Nissa asked. "If it isin my power—oh, please
please, save my elm if you possibly can!"

"If you feel up to doing this," Clio said carefully, "Maybe we could return to see
to your reward." She glanced at Sherlock.

"And suppose you get tangled up somewhere, and don't make it back?"

"Perhaps we can do better," Sherlock said. "If you will commit to curing this
tree, I'll craft Knotty for you."

"I'mworking!" Getaway said eagerly, and practically hugged what he could of
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the huge trunk.

"Knotty?' Clio asked.

"She isto be made of naughty pine."

"There's a naughty pine tree not far from here," Nissasaid. "We don't go near it,
because it is very indiscreet. Anyone who touches it says embarrassingly
naughty things."

"Excellent. But | must conjure this myself, asit must be reverse wood pine."
"Reverse wood comes in different types?' Clio asked, surprised.

"Yes." A knotty reddish piece of wood appeared in his hand. "I did not know this
until now."

"| think it was unknown until now."

He began shaping the wood. Two knots became breasts, and a third the head.
"That's amazing," Nissa said.

"Well, | thought the knots should form the important parts."

"| mean the way you bend the wood around. And it's reverse wood?"

Sherlock extended the forming figure toward a nearby common scents plant.
When the wood touched, the plant transformed into a small crescent-shaped bug.

"That's aluna-tick!" Nissaexclaimed. "It makes folk act crazy." Then she caught
on. "From common scents to crazy. It was reversed.”

Sherlock continued molding the figure, then paused, unsatisfied. Clio could
appreciate why: it was exaggerated and lopsided. "I need amodel, to get the
proportions right. Um, Clio—7?"

"I'd rather not," she said, conscious that her proportions weren't genuine.
"I'll model, if I'll do," Nissa said.

"Will she do?' Sherlock asked Getaway.
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The golem looked at the elf. "Well, she's not a demoness, but she'll do."

"| certainly am not a demoness," Nissa agreed forcefully. "Why would anyone
want exaggerated fake curves like that?"'

Clio tried not to wince.

"Why, indeed," Sherlock agreed. He resumed his sculpting, looking closely at
the elf girl. The proportions of the figure became less pronounced and more
realistic. For Clio's taste she was becoming more attractive.

Soon the figure was finished. It had reddish brown skin and long wild hair. In
fact it resembled a maenad. "lIs this satisfactory?' Sherlock asked Getaway,
holding it forth.

The golem considered. "Will she have clothing?"'
"If you wish."
"I wish. Asmuch as | have, anyway."

Sherlock conjured another small chip and fashioned it into a panty. He put that
carefully on the figure.

"That's perfect! She doesn't need any more clothing." Clio might have differed,
but it was the golem's choice. He clearly had typical male taste. He might be
made of reverse wood, but his nature wasn't reversed.

"| don't think Knotty isanice namefor agirl,” Nissasaid.

She had a point. "She's for Getaway," Clio said. "How about Comealong? That's
complementary."

"I don't want her complimenting people," Getaway protested. "1 want her wild,
like me."

"ComplEmentary," Clio clarified. "That means sheis your counterpart; together
you're perfect.”

"Perfect!" Getaway echoed, understanding.
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"Then here sheis," Sherlock said. "But she'll have to be polite too." He set the
figure down.

"I'll make her polite!"
Comealong animated. "Y ou'll what, sawdust brain?' Then she took off running.

Getaway ran after her. In amoment the two were hidden in the surrounding
brush.

"] don't think he knows how to handle women," Nissa said with at least half a
smile.

"And she has yet to be tamed," Clio agreed.
"Maybe if someone gave him some advice," Nissasaid. "I think she likes him."
"She should," Clio said. "They are the only two reverse wood golems in Xanth."

"I can conjure them back," Sherlock said. "But they would just run again. | think
they need to work it out themselves."

"But will they return to save my tree?' Nissa asked.

Clio saw the elf was seriously worried. "l think we need to help get this situation
under control, if we can. But I'm not sure what we can do."

"Maybe we can help," Drew said. "We can track the golems for you, so you'll
know how to advise them."

"But you can't get into their minds," Sherlock said.

"We don't need to. Welll just show you what they're up to, so you can do
something."

Sherlock rolled one eye. "I supposeit isour responsibility."
"Go ahead," Clio agreed. "WEell figure out something."

Drusie left Sherlock's pocket and flew rapidly after the golems. Drew remained
in Clio's pocket. "She will observe the golems and send the scene to me," Drew
explained. "I will show it to you."
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"Thank you," Clio said, wishing she could figure out exactly what use this was
likely to be.

In two and a half moments the scene appeared: Comealong was running fleetly
through afield, Getaway in hot pursuit. "I seeit!" Nissaexclaimed. "A vision!"
"Drew is putting it in your mind aswell asin ours," Clio explained. "It's the
semblance of illusion, re-creating areal scene."

"How can you do it at such adistance?' Sherlock asked.

"Drusie and | have a close mental connection. She's compressing the picture and
sending it on atight beam. I'm decompressing it for you. It's one way in which
two telepaths are better than one."

"I am truly impressed,” Nissa said.

"They are impressive dragons,” Clio said.

Comealong ran up amountain. It looked cold up there; in fact there was an ice
man with a pole. The golem paused. "What are you doing?' she asked.
"I'micefishing," theice man replied as his line pulled in an ice cube.

"Oh." Sheran on by him. Too close; her body touched his, and suddenly he was

afireman with aball of fire on hisline. He had been reversed. He looked
disgruntled; his countenance was smoky.

Getaway charged by, touching the fire, and it reversed again, becoming theice
man.

Comealong ran down the other side of the mountain. There was a beautiful
woman brushing her radiant hair before amirror. The golem paused again,
assessing the woman, frowning in the manner women did when considering
competition. This creature was as competitive as it was possible to be. "Who are
you?"

"I am Iri Sistible. My talent isto attract men."
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"So why are you alone?’

"I don't want a man who is merely hostage to my talent. | want onewho is
immune. Then when | win him, I'll know it'strue love."

"Good luck," Comealong said, and brushed by her.

The woman became a hag whose talent was clearly to repulse men. She did not
look entirely pleased by her conversion, though surely only true love would keep
aman near her.

Getaway arrived. "Ugh!" he said, and tried to avoid her.

But Iri was not afool. Maybe she had seen what happened to the ice man. She
reached out and touched him. And became as she had been.

"Wow!" he said. "On second thought—"
"Your girl is escaping,” she reminded him.
"Oh. Yes." Heran on.

Meanwhile Comealong came to several mermaids lolling in a spring. They were
robustly healthy and lovely, as that species tended to be, but these were even
more so.

"What's going on here?"' the golem asked.

"Welivein this healing spring," one replied, flinging her lustrous tresses about.
"It gives us healing powers."

"Interesting." Comealong touched the water.

The mermaids suddenly looked sickly, and the healthy foliage surrounding the
spring wilted. "Oh, we are undone!" one cried. But the golem was gone.

Getaway arrived. He touched the water, and all was restored. "Oh thank you!" a
third maid exclaimed, her bare bosom heaving prettily. "However can we thank
you?"

The golem hesitated, eying her healthy front. Mermaids put on excellent fronts,

file:///H|/eMule/lncoming/Anthony%620-%20X anth%2028%20-%20Currant%20Events%20V 2.2.htm (176 of 377)15-8-2005 22:30:16



CURRANT EVENTS- PIERSANTHONY - V2.2 - Jan 2005
though they tailed off behind.
"Remind him he can't touch her without reversing her," Clio murmured.

"We can't get into the golems minds," Drew reminded her. "Because they don't
have minds."

That was true; they were animated solely by magic. "What about the mermaids?"

The mermaid's expression changed. "But your touch will destroy us,”" she said
sadly. "So you must go on."

"Oh, right," Getaway agreed, prying his eyes away. He ran on.
The scene oriented on Comeal ong, who was approaching a ridge with two peaks.
"What are you?' she asked.

"We aretwo tors," they answered. "We can privately educate you."

"Hal" She ran between them.

The tors turned ugly as Getaway arrived. Daunted, he paused. "What are you up
to?'

"We are tor mentors," they replied. "We will make you miserable."

But he ran between them, and they reversed again, becoming amiable tutors.

"There would be serious repercussions if he didn't cancel her mischief," Clio
said. "We can't let this continue; it's dangerous. Let me talk to him again.”

"I'll connect you to the nearest dryad."

Getaway was passing atree Comealong had overlooked. A bare girl appeared
before him. "Let me give you some advice," she said.

He paused. "Who are you? Y ou don't look reversed."
"I am Meggie, the nymph of thistree."
"But that's a maple tree, not an oak!"

"Yes, | am much sweeter than those tough oak dryads."
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"What's this advice?"

"You'll never catch her if all you do is chase her. She has to want to be caught.
Only then will shelet you."

"But how can | make her want to be caught?"

"Tell her you love her."

"That's ridiculous."

"Try it anyway. Y ou need to enlist her help in curing that EIf EIm."

The golem didn't question how an isolated nymph knew about that. He ran on.
"Comealong! | want to tell you something."

She paused, about to touch abell in the shape of adoor. Normally it would ring
when a person opened it: a doorbell. Clio wasn't sure how it would reverse. "Tell
me what?"

He came close. " Something really important.”
"Well, out with it," she said, about to run again.
Getaway hugged her. "l love you!"

"Stop mauling me, you pervert!”

Getaway hesitated. "Y ou must be kidding."

She delivered awooden stare. Then slowly her expression softened. "Yes. | was
reversed. But you need to understand who's governing this relationship.”

"I am!™

She drew away and turned around, flashing her tiny panties at him. Getaway
freaked out and fell down.

Comealong pinned him to the ground and kissed him. "Who?"
"You are," he said dazedly.
"I'm glad we got that settled. Now what's going on?"
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"We're curing an elf elm.”
She nodded. "Then let'sget to it."
They returned to the elm.
"I think we're done here," Clio said as the picture faded. " Thank you, dragons.”
"Oh, thank you so much!" Nissasaid. "Thisis so wonderful!"
"A return for your hospitality," Sherlock said.

But as they were about to go, there was a shuddering of the ground. Something
huge was tramping near.

"What could that be?' Clio asked alarmed. She glanced at the compass; the blue
arrow was wavering uncertainly, and the red arrow was about to hit its mark.
The deadline was short, for whatever it was.

"The Danger of the Day," Drew said.

"A huge horrible giant," Drusie agreed.

And Clio had an appointment with it. The compass knew.
"Oh, | know that tromp!" Nissasaid. "That's Paul!"
"Who?' Sherlock asked.

"The big lumberjack! He's coming to chop my tree."

"We shall have to stop that," Clio said.

"When the tree is better, and the other elves return, they'll protect it," Nissa said.
"But right now it's defenseless. Oh, woe!"

Now the ground shuddered worse, and the giant came into sight. He was the size
of aninvisible giant, but visible, with a burly body and a huge ax. Behind him
came a beast the size of a sphinx, solid blue. That was his ox, ready to haul away
the trunk.

"Stop!" Clio cried, running out in front of the giant.
He didn't hear her. His giant boot came down, about to crush her.
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She wound it back and tried again. " Stop!" she cried from the side.

He still didn't hear her. He tromped up to the tree and brought his ax off his
shoulder. Nissa screamed, but he didn't hear her either.

"| have an idea," Sherlock said.

"Make it quick," Clio snapped. It was not her nature to be sharp, but she was
desperate.

"Dragons," he said. He sent a thought to them that so surprised them they forgot
to relay it to her. "Do you think that would work?"'

"Well try it," Drew said.

"Try what?' Clio asked, trying to focus. But that monstrous ax mesmerized her.
It would require only about ten brutal chopsto fell the tree.

Paul lifted the ax high behind his shoulder. He was about to chop. Nissa
screamed again.

Then the tree fuzzed and became the big blue ox. Paul blinked. "Babe!" he
boomed. "Don't stand in my way when I'm harvesting." But the ox didn't move.

Paul looked around. There to the side was the great EIf EIm. "Oh. | guess | got
turned around. Well, sure as I'm the greatest logger ever, I'm gonnatake it
down." He marched toward the tree, hefting the ax menacingly The tree backed
away from him.

Paul stared. "Since when do trees move?' he demanded. He strode after it.
The tree retreated faster.

"Hey, you can't do that," he said. "No tree escapes Paul Bunyan." He broke into
alumbering run.

The tree moved through the forest, staying just ahead of the giant logger. Soon
they were out of sight.

Clio blinked. There was the EIf EIm, exactly where it had always been. "What's
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going on?"

"The dragons switched the images,” Sherlock explained. "They made the tree
look like the ox, and the ox look like the tree."

Nissalaughed. "So now he's chasing his ox across the landscape, and Babe
knows better than to pause.”

Clio was amazed. "That was an effective idea, Sherlock." She looked around.
"Where are the dragons?’

"They are staying with Paul and Babe, to maintain the illusion. They'll keep
those two moving until nightfall. With luck, Paul will forget about this particular
tree until the elves have time to return to protect it."

"That's marvelous,” Clio said. "How long will it take for the elves to return?"
"Some should come tomorrow," Nissa said. "They check back every few days,
just in case. They'll alert the others."

"Then it should be all right." Clio considered. "But we had better wait here until
they do, just to be sure."

"That's great," Nissa said.

"And of course we need to be where the dragons can find us," Sherlock said.

"And if the logger returns too soon, they'll be able to lead him astray again. He
doesn't seem to be too bright."

Clio laughed. "I was fooled too." But she was well satisfied with the day.

10

Dream Man
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They were on the proper route; the blue arrow pointed back the way they had
come, which Clio knew was correct because it was opposite to the way it had
pointed when reversed. Just the four of them: Clio, Sherlock, and the two little
dragons.

"| realize that we needed a place to stay for atime and recover," Sherlock said.
"But that turned out to be a bit more of an adventure than | might have expected,
and we did manage to do anice elf afavor. Do you think your compass intended
al that?"

"| confess to being in doubt myself," Clio said. "Had | known about the threats to
the EIf EIm | would have been glad to help; the elves are generally good people.
But | don't see the compass as being a caring device. I'm not sure now that it
even cared about our being tired or uncomfortable. | think it ssmply pointsto
where I'm supposed to go. The benefit to the EIf EIm was probably incidental ."
"That was my thought. Did the timer function?"

"Yes. It indicated short deadlines when we met Nissa, and when Paul Bunyan
came.”

"So it seems we were there to save the tree. | am glad we were able to do that,
but | don't see how that forwarded your mission."

"There must have been some way."

"The golems," Drew said. "They had abad effect on your compass. Did you
need to get rid of them?"

"| wouldn't do that!" Clio protested.

Sherlock smiled. "Y ou wouldn't do it in an unkind manner, but it seemsit was
done. They were given a useful assignment that separated them from us. When

that elm is cured, there will surely be othersto cure. They are likely to be busy
for some time, and well appreciated by the elves."
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Clio nodded. "Indeed, that is my idea of an ideal separation."

"So the compass pointed the way to separating from the golems," Drew said. "So
that you could resume your gquest.”

"That seemsto be the case. | may have underestimated its sophistication." Then
she remembered something. "We were where we weren't supposed to be,
because of the day's reversal of the compass. So maybe it ssmply reoriented from
there, taking us to the closest safe harbor. Then it saw about the golems."

"And with respect to me," Sherlock said. "Doesit show atime?"
"It never showed atime for you."

"Still, perhaps my time has passed. Maybe [, too, should be assigned elsewhere,
S0 as not to get in the way after my usefulness to your mission is done."

The blue arrow suddenly swung to point to him. But the time arrow faded out.
"It seemsto suggest that you remain relevant, but without atime limit."

"Then | will remain until it istime for me to go." He paused, then added, "I
admit to being relieved.”

"So am |. You have been very useful." That didn't seem quite adequate, but she
wasn't sure what else to say. Meanwhile the arrow swung back to point ahead; it
had deviated only to confirm the need for Sherlock's presence.

"It is pleasant being useful."
"Y et your association with me exposes you to my daily dangers."
"Which | am glad to help abate, if | am able."

They were near the Region of Madness, where magic was especially strong. Clio
hoped they would avoid it, as strange things could happen there. Sometimes
those strange things wandered on out into Xanth proper.

"There is something strange ahead," Drew said.
Exactly what she dreaded. "But the compass points that way. Is it dangerous?"
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"l think not to us. But we need to be careful .”
"To be sure."

"I can flip areversewood chip at it if | need to," Sherlock said. "l am finding
thistalent to be increasingly useful."

"Maybe that would work," Drew said dubioudly.

Clio wondered what would make a telepathic dragon doubtful, but she stifled the
wonder; better to find out for herself.

“It'sadragon!" Drusie exclaimed.
"Why soitis," Drew agreed, amazed. "But so different | didn't recognizeit."

Then the creature appeared, coming toward them along the trail. It was huge and
sinuous, and it had three heads. It spied them and paused, the heads side by side,
snorting small jets of fire.

"That's not from Dragon World," Clio said, surprised.

"And | think not from Xanth," Sherlock said.

"That's why we were confused," Drew said. "It'saforeign dragon."

"Can you communicate with it?' Clio asked. "I'd rather not have trouble."
"We're trying," Drew said. "But it thinksin aforeign tongue.”

"Try harder," Sherlock said dryly as the three heads seemed to share a decision.
The huge dragon might be getting ready to launch itself at them.

Drew scrambled from Clio's pocket and flew to the big dragon. He hovered
before the middle head.

"He's trying harder," Drusie explained.

But it wasn't enough. The dragon launched, spreading its wings and leaping
toward them. They didn't have time to get out of the way.

There was her danger. She wound it back, having no choice. "Trust me," she said

to Sherlock as Drew flew toward the monster dragon. "Flee!"
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They turned and fled just before the dragon launched. Caught by surprise, it
landed where they had just been. It blew three more jets of fire and gathered
itself for another flying leap.

"We'd better get off the path,” Sherlock said. "The forest will slow it so | can
organize some wood chips."

So that he could reverse the dragon's attack. That made sense. She saw a narrow
avenue between the trees of a dense grove. "Here!"

They swerved into the avenue. The dragon landed again, right behind them, and
dlid on past, caught by surprise again. That gave them another bit of respite. It
would take it a moment or a moment and a half to get back on their track.

They ran around a trunk and almost collided with a big hairy baby. It was an
ogret—a baby ogre. It was playing an ogre game of smashing stones into pebbles
barehanded.

They stopped. The ogret might be harmless, by ogre standards, but its parents
would not be. They needed to passit amicably. "Hello, ogret," Clio said. "What's
your name?"

"Adora-ble Bash-ful," the baby answered shyly, squeezing a pebble to dust in its
distraction.

"That's nice. We're going on now." They sidled around the ogret and went on.
Just in time, for Bash-ful's parents were returning; the forest floor was shaking
with their heavy tread.

The dragon arrived. "Me see drag-ee!" the ogret cried, delighted.

The tramping sounds got abruptly louder and faster. Mature ogres took on young
dragons, but this was a baby ogre and an adult dragon. There were sounds of
hissing fire and scales being bashed. "That will slow it somewhat," Clio gasped
as her feet caught up with her pulses.
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The way opened out, leading to what looked like a schoolyard. There was asign:
BOARDING SCHOOL. In smaller print, it ssid LEARN EVERYTHING
ABOUT BOARDS. Wdll, that did make sense.

But as they entered the yard, a board came flying out and bounced on the
ground. "The board is bored of boarding the board!" an angry voice yelled.

"Let's not go there," Sherlock said.

Clio was glad to agree. They dodged to the side again, just as the dragon
appeared at the edge of the yard. Somehow it had gotten around the angry ogre
family.

They almost ran into atower. "Help!" agirl called from awindow at its top. She
wore arobe and asmall crown.

Sherlock looked up at her. "I'm not sure how we can do that. Why are you
confined?"

“I'maprincessin distress," she said. "I got bored with boarding school and tried
to run away, so the motherboard gave me detention and the fatherboard put me
in here. | must stay here until | draw a blank."

"We should help her,” Clio said. "But | confess | draw a blank on how to do so."
Then, hearing herself: "No pun intended.”

"But maybe apun isintended," he said. He faced the princess. "Try drawing a
blank."

“If I knew how to do that, I'd already be out, silly," she said.

"A blank isacircle of metal that looks like acoin,” he explained. "Draw a
picture of one. Just draw acircle on the wall."

"Like this?' she asked.

Suddenly the buxom princess appeared on the ground outside the castle. "It
worked!" she exclaimed. "I'm out. Oh, thank you, black knight." She flung her
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arms around Sherlock and kissed him resoundingly, her robe trying to fall open.

For some obscure reason that disturbed Clio. "Y ou should return to boarding
school," she said. "Y ou don't want to be late for class.”

"Oh, that's right!" the princess said. "I might get spanked by the disciplinary
board." She ran toward the school, drawing her robe back together.

"They probably enjoy spanking her," Sherlock remarked.

"l don't understand."

"Fortunately. It's a Mundane thing. We had better move on."

But the way ahead was blocked by a wicked thicket. When they turned to seek
another way, the dragon was there. But it no longer seemed as threatening.
"Drew has made progress," Drusie said. "The dragon iswilling to listen now."

"That'sarelief," Clio said.

"The language is weird, but the thoughts are beginning to take shape. This
dragon is from—from Asia. Is there such a place you know of ?"

"Yes," Sherlock said. "It's part of Mundania."
"But they don't have dragonsin Mundanial” Clio protested.
"They do in Asia. In their mythology, at any rate."

"That'sit," Drusie said. "Drew's getting it now. There were many dragons, but as
time passed the humans expanded and became more skeptical and squeezed
them out, and the dragons had to move. But there was hardly any place left to go.
This one fled down into along narrow region, the kam—kam—"

"Kamcatka," Sherlock said. "It's a big peninsula on the eastern side of Russia, in
the north Pacific."

"A peninsulal" Clio exclaimed. "That became an entry to Xanth. It happens.”

"Yes, | have heard of a number of cases. There's something magical about
peninsulas.”
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"How did you learn of this?"

"We have a good communication system in the Black Wave. It's called Black
Mail."

Clio winced. "So thisis a Mundane oriental dragon. It must be feeling somewhat
lost in Xanth."

"Yes," Drew said. "The last human folk it encountered attacked it with stones
and spells, so it thought you would too. | explained that you're not a normal
human, you're nice. But it still would like to encounter something familiar."

Clio winced again. From a dragon's perspective, few humans were nice. "|
appreciate that. Maybe it should go to Castle MaiDragon, where Becka and Che
can surely find it a compatible hunting ground.”

"But it'slost. How will it find its way?"

That was a problem. "Perhaps we can find it aguide." She had no idea how, but
it seemed better to seek a guide than to hold too long a dialog with this huge
alien dragon.

"Let's go back to the regular path,” Sherlock said. "Maybe we'll find someone
there."

They returned to the path. The three-headed dragon was now behaving well;
Drew's contact with it had been effective.

"Wait out of sight,” Clio told the dragon. "WEe'l need to explain thingsfirst, to
any prospective guide."

The dragon settled down behind a beerbarrel tree. They went onto the path.
An oddly garbed man was walking down it. He looked confused.

"He's another stray from Kamcatka!" Drew said. "In a manner."

"There must be an interface," Clio said. "They can form randomly, and
sometimes whole Waves pass through before they close.” Then she picked up on
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his qualification. "In a manner?"
"Maybe he can explain it."
"Hello," Clio said to the man as they met on the path.
He looked at her blankly.
"He doesn't speak our language,” Drew said.
"But every human speaks the same language in Xanth. It's part of the magic."
"He doesn't know that. He's not a normal man."

Clio brushed aside the uncomfortable oddity. "It doesn't matter. Tell him he can
speak and understand our language.”

Drew did. The man looked surprised. "I can?"
Clio smiled. "Yes. | am Clio, and thisis Sherlock. Who are you?"

"I am Mikhail. I am seeking my true love. But | got lost, and can't seem to find

her.
"Who is she?"

"I don't know."

"Then how can she be your true love?"
"By definition. | am her dream man."

Clio paused to take stock. She was beginning to understand Drew's qualification.
"| fear | am abit slow today. She knows you, while you do not know her?"

"Yes. But | am sure sheisavery nice person, and that | am ideal for her."

"L et's hope so. Perhaps we should start at the beginning. When did she cometo
know you?"

"Several months ago. She wished to have a man, but there were none in her
village that were suitable, so she dreamed up one who would be perfect for her.

Asit happened, | fit the description, so her dream governed me. | must be with
her! But something happened, and | was unable to locate her. So now | am
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looking, for she surely misses me."
Clio looked at Sherlock. "Can you make sense of this?"

"I think so. It isthe habit of lonely folk to dream of ideal companions. | have
done it myself. Usually nothing comes of it. Nothing did for me. But with the
right magic, who knows? This woman must have had a talent for dreaming, and
her dream man became real. | should think that originally he would have gone to
her, but—well, he came to Xanth instead."

There was an ugly nuance that she elected not to explore. "And she did not? That
would explain why he can't find her."

"Perhaps. But since there's very little magic in Mundania, maybe it could happen
only in Xanth."

"Only if she'sin Xanth too."
"We have to assume that sheis."

There was still something obscure about this. "Well, we need a guide for the
dragon. Is there a chance that Mikhail will do?"

"Well, it would be easier for the dragon to travel in the company of aman. The
man could ask directions.”

"Men don't ask directions."

Sherlock smiled. "Then he needs to find his woman soon, so she can ask
directions."

"| am very tired," Mikhail said. "I must sleep now."

"Can you wait amoment? Thereisadragon I'd like to introduce you to. We have
an understanding; | think you will be able to sleep safely in its company.”

"A dragon," Mikhail repeated warily. "It is hard for any person to be safe in such
company."
"Nevertheless, | believe we should see." She took him by the hand and led him
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along the path.

There was the dragon, curled near the tree. "That's a Russian dragon!" Mikhall
exclaimed. "Why didn't you say so?"

"Y ou can get along with it?"

"Well, | don't know that, but at least it's familiar. Everything else has been
uncomfortably strange.”

"Introduce them," Clio told Drew. "Let them converse a bit. | will go consult
with Sherlock."

Drew stayed with the man and dragon, connecting them telepathically. Clio
returned to Sherlock. "Y ou said we should assume that Mikhail's dream woman
isalso in Xanth. What is your rationale?"

"] think he blundered into Xanth," Sherlock said. "Y et he still feels her desire for
him. So she must be here too. It may be like the dragon's telepathy. | don't think
she could reach him from Mundania."

"This seems like tortured logic to me. How could—"

She broke off, for another person was coming along the path. This was ayoung
woman. She was petite and well formed, with black hair to her waist. Like the
dragon and man, she appeared dazed.

"Hello," Clio said. "l am Clio."

"I am Noi. | amlost."

"Where is your home?'

"In Thailand."

"Tie Land?' Sherlock asked. "Where they grow ties, and arefit to be tied?"
Noi looked at him blankly.

"| was there once. There'sasmall village in the center called Knottingham,
named after Granny Knott," he said. "The favorite dinner there is bowtie pasta."
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"I am sorry, | do not know of this place," the woman said.
"I think that's Thailand, Mundania," Clio said. "How did you come here, Noi?"

"I was riding a motorcycle, but something happened. | don't know how | came to
this strange land.”

Things were coming magically together. "Did you dream of a man?"
Noi looked sharply at her. "How do you know this?"

"Asyou said, thisis a strange land. Strange things happen. We just met a man
who said he was the dream of a woman."

Her eyes grew large. "Is his name Mikhail ?"

"Yes."

"| dreamed he would come from aromantically far land to take me away. But |
never thought he really would. Y ou say heis here?"

"Yes. We just talked with him. He said he was tired, so we introduced him to a
dragon—"

"A dragon!"

"We have come to know this dragon, and it knows that this man is not to be
eaten. We think they can travel together, with the man handling the humans they
encounter, and the dragon protecting him from monsters. Such things happen, in
Xanth."

"Thisland is Xanth?"

"Yes. It'saland of magic and puns, and many nonhuman creatures who may be
as smart as humans. Y ou will surely like it when you get to know it."

"Maybeif | could find my dream man, it would be easier.”

"Readily done. Wel'll introduce you now." Clio led the way to where the dragon
waited.
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"I hope it happens," Noi said. Evidently she had suffered disappointments before.
The dragon was there, but not the man. Clio suppressed a horrible suspicion.
"Where is Mikhail ?*

"He'sgone," Drew said, flitting to her pocket. He spoke only to her.

She answered him silently; she had learned to communicate in mock illusion.
"But the dragon was not supposed to—"

"It didn't. Mikhail lay down to sleep, and faded out."

"Faded out!"

"Asif he no longer existed. We have been looking for him, in case he just
teleported somewhere else, but then | should be able to find his mind."

"His mind faded too?"

"Y es. He's completely gone."

Clio turned to Noi. "It seems there is a confusion. Mikhail was here, then he
disappeared. The dragon did not harm him. | don't understand it."

"I think | do," Noi said. "He is my dream man. He doesn't exist when |I'm not
dreaming him."
Clio took stock. "L et's discuss this with Sherlock. Perhaps he will have some

useful idea how to handle this." She was coming to depend more on the Black
Wave man, as he was generally sensible.

They returned to Sherlock. "Noi's dream man does not seem to exist when she
isn't asleep. What can we do?’

"Thisis new to me. We had better discuss this with the dragons. Four minds are
better than two."

Clio introduced the little dragons to Noi, and explained about their telepathy.
The dragons made contact with her mind, reassuring her. Then they settled down
to a serious discussion.
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"So you dreamed Mikhail, and he came to exist," Sherlock said. "He knows heis
your dream man, and wants to be with you. But it ssemsthisis possible only
when you are asleep.”

"That is my understanding,” Noi agreed. "I had not realized that he existed at all,
outside my mind."

"He does now," Clio said.

"Maybe we should talk to Mikhail again," Sherlock said. "If Noi sleeps, will he
reappear?"

"| should think so," Clio said.

"With magic, many things are possible. We just have to find something."

Clio doubted that this would be easy to do, but had no better idea. "Do you think
you could sleep now?' she asked Noi.

"I don't know how to will myself to sleep.”
"| believe | saw aclothing tree nearby," Clio said. "It may have shirts."

Noi looked at her blankly, but Sherlock understood. "It does; | saw it. I'll fetch
one." He walked back along the path.

"We have an entire realm of dreams," Clio said. "It can be entered via a gourd
with a peephole. It might be possible for you to meet him there, in the gourd.”

"But | want to meet himin life," Noi protested. "l have lived so long without my
dream man, | don't want to be without him any longer."

"Life does get lonely, without a man," Clio agreed.
Sherlock returned, carrying ashirt. "Try thison," he told Noi. "It's a sleep-shirt."

The woman shrugged and pulled the shirt on over her head and clothing. It came
al the way down to her knees. "It'sa good shirt, but | don't see how—"

Sherlock caught her as she fell asleep on her feet. He laid her down carefully on
amossy bank.
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"She doesn't understand about the way magic works here," Clio said. "She
assumed that the shirt was merely to wear when sleeping, not that made a person
Seep.”
"Mikhail isback," Drew said. "He thinks he merely dept for awhile."

"Tell him to come here," Clio said. "Maybe if he actually sees her, it will be all
right."

Soon Mikhail appeared. "Y our little dragon said—" He paused. "Who is she?"
"Do you like her?' Clio asked.

"She's a sleeping beauty. | find her strangely attractive, though I've never seen
her before."

"She is the woman who dreamed you."

Mikhail stared. "She's the one? | have found her at last? Thisis wonderful!"
"But there's a complication."

"I must wake her and tell her | am here."

"I'm not sure that isfeasible."

Mikhail got down on his knees, leaned forward, and kissed Noi on the lips. She
continued sleeping.

"She'sin adleep-shirt," Sherlock said.

"She won't readily wake."

"Then she must remove it," Mikhail said.

"We can do that," Sherlock said.

"I don't think—" Clio said.

Sherlock lifted Noi up, and Mikhail gently worked the shirt off her. Then
Sherlock laid her down again, and Mikhail kissed her again.

She woke immediately—and Mikhail faded out. "l was afraid of that," Clio said.
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"What happened?' Noi asked. "Did | egp? | apologize for—"
"The slegp shirt put you to sleep,” Clio explained.

Noi looked down at herself. "But | don't seem to be wearing it."

"Wetook it off you," Sherlock said. "So you could wake. But—" He looked
somewhat helplessly at Clio.

"Mikhail was here," Clio said. "He said you were a sleeping beauty. | tried to
caution him, but he did not listen."

"Heislikethat," Noi agreed. "Impetuousin love."

"He kissed you. But when you woke, he faded. We had hoped for better."

Noi nodded. "That isthe way it would be." A tear trickled from the corner of one
eye.

"There may be away," Sherlock said. "But it isrisky."

"A way for me to be with him? | will take the risk."

"I have what we call reverse wood. It reversesthings. If | gave him achip, it
would reverse him. But not necessarily in the way we wish. It might make him
real instead of dream—or it might abolish him even as adream. We can't be
sure.”

Noi considered. "I don't want to destroy him. | don't want to risk hurting him.
Better to let him go to some other woman. Perhaps she will treat him well."
Another tear trickled.

"I think we should let him decide that," Clio said. "Will you let him do that?’
"I would not go against his wish. But oh, if he should perish because of me—I
would rather perish instead."

"He may feel the same. It's a gamble, but perhaps the only way to resolve the
dilemma. | think we should explain it to him."

Noi considered again, then nodded. "Let it be as he willsit."
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Sherlock gave her the slegp-shirt, and she donned it again. In less than a moment
she was asleep. Clio had to agree with Mikhail: she was very pretty in repose,
with her black hair spread out to frame her face.

Mikhail reappeared. "l seem to have gotten confused. | was about to wake my
love, but I'm not sure | did."

"You kissed her," Sherlock said. "She woke—and you faded out. Y ou are her
dream man; she has to be asleep to dream you. Now you have a grave decision to
make."

"I will gladly kiss her again!"
Noi was right: he was romantically impulsive. That was anice trait in a man.

Sherlock smiled. "Not that, exactly. The problem isthat you are out of phase
with her; you are here only when she sleeps. If we could reverse that, you could
be with her when she is awake. We may be able to do that. But thereisarisk."

"I'll take any risk, to be with her."
"Therisk isthat the reversal might destroy you. We can't be sure."

Mikhail gazed at Noi. "She dreamed me to be her ideal. But sheismy ideal. |
must be with her, or seek oblivion."

Clio was extremely nervous about this, but kept quiet. Their ploy would either
work, or not.

A chip appeared in Sherlock's hand. "Take this chip of reverse wood. It will
magically reverse you. For good or ill."

Without hesitation, Mikhail took it.
Nothing happened.

"Not al reversals are immediately apparent,” Sherlock said. "Let me get her shirt
off so you can kiss her again."

“I'l help!™
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They tackled the job as before, while Clio wondered. How could the chip have
no effect? Wasit real reverse wood?

Noi was now without the shirt. Mikhail kissed her. She woke.
Mikhail remained.

"Mikhail!" Noi exclaimed, sitting up. They kissed again.
Sherlock glanced at Clio, nodding. It had worked.

Before they could celebrate, an awful smell coalesced around them. It was like
rotten fruit, only worse.

Noi paused in her kissing. "That smells like ripe duran."
"Duran?"' Clio asked, trying not to gag. "Is it poisonous?"'
"No, it's afruit that tastes better than it smells."

Then alittle girl appeared, walking along the path. She held a piece of fruit, from
which she was nibbling. As she approached, the smell intensified. Noi was right:
the awful smell was from the fruit.

Clio happened to have alittle bag in her pocket that had a secure seal. She
rushed to intercept the girl. "Please—Ilet me put that away for you," she gasped.
She almost snatched the piece of fruit and jammed it in the bag, closing it tight.

The smell alleviated, now that its source was gone. She was able to breathe
again. She inhaled enough to speak in anormal manner. "Hello. | am Clio. Who
areyou?"

"Malinee. I'm lost."

Another lost soul! And surely from the Asia section of Mundania, by the look of
her. "Where do you live?"

"Thailand."
"That'swhere | live," Noi said.

"Isit by chance a peninsula?' Sherlock asked.
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"Oh, yes. Why?"

"Peninsulas can be avenues." He didn't clarify further, and the girl did not
inquire. "I'm not sure we can get you back to Thailand, but would you like to
travel with adragon?"

"A dragon!" Malinee said, delighted. She spied the dragon, who was waiting
down the path, and ran to give its center neck a hug. It was evidently her type of
dragon.

Sherlock turned to Mikhail and Noi. "How would the two of you like to take a
long walk around the peninsula of Xanth, conducting a dragon to where the folk
will be able to help it get settled? Taking Malinee along?’

"Why not?' Mikhail asked. "Suddenly everything is wonderful."
"Like ahoneymoon," Noi agreed blissfully.

Clio gave them general directions, and the group started off, Malinee riding the
dragon. They would surely get there safely.

"That worked out rather well," Sherlock said.

"It was as though the four of them were meant for each other," Clio agreed. "But
you know—"

"That none of them will be able to return to their Mundane peninsulas,”" he said.
"I thought it best not to discuss that aspect." He meant that some who died in
Mundania came thereafter to Xanth.

"Actually some people find Xanth alive."

"And some don't. But with the fickleness of peninsular connections, they can't
expect to return regardless. So it seems best for them to make their homesin
Xanth. In time they should develop magic talents, as| did."

"Asyou did," she agreed. "It has been quite useful .”

"Now we are four again. But | wonder: was this another part of your quest? |
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can't see that you gained or lost anything from the interaction, apart from the
satisfaction of helping three people and a dragon find their places.”

Clio considered. "I am of course glad to have helped them. I'm sure they'll all
become good citizens of Xanth, in their fashions, including the dragon."

"The dragon should be something of a novelty, even among dragons. Three
heads!"

"It has been a season for placing dragons,” she said, glancing down at Drew in
her pocket. "But it istrue: this does not seem to have been guided by the
compass.”

"Is it pointing anywhere now?"

She glanced at her wrist. The blue arrow was pointing toward the pocket where
she had put the bag. "Oh—I forgot to return the fruit to Malinee."

"| doubt she cares. She's got a dragon now."

"But what am | to do with this? The smell is atrocious, and it's unlikely to
improve with time."

"Try leaving it somewhere."

She set the bag somewhat gingerly at the base of atree. But as she walked away
from it, the blue arrow on her wrist swung around to orient on it.

"That's what | thought," Sherlock said. "This was a compass episode. For the
duran."

"But what would | ever want with such avile smelling thing?'
"I don't know. But | suspect we'll find out, in due course."

"In due course," she agreed weakly.
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11

Bad Dreams

There was no suitable campsite, but day was ending, so they stopped by ariver
and Sherlock conjured a number of reverse wood chips to make a protective ring
around them. Then he foraged for blankets and pies, while Clio consulted with
the dragons. There were dangerous creatures in the vicinity, but none that
wouldn't be stopped by the reverse wood.

She got busy with brush and afragment of firewood she found, and it made afire
to heat the pies. They ate and settled down for the night, guarded by the dragons
extended awareness.

"Thisisour first night together alone in the open," she said. "I find it awkward."
"I will sleep elsewhere, if you wish. | do not wish to embarrass you."

"Please. | think | need to speak with a certain candor. The compass led me to
you, and keeps me with you. | am beginning to wonder whether we are intended
to associate longer."

"Perhaps as long as it takes to complete your mission, so you can return to
Mount Parnassus."

Thiswas twice as difficult as she had imagined. "Would it bother you if it turned
out to be longer than that?"

He paused before answering. "No."

"| don't mean to presume. But you are a nice man, and | like your company."
"Thank you."

"Would you by any chance be amenable to residing on Mount Parnassus?"

"Y ou mean to stay with you?"
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"Yes.

He thought about it. "1 would want to be useful. I'm not sure that there is much
use for reverse wood there."

"Surely uses could be found."

"You, as| understand it, are eternal. | am already middle-aged, and would fade
out before too long on your scale."

"Not if you ate aleaf from the Tree of Life. Y ou would become eternal too."
He gazed at her in the gloom. "l fear a misunderstanding. May | be blunt?"
"By all means."

"| thought your interest in me was as a person who can be useful as atraveling
companion. Isit more?"

"Yes"

"I have liabilities that make me doubt. | am unprepossessing.”
"As| cometo know you, | find qualities that impress me."

"| am middle-aged."

"| am older."

" am black."

"| don't understand."

"That is perhaps an appealing thing about you. Neither did you understand my
remark about the disciplinary board enjoying spanking the princess."

"That's true. Do you care to explain?

"The princess was a buxom lass. There are men who might like to touch her
bottom under the pretext of discipline. Spanking has a special reputation when it
appliesto big girls."

"] still don't understand.”
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"Because you have never been exposed to the baser human instincts. That's an
engaging quality."

Clio was frustrated by her inability to decipher this. She shifted to the other

confusion. "What is this about your being black? All members of the Black
Wave are."

"| was an adult when we migrated from Mundaniato Xanth. My appreciation of
particular aspects of human nature was fairly well set. You might say | remain
Mundane in a certain fundamental manner, despite my recent development of a
magic talent. It affects my outlook."

"What outlook isthis?"

"Asagenera rule, in Mundania, white folk are not interested in black folk
unless there is something specific to be obtained from them. Such as money, or
entertainment, or brute labor on less pleasant chores. So it seems to me that you
would not be interested in me as anything other than atemporary assistant."
"Because of your color?' she asked increduloudly.

"Yes."

"[ truly don't understand."

"Y ou are saying that my liabilities are no bar to a more personal relationship?
"What liabilities?"

Sherlock shrugged. "1 think you are serious. But my mundane background
doubts."

Almost, she understood. "I have my own liability."

He smiled. "Not that | know of."

Now at last she had the courage. "My curves aren't real."

"It's dark now, but they certainly look real by daylight."

"| was cursed to have no curves of my own, but to find some. | found a nymph
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bark that provides me a shape | otherwise lack."
"| don't understand.”
She laughed. "It's nice that thistime it is you who is baffled. I'll show you."
"| can't seeyou in thislight."

"Perhaps that helps." She nerved herself before she could change her mind again,
took off her clothing, then stripped the bark. Now she was naked. She was being
bolder than she ever had been in her life, but now seemed to be the time. "Give
me your hand."

"I don't understand," he repeated.

She found his hand in the dark and brought it to her torso. "Thisis my body. As
you can surely fedl, it has no curves."

"That can't be you!"

"It isme. Establishit."

"May |7

"Yes."

He sat up and used both hands, running them over her bare body. "I don't believe
it."

"It isneverthelesstrue. | will leave the bark off in the morning, if you wish to
verify it by daylight."

He abruptly withdrew. "No need.”

She had turned him off, as she had feared. "l apologize for misrepresenting
mysealf. It was foolish vanity."

"Please don't."

She was silent. She had done what she had to do, and paid the price she had to
pay. She put the bark back on, and her clothing. Then she settled miserably to

sleep.
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Sherlock said nothing in the morning. He went about his business as usual,
fetching in piesfor breakfast. They ate, and organized for the day's walk. The
blue arrow pointed on along the trail, and the red arrow was back, with little time
remaining. They were close to another contact.

It wasn't long before they found it. Five walking skeletons appeared, coming
toward them. Their hollow eyes spied the two, and they rattled their bones
menacingly.

"Marrow Bones and Gracile Ossein are nice folk," Clio murmured. " Somehow |
don't think these ones are." In fact, this seemed to be her Danger of the Day.

The skeletons charged, grinning with their skull faces, reaching out with their
bone fingers. Sherlock stepped in front of Clio, achip of wood appearing in his
hand. He flipped it at the nearest skeleton. It touched, and the skeleton
transformed into a mild-looking man. The man looked surprised.

The other skeletons closed in. Sherlock flipped more chips, and they became
inoffensive men and women.

"Who are you?' Clio demanded.

"We're actorsin dreams,” one man said. "l think we need to find the casting
agency for good dreams."

"Dreams! What are you doing out here in Xanth, by daylight?"
"We don't know. We were going to a casting call, but lost our way."
"Bad dreams!" Sherlock said. "Y ou're from the gourd!"

"Y es. But we don't want to act in that kind anymore."

"You'll have to find adaymare," Clio said. "They know where the good dreams
are made."

"We'll find one," the man agreed, and led the group on down the trail. One of
their hands brushed Clio's hand, and passed through it; he was a man of no
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substance. That made sense, as the creatures of the dream realm normally had no
reality in the physical realm.

"How did they get out?' Sherlock asked.

Clio glanced at the compass. The red arrow was on its mark. "1 think that's for us
to discover. There must be a hole in the dream framework."

"There must be. I've never heard of this happening before."

"Things do go wrong on occasion." She was privately glad that they were able to
talk about things. She had been afraid that after her revelation of the night
Sherlock would find some pretext to depart, and she could hardly blame him.

Y et she had had to tell him the truth some time.

"|s this something your compass suggests you need to deal with?"

"It did point us toward the skeletons, and the time was when they appeared. |
suppose it could be coincidence."

"| doubt it. The compass seems to have its own mind."
She smiled with understanding. "It does."

"What does it say now?"

She looked. "Another short deadline, down the path."
"Should we flee it?"

"No. | have to complete my mission as soon as possible.”
"Thereisatimelimit?"

"There may be."

"Something is coming,” Drew said.

Then a ghost appeared. It was awild frightening one, drifting above the path, its
sheet flapping. It spied them with its vacant eye-holes and floated menacingly
toward them.

"I have awelrd notion," Sherlock said. "Isit possible that we aren't supposed to
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nullify the bad dreams? All they can do is scare us, and frankly, I'm not scared.”
"But they could do mischief to others. | think we'd better nullify them."

"Asyou wish." Heflipped a chip at the ghost, which became a flat soft children's
bedsheet, decorated with cute animals, and drifted away.

"You mentioned atime limit," Sherlock said as they proceeded on along the trail.
"|s this something | should know about?"

"Yes, probably. It's—"
"More coming," Drew said.

Then aswarm of ugly things appeared. They were indescribable, but had aspects
of squashed caterpillars with messy tentacles and drooling mouths. "Get aload
of this!" one exclaimed. "An old black man and a sexy dut! Charge!"

"Oh, my," Clio said. "Those are ghastlies. They're dirty and horrible to touch,
and their mouths are worse."

"There are too many to catch with chips," Sherlock said.

"Just get out of their way, lest—" She was too late; they were already swarming
over the two of them.

"Lest?' he asked as he shook them off.

"L est they defecate on us."

Indeed, they were already dripping with stink. "Ugh!"

The ghastlies tumbled on down the path, looking for others to besmirch.
"Thisis getting out of hand," Clio said.

"Out of something, anyway." He tried to brush off some of the guano, but it just
smeared worse. Clio was no better off; she feared her hair would never be the
same. Even the two little dragons had been soiled.

"We've got to find away to plug that leak," Clio said.
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"| agree. But first I'd like to get clean.”
"Yes! There's astream nearby; we'll wash there."
They slogged down to the stream. "We'll have to strip."

"I know it," she agreed. "It isn't as though we have physical secrets from each
other."

They pulled off their clothing, and Clio also removed the nymph bark, which had
gotten grimed too. They splashed water on themselves, washing off the clinging
filth. The two dragons dived under the surface and came up again, shaking their
wings, they weren't any happier about the foulness. Sherlock helped her with her
hair, which she had to let down and immerse in the water, slowly rinsing it.

"| wonder," he said.

"Yes?'

"If those were more escapees from the dream realm, how could their refuse be
solid?"

"That's an excellent question. It shouldn't be. It should be more apparent than
real."

The remaining gook disappeared. "We figured it out, and it went," Sherlock said.
"It was all in our minds."

Shetried to laugh. "I never realized my mind could be so dirty."
"We were fooled too," Drew said, chagrined.

Sherlock looked around. "Uh-oh."

"More horrors?"' she asked, alarmed.

"Not exactly. It'sthat | think we lost our clothes.”

She checked. Everything was gone. " The stream must have carried them away
while we were distracted. We weren't really dirty; we merely thought we were.
But the water isreal, and it acted as water does. We'll have to hurry to recover

file:///H|/eMule/Incoming/Anthony%20-%20X anth%2028%20-%20Currant%20Events%20V 2.2.htm (208 of 377)15-8-2005 22:30:16



CURRANT EVENTS - PIERS ANTHONY - V2.2 - Jan 2005
them."
“I'll doit." He waded downstream, only to pause before getting far. "Uh-oh," he
repeated.
"| hate that expression! What isit?'
"There's awaterfall. Our clothes are gone."
"How can there be awaterfall? Thisislevel land."

But there was. The water tumbled far down into a crevice and vanished. There
was no hope of recovering their things.

"We can look for them," Drew said.
"They would be too heavy for you to carry."

" S0 the ghastlies may not have had substance,” Sherlock said. "And their mess
wasn't real. But it fooled us into making mischief for ourselves."

"We'll have to find clothing trees," she said. "Fortunately they are fairly common
in this region."

"Will any have another nymph bark?"'

She had lost that too! "I'm afraid not. Y ou will have to bear with me as| am."
"This| am satisfied to do."

For how long, she wondered. Still, she was glad she had told him about the
nymph bark, because it had prepared him for the disappointment of her real body.
They found a pant bush with a number of pants on it, each decorated with
bounding catlike animals. They were even marked HIS and HERS. She had
never quite figured out how such labels came to be; surely plants weren't literate.
They picked and donned pants as appropriate.

There was an urgent grunting sound, as of some hot animal breathing hard,
followed by a higher pitched series of gasps. Both of them looked around, but
there was nothing in view. The sounds were coming from very close, however.
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In fact—
"It's from the pants!" she exclaimed, hastily getting out of hers. "They're
panting!"
"We missed the pun,” he said ruefully, getting out of his. "Pant-hers, pant-his.
Like rutting felines."
"Asif we haven't been humiliated enough."
He paused. "Have we?"
"Have we what?"
"Have we really been humiliated?"
"We're standing here naked!"
He shrugged. "l see another clothing plant. Maybe this one will be legitimate."

It was. In due course they were respectably clothed again, with the two little
dragonsin their pockets. Sherlock looked good; she wished the same could be
said for herself.

"The matter of thetimelimit," he said. "Y ou were about to tell me."

"So | was. It'sthat | am cursed to die young. Because | live on Mount Parnassus
and have eaten of the Tree of Life, I'm immortal, so have remained physically
young. But when | leave Parnassus | resume aging, and use of the windback adds
further to my age, so | could dieif | don't get promptly back home."

"I had not realized that you made such a sacrifice to accomplish your mission."

"I don't regard it as a sacrifice, just arisk. So | do want to return home as soon as
Is expedient."

"And you asked me to return with you."

"Yes. But | had to tell you about—" She glanced down at herself. "My liability."

"| appreciate that. It gives me the chance to get to know you without being
distracted by your curves."
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"To be sure." He was of course being polite.
"Something may be coming,” Drew said. "It seems metal ."

They returned to the path. Just in time to encounter the next gourd escapees.
These were brass men and women wearing brass hats, brassards, and brassieres,
as appropriate. They saw the two travelers and scattered brass tacks in front of
them to step on.

"Brassies," Clio said. "They do much of the construction in the gourd realm.
They're not usually used directly in bad dreams."

They stood aside and | et the brassies pass, ignoring the tacks. There was no point
in reversing folk who weren't up to any mischief.

"However," Sherlock said, "there are bound to be many others that will freak out
ordinary folk. We need some way to locate that leak."

"Maybe the blue arrow will point to it. But getting there could take some time. |
want to handle it faster."

"Short of getting a magic carpet or something to ride, I'm not sure how."
"Something to ride," she agreed. "Let me seeif | can reach Mare Imbrium.”
"The daymare? These are nightmare things."

"But she knows their ropes, and has her body back."

Clio focused on Imbri. In a moment the mare appeared.

A dreamlet formed, containing a black-clad young woman. "Hello, Muse," she
said.

" She speaks the way we do!" Drew exclaimed.

"In the mind," Drusie agreed.

"I'mbri, meet my friends Drew, Drusie, and of course you know Sherlock. Folks,
thisis Mare Imbrium, once a night mare, then a day mare, now atree nymph."

"Y ou have asoul," Drew said to Imbri, surprised. "1 thought dream creatures
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didn't."

"I have half asoul," Imbri's dreamlet figure said. "It'salong story. Y ou dragons
have souls too; | thought dragons didn't."

"We're from Dragon World," Drusie explained. "It's one of the Moons of 1da."
“"Now | understand. I've been to the moons, though not that one."

"We're pretty far up the line," Drew said.

The dreamlet image returned to Clio. "Why did you summon me, Muse?"

"There seems to be aleak in the dream realm. Bad dream figures are roaming
Xanth. We need to locate that leak and seal it before there's any real damage.”

"That explains the disappearance of some of the gourd workers. | received a
report. Some dreams had to be abridged because the actors or craftsmen didn't
show up."

"We saw skeletons, a ghost, brassies, and a mess of ghastlies," Sherlock said.
"We had to wash."

The dreamlet girl seemed to stifleagiggle. "I'm sure. So you do need to find that
leak and stuff it."

"Can you help us?' Clio asked.

Imbri considered. "It must be a bad gourd. Sometimes they rot. They're supposed
to be fail-safe, but every so often a glitch gets into the works."

"Those glitches must be as bad as the ghastlies," Drew said.

"They're not as ugly or dirty, but they're just as much trouble," Imbri agreed.
"The Night Stallion tries to keep them under control, but they keep getting into
things."

"That's their nature," Clio said. "So can you locate the bad gourd for us?"

The dreamlet shook her head. "We'll have to check every gourd until we find it.
There are hundreds of them."
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Clio winced. "I would prefer to do this expeditioudly."

Sherlock, who now understood her situation, stepped in. "If thisis on your
schedule, the compass should point the way. We'll ssmply need to be able to
move rapidly."

“I'll carry one," Imbri said. "l can be solid now. But the regular night and day
mares can't carry people of substance. For that we need a physical mare. But
regular horses don't roam Xanth. Ah—I know. Juana. She'll do it.”

"Juana?' Clio asked. "I don't believe | know of her."

" She wanted to be a day mare, and she had marvelous dreams, but her territory
was Mundania. She was unfairly banned, and is out of ajob. So she's neither
dream nor Xanth, but in between. She'll surely be happy to help." The dreamlet
figure put her hands to her mouth, forming afunnel, and called "Mare Juana! "

There was a stirring, and a sweetish odor as another mare arrived. A dreamlet
formed over her head, with a somewhat dazed maiden clad in brown, matching
her real color. "You have ajob for me?"

"We need to track down aleaky gourd," Imbri said. "Will you carry a human
person?’

The maiden was plainly disappointed. "Not dream work?"

"Not dream work," Imbri agreed.

"Oh, well, | suppose it's better than nothing. Who must | carry?"

"| believe that's me," Sherlock said.

The dreamlet maiden gazed at him. "Oh! A Magician! Why didn't you say so?"
"I'm no Magician," Sherlock protested. "In fact | only recently discovered |
could do magic, and that's sort of scattered."

The maiden flushed. "My error. | apologize. Usually I'm sharper than that."
"Y ou can recognize Magicians, when they're not doing magic?"
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"Usually. But maybe not reliably, it seems. There's something about them, |
don't know what, but | smell it."

"I hope you'll still carry me, though I'm much less than you thought."
"Oh, | will, certainly. Get on my back."

"I lack experience riding. Can we get a saddle?"

"A saddle!" Juanaexclaimed, affronted. "Never!"

"Sorry. | just don't want to fall off the moment you move."

"Oh, don't worry about that; you won't fall."

Sherlock glanced helplessly at Clio. "She's correct,” Clio said. "If a mare wants
you to stay on, you'll stay on. Similarly if she wants you off, you'll be off,
regardless of your skill asarider. Neither night nor day mares can be held
against their will."

"All right," he said, looking as if it was not even partly right. He stood beside
Juana and jumped, trying to get on her back. Suddenly he was there, looking
surprised. "How did | do that?"

"Shedid it," Clio said. "She has some dream qualities." She faced Imbri. "And
you'll carry me?"

"Yes. Jump on."

Clio jumped, and found herself similarly mounted. She knew about the magic,
but it was impressive anyway.

"Where to?' the dreamlet maiden asked.

Clio looked at the compass. "That way," she said, pointing down the trail. "I
don't know how far."

"We'll ssmply gallop to the first gourd along this route. If that's not it, we'll go to
on the next. The direction helps alot; there shouldn't be too many."
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"That's good," Clio said, relieved.
Both mares took off at an instant gallop. Neither Clio nor Sherlock had any
trouble remaining mounted; it was as though each had spent a lifetime riding
horses. Magic had its benefits.
In a moment both mares halted. It seemed they knew where the gourds were; all

they needed the direction for was to select the particular gourds to be checked.
Sure enough, there was a vine with a handsome gourd beside the path.

Clio got down and approached the gourd. It was green and looked healthy, but
that was not necessarily proof that it didn't leak. How could she be sure of it, one
way or the other?

Sherlock joined her. "l assumethat if it isin good operating order, its peephole
will usher peoplein to itswonders. I'll take alook. Just don't depart and leave me

here.

"It'smy mission," she said firmly. "I'll look. Give me about five minutes, then
haul me out."

"Asyou wish, of course."

She lay down before the gourd, propped her chin on her fist, and stared into the
peephole at its end.

She stood in a desolate black and white scene. The sky was overcast and dismal;
the grass was so bedraggled that it was uncertain whether it had ever rated better
days. There was arickety picket fence with several broken slats. Beyond it was a
dull yard with two dormant or dead trees. But mainly there was the haunted
house.

For that was all it could be. The wooden dlats were warped, with paint flaking
off. The steps to the front veranda looked unsafe. The windows were cobwebbed
and cracked. The roof looked leaky. The door looked forbidding. No one with
any sense would enter this house.
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But of course there was no other way to proceed. Thiswasthe first stage of a
bad dream. It forced the visitor to do what he least wanted to: enter the structure.

"Thisisinteresting. I've never seen ahome like this before."

"Drew! You're with me!"

" am with your mind, sharing your vision. Am | intruding? Do you wish to
enjoy it alone?"

"No, I'm glad to have you here." She glanced down and saw his head poking out

of her pocket. "Y ou are acomfort, dragon. I'll be sorry when you finish your
business with me and depart.”

"We'll be sorry too. You are giving us awonderful tour of your world."

She refocused on her mission of the moment. So far so good; this seemed to be a
healthy gourd. But she had to be sure. She swung open the decrepit gate and
walked down the walk and up the steps to the front door. She pressed the
doorbell.

Ouch! There was athorninit. She had forgotten about that. She stuck her thumb
in her mouth to suck out the pain, then tried the doorknob. And got shocked. She
had forgotten about that too; it had been a decade or so since she had covered
this setting in a history tome. "Mice!" she swore.

"Thisis abad word?"
"It's as bad as alady of delicacy is allowed to use."
"What would an indelicate person say?"

"$$$$! " The wood of the door devel oped a scorch mark, and chips of burned
paint dropped to the floor. "1 mention it purely in an advisory sense, of course."
But she felt better.

"I will remember that word," Drew said. "And never useit in your presence.”

"Thank you."
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She used her foot to push the door open. A chill draft washed out, smelling
faintly of something too-long dead. She stepped into the dark hall. A ghost swept
up. "Booo!" it cried.

"Hello, Booo. | met your friend outside, and turned him into a child's blanket."
The ghost's mouth opened in horror. It faded out.

"That was cruel of you. The ghost was only doing its job, after all."

"I regret my intemperance aready," she said with satisfaction.

She found herself moving. The hall floor was alevel escalator that was carrying
her on into the center of the house. She tried to see where it was going, but the
shadows were too thick.

Then suddenly she was falling. The escalator had dumped her into a hole, in fact
it was an oubliette, seemingly bottomless. She fell for along time before
remembering she was supposed to scream. She screamed. Only then did she land
in asguishy puddle. Her feet slipped out, and she sat down on the squish. She
reached down to discover by feel what it was.

And recoiled. It was abed of snakes! "%%%%!!"

The snakes recoiled, hurt. She felt guilty. They, too, were only doing their job.
"How did you learn such dangerous words?' Drew asked.

"I recorded them in prior volumes of the history of Xanth. | tried to erase them
from my mind, but it seems | didn't succeed. | am appalled at myself."

She worked her way to her feet—and suddenly was blinking in daylight.
Sherlock had put his hand between her eye and the peephole, interrupting the
connection and reverting her to the physical realm.

"Five minutes, you said," he reminded her. "I suppose | could have waited a bit
longer, if you preferred.”

"Thank you, no. | have ascertained that this gourd isin normal working mode.
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Do you know what | was experiencing?"

"Y es, Drusie showed us the pictures Drew had from your mind. The horror
house."

"All quite in order. So we can proceed to the next one."

They remounted and rode to the next gourd, passing assorted stray spooks along
the way. They stopped at the gourd.

"My turn," Sherlock said. "The burden need not be yours alone."

She was touched. "There is no need. I'm sure you aren't required to do what | can
do myself."

"I might as well help, however." He lay down, propped up his head, and looked
into the peephole. He froze.

A picture appeared above him, as Drusie relayed what wasin his mind. It was
inside the city of the brassies, Brassilia. Shining brass was everywhere. Ahead
were straight long golden streets, perfectly squared off, with cubic buildings
along them. There were no windows or doors, just blank brass surfaces.

There was a brass button on a pedestal. "L eave that alone," Clio warned, but
Sherlock didn't hear her. He pushed the button.

A klaxon alarm sounded. Suddenly the city was in motion. The buildings slid on
tracks from one block to another, rapidly.

A gleaming brass wall was diding toward him. Sherlock looked behind him, but
saw only another wall, too high and dlick to scale. He ducked down into a cubic
hole in the ground and let the wall slide over him. It was the outside of a brass
structure. Soon it set down brass pegs and anchored itsalf.

Sherlock climbed back out of the hole. He was in a huge hollow building. It was
filled with pedestals on which stood brass statues of men, women, and children.
That was all, except for another brass button nearby. "Don't touch it,” Clio said,
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but he did.

The statues came to life. They were the brassies, in stasis until summoned to
action. They spied Sherlock and closed in around him. "Who are you?' a brassy
man demanded, brandishing a brass club. "What are you doing here?"

"Well, nothing," Sherlock said. "I wasjust looking."
"Looking for what?' a brassie woman asked. The females had the feminine

spelling. "Company? | can be very soft when | want to be." Indeed she looked
soft in all the right places.

"Sorry, my interest is elsewhere." Sherlock made asif to leave, but they grabbed
him with brass tongs.

Clio put her hand between the man's eye and the gourd peephole, breaking the
connection. Sherlock blinked, recovering his orientation. "That was an
experience," he said.

"Brassies aren't necessarily friendly," Clio said. "But | think this gourd, aso, is
in proper working order."

They went on to the next gourd. Clio took this one, staring into its peephole.
She wasin aworld of paper. A flat yellow paper circle pinned to a paper blue

wall was the sun, and clouds fashioned of white crepe paper floated benesath it.
Across the cardboard |andscape were houses of cards. Even the ponds were

paper.
That wasn't all. The animals were paper too, origami constructs moving among
the pasteboard plant life. Folded paper bugs crawled through the green paper
streamers of grass. Paper birds flew down, scratching for pleated worms.

Despite her prior knowledge of thisregion, Clio was fascinated. She walked
around, studying it.

But a cardboard man spied her. "Intruder!” he cried, his voice like arattling
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paper horn. "Destroy her!"

Oops. She turned to go, but a paper tiger sprang out of the brush to cut her off.
She turned again, and was peppered by paper balls fired from paper tanks.

Then she was looking at a brown hand. Sherlock had blocked off the peephole.
"No sense in letting you get attacked," he said. "Y ou have already verified it."

"This gourd, too, is functional," she agreed.

They continued to the next gourd. Before Sherlock could addressit, afierce
harpy squeezed out of it. She collided with his face, except that her body passed
right through his head. "Watch where you're going, blackhead!" she screeched.
She whirled in the air and dive-bombed him from the other side.

Sherlock flipped a chip at her. The harpy became a gentle lovebird. "Oh, what a
dear man!" she said in adulcet tone, and kissed him on the forehead. Her lips
passed through him, but did no harm.

"This must be the gourd,” Clio said as the lovebird flew away. She got down to
inspect it more closely. Sure enough, it was rotten at the core. "What's the most
effective way to fix it?'

"Reverse wood?' Sherlock asked.

"Just destroy it," Mare Imbri's dreamlet image said. "Animals eat gourds all the
time, and they never function well after that."

Sherlock lifted his foot and stomped down on the gourd with his shoe. It
squished flat, squirting goo to the sides. A splotch of orange goo flew out and
landed on Clio's wrist next to the compass. She was about to wipe it off when
she saw that the blue arrow was pointing right toward it.

Could it be? She fetched another bag from her pocket and scooped the goo into
it. She moved the bag around—and the blue arrow followed it.

She had found what she had come for, weird asit might be. A pulped fragment
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of adefective hypnogourd.

12

Counter Xanth

"Where to now?" Sherlock inquired asthey cameto acrossing of trails.
Clio looked at the compass. "East."

They took the eastward trail. Soon they saw a giant snake going the other
direction. Sherlock readied a chip, but Clio cautioned him. "Thisis an enchanted
path; anything on it should be friendly."

Indeed, when the snake saw them, it shifted, developing ahead. "A greeting,
travelers. | am Ana Conda Naga, touring Xanth for fun and romance.”

"Hello, Ana," Clio said. "I am Clio, and my friend is Sherlock. We're following
an assigned direction.”

Anaeyed Sherlock. "Are you a couple?’
"Just friends," Sherlock said.

Ana shifted to full human form. She had no clothing, being unable to wear it
with her other forms. Some shape shifters had clothing included; some didn't.
She had exactly the kind of curves Clio had lost. "Would you be interested in a
passing dalliance?"

He laughed. "What would a healthy young creature like you want with an aging
black man?"

"Variety. Older folk have more character, and they expect less."

"I'm flattered. But | think my heart is committed el sewhere."
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" She must be quite something."
"Sheis."

Ana shifted back to nagaform. "Then I'll be on my way." She returned to full
serpent form and dlithered rapidly onward.

Clio felt apang. She had understood Sherlock was emotionally uncommitted.
But maybe he had just said that to avoid embarrassment with the naga wench.
Still, Ana Conda had been right on target about character and expectations.

They went on. They passed an open area where piles of fluffy stuff were
scattered. Sherlock checked it. "Wooal, just lying around. Someone must have
lost it."

"No, I've seen this before. Someone was daydreaming, and this collected."
"Daydreaming?"
"Woolgathering."

"Oh. My thinking seems woolly today." He was a good sport about missing the
pun.

They passed the wool and came to a pleasant region with a cave opening by a
river. "Why thisis Com Passion's cave," Clio said. "l recognizeit. | must have
business with her."

"Maybe she has what you seek."
"A currant? Then why wasn't | led to her directly?"
"You seek acurrent? In ariver? | thought we had had more than enough of that."

"Currant with an A. It'sared berry. The Good Magician told meto find it. | have
no ideawhy it should help me."

He nodded. "Ah, now | remember; you told me when the Demoness Metria was
distracting me, and it slipped my mind."

Clio smiled. "The demoness has that effect, deliberately.”
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"I know it, yet can't prevent it. My intellect knows better, but not my eyes."

"That comes with the state of being male." But she was heartened; it meant he
might be freaked out by certain sights, but was not completely governed by
them. "Just as my intellect can't seem to explain the reason for the currant.”

"It certainly isn't obvious to me. But if that's what you need, that's what you
need, and I'll help you find it if | can. Let's talk to Com Passion."

"Y ou are remarkably patient." She didn't add that he surely wanted to return to
the woman he was committed to. She was almost sure he had said he had no
prospects, but maybe he loved a woman who didn't love him.

Confound it! She had to know. So she didn't go into the cave. " Sherlock—it may
not be my business, but my feminine curiosity is tormenting me. Y ou told the

naga lady that your heart was committed elsewhere. But | had understood that—'

He held up a hand, smiling. "Y ou must have told the dragons to stay out of my
mind."

"| did. It seemed inappropriate to spy on your private thoughts."

"| appreciate that. Complications remain, but the one | meant was you."
"Oh!" Surprise and relief prevented her from saying more at the moment.
"We could have told you," Drew said, "if you had let us. Heredlly likes you."
"| regret embarrassing you," Sherlock said. "Maybe | shouldn't have said it."
"But my lost curves—how—7?"

"Asthe naga said, older folk have more character. | like yours. Y ou are the
nicest and most mature woman | have encountered. Curves are for the eyes,
character isfor the heart. But since | have no right to presume, | assure you that |
will not act in any untoward manner. One advantage of age is that we have better
emotional discipline."

That was true, yet she was thrilled. "Next time you get the urge to presume,
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please do so."
He shook his head. "You are kind."
"] am serious.”

He paused, then seemed to make a decision. "Now is not the time. But when the
occasion seems appropriate, then you may repeat what you said, and maybe we
can come to a better understanding."”

"| agree." At that time he would surely set her straight about the distinction
between intellectual admiration and physical attraction. "Now we must brace the
friendly machine." Without giving herself any more time to consider, she
marched into the cave. Sherlock followed.

A screen lighted with pink script, greetings, travelers.

"And hello to you, Com Passion," Clio said. "I think you know me. My
companion is Sherlock of the Black Wave. We also have two small telepathic
dragons from the moons of Ida, Drew and Drusie."

Dragons. What a delight. Terian, come see.

A lovely young woman appeared. "Thisis Mouse Terian, Com Passion's
mouse," Clio murmured to Sherlock.

"Glad to meet you," Sherlock said politely.

Terian stepped into him and kissed him on the cheek. That effectively silenced
him. Then she looked at the little dragon in his pocket. "Hello, Drusie.”

"You'reamouse!" Drusie exclaimed. "It'sin your mind."

"Yes, | really am amouse. But | assume human form when meeting humans. |
regret | don't have adragon form."

That can be arranged, the screen scripted. Com Passion, like her friend Com
Pewter, had the power to change reality within her cave.

"No need,"” Drusie said. "We can project as mouse forms if we need to." She
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glanced across at Drew. "But we don't need to." She projected an impression of
jealousy for Terian's beauty. It was humor, as neither dragon nor mouse cared
much for the nuances of human appearance.

What Brings you here, Muse of History?

"A compass lent me by the Good Magician. It pointed me here without
explaining why."

| don't know why either. But perhaps it was to do me a favor.

"Perhaps," Clio agreed warily. The sapient machines could be extremely
demanding.

Panion, appear.

A miniature version of Passion appeared, looking shy.

This is my daughter-system, Passion explained. She is getting complicated
enough to set up her own site, but Com Pewter and | haven't found a suitable

one in Xanth. Snce you are going to Counter Xanth, that may be a better place.
Take Panion along.

"Counter Xanth!" Clio repeated, surprised. "How do you know that?"
It's on the Outernet.

"I'm really not sure—"

Muse agrees.

"I'msureit'sal right," Clio agreed. She knew her reality had been summarily
changed, but it did seem all right. The compass had led her here, after all.

She picked up the tiny machine and put her in her other pocket, along with the
bagged piece of gourd and the durian fruit.

Muse gets immediately on her way.

And thus they were on their way to Counter Xanth. Com Passion had been
somewhat overbearing, but it seemed that this was what the blue arrow intended,
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for now it pointed a new direction.
"What is Counter Xanth?' Sherlock asked.

"That's complicated to explain. It's an alternate magic land that is now being
settled. Things are reversed there."

"Ah—Ilike reverse wood. That interests me."
"Not like reverse wood. Y ou'll have to seeit to understand, | think."
"I'll beglad to."

A bell sounded, startling them both.