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SPELL FOR CHAMELEON
By Piers Anthony

Chapter 1. Xanth

A small lizard perched on a brown stone. Feeling threatened by the approach of human bei ngs al ong
the path, it netanorphosed into a stingray beetle, then into a stench-puffer, then into a fiery
sal amander.

Bi nk sm | ed. These conversions weren't real. It had assumed the fornms of obnoxious little
nmonsters, but not their essence. It could not sting, stink, or bum It was a chaneleon, using its
magic to mmc creatures of genuine threat.

Yet as it shifted into the formof a basilisk it glared at himwi th such ferocity that Bink's
mrth abated. If its malice could strike him he would be horribly dead.

Then abruptly a silent noth hawk swooped down fromthe sky and caught the chaneleon in its beak
There was a thin scream of anguish as the |lizard convul sed; then it dangled linply as the hawk
ascended. The chanel eon, despite all its pretensions, was dead. Even while trying to threaten Bink
it had been destroyed by another agency.

This retaliation continued to percolate through Bink's enotion. The chanel eon was harm ess - but
nmost of untamed Xanth was not. Was this sonme twi sted onen, a snmall suggestion of a dire fate
awai ti ng hinf? Onens were serious business; they always came true, but usually were msinterpreted
until too late. Was Bink fated to die brutally---or was sonme eneny of his?

He had, so far as he knew, no enem es.

The gol den sun of Xanth - shone through the magic shield, striking sparkles fromthe trees. Al

pl ants had their enchantnents, but no spell could elinmnate the need for light, water, and healthy
soil. Instead, nagic was used to nmake these necessities of the vegetabl e ki ngdom nore avail abl e,
and to protect the plants fromdestruction, unless they were overpowered by stronger nagic or
sinmpl e bad luck, like the chanel eon

Bi nk | ooked at the girl beside himas she stepped through a slanting sunbeam He was no plant, but
he too had needs, and oven the nobst casual inspection of her nade himaware of this. Sabrina was
absol utely beautiful---and her beauty was conpletely natural. Qher girls nmanaged to enhance their
appear ance by cosnetics or padding or specialized spells, but beside Sabrina all other fenales

| ooked somewhat artificial. She was no eneny!

They canme to Lookout Rock. This was not a particularly lofty pronontory, but its situational nmagic
made it seemnore elevated than it was, so that they could | ook down on a quarter slice of Xanth.
This was a land of multicolored vegetation, snall pretty |akes, and deceptively quiet fields of
flowers, ferns, and crops. Even as Bink watched, one of the |akes expanded slightly, making itself
seem cool er and deeper, a better place for a swim

Bi nk wondered briefly about this, as he often did. He had an unruly mnd, which constantly
pestered himw th questions for which there were no ready answers. As a child he had driven
parents and friends alnmost to distraction with his "Wiy is the sun yell ow?" "Wiy do ogres crunch
bones?" "Wy can't sea nonsters cast spells?" and sinmlarly infantile prattle. No wonder he had
soon been hustled away to centaur school. Now he had learned to control his nouth, but not his
brain, and so he let it run on in silence.

Ani mate spells he coul d understand, such as those of the unfortunate chanel eon; they facilitated
confort, survival, or inmage for living creatures. But why should inanimte things have nagic? Did
a |l ake care who swamin it? Wll, maybe so; a | ake was an ecol ogical unit, and the comunity of
living things within it mght have a nmutual interest in pronoting it. O a freshwater dragon m ght
be responsible, luring in prey. Dragons were the nost varied and dangerous life fornms of Xanth;
speci es occupied air, earth, and water, and a nunber breathed fire. One thing they all had in
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conmmon: good appetite. Pure chance night not bring in enough fresh neat.

But what about Lookout Rock? It was bare, w thout even |ichen, and hardly beautiful. Wy should it
want company? And if it did, why not nmake itself nore handsone, instead of remaining gray and
drab? People did not come here to admire the rock, but to adnmire the rest of Xanth. Such a spel
seened sel f-defeating.

Then Bi nk stubbed his toe on a sharp fragnment of stone. He was standing on a cracked-rock terrace,
formed generations ago by the breaking up of a pretty-col ored boul der and--

There it was! That other boul der, which nust have been close to Lookout Rock and of sinilar size,
had been fragnented to nmake this path and terrace, losing its identity. Lookout Rock had survived.
Nobody woul d break it up, because it would make an ugly path, and its unsel fish nagic nade it
useful as it stood. One m nor nystery sol ved.

Still, there were philosophical considerations, his insatiable mnd insisted. How could an

i nani mate thing think or have feelings? What was survival to a rock? A boulder was nerely the
fragment of a prior layer of rock; why should it have a personal identity if the bedrock didn't?
Still, the sane question could be asked of a man: he had been forned fromthe tissues of the

pl ants and ani mal s he consuned, yet he had a separate--.

"What did you wish to talk to me about, Bink?" Sabrina inquired demrurely.

As if she didn't know But as his nmnd forned the necessary words, his nouth bal ked. He knew what
her answer had to be. No one could remain in Xanth after his twenty-fifth birthday unl ess he
denonstrated a nagic talent. Bink's own critical birthday was barely a nonth away. He was no child
now. How could she marry a man who was so soon to be exiled?

Way hadn't he thought of that before bringing her out here? He could only enbarrass hinself. Now
he had to say sonething to her, or suffer further enbarrassment, making it awkward for her as wel
"I just wanted to see your - your"

"See nmy what?" she inquired with an arch lift of eyebrow.

He felt the heat starting up his neck. "Your hol ograph, he blurted. There was much nore of her
he |l onged to see, and to touch, but that could cone only after narriage. She was that sort of
girl, and it was part of her appeal. The girls who had it didn't need to put it on casual display.

Well, not quite true. He thought of Aurora, who certainly had it, yet who--

"Bink, there is a way," Sabrina said.

He gl anced sidel ong at her, then quickly away, confused. She couldn't be suggesting-
"The Good Magician Hunfrey," she continued blithely.
"What ?" He had been on quite a different track, no credit to his willful mnd

"Hunfrey knows a hundred spells. Maybe one of them-1'msure he could find out what your talent
is. Then everything would be all right."

Ch. "But he charges a year's service for a single spell,” Bink protested. "I have only a nmonth."
But that was not quite accurate; if the Magician identified a talent for Bink, then he would not
be exiled, and he woul d have a year available. He was deeply touched by Sabrina's faith in him
She did not say what others said: that he had no nagic. She did himthe i mense courtesy of
choosing to believe that his nagic nerely remai ned undi scover ed.

Perhaps it was that faith that had first attracted himto her. Certainly she was beautiful and
intelligent and talented, a prize by any definition. But she could have been nuch less in al
categories and still been his--

"A year is not so long," Sabrina nmurnmured. "I would wait."

Bi nk stared down at his hands, pondering. H's right hand was normal, but he had lost the middle
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finger of his left hand in a childhood accident. It had not even been the result of inimca

magi ¢c; he had been playing with a cl eaver, holding down a stal k of coilgrass while he chopped,
pretending it was the tail of a dragon. After all, a boy could not start to practice too early for
the serious side of life. The grass had twitched out of grip as he swng, and he had grabbed for
it, and the cleaver had cone down hard on his extended finger

It had hurt, but the worst of it was that because he was not supposed to play with the cleaver, he
had not dared screamor tell of his injury. He had controlled hinself with extrene effort and
suffered in silence. He had buried the finger, and nanaged to hide his mutilation by keeping his
hand cl osed for several days. Wen the truth finally cane out, it was too late for a restorative
spell; the finger was rotted and could not be reattached. A strong-enough spell could have
attached it--but it would have remai ned a zonbi e finger

He had not been punished. H s nother, Bianca, believed he had | earned his | esson--and he had, he
had! Next time he played with a cleaver on the sly he would watch where his fingers were. H's
father seemed privately pleased that Bink had shown so much courage and tenacity in adversity,
even in his wongdoing. "The lad's got nerve," Roland had said. "Now if only he had nmagic---"

Bi nk jerked his eyes away fromthe hand. That had been fifteen years ago. Suddenly a year seened
short indeed. One year of service---in exchange for a lifetime with Sabrina. It was a bargain.

Yet - suppose he had no magi c? Was he to pay a year of his |life to verify the certainty of being
thrust into the drear realmof the null-talented? O would it be better to accept exile,
preserving the usel ess hope that he did have a |l atent talent?

Sabrina, respecting his flurry of contenplation, began her hol ograph. A haze of bl ue appeared
bef ore her, hanging over the slope. It expanded, thinning at the edges, intensifying in the
center, until it was two feet in dianmeter. It |ooked like thick snoke, but did not dissipate or
drift.

Now she began to hum She had a good voice--not a great one, but right for her magic. At the
sound, the blue cloud quivered and solidified, beconmi ng roughly spherical. Then she changed her
pitch, and the outer rimturned yell ow. She opened her nouth, singing the word "girl," and the

col ors assuned the shape of a young lass in a blue dress with yellow frills. The figure was three-
dimensional, visible fromall sides with differing perspective.

It was a fine talent, Sabrina could scul pt anything--but the i mages vani shed the nonent her
concentration stopped, and never had any physical substance. So this was, strictly speaking,
useless magic. It did not inprove her life in any material fashion

Yet how many talents really did help their people? One person could nake a |l eaf of a tree wither
and die as he looked at it. Another could create the odor of sour mlk. Another could make insane
| aught er bubble up fromthe ground. These were all magic, no question about it--but what use were
t hey? Way shoul d such people qualify as citizens of Xanth while Bink, who was smart, strong, and
handsone, was disqualified? Yet that was the absolute rule: no nonnagical person could renain
beyond his quarter-century nark.

Sabrina was right: he had to identify his talent. He had never been able to find it on his own, so
he shoul d pay the Good Magician's price. Not only would this preserve himfromexile---which
really mght be a fate worse than death, since what was the point in life without nagic?--and win
him Sabrina, a fate considerably better than death. It would al so redeem his battered self-
respect. He had no choi ce.

"Ch!" Sabrina exclainmed, clapping her hands to her pert derriere. The hol ograph di ssol ved, the
bl ue-dressed girl distorting grotesquely before she vanished. "I"'mon firel"

Bi nk stepped toward her, alarnmed. But even as he noved, there was |loud juvenile | aughter. Sabrina
whi ffed furiously. "Nunmbo, you stop that!" she cried. She was one of those girls who was as
appealing in anger as in joy. "It's not funny."

It was, of course, Numbo who had given her a magical hotseat, a fiery pain in the posterior. Talk
about a useless talent! Bink, his fists clenched so tightly that his thunb janmmed into the stub of
his missing finger, strode toward the grinning youth standi ng behi nd Lookout Rock. Numbo was
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fifteen, cocky and annoyi ng; he needed a | esson

But Bink's foot struck a | oose rock, which turned his ankle | ong enough to cost himhis bal ance.
It didn't hurt, but it interrupted his forward progress. Hi s hand swng forward---and his fingers
touched an invisible wall

There was anot her shout of laughter. Bink hadn't crashed headlong into the wall, thanks to the
provi dential stone under his foot, but evidently soneone thought he had.

"You too, Chilk" Sabrina said. That was Chilk's talent: the wall. It was a kind of conplenent to
Sabrina's talent; instead of being visible without substance, it had substance without visibility.
It was only six feet square; and, like so nmany talents, it was strictly tenporary--but it was hard

as steel in the first few nonents

Bi nk coul d dodge around it and run the kid down--but he was sure to get caught several tines by
that re-manifesting wall, and suffer nore damage than be could do to the boy. It wasn't worth it.
If only he had a talent of his own, such as Nunbo's hotseat, he could nake the joker sorry
regardl ess of the wall But he didn't, and Chilk knew it. Everyone knew it. That was Bink's big
problem He was fair ganme for all the pranksters, because he couldn't strike back--not nagically,
and it was deened crass to do it physically. R ght now he was quite ready to be crass, however.

"Let's get out of here, Bink," Sabrina said. There was disgust in her voice, noninally directed at
the intruders, but Bink suspected part of it applied to him An inpotent kind of rage began
bui | di ng up--one he had felt nmany tinmes before, and had never gotten used to. He had been bal ked
fromproposing to her by the lack of a talent, and he could not stay here, for the sane reason

Not here at Lookout Rock or here in Xanth. Because he didn't fit.

They wal ked back down the path. The jokers, getting no further rise fromtheir prey, went in
search of other mschief. The | andscape no | onger seened so |ovely. Maybe he'd be better off away
fromhere. Maybe he should take off now, not waiting to be officially exiled. If Sabrina really

| oved him she'd cone with him--even Qutside, into Miundani a.

No, he knew better than that. Sabrina |oved him-but she |loved Xanth, too. She had such a sweet
shape, such kissable Iips, that she could find another man nmuch nore easily than she coul d adj ust
to the rigors of |ife anong the nonnmagical. For that natter, he could find another gift nore
easily than . . . what he faced. So probably, objectively, he'd be better off going al one. So why
didn't his heart agree?

They passed the brown stone where the chanel eon had perched, and he shudder ed.

"Why don't you ask Justin?" Sabrina suggested as they approached the village. It was dusk, closing
in faster here than up at Lookout Rock. The village |anps were coning on

Bi nk gl anced across at the unique tree she indicated. There were many kinds of trees in Xanth, a
nunber of themvital to the econony. Beerbarrel trees were tapped for drink, and oilbarrel trees
for fuel, and Bink's own footwear cane froma mature shoe tree east of the village. But Justin
Tree was sonething special, a species never sprouted fromseed. Its | eaves were shaped like flat
hands, and its trunk was the hue of tanned human flesh. This was scarcely surprising, since it had
once been human.

In an instant that history flashed across Bink's mnd--part of the dynam c fol kl ore of Xanth.
Twenty years ago there had been one of the greatest of the Evil Magicians: a young nman naned
Trent. He had possessed the power of transformation--the ability to change any living thing into
any other living thing, instantly. Not satisfied with his status of Magician, granted in

recogni tion of the awesone strength of his magic, Trent had sought to use his power to preenpt the
throne of Xanth. H's procedure had been sinple and nost direct: he transforned anyone who opposed
himinto sonething that could not oppose him The worst threats he converted to fish---on dry
land, allowing themto flop until they died. The nere nui sances he changed to animals or plants.
Thus several intelligent aninmals owed their status to hinm though they were dragons, two-headed
wol ves, and | and-octopi, they retained the intelligence and perspective of their human origins.
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Trent was gone now -but his works renmained, for there was no other transforner to change them
back. Hol ographs, hotseats, and invisible wails were qualifying talents, but transformation was of
a different order. Only once in a generation did such power manifest in an individual, and it

sel dom nanifested twice in the sane form Justin had been one of Magician Trent's annoyances--no
one renmenbered exactly what he had done--so Justin was a tree. No one had the ability to change

hi m back into a nman.

Justin's own tal ent had been voice projection--not the parlor trick that was ventriloquism or the
trivial talent of insane |aughter, but genui ne conprehensible utterance at a distance wi thout the
use of vocal cords. He retained this talent as a tree, and as he had a great deal of tine for

t hought, villagers often cane to this tree for advice. Oten it was good advice. Justin was no
genius, but a tree had greater objectivity about hunman probl ens.

It occurred to Bink that Justin might actually be better off as a tree than he had been as a man.
He |iked people, but it was said that in his human form he had not been handsone. As a tree he was
quite stately, and no threat to anyone

They veered to approach Justin. Suddenly a voice spoke directly in front of them "Do not
approach, friends; ruffians are lurking."

Bi nk and Sabrina drew up short. "Is that you, Justin?'' she asked. "Wo is |urking?"

But the tree could not hear as well as it could speak, and did not answer. Wod did not seemto
make the best ears.

Bi nk, angry, took a step toward it. "Justin is public scenery," he muttered. "Nobody has a right
to--"

"Pl ease, Bink!" Sabrina urged, pulling back on arm "W don't want any trouble."

No, she never wanted any trouble. He would not go so far as to call this a fault in her, but at
tinmes it becane annoyingly inconvenient Bink hinself never let trouble bar himfroma matter of
principle. Still, Sabrina was beautiful, and he had caused her trouble enough already tonight. He
turned to acconpany her away fromthe tree.

"Hey, no fair!" a voice exclained. "They're going away.'
"Justin must've tattled," another cried.

"Then let's chop down Justin."

Bi nk halted again. "They wouldn't!" he said.

"Of course they wouldn't," Sabrina agreed. "Justin is a village nmonunent. lgnore them"

But the voice of the tree cane again, a bit msplaced in relation to Bink and Sabri na---evidence
of poor concentration. "Friends, please fetch the King quickly. These ruffians have an axe or
sonet hi ng, and they've been eating | ocoberries."”

"An axe!" Sabrina exclained in sheer horror

"The King is out of town," Bink nuttered. "Anyway, he's senile."

"And he hasn't sumoned nore than a sumrer shower in years," Sabrina agreed. "Kids didn't dare
make so nuch nischief when he had his full nmagic."

"We certainly didn't," Bink said. "Renenber the hurricane flanked by six tornadoes he sumpned to
put down the | ast wiggle spawning? He was a real StormKing then. He--"

There was the ringing sound of metal biting into wood. A scream of sheer agony erupted fromthe
air. Bink and Sabrina junped.

"That's Justin!" she said. "They're doing it."
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"No time for the King anyway," Bink said. He charged toward the tree.
"Bink, you can't!" Sabrina cried after him "You don't have any magic."

So the truth cane out, in this nonent of crisis. She didn't really believe he had a talent. "I've
got nuscle, though!" he yelled back. "You go for help."

Justin screaned again as the blade struck a second tine. It was an eerie wooden noi se. There was
| aughter--the merry mrth of kids out on a lark, having no care at all what consequences their
actions mght have. Loco? This was nere insensitivity.

Then Bink was there. And--he was al one. Just when he was in the nmood for a good fight. The
mal i ci ous pranksters had scattered.

He coul d guess their identities--but he didn't have to. "Jama, Zink, and Potipher," Justin Tree

said. "Oooo, ny foot!"

Bi nk squatted to inspect the cut. The white wood-wound was clearly visible in contrast to the
shoel i ke bark of the base of the tree trunk. Driblets of reddish sap were forning, very much |ike
bl ood. Not too serious for a tree this size, but surely extremely unconfortable.

"I"ll get sone conpresses for that," Bink said. "There's sone coral sponge in the forest near
here. Yell if anyone bothers you while |I'm gone."

"I will,” Justin said. "Hurry." Then, as an afterthought: "You' re a great guy, Bink. Mich better
t han some who--uh--"

"Than some who have magic," Bink finished for him "Thanks for trying to spare ny feelings."
Justin nmeant well, but sonetines spoke before he thought. It came from having a wooden brain.

"It isn't fair that louts like Jama are called citizens, while you--"

"Thanks," Bink said gruffly, noving off. He agreed conpletely, but what was the use tal ki ng about
it? He watched out for anyone lurking in the bushes, waiting to bother Justin when the tree was
unprot ect ed, but saw nobody. They were really gone.

Jama, Zink, and Potipher, he thought darkly--the village troubl enakers. Jama's talent was the
mani festation of a sword, and that was what had chopped Justin's trunk. Anyone who could i nagi ne
that such vandal i smwas funny--

Bi nk renmenbered one of his own bitter experiences with that bunch, not so many years ago.

I ntoxi cated by | ocoberries, the three had lurked in anbush al ong one of the paths beyond the
village, just |looking for mischief. Bink and a friend had wal ked into that trap, and been backed
up agai nst the cloud of poison gas that was Potipher's nagic talent, while Zi nk nmade m rage-hol es
near their feet and Jama materialized flying swords for themto duck. Some sport!

Bink's friend had used his magic to escape, aninmating a golemfroma stick of wood that took his
pl ace. The gol em had resenbl ed himexactly, so that it fooled the pranksters. Bink had known the
di fference, of course, but he had covered for his friend. Unfortunately, though the gol em was

i mmune to poi son gas, Bink was not. He had inhaled some of it, and | ost consciousness even as hel p
arrived. His friend had brought Bink's nother and father--

Bi nk had found hinself holding his breath again as the poison cloud envel oped him He saw his
nmot her tugging at his father's arm pointing Bink's way. Bianca' s talent was replay: she could
junmp tinme back five seconds in a small area. This was very |linmited but deviously powerful magic,
for it enabled her to correct a just-nmade nmistake. Such as Bink's breath of poison gas.

Then his breath had whooshed out again, making Bianca's nagic usel ess. She coul d keep repl ayi ng
the scene indefinitely, but everything was replayed, including his breath. But Rol and | ooked,
pi ercingly--and Bi nk had frozen.

Rol and's tal ent was the stun gaze: one special glance and what he | ooked at was frozen in place,
alive but inmobile until released. In this nmanner Bink had been prevented from breathing the gas a
second tine, until his rigid body had been carried out.
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As the stun abated, he had found hinmself in his nother's arns. "Ch ny baby!" she cried, cradling
hi s head agai nst her bosom "Did they hurt you?"

Bi nk canme to an abrupt stop by the bed of sponge, his face flushing even now with the keen
enbarrassnent of the nenory. Had she had to do that? Certainly she had saved himfroman early
deat h- - but he had been the | aughingstock of the village for an interm nable tine thereafter
Everywhere he went, kids exclainmed "My baby!" in falsetto, and sniggered. He had his life--at the
expense of his pride. Yet he knew he could not blane his parents.

He had bl amed Jama and Zi nk and Potipher. Bink had no magic, but, perhaps for that reason, he was
the huskiest boy in the village. He had had to fight as |ong as he could renenber. He was not
especially well coordinated, but he had a | ot of raw power. He had gone after Jama privately and
denonstrated convincingly that the fist was swifter than the magi ¢ sword. Then Zink, and finally
Poti pher; Bink had hurled himinto his own gas cloud, forcing himto dissolve it very suddenly.
Those three had not sniggered at Bink thereafter; in fact, they tended to avoid hi m-which was why
they had scattered when he charged the tree. Together they could have overcone him but they had
been well conditioned by those separate encounters.

Bi nk smiled, his enbarrassnent replaced by grimpleasure. Perhaps his nmanner of dealing with the
situation had been i mmature, but there had been a lot of satisfaction in it. Down underneath he
knew it had been his irritation at his nother that notivated him displaced to people |like Janma--
but he did not regret it. He did love his nother, after all

But in the end his only chance to redeem hinmsel f had been to find his own nmagic talent, a good
strong one like that of his father, Roland. So no one would dare to tease himor |augh at himor
baby him ever again. So that pure shame would not drive himfrom Xanth. And that had never
happened. He was known contenptuously as the "Spell-less Wnder."

He stooped to gather several good, strong sponges. These woul d abate Justin Tree's disconfort, for
that was their magic: they absorbed agony and spread a healing confort. A nunber of plants and

ani mal s--he was not quite sure in which category the sponges fit--had simlar properties. The
advant age of the sponges was that they were nobile; plucking themwould not kill them They were
tough; they had migrated fromthe water when the corals did, and now thrived on | and. Probably
their magic healing properties had been developed to facilitate their lives in the new nedium O
maybe before the migration, since coral was cutting stuff.

Talents tended to run in schools, with one overlapping another; thus many variants of each type of
magi ¢ showed up in the plant and ani mal ki ngdons. But anong people, nagic varied extrenely wi dely.
It seened that individual personality had nore to do with it than heredity, though the strongest
magi c tended to turn up in particular famly lines. As if strength of magic was hereditary, while
type of magic was environnental. Yet there were other factors---

Bink could fit a lot of reflection into a passing nonent. If reflection were nagic, he' d be a
Magi ci an. But right now he'd better concentrate on what he was doing, or he'd be in trouble.

Dusk was intensifying. Disnmal shapes were rising out of the forest, hovering as if seeking prey.
Eyel ess and form ess, they neverthel ess conducted thensel ves with a disquieting awareness,
orienting on Bink----or seenming to. Mre magi c was unexpl ai ned than was safely catal ogued. A will -
0' -the-wi sp caught Bink's nervous eye. He started to follow the half-glinpsed light, then abruptly
caught hinself. The lure of the wisp was sheer mischief. It would lead himinto the wi |l derness and
lose himthere, prey to the hostile nmagic of the unknown. One of Bink's childhood friends had

foll owed the wi sp and never returned. Warni ng enough

Ni ght transforned Xanth. Regions |like this one that were innocent by day becane horrors as the sun
sneaked down. Specters and shades cane out, questing for their ghastly satisfactions, and
occasionally a zonmbie ripped free of its grave and nmarched clunsily about. No sensi bl e person

sl ept outdoors, and every house in the village had repul sion spells against the supernatural. Bink
did not dare use the shortcut back to Justin Tree; he would have to go the long way, follow ng the
| ooping but magically protected trails. This was not timdity but necessity.

He ran--not fromfear, for there was no real danger on this charnmed route, and he knew the paths
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too well to stray accidentally fromthem but in order to reach Justin nore swiftly. Justin's
fl esh was wood, but it hurt every bit as rmuch as normal flesh. How anyone could be so crass as to
chop at Justin Tree

Bi nk passed a field of sea oats, hearing the pleasant swi sh and gurgle of their oceanic tides.
When harvested, they made excellent foany broth, except that it tended to be rather salty. The
bow s could only be filled hal f-way; otherwi se the broth's continuing sea waves sl opped over

He' renmenbered the wild oats he had planted as an adol escent. Sea oats were restless, but their
cousins the wild oats were hyperactive. They had fought himsavagely, their stens slashing across
his wists as he tried to harvest a ripe ear. He had gotten it, but had been unconfortably
scratched and abraded before getting clear of the patch

He had planted those few wild seeds in a secret plot behind his house, and watered them every day,
the natural way. He had guarded the bad-tenpered shoots fromall harm his anticipation grow ng.
VWhat an adventure for a teenaged male! Until his nother, Bianca had di scovered the plot. Al as, she
had recogni zed the species instantly.

There had been a pronpt fanmily hassle. "How could you?" Bi anca demanded, her face flaning. But
Rol and had | abored to suppress his admiring smle. "Sowing wild oats!"™ he nurrmured. "The lad's
growi ng up."

"Now, Rol and, you know that--"
"Dear, it isn't as if there's any real harmin it."

"No harnml " she exclained indignantly.

"It is a perfectly natural urge for a young man--" But her furious expression had halted Bink's
father, who feared nothing in Xanth but was normally a peaceable man. Rol and sighed and turned to
Bink. "I gather you do know what you were doi ng, son?"

Bi nk felt excruciatingly defensive. "Wll-yes. The nynph of the oats--"
"Bi nk!" Bi anca snapped warningly. He had never seen her so angry before.

Rol and hel d up his hands, maki ng peace. "Dear--why don't you let us work this out, nan-to-man? The
boy's got a right."

And so Rol and had betrayed his own bias; when his man-to-man chat was with Bink, it was with a
boy.

W t hout anot her word, Bianca had stal ked out of the house.

Rol and turned to Bink, shaking his head in a gesture that was only nonmi nally negative. Roland was
a powerful, handsone nan, and he had a special way with gestures. "Genuine wild oats, culled
thrashing fromthe stem sown by the full noon, watered with your own urine?" he inquired frankly,
and Bi nk nodded, his face at half heat. "So that when the plants mature, and the oat nynph

mani fests, she will be bound to you, the fertilizer figure?”

Bi nk nodded grimy

"Son, believe nme, | conprehend the attraction; | sowed wild oats nmyself when | was your age. Cot
me a nynph, too, with flowing green hair and a body |ike the great outdoors--but | had forgotten
about the special watering, and so she escaped ne. | never saw anything so lovely in ny life--

except your nother, of course.”

Rol and had sown wild oats? Bink had never imagi ned such a thing. He renmined silent, afraid of
what was comi ng.

"1 nmade the m stake of confessing about the oats to Bianca," Roland continued. "I fear she becane
somewhat sensitized on the subject, and you caught the brunt. These things happen.™

So his nother was jeal ous of sonmething that had happened in his father's life before he married
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her. What a pitful of concepts Bink had stunbled into, unwi ttingly.

Rol and' s face becane serious, "To a young nman, inexperienced, the notion of a |ovely, nude,
captive nynph nmay be phenonenally tenpting," he continued. "A|l the physical attributes of a real
wonman, and none of the nental ones. But, son, this is a juvenile dream I|ike finding a candy tree.
The reality really would not be all you anticipated. One quickly becones surfeited, tired of
unlimted candy, and so it also is with--with a nmindless femal e body. A man can not | ove a nynph.
She mght as well be air. His ardor rapidly turns to boredom and to disgust."

Still Bink dared not comment. He woul d not have becone bored, he was sure.

Rol and understood him too we//. "Son, what you need is a real live girl," he concluded. "A figure
with a personality, who will talk back to you. It is far nore challenging to develop a
relationship with a conplete woman, and often extrenely frustrating." He glanced neani ngfully at
the door through which Bianca had departed. '"But in the long run it is also far nore rewarding.
VWhat you sought in the wild oats was a shortcut - but in life there are no shortcuts.” He smled.
"Though if it had been up to ne, 1'd have let you try the shortcut. No harmin it; no harmat all
But your nother--well, we have a conservative culture here, and the ladies tend to be the nost
conservative--especially the pretty ones. It's a small village---smaller than it used to be--so
everybody knows his neighbor's business. So we are circunmscribed. Know what | mean?"

Bi nk nodded uncertainly. Wen his father laid dowm the |aw, however circunspectly, that was final
"No nore oats."

"Your mother-well, she was caught by surprise by your growing up. The oats are out--she's probably
rooting themup right this instant--but you still have a | ot of good experience ahead of you

Bi anca nmight like to think of you as a little boy forever, but even she can't bal k nature. Not for
nore than five seconds! So she'll sinply have to go along with it."

Rol and paused, but Bink was silent again, unsure of what his father was | eading up to.

"There's a girl due to nove here fromone of the | esser villages," Roland continued.
"Theoretically this is for proper schooling, since we have the best centaur school master in Xanth.
But | suspect the underlying reason is that there sinply aren't many eligible boys in her village.

| understand she has not yet discovered her nagic talent, and she's about your age---" He paused
to glance neaningfully at Bink. "I think she could use a handsone, healthy young man to show her
around and warn her of |ocal hazards. | understand she is extrenely smart and pretty, and soft-

spoken--a rare conbi nation.'

Then Bink began to understand. A girl--a real girl--for himto get to know. One who would not be
prejudiced by his |lack of magic. And Bianca would not be able to di sapprove, though privately she
m ght dislike the fact of Bink's newwy masculine drives. H's father had given hima viable option
Suddenly he realized he could do without wild oats.

"Her nanme is Sabrina," Roland said.

A light ahead brought Bink back to the present. Soneone was standing by Justin Tree, holding a
magic lanp. "It is all right, Bink," Justin's voice said in the air beside him "Sabrina brought
hel p, but it wasn't needed. Did you get the sponge?"

"I got it," Bink said.

So his little adventure had been no adventure at all. Just like his life. As Sabrina hel ped him
pack the sponge around Justin's wound, Bink realized that he had decided. He could not go on this
way, a nonentity; he would go to see the Good Magician Hunfrey and | earn what his own magic tal ent
was.

He gl anced up. Hi s eyes caught those of Sabrina, glowing by the Iight of the |anp. She snmiled. She
was even nore |ovely now than she had been when he first nmet her, so many years ago, when they had
bot h been adol escents, and she had al ways been true to him There was no question: Bink's father
had been correct about the advantages---and frustrations---of a real live girl. Nowit was up to
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Bink to do what he had to do--to becone a real |ive man

Chapter 2. Centaur

Bi nk set off on foot, wearing a stuffed knapsack and bearing a good hunting knife and a home-cut
staff. H s nother had urged himto let themhire a guide for him but Bink had had to refuse; the
"guide" would really be a guard to keep himsafe. How world he ever live that down? Yet the

wi | derness beyond the village had its hazards for the traveler unfaniliar with it; few people
hiked it alone. He really would have been better off with a guide.

He coul d have had transport on a wi nged steed, but that would have been expensive, and risky in
its own fashion. Giffins were often surly creatures. He preferred to make his own way on the
secure ground, if only to prove that he could, despite the fancied snickers of the village youths.
Jama wasn't snickering nuch at the nmonent--he was | aboring under the nortification spell the
village El ders had put on himfor his attack on Justin Tree--but there were other snickerers.

At | east Roland had understood. "One day you'll discover that the opinions of worthless people are
worthl ess,” he had nmurmured to Bink. "You have to do it your own way. | conprehend that, and w sh
you wel |l --on your own."

Bi nk had a map, and knew which path led to the castle of the Good Magician Hunfrey. Rather, which
path had led there; the truth was that Hunfrey was a crotchety old man who preferred isolation in
the wilderness. Periodically he noved his castle, or changed the approaches to it by magica
means, so that one never could be sure of finding it. Regardless, Bink intended to track the
Magician to his lair.

The first leg of his journey was fanmiliar. He had spent his whole life in the North Vill age and
expl ored nost of its surrounding bypaths. Hardly any dangerous flora or fauna remained in the
i medi ate vicinity, and those that were potential threats were well known.

He stopped to drink at a water hol e near a huge needle cactus. As he approached, the plant

qui vered, making ready to fire on him "Hold, friend," Bink said commandingly. "I amof the North
Village." The cactus, restrained by the pacification fornula, withheld its deadly barrage. The key
word was "friend"; the thing certainly was not a friend, but it had to obey the geis laid on it.
No genui ne stranger woul d know this, so the cactus was an effective guard agai nst intruders.
Animal s below a certain size it ignored. Since nost creatures had to have water sooner or |ater
this was a conveni ent conproni se. Sone areas had been ravaged occasionally by wild griffins and
other large beasts, but not the North Village. One experience with an irate needler nore than
sufficed as a lesson for the animal |ucky enough to survive it.

Anot her hour's swift march brought himto less-familiar territory, by definition | ess safe. Wat
did the people of this area use to guard their water holes? Unicorns trained to inpale strangers?
Well, he would find out soon enough.

The rolling hills and snall | akes gave way to rougher terrain, and strange plants appeared. Sone
had tall antennas that swiveled to orient on himfroma distance; others enitted subtly attractive
crooni ng noi ses, but had branches bearing powerful pincers. Bink wal ked at a safe di stance around
them taking no unnecessary risks. Once he thought he spied an ani mal about the size of a man, but
it had eight spiderlike | egs. He noved on rapidly and silently.

He saw a nunber of birds, but these were of little concern. Since they could fly, they had little
need for defensive magi c agai nst man, so he had no cause to be wary of them-unless he saw any big
birds; those m ght consider himprey. Once he spied the nmonstrous formof a roc in the distance,
and cowered down, letting it wing on without seeing him So |long as the birds were snall, he
actually preferred their conpany, for the insects and bugs were at tinmes aggressive.

In fact, a cloud of gnats formed around his head, casting a nass sweat spell that nade hi meven
nmore unconfortable. Insects had an uncanny ability to discern those with no magi c for defense.
Maybe they nerely used trial and error, getting away w th whatever they could. Bink | ooked about
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for bug-repellent weeds, but found none. Weds were never where one wanted them Hi s tenper was
getting short as the sweat streaned down his nose and into his eyes and nmouth. Then two little
sucker-saps swooped in, sucking up the gnats, and he had relief. Yes, he liked little birds!

He nade about ten miles in three hours, and was tiring. He was in good condition generally, but
was not used to sustained marching with a heavy pack. Every so often he got a twi nge fromthe
ankl e he had turned at Lookout Rock. Not a bad twinge, for it turned out to be a mnor hurt; just
enough to keep himcautions.

He sat on a hillock, first making sure it contained no itch ants, though it did have a needl e
cactus. He approached this very cautiously, uncertain as to whether it had been tamed by the
spell. "Friend," he said, and just to make sure he spilled a few drops of water from his canteen
onto the soil for its roots to taste. Apparently it was all right; it did not let fly at him Even
wild things often responded to comopn courtesy and respect.

He broke out the lunch lovingly packed by his nother. He had food for two days--enough to get him
to the Magician's castle under ordinary circunstances. Not that things in Xanth were usually

ordi nary! He hoped to extend that by staying overnight with some friendly farmer. He would need
food for the return trip, too, and in any event did not relish the notion of sleeping outdoors.

Ni ght brought out special nagic, and it could be ugly. He did not want to find hinmself arguing
cases with a ghoul or ogre, since the case would nost |ikely be the proper disposition of his
human bones: whether they shoul d be consuned live, while the marrow was fresh and sweet, or
crunched after being allowed to age for a week after death. Different predators had different
tastes.

He bit into the cressmato sandw ch. Sonething crunched, startling him but it was not a bone, just
a flavorstem Bianca certainly knew how to nake a sandw ch. Rol and al ways teased her about that,
claimng she had mastered the art under the tutelage of an old sandwitch. Yet it was unfunny to
Bink, for it nmeant he was still dependent on her--until he finished what she had prepared and
foraged for hinself.

A crumb dropped and vani shed. Bink | ooked around and spied a chi pnouse chewing busily. It had
conjured the crunb ten feet, avoiding the risk of close approach. Bink smled. "I wouldn't hurt
you, chip."

Then he heard sonething: the pounding of hooves. Sonme big ani mal was charging, or a nounted nan
approached. Either could nean trouble. Bink stuffed a chunk of w ngcow cheese into his nouth,
suffering a brief vision of the cow flying up to graze on the treetops after being relieved of her
| oad of milk. He closed up his pack and shrugged his arns into the straps. He took his long staff
in both hands. He m ght have to fight or run

The creature cane into sight. It was a centaur, the body of a horse with the upper torso of a man.
He was naked, in the manner of his kind, with nuscular flanks, broad shoul ders, and an ornery
Vi sage.

Bi nk held his staff before him ready for defense but not aggressively so. He had little
confidence in his ability to outfight the nassive creature, and no hope of outrunning him But
maybe the centaur was not unfriendly, despite appearances---or did not know that Bink had no
magi c.

The centaur pulled up close. He held his bow ready, an arrow nocked. He | ooked formni dabl e indeed.
Bi nk had devel oped a |l ot of respect for centaurs in school. This was obviously no el der sage,
however, but a youthful brute. "You are trespassing,"” the centaur said. "Mve off this range.”

"Now wait," Bink said reasonably. "I'ma traveler, follow ng the established path. It's a public
ri ght-of-way."

"Move off," the centaur repeated, his bow sw ngi ng around nenacingly.

Bi nk was nornally a good-natured fellow, but he had a certain ornery streak that manifested in
tinmes of stress. This journey was vitally inportant to him This was a public path, and he had had
his fill of deferring to nmagi cal menaces. The centaur was a nagical creature, having no existence
in the Mundane world beyond Xanth, by all accounts. Thus Bi nk's aggravati on agai nst magi ¢ was
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stirred up again, and he did somrething foolish.
"Go soak your tail!" he snapped.

The centaur blinked. Now he | ooked even huskier, his shoul ders broader, his chest deeper, and his
equi ne body even nore dynam c than before. Obviously he was not accustoned to such | anguage, at

| east not directed at him and the experience startled him In due course, however, he nade the
requi site nental and enotional adjustnents, signaled by an awe-inspiring knotting of oversized
nmuscl es. A deep red, alnost purple wash of col or ascended fromthe hairy horse base up through the
bare stomach and scarred chest, accelerating and brightening as it funneled into the narrower neck
and finally dying the head and ugly face explosively. As that inexorable tide of red rage ignited
his ears and penetrated to his brain, the centaur acted.

Hi s bow swung about, the nocked arrow drawi ng back. As it bore on Bink, the arrow let fly.

Natural ly, Bink wasn't there. He had had anple opportunity to read the stormsignals. As the bow
noved,

he ducked under. Then he strai ghtened up right under the centaur's nose and brought his staff
around in a hard swing. It fetched the creature a snart rap on the shoul der, doing no actual harm
But it had to sting severely.

The centaur emitted a bell ow of sheer inpassioned rage. He whipped his bow around with his |left
hand while his right hand dived for the quiver of arrows hanging on his equi ne shoul der. But now
Bink's staff was tangled in his bow.

The creature threw down the bow. The action ripped the staff out of Bink's hands. The centaur nade
a huge fist. Bink scurried around to the rear as that fist swng at him But the rear of the
centaur was no safer than the front; one leg |licked back violently. Through a freak of timng, it
m ssed Bink and clubbed into the trunk of the needle cactus.

The cactus responded with a barrage of flying needles. Even as the hoof struck, Bink threw hinself
flat on the ground. The needl es overshot himand plunked into the handsone posterior of the
centaur. Once nore Bink had |ucked out: he was mracul ously untouched by either hoof or needl es.

The centaur neighed with truly amazi ng vol unme. Those needl es hurt; each one was two inches |ong,
and barbed, and a hundred of them decorated the glistening surface, tacking the tail to the
donkey, as it were. Had the creature been facing the cactus, he could have been blinded or killed
as the barbs punctured his face and neck; he was |ucky, too, though he hardly seened to appreciate
his fortune at the nonent.

Now t here were no bounds to the centaur's anger. An unholy contortion of utter rage ravaged his
hormely face. He did a massive prance, his hindquarters rising and descending in an arc, bringing
his front part abruptly adjacent to Bink. Two crushingly powerful arns shot out, and two horny
hands cl osed about Bink's relatively puny neck. Slowy they tightened, with viselike deliberation
Bink, Iifted off the ground so that his feet dangled, was hel pl ess. He knew he was about to be
strangl ed; he could not even plead for nmercy, for his air and nuch of his blood were cut off.

"Chester!" a femal e voice cried.
The centaur stiffened. This did Bink no good.

"Chester, you put that man down this instant!" the voice said perenptorily. "Do you want an
i nterspeci es incident?"

"But, Cherie," Chester protested, his color abating several shades. "He's an intruder, and he
asked for it."

"He's on the King's path," Cherie said. "Travelers are imune to nol estation; you know that. Now
| et himgo!"

The lady centaur hardly seened to be in a position to enforce her demand, but Chester slowy bowed
to her authority. "Can't | just squeeze hima little?" he begged, squeezing a little. Bink's

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...20Xanth%2001%20-%20Spell%20For%20Chameleon.txt (12 of 175) [1/19/03 8:39:42 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2001%20-%20Spel | %620For%20Chamel eon.txt
eyebal | s al nost popped out of their sockets.

"“I'f you do, I'lIl never run with you again. Down!"

" Aaaww . Rel uctantly Chester eased off. Bink slid to the ground, reeling. What a fool he had
been to tangle with this brute!

The fenmal e centaur caught himas he swayed. "Poor thing!" she exclainmed, cushioning his head
against a plush pillow. "Are you all right?"

Bi nk opened his nmouth, gagged, and tried again. It seemed that his crushed throat woul d never
unki nk. "Yes," he croaked.

"Who are you? What happened to your hand? Did Chester-

"No," Bink said hastily. "He didn't bite off nmy finger. That's a childhood injury. See, it's |ong
since heal ed over."

She inspected it carefully, running her surprisingly delicate fingers over it. "Yes, | see. Still

"I-1 am Bink of the North Village," he said. He turned his head to face her--and di scovered the

nature of the pillow he rested against. Oh no, not again! he thought. WII | always be babied by
worren? Centaur fenales were smaller than the nales, but still stood sonewhat taller than human
bei ngs. Their humanoi d porti ons were sonewhat better endowed. He jerked his head away from her
bare front. It was bad enough being babied by his nother, let alone a lady centaur. "I am

traveling south to see the Magician Hunfrey."

Cheri e nodded. She was a beautiful creature, both as horse and as human, with glossy flanks and a
remar kabl e hunman forefigure. Her face was attractive, only very slightly long of nose in the
equi ne nanner. Her brown human hair trailed all the way down to her saddle region, bal ancing her
simlarly flowing tail. "And this ass waylaid you?"

"Wel |l --" Bink | ooked at Chester, again noting the rippling nmuscle beneath the deadly gl ower. Wat
woul d happen when the filly departed? "It was--it was a m sunderstandi ng. "

"Il bet," Cherie said. But Chester relaxed a trifle. Evidently he did not want to tangle with
his girlfriend. Bink could readily appreciate why. If Cherie was not the |oveliest and spunki est
centaur of the herd, she was surely close to it.

“I'"1l just be noving on now," Bink said. He could have done this at the outset, allow ng Chester
to run himoff in a southerly direction. He had been as nmuch to blanme for the altercation as the
centaur. "Sorry about the problem" He held out his hand to Chester

Chester showed his teeth, which were nore like horse's teeth than human ones. He nmade a big fist.

"Chester!" Cherie snapped. Then, as the centaur guiltily relaxed his fist: "Wat happened to your
fl ank?"

The mal e's conpl exi on darkened again, but not precisely with rage this tinme. He trotted his
damaged posterior around to avoid the inquiring gaze of the fenale. Bink had al nbst forgotten
about the needles. They nust still be hurting--and it would hurt nore to yank themall out. What a
pain in the tail! A nost awkward | ocale to discuss in m xed conpany. He alnost felt synpathy for
the surly creature.

Chester suppressed his assorted reactions and with fine discipline took Bink's hand. "I hope
everything conmes out all right in the end," Bink said, with a snmile that becane a bit broader than
intended. In fact, he feared it resenbled a smrk. And abruptly he knew he shoul dn't have chosen
those particular words or that particular expression on this particul ar occasion.

Somet hi ng homi ci dal reddened the whites of the centaur's eyes. "Quite all right," he gritted
through the grinding of clenched teeth. H s hand began to squeeze--but his eyes were not yet so
bl oodshot as to miss the filly's glare. The fingers relaxed unwillingly. Another close call. Bink
coul d have had his fingerbones pul ped in that grip.
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"I"lIl give you a lift," Cherie decided. "Chester, put himon ny back."

Chester put his hands under Bink's el bows and hoisted himlike a feather. For a nonent Bink feared
he would be thrown fifty feet . . . but Cherie's fair eye was still on them and so he |anded
safely and gently on the lady's back

"I's that your staff?" she inquired, glancing at the tangled staff and bow. And Chester, w thout
even being directed, lifted the staff and returned it to Bink; who tucked it slantwi se between his
back and his pack for easy transport.

"Put your arns around nmy waist, so you won't fall off when |I nove," Cherie said.

Good advi ce. Bink was inexperienced at riding, and there was no saddle. Very few honest horses
remai ned in Xanth. Unicorns were very touchy about being nounted, and the wi nged horses were

al nost i npossible to catch or tane. Once, when Bink was a child, a horsefly had been singed by a
dragon, losing its flight feathers, and had had to prostitute itself so far as to give the
villagers short rides in exchange for food and protection. The noment it had recovered, it had
flown away. That had been Bink's only prior riding experience.

He | eaned forward. The staff interfered, preventing himfrom bending his back sufficiently. He
reached back to draw it out--and it fell out of his hands to the ground. There was a snort from
Chester that sounded suspiciously like hunor. But the centaur picked it up and returned it to him
Bi nk tucked it under his armthis tine, |eaned forward again, and hugged Cherie's slender waist,
heedl ess of Chester's renewed gl ower. Sonme things were worth the risk---such as getting out of
here in a hurry.

"You go to the vet and get those needl es out of your--" Cherie began, speaking over her shoul der
to the male.

"Ri ght away!" Chester interrupted. He waited for her to start, then turned and cantered off in the
direction he had come from a little awkwardly. Probably each notion inflamed his hindquarters
nor e.

Cherie trotted down the path. "Chester is really a good creature at heart," she said
apol ogetically. "But he does tend to be a bit arrogant, and he gets his tail all knotted up when
bal ked. We've had some trouble with outlaws recently, and--"

"Human out !l aws?" Bi nk asked.

"Yes. Kids fromthe north, doing mschief magic, gassing our livestock, shooting swords into
trees, mmki ng dangerous pits seemto appear under our feet, that sort of thing. So naturally
Chester assuned--"

"I know the culprits,” Bink said. "I had a scrape with them nyself. They've been grounded now. |If
| had known they were com ng down here--"

"There just doesn't seemto be nmuch discipline on the range these days,
the Covenant, your King is supposed to keep order. But recently-"

she said. "According to

"Qur King is getting old," Bink explained. "He's losing his power, and there's a lot of trouble
croppi ng up. He used to be a nmjor Magician, a storm brewer."

"We know, " she agreed. "VWen the fireflies infested our oatfields, he generated a stormthat
rained five days and drowned themall. O course, it also ruined our crops---but the flies were
doi ng that already. Every day new fires! At |least we were able to replant w thout further

nmol estation. W are not forgetting the help he rendered. So we don't want to nake an issue of it-
but | don't know how nmuch |l onger stallions |like Chester are going to put up with these annoyances.
That's why | wanted to talk with you--nmaybe when you go hone, if you could call things to the
attention of the King--"

"I don't think that would work. I'"msure the King wants to keep order; he just doesn't have the
power any nore."
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"Then perhaps it is tinme for a new King."

"He's getting senile. That nmeans he hasn't got the sense to step down, and won't admit there's any
problem "’

"Yes, but problens don't go away by being ignored!" She nmade a delicate fem nine snort. "Sonething
has to be done."

"Maybe | can get sone advice from Magician Hunfrey," Bink said. "It's a serious business, deposing
a King; | don't think the Elders would go for it. He did do good work in his prine. And there's
really nobody to replace him You know that only a great Magician can be King."

"Yes, of course. W centaurs are all scholars, you know "

"Sorry, | forgot. Qur village school is run by a centaur. | just wasn't thinking of that, in the
wi | der ness. "

"Under st andabl e--though 1'd call this range, not w lderness. | specialize in humanoid history, and
Chester studi es horsepower applications. Ohers are | egal scholars, experts in natural sciences,
phi | osophers--" She broke off. "Now hang on. There's a trench up ahead |'ve got to hurdle.™

Bi nk had been rel axi ng, but now he | eaned forward again and clasped his hands tightly around her
wai st. She had a sl eek, confortable back, but it was too easy to slide off. However, if she
weren't a centaur, he would never have had the nerve to assune such a position!

Cherie picked up speed, galloping down the hill, and the notion nmade hi m bounce al arm ngly.
Peeri ng ahead under her arm he saw the trench. Trench? It was a gorge, sone ten feet across,
rushing up at them Now he was nore than al arned; he was frightened. H s hands becane sweaty, and
he began to slide off the side. Then she | eaped with a single mghty spasm of her haunches and
sail ed up and across.

Bi nk slipped further. He had a glinpse of the stony bottomof the trench; then they | anded. The
jolt caused himto slide around even nore. Hi s arns scranbl ed desperately for a nore secure hol d--
and wandered into distinctly awkward territory. Yet if he let go---

Cheri e caught himaround the wai st and set himon the ground. "Easy," she said. "W made it."
Bi nk blushed. "I--1"msorry. | started to fall, and just grabbed--"

"I know. | felt your weight shift as | leaped. If you had done it on purpose, |I'd have dropped you
into the trench." And in that instant she | ooked unconfortably |ike Chester. He believed her: she
could drop a man into a trench if she had reason to. Centaurs were tough creatures!

"Maybe 1'd better wal k now. "

"No--there's another trench. They've been opening up recently."

"Well, | could clinb down one side and up the other, carefully. It would take |onger, but--"
"No--there are nickel pedes at the bottom™

Bi nk quail ed. Nickel pedes were |ike centipedes, but about five times as |arge and consi derably
nmore deadly. Their nyriad legs could cling to vertical rock faces, and their pincers could gouge
out disks of flesh an inch across. They inhabited shadowed crevices, not liking direct sunlight.
Even dragons hesitated to wal k through ditches known to be infested by nickel pedes, and for good
reason.

"The cracks have been opening up recently,” Cherie continued as she kneeled to permt Bink to

mount her again. He picked up his dropped staff and used it to help himclinb. "I"mafraid there's
bi g magi ¢ brewi ng sonewhere, spreading throughout Xanth, causing discord in aninml, vegetable, and
mneral. |'Il get you across that next trench; then it's beyond centaur territory."'

It hadn't occurred to himthat there would be such barriers. They didn't show on his map. The
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trail was supposed to be clear and reasonably safe throughout. But the map had been nade years
ago, and these cracks in the ground were new, Cherie said. Nothing in Xanth was permanent, and
travel was al ways sonewhat risky. He was |ucky he had obtained the |ady centaur's help.

The | andscape changed, as if the trench separated one type of place fromanother. Before it had
been rolling hills and fields; nowit was forest. The path becane narrower, crowded by huge nock-
pine trees, and the forest floor was a red-brown carpet of nock needles. Here and there were
patches of light green ferns, which seened to thrive where weeds could not, and regi ons of dark
green noss. A cold wi nd gusted through, tousling Cherie's hair and mane, carrying strands back
agai nst Bink. It was quiet here, and there was a pleasant piney snmell. He felt |ike disnounting
and lying down in a bed of npbss, just appreciating this peaceful spot.

"Don't do it," Cherie warned.

Bi nk junped. "I didn't know centaurs practiced magic!"
"Magi c?" she inquired, and he knew she was frowning.
"You read ny nmind."

She | aughed. "Hardly. We do no magic. But we do know the effect these woods have on humans. It's
the peace spell the trees make to protect thenselves fromgetting chopped.”

"Not hing wong in that," Bink said. "I wasn't going to chop them anyway."

"They don't trust in your good intentions. I'll show you." She stepped carefully off the beaten
trail, her hooves sinking into the soft pine-needle floor. She threaded her way between severa
dagger - spoked buck-spruce trees, passed a thin snake palm which didn't even bother to hiss at
her, and stopped near a tangle willow. Not too near; everyone knew better than that. "There," she
mur mur ed.

Bi nk | ooked where her hand pointed. A human skel eton lay on the ground. "Mirder?" he asked,
shi veri ng.

"No, just sleep. He cane to rest here, as you wi shed to do just now, and never got up the gunption
to depart. Conplete peace is an insidious thing."

"Yes . he breathed. No violence, no distress--just loss of initiative. Wiy bother to work and
eat when it was so nuch easier nerely to relax? If a person wanted to comit suicide, this would
be the ideal nanner. But he had reason to live---so far

"That's part of why | like Chester,"” Cherie said. "He'll never succunb to anything like this."

That was a certainty. There was no peace in Chester. Cherie herself would never succunb, Bink

t hought, though she was considerably nore gentle. Bink felt the |assitude, despite the sight of

the skel eton, but she was evidently able to resist the spell. Maybe the biology of the centaurs

di ffered enough---or maybe she had savagery in her soul that her angelic form and pl easant words
masked. Most likely a bit of both. "Let's get out of here."

She | aughed. "Don't worry. I'll see you safely through it. But don't cone back this way al one.
Travel with an eneny, if you can find one; that's best."

"Better than a friend?"

"Friends are peaceful ," she expl ai ned.

Ch. That did nake sense. He'd never relax under a pine tree if he were with soneone |ike Jang,;
he'd be too afraid of getting a sword in his gut. But what an ironic necessity: to | ocate an eneny
to acconpany one to wal k through a peaceful forest! "Magic nakes strange conpani ons," he nurnured.

Thi s peace spell also explained why there was so little other nagic here. The plants did not need

i ndi vi dual defensive spells; no one was going to attack. Even the tangle tree had seened

qui escent, though he was sure it would make a grab when it had the chance, since that was the way
it fed. Interesting how quickly magi c faded when the i medi ate inperative of survival abated. No---
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there was magic, strong nmagic; it was the comunal magic of the entire forest, with each plant
contributing its modicum If a person could figure out a way to nullify the effect in hinself,
perhaps with a countercharm he could live here in absolute safety. That was worth renenberi ng.

They threaded their way back to the path and resuned travel. Bink alnmost slid off his perch tw ce,
falling asl eep, each tine awakening with a shock. He woul d never have nade it out of here al one.
He was glad to see the pine forest thin, shifting into hardwoods. He felt nore alert, nore

viol ent, and that was good. Harder wood, harder feelings.

"l wonder who that was back there," Bink nused.

"Ch, | know," Cherie answered. "He was one of the Last Wave, who got |ost, wandered in here, and
decided to rest. Forever!"

"But the Lastwavers were savage!" Bink said. "They slaughtered indiscrimnately."

"Al'l Waves were savage, when they came, with one exception," she said. "W centaurs know, we were
here before the First Wave. W had to fight all of you until the Covenant. You didn't have nagic,
but you had weapons and nunbers and vici ous cunning. Many of us died."

"My ancestors were First Wave,'
fought the centaurs.™

Bink said with a certain pride. "W always had magi c, and we never

"Now don't get aggressive, hunman, just because | took you out of the peace pines," she cautioned.

"You do not have our know edge of history."

Bink realized that he'd better nbderate his tone if he wanted to continue the ride. And he did
want to continue; Cherie was pl easant conpany, and she obviously knew all the local magic, so that
she was able to avoid all threats. Last and nost, she was giving his tired |l egs a good rest while
bearing himforward rapidly. Already she had taken hima good ten mles. "I'msorry. It was a
matter of family pride.”

"Well, that's no bad thing," she said, nmollified. She nmade her way delicately across a wooden
trestle over a bubbling brook.

Suddenly Bink was thirsty. "May we stop for a drink?" he asked.

She snorted again, a very horselike sound. "Not here! Anyone who drinks fromthat water becones a
fish."

"A fish?" Suddenly Bink was twice as glad to have this guide. He surely would have drunk
otherwi se. Unless she was nerely telling himthat to tease him or trying to scare himaway from
this area. "Wy?"

"The river is trying to restock itself. It was cleaned out by the Evil Magician Trent twenty-one
years ago."

Bi nk rermai ned a bit skeptical about inanimte magic, especially of that potency. How could a river
desire anything? Still, he renenbered how Lookout Rock had saved itself from being broken up
Better to play it safe and assume that sone features of the | andscape could cast spells.

Meanwhil e, the reference to Trent preenpted his attention. "The Evil Magician was here? | thought
he was a phenonmenon of our own village."

"Trent was everywhere," she said. "He wanted us centaurs to support him and when we bal ked- -
because of the Covenant, you know, not to interfere in human business--he showed us his power by
changing every fish in this river into a lightning bug. Then he departed. | think he figured that
t hose shocki ng buggers would force us to change our mnds."

"Way didn't he change the fish into a hunan arny, and try to conquer you that way?"

"No good, Bink. They m ght have had the bodies of nmen, but their mnds would have renained fish.
They woul d have nmade very wi shy-washy sol diers, and even if they had been good soldiers, they
woul d hardly have served the man who had put them under that enchantnment. They woul d have attacked

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...20Xanth%2001%20-%20Spell%20For%20Chameleon.txt (17 of 175) [1/19/03 8:39:42 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2001%20-%20Spel | %620For%20Chamel eon.txt
Trent."

"Un, yes. | wasn't thinking. So he transfornmed theminto |ightning bugs and got well away from
there so they couldn't shock him So they went for the next best thing."

"Yes. It was a bad tine for us. Ch, those bugs were a pain! They pestered us in clouds, scorching
us with their little lightning bolts. I've still got scars on ny---" She paused, grinmacing. "On ny
tail." It was obviously a euphem sm

"What did you do?" Bink inquired, fascinated, glancing back to see whether he could | ocate the
scars. What he could see seened flaw ess

"Trent was exiled soon after that, and we got Hunfrey to abate the spell."
"But the Good Magician isn't a transforner."

"'"No, but he told us where to find repellent magic to drive off the flies. Denied our
el ectrocooked flesh, the scourge soon died out. Good information is as good as good action, and
the Good Magician certainly had the information."

"That's why |'mgoing to hinP" Bink agreed. "But he charges a year's service for a spell.™
"You're telling us? Three hundred head of centaur- one year each. \What a job!"

"Al'l of you had to pay? Wat did you have to do?"

"We are not pernitted to tell,"” she said diffidently.

Now Bi nk was doubly curious, but he knew better than to ask again. A centaur's given word was
inviolate. But what could Hunfrey have needed done that he could not do hinself via one of his
hundred spells? O at |east by means of his good information? Hunfrey was basically a divinator
anything he didn't know, he could find out, and that gave hi m enornmous power. Probably the reason
the village El ders had not asked the Good Magician what to do about their senile King was that

t hey knew what he woul d answer: depose the King and install a new, young, fresh Mgician instead.
That they obviously weren't ready to do. Even if they could find such a young Magician to serve.

Well, there were nany nysteries and many problens in Xanth, and it was hardly given to Bink to
know of themall or to solve any. He had | earned | ong ago to bow, however ungraciously, to the
i nevitable.

They were past the river now, and clinbing. The trees were closing in nore thickly, their great
round roots ridging across the path. No hostile magic threatened; either the centaurs had cl eaned
out the area, the way the villagers had cl eaned out Bink's honme region, or Cherie knew this path
so well that she avoided spells automatically, w thout seeming to. Probably some of both.

Life itself, he thought, involved many alternate explanations for perplexing questions, and was
generally "some of both." Few things were hard and fast in Xanth.

"What was that history you know that | don't?" Bink inquired, becom ng bored by the trail

"About the Waves of human col oni zati on? W have records of themall. Since the Shield and the
Covenant, things have quieted down; the Waves were terrors.”

"Not the Firstwavers!" Bink said loyally. "W were peaceful ."

"That's what | nean. You are peaceful now, except for a few of your young hoodl unms, so you assune
your ancestors were peaceful then. But ny ancestors found it otherw se. They woul d have been
happi er had man never di scovered Xanth."

"My teacher was a centaur,” Bink said. "He never said anything about--"
"He'd have been fired if he had told you the truth."

Bi nk felt uneasy. "You're not teasing ne, are you? |'mnot |ooking for any trouble. | have a very
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curious mnd, but |'ve already had nore trouble than | care for."

She turned her head around to fix himwith a gentle stare. Her torso twi sted fromthe hunan wai st
to facilitate the nmotion. The torque was inpressive; her midsection was nore |inber than that of a
human girl, perhaps because it was harder for a centaur to turn her whole body around. But if she
had a human | ower section to match the upper section, what a creature she woul d be!

"Your teacher didn't lie to you. A centaur never lies. He nmerely edited his information, on orders
fromthe King, so as not to force on the inpressionable ninds of children things their parents did
not want themto hear. Education has ever been thus."

"Ch, | wasn't inplying any slight on his integrity,” Bink said quickly. "I liked him as a matter
of fact; he was the only one who didn't get fed up with all my questions. | learned a lot from
him But | guess | didn't ask about history much. | was nore preoccupi ed with something he

couldn't tell me--but at least he did tell nme about the Mgician Hunfrey."

"What is your question for Hunfrey, if | may ask?"

What difference did it nake? "I have no magic," he confessed. "At least, | seemto have none. A
through nmy childhood | was at a di sadvantage because | couldn't use magic to conpete. | could run
faster than anybody el se, but the kid who could levitate still won the race. Stuff |like that."

"Centaurs get along perfectly well without nagic," she pointed out. "W wouldn't take magic if it
were offered.”

Bi nk did not believe that, but did not make an issue of it. "Humans have a different attitude,
guess. When | got older, it got worse. Now |l wll be exiled if | don't show some nagic talent. |I'm
hopi ng Magi ci an Hunfrey can--well, if | do have magic, it nmeans | can stay and marry ny girl and
have sone pride. Finally."

Cheri e nodded. "l suspected it was sonething like that. | suppose if | were in your situation I
could choke down the necessity of having magic, though | really think your culture's values are
di storted. You shoul d base your citizenship on superior qualities of personality and achi evenent,
not on--"

"Exactly," Bink agreed fervently.

She sniled. "You really should have been a centaur." She shook her head so that her hair flung out
prettily. "You have undertaken a hazardous journey."

"Not nore hazardous than the one to the Mundane world that will otherwi se be forced on ne."

She nodded again. "Very well. You have satisfied ny curiosity; 1'll satisfy yours. I'lIl tell you
the whol e truth about the human intrusion into Xanth. But | don't expect you to like it nuch."

"l don't expect to like the truth about nyself nuch,” Bink said ruefully. "I nmight as well know
what ever there is to know. "

"For thousands of years Xanth was a conparatively peaceful |and," she said, assuming the somewhat
pedantic tone he renenbered fromhis school days. Probably every centaur was at heart a teacher
"There was nmagi c, very strong magi c----but no unnecessary viciousness. W centaurs were the

dom nant species, but, as you know, we have absolutely no magic. W are magic. | suppose we

m grated here from Mundani a originally--but that was so long ago it is |ost even to our records."

Sonmething tripped over in Bink's mnd. "I wonder if that really is true--about nagic creatures not
being able to work spells? | saw a chi pnouse conjure a crunb of bread--"

"Ch? Are you sure it wasn't a chipnunk? That is a natural creature, according to our taxonomny, SO
it mght work magic."

"You tax ani mal s?" Bi nk asked, anmazed.
"Taxonony," she repeated with an indulgent snmle. "The classification of |iving things, another

centaur specialty.'
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Oh. Bink considered, enbarrassed. "I thought it was a chi pnouse, but |I'mnot quite certain now "
"Actually, we're not quite certain either," she admitted. "It nay be that sone magical creatures
can work magic. But, as a general rule, a creature either does nmagic or is nmagic, not both. Which
is just as well--think of the havoc a dragon Magi ci an coul d make!"

Bi nk thought of it. He shuddered. "Let's get back to the history lesson," he suggested.

"About a thousand years ago the first hunman tribe discovered Xanth. They thought it was just

anot her peninsula. They noved in and cut down the trees and slaughtered the aninmals. There was
nore than enough magic here to repul se them but Xanth had never been subjected to such call ous,
systemati c ravage before, and we did not quite believe it. W thought the humans woul d | eave soon

"But then they realized that Xanth was magic. They saw the aninals levitating and the trees noving
their branches. They hunted the unicorns and griffins. If you wonder why those big aninals hate
people, let me assure you they have good reason: their ancestors would not have survived if they'd
tried to be friendly. The Firstwavers were nonnagi cal creatures in a land of spells, and after
they got over the initial shock they liked it."

"Now that's wong!" Bink exclainmd. "Humans have the very strongest magic. Look at all the great
Magi ci ans. You yourself told nme just now how Evil Magician Trent changed all the fish---"

"Pi pe down before | buck you off!" Cherie snapped. Her tail sw shed nenacingly past Bink's ear
"You don't know the quarter of it. OF course humans have magi ¢ now. That's part of their problem
But not at the start.”

Bi nk backed down again. It was increasingly easy to do; he liked this centaur |ady very well. She
was answering questions he hadn't even thought to ask yet. "Sorry. This is newto nme."

"You renmind ne of Chester. I'll bet you're awful stubborn, too.
"Yes," Bink said contritely.

She | aughed, and it sounded a bit |ike neighing. "I do |like you, human. | hope you find your"---
she pursed her lips distastefully-"magic." Then she flashed a sunny smile, and as quickly sobered.
"Those Firstwavers had no nagic, and when they found out what nagic could do they were fascinated
but a bit afraid of it. A nunber of themperished in a | ake that had a drown spell, and sone ran
af oul of dragons, and when they net the first basilisk-"

"Are there still basilisks?" Bink inquired worriedly, abruptly renenbering the omen of the
chaneleon. It had stared at himin the guise of a basilisk just before it died, as if its spel
had backfired. He had yet to be sure of the neaning of that sequence.

"Yes, there are---but not nmany," she answered. "Both humans and centaurs | abored to stanp them
out. Their glance is fatal to us too, you know. Now they hide, because they know that the first
intelligent creature killed that way will bring an avenging arny of mrror-nmasked warriors down on
them A basilisk is no match for a forewarned nman or centaur; it's just a snmall winged lizard, you
know, with the head and claws of a chicken. Not very intelligent. Not that it usually needs to
be. "

"Say!" Bink exclained. "Maybe that's the mssing factor--intelligence. A creature can do magic or
be magic or be snart---or any two of the three, but never all three. So a chi pnouse mi ght conjure,
but not a smart dragon."

She turned her head about again to face him "That's a novel idea. You're pretty snart yourself.
I'"l'l have to think about it. But until we verify it, don't go into the central wl derness
unprotected; there just mght be a smart spell-throwi ng nonster in there."

"I won't go into the wilderness," Bink promsed. "At least, | won't stray fromthe cleared path
through it, until | get to the Magician's castle. | don't want any |lizards |ooking death at ne.

"Your ancestors were nore aggressive," Cherie remarked. "That's why so many of them died. But they
conquered Xanth, and formed an encl ave where magi ¢ was banned. They |iked the country and the uses
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of magic, you see, but they didn't want it too close to hone. So they burned the forest there,
killed all magical animals and plants, and built a great stone wall."

"The ruins!" Bink exclainmed. "I thought those old stones were froman eneny canp."
"They are fromthe First Wave," she insisted.

"But | am descended from"

"l said you wouldn't like this."

"I don't," he agreed. "But | want to hear it. How can ny ancestors have--"

"They settled in their walled village and planted Mundane crops and herded Miundane cattle. You
know beans and wi ngl ess cows. They narried the wonen they had brought along or that they could
raid fromthe cl osest Mundane settlenments, and had children. Xanth was a good | and, even in that
regi on expunged of magic. But then sonething amazi ng happened.”

Cherie turned to face himagain, glancing obliquely in a manner that woul d have been nobst fetching
in a human girl. In fact, it was fetching in a centaur girl, especially if he squinted so as to
see only her human portion: splendidly fetching, despite his know edge that centaurs |ived | onger
than humans, so that she was probably fifty years ol d. She | ooked twenty-a twenty that few humans
ever achieved. No halter would hold this filly!

"What happened?" he asked, catering to her evident desire for an intellectual response. Centaurs
were good storytellers, and they did Iike a good audi ence.

"Their children cane up nmagic," she said.
Aha! "So the Firstwavers were magic!"”

"No, they were not. The land of Xanth is magic. It's an environnmental effect. But it works much
better with children, who are nore formative, and it works best w th babi es conceived and birthed
here. Adults, even of long residence, tend to suppress the talents they have, because they 'know
better.' But children accept what is. So not only do they have nore natural talent, they use it
with nmore ent husiasm"”

"1 never knew that," he said. "My fol ks have nuch nore nmagic than | do. Some of ny ancestors were
Magi ci ans. But ne---" He sobered. "I'mafraid | was a terrible disappointnent to nmy parents. By
rights | should have had very strong magi c, nmaybe even have been a Magici an nysel f. [|nstead

Cherie discreetly did not cooment. "At first the humans were shocked. But soon they accepted it,
and even encouraged the devel opment of special talents. One of the youngsters had the ability to
transformlead into gold. They ravaged the hills, searching for lead, and finally had to send a
nmssion to obtain it from Mindania. It was alnost as if |ead had becone nore val uabl e than gold."

"But Xanth has no dealings with the Mindane worl d.
"You keep forgetting: this is ancient history."
"Sorry again. | wouldn't interrupt so much if | weren't so interested.”

"You are an excellent audience," she said, and he felt pleased. "Mst humans woul d refuse to
listen at all, because it is not a conplinentary history. Not to your kind."

"I'd probably be less open-nminded if |I didn't face exile nyself,"” he adnitted. "About all | have
to work with is ny brain and body, so I'd better not fool nyself."

"A comrendabl e phil osophy. You are, incidentally, getting a |longer ride than | planned, because
you pay such good, responsive attention. At any rate, they got the | ead out--but paid a hideous
price. Because the Mundanes of Mindani a | earned about the magic. They were true to their type:
greedy and rapaci ous. The notion of cheap gold sent theminto a frenzy. They invaded, storned the
wal |, and killed all the First Wave nen and children."
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"But---" Bink protested, horrified.

"These were the Secondwavers," Cherie said gently. "They saved the Firstwaver wonen, you see.
Because the Second Wave was an all-male arny. They thought there was a machine to convert the | ead
into gold, or an al chem cal process organized by a secret formula. They didn't really believe in
magi c; that was just a convenient termto describe the unknown. So they didn't realize that the

| ead was converted into gold by the magic of a child-until too late. They had destroyed what they
had come for."

"Horrible!" Bink said. "You nean | am descended from"

"Fromthe rape of a First Wave nother. Yes---there is no other way you can authenticate your

| i neage. W centaurs had never liked the Firstwavers, but we were sorry for themthen. The
Secondwavers were worse. They were literal pirates, rapacious. Had we known, we woul d have hel ped
the Firstwavers fight themoff. Qur archers could have anbushed them-" She shrugged. Centaur
archery was | egendary; no need to bel abor the point.

"Now the invaders settled," she continued after a pause. "They sent their own archers all over
Xanth, killing-" She broke off, and Bink knew how keenly she felt the irony of her kind being prey
to the inferior archery of human beings. She gave a little shudder that al nost dislodged him and

forced herself to continue. "Killing centaurs for neat. Not until we organi zed and anbushed their
canp, putting shafts through half of them did they agree to let us alone. Even after that, they
did not honor their agreenment very well, for they had precious little sense of honor."

"And their children had magic," Bink continued, seeing it now. "And so the Thirdwavers invaded and
killed off the Secondwavers---"

"Yes, this happened after several generations, though it was every bit as vicious when it cane.
The Secondwavers had becone tol erably good nei ghbors, all things considered, by then. Again, only
the wonen were saved--and not many of them Because they had been in Xanth all their lives, their
magi ¢ was strong. They used it to elimnate their rapi st husbands one by one in ways that could
not be directly traced to the wonen. But their victory was their defeat, for now they had no
famlies at all. So they had to invite in nore Mindanes--"

"This is ghastly!" Bink said. "I am descended from a thousand years of ignom ny,"

"Not entirely. The history of man in Xanth is brutal, but not w thout redeen ng val ues, even
great ness. The Second Wave wonen organi zed, and brought in only the finest nmen they could | ocate.
Strong, just, kind, intelligent nen, who understood the background but cane nore from principle
than fromgreed. They pronised to keep the secret and to uphold the values of Xanth. They were
Mundanes, but they were noble ones."

"The Fourthwavers!" Bink exclainmed. "The finest of themall."

"Yes. The Xanth wonen were wi dows and victins of rape and finally murderesses. Sonme were old, or
scarred physically and enotionally by the canpaign. But they all had strong magic and iron

determ nation; they were the survivors of the cruel upheaval that had wi ped out all other hunmans
in Xanth. These qualities were quite evident. Wen the new nen | earned the whole truth, sone
turned about and returned to Mundania. But others liked marrying witches. They wanted to have
children with potent magic, and they thought it mght be hereditary, so they regarded youth and
beauty as secondary. They made excell ent husbands. O hers wanted the potentials of the unique |and
of Xanth devel oped and protected; they were the environnentalists, and nagi c was the nobst precious
part of the environnent. And not all the Fourthwavers were nmen; sone were carefully sel ected young
wonen, brought in to marry the children, so that there would not be too much inbreeding. So it was
a settlement, not an invasion, and it was not rooted in murder but based on sound commercial and
bi ol ogi cal principles."”

"I know," Bink said. "That was the Wave of the first great Magicians."

"So it was. OF course, there were other Waves, but none so critical. The effective doni nance of
human beings in Xanth dates fromthat Fourth Wave. O her invasions killed nany and drove nore into
t he backwoods, but the continuity was never broken. Just about every truly intelligent or nmgica
person traces his ancestry to the Fourth Wave; |'m sure you do too."
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"Yes," Bink agreed. "I have ancestors fromthe first six Waves, but | always thought the First
Wave |ineage was the npbst inportant.”

"The institution of the Magic Shield finally stopped the Waves. It kept all Mindane creatures out
and all Xanth creatures in. It was hailed as the salvation of Xanth, the guarantor of utopia. But
sonmehow things didn't inprove nuch. It is as if the people exchanged one problem for another--a
visible threat for an invisible one. In the past century Xanth has been entirely free from

i nvasi on--but other threats have devel oped."

"Like the fireflies and the wiggles and Bad Magician Trent," Bink agreed. "Mgi cal hazards."

"Trent was not a bad Magician,'
di stinction--a crucial one.™

Cherie corrected him "He was an Evil Magician. There's a

"Un, yes. He was a good Evil Magician. Lucky they got rid of himbefore he took over Xanth."

"Certainly. But suppose another Evil Magician appears? O the wi ggles nanifest again? Wwo wll
save Xanth this tine?"

"l don't know," Bink adnitted.

"Sonetines | wonder whether the Shield was really a good idea. It has the net effect of
intensifying the magic in Xanth, preventing dilution fromoutside. As if that magic were building
up toward an explosion point. Yet | certainly wouldn't want to return to the days of the Waves!"”

Bi nk had never thought of it that way. "Sonmehow | find it hard to appreciate the problens of the
concentration of magic in Xanth," he said. "l keep wishing there were just a little nore. Enough
for nme, for ny talent.”

"You m ght be better off without it," she suggested. "If you could just obtain a dispensation from
the King--"
"Ha!" Bink said. "lI'd be better off living like a hermt in the wilderness. My village won't

tolerate a man without a talent."
"Strange inversion," she nurnmured.
n W]at ?ll

"Ch, nothing. | was just thinking of Hernan the Hernit. He was exiled fromour herd sone years
back for obscenity."

Bi nk | aughed. "W\at coul d be obscene to a centaur? Wiat did he do?"

Cherie drew up abruptly at the edge of a pretty field of flowers. "This is as far as | go," she
said tersely.

Bi nk realized that he had said the wong thing. "I didn't mean to offend--1 apol ogize for whatever-

Cherie relaxed. "You couldn't know The odor of these flowers makes centaurs do crazy things; |
have to stay clear except in real emergencies. | believe Magician Hunfrey's castle is about five
mles south. Keep alert for hostile magic, and | hope you find your talent."'

"Thanks," Bink said gratefully. He slid off her back. His legs were a bit stiff fromthe |ong
ride, but he knew she had gained hima day's travel time. He wal ked around to face her and held
out his hand.

Cherie accepted it, then |eaned forward to kiss him-a notherly kiss on his forehead. Bink w shed
she had not done that, but he sniled nechanically and started wal ki ng. He heard her hooves
cantering back through the forest, and suddenly he felt lonely. Fortunately, his journey was
nearly over.
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But still he wondered: what had Herman the Hermit done that the centaurs consi dered obscene?

Chapter 3. Chasm

Bi nk stood at the brink, appalled. The path had been sundered by another trench--no, not a trench,
but a mghty chasm half a mle across and seemngly of bottom ess depth. Cherie the centaur could
not have known of it, or she would have warned him So it nust be of very recent formation--
perhaps within the past nonth.

Only an earthquake or cataclysmc magi c coul d have forned such a canyon so rapidly. Since there
had been no earthquakes that he knew of, it had to be magic. And that inplied a Magici an- - of
phenonenal power.

Who could it be? The King in his heyday m ght have been able to fashion such a chasm by using a
rigidly controlled storm a channel ed hurricane--but he had no reason to, and his powers had faded
too much to nmanage anything like this now Evil Magician Trent had been a transforner, not an

eart hnover. Good Magician Hunfrey's magi c was divided into a hundred assorted divinatory spells;
sonme of those might tell himhow to create such a gross channel, but it was hardly conceivable
that Hunfrey woul d bother to do it. Hunfrey never did anything unless there was a fee to be earned
fromit. Was there another great Magician in Xanth?

Wait--he had heard runors of a naster of illusion. It was far easier to nake an apparent chasm
than a genui ne one. That could he an anplification of Zink's pretend-hole talent. Zink was no
Magi ci an, but if a real Magician had this type of talent, this was the kind of effect he m ght
create. Maybe if Bink sinply wal ked out into this chasm his feet would find the path continui ng
on .

He | ooked down. He saw a snall cloud floating blithely al ong, about five hundred feet down. A gust
of cool dank wind came up to brush himback. He shivered; that was extraordinarily realistic for
an illusion! He shouted: "Hallooo!"

He heard the echo follow ng about five seconds after: "Allooo!"

He picked up a pebble and flipped it into the seeming chasm It disappeared into the depths, and
no sound of its |anding cane back

At |ast he kneel ed and poked his finger into the air beyond the brim It nmet no resistance. He
touched the edge, and found it nmaterial and vertical

He was convinced, unwillingly. The chasm was real

There was nothing to do but go around it. \Wich neant he was not within five nmles of his
destination, but within fifty---or a hundred, depending on the extent of this anmazing crevice.

Shoul d he turn back? The villagers certainly should be advised of this nanifestation; On the other
hand, it might be gone by the tinme he brought anyone el se back here to see it, and he would be

| abel ed a fool as well as a spell-less wonder. Wrse, he would be called a coward, who had
invented a story to explain his fear of visiting the Magician and gai ni ng absol ute proof of his
tal entl essness. \Wat had been created magically could be abolished magically. So he had better try
to get around it.

Bi nk | ooked sonewhat wearily at the sky. The sun was low in the west. He had an hour or so of
di minishing daylight left. He'd better spend it trying to locate a house in which to spend the
night. The last thing he wanted was to sleep outside in unfamliar territory, at the nercy of
strange nmagic. He had had a very easy trip so far, thanks to Cherie, but with this energency
detour it would becone nuch nore difficult.

Which way to turn---east or west? The chasm seened to run interminably in both directions. But the
lay of the land was slightly |less rugged to the east, nmaking a gradual descent; maybe it would
approach the bottom of the chasm enabling himto cross it. Farnmers tended to build in valleys
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rather than on mountains, so as to have ready sources of water and be free of the hostile magic of
hi gh places. He woul d go east.

But this region was sparsely settled. He had seen no hunan habitations along the path so far. He
wal ked increasingly swiftly through the forest. As dusk cane, he saw great black shapes rising out
of the chasm vastly spreading | eathery wi ngs, cruelly bent beaks, glinting small eyes. Vultures
perhaps, or worse. He felt horribly uneasy.

It was now necessary to conserve his rations, for he had no way of knowi ng how far they would have
to stretch. He spotted a breadfruit tree and cut a loaf fromit, but discovered the bread was not
yet ripe. He would get indigestion eating it. He had to find a farnmhouse.

The trees becane |arger and nore gnarled of trunk. They seemed nenacing in the shadows. A w nd was
rising, causing the stiff, tw sted branches to sigh. Nothing oninous about that; these effects
weren't even magical. But Bink found his heart beating nore rapidly, and he kept gl ancing back
over his shoulder. He was no longer on the established trail, so his conparative security was
gone. He was going deeper into the hinterland, where anything could happen. Ni ght was the tine of
sinister magic, and there were diverse and potent kinds. The peace spell of the pines was only an
exanpl e; there were surely fear spells and worse. If only he could find a house!

Sone adventurer he was! The nonent he had to go a little out of his way, the instant it got dark
he started reacting to his own too-creative inmagination. The fact was, this was not the deep

wi | derness; there would be fewreal threats to a careful man. The true wilds were beyond t he Good
Magi ci an's castle, on the other side of the chasm

He forced hinself to sl ow down and keep his gaze forward. Just keep wal ki ng, sw nging the staff
over to touch anything suspicious, no foolish--

The end of the staff touched an i nnocuous bl ack rock. The rock burst upward with a | oud whirring
noi se. Bink scranbl ed back, falling on the ground, arns thrown up protectively before his face.

The rock spread wings and fl apped away. "Koo!" it protested reproachfully. It had been only a
stone dove, folded into its rock shape for canouflage and insulation during the night. Naturally,
it had reacted when poked--but it was quite harni ess.

|f stone doves nested here, it was bound to be safe for him Al he had to do was stretch out
anywhere and sleep. Wiy didn't he do just that?

Because he was foolishly terrified of being alone at night, he answered hinself. If only he had
sonme magi ¢, then he would feel nore secure. Even a sinple confidence spell would serve

He spied a |ight ahead. Relief! It was a yellow square, nearly certain indication of human

habi tation. He was al nost tearfully pleased. He was no child, no adol escent, but he might as well
be, here in the forest and off the bounds of his nmap. He needed the confort of human

conpani onship. He hurried toward the light, hoping it would not turn out to be sone illusion or
trap sponsored by an inimcal being!

It was real. It was a farmat the edge of a small village; now he could see other squares of |ight
farther down the valley. Al nost joyfully, he knocked on the door.

It opened grudgingly to show a honely wonman in a soiled apron. She peered at hi msuspiciously. "I
don't know you," she grunped, edging the door closed again

"I amBink of the North Village," he said quickly. "I have traveled all day, and was bal ked by the
chasm Now | need lodging for the night. | will perform sone reasonable service for the favor. I'm
strong; | can chop wood or | oad hay or nove rocks--"

"You don't need magic to do those things," she said.
"Not with magic! Wth ny hands. 1--"
"How do | know you're not a waith?" she denmanded

Bi nk held out his left hand, wincing. "Prick nme; | bleed.” It was a standard test, for nost
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nocturnal supernatural creatures had no blood, unless they had recently fed on sone living
creature. Even then they had none that would fl ow

"Ch, cone on, Martha," a man's gruff voice called frominside. "There hasn't been a waith in
these parts for a decade, and they don't do no harm anyway. Let himin; if he eats, he's human."

"Ogres eat," she muttered. But she cracked the door open far enough for Bink to squeeze through

Now Bi nk saw the farm s guardian aninal: a snmall werewol f, probably one of their children. There
were no true werewol ves or other weres that he knew of; all were humans who had devel oped the
talent. Such changelings were increasingly frequent, it seened. This one had the | arge head and
flattish face typical of the type. A real werewlf woul d have been indi stingui shable froma cani ne
until it changed; then it would have been a wol fish nan. Bink put out a hand as it slunk up to
sniff him then patted it on the head.

The creature netanorphosed into a boy about eight years old. "Did | scare you, huh?" he begged.

"Terrified," Bink agreed.

The lad turned toward the nman. "He's clean, Paw," he announced. "No snell of magic on him"

"That's the trouble,” Bink murrmured. "I1f | had magic, | wouldn't be traveling. But | meant what
said. | can do good physical work."

"No nmagic?" the man inquired as the woman poured Bink a steam ng bow of stew The farnmer was in
his md-thirties, as honely as his wife, but possessed of a few deep smile-lines around his nouth
and eyes. He was thin, but obviously sturdy; hard physical |abor nade for tough nmen. He fl exed
purple as he tal ked, then green, his whole body changing color snoothly: his talent. "How d you
make it all the way fromNorth Village in one day, then?"

"A lady centaur gave ne a lift."
"Afilly! 1'll bet she did! Where'd you hang on to when she junped?"
Bink smled ruefully. "Well, she said she'd drop ne in a trench if | did it again," he admtted.

"Hawi Haw! Haw! " the man brayed. Farmers, being relatively uneducated, tended to have an earthy
sense of hunor. Bink noticed that the honely wife wasn't |aughing, and the boy nerely stared
unconpr ehendi ngl y.

Now t he farner got down to business. "Listen, | don't need no hand | abor nowsabout. But |'ve got a
part in a hearing comng up, and | don't want to go. Upsets the missus, you know. "

Bi nk nodded, though he did not understand. He saw the wi fe nod grimagreenent. What sort of thing
was this?

"So if you want to work off your |odging, you can stand in for ne," the farnmer continued. "Wn't
only take 'bout an hour, no work to it 'cept to agree to anything the bailiff says. Softest job

you can find, and easy for you, too, 'cause you're a stranger. Playing opposite a cute young thing-
" He caught the grimlook of his wife and aborted that |ine. "How 'bout it?"

"Anything | can do," Bink said uncertainly. Wiat was this about playing opposite a cute young
thing? He'd never find out while the wife was present. Wuld Sabrina object?

"Fine! There's hay in the loft, and a bucket so you won't have to go outside. Just don't snore too
| oud--the mssus don't like it."

The mssus didn't like a lot of things, it seenmed. How did a man ever cone to narry a wonan |ike
that? Whuld Sabrina turn shrewi sh after marri age? The i dea nmade hi muneasy. "I won't," Bink
agreed. The stew was not very tasty, but it was filling. Good stuff to travel on

He slept confortably in the hay, with the wolf curled up beside him He did have to use the pot,
and it stank all night, having no cover--but that was nuch better than going into the magi c night.
After that initial expression of objection to the stew, his innards settled down. Bink really had
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no conpl ai nt.

He had gruel for breakfast, heated without fire. That was the wife's talent, a useful one for a
farnstead. Then he reported to the neighbor's house a nmile on down al ong the chasmfor the
heari ng.

The bailiff was a big, bluff man, above whose head a small cloud fornmed when he concentrated on
anything too intently. "Know anything about it?" he inquired after Bink explai ned.

"Not hing," Bink admtted. "You'll have to tell ne what to do."

"Cood! It's just a sort of little playlet, to settle a problemw thout ruining anybody's
reputation. We call it surrogate magic. Mnd you, don't use any actual magic."

"I won't," Bink said.

"You just agree to whatever | ask you. That's all."

Bi nk began to get nervous. "I don't believe in lying, sir.

"This ain't exactly lying, boy. It's in a good cause. You'll see. I'ms'prised you folk don't
practice it in North Village."

Bi nk was uneasily silent. He hoped he had not gotten hinself into sonething ugly.

The others arrived: two nen and three young wonmen. The men were ordinary, bearded farmers, one
young, one middl e-aged; the girls ranged fromindifferent to ravishing. Bink forced his eyes away
fromthe prettiest one lest he stare. She was the npbst vol uptuous, striking bl ack-haired beauty he
had ever seen, a dianond in the nud of this region

"Now the six of you sit down across fromeach other at this table," the bailiff said in his
official voice. "I'll do the tal king when the judge comes. Mnd you, this is a play--but it's
secret. Wien | swear you in, it's for keeps--absolutely no bl abbing about the details after you
get out, understand?"

They all nodded. Bink was becom ng nore perpl exed. He now understood about playi ng opposite a
sweet young thing--but what kind of play was this, with an audi ence of one, that no one was
permtted to report on later? Wll, so be it; maybe it was a kind of nagic.

The three nen sat in a row on one side of the table, and the three girls faced them Bink was
opposite the beautiful one; her knees touched his, for the table was narrow. They were silKky
snoot h, sending a shiver of appreciation up his | egs. Renenber Sabrina! he told hinself. He was
not ordinarily swayed by a pretty face, but this was an extraordinary face. It didn't help that
she wore a tight sweater. What a figure

The judge entered---a portly man with inpressive paunch and sideburns. "All stand,” the bailiff
sai d.

They all stood respectfully.

The judge took a seat at the end of the table and the bailiff noved to the far side. They all sat
down.

"Do you three ladies swear to tell no truth other than that presented in this hearing, any tine,
anywhere, and to shut up about that?" the bailiff demanded.

"W do," the girls chorused.
"And do you three louts swear the sane?"

"W do," Bink said with the others. If he was supposed to lie here, but never to talk about it
outside, did that nean it wasn't really a lie? The bailiff knew what was true and what was fal se,
presumably, so in effect--
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"Now this is the hearing for an alleged rape," the bailiff announced. Bink, shocked, tried to
conceal his dismay. Were they supposed to act out a rape?

"Among t hese present," the bailiff continued, "is the girl who says she was raped--and the man she
charges. He says it happened but it was voluntary. That right, nmen?"

Bi nk nodded vigorously along with the others. Brother! He would rather have chopped wood for his
night's | odging. Here he was, possibly Iying about a rape he never conmitted.

"This is done anonynously to protect the reputations of those involved," the bailiff said. "So's
to have an advisory opinion, in the presence of the first parties, w thout advertising it to the
whol e comunity."

Bi nk was begi nning to understand. A girl who had been raped could be ruined, though it was no
fault of her own; many nen would refuse to marry her for that reason alone. Thus she could wi n her
case but lose her future. A man guilty of rape could be exiled, and a nman accused of rape would be
viewed with suspicion, conplicating his own future. It was alnost, he thought grimy, as serious a
crime as having no magic. Getting at the truth could be a very delicate matter, not sonething
either party would want to advertise in a public trial. Wn or |ose, reputations would suffer
grievously. Yet how could justice be done if it never came to trial? Thus this private,

sem anonynous hearing. Wuld it suffice?

"She says she was wal king down by the Gap," the bailiff said, glancing at his notes. "He came up
behi nd her, grabbed her, and raped her. R ght, girls?"

The three girls nodded, each | ooking hurt and angry. The vigorous head notion caused the knee of
the girl facing Bink to shake, and another ripple of suggestion traveled up his |leg. Wat an
opposite lady, in what a play!

"He says he was standing there and she canme up and nade a suggestion and he took her up on it.
Ri ght, men?"

Bi nk nodded with the others. He hoped his side won; this was nervous business.
Now t he judge spoke. "Was it close to a house?"

"'Bout a hundred feet," the bailiff said.

"Then why did she not screan®?"

"He said he'd push her off the brink if she made a sound," the bailiff replied. "She was frozen in
terror.

Ri ght, girls?"

They nodded--and each | ooked nonentarily terrified. Bink wondered which of the three had actually
been raped. Then he corrected his thought hastily: which one had nmade the accusation? He hoped it
wasn't the one opposite him

"Were the two known to each other prior to the occasion?
"Yes, Your Honor."

"Then | presunme she would have fled himat the outset, had she disliked him-and that he woul d not
have forced her if she trusted him In a small community like this, people get to know each other

very well, and there are few actual surprises. This is not conclusive, but it strongly suggests
she had no strong aversion to contact with him and may have tenpted himw th consequence she
|ater regretted. | would probably, were this case to come up in formal court, find the man not

guilty of the charge, by virtue of reasonable doubt."

The three nen rel axed. Bink becane aware of a trickle of sweat on his forehead, generated while he
listened to the judge's potential decision

"Ckay, you have the judge's ifso," said the bailiff. "You girls still want to bring it to open

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...20Xanth%2001%20-%20Spell%20For%20Chameleon.txt (28 of 175) [1/19/03 8:39:42 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2001%20-%20Spel | %620For%20Chamel eon.txt
trial?"

Gimfaced, |ooking betrayed, the three girls shook their heads, no. Bink felt sorry for his
opposite. How coul d she avoi d bei ng seductive? She was a creature constructed for no other visible
purpose than ra---than |ove.

"Then take off," the bailiff said. "Remenber--no talking outside, or well have a real trial, for
contenpt of court." The warni ng seenmed superfluous; the girls would hardly be tal king about this
one. The guilty--uh, innocent--man would al so shut up, and Bink hinmself just wanted to get clear
of this village. That left only one man who might want to talk--but if he breathed a word, all the
ot hers woul d know who had bl abbed. There woul d be sil ence.

So it was over. Bink stood and filed out with the others. The whol e thing had taken | ess than the
pronmi sed hour, so he was well off. He'd had a night's |odging and was well rested. Al he needed
now was to find a route past the chasmto the Good Magician's castle.

The bailiff energed, and Bi nk approached him "Could you tell me if there is any way south from
her e?"

"Boy, you don't want to cross the Gap," the bailiff said firmy, the little cloud form ng over his
head. "Not unless you can fly."

"I"mon foot."

"There's a route, but the Gap dragon . . . You're a nice boy, young, handsone. You did a good job
in the hearing. Don't risk it."

Everybody thought he was so damed young! Only good, strong, personal magic would give himrea
manhood in the eyes of Xanth. "I have to risk it."

The bailiff sighed. "Well, | can't tell you no then, son. I'mnot your father." He sucked in his
paunch, which was al nost as inpressive as that of the judge, and contenpl ated the cloud over his
head nonentarily. The cloud seened about to shed a tear or two. Again Bink winced i nwardly. Now he
was getting fathered as well as nmothered. "But it's conplicated. Better have Wnne show you."

" V\ynnet)n

"Your opposite. The one you al nost raped.” The bailiff smled, naking a signal with one hand, and
his cloud dissipated. "Not that | blanme you."

The girl approached, apparently in answer to the signal
"Wnne, honey, show this man to the southern slope of the Gap. M nd you keep clear of the dragon.”

"Sure," she said, smling. The snmle did not add to her splendor, because that was inpossible, but
it tried.

Bi nk had m xed enotions. After this hearing, suppose she accused himof . . . ?

The bailiff glanced at hi munderstandingly. "Don't worry about it, son. Wnne don't lie, and she
don't change her mind. You behave yourself, difficult as that may be, and there'll be no trouble.”

Enbarrassed, Bink accepted the girl's conpany. If she could show hima quick, safe route past the
chasm he woul d be well ahead.

They wal ked east, the sun beating into their faces. "Is it far?" Bink asked, still feeling awkward
for assorted reasons. If Sabrina could see himnow

"Not far," she said. Her voice was soft, sonehow sending an involuntary thrill through him Mybe
it was magi c; he hoped so, because he didn't like to think that he could be so easily subverted by
mere beauty. He didn't know this girl!

They continued in silence for a while. Bink tried again: "What is your talent?"
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She | ooked at him bl ankly.

Uh-oh. After the hearing, she could not be blaned for taking that the wong way. "Your magic
talent," he clarified. "The thing you can do. A spell, or ;

She shrugged noncommittally.

What was with this girl? She was beautiful, but she seemed sonewhat vacuous.
"Do you like it here?" he asked.

She shrugged agai n.

Now he was al nost certain: Wnne was |ovely but stupid. Too bad; she could have nade sone farner a
mar vel ous showpi ece. No wonder the bailiff had not been concerned about her; she was not nuch use.

They wal ked in silence again. As they rounded a bend, they al nbst stunbled over a rabbit nibbling
a mushroomin the path. Startled, the creature junped straight into the air and hung there,
levitating, its pink nose quivering.

Bi nk | aughed. "We won't hurt you, magi c bunny," he said. And Wnne snil ed.

They passed on under it. But the episode, mnor as it was, bothered Bink in retrospect, and for a
fam liar reason. Wiy should a common, garden-variety rabbit possess the magi c power of floating,
while Bink himself had nothing? It sinply wasn't fair.

Now he heard the strains of a |ovely nelody, seening to punctuate his thoughts. He | ooked about
and saw a lyrebird playing its strings. The nusic carried through the forest, filling it with a
pseudo joy. Ha!

He felt the need to talk, so he did. "When | was a kid they always teased nme because | had no

megi c,” he said, not caring whether she understood. "I |ost footraces to others who could fly, or
put walls in ny way, or pass through trees, or who could pop out in one place and in at anot her

pl ace." He had said as nmuch to Cherie the centaur; he was sorry to be stuck in this groove, but
sone unreasonabl e part of his mind seened to believe that if he repeated it often enough he would
find some way to alleviate it. "O who could cast a spell on the path ahead of them nmeking it all
downhill, while | had to cover the honest lay of the |land." Renenbering all those indignities, he
began to feel choked up

"Can | go with you?" Wnne asked abruptly.

Uh- oh. Maybe she figured he could regale her with nore stories indefinitely. The other rigors of
travel did not occur to her. In a few niles her shapely body, obviously not constructed for brute
work, would tire, and he'd have to carry her. "Wnne, |I'mgoing a long way, to see the Mgician
Hunfrey. You don't want to come al ong."

"No?" Her marvel ous face cl ouded up

Still conscious of the rape hearing, and wary of any possi bl e m sunderstandi ng, he phrased it
carefully. They were now descending a tortuous path into a | ow section of the chasm w nding
around tufts of clatterweed and

clutchroot saplings. He had taken the lead, bracing with his staff, so as to be able to catch her
if she lost her footing and fell; when he glanced up at her he caught distracting glinpses of her
exqui site thighs. There seenmed to be no part of her body that was not perfectly nolded. Only her
brain had been neglected. "It is dangerous. Miuch bad magic. | go al one."

"Al one?" She was still confused, though she was handling the path very well. Nothing wong with
her coordi nation! Bink found hinself a bit surprised that those |l egs could actually be used for
clinbing and wal king. "I need help. Mgic."

"The Magi ci an charges a year's service. You--would not want to pay." The Good Magici an was mal e,
and Wnne had only one obvious coin. No one would be interested in her mnd
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She | ooked at himin perplexity. Then she brightened, standing upright on the path above him "You
want payment?" She put one hand to the front of her dress.

"No!" Bink yelled, alnobst dislodging himself fromthe steep slope. He already visualized a
reenactment of the hearing, and a different verdict. Who would believe he had not taken advantage
of the lovely idiot? If she showed himany nore of her body-- "No!" he repeated, nore to hinself
than to her.

"But--" she said, clouding up again.

He was rescued by another distraction. They were near the bottom now, and Bink could see across
the base to the nore gentle rise of the south slope. No problem about clinbing that. He was about
to tell Wnne she could go home when there was an unconfortable sound, a kind of slide-bunp. It
was repeated--very |oud and shuddersone, w thout being precisely definable.

"What's that?" he asked nervously.

Wnne cupped her ear, listening, though the noise was plainly audible. Wth the shift in her

bal ance, her feet |ost purchase, and she began to slide down. He junped to catch her, and eased
her to the chasm floor. Wiat an arnful she was, all softness and resilience and sl enderness in
m racul ous proportions!

She turned her face to him brushing back her slightly disarrayed hair, as he stood her back on
her feet. "The Gap dragon," she said.

For a nonent he was confused. Then he renmenbered that he had asked her a question; now she was
answering it, with the single-mndedness of the neager intellect she had.

"I's it dangerous?"
"Yes. "

She had been too stupid to tell himbefore he asked. And he had not thought to ask before he heard
it. Maybe if he hadn't been | ooking at her so nuch--yet what man woul d not have | ooked?

Al ready he saw the nonster coming fromthe west--a snmoking reptilian head, low to the ground, but
| arge. Very large. "Run!" he baw ed.

She started to run--straight ahead, into the chasm "No!" he yelled, sprinting after her. He
caught her by one arm and spun her about. Her hair swirled wi nsonely, a black cloud about her
face.

"You want payment ?" she asked.

Brother! "Run that way!" he cried, shoving her back toward the northern slope, since it was the
cl osest escape. He hoped the dragon was not a good clinber.

She obeyed, noving fleetly over the ground.

But the glaring eyes of the Gap dragon followed her, orienting on the notion. The creature swerved
to intercept her. Bink saw she could not reach the path in time. The nonster was whonpi ng al ong at
gal | opi ng- cent aur vel ocity.

Bi nk sprinted after her again, caught her, and half hurled her back toward the south. Even in this
desperate nonent, her body had a linber, appealing quality that threatened to distract his mnd
"That way!" he cried. "It's catching up!" He was acting as foolishly as she, changing his mnd
whi | e doom cl osed in.

He had to divert the nonster sonehow. "Hey, steamsnoot!" he baw ed, waving his arns wildly. "Look
at nmel"

The dragon | ooked. So did Wnne.

"Not you!"™ Bink yelled at her, "CGet on across. Get out of the Gap."
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She ran again. No one could be so stupid as not to understand the danger here.

Now t he dragon's attention was on Bink. It swerved again, bearing down on him It had a | ong,
si nuous body and three sets of stubby legs. The legs lifted the torso and whonped it forward,
causing it to slide several feet. The process | ooked clunmsy--but the thing was traveling

di sconcertingly fast.

Time for himto run! Bink took off down the chasm toward the east. The dragon had already cut him
off fromthe north slope, and he didn't want to lead it in the direction Wnne was goi ng. For al
its awkward node of propulsion, it could run faster than he; no doubt its speed was enhanced by
magic. It was, after all, a magical creature.

But what of his theory about no creature having nmagic and intelligence if it was magical in
itself? If that was valid, this thing would not be very smart. Bink hoped so; he'd rather try to
outwit a dunb dragon than a smart one. Especially when his |ife depended on it.

So he ran--but already he knew this course was hopel ess. This was the dragon's hunting ground, the
factor that stopped people fromcrossing the chasmon foot. He should have known that a magically

constructed chasm woul d not be | eft unattended. Sonmeone or sonething did not want peopl e crossing

freely fromnorth Xanth to south Xanth. Especially nonnagi cal people |ike him

Bi nk was puffing now, out of breath, and a pain was developing in his side. He had underesti nmated
the speed of the dragon. It was not a little faster than he was, it was substantially faster. The
huge head snapped forward, and steam gushed around him

Bink inhaled the stuff. It wasn't as hot as he had feared, and it snelled faintly of burning wood.
But it was still unconfortable. He choked, gasped--tripped on a stone and fell flat. H s staff
flew out of his hands. That fatal nonent of distraction!

The dragon whonped right over him unable to stop so rapidly. It was so long and low that it
couldn't fall. The netallic body shot past, inertia carrying the head beyond range. If nagic
enhanced the thing's speed, then there was no magic to help it brake, for what that small bl essing
was worth.

Bi nk's breath was nomentarily knocked out of himby the fall. He was al ready desperately short of
sir. He gasped for nore, unable to concentrate on anything el se at the nonent, not even on escape.
Wiile he lay, effectively paralyzed, the niddle set of |egs cane down--right at him They cane

t oget her as though yoked, ready to heave the heavy body up and forward again. He couldn't even
roll aside in tine. He would be crushed!

But the nassive claws of the right foot |anded squarely on the rock that had tripped him It was a
big rock, bigger than it | ooked, and he had fallen on the | ower side after stunbling on its built-
up upper side. He was sprawed in a kind of erosion gully. The three claws were splayed by the
rock, so that one mssed himto the left, another to the right, and the middle one arched ri ght
over him hardly touching the ground. Perhaps a ton of dragonwei ght on that one foot, none of it
touching him A lucky placenent that coul d never have happened by desi gn!

Now he had some of his breath back, and the foot was gone, already lifted for the next whonp. Had
Bi nk been able to roll aside, he would have been caught squarely by one of the claws, and
squi shed.

But one freak break did not nean he was out of trouble. The dragon was curling around to find him
agai n, steaning back along its own long torso. It was marvel ously supple, able to bend in a tight
U-turn. Bink would have adnired this quality nore froma safe distance. Snakelike, the nonster
could convolute into knots if it had to, reaching himwherever he tried to hide. No wonder it
whonped; it had no rigid backbone.

Knowing it was futile, Bink still found hinself trying to escape. He dashed under the tree-trunk-
thick tail. The head followed him the nostrils pursuing his scent as accurately as the eyes
traced his notion.

Bi nk reversed course and | eaped up over the tail, scranbling for handholds on the scales. He was
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in luck; some dragons had scales with serrated edges that sliced the flesh of anything that
touched them this one's scales were innocuously rounded. It was probably a survival trait in a
chasmlike this, though Bink wasn't sure why. Did sharp scales tend to snag on things, slow ng the
velocity of a | owto-the-ground nonster?

He tunbl ed over the tail--and the dragon's head foll owed snoothly. No steam now, maybe the nonster
didn't want to heat up its own flesh. It was already savoring its conquest and repast, playing cat
and nouse with him though he'd never seen a werecat do that; possibly real cats did play that
way, though there weren't nmany of those--or mce--around these days, for sone reason

But he was letting his mnd run away with his attention again, and he couldn't afford it. Could he
|l ead the dragon's head such a nmerry chase around its own body that it actually did tie itself in a
knot? He doubted it, but mght have to give it a try anyway. It was better than just getting
swal | owed.

He was back at the rock he had stunbled over. Now its position was changed; the noving wei ght of
the dragon had dislodged it. There was a crack in the ground where it had been: a deep, dark hole.

Bink didn't like holes in the ground; no telling what mght lurk in there: nickel pedes, stinglice,
hoopwor ns, | epernmud--ugh! But he had no chance at all here amid the coils of the Gap dragon. He
junped feet first into the hole.

The earth crunbl ed beneath his weight, but not quite enough. He sank in up to his thighs, and
st uck.

The dragon, seeing himabout to escape, blasted a torrent of steam But again it was warm vapor,
not burning hot, actually little nore than coal esced breath. This was not after all a fire dragon,
but a pseudo fire dragon. Few people were likely to get close enough to know the difference. The
m st bat hed Bi nk, soaking himdown thoroughly, and turned the dirt around himto nud. Thus

| ubricated, he began to nobve again. Down.

The dragon snatched at him-but Bi nk popped through the constriction with a sucking sound that
conplenmented the futile clicking of the dragon's teeth. He dropped about two feet, to solid rock
Hi s feet stung, especially the ankle that had been turned, but he was unhurt. He ducked his head
down and felt about himin the darkness. He was in a cave.

What | uck! But he still wasn't safe. The dragon was claw ng at the ground, gougi ng out huge chunks
of dirt and rock, steanming the renmminder into rivulets of nud. Gooey chunks splatted agai nst the
cave floor. The opening was widening, letting in nore light. Soon it would be big enough for the
dragon's head. Bink's doom had only been postponed.

This was no occasion for caution. Bink strode ahead, hands touching each other before him arns
bowed in a horizontal circle. If he hit a wall, he would only bruise his forearns. Better a bruise
than the crunch of dragon's teeth.

He did not hit a wall. He struck a nmud slick instead. His foot shot out fromunder, and he took a
bel l yfl op. There was water here--real water, not dragon's breath--a trickle wendi ng down.

Down? Down where? Surely to an underground river! That could account for the sudden canyon. The
river could have been tunneling for centuries, and suddenly the ground above col |l apsed, form ng
the chasm One phenonenal sinkhole. Now the river was working agai n--and he would surely drown if
he splashed into it, for there was no guarantee that its current was slow or that there was air in
its passage. Even if he swamwell, he could be consuned by river nonsters, the especially vicious
kind that frequented dark, cold waters.

Bi nk cl awed his way back up the slope. He found a branchi ng passage | eading up, and followed it as
rapidly as possible. Soon he saw a shaft of |ight from above. Safe!

Safe? Not while the dragon still lurked. Bink dared not dig his way out until it left. He would
have to wait, hoping the predator didn't dig this far. He hunkered down, trying not to get any
nmore nud on him

The sounds of the dragon's digging dimnished, then ceased altogether. There was sil ence--but Bink
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wasn't fool ed. Dragons were of the hide-and-pounce variety, generally. At |least the | andbound ones
were. They could nove fast when they noved, but could not keep it up long. A dragon woul d never
successfully run down a deer, for exanple, even if the deer |acked escapi st magi c. But dragons
were very good at waiting. Bink would have to stay low until he actually heard it nove off.

It was a long wait, conplicated by the cold disconfort of the nud and dark and his prior wetting
by the dragon's breath. Plus the fact that he could not be quite sure the dragon was there. This
m ght all be for nothing, and the dragon could be enmtting steany chuckles as it retreated
silently--they could be very quiet when they wanted to---and hunted el sewhere.

No! That was what the predator wanted himto think. He dared not energe, or even nove, lest the
thing hear him That was why it was so quiet now, it was |listening. Dragons had excellent senses;
perhaps that was why they were so common in the wilderness regions, and so feared. They were a
survival type. Apparently his scent had suffused the area, issuing fromstray vents, so that it
did not give away his precise |location. The dragon was not about to wear itself out digging up the
entire cave system But sound or sight would do himin.

Now t hat he was absolutely still, he was cold. This was sunmer in Xanth, and it really did not get
very cold even in winter, for many plants had heat nagic, |ocal weather control, or other
mechani sns for confort. But the chasm was sparsely vegetated, and sheltered frommuch of the sun
and the cool air tended to settle and be trapped. It had taken awhile for the heat of his
exertions to dissipate, but now he was shivering. He could not afford to shiver too violently! H's
| egs and feet hurt, becoming cranped. To top it off, he felt a scratchiness in his throat. He was
com ng down with a cold. This present disconfort would hardly help himto throw that off, and he
could not go to the village doctor for a medicinal spell.

He tried to distract hinself by thinking of other things, but he did not care to rehearse yet
again the assorted indignities of his bitter childhood, or the frustration of having but not being
able to hold a lovely girl like Sabrina because of his lack of nagic. The notion of lovely girls
rem nded hi mof Wnne; he would not be human if he didn't react to her fantastic face and body!

But she was so abysnally stupid; and anyway, he was engaged al ready, so he had no busi ness
thinking of her. Hs efforts at self-distraction cane to nothing; it was better to suffer in
ment al sil ence.

Then he becane aware of sonething nore insidious. It had been in evidence for sonme time, but he
had not been consciously aware of it because of his other concerns. Even unsuccessful distractions
did sonme good.

It was a peripheral, alnmost sublinminal thing. A kind of flickering, which vani shed when he | ooked
directly at it, but became insistent at the fringe of his vision. Wiat was it? Sonething natural--
or sonething nmagi c? I nnocent or sinister?

Then he recognized it. A shade! A half-real spirit, ghost, or sone unqui et dead, dooned to skul k

i n shadow and night until its wongs were righted or its evil exonerated. Because the shades could
not go abroad by day, or enter light, or intrude in popul ous places, they represented no threat to
ordinary folk in ordinary circunstances. Mdst were bound to the place of their dem se. As Rol and
had advi sed Bink, long ago: "If a shade bothers you, walk away fromit." They were easy to escape;
this was called "pulling the shade."

Only if an unwary person foolishly slept near the abode of a shade was he in trouble. It took a
shade about an hour to infiltrate a living body, and a person could nbve away at any tine and be
free of it. Once Roland, in a fit of uncharacteristic ire, had threatened to stun an annoyi ng
trespasser and leave himin the nearest shade barrow. The nman had qui ckly departed.

Now Bi nk was neither stunned nor asleep---but if he noved, the Gap dragon woul d pounce. If he did
not nove, the shade would infiltrate his body. That could be a fate worse than death - really!

Al'l because he had tried to rescue a beautiful, vacuous girl froma dragon. In folklore, such a
hero al ways received a nost intriguing reward. In reality, the hero was as likely as not to find
hinself in need of rescue, as now. WlIl, such was real-life justice in Xanth.

The shade grew bol der, thinking himhelpless or inattentive. It did not glow, it was nerely a
| esser darkness than that of the cave. He could see it fairly well now, by not looking at it: a
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vague, manni sh outline, very sad.

Bi nk wanted to | eap away, but he found the dank wall close behind him and in any event he could
not afford to take a step. No matter how silently he did it, the dragon would hear. He could wal k
forward, right through the shade, and all he would feel would be a nonentary chill, |ike that of
the grave. It had happened on occasion to himbefore; unpleasant but hardly critical. But this
time the dragon would be on him

Maybe he could run, being fully rested, and get a head start before the dragon woke. The dragon
must surely be sleeping, getting its rest, while its keen ears were attuned to the quarry.

The shade touched him Bink jerked his arm away--and the dragon stirred above. It was there, al
right! Bink froze---and the dragon |ost himagain. The nmere jerk had not been quite enough

The dragon circled, trying to sniff himout. Its huge nose passed over the upper crack; steam
jetted down. The shade retreated in alarm Then the dragon settled in place, giving up the chase
for the monent. It knew its prey would give itself away sooner or later. When it cane to waiting,
t he dragon was much better equi pped than the hunman.

One nore reptilian twitch--and the end of the tail dropped through the crack, dangling alnost to
the floor. In order to escape, Bink would have to brush past it. Now what were his chances?

Suddenly Bink had an idea. The dragon was a living, it magical, animl. Wy shouldn't the shade
take over its body? A shade-dom nated dragon woul d probably have other things on its nmind than
eating a hiding person. If he could just nbve over so as to place the dangling tail between him
and the shade---

He tried, shifting his balance with tedious slowness, trying to lift one foot so as to put it
forward. Silently. But the nmonment it lifted, it hurt, and he flinched. The dragon's tail twi tched,
and Bink had to freeze. This was extrenely awkward, because his balance in this sem -squatting
position was at best tenuous, and now both feet and ankles felt as if they were on fire.

The shade advanced agai n.

Bink tried to ease his foot farther forward, so as to achieve a nore confortabl e bal ance w t hout
falling over. Away fromthe shade! Again agony shot through him and again the tail twitched; once
nmore he froze, in even nore disconfort. And yet again the shade noved in. He could not go on this
way.

The shade touched his shoulder. This tine Bink steeled hinmself not to flinch; he would certainly
have [ ost his balance, and then his life. The touch was hideously cool, not cold; it nade his skin
crawl . VWhat was he to do?

He controlled hinself, with continuing effort. It would take an hour or so for the shade to take
over his body; he could break the spell at any time before it was conplete. The dragon woul d
gobbl e himdown in seconds. Appalling as the notion was, the shade was the better risk; at |east
it was slow. Maybe in half an hour the dragon woul d have gone away .

Maybe the nmoon would fall out of the sky and squi sh the dragon under green cheese, too! Wiy wi sh
for the inpossible? If the dragon did not go, then what? Bink just didn't know. But so far he
didn't see nuch choice

The shade noved in inexorably, cooling his shoul der through to chest and back. Bink felt the
intrusion with barely suppressed | oathing. How would it be possible to subnmit to this invasion of
the dead? Yet he had to do it, at least for a while, lest the dragon quickly convert himto a
shade hinself. O would that be preferable? At |east he would die a nan.

The ghastly cool essence inpinged slowy on his head. Now Bink was terrified, yet frozen; he could
not |l ean his head away any farther. The horror crept through, and he felt hinself sinking,
slipping, being blotted up by . . . and then he was eerily calm

Peace, the shade said in his mnd.
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The peace of the pine forest, where the sleepers never woke? Bink could not protest aloud, because
of the dragon's ears. But he gathered hinself for a final effort, to leap away fromthis dread
possession. He would crash past the dragon's tail before the nonster could react, and take his
chance with the subterranean river.

No! Friend, | can help you! the shade cried, |ouder but still silently.

Sonehow, insidiously, Bink began to believe. The spirit actually seened sincere. Perhaps it was
just in contrast to the alternatives: consunption by dragon or drowning in river

Fair exchange, the shade persisted. Pernmt me, for one hour. I will save your life, then
di ssi pate, ny onus abat ed.

It had the ring of conviction. Bink faced death anyway; if the shade coul d sonmehow save him it
woul d certainly be worth an hour of possession. It was true that shades dissipated once their
burden was |ifted.

But not all shades were honest. The crimnal ones sonetines were recalcitrant, choosing not to
atone for their crinmes in life. Instead, they added to themin death, under cover of the new
identity, ruining the reputation of the unlucky person they controlled. After all, the shade had
little to | ose; he was al ready dead. Absolution would nerely consign himto oblivion or to his
place in the infernal regions, depending on his faith. Snall wonder some chose never to die
conpl etely.

My wife, my child! the shade pl eaded. They go hungry, they sorrow, ignorant of ny status. | nust
tell them where the silver tree grows that | died to |ocate

The silver tree! Bink had heard of the like. Atree with | eaves of pure silver, incredibly
val uabl e--for silver was a magic nmetal. It tended to repel evil magic, and arnmor made fromit
resi sted magi c weapons. And, of course, it could even be used as noney.

No, it is for ny famly! the shade cried. That they may never again dwell in poverty. Do not take
it for yourself!

That convi nced Bi nk. A di shonest shade woul d have prom sed himeverything; this one prom sed only
life, not riches. Agreed, Bink thought, hoping he was not making a dreadful m stake. Trust
unwi sely given--

Wait until merging is conplete, the shade said gratefully. | cannot help you until | becone you.

Bi nk hoped it was no deception. But what, really, did he have to | ose? And what did the shade have
to gain by alie? If it did not save Bink, it would only share the sensati on of being eaten by the
dragon. Then they woul d both be shades--and Bink would be an angry one. He wondered what one shade
could do to another. Meanwhile, he waited.

At last it was done. He was Donald, the prospector. A man whose talent was flying.

"W go!" Donald cried through Bink's |lips exultantly. He put his arms up as if diving and rose
strai ght up through the crack in the ceiling, with such power that the edges of rock and dirt were
flung aside.

The sheer brightness of day blinded them as they energed. The Gap dragon took a nonment to orient
on this strange occurrence, then pounced. But Donal d made another effort, and shot up so swiftly
that the huge teeth snapped on air. He kicked the nonster on the snout, hard. "Ha, gaptooth!" he
yelled. "Chew on this." And he stonped on the tender portion of the dragon's nose.

The jaws gaped open, and a cloud of steam shot out. But Donald was al ready zoom ng out of reach
The dragon had no chance to catch them before they were too high

Up, up they sailed, straight out of the canyon, above the trees and slopes. There was no effort
other than nental, for this was nagic flight. They |evel ed off, proceeding north across Xanth.

In del ayed reaction, Bink realized that he had a magic talent. By proxy, certainly--but for the
first time in his |life he was experiencing what every other citizen of Xanth experienced. He was
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perform ng. Now he knew how it felt.
It felt wonderful

The sun bore down from al nost straight overhead, for it was now nidday. They were up anid the
clouds. Bink felt disconfort in his ears, but an automatic reaction by his other self popped them
maki ng the pain abate before it intensified. He didn't know why flying should hurt his ears; nmaybe
it was because there wasn't enough to hear up here.

For the first time, too, he saw the full upper contours of the clouds. From beneath they were
generally flat, but from above they were elegantly if randomy scul ptured. \What seened like tiny
puffballs fromthe ground were big nasses of fog in person. Donald flew through themwth
equanimty, but Bink didn't like the |oss of vision. He was nervous about bangi ng i nto sonething.

"Why so high?" he inquired. "I can hardly see the ground." This was an exaggeration; what he neant
was that he could not make out the details he was accustomed to. Also, it would have been nice to
have sone of the people see himflying. He could buzz around the North Village, astounding the
scoffers, qualifying for his citizenship . . . no, that would not be honest. Too bad the nost
tenpting things were not right to do.

"l don't want to advertise,"” Donald said, "It could conplicate things if people thought | was
alive again."

OCh. Perhaps so. There could be renewed expectations, maybe debts to be paid, ones that nere silver
woul d not abate. The shade's busi ness was necessarily anonynous, at |east so far as the conmunity
was concer ned.

"See that glint?" Donald inquired, pointing down between two clouds. "That's the silver oak tree
It's so well hidden it can be spotted only fromabove. But | can tell ny boy exactly where to find
it. Then | can rest."

"I wish you could tell ne where to find a magic talent,'' Bink said wistfully.

"You don't have one? Every citizen of Xanth has magic."

"That's why I'mnot a citizen," Bink said glunmly. They both spoke through the same nouth. "I'm
going to the Good Magician. It he can't help ne, 1'll be exiled."'

"I know the feeling. | spent two years exiled in that cave.”

"What happened to you?"

"I was flying honme, after discovering the silver tree, and a stormcanme up. | was so excited by
the thought of riches that | couldn't wait. | risked the trip in high w nds---and got blown into
the Gap. The inpact was so great | landed in the cave--but | was already dead."

"l didn't see any bones."

"You didn't see any hole in the ground, either. The dirt filled in over me, and then my body got
washed away by the river."

"But---"

"Don't you know anything? It's the place of death that anchors the shade, not the place of the
corpse. "

"Ch. Sorry."

"I hung on, though | knew it was hopel ess. Then you cane." Donal d paused. "Look, you've done ne
such a favor--1'11 share the silver with you. There's enough on that tree for both nmy fanmly and
you. Only pronise not to tell anyone else where it is."

Bi nk was tenpted, but a nmonment's reflection changed his mnd. "I need magic, not silver. Wthout
magic, I'll be exiled fromXanth, so | won't be able to share the silver. Wth magic---1 don't
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care about wealth. So if you want to share it, share it with the tree; don't take all its I|eaves,
but just a few at a tinme, and sone of the silver acorns that drop, so the tree can go on living in
heal th and perhaps reproduce itself. In the long run that will be nore productive anyway."

"It was a fortunate day for me when you dropped into ny cave," Donald said. He banked into a
curve, goi ng down.

Bi nk' s ears popped again as they descended. They dropped into a forest glade, then wal ked half a
mle to an isolated, run-down farm It took that nuch notion to conpletely elinminate the fingering
cranps in Bink's legs. "lIsn't it beautiful?" Donald inquired.

Bi nk | ooked at the rickety wooden fence and saggi ng roof. A few chickens scratched anong the
weeds. But to a man who had | ove invested here, |ove enough to sustain himtwo years after violent
death, it nust be the fairest of ranches. "Um" he said.

"I know it isn't much--but after that cave, it is like heaven itself," Donald continued. "My wfe
and boy have magic, of course, but it isn't enough. She cures feather fade in chickens, and he
makes little dust devils. She brings in barely enough to feed them But she's a good wife, and

| ovel y beyond belief."

Now t hey entered the yard. A seven-year-old boy | ooked up fromthe picture he was making in the
dirt. He renminded Bink briefly of the werewolf boy he had left-was it only six hours ago? But that
i mpressi on was destroyed when this boy opened his nmouth. "Go 'way!" he yelled.

"Better | don't tell him" Donald said slowy, a bit taken aback. "Two years--that's a long tine
for that age. He doesn't recognize this body. But see how he's grown."

They knocked on the door. A worman answered: plain, in a dingy dress, her hair swept back under a
soil ed kerchief. In her heyday she night have been ordinary; now hard work had made her old before
her time.

She hasn't changed a bit, Donald thought admringly. Then, aloud: "Sally!"
The wonan stared at himw th unconprehending hostility.
"Sally--don't you know ne? |'mback fromthe dead to wap up ny affairs."”

"Don!" She exclained, her pale eyes lighting at last. Then Bink's arms enfol ded her, and his |ips
ki ssed hers. He saw her through Donal d's overwhel mi ng enotion--and she was good and | ovely beyond
bel i ef .

Donal d drew back, staring into the splendor of her love as he spoke. "Mark this, darling: thirteen
m | es north-northeast of the snall mllpond, beside a sharp east-west ridge, there is a silver
tree. Go harvest it--a fewleaves at a tinme, so as not to danmage it. Market the netal as far away
as you can, or get a friend to do it for you. Tell no one the source of your wealth. Remarry--it
will make a fine dowy, and | want you to be happy, and the boy to have a father."

"Don," she repeated, tears of grief and joy in her eyes. "I don't care about silver, now that
you' re back."

"1"mnot back! |I'mdead, returning only as a shade to tell you of the tree. Take it, use it, or ny
struggl e has been for nothing. Promse!"

"But--" she started, then saw the | ook on his face. "All right, Don, | promse. But I'll never
| ove any other man!"

"My onus is abated, ny deed is done,"” Donald said. "One nore tine, beloved." He bent to kiss her
agai n- - and di ssi pated. Bink found hinself kissing another man's wife.

She knew it inmmediately, and jerked her face away. "Ch, sorry," Bink said, nortified. "I have to
go now. "

She stared at him suddenly hard-eyed. What little joy renmained in her had been wung out by the
brief manifestation of her husband. "Wat do we owe you, stranger?"
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"Not hi ng. Donald saved ny life by flying us away fromthe Gap dragon in the chasm The silver is
all yours. | will never see you again-"

She softened, conprehending that he was not going to take away the silver. "Thank you, stranger."
Then, on obvious inpulse: "You could share the silver, if you wanted. He told ne to renmarry--"

Marry her? "I have no magic," Bink said. "I amto be exiled." It was the kindest way he could
think of to decline. Not all the silver of Xanth could make this situation attractive to him on
any |evel.

"WIIl you stay for a neal ?"

He was hungry, but not that hungry. "I nust be on ny way. Do not tell your son about Donal d; he
felt it would only hurt the boy. Farewel "

"Farewel | ," she said. Monentarily he saw a hint of the beauty Donald had seen in her; then that
too was | ost.

Bi nk turned and left. On the way out of the farmhe saw a whirling dust devil conming toward him
product of the boy's mnor nmalice toward strangers. Bink dodged it and hurried away. He was gl ad
he had done this favor for the prospector, but also relieved that it was done. He had not properly
appreci ated before what poverty and death could nean to a fanily.

Chapter 4. Illusion

Bi nk resuned his journey---on the wong side of the chasm I|f only Donald s farmhad been to the
sout h!

Strange, how everyone here knew about the chasmand took it for granted--yet nobody in the North
Village did. Could it be a conspiracy of silence? That seened unlikely, because the centaurs
didn't seemto know about it either, and they were nornmally extrenely well informed. It had been
present for at |least two years, since the shade had been there that |ong, and probably nuch

| onger, since the Gap dragon nust have spent its whole life there.

It nust be a spell--an ignorance spell, so that only those people in the imediate vicinity of the
chasm were aware of it. Those who departed--forgot. Obviously there had never been a clear path
fromthe north to the south of Xanth--not in recent years.

Well, that was not his concern. He just had to get around it. He was not going to attenpt to cross
it again; only a phenonmenal series of coincidences had saved his skin. Bink knew that coincidence
was an untrustworthy ally.

The | and here was green and hilly, with head-high candy-stripe ferns sprouting so thickly that it
was inpossible to see very far ahead. He had no beaten trail now. He got |ost once, apparently
thrown of f by an aversion spell. Some trees protected thenselves from nol estation by causing the
traveler to veer aside, so as to pass sone distance fromthem Maybe that was how the silver oak
had renmi ned undi scovered so long. If soneone got into a patch of such trees, he could be bounced
far afield, or even routed in a perpetual circle. It could be difficult indeed to break out of
that sort of trap, because it was not at all obvious; the traveler thought he was going where he
wanted to go

Anot her tinme he encountered a very fine path going right his way, so fine that natural caution
made himavoid it. There were a nunber of wilderness cannibal plants that nade access very
attractive, right up until the nmonent their traps sprung.

Thus it was three days before he made significant progress--but he remained in good form apart
fromhis cold. He found a few nosegays that hel ped clear his nose, and a pillbox bush with
headache pills. At irregular intervals there were colorfruit trees, bearing greens, yellows,
oranges, and blues. He had fair luck finding | odging each night, for he was obviously a fairly
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harnml ess type, but he also had to spend sone hours in | abor, earning his board. The people of this
hinterland were ninimally talented; their magic was of the "spot on a wall" variety. So they lived
basi cal |l y Mundane lives, and al ways needed chores done.

At last the Iand wound down to the sea. Xanth was a peninsula that had never adequately been
mapped- - obvi ousl y! the unmarked chasm proved that!--so its precise dinmensions were unknown,

per haps unknowabl e. In general, it was an oval or oblong stretching north-south, connected to
Mundani a by a narrow bridge of |and on the northwest. Probably it had been an island at one tine,
and so evolved its distinct type of existence free fromthe interference of the outside world. Now
the Shield had restored that isolation, cutting off the land bridge by its curtain of death and

wi pi ng out the personnel of invading ships. If that weren't enough, there was said to be a nunber
of ferocious sea nmonsters. O fshore. No, Mundania did not intrude any nore.

Bi nk hoped the sea would pernit himto get around the chasm The Gap dragon probably coul d not
swim and the sea nonsters should not conme too close to |and. There should be a narrow section
where neither dragon nor sea nonster prevail ed. Maybe a beach he coul d wal k across, plunging into
the water if the terror of the chasmcharged, and onto land if magic threatened fromthe sea.

There it was: a beautiful thread of white sand stretching fromone side of the chasmto the other
No nonsters were in sight. He could hardly believe his luck--but he acted before it could change

Bi nk hit the beach running. For ten paces everything was fine. Then his foot came down on water
and he fell into the brine.

The beach was illusion. He had fallen for a nost elenentary trap. What better way for a sea
nmonster to catch its prey than a vani shing beach converting to deep water?

Bi nk stroked for the real shoreline, which he now saw was a rocky waste upon which the waves broke
and spuned. Not a safe landing at all, but his only choice. He could not go back on the "beach" he
had cone along; it no | onger seened to exist even in illusion. Either he had sonehow been borne
across the water or he had been swi mrming without knowing it. Either way, it was not nagic he cared
to get tangled up in again. Better to know exactly where he was.

Sonet hing cold and flat and i mmensely powerful coiled around one ankle. Bink had |ost his staff
when the Gap dragon ran hi mdown, and had not yet cut a new one; all he had was his hunting knife.
It was a puny resource against a sea nonster, but he had to try.

He drew the knife fromits sheath, held his breath, and |l ashed in the vicinity of his ankle. What
held himfelt like leather; he had to saw at it to sever it. These nonsters were tough all over!

Sonet hi ng huge and nurky | oonmed at hi munder the water, reeling in the tongue he sawed at. Yard-
long teeth flashed as the giant jaws opened.

Bink ost what little nerve he had | eft. He screaned.

H s head was underwater. The scream was a di saster. Water rushed into his nouth, his throat.

Fi rm hands were pressing his back rhythnmically, forcing the water out, the air in. Bink choked and
hacked and coughed. He had been rescued! "I--1'm okay!" he gasped.

The hands eased of f. Bink sat up, blinking.

He was on a snall yacht. The sails were of brightly colored silk, the deck of polished nahogany.
The mast was gol d.

Gol d? Gold plate, maybe. Solid gold would have been so heavy as to overbal ance the ship.
Bel atedly, he | ooked at his rescuer, and was amazed again. She was a Queen

At | east, she |looked Iike a Queen. She wore a platinumcrownlet and a richly enbroi dered robe, and
she was beautiful. Not as lovely as Wnne, perhaps; this wonan was ol der, with nore poi se. Precise
dress and manner made up for the sheer vol uptuous innocence of youth that Wnne had. The Queen's
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hair was the richest red he had ever seen---and so were the pupils of her eyes. It was hard to
i magi ne what a woman |ike this would be doing boating in nonster-infested surf.

"I amthe Sorceress Iris," she said.

"Uh, Bink," he said awkwardly. "Fromthe North Village." He had never nmet a Sorceress before, and
hardly felt garbed for the occasion.

"Fortunate | happened by," Iris remarked. "You mi ght have had difficulties.”

The understatenent of the year! Bink had been finished, and she had given himback his life. "I
was drowning. | never saw you. Just a nonster," he said, feeling i nane. How could he thank this
royal creature for sullying her delicate hands on sonething |ike hin®

"You were hardly in a position to see anything," she said, straightening so that her excellent
figure showed to advantage. He had been mi staken; she was in no way inferior to Wnne, just
different, and certainly nore intelligent. More on a par with Sabrina. The manifest nind of a
wonman, he realized, nade a great deal of difference in her appeal. Lesson for the day.

There were sailors and servants aboard the yacht, but they renai ned unobtrusively in the
background, and Iris adjusted the sails herself. No idle fermale, shel

The yacht noved out to sea. Soon it bore upon an island--and what an .island it was! Lush
vegetation grew all around it, flowers of all colors and sizes: pol ka-dot daisies the size of

di shes, orchids of exquisite splendor, tiger lilies that yawned and purred as the boat approached.
Neat paths led fromthe golden pier up toward a palace of solid crystal, which gleaned like a

di anond in the sun.

Li ke a di anond? Bi nk suspected it was a dianmond, fromthe way the light refracted through its
myriad faces. The | argest, nobst perfect dianond that ever was.

"I guess | owe you ny life," Bink said, uncertain as to howto handle the situation. It seemed
ridiculous to offer to chop wood or pitch animal manure to earn his keep for the night; there was
not hi ng so crude as firewood or aninmal refuse on this fair island! Probably the best favor he
could do her was to renove his soaking, bedraggled presence as rapidly as possible.

"l guess you do," she agreed, speaking with a surprising normality. He had sonehow expected her to
be nore al oof, as befitted pseudo-royalty.

"But my life may not be worth much. | don't have any magic; | amto be exiled from Xanth."

She gui ded the yacht to the pier, flinging a fine silver chain to its nmooring post and tying it
tight.

Bi nk had thought his confession would disturb her; he had nade it at the outset so as not to
proceed under fal se pretenses. She m ght have m staken himfor soneone of consequence. But her
reaction was a surprise. "Bink, I"'mglad you said that. It shows you are a fine, honest |ad. Mst
magi ¢ talents aren't worthwhile anyway. What use is it to make a pink spot appear on a wall? It
may be magic, but it doesn't acconplish anything. You, with your strength and intelligence, have
nore to offer than the great najority of citizens."

Amazed and pleased by this gratuitous and probably unjustified praise, Bink could make no answer.
She was correct about the usel essness of spot-on-wall magic, certainly; he had often thought the
same thing hinmself. O course, it was a standard renmark of disparagenent, neaning that a given
person had picayune magic. So this really was not a sophisticated observation. Still, it certainly
made himfeel at ease

"Cone," Iris said, taking himby the hand. She guided himacross the gangplank to the pier, then
on along the main path to the pal ace.

The snel |l of flowers was al nost overwhel mi ng. Roses abounded in all colors, exhaling their
perfunes. Plants with sword-shaped | eaves were even nore comon; their flowers were like
sinplified orchids, also of all colors. "Wat are those?" he inquired.
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“Irises, of course," she said.
He had to laugh. "OfF course!l™ Too bad there was no flower naned "Bink."

The path passed through a flowering hedge and | ooped around a pool and fountain to the el aborate
front portico of the crystal palace. Not a true dianmond after all. "Conme into ny parlor," the
Sorceress said, smling.

Bi nk' s feet bal ked, before the significance penetrated to his brain. He had heard about spiders
and flies! Had she saved his life nerely to--

"Ch, for God's sake!" she exclained. "Are you superstitious? Nothing will hurt you."

H s recal citrance seemed foolish. Wiy should she revive him then betray hin? She could have |et
hi m choke to death instead of punping the water out of him the nmeat woul d have been as fresh. O
she could have tied himup and had the sailors bring himashore. She had no need to deceive him
He was already in her power--if that was the way it was. Stil

"I see you distrust ne," Iris said. "What can | do to reassure you?"

This direct approach to the problemdid not reassure himvery nuch. Yet he had better face it---or
trust to fate. "You--you are a Sorceress," he said. "You seemto have everything you need. I--what
do you want with me?"

She | aughed. "Not to eat you, | assure you!"

But Bi nk was unable to | augh. "Sone nagic--sonme people do get eaten." He suffered a vision of a
nmonstrous spider luring himinto its web. Once he entered the pal ace--

"Very well, sit out there in the garden,” Iris said. "Or wherever you feel safe. If | can't
convince you of ny sincerity, you can take ny boat and go. Fair enough?"

It was too fair; it made himfeel like an ungrateful lout. Now it occurred to Bink that the whole
island was a trap. He could not swmto the mainland--not with the sea nonsters there--and the
yacht's crew might grab himand tie himup if he tried to sail across.

Vell, it wouldn't hurt to listen. "All right."

"Now, Bink,' she said persuasively--and she was so lovely in her intensity that she was very
persuasi ve indeed. "You know that though every citizen of Xanth has nagic, that magic is severely
limted. Some people have nore magic than others, but their talents still tend to he confined to
one particular type or another. Even Magici ans obey this | aw of nature."

"Yes." She was nuking sense--but what was the point?

"The King of Xanth is a Magician--but his power is limted to weather effects. He can brew a dust
devil or a tornado or a hurricane, or nmake a drought or a ten-day downpour--but he can't fly or
transnute wood into silver or light a fire magically. He's an atnospheric specialist.'

"Yes," Bink agreed again. He renenbered Donald the shade's son, who could make dust devils, those
evanescent swirls of dust. The boy had an ordinary talent; the King had a major one--yet they
differed in degree, not type.

O course, the King's talent had faded with age; perhaps all he could conjure now woul d be a dust
devil. It was a good thing the Shield protected Xanth!

"So if you know a citizen's talent, you know his linitations,'' Iris continued. "If you see a man
make a storm you don't have to worry about himformng a magi cal pit under you or changi ng you
into a cockroach. Nobody has nmultiple fields of talent.”

"Except maybe Magician Hunfrey," Bink said.

"He is a powerful Magician," she agreed. "But even he is restricted. Hs talent is divination, or
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information; | don't believe he actually [ooks into the future, just the present. Al his so-
called hundred spells relate to that. None of them are performance nagic."

Bi nk did not know enough about Hunfrey to refute that, but it sounded correct. He was i npressed
with how the Sorceress kept up with the magi c of her counterpart. WAs there professional rivalry
anong those of strong magic? "Yes---talents run in schools. But--"

"My talent is illusion," she said smoothly. "This rose--" She plucked a handsone red one and held
it under his nose. What a sweet snell! "This rose, inreality, is..."'

The rose faded. In her hand was a stalk of grass. It even snelled grassy.

Bi nk | ooked around, chagrined. "All of this is illusion?

"Most of it. | could show you the whole garden as it is, but it would not be nearly as pretty."

The grass in her hand shinrered and becane an iris flower. "This should convince you. | ama

power ful Sorceress. Therefore | can make an entire region seemlike something it is not, and every
detail will he authentic. MY roses snell like roses, ny apple pies taste |ike apple pies. My body--
" She paused with half a smle. "My body feels like a body. Al seens real--but it is illusion

That is, each thing has a basis in fact, but ny magi c enhances it, nodifies it. This is nmy conpl ex
of talents. Therefore | have no other talent--and you can trust me to that extent."

Bi nk was uncertain about that [ast point. A Sorceress of illusion was the |ast type of person to
be trusted, to any extent! Yet he conprehended her point now. She had shown himher magic, and it
was unlikely that she would practice any other magic on him He had never thought of it this way
before, but it was certainly true that no one in Xanth m xed types of mmgic talents.

Unl ess she were an ogre, using illusion to change her own appearance, too . . . No. An ogre was a
magi cal creature, and magical creatures did not have magical talents. Probably. Their talents were
their existence. So centaurs, dragons, and ogres al ways seened |ike what they were, unless sone
natural person, animal, or plant changed them He had to believe that! It was possible that Iris
was in collusion with an ogre---but unlikely, for ogres were notoriously inpatient, and tended to
consune what ever they could get hold of, regardless of the consequence. Iris herself would have
been eaten by this tine.

"Ckay, | trust you," Bink agreed dubiously.

"Good. Cone into ny palace, and | will tend to all your needs."

That was unlikely. No one could give hima magic talent of his own. Hunfrey m ght discover his
talent for him-at the price of a year's service!--but that would be nmerely reveali ng what was
there, not creating it.

He suffered hinself to he led into the palace. It was exquisite inside, too. Rainbow hued beans of
Iight dropped down fromthe prismatic roof formations, and the crystal wails formed mirrors. These
m ght be illusion-but he saw his own reflection in them and he | ooked sonehow heal thier and nore
manly than he felt. He was hardly bedraggled at all. Mre illusion?

Soft pretty pillows were piled in the coners in lieu of chairs or couches. Suddenly Bink felt very
tired; he needed to |lie down for a while! But then the inage of the skeleton in the pine forest
returned to him He didn't know what to feel

"Let's get you out of those wet clothes," Iris said solicitously.
"Uh, 1'Il dry," Bink said, not wanting to expose his body before a woman.

"Do you think | want ny cushions ruined?" she demanded with housew fely concern. "You were
floundering in salt water; you' ve got to rinse the salt off before you start itching. Go into the
bat hroom and change; there is a dry uniformawaiting you."

A uniformawai ting hinf? As though she had been expecting him Wat could that nean?

Rel uctantly, Bink went. The bat hroom was, appropriately, palatial. The tub was like a smal
swi mm ng pool, and the commpbde was an el egant affair of the type the Mindanes were said to enpl oy.
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He watched the water circle around the bow and drain out into a pipe below, disappearing as if by
magi c. He was, fascinated.

There was al so a shower; a spray of water, like rain, energed froman el evated nozzle, rinsing him
of f. That was sort of fun, though he was not sure he would want it as a regular thing. There nust
be a big tank of water upstairs sonmewhere, to provide the pressure for such devices.

He dried with a plush towel enbroidered with inages of irises.

The cl ot hi ng was hung on a rack behind the door: a princely robe, and knickers. Knickers? Ah, well -
-they were dry, and no one would see himhere in the palace. He donned the uniform and stepped
into the ornate sandals awaiting him He strapped his hunting knife on, concealing it beneath the
over hang of the robe.

Now he felt better--but his cold was devel opi ng apace. H s sore throat had given way to a runny
nose; he had thought this was nerely aggravation by the salt water he had taken in, but now he was
dry and it was apparent that his nose needed no external supply of fluid. He didn't want to sniff
overtly, but he had no handkerchi ef.

"Are you hungry?" Iris asked solicitously as he emerged. "I will fetch you a banquet."

Bi nk certainly was hungry, for he had eaten only sparingly fromhis pack since starting along the
chasm dependi ng on foraging along the way. Now his pack was soaked with salt water; that woul d
conmplicate future neals.

He lay half buried in cushions, his nose tilted back so that it wouldn't dribble forward,
surreptitiously nmopping it with the corner of a pillow when he had to. He snoozed a bit while she

puttered in the kitchen. Now that he knew this was all illusion, he realized why she did so rmuch
meni al work herself. The sailors and gardeners were part of the illusion; Iris |ived alone. So she
had to do her own cooking. Illusion mght nmake for fine appearance, texture, and taste, but it

woul d not prevent her from starving.

Wiy didn't Iris marry, or exchange her services for conpetent hel p? Mich magi ¢ was usel ess for
practical matters, but her nagic was extraordi nary. Anyone could live in a crystal palace if he
lived with this Sorceress. Bink was sure nmany people would |like that; appearance was often nore

i mportant than substance anyway. And if she could nmake ordinary potatoes taste |ike a banquet, and
medi ci ne taste |ike candy--oh yes, it was a marketable tal ent!

Iris returned, bearing a steaning platter. She had changed into a housew fely apron, and her
crownl et was gone. She | ooked | ess regal and a good deal nore female. She set things up on a | ow
tabl e, and they sat crosslegged on cushions, facing each other

"What woul d you |ike?" she inquired.

Again Bink felt nervous. "Wat are you serving?"
"What ever you like."

"I mean--really?"

She made a moue. "If you must know, boiled rice. | have a hundred-pound bag of the stuff | have to
use up before the rats catch on to the illusory cat | have guarding it and chewinto it. | could
meke rat droppings taste |ike caviar, of course, but I'd rather not have to. But you can have
anyt hi ng you want--anything at all." She took a deep breath.

So it seenmed--and it occurred to Bink that she was not restricting it to food. No doubt she got
pretty lonely here on her island, and wel coned conpany. The | ocal farners probably shunned her--
their wives would see to that!--and nonsters weren't very soci abl e.

"Dragon steak," he said. "Wth hot sauce."

"The man is bold," she murnured, lifting the silver cover. The rich aroma wafted out, and there
lay two broiled dragon steaks steeped in hot sauce. She served one expertly onto Bink's plate, and
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the other onto her own.

Dubi ously, Bink cut off a piece and put it to his nouth. It was the finest dragon steak he had
ever tasted--which was not saying much, since dragons were very difficult prey; he had eaten it
only twice before. It was a truismthat nore people were eaten by dragons than dragons eaten by
peopl e. And the sauce--he had to grab for the glass of wi ne she had poured for him to quench the
heat. But it was a delicious burn, converting to flavor

Still, he doubted. "Uh--would you mind . . . ?"

She grimaced. "Only for a nmonent," she said.

The steak dissolved into dull boiled rice, then back into dragon neat.
"Thanks" Bink said. "lIt's still a bit hard to believe."

"More wine?"

"Uh, is it intoxicating?"

"No, unfortunately. You could drink it all day and never feel it, unless your own inmagi nati on nmade
you dizzy."

"Adad to hear it." He accepted the el egant glass of sparkling fluid as she refilled it, and

si pped. He had gul ped down the first too fast to taste it. Maybe it was actually water, but it
seermed to be perfect blue wine, the kind specified for dragon neat, full-bodied and delicately
flavored. Much like the Sorceress herself.

For dessert they had home-baked chocol ate-chip cookies, slightly burned. That |ast touch nade it
so realistic that he was hard put to it to preserve his disbelief. She obviously knew sonet hi ng
about cooki ng and baking, even in illusion.

She cl eared away the dishes and returned to join himon the cushions. Now she was in a | ow cut
eveni ng gown, and he saw in nore than adequate detail exactly how well-formed she was. O course,
that too could be illusion-but if it felt the same as it |ooked, who woul d protest?

Then his nose al nost dripped onto the inviting gowm, and he jerked his head up. He had been
looking a nmite too closely.

"Are you unhappy?" Iris inquired synpathetically.
"Uh, no. My nose----it--"
"Have a handkerchief," she said, proffering a lovely lace affair.

Bi nk hated to use such a work of art to honk his nose into, but it was better than using the
pill ows.

"Uh, is there any work | can do before | go?" he inquired uneasily.

"You are thinking too small," Iris said, |leaning forward earnestly and inhaling deeply. Bink felt
the flush rising along his neck. Sabrina seened very far away--and she woul d never have dressed
like this, anyway.

"I told you--1 have to go to the Good Magician Hunfrey to find nmy nmagic---or be exiled. | don't
really think | have any nagic, so---"

"l could arrange for you to stay, regardless,” she said, nudgi ng cl oser

She was definitely making a play for him But why would such an intelligent, talented woman be
interested in a nobody like hinf Bink nopped his nose again. A nobody with a cold. Her appearance
m ght be greatly enhanced by illusion, but mnd and tal ent were obviously genui ne. She shoul d have
no need of him-for anything.
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"You could performmagi c that everyone would see," she continued in that disnmayingly persuasive

way of hers, nudging up against him She certainly felt real--npst provocatively so. "I could
fashion an illusion of performance that no one could penetrate.” He wi shed she hadn't said that
whil e touching himso intimately. "I can do ny magic froma distance, too, so there would be no
way to tell | was involved. But that is the least of it. | can bring you wealth and power and
confort--all genuine, nonillusive. | can give you beauty and love. Al that you might desire as a

citizen of Xanth---"

Bi nk grew nore suspicious. What was she |leading up to? "I have a fiancée--"

"Even that," Iris agreed. "I amnot a jeal ous wonan. You coul d have her as a concubi ne, provided
you were circunspect."”

"As a concubi ne!l" Bi nk expl oded.

She was unshaken. "Because you would be nmarried to ne."

Bi nk stared at her, aghast. "Wy should you want to marry a man with no nmagi c?"
"So | could be Queen of Xanth," she said evenly.

"Queen of Xanth! You'd have to marry the King."

"Precisely."

"But--"

"One of the quaint, archaic |laws and custonms of Xanth is that the nominal ruler nust be nmale. Thus
sonme perfectly capabl e nmagical fenal es have been elininated fromconsideration. Now t he present
King is old, senile, and without heir; it is tine for a Queen. But first there nust be a new King.
That King could be you."

"Me! | have no know edge of governing."
"Yes. You would naturally |eave the dull details of government to nme."

Now at last it was coming clear. Iris wanted power. Al she needed was a suitable figurehead, to
get herself installed. One sufficiently talentless and naive to be readily managed. So he woul d
never get delusions of actually being King. If he cooperated with her, he would be dependent on
her. But it was a fair offer. It provided a viable alternative to exile, regardless of the state
of his own nmgic.

This was the first time he had seen his magic infirmty as a potential asset. Iris did not want an
i ndependent man or legitimte citizen; she would have no |l asting hold on that kind of person. She
needed a magic cripple like him-because w thout her he would be nothing, not even a citizen

That dim ni shed the romantic aspect considerably. Reality always did seemto be |less enticing than
illusion. Yet his alternative was to plunge back into the w | derness on a m ssion he suspected was
futile. H's luck was al ready consi derably overextended; his chances of even naking it as far as
the castle of the Magician Hunfrey were not ideal, since he now had to trek through the fringe of
the central wilderness. He would be a fool not to accept the offer of the Sorceress.

Iris was watching himintently. As he | ooked back at her, her gown flickered, beconi ng
transparent. Illusion or not, it was a breathtaking sight. And what difference did it nmake if the
flesh only seened real ? He had no doubt now of what she was offering on the i medi ate, persona

| evel . She would be glad to prove how good she could nmake it, as she had with the neal. Because
she needed his willing cooperation

Really, it nade sense. He could have citizenship and Sabrina, since obviously the Sorceress Queen
woul d never betray that aspect

Sabrina. How woul d she feel about the arrangenent? He knew. She would not buy it. Not for
anything, not for an instant. Sabrina was very straitlaced about certain things, very proper in
the forns.
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"No," he said al oud.

Iris's gown snapped opaque. "No?" Suddenly she sounded |ike Wnne, when he had told that idiot
gift she could not acconpany him

"I don't want to be King."

Now Iris's voice was controlled, soft. "You don't think I can do it?"
"I rather think you can. But it's not my sort of thing."

"What is your sort of thing, Bink?"

"l just want to be on ny way."

"You want to be on your way," she repeated, with great control. "Wy?"

"My fiancée wouldn't like it if I--"

"She wouldn't like it!" Iris was working up a substantial head of steam |ike the Gap dragon
"What does she offer you that | cannot better a hundredfol d?"

"Well, self-respect, for one thing," Bink said. "She wants ne for mnyself, not to use ne."

"Nonsense. Al wonen are the sane inside. They differ only in appearance and talent. They all use
men. "

"Maybe so. |'m sure you know nore about that sort of thing than | do. But | have to be going now "

Iris reached out a soft hand to restrain him Her gown di sappeared entirely. "Wy not stay the

ni ght? See what | can do for you? If you still want to go in the norning--"

Bi nk shook his head. "I'm sure you could convince nme overnight. So | have to go now. "
"Such candor!" she exclained ruefully. "I could give you an experience |ike none you have
i magi ned. "

In her artful nudity, she already stinulated his inmagination far nore than was confortable. But he
steeled hinself. "You could never give ne back nmy integrity."

"You idiot" she screaned, with a startling shift of attitude. "I should have left you to the sea
nmonsters."
"They were illusions too," he said. "You set up the whole thing, to nake ne behol den to you. The

illusion beach, the illusion threat, all. That was your |eather strap that wapped around ny
ankle. My rescue was no coi nci dence, because | never was in danger."

"You are in danger now," she gritted. Her |lovely bare torso becanme covered by the mlitary dress
of an Anmmzon.

Bi nk shrugged and stood up. He blew his nose. "Good-bye, Sorceress."

She studi ed himappraisingly. "I underestimated your intelligence, Bink. I"msure | can inprove ny
offer, if you will only let me know what you want."

"I want to see the Good Magician."
Now her rage burst out anew. "I'll destroy you!"
Bi nk wal ked away from her

The crystal ceiling of the pal ace cracked. Fragnents of glass broke off and dropped toward him
Bi nk ignored them knowi ng they were unreal. He kept wal ki ng. He was quite nervous, but was
determ ned not to showit.
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There was a | oud, om nous crunching sound, as of stone collapsing. He forced hinself not to | ook
up.

The wal I's shattered and fell inward. The remai ning, nass of the roof tunbled down. The noi se was
deafening. Bink was buried in rubble--and pushed on through it, feeling nothing. Despite the
choking snell of dust and plaster, and the continued runble of shifting debris, the pal ace was not

really collapsing. Iris was a narvel ous mistress of illusion, though! Sight, sound, snell, taste--
everything but touch. Because there had to be something to touch, before she could convert it to
feel like sonething el se. Thus there was no solidity to this coll apse.

He banged face first into a wall. Jarred nore than physically, he rubbed his cheek and squi nted.
It was a wooden panel, with flaking paint. The real wall, of the real house. The illusion had
concealed it, but nowreality was energi ng. Doubtless she could have nmade it feel |like gold or
crystal or even like slimy slugs, but the illusion was breaking down. He could find his way out.
Bink felt his way along the wall, tuning out the terrifying sights and sounds of the coll apse,

hopi ng she did not change the feel of the wall so that he woul d be deceived by that and |ed
astray. Suppose it becane a row of mousetraps or thistles, forcing his hand away?

He found the door and pulled it invisibly open. He had nade it! He turned and for a nonent | ooked
back. There was Iris, standing in the splendor of her female fury. She was a m ddl e-aged wonan
running slightly to fat, wearing a worn housecoat and sloppy hair net. She had the physica
qualities she had shown himvia her peek-a-boo outfit, but they were much | ess seductive at age
forty than at the illusion of age twenty.

He stepped outside. Lightning flared and thunder cracked, nmaking himjunp. But he remi nded hinself
that Iris was mistress of illusion, not weather, and wal ked out into it.

Rain pelted him and hailstones. He felt the cold splats of water on his skin, and the stones
stung--but they had no substance, and he was neither wet nor bruised after the initial sensation.
Iris's magic was in its prinme, but there were limts to illusion, and his own disbelief in what he
saw tended to reduce the inpact.

Suddenly there was the bellow of a dragon. Bink junped again. A fire-belching winged beast was
bearing down on him not a nere steamer |like the Gap dragon, but a genuine flamer. Seemni ngly
genuine; was it real or illusion? Surely the latter--but he could not take the chance. He dived
for cover.

The dragon swooped | ow, passing him He felt the wash of air fromits notion, the blast of heat.
He still didn't know for sure, but he might be able to tell fromits action; real fire-belchers
were very stupid, as dragons went, because the heat shriveled their own brains. If this one
reacted intelligently--

It | ooped about al nost i mediately, coming at himfor a second run. Bink made a feint to the
right, then scooted | eft. The dragon was not fooled; it zeroed right in on him That was the
intellect of the Sorceress, not the ani mal

Bi nk' s heart was thudding, but he forced hinmself to stand upright and still, facing the nenace as
it cane. He lifted one finger in an obscene gesture at it. The dragon opened its jaws, blow ng out
a trenmendous cloud of fire and snoke that envel oped Bi nk, singeing the hair of his body--and

| eavi ng hi m unt ouched.

He had ganbl ed and won. He had been al nbost certain, but his body still trenbled in reaction, for
none of his senses had doubted the illusion. Only his brain had defended him preventing himfrom
bei ng reduced to quivering acqui escence to the will of the Sorceress, or frombeing herded into
some genui ne hazard. Illusions could kill--if one heeded them

Bi nk nmoved out again, with nore confidence. If there were a real dragon in the vicinity, there

woul d have been no need for an illusory one; therefore all dragons here were illusion
He stunmbled. Illusion could hurt himanother way, though--by covering up dangerous breaks in the
terrain, forcing himto msstep or fall or drop into a well. He would have to watch his step--
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literally.

As he concentrated on the region near his feet, he was able to penetrate the illusion with greater
facility. Iris's talent was phenonmenal, but in covering the entire island it was necessarily
thinly spread. His will could oppose hers in a localized area while her attention was distracted.
Behi nd the facade of the flower gardens was the weedy w | derness of the island. The pal ace was a
ri ckety shack, first cousin to the farmhouses he had net al ong the way. Wiy build a good house
when illusion could do it so nuch easier?

H s borrowed clothing, too, had changed. Now he wore a crude fem nine shaw and--he verified with
di smay--panties. Lacy silk girl-style panties. H s fancy handkerchi ef was exactly what it appeared
to be. Apparently the Sorceress did indulge herself in some reality, and | ace hanki es were what
she could afford. And panties.

He hesitated. Should he go back for his own clothing? He didn't want to encounter Iris again, but
to travel in the wlderness or nmeet people in this outfit--

He had a vision of walking up to the Good Magician Hunfrey to ask for his boon of information
BINK: Sir, | have come across Xanth at great peril to ask--

MAG Cl AN: For a new dress? A bra? Ho, ho, ho!

Bi nk sighed, feeling his face redden again. He turned back

Iris spotted himas soon as he reentered the shack. A flicker of hope |ighted her face--and that
briefly honest expression had nore conpul sion than all her illusion. Human val ues noved Bi nk. He
felt like the suprene heel

"You changed your m nd?" she asked. Suddenly her vol uptuous youth was back, and a section of the
glittering palace formed around her.

That dashed it. She was a creature of artifice, and he preferred reality--even the reality of a

shack anbng weeds. Most of the farners of Xanth had nothing better, after all. Wen illusion
becane an essential crutch to life, that Iife |ost value. "Just want nmy own clothes," Bink said.
Though his decision was firm he still felt like a heel for interfering with her splendid

aspirations.

He proceeded to the bathroom-which he now saw was an attached outhouse. The fabul ous toilet was
nmerely the usual board with a hole sawed in it, and flies buzzed nmerrily below it. The bathtub was
a converted horse-watering trough. How had he taken a shower7 He saw a bucket; had he dunped water
on his own head, not knowing it? Hs clothing and pack were in a pile on the floor

He started to change--but found that the facility was really only an opening in the back wall of
the shack. Iris stood watching him Had she watched hi m change before? If so, he had to take it as
a conpliment; her approach had becone nmuch nore direct and physical thereafter

H's eye fell on the bucket again. Soneone had dunped water on him and he was sure now that he had
not done it hinself. The only other person who could have done it----ouch

But he was not about to display hinself so freely to her again, though it was obvious that he had
no physical secrets remining! He picked up his things and headed for the door

"Bi nk-"

He paused. The rest of the house was dull wood, with flaking paint, straw on the floor, and Iight
showi ng through the cracks. But the Sorceress herself was |ovely. She wore very little, and she
| ooked a | ush eighteen

"What do you want in a worman?" she asked him "Vol uptuousness?" She becane extrenely well ell-
dewed, with an exaggerated hourglass figure. "Youth?" Suddenly she | ooked fourteen, very sl ender
Iineless and innocent. "Maturity?" She was herself again, but better dressed. "Conpetence?" Now
she was conservatively dressed, about twenty-five, quite shapely but of a businesslike men

"Vi ol ence?" The Amazon again, robust but still |ovely.
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"I don't know," Bink said. "lI'd really hate to choose. Sonetinmes | want one thing, sonetinmes
anot her . "

"I't can all be yours,
make this pronise.”

she said. The alluring fourteen-year-old reappeared. "No other wonman can

Bi nk was suddenly, forcefully tempted. There were tines when he wanted this, though he had never
dared adnmit it openly. The Sorceress's magi ¢ was potent indeed--the strongest he had ever
experienced. So it was illusion--yet in Xanth illusion abounded, and was quite legitimte; it was
never possible to know precisely what was real. In fact, illusion was part of Xanth reality, an
inportant part. Iris really could bring himwealth and power and citizenship, and she coul d be,
for him any kind of wonan he wanted. O all Kkinds.

Furt hernmore, through her illusions, applied politically, she could in tine create an identica
reality. She could build an actual crystal palace with all the trappings; the powers of the
Queenshi p woul d make this possible. In that light, it was reality she offered, with her magic
simply a neans to that end.

But what was actually in her scheming nind? The reality of her inner thoughts night not be sweet
at all. He could never be sure he understood her conpletely, and therefore could never trust her
conpletely. He was not at all sure she would nake a good Queen; she was too interested in the
trappi ngs of power, instead of the welfare of the land of Xanth as a whol e.

"I"msorry," he said, and turned away.

She et himgo. No nore palace, no nmore storm She had accepted his decision--and that,

perversely, tenpted himagain. He could not call her evil; she was nerely a woman with a need, and
she had offered a deal, and was mature enough to accede to necessity, once her tenper cool ed. But
he forced hinself to keep going, trusting his logic nore than his neandering feeling,

He picked his way down to the saggi ng wharf, where the rowboat was tied. The craft | ooked
i nsecure, but it had brought himhere, so it could take hi m away.

He got into it--and stepped into a puddle. The boat |eaked. He grabbed a rusty pail and bailed it
out somewhat, then sat and took the oars.

Iris nust have performed quite a nmaneuver, to row this boat while seeming to be an idle Queen. She
had a | ot of plain old-fashioned practical talent to supplenment her nagic. She probably coul d nmake
a good ruler of Xanth--if she ever found a nan who would go along with her.

Way hadn't he cooperated? As he rowed, he considered the natter nore carefully, |ooking back at
the isle of illusion. His superficial reasons were sufficient for the nmoment, but not for an
enduri ng deci sion. He nust have sone underlying rationale to which he was true, even though he
gave hinself sone nore-presentable justification. It could not just be his menory of Sabrina,
evocative as that was, for Iris was as nuch of a wonman as Sabrina, and much nore magical. There
had to be sonething else, diffuse but inmense--ah, he had it! It was his |ove of Xanth.

He could not allow hinmself to become the instrunent of his honeland' s corruption. Though the
present King was ineffective, and many probl ens were devel oping, still Bink was |loyal to the
established order. The days of anarchy, or of brute might making right, were over; there were set
procedures for the transfer of authority, and these had to be honored. Bink would do anything to
stay in Xanth---except to betray it.

The ocean was calm The devastating rocks of the shore had al so been illusion; there was after al
a smal |l beach--but it was not where it had seemed to be, either when he thought he ran along it or
after he was in the brine. A long narrow pier angled out fromthe side of the chasm that was what
he had run along at the beginning. Until he had sinply run off the end, splashing abruptly into
deep water. In nore than one sense.

He beached his boat on the south shore. Now -how was he to return the boat to the Sorceress?

No way. If she didn't have anot her boat, she would sinply have to swimfor it. He regretted that,
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but he was not going back to that isle of illusion again. Wth her powers, she could probably
scare away any sea creatures that threatened, and he was sure she was an adequate sw mmer.

He changed into his original clothes, salty though they m ght be, shrugged into his knapsack, and
turned his face to the west.

Chapter 5. Spring

The | andscape south of the chasmwas rougher than that to the north. It was not hilly, but
nmount ai nous. The tallest peaks were enchanted with white snow. The narrow passes were choked with
al nost inpenetrable growh, forcing Bink to detour again and again. Ordinary nettles and itch
bushes woul d have been bad, but there was no telling what magi ¢ these strange plants had. A |one
tangle tree was well worth avoiding, and there were whol e groves of related species. He could not
risk it.

So whenever an aspect of the jungle balked him Bink turned back and tried again farther along. He
avoi ded the nost obvious paths also; they were suspect. Thus he tranped through internediate
veget ati on--the borderline between jungle and field, often in the roughest terrain of all: barren
burni ng rock faces; steep rocky slopes; high w ndswept plateaus. Wat even nagi c plants di sdai ned
was hardly worth any person's trouble--except for the travel er who wanted to stay out of trouble.
One cleared area turned out to be the landing strip for a very large flying dragon; no wonder
there were no other predators in that region. Bink's progress was so slow that he knew it woul d
take himmany days to reach the Good Magician's castle.

He fashioned hinmself a burrow in the ground, with a pile of stones for a wi ndshield and dead brush
for a blanket, and slept unconfortably. He wondered now why he hadn't at |east accepted the
Sorceress's offer to stay the night; it would surely have been nuch nore confortable than this.

No, he knew why he had to go. He mi ght never have left the island after that night. Not as his own
man. And if he had, Sabrina would never have forgiven him The very fact that such a night tenpted
himin retrospect-- and not nerely for the confort of sleep---nmeant that it was not a night he
coul d have afforded.

He rem nded hinsel f of that several tines before he shivered hinself to sleep. Then he dreaned of
a di anond-crystal pal ace, woke with m xed enbtions, and had to shiver his way to sl eep again.
Turni ng down tenptation certainly wasn't much pl easure when al one on the open trail. Tonorrow he
woul d search diligently for a blanket tree and sone hot soup gourds.

On the third norning of his south-chasmleg, he trekked along a ridge, his only feasible route
westward. He had cut hinself a new staff, after several tries; the first saplings he went for

magi cked himoff by using aversion spells of assorted types. He had no doubt there were nany
suitable trees he never saw at all, because of their passive "do not notice ne" spells. One used a
physi cal repul sion charmdirected at cutting objects; every time he slashed at it, his knife
veered away.

About an hour on the way with his new staff, he was still pondering the natural selectivity of
magi c. The plants with the nost effective spells survived best, so becane nore comon, but how
many tinmes did stray travelers cone by here with knives? Then he realized that he m ght nmake good
use of that repulsion spell. If he succeeded in cutting a staff fromsuch a tree, would it repe
all attacks against hinf Coviously this nagic was for defense against the depredati ons of dragons,
beavers, and such, not actual knives, and he would certainly feel safer with an anti-dragon staff.
No; cutting the tree would kill it, and its nagic would abate. But maybe a seed fromit--

No sense consuning time going back; he should be able to | ocate another such tree. All he had to
do was attenpt to cut a new staff and note which tree repul sed his knife. He nmight be able to dig
up a small one and take it entire, keeping it alive and effective.

He noved down the side of the ridge, testing trees. This proved to be nore hazardous than
anticipated; the knife's approach toward their tender bark brought out the worst in them One

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...20Xanth%2001%20-%20Spell%20For%20Chameleon.txt (51 of 175) [1/19/03 8:39:42 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2001%20-%20Spel | %620For%20Chamel eon.txt

dropped hard fruit on him barely mssing his head; another exhal ed sl eep perfune that al nost
stopped his journey right there. But no cutting-aversion spells, now.

One large tree had a dryad, an inhabiting wood nynph, who | ooked very fetching, about like Iris at
fourteen, but who cursed Bink roundly in nmost unladylike |anguage. "If you want to carve

def ensel ess things, go carve your own kind!" she screaned. "Go carve the wounded soldier in the
ditch, you son of a--" Fortunately she bal ked at conpleting the rhyne. Dryads were not supposed to
know such | anguage.

Wyunded sol dier? Bink located the ditch and explored it carefully. Sure enough, there lay a man in
mlitary apparel, blood crusted on his back, groaning piteously.

"Peace," Bink said. "I will help you, if you permt." Xanth had once needed a real army, but now
the soldiers were nostly nessengers for the King. Still, their costumes and pride remai ned.
"Help me!" the nman exclainmed weakly. "I will reward you--sonehow. "

Now Bink felt it safe to approach. The sol dier was severely wounded and had | ost rmuch bl ood. He

was burning with the fever of infection. "I can't do anything for you nyself; I'mno doctor, and
if | even nove you, you nay expire. | will return with medication,” Bink said. "I nust borrow your
sword." |If the soldier gave up his sword, he was really sick

"Return soon---or not at all,"” the man gasped, raising the hilt.

Bi nk took the heavy weapon and clinbed out of the ditch. He approached the tree of the dryad. "I
need magic," he told her, "Blood restoration, wound healing, fever abatement--that sort of thing
Tell me where I can get them quickly, or I will chop your tree down."

"You woul dn't!" she cried, horrified.

Bi nk hefted the sword nenacingly. At this nonent he rem nded hinself of Jama, the village sword
conjurer; the inage disgusted him

"1l tell! 1"l tell!" she screaned.

"Ckay. Tell." He was relieved; he doubted that he could actually have made hinself chop down her
tree. That would have killed her, and to no real purpose. Dryads were harnl ess creatures, pretty
to look at; there was no point in nolesting themor their cherished tree hones.

"Three miles to the west. The Spring of Life. Its water will cure anything."

Bi nk hesitated. "There is sonmething you're not telling ne,
"What's the catch?"

he said, hefting the sword again.

"I may not reveal it," she cried. "Anyone who tells--the curse-----

Bink made as if to chop at the trunk of the tree. The dryad screamed with such utter msery that
he abated the effort. He had fought to protect Justin Tree back at honme; he could not ravage this
one. "All right. 1'lIl risk the curse,” he said. He set off westward.

He found a path leading his way. It was not an inviting one, nerely an aninmal run, so he felt
justified in using it with caution. It seemed others knew the route to the Spring. Yet as he
approached, he becane increasingly nervous. Wiat was the catch, and what was the curse? He really
ought to know before he either risked hinself or gave the water to the ailing soldier

Xanth was the land of magic---but magic had its rules, and its qualifications. It was dangerous to
play with magi c unl ess the precise nature of the spell was understood. If this water really could
heal the soldier, it was a nost strongly enchanted Spring. For that sort of aid, there had to be a
price.

He found the Spring. It was in a depression, under a giant spreading acorn tree. The tree's health
augured well for the water; it could hardly be poisoned. But there could be sone other nenace
associated with it. Suppose a river nonster were hiding init, using the water as a lure for the
unwary? Injured or dying creatures would be easy prey. A false reputation for healing would
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attract themfrommany niles around.

Bink didn't have tine to wait and watch. He had to help the soldier nowor it would be too |ate.
So this was a risk he sinply had to take.

He noved cautiously to the Spring. It |ooked cool and clear. He dipped his canteen into it,
keepi ng his other hand on the sword. But nothing happened; no grimtentacle rose fromthe depths
to chall enge him

Viewing the filled canteen, he had another thought. Even if the water were not poisoned, it was
not necessarily curative. What use to take it to the soldier, if it wouldn't do the job?

There was one way to find out. He was thirsty anyway. Bink put the canteen to his mouth and
si pped.

The water was chill and good. He drank nore deeply, and found it suprenely refreshing. It
certainly wasn't poi soned.

He di pped the canteen again and watched the bubbles rise. They distorted the view of his left hand
under the water, naking it seemas if he had all his fingers. He did not think much about the
digit he had lost in childhood, but such a view of a supposedly conplete hand teased him

unpl easant | y.

He lifted out the canteen--and al nost dropped it. Hs finger was whole! It really was! The
chi I dhood i njury had been elininated.

He flexed it and touched it, anmazed. He pinched it and it hurt. No question: his finger was real

The Spring really was magic. If it could heal a fifteen-year-old anputation so cleanly and
painlessly and instantly, it could heal anything! How about a col d? Bink sniffed--and discovered
that his nose was clear. It had cured his sniffles, too.

No question about it: he could recormmend this Spring of Life. A true description for a potent
magic. If this Spring were a person, it would be a full Magician.

Again Bink's natural caution cane into play. He still did not know the nature of the catch---or of
the curse. Why could no one tell the secret of this Spring? Wiat was the secret? Obviously not the
fact of its healing properties; the dryad had told himthat, and he could tell it to others. The
curse could not be a river nonster, for none had struck. Now that Bink was whole and well, he
woul d be much better able to defend hinself. Scratch one theory.

But this did not nmean there was no danger. It nmerely nmeant the threat was nore subtle than he had
t hought. A subtle danger was the worst of all. The man who fled fromthe obvi ous nenace of a
flam ng dragon coul d succunb to the hidden nenace of the peace spell of the pines.

The sol di er was dying. Monments were precious, yet Bink delayed. He had to ferret this out, |est he
put both the soldier and hinself in greater peril than before. It was said that a person should
not look a gift unicorn in the nouth, lest it prove to be enchanted, but Bink al ways | ooked.

He kneel ed before the Spring and stared deep into it. Looking it in the nouth, as it were. "O
Spring of Life,” he murnured. "I cone on a m ssion of mercy, seeking no profit for nyself, though
| have indeed benefited. | conjure you to reveal your rationale, lest | inadvertently trespass."”
He had little confidence in this formal invocation, since he had no magic with which to enforce
it, but it was all he could think of. He just couldn't accept such a wonderful gift w thout trying
to ascertain the paynent to be exacted. There was always a price.

Sonething swirled deep in the Spring. Bink felt the potent magic of it. It was as if he peered
through a hole into another world. Oh, yes this Spring had its own consciousness and pride! The
field of its aninmus rose up to enconpass him and his consci ousness plunged through the depths,
bringi ng conprehensi on. Wo inbibes of me may not act against ny interest, on pain of forfeiture
of all that | bring him

Uh-oh. This was a self-preservation spell, plain and sinple. But enornously conplicated inits
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execution. Wo defined what was or was not contrary to the interests of the Spring? Wo but the
Spring itself? There woul d obviously be no lunbering in this region, for cutting trees could
damage the environment and change the clinmate, affecting rainfall. No mning, for that could | ower
the water table and pollute the Spring. Even the prohibition against revealing the rational e nade
sense, for people with mnor injuries and conplaints mght not use the magic water if they knew
the price in advance. The |l oggers and miners certainly wouldn't. But any action had extending if
di m ni shi ng consequences, like the ripples of a stone dropped in a pool. In time such ripples
could cover the whole ocean. O the whole of Xanth, in this case.

Suppose the Spring decided that its interest was threatened indirectly by sone action of the

di stant King of Xanth, such as levying a tax on |unber that caused the |unbernmen to cut nore wood
in order to pay it. Wuld the Spring force all its users to oppose the King, perhaps assassinating
hi n? A person who owed his life to the Spring m ght very well do it

It was theoretically possible for this nmagic Spring to change the whol e society of Xanth---even to
become its de facto ruler. But the interests of one isolated Spring were not necessarily the
interests of the human society. Probably the magic of the Spring could not extend to such
extrenes, for it would have to be as strong as the nmassed powers of all the other entities of
Xanth. But slowy, given tinme, it would have its effect. Wich nade this an ethical question

"l cannot accept your covenant," Bink said into the deep swirl. "I hold no aninbsity toward you
but | cannot pledge to act only in your interest. The interest of the whole of Xanth is paranount.
Take back your benefits; | go my own way."

Now t here was anger in the Spring. The unfathomable depths of it roiled. The field of magic rose
up again, enveloping him He would suffer the consequence of his tenerity.

But it faded |like a dissipating storm leaving him. . . whole. H's finger renained heal ed, and
his cold was still cured. He had called the Spring s bluff and won.

O had he? Maybe his benefits would not be revoked until he acted specifically against the
interest of the Spring. Well, his benefits were minor; he could afford the penalty. He certainly
woul d not be deterred fromdoing what he felt was right by fear of that consequence.

Bi nk stood, keeping the sword in his hand as he slung the strap of the canteen over his shoul der.
He turned. A chimera was crawing toward him

Bi nk whi pped his sword around, though he was hardly expert in its use. Chineras were dangerous!

But in a monent he saw that the creature was in dire straits. The tongue was bongi ng out of its
lion's head, its goat's head was unconsci ous, and the snake's head at the end of the tail was
draggi ng on the ground. The creature was scraping along on its stomach toward the Spring, trailing
bl ood.

Bi nk stood aside and let it pass. He held no malice even for a chinera in this state. He had never
before seen a living creature suffering like this. Except the soldier.

The chimera reached the water and plunged its lion head in, drinking desperately.

The change was i medi ate. The goat's head snapped erect and awake, swiveling fromits neck in the
m ddl e of the back to glare at Bink. The snake head hi ssed.

No doubt about it: the chinera was healthy again. But now it was dangerous, for this class of
nmonster hated all things hunan. It took a step toward Bink, who held his sword tightly before him
with both hands, knowing that flight would be futile. If he wounded it, he nmight escape before it
dragged itself back to the Spring for a second restoration.

But abruptly the thing turned away, w thout attacking. Bink sighed with relief; he had put up a
front, but the last thing he wanted to do was to engage in conbat with such a nonster, in the
presence of an unfriendly Spring.

There nust be a general truce in this vicinity, Bink realized. It was contrary to the interest of
the Spring to have predators lurk here, so no hunting or fighting was pernitted. Lucky for him
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He scranbl ed up the slope and headed east. He hoped the soldier had survived.

The sol dier had. He was tough, as soldiers tended to be; he refused to gasp out his last unti
nature ripped it fromhim Bink dribbled some magic water into his nmouth, then poured sone over
the wound. Suddenly the nan was wel | .

"What did you do?" he cried. "It is as if | never got stabbed in the back."

They wal ked up the hill together. "I fetched water froma nmagic Spring," Bink explained. He paused
at the dryad's tree. "This accompdati ng nynph very kindly directed ne to it."

"Wuy, thank you, nynph," the soldier said. "Any favor | can do in return--"
"Just nmove on," she said tightly, eyeing the sword in Bink's hands.

They noved on. "You can't act contrary to the interest of that Spring," Bink said. "O tell anyone
about the price you paid for its help. If you do, you'll be right back where you started. |
figured the price was worth it, for you."

"Il say! | was doing patrol duty, guarding a patch of the King' s eyeball ferns, when sonebody--
hey, one drink of this elixir and the King's eyes would be perfect w thout those ferns, wouldn't
they? | should take--" He broke off.

"I can show you where the Spring is," Bink offered. "Anybody can use it, as far as | know. "

"No, it's not that. | just suddenly got the feeling--1 don't think the King ought to have this
wat er. "

This sinmple coment had a profound inpact on Bink. Did it confirmhis reasoning, that the Spring' s
i nfluence extended wi dely and sel fishly? Revived health of the King mi ght not be in the interest
of the Spring, so--

But, on the other hand, if the King were cured by Spring water, then the King hinmself would serve
the Spring's interest. Wiy should the Spring object to that?

Al so, why had Bink hinself not suffered the |oss of his finger and restoration of his cold when he
told the secret to the soldier? He had defied the Spring, yet paid no penalty. Was the curse a
mere bl uff?

The sol di er extended his hand. "I'm Cronbie. Corporal Cronbie. You saved my life. How can | repay
you?"

"Ch, | just did what was right," Bink said. "I couldn't just let you die. I'"'mon ny way to the
Magi ci an Hunfrey, to see if | have any nagic talent."

Cronbie put his hand to his beard, pondering. He was rather handsonme in that pose. "I can tell you
the direction." He closed his eyes, put out his right hand, and slowy rotated. Wen his pointing
finger stabilized, he opened his eyes. "Magician's that way. That's ny talent --direction. | can

tell you where anything is."

"I already know the direction,” Bink said. "West. My main problemis getting through all this
jungle. There's so nuch hostile magic---"

"You said it," Cronmbie agreed heartily. "Alnbst as nuch hostile magic as there is in civilized
regi ons. The raiders nust have nmmgi cked nme here, figuring |I'd never get out alive and ny body
woul d never be found. My shade couldn't avenge ne in the deep jungle."

"Ch, | don't know about that," Bink said, thinking of the shade Donald in the chasm

"But now |'ve recovered, thanks to you. Tell you what: |'Il be your bodyguard until you reach the
Magician. |Is that a fair return?"

"You really don't need to---"
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"Ch, but | do! Soldier's honor. You did ne a good turn, I'll do you a good turn. | insist. | can
help alot. I'll show you." He closed his eyes again, extended his hand, and rotated. Wen he
stopped, he continued: "That's the direction of the greatest threat to your welfare. Want to
verify it?"

"No, " Bink said.

"Well, | do. Danger never went away by being ignored. You have to go out and conquer it. Gve me
back ny sword."

Bi nk gave it back, and Cromnbie proceeded in the direction he had pointed: north.

Bi nk foll owed, disgruntled. He did not want to seek out danger, but he knew it was not right to
let the soldier walk into it in his stead. Maybe it was sonething obvious, |like the Gap dragon
But that was no inmedi ate threat, so long as Bink stayed out of the chasm He fully intended to
stay out.

When Cronbie found hinself bal ked by thick brush, he sinply slashed it away with his sword. Bink
noti ced that sonme of the vegetation gave way before the blade actually struck; if providing a path
was the best route to survival, these plants took it. But suppose the soldier hacked into a tangle
tree? That could be the danger he had pointed out.

No--a tangler was deadly to the unwary, but it did not nove fromthe place it had rooted. Since
Bi nk had been going west, not north, no stationary thing was nuch of a threat to himunless it was
west .

There was a scream Bink junped, and Cronbie held his sword at the ready. But it was only a wonan,
cringing and frightened.

"Speak, girl!" Cronbie roared, flourishing his w cked blade. "Wat m schief do you intend?"
"Don't hurt nme!" she cried. "I amonly Dee, |lost and alone. | thought you canme to rescue ne."

"You lie!" Cronbie exclainmed. "You nean harmto this man, ny friend who saved ny life. Confess!"
And he lifted his sword again.

"For God's sake---let her be!" Bink yelled. "You nmade a m stake. She's obviously harniess."

"My talent's never been wong before,” Cronbie said. "This is where it pointed your greatest
threat."

"Maybe the threat is behind her, beyond," Bink said. "She was nerely in the Iine of sight."

Cronbi e paused. "Could be. | never thought of that." He was evidently a reasonabl e man, under the
violence. "Vit, I'Il verify."

The sol dier wthdrew sonewhat, stationing hinmself to the east of the girl. He shut his eyes and
rotated. His pointing finger canme to bear squarely on Dee.

The girl burst into tears. "I nean you no harm-I swear it. Don't hurt ne!"

She was a plain girl, of strictly average face and figure, no beauty. This was in contrast to the
several females Bink had encountered recently. Yet there was sonething vaguely fam liar about her,
and Bi nk was al ways unnerved by fem nine distress. "Maybe it's not physical danger," he said.
"Does your talent differentiate?

"No, it doesn't," Cronbie admitted, a bit defensively. "It can be any kind of threat, and she may
not actually nean you harm-but sure as hell, there's sonething."

Bi nk studied the girl, whose sniffles were drying up. That faniliarity--where had he seen her
bef ore? She was not fromthe North Village, and he really had not encountered many girls
el sewhere. Somewhere on his current journey?
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Slowy the notion dawned on him a Sorceress of illusion did not have to nake herself beautiful
If she wanted to keep track of him she could adopt a conpletely different appearance, thinking he
woul d never suspect. Yet the illusion would be easiest to naintain if it corresponded sonewhat to

her natural contours. Take off a few pounds here and there, nodify the voice---could be. If he
fell for the ruse, he could be in dire danger of being led into corruption. Only the soldier's
special magic gave it away.

But how could he be sure? Even if Dee represented sone critical threat to him he had to be sure
he had identified the right danger. A nan who stepped around a venom nouse coul d be overlooking a
harpy on the other side. Snap judgments about nagic were suspect.

A brilliant notion came to him "Dee, you nust be thirsty,"” he said. "Have a drink of water."” And

he proffered his canteen
"Ch, thank you," she said, taking it gladly.

The water cured all ills. An enchantnent was an ill, wasn't it? So if she drank, it nmight show her-
-at least nmonentarily--in her true guise. Then he would know. Dee drank deeply. There was no
change.

"Ch, this is very good," she said. "I feel so nmuch better."

The two nen exchanged gl ances. Scratch one bright notion. Either Dee was not Iris, or the
Sorceress had better control than he had supposed. He had no way of know ng.

"Now be on your way, girl," Cronbie said curtly.

"I amgoing to see the Magician Hunfrey," she said contritely. "I need a spell to nake ne well."

Agai n Bi nk and Cronbi e exchanged gl ances. Dee had drunk the nmagic water; she was well. Therefore
she had no need to see the Good Magi cian on that score. She had to be lying. And if she were
I yi ng, what was she concealing fromthen?

She must have picked this particul ar destination because she knew Bi nk was going there. Yet this
was still conjecture. It could be pure coincidence--or she could be an ogre in fenale form-a
heal thy ogre!--waiting for the expedient nonent to strike.

Cronbi e, seeing Bink's indecision, nade a decision of his own. "If you | et her go with you, then
I"'mcomng too. Wth nmy hand ever on ny sword. Watching her--all the tine."

"Maybe that's best," Bink agreed reluctantly.

"I bear you no nalice," Dee protested. "I would do nothing to hurt you, even were | able. Wy
don't you believe ne?"

Bink found it too complicated to explain. "You can travel with us if you want to," he said.
Dee smiled gratefully, but Cronbie shook his head grimy and fingered the hilt of his sword.

Cronbi e renmai ned suspi ci ous, but Bink soon discovered he enjoyed Dee's conpany. She had no trace
of the personality of the Sorceress. She was such an average girl that he identified with her to a
consi derabl e extent. She seened to have no nagic; at |east, she evaded that subject. Perhaps she
was going to the Magician in the hope of finding her talent; maybe that was what she had neant by
needi ng a spell to nmake her well. Wio was in good shape in Xanth wi thout magic?

However, if she were the Sorceress Iris, her ruse would quickly be exposed by the divination of
the Magician. So the truth wound be known.

They stopped at the Spring of Life to refill their canteen, traveled half a day, then got caught
by a technicolor hailstorm It was nagic, of course, or magic-augnented. The colors gave it away.
Whi ch neant that there would not be any great nelting or runoff. Al they had to do was take
shelter fromit until it passed.

But they happened to be on a barren ridge: no trees for miles around, no caves, no houses. The
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| and went up and down, cut away by erosion gullies, strewn with bounders--but there was nothing to
shield themeffectively fromthe storm

Pelted by increasingly |arge hail stones, the three scurried in the direction Cronbie's nagic
pointed: the route to safe shelter. It came into view behind a bounder: a nonstrously spreadi ng
tentacul ar tree.

"That's a tangler!" Bink exclaimed in horror. "W can't go there."

Cronbi e was brought up short, peering through the hail. "So it is. My talent never pointed wong
before."

Except when it accused Dee, Bink thought. He wondered just how reliable the soldier's nagic really
was. For one thing, why hadn't it pointed out the soldier's danger to hinself, before he got
stabbed in the back and left to die? But Bink did not say that out |oud. There were often

conpl exities and confusion in magi c, and he was sure Cronbi e neant well.

"There's a hephal unph there," Dee cried. "Half eaten.™

Sure enough, the huge carcass lay near the trunk orifice of the tree. Its posterior was gone, but
the front end was untouched. The tree had evidently caught it and consumed as nuch as it coul d--
but a hephal unph was so big that even a tangle tree could not polish it off in one meal. Now the
tree was sated, its tentacles dangling listlessly.

"So it's safe after all,"” Bink said, wincing as an egg-sized red hail stone just m ssed his head.
The hail was puffy and light, but it still could hurt. "It will be hours before the tree revives
enough to becone aggressive. Maybe even days---and even then, it'll start on the [unph first."

Still Cronbie bal ked, understandably. "Could be an illusion, that carcass," he warned. "Be
suspicious of all things---that's the soldier's notto. Atrap to nake us think the tree's docile.
How do you think it tenpted the hephal unph in there?"

Telling point. Periodic hailstorms on the ridge to drive prey to cover, and seeningly ideal cover
wai ti ng--beautiful system "But we'll be knocked silly by hail if we don't get to cover soon,"
Bi nk said.

"Il go," Dee said. Before Bink could protest, she plunged into the territory of the tree.

The tentacles quivered, twitching toward her--but |acked the inperative to nake a real effort. She
dashed up and ki cked the hephalunph in the trunk--and it was solid. "No mirage," she cried. "Cone
onin."

"Unl ess she's a shill," Cronbie nuttered. "I tell you, she's a threat to you, Bink. If she shilled
for the tangler, she could trick dozens of people into its clutches--"

The man was paranoi d. Perhaps this was another useful quality for soldiers-though again, it didn't
seemto have kept himout of trouble before. "I don't believe it," Bink said. "But | do believe
this hailstorml I'mgoing in." And he went.

He passed the outer fringe of tentacles nervously, but they renai ned qui escent. A hungry tangler
was not a subtle plant; it normally grabbed the nonent its prey was grabable.

Finally Cronbie foll owed. The tree shuddered slightly, as if irritated by its inability to consune
them and that was all, "Well, | knew ny talent told the truth. It always does,"” he said, sonewhat
weakl y.

It was actually very nice here. The hail stones had grown to the size of clenched fists, but they
bounced off the tree's upper foliage and piled up in a circle around it, caught by a slight
depression. Predator trees tended to sit in such depressions, forned by the action of their
tentacl es while cleaning brush and rocks out of the way in order to have an attractive | awn for
passing creatures. The refuse was tossed beyond in a great circle, so that in the course of years
the I and surface rose. The tangle was a highly successful type of tree, and sone of them forned
well s whose rins were fashioned fromburied bones of past prey. They had been cl eaned out near the
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North Village, but all children were instructed in this nmenace. Theoretically, a man pursued by a
dragon could skirt a tangler, |leading the dragon within range of the tentacles---if he had both
courage and skill.

Wthin the shielded area there was a fine greensward rising in soft hillocks, rather like the
torso of a woman. Sweet perfume odors wafted through, and the air was pleasantly warm In short,
this was a seenmingly ideal place to seek shelter--and that was by design. It had certainly fool ed
t he hephal unph. Cbviously this was a good |ocation, for the tangler had grown to enornous girth.
But right now they were here rent-free.

"Wll, ny magic was right all the time," Cronbie said. "I should have trusted it. But by the sane
t oken . " He glanced neaningfully at Dee

Bi nk wondered about that. He believed in the soldier's sincerity, and the |ocation magi c was
obviously functional. Had it nmal functioned in Dee's case, or was she really a bad if obscure
threat? If so, what kind? He could not believe she neant himharm He had suspected her of being
Iris the Sorceress, but now he didn't believe that; she showed no sign of the tenperanent of the
nm stress of illusion, and personality was not sonething that magic coul d conceal for very |ong.

"Why didn't your nmagic warn you of the stab in the back?" Bink asked the soldier, making another
attenpt to ascertain what was reliable and what was not.

"I didn't ask it," Cronbie said. "I was a dammed fool. But once | see you safely to your Magician,
I"I'l sure as hell ask it who stabbed ne, and then . " He fingered the blade of his sword
meani ngful | y.

A fair answer. The talent was not a warning signal; it merely performed on demand. Cronbie had
obvi ously had no reason to suspect danger, any nore than Bink had reason to feel threatened now.
VWhere was the distinction between natural caution and paranoi a?

The storm conti nued. None of themwere willing to sleep, because they did not trust the tree to
that extent, so they sat and tal ked. Cronbie told a tough story of ancient battle and heroismin
the days of Xanth's Fourth Wave. Bink was no military man, but he found hinself caught up in the
gallantry of it, and al nost wi shed he had lived in those adventurous tinmes, when nen of no nmagic
wer e consi dered mnen.

By the end of that story, the stormhad eased off, but the hail was piled so high that it didn't
seemworthwhile to go out yet. Usually the neltoff froma nmagic stormwas quite rapid once the sun
came out again, so it was worth waiting for

"Where do you live?" Bink asked Dee.

"Ch, I'mjust a country girl, you know," she said. "No one else was going to travel through the
wi | der ness. "

"That's no answer," Cronbi e snapped suspiciously.

She shrugged. "It's the only answer | have. | can't change what | am rmuch as | mght like to."
"It's the sane answer | have, too," Bink said. "I"'mjust a villager, nothing special. | hope the
Magi cian will be able to nmake ne into sonething special, by finding out that |I have some good

magi c tal ent no one ever suspected, and I'mw lling to work for himfor a year for that."

"Yes," she said, snmiling appreciatively at him Suddenly he felt hinself |iking her. She was
ordinary--like him She was notivated--like him They had sonething in common

"You're going for magic so your girl back home will marry you?" Cronbie asked, sounding cyni cal

"Yes," Bink agreed, renenbering Sabrina wi th sudden poi gnancy. Dee turned away. "And so | can stay
in Xanth."

"You're a fool, a civilian fool," the soldier said kindly.

"Well, it's the only chance | have," Bink replied. "Any ganble is worthwhile when the alternative--

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...20Xanth%2001%20-%20Spell%20For%20Chameleon.txt (59 of 175) [1/19/03 8:39:42 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2001%20-%20Spel | %620For%20Chamel eon.txt

"I don't nean the nagic. That's useful. And staying in Xanth nmakes sense. | nean narriage."”
"Marriage?”

"Worren are the curse of mankind," Cronbie said vehenently. "They trap nen into marriage, the way
this tangle tree traps prey, and they torment themthe rest of their lives."

"Now that's unfair," Dee said. "Didn't you have a nother?"

"She drove ny worthy father to drink and loco,"” Cronbie asserted. "Made his life hell on earth--
and m ne too. She could read our mnds -- that was her talent.'

A woman who could read nen's minds: hell indeed for a man! If any woman had been able to read
Bi nk' s m nd- ugh!

"Must have been hell for her, too," Dee observed.

Bi nk suppressed a smle, but Cronbie scowmed. "I ran off and joined the arny two years before
was of age. Never regretted it."

Dee frowned. "You don't sound like God's gift to wonen, either. W can all be thankful you never
touched any."

"Ch, | touch them" Cronbie said with a coarse laugh. "l just don't marry them No one of thens
going to get her hooks into ne."

"You' re disgusting," she snapped.
"I"'msmart. And if Bink's smart, he'll not let you start tenpting him either."
"I wasn't!" she exclaimed angrily.

Cronbi e turned away in evident repugnance. "Ah, you're all the sane. Wiy do | waste ny tine
talking with the likes of you? Mght as well argue ethics with the devil."

"Well, if you feel that way, I'll go!" Dee said. She junped to her feet and stal ked to the edge.

Bi nk thought she was bluffing, for the storm though abating, was still in force with occasiona
flurries. Colored hail stones were nounded up two feet high, and the sun was not yet out.

But Dee plunged out into it.
"Hey, wait!" Bink cried. He ran after her

Dee had di sappeared, hidden by the storm "Let her go, good riddance," Cronbie said. "She had
designs on you; | know how they work. | knew she was trouble fromthe start."

Bi nk put his arnms up over his head and face against the hail and stepped out. His feet slid out
from under, skidding on hailstones, and he fell headlong into the pile. Hail stones closed in over
hi s head. Now he knew what had happened to Dee. She was buried sonewhere out here.

He had to close his eyes, for powder from crushed stones was getting into them This was not tree
i ce, but coal esced vapor, magic; the stones were dry and not really cold. But they were slippery.

Sonet hi ng caught his foot. Bink kicked violently, renenbering the sea nonster near the island of
the Sorceress, forgetting that it had been an illusion and that there could hardly be a sea
monster here. But its grip was tight; it dragged himinto an encl osure.

He scranbled to his feet as it et go. He |l eaped on the troll shape he saw through the fil m of
dust,

Bi nk found hinself flying through the air. He |anded hard on his back, the creature drawing on his
arm Trolls were tough! He squirned around and tried to grab its legs---but the thing dropped on
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top of himand pinned himfirmy to the ground. "Ease up, Bink," it said. "It's ne--Cronbie."

Bi nk did as nmuch of a double-take as he was able to, considering his position, and recogni zed the
sol di er.

Cronbie let himup. "I knew you' d never find your way out of that mess, so | haul ed you out by the
one part | could reach, your foot. You had nagi c dust in your eyes, so you couldn't recognize ne.
Sorry | had to put you down."

Magi ¢ dust--of course. It distorted the vision, naking men seemlike trolls, ogres, or worse---and
vice versa. It was an additional hazard of such storms, so that people could not see their way out
of them Probably many victins had seen the tangle tree as an innocent blanket tree. "That's
okay," Bink said. "You soldiers sure know howto fight."

"Al'l part of the business. Never charge a man who knows how to throw. " Cronbie rai sed one finger

near his ear, signifying an idea. "I'll show you howto do it; it's a nonnagical talent you can
use. "

"Deel" Bink cried. "She's still out there!"

Cronbi e grimaced. "Ckay. | nade her walk out; if it nmeans so much to you, I'll help you find her."

So the man did have some decency, even with regard to wonen. "Do you really hate themall?" Bink
asked as he girded himself to westle with the hail again. "Even the ones who don't read m nds?"

"They all read mnds," Cronbie asserted. "Most of themdo it without magic, is all. But | won't
swear as there's no girl in the whole of Xanth for ne. If |I found a pretty one who wasn't nean or
naggi ng or deceitful..." He shook his head. "But if any like that exist, they sure as hel

woul dn't marry nme."

So the soldier rejected all wonen because he felt they rejected him Well, it was a good enough

rati onal e.

Now t he storm had stopped. They went out into the piled hail stones, stepping carefully so as not
to take any nore spills. The colored stormclouds cleared, dissipating rapidly now that their
magi ¢ i nperative was spent.

VWhat caused such storms? Bi nk wondered. They had to be inani mate--but the course of this journey
had convi nced hi mthat dead objects did i ndeed have nagic, often very strong nagic. Maybe it was
in the very substance of Xanth, and it diffused slowy into the living and nonliving things that
occupi ed the land. The living things controlled their shares of magic, channelizing it, focusing
it, mking it manifest at will. The inanimate things released it haphazardly, as in this storm
There had to be a ot of magic here, gathered froma large area. All wasted in a pointless mass of
hai | st ones.

Yet not all pointless. Cbviously the tangle tree benefited fromsuch storms, and probably there
were ot her ways in which they contributed to the | ocal ecology. Maybe the hail culled out the
weaker creatures, animals less fit to survive, facilitating w | derness evol ution. And other

i nani nate magi ¢ was quite pointed, such as that of Lookout Rock and the Spring of Life---its magic
distilled fromwater percolating through the entire region, intensifying its potency? Perhaps it
was the magic itself that made these things conscious of their individuality. Every aspect of
Xanth was affected by magic, and governed by it. Wthout magic, Xanth would be---the very notion
filled himwi th horror--Xanth woul d be Mindane.

The sun broke through the clouds. Were the beans struck, the hail stones puffed into col ored
vapor. Their fabric of magic could not withstand the beat of direct sunlight. That nade Bink
wonder again: was the sun antipathetic to nmagic? If the nagic emanated fromthe depths, the
surface of the land was the nmere fringe of it. If someone ever delved down deep, he m ght approach
the actual source of power. Intriguing notion

In fact, Bink wi shed that he could set aside his quest for his own personal magic and nake that
search for the ultimate nature of reality in Xanth. Surely, way down deep, there was the answer to
all his questions.
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But he could not. For one thing, he had to | ocate Dee.

In a few mnutes all the hail was gone. But so was the girl. "She nust have slid down the slope
into the forest,” Cronbie said. "She knows where we are; she can find us if she wants to."

"Unl ess she's in trouble,"” Bink said worriedly. "Use your talent; point her out."

Cronbie sighed. "All right." He closed his eyes, rotated, and pointed down the south side of the
ridge.

They trotted down--and found her tracks in the soft earth at the fringe of the jungle. They
foll owed t hem and soon caught up

"Dee!" Bink cried gladly. "We're sorry. Don't risk the jungle alone.™
She marched on deternminedly. "Leave ne alone," Dee said. "I don't want to go with you."

"But Cronmbie didn't really nean--" Bink said.

"He neant. You don't trust me. So keep away fromne. |'d rather make it on nmy own."
And that was that. She was adamant. Bink certainly wasn't going to force her. "Well, if you need
hel p or anything, call---or sonething----"

She went on without answering.

"She coul dn't have been very nuch of a threat," Bink said forlornly.

"She's a threat, all right," Cronbie insisted. "But no threat's as much of a threat when it's
sonmewhere el se."

They ascended the ridge again and traveled on. In another day they cane in sight of the Magician's
castle, thanks to the soldier's unerring nmagi c directional sense and ability to avoid the dangers
of the wilderness. He had been a big help.

"Well, that's it," Cronbie said. "I have seen you to this point safely, and | think that about
squares us. | have business of ny own el sewhere before | report to the King for reassignment. |
hope you find your nmagic."

"l hope so too," Bink said. "Thanks for the throws you taught ne."

"It was little enough. You'll have to practice thema lot nore before they'll really serve. Sorry
| got the girl nmad at you. Maybe ny talent was w ong about her after all."

Bink didn't care to discuss that aspect, so he just shook hands and headed for the castle of the
Good Magi ci an.

Chapter 6. Magician

The castle was inpressive. It was not large, but it was tall and well designed. It had a deep
nmoat, a stout outer wall, and a high inner tower girt with parapets and enbrasures. It nust have
been built by magic, because it would have taken an arny of skilled craftsnen a year to build it
by hand.

Yet Hunfrey was supposed to be a Magician of information, not of construction or illusion. How
coul d he have magi cked such an edifice?

No matter; the castle was here. Bink wal ked down to the nmoat. He heard a horrible kind of
gal | opi ng spl ash, and around from behind the castle cane a horse, running on the water. No, not a
horse--a hi ppocanpus, or seahorse, with the head and forefeet of a horse and the tail of a
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dol phin. Bi nk knew the dol phin only fromold pictures; it was a kind of magic fish that breathed
air instead of water.

Bi nk stepped back. The thing | ooked dangerous. It could not follow himout onto |land, but it could
pul verize himin water. How was he to cross the noat? There did not seemto be any drawbri dge.

Then he noted that the hi ppocanpus wore a saddle. Ch, no! Ride the water nonster?

Yet it obviously was the way to go. The Magician did not want his tine wasted by anyone who wasn't
serious. If he lacked the nerve to ride the seahorse, he didn't deserve to see Hunfrey. It nade
perverse sense.

Did Bink really want the answer to his question? At the price of a year's service?

The picture of beautiful Sabrina came to his mnd, so real, so evocative that all else becane
meani ngl ess. He wal ked up to the hi ppocanpus, waiting at the edge of the npat expectantly, and
clinmbed onto its saddl e.

The creature took off. It neighed as it sped around the npat, instead of across it. The steed was
jubilant, using the water as a veritable racetrack, while Bink clung desperately to the saddle
horn. The powerful front |egs of the hippocanpus terninated in flippers rather than hooves,
scoopi ng gouts of water back on either side, drenching himw th the spray. The tail, curled in a
muscul ar | oop when the creature was stationary, uncoiled and threshed the water with such vigor
that the saddl e whi pped back and forth, threatening to dislodge the rider nmonentarily.

"Nei gh! Ne-ei-igh!" the nonster sounded gleefully. It had himwhere it wanted him right in the
saddl e, ripe for bucking off. The nonment he hit the water, it would turn and devour him What a
fool he had been! Wiit--so long as he remained in the saddle, it could not get at himAIl he had
to do was hang on, and in tine it would tire.

Easi er thought than done. The hippocanpus bucked and plunged, first lifting himabove the npat,
then imersing himin the frothing water. It curled its tail into a spiral and rolled, dunking him
again and again. Bink was afraid it would stop with himon the bottom forcing himto let go or
drown. But the saddle was firmy fixed on its backside, and its horse's head projected the sane
direction Bink's head did, so it had to hold its breath when he held his. The nobnster was
exercising, while Bink was nerely hanging on; it was using nore energy than he, and so it had to
breat he sooner. Hence it could not drown him-once he had figured this out.

In fact, all he needed to do was keep his head and he would win, for whatever that was worth.

Finally the creature gave up. It flopped to the inner gate and lay still while Bink di snounted. He
had conquered the first hurdle.

"Thank you, Hip," he said, nmaking a little bowto the seahorse. It snorted and splashed quickly
out of reach.

Now Bi nk faced a gi ant wooden door. It was closed, and he pounded on it with one fist. It was so
solid that his hand hurt, and the sound was m nim zed: dink-dink-dink

He drew his knife and rapped with the handle, since he had | ost his new staff in the nmoat--with no
better result. If a hollow partition made the nost noise, this was indubitably solid. There was no
way to force it.

Maybe t he Magi ci an was out? There should still be servants attending to the castle.

Bi nk was getting angry. He had nmade a | ong, hazardous journey to get here, and he was ready to pay
the exorbitant price for one piddling bit of information--and the dammed Good Magici an | acked the
courtesy even to answer the door

Well, he would get in despite the Mgician. Sonehow. He woul d denmand his audi ence.

He studied the door. It was a good ten feet tall and five feet wide; it seenmed to have been made
of hand- hewn ei ght - by-ei ght posts. The thing nust weigh a ton--literally. It had no hinges, which
meant it had to open by sliding to one side---no, the portals were solid stone. Lifted out of the
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way? There were no connecting ropes to haul it up, no pulleys that he could see. There m ght be
hi dden screws set into the wood, but that seermed a | ot of trouble and sonewhat risky. Screws
sonetimes let go at inopportune nonents. Maybe the whol e door dropped into the floor? But that,
too, was stone. So it seened the whole nmass sinply had to be renoved every time someone wanted
access.

Ri di cul ous! It had to be a phony, a dumry. There would be a nore sensible aperture for routine
use, either magical or physical. Al he had to do was find it.

In the stone? No, that woul d be unmanageably heavy; if it were not, it would represent a weakened
pl ace where an eneny could force entry. No point in building a substantial castle with such a
liability. Were, then?

Bink ran his fingers over the surface of the huge nock-door. He found a crack. He traced it around
in a square. Yes. He placed both hands agai nst the center and shoved.

The square noved. It slid inward, and finally dropped inside, |eaving a hole just big enough for a
man to crawl through. Here was his entry.

Bi nk wasted no time. He clinbed through the hole.
Inside was a dimy illumnated hall. And another nonster

It was a manticora---a creature the size of a horse, with the head of a nman, body of a lion, w ngs
of a dragon, and tail of a scorpion. One of the nost ferocious nmagi cal nonsters known.

"Welcome to lunch, little norsel,” the nmanticora said, arching its segnented tail up over its
back. Its nouth was strange, with three rows of teeth, one inside another--but its voice was
stranger. It was sonething like a flute, and sonething like a trunpet, beautiful in its fashion
but difficult to conprehend.

Bi nk whi pped out his knife. "I amnot your lunch," he said, with a good deal nore conviction than
he felt.

The manticora | aughed, and now its tones were the sour notes of irony. "You are not anyone else's
lunch, nortal. You have clinbed ninbly into nmy trap."

He had indeed. But Bink was fed up with these pointless obstacles, and al so suspected that they
were not pointless, paradoxical as it might seem If the Magician's nonsters consunmed all callers,
Hunfrey woul d never have any busi ness, never obtain any fees. And by all accounts the Good
Magi ci an was a graspi ng man who existed principally to profit hinself; he needed those exorbitant
fees to increase his wealth. So probably this was another test, |ike those of the seahorse and the
door; all Bink had to do was figure out the solution

"I can wal k back out of this cage any tine | want to," Bink said boldly. He willed his knees not
to knock together with his shivering. "It isn't nade to hold people ny size; it holds in nonsters
your size. You're the prisoner, nolar-face."

"Ml ar-face!" the nanticora repeated incredul ously, show ng about sixty nolars in the process.
"Why, you pipsqueak nortal, |I'Il sting you into a billion-year suffering sleep!"

Bi nk made for the square portal. The nmonster pounced, its tail stabbing forward over its head. It
was horribly fast.

But Bink had only feinted; he was already ducking forward, directly at the lion's claws. It was
the opposite direction fromthat which the nmonster had expected, and the thing could not reverse
in mdair. Its deadly tail stabbed into the wood of the door, and its head popped through the
square hole. Its lion's shoul ders wedged tightly against it, unable to fit through the hole, and
its wings fluttered hel pl essly.

Bi nk could not resist. He straightened up, turned, and yelled: "You didn't think | came all the
way here just to back out again, did you, you half-reared nonster?'' Then he planted a swift hard
kick on the creature's posterior, just under the lifted tail
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There was a fluted how of rage and angui sh fromthe door. Then Bi nk was away, running down the
hal |, hoping that there was a nan-sized exit. O herwi se--

The door seenmed to expl ode. There was a thunp behind as the manticora fell free and rolled back to
its feet. It was really angry now I[f there were no way out--

There was. The chall enge had been to get around the nonster, not to kill it; no man could kil
such a creature with a knife. Bink scranbled through the barred gate as the nanti cora charged down
the hall too late, splinters of wood falling fromit's tail

Now Bi nk was in the castle proper. It was a fairly dark, dank place, with little evidence of human
habi tati on. Where was the Good Magi ci an?

Surely there woul d be sone way to announce his presence, assuning that the ruckus with the
manti cora had not sufficed. Bink | ooked around and spied a dangling cord. He gave it one good yank
and stepped back |l est sonmething drop on him He did not quite trust this adorable castle.

A bell sounded. DONG DONG, DONG DONG

A gnarled old elf trotted up. "Wio shall | say is calling?”

"Bink of the North Village."

"Drink of what?"

"Bink! B I-NK"

The el f studied him "What shall | say is the business of your master Bink?"

"I am Bink! My business is the quest for a nagical talent."

"And what reconpense do you offer for the invaluable tinme of the Good Magici an?"

"The usual scale: one year's service." Then, in a |lower tone: "It's robbery, but I'mstuck for it.
Your master gouges the public horrendously."

The el f considered. "The Magician is occupied at the nonment; can you coneback tonorrow?"

"Conme back tomorrow! " Bink expl oded, thinking of what the hippocanpus and manticora would do to
himif they got a second chance. "Does the old bugger want ny business or doesn't he?"

The el f frowned. "Well, if you're going to be that way about it, cone on upstairs."

Bink followed the Iittle man up a winding staircase. The interior of the castle lightened with
el evati on and becane nobre ornate, nore residential

Finally the elf showed the way into a paper-filled study. The elf seated hinself at a big wooden
desk. "Very well, Bink of the North Village. You have won your way through the defenses of this
castle. What nakes you think your service is worth the ol d gougi ng buggers while?"

Bink started to nake an angry exclamation--but cut hinself off as he realized that this was the
Good Magi ci an Hunfrey. He was sunk!

Al'l he could do now was give a straight answer before he got kicked out. "I amstrong and | can
work. It is for you to decide whether that is worth your while."

"You are oi nk-headed and doubt| ess have a grotesque appetite. You' d no doubt cost nme nmore in board
than I'd ever get fromyou."

Bi nk shrugged, knowing it would be futile to debate such points. He could only antagonize the
Magi ci an further. He had really walked into the last trap: the trap of arrogance.

"Per haps you could carry books and turn pages for ne. Can you read?"
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"Some," Bink said. He had been a reasonably apt pupil of the centaur instructor, but that had been
years ago

"You seemto be a fair hand at insult, too; maybe you could talk intruders out of intruding with
their petty problens."

"Maybe," Bink agreed grimy. Obviously, he had really done it this tinme---and after coming so
cl ose to success.

"Well, cone on; we don't have all day,"” Hunfrey snapped, bouncing out of his chair. Bink saw now
that he was not a tree elf, but a very small human being. An elf, of course, being a nagica
creature, could not be a Magician. That was part of what had put himoff at first--though

i ncreasi ngly he wondered about the accuracy of that conjecture. Xanth continued to show him

ram fications of magi c he had not thought of before.

Apparently the Magi cian had accepted the case. Bink followed himto the next room It was a
| aboratory, with nmagi cal devices cluttering the shelves and piled on the floor, except for one
cl eared area.

"Stand aside," Hunfrey said brusquely, though Bink hardly had roomto nove. The Magici an did not
have an endearing personality. It would be a real chore to work for hima year. But it just mght
be worth it, if Bink learned he had a nagic talent, and it was a good one

Hunfrey took a tiny bottle fromthe shelf, shook it, and set it on the floor in the mddle of a
pentagram--a five-sided figure. Then he nade a gesture with both hands and i ntoned sonething in
an arcane tongue.

The Iid of the bottle popped of f. Snoke issued forth. It expanded into a sizable cloud, then

coal esced into the shape of a denbn. Not a particularly ferocious denon; this one's horns were
vestigial, and his tail had a soft tuft instead of a cutting barb. Furthernore, he wore gl asses,
whi ch nust have been inported from Mindani a, where such artifacts were commonly used to shore up
the weak eyes of the denizens there. O so the nyths had it. Bink al nmost | aughed. |magi ne a near-
si ghted denon

"0 Beauregard," Hunfrey intoned. "I conjure thee by the authority vested in ne by the Conpact,
tell us what magic talent this lad, Bink of the North Village of Xanth, possesses."”

So that was the Magician's secret: he was a denon-sunmoner. The pentagram was for containing the
denmons rel eased fromtheir magic bottles; even a studi ous denon was a creature of hell

Beauregard focused his | enscovered eyes on Bink "Step into ny denesnes, that | may inspect you
properly," he said.

"Nuh-uh!" Bi nk excl ai med.

"You're a tough nut," the denon sai d.

"I didn't ask you for his personality profile," Hunfrey snapped. "Wat's his magi c?"
The denobn concentrated. "He has magi c--strong magic--but--"

Strong magi ¢! Bink's hopes soared.

"But | amunable to fathomit," Beauregard said. He grinmaced at the Good Magician. "Sorry,
fathead; I'Il have to renege on this one."

"Then get ye gone, inconpetent,” Hunfrey snarled, clapping his hands together with a renarkably
sharp report. Evidently he was used to being insulted; it was part of his life style. Maybe Bink
had | ucked out again.

The denon dissolved into snoke and drained back into his bottle. Bink stared at the bottle, trying
to determne what was visible within it. Was there a tiny figure, hunched over a m niature book
r eadi ng?
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Now t he Magi ci an contenpl ated Bink. "So you have strong magi c that cannot be fathomed. Wre you
aware of this? Did you cone here to waste ny tinme?"

"No," Bink said. "I never was sure | had nagic at all. There's never been any evidence of it. |
hoped--but | feared | had none."

"I's there anything you know of that could account for this opacity? A counterspell, perhaps?"

Evidently Hunfrey was far from omipotent. But now that Bi nk knew he was a denon-conjurer, that
explained it. Nobody sunmoned a denon without good reason. The Magician charged heavily for his
service because he took a heavy risk

"I don't know of anything," Bink said. "Except maybe the drink of magic healing water | took."

"Beauregard shoul d not have been deceived by that. He's a pretty savvy denon, a real schol ar of
magi c. Do you have any of that water with you?"

Bi nk held out his canteen. "I saved sone. Never can tell when it nmight be needed."

Hunfrey took it, poured out a drop on his palm touched his tongue to it, and gri maced
thoughtfully. "Standard formula,” he said. "It doesn't bollix up informational or divinatory
magi c. |'ve got a keg of sinmilar stuff in my cellar. Brewed it nyself. Mne is free of the
Spring's self-interest geis, of course. But keep this; it can be useful."

The Magician set up a pointer attached to a string, beside a wall chart with pictures of a smling

cherub and a frowning devil. "Let's play Twenty Questions."
He noved his hands, casting a spell, and Bink realized that his prior realization had been
premature. Hunfrey did do nore than denon- summoni ng--but he still specialized in information

"Bink of the North Village," he intoned. "Have you oriented on hin®"
The pointer swung around to indicate the cherub

"Does he have nmagi c?"

The cherub again.

"Strong magi c?"

Cher ub.

"Can you identify it?"

Cher ub

"WIIl you tell ne its nature?"

The pointer noved to cover the devil.

"What is this?" Hunfrey denmanded irritably. "No, that's not a question, idiot! It's an

exclamation. | can't figure why you spirits are bal king." Angry he cast the rel ease spell and
turned to Bink. "There's sonething mighty funny here. But it's becone a challenge. I"'mgoing to
use a truth spell on you. W'll get to the heart of this.”

The Magi ci an waved his stubby arnms again, nuttered a vil e-sounding incantation--and suddenly Bink
felt strange. He had never experienced this odd type of nagic before, with its gestures, words,
and assorted apparatus; he was used to inherent talents that worked when they were willed to work.
The Good Magici an seemed to be something of a scientist--though Bink hardly understood that
Mundane term either

"What is your identity?" Hunfrey demanded.

"Bink of the North Village." It was the truth--but this time Bink said it because the spel
conmpel l ed himto, not because he wanted to.
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"Way did you cone here?"

"To find out whether | have magic, and what it might be, so | shall not be exiled from Xanth and
can marry--"

"Enough. | don't care about the sordid details." The Mgi cian shook his head. "So you were telling
the truth all along. The nystery deepens, the plot thickens. Now-what is your talent?"

Bi nk opened his nouth, conpelled to speak--and there was an ani nal roar

Hunfrey blinked. "Oh--the manticora is hungry. Spell abate; wait here while | feed him" He
depart ed.

An inconvenient time for the manticora to get hungry! But Bink could hardly blame the Mgician for
hastening to the feeding chore. If the nonster should break out of its cage--

Bink was left to his own devices. He wal ked around the room stepping carefully to avoid the
litter, not touching anything. He came to a mirror. "Mrror, mirror on the wall," he said
playfully. "Who is the fairest one of all?"

The mirror clouded, then cleared. A gross fat warty toad peered out. Bink junped. Then he
realized: this was a magic mirror; it had shown himthe fairest one of all--the fairest toad.

"I mean, the fairest fenal e human being," he clarified.

Now Sabri na | ooked out at him Bink had been joking at first, but he should have realized that the
mrror would take himseriously. Was Sabrina really the fairest girl of all? Probably not,

obj ectively. The mrror showed her because, to Bink's prejudiced eye, she was the one. To sone

ot her man- -

The picture changed. Now the girl Wnne | ooked out. Yes, she was pretty too, though too stupid to

be worthwhile. Sone nmen would Iike that very well, however. On the other hand--
Now the Sorceress Iris | ooked out, in her nost beguiling illusion. "Well, it's about time you got
around to nme, Bink," she said. "I can still enable you to---"

"No!" Bink cried. And the mrror went bl ank

He cal med hinself, then faced the mrror again. "Can you answer infornmational questions too?" O
course it could; otherwise it wouldn't be here.

The mirror clouded and cleared. A picture of the cherub appeared, neaning yes.
"Why are we having so rmuch troubl e discovering ny talent?"
The picture that formed this tine was that of a foot, a paw-a nonkey's paw.

Bink 1 ooked at it for sone time, trying to figure out its nmeaning, but it eluded him The mrror
must have gotten confused and thrown in an irrel evant inmage. "Wiat is ny talent?" he asked at
last. And the mirror cracked.

"What are you doi ng?" Hunfrey demanded behi nd him

Bi nk junped guiltily. "l--seemto have broken your mirror," he said. "I was just---"

"You were just asking stupidly direct questions of an instrument designed for subtlety," Hunfrey
said angrily. "Did you actually think the mirror could reveal what the denon Beauregard bal ked
at ?"

"I"'msorry," Bink said | anely.

"You're a lot nore trouble than you're worth. But you are also a challenge. Let's get on with it."
The Magi ci an made his gesture and incantation again, restoring the truth spell "Wat is your---"
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There was a crash. The glass had fallen out of the cracked mrror. "I wasn't asking you!" Hunfrey
yelled at it. He returned to Bink. "What---"

There was a shudder. The castl e shook "Eart hquake!" the Magician exclai med. "Everything happens at
once."

He crossed the room and peered out an enbrasure. "No, it's only the invisible giant passing by."

Hunfrey returned once nore to Bink. This time he squinted at him hard. "lIt's not coincidence.
Sonmething is preventing you--or anything else--fromgiving that answer. Sone very powerful,
unidentified nagic. Magician-caliber enchantment. | had thought there were only three persons of

that rank alive today, but it seenms there is a fourth."

"Three?"

"Hunfrey, Iris, Trent. But none of these have magic of this type."
"Trent! The Evil Magician?"

"Perhaps you call himevil. | never found himso. W were friends, in our fashion. There is a kind
of canaraderie at our |level---"

"But he was exiled twenty years ago."

Hunfrey | ooked slantwi se at Bink. "You equate exile with death? He resides in Mundania. MWy
i nfornmati on does not extend beyond the Shield, but | amsure he survives. He is an exceptiona
man. But wi thout nagic now "

"Ch." Bink had equated exile with death, enmptionally. This was a good reminder; there was life
beyond the Shield. He still did not want to go there, but at least it dimnished the specter

"Though it galls ne exceedingly, | dare not push the question further. I amnot properly protected
agai nst interference nagic."

"But why woul d anyone try to prevent ne from knowi ng ny own talent?" Bink asked, bew | dered.

"Ch, you know it. You just can't tell it--even to yourself. The know edge is buried deep inside
you. And there, it seens, it is going to remain. | sinply amnot prepared to take the risk

i nvol ved for a mere one-year service; |1'd alnmpost certainly take a | oss on that contract."

"But why would a Magician--1 nean, |'m nobody! How could it benefit anybody else to stop ne from-
"It mght not be a person at all, but a thing placing a geis on you. A geis of ignorance."

"But why?"

Hunfrey grinmaced. "Lad, you grow repetitive. Your talent could represent some threat to sone
powerful special interest. As a silver sword is a threat to a dragon, even though it nmay not be
near that dragon. So that entity protects itself by blocking off your know edge of your talent.”

"But - - "

"I'f we knew that, we'd know your talent," Hunfrey snapped, answering the unforned question

Still Bink persisted. "How can | denonstrate ny talent, then, so | can stay in Xanth?"

"You do seemto have a problem"” Hunfrey renmarked, as if it were of only academ c inportance. He
shrugged. "I1'd answer if | could, but | can't. There is of course no charge for ny service, since
| was unable to conplete it. | will send a note with you. Perhaps the King will allow you to
remain after all. | believe the bylaws specify that each citizen shall be possessed of magic, not
that he actually has to denonstrate it in public. On occasion the denonstration is suspended. |
renenber one young nan who was able to change the color of his urine at will, for exanple. An
affidavit was accepted in lieu of public display."
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Failure seened to have nell owed the Magician considerably. He served Bink a pleasant neal of brown
bread and mlk--fromhis private breadfruit orchard and deerfly stable, respectively--and chatted
al nrost sociably. "So nany people conme here and waste their questions," he confided. "The trick is
not necessarily to find the answer, but to find the correct question. Yours is the first rea

chall enge 1've had in years. The |last one was---let nme think--the amaranth. This farner wanted to
know how to develop a really superior plant for greens and grain, so he could feed his fanily
better, and bring in a little income for the conforts of life. | located the nagic amaranth for
him and nowits use has spread all over Xanth, and beyond it too, for all | know It is possible
to make bread fromit that is al nost indistinguishable fromthe real thing." The Magician pulled
out a drawer and brought out a special loaf. "See, this has no stem it was baked, not budded." He
broke of f a chunk for Bink, who was glad to accept it. "Now that was the kind of question to ask.
The answer benefited the whole country of Xanth as well as the individual. Too many desires are of
the nonkey' s-paw variety, in contrast."”

"The monkey's paw " Bink exclaimed. "Wen | asked the nagic nmirror, it showed me---"

"I't would. The inmage derives froma Mindane story. They thought it was fiction. But here in Xanth
there is magic like that."

"But what . . . ?"
"Do you want to invest a year's service after all?"

"Uh, no, not for that." Bink concentrated on chewing the new bread. It was tougher than true
br ead.

"Then have it free. It sinply neans a type of magic that brings you nore grief than good, though
it grants what you technically ask. Magic you are better off wthout."

Was Bink better off not knowing his talent? That was what the mrror had seened to tell him Yet
how coul d exile, which would deprive himof it entirely, be better than know edge? "Do many peopl e
come with questions, stupid or otherw se?"

"Not so many now that | built this castle and hid it. Only the really deternmined find their way
here now. Like you."

"How did you build it?" So |long as the Magician was talking .

"The centaurs built it. | told themhowto rid thenselves of a | ocal pest, and they served ne for
a year. They are very skilled craftscreatures, and did a fine job. Periodically I foul up the
routes here, applying spells of msdirection, so as not to be pestered by casual querists; it's a
good | ocation."

"The nmonsters!" Bink exclainmed. "The hi ppocanpus, the nanticora--they're serving their year's
service, discouraging idle questioners?"

"OfF course. Do you think they'd stay here for the nere pleasure of it?"

Bi nk wondered. He renenbered the unholy glee with which the seahorse had flung itself about.
Still, it would naturally prefer the open sea to a nere npat.

He had finished the bread. It had been al nbst as good as real bread. "Wth your powers of
i nformation, you coul d--why, you could be King."

Hunfrey | aughed, and there was nothing whining or bitter about it. "Who in his right mnd would

want to be King? It's a tedious, strenuous job. | amnot a disciplinarian, but a scholar. Mst of
my |labor is in making nmy magi c safe and specific, refining it for greater applicability. Mich
remains to be done, and | amgetting old. | can't waste tinme with diversions. Let those who w sh

the crown take it."
Di sconcerted, Bink cast about for soneone who wanted to rule Xanth. "The Sorceress Iris---"

"The trouble with dealing in illusion," Hunfrey said seriously, "is that one begins to be del uded
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oneself. Iris doesn't need power half so nuch as she needs a good man."
Even Bink could see the truth in that "But why doesn't she marry?"

"She's a Sorceress, a good one. She has powers you have not yet glinpsed. She requires a man she
can respect--one who has stronger magi c than she does. In all Xanth, only | have nore magi c than
she---and |I' m of another generation, really too old for her, even if | had any interest in

marri age. And of course we would be a nmisnatch, for our talents are opposite. | deal in truth, she
inillusion. | know too much, she imagines too nuch. So she conspires with | esser talents,
convi ncing herself that it can somehow work out" He shook his head. "It is too bad, really. Wth

the King fading, and no Heir Apparent, and this alternate requirenment that the crowm go only to a
full Magician, it is entirely possible that the throne will be subject to her nachinations. Not
every young man has your integrity or loyalty to Xanth."

Bink felt a chill. Hunfrey knew about Iris's offer, about their encounter. The Magician did not
merely answer questions for a fee, he kept track of what was going on in Xanth. But he did not, it
seenmed, bother to interfere. He just watched. Maybe he investigated the background of specific
seekers while the seahorse, wall, and manticora delayed them so that by the time one won through
Hunfrey was ready. Maybe he saved the information, in case soneone cane to ask "Wuat is the

great est danger facing Xanth?", whereupon he could collect his fee for answering.

"If the King dies, will you take the crown?" Bink asked. "As you said, it will have to go to a
power ful Magician, and for the good of Xanth--"

"You pose a question alnost as awkward as the one that brought you here," the Good Magician said

ruefully. "I do have a certain nodicumof patriotism but | also have a policy against interfering
with the natural scheme of things. There is some substance to the concept of the nonkey's paw,
magi ¢ does have its price. | suppose if there were absolutely no alternative | would accept the

crown--but first | would search nost diligently for sone superior Magician to assume the chore. W
have not had a top talent appear in a generation; one is overdue." He gazed specul atively at Bink
"There seens to be nagic of that caliber associated with you--but we cannot harness it if we
cannot define it. So | doubt you are the heir to the throne."

Bi nk expl oded wi th incredul ous, enbarrassed | aughter. "Me? You insult the throne."

"No, there are qualities in you that would honor the throne--if you only had identified,
control | abl e magi c. The Sorceress may have chosen better than she knew, or intended. But evidently
there is countermagi c that bal ks you--though | am not sure the source of that countermagi c woul d
meke a good King either. It is a strange matter, nost intriguing.”

Bi nk was tenpted by the notion of being a potent Magician, beconing King, and ruling Xanth. Cddly,
it quickly turned himoff. He knew, deep inside, that he |acked the qualities required, despite
Hunfrey's remarks. This was not nerely a matter of magic, but of basic life style and anbition. He
could never sentence a man to death or exile, however justified that sentence m ght be, or |lead an
arnmy into battle, or spend all day deciding the altercations of citizens. The sheer responsibility
woul d soon wei gh himdown. "You're right. No sensible person would want to be King. All | want is
to marry Sabrina and settle down."

"You are a nost sensible lad. Stay the night, and on the norrow | will show you a direct route
hone, with protections agai nst the hazards on the way."

"Ni ckel pede repellent?" Bink asked hopefully, renmenbering the trenches Cherie the centaur had
hur dl ed.

"Precisely. You will still have to keep your wits about you; no route is safe for a stupid man
But two days' travel on foot will suffice."

Bi nk stayed the night. He found he rather liked the castle and its denizens; even the nanticora

was affable now that the Mgician had given the word. "I would not really have eaten you, though I
admt to being tenpted for a nonent or three when you booted ne inthe . . . tail,"” it told Bink.
"It is ny job to scare off those who are not serious. See, | amnot confined." It pushed agai nst
the bars, and the inner gate swung open. "My year is alnmost up, anyway; |'Il al nost be sorry to

have it end."
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"What question did you bring?" Bink inquired sonewhat nervously, trying not to brace hinself too
obviously for flight. In an open space, he was no possible match for the nmanticora.

"l asked whether | have a soul,"” the nonster said seriously.

Again Bink had to control his reaction. A year's service for a phil osophical question? "Wat did
he tell you?"

"That only those who possess souls are concerned about them™"

"But --but then you never needed to ask. You paid a year for nothing."

"No. | paid a year for everything. Possession of a soul neans that | can never truly die. My body
may slough away, but | shall be reborn, or if not, nmy shade will linger to settle unfinished
accounts, or | shall reside forever in heaven or hell. My future is assured; | shall never suffer

oblivion. There is no nore vital question or answer. Yet that answer had to be in the proper form
A sinmple yes or no answer woul d not have satisfied me; it could be a blind guess, or nerely the
Magi ci an' s of f hand opinion. A detailed technical treatise would nerely have obfuscated the matter
Hunfrey phrased it in such a way that its truth was self-evident. Now | need never doubt again."

Bi nk was noved. Considered that way, it did nake sense. Hunfrey had delivered good val ue. He was
an honest Magician. He had shown the nmanticora--and Bink hinself---sonmething vital about the
nature of life in Xanth. If the fierce conglonmerate nonsters had souls, with all that inplied, who
could condemrmm them as evil?

Chapter 7. Exile

The path was broad and clear, with no inpinging magic. Only one thing chilled Bink: a region with
small wornii ke holes in the trunks of trees and surroundi ng rocks. Holes that w ggled straight
fromone side to another. The wi ggles had been here! But he cal ned hinmsel f. The wi ggles had not
passed recently, of course; that nmenace had been abolished. But where they had infested, it was
horrible, for the little flying wornms had drilled magically through anything that got in their
way, including animals and people. Atree could survive a few neat holes, but a person could bl eed
to death, assuming he did not die outright fromthe holing of sone vital organ. The mere thought
made Bi nk wi nce. He hoped the w ggl es never spawned again in Xanth--but there was no certainty
about that. There was no certainty about anything where magi c was invol ved.

He wal ked faster, made nervous by the old wiggle scars. In half an hour Bink reached the chasm -
and there, sure enough, was the inpossible bridge the Good Magician had told himof. He verified
its existence by tossing a handful of dirt and observing the pattern of its fall into the depths;
it guided around one section. Had he known of this on the way over--but of course that was the
thi ng about information, Wthout it, a person suffered enornous conplications. Wwo would have

t hought there was an invisible bridge all the way across?

Yet his |ong detour had not been an entire loss. He had participated in the rape hearing, and
hel ped the shade, and witnessed sone fantastic illusions, and rescued Cronbie the soldier, and
generally learned a | ot nore about the land of Xanth. He wouldn't care to do it all over again
but the experience had rmade hi m grow.

He stepped out onto the bridge. There was one thing about it, the Mgician had warned him once he
started across, he could not turn back, or it would denmaterialize, dropping himinto the chasm It
was a one-way ranp, existing only ahead of him So he wal ked across boldly, though the gulf opened
out awesonely beneath him Only his hand on the invisible rail reassured him

He did risk a ook down. Here the base of the chasmwas extrenely narrow-a virtual crack rather
than a valley. The Gap dragon could not run here. But there seenmed to be no way to clinb down the
steep cliff-slope; if the fall did not kill a person, starvation and exposure woul d. Unless he
managed to straddl e the narrowest part of the crack and wal k east or west to a better section--
where the dragon could then catch him
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Bink made it across. Al it took was know edge and confidence. His feet safely on | and, he | ooked
back. There was no sign of the bridge, of course, and no obvi ous approach to it. He was not about
to risk another crossing.

The nervous release left himthirsty. He saw a spring to one side of the path. The path? There had
been none a noment ago. He | ooked back toward the chasm and there was no path. Oh--it | ed away
fromthe bridge, not toward it. Routine one-way magi c. He proceeded to the spring. He had water in
his canteen, but it was Spring of Life water, which he avoided drinking, saving it for sone future
emer gency.

A driblet of water energed fromthe spring to flow along a wi nding channel and finally trickle
down into the chasm The channel was richly overgrown with strange plants, species that Bink had
never observed before: a strawberry runner bearing beechnuts, and ferns w th deci duous | eaves.
Qdd, but no threat to his welfare. Bink | ooked around carefully for predator beasts that m ght
lurk near a water hole, then lay down to put his nmouth to the waiting pool

As he |owered his head, he heard a fluting cry above him "You'll be sooorry!" it seened to say.

He glanced up into the trees. A birdlike thing perched there, possibly a variety of harpy. She had
full woman-breasts and a coiled snake tail. Nothing to concern him so |ong as she kept her
di st ance.

He bent his head again--and heard a rustle, too close. He junped up, drew his knife, noved a few
paces, and through the trees sighted an incredible thing. Two creatures were | ocked in conbat: a
griffin and a unicorn. One was nmale, the other female, and they were--they were not fighting, they-

Bi nk retreated, profoundly enbarrassed. They were two different species! How coul d they!

Di sgusted, he returned to the spring. Now he noted the recent tracks of the creatures: both
unicorn and griffin had come to drink here, probably within the hour. Maybe they had crossed the
i nvisible bridge, as he had, and seen the spring, so conveniently |located. So the water could
hardl y be poi soned- -

Suddenly he caught on. This was a |l ove spring. Anyone who drank of this water woul d becone
compel lingly enanmobred of the first creature he encountered thereafter, and--

He gl anced over at the griffin and unicorn. They were still at it, insatiably.
Bi nk backed away fromthe spring. If he had drunk fromit--
He shuddered. He was no longer renotely thirsty. "Aw, go take a drink," the harpy fluted.

Bi nk swept up a rock and hurled it at her. She squawked and fluttered hi gher, |aughing coarsely.
One of her droppings just mssed him There was nothing nore hateful than a harpy.

Wel |, the Good Magi ci an had warned himthat the path honme was not entirely free of problens. This
spring nust be one of the details Hunfrey hadn't thought inportant enough for specific nention
Once Bink was back on the trail along which he had originally come, the hazards would be faniliar,
such as the peace pines--

How woul d he get through then? He needed an eneny to travel with, and he had none.

Then he had a bright idea. "Hey you--birdbrain!" he called up into the foliage. "Stay away from
me, or I'Il stuff your tail down your filthy throat!"

The harpy responded with a withering torrent of abuse. What a vocabul ary she had! Bink threw
anot her rock at her. "lI'mwarning you--don't follow nme," he cried.

“I'"ll follow you to the edge of the Shield itself," she screeched. "You'll never get rid of nme."

Bink smled privately. Now he had a suitabl e conpani on
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He hi ked on, dodgi ng the occasional droppings the harpy hurled at him hoping her fury would carry
her through the pines. After that--well, first things first.

Soon the path nmerged with the one he had taken south. Curious, he sighted along the main path both
ways; it was visible north and south. He | ooked back the way he had just cone--and there was only
deep forest. He took a step back al ong where he knew he had passed--and found hinsel f knee-deep in
gl ow briers. The weeds sparkled as they snagged on his legs, and only by maneuvering with extrene
caution did he nanage to extricate hinself w thout getting scratched. The harpy | aughed so hard
she alnmost fell from her perch

There was sinply no path here, this direction. But the noment he faced about again, there it was,
|l eading cleanly through the briers to join the main route. Ah, well--why did he even bother to
question such things? Magic was nagic; it had no rationale except its own. Everyone knew t hat.
Everyone except hinself, at tines.

He hiked all day, passing the brook where to drink was to becone a fish--"Have a drink, harpy!"--
but she already knew of the enchantnent, and reviled himw th double fury; the peace pines-- "Have
a nap, harpy!"; and the trench with the nickel pedes--"1"Il fetch you sonmething to eat, harpy!'--
but actually he used the repellent the Good Magi ci an had provi ded, and never even saw a

ni ckel pede.

At |ast he stopped at a farnmhouse in the centaur territory for the night. The harpy finally gave
up her chase; she dared not cone within range of a centaur bow These were ol der centaurs,
unaggressive, interested in the news of the day. They listened avidly to the narration of his
experi ences across the chasm and considered this to suffice for his roomand board. Their
grandchild colt was staying with them a happy-go-1lucky prancing tyke of barely twenty-five years--
-Bink's age, but equivalent to a quarter that in hunman ternms. Bink played with himand did
handstands for him that was a trick no centaur could do, and the colt was fascinated.

Next day he traveled north again, and there was no sign of the harpy. Wiat a relief; he would

al nost have preferred to risk the peace pines alone. His ears felt indelibly soiled after the day
of her expletives. He passed through the renmainder of the centaur area w thout encountering
anyone. As eveni ng approached, he reached the North Vill age.

"Hey! The Spell-less Wonder is back," Zink cried. A hole appeared at Bink's feet, causing himto
stunmbl e involuntarily. Zink would have made a wonderful conpanion for the pines. Bink ignored the
ot her hol es and proceeded toward his house. He was back, all right. Wiy had he bothered to hurry?

The exam nation was held next norning, .in the outdoor anphitheater. The royal palnms forned

col onnades setting off the stage area. The benches were fornmed fromthe projecting convol uted
knees of a giant dryland cypress tree. The back was braced by four huge honey-maple trees. Bink
had always liked this formation--but now it was a place of disconfort. H's place of trial

The old King presided, since this was one of his royal offices. He wore his jewel-encrusted royal
robe and his handsone gold crown and carried the ornate scepter, synbols of his power. Al
citizens bowed as the fanfare sounded. Bink could not help feeling a shiver of awe as the panoply
of royalty nanifested.

The King had an inpressive white mane and a | ong beard, but his eyes tended to drift aimnessly.
Periodically a servitor would nudge himto prevent himfromfalling asleep, and to rem nd hi m of
the ritual.

At the start, the King perfornmed his cerenonial nagic by generating a storm He held his palsied
hands hi gh and munbl ed his invocation. At first there was silence; then, just as it seened the
magi ¢ had failed entirely, a ghostly gust of w nd passed through the glade, stirring up a handfu
of | eaves.

No one said anything, though it was evident that this mani festati on could have been nere
coincidence. It was certainly a far cry froma storm But several of the |ladies dutifully put up
unbrel las, and the naster of cerenopnies quickly proceeded to the business at hand.
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Bi nk' s parents, Roland and Bianca, were in the front row, and so was Sabrina, fully as lovely as
he had renmenbered her. Rol and caught Bink's eye and nodded encouragi ngly, and Bianca's gaze was
nmoi st, but Sabrina's eyes were downcast. They were all afraid for him Wth reason, he thought.

"What talent do you proffer to justify your citizenship? ' the naster of cerenonies asked Bink. He
was Munly, a friend of Roland's; Bink knew the man woul d do everything he could to help, but he
was duty-bound to foll ow the forns.

Now it was upon him "I--1 can't showit," Bink said. "But | have the Good Magician Hunfrey's note
that | do have magic." He held out the note with a trenbling hand.

The man took it, glanced at it, and passed it to the King. The King squinted, but his eyes wire so
watery that he evidently could not read it.

"As Your Majesty can see," Munly nurnured discreetly, "it is a nmessage from Magi ci an Hunfrey,
bearing his magic seal." This was a picture of a flippered creature balancing a ball on its snout.
"It states that this person possesses an undefined nagical talent."

Sonething like fire lighted the old nonarch's ashy eye nonentarily. "This counts for naught," he
munbl ed. "Hunfrey is not King; | am" He |et the paper drop to the ground.

"But---" Bink protested.

The master of cerenmpnies glanced at hi mwarningly, and Bink knew it was hopel ess. The King was
foolishly jeal ous of the Mgician Hunfrey, whose power was still strong, and would not heed the
message. But, for whatever reason, the King had spoken. Argunent would only conplicate things.

Then he had an idea. "I have brought the King a present," Bink said. "Water froma healing
Spring."

Munly's eyes lighted. "You have magic water?" He was alert to the possibilities of a fully
functional King.

"In ny canteen,"” Bink said. "l saved it--see, it healed ny lost finger." He held up his left hand.
"It also cured ny cold, and | saw it help other people. It heals anything, instantly." He deci ded
not to nmention the attached obligation

Munly's talent was the conjuration of small objects. "Wth your perm ssion--"
"Granted," Bink said quickly.
The canteen appeared in the nman's hand. "This is it?"

"Yes." For the first tinme, Bink had real hope

Munly approached the King again. "Bink has brought a gift for Your Mjesty," he announced. "Magic
wat er. "

The King took the canteen. "Magic water/" he repeated, hardly seem ng to conprehend.

"It heals all ills,”™ Munly assured him

The King | ooked at it. One swallow, and he would be able to read the Mgician's nessage, to brew
decent storns agai n--and to make sensi bl e judgnents. This could reverse the course of Bink's
denonstrati on.

""You inply I am sick?" the King demanded. "I need no healing! | amas fit as | ever was." And he
turned the canteen upside down, letting the precious fluid pour out on the ground.

It was as if Bink's life blood were spilling out, not mere water. He saw his | ast chance ruined,
by the very senility he had thought to alleviate. On top of that, now he had no healing water for
his own energencies; he could not be cured again.

Was this the retribution of the Spring of Life for his defiance of it? To tenpt himwi th incipient
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victory, then withdraw it at the critical nonent? Regardl ess, he was | ost.

Munly knew it too. He stooped to pick up the canteen, and it vani shed fromhis hand, returned to
Bi nk' s house. "I amsorry," he murmured under his breath. Then, loudly: "Denonstrate your talent."

Bink tried. He concentrated, willing his magic, whatever it mght be, to break its geis and
mani f est. Sonehow. But not hi ng happened.

He heard a sob. Sabrina? No, it was his nother, Bianca. Roland sat with stony face, refusing by
his code of honor to let personal interest interfere. Sabrina still would not |Iook at him But
there were those who did: Zink, Janma, and Potipher were all smrking. Now they had reason to feel
superior; none of themwere spell-less wonders.

"1 cannot," Bink whispered. It was over

Agai n he hiked. This tine he headed westward, toward the isthmus. He carried a new staff and a

hat chet and his knife; and his canteen had been refilled with conventional water. Bianca had

provi ded nore excell ent sandw ches, flavored by her tears. He had nothing from Sabrina; he had not
seen her at all since the decision. Xanth law did not permt an exile to take nore than he could
conveniently carry, and no val uables, for fear of attracting unwanted attention fromthe Mindanes.
Though the Shield protected Xanth, it was inpossible to be too safe.

Bink's life was essentially over, for he had been exiled fromall that he had known. He was in
ef fect an orphan. Never again would he experience the narvels of nagic. He would be forever bound,
as it were, to the ground, the colorless society of Miundani a.

Shoul d he have accepted the offer of the Sorceress Iris? At |east he could have remai ned in Xanth.
Had he but known . . . He would not have changed his m nd. What was right was right, and wong was
wWr ong.

The strangest thing was that he did not feel entirely despondent. He had lost citizenship, famly
and fiancée, and faced the great unknown of the Qutside---yet there was a certain quixotic spring
to his step. Was it a counterreaction buoying his spirit so that he woul d not suicide--or was he
in fact relieved that the decision had at |ast been nade? He had been a freak anobng the nagic
peopl e; now he woul d be anmong his own ki nd.

No--that wasn't it. He had nmagic. He was no freak. Strong nagic, Magician-caliber. Hunfrey had
told himso, and he believed it. He nerely was unable to utilize it. Like a man who coul d nake a
col ored spot on the wall--when there was no wall handy. Wiy he should be nagically nmute he did not
know-but it neant that he was right, the decision of the King wong. Those who had not stood by
himwere better off apart fromhim

No---not that either. H's parents had refused to conpronise the | aw of Xanth. They were good,
honest people, and Bink shared their values. He had refused a sinilar conproni se when tenpted by
the Sorceress. Roland and Bi anca could not hel p him by acconpanying himinto an exile they did not
deserve--or by trying to help himstay by cheating the system They had done what they felt was
right, at great personal sacrifice, and he was proud of them He knew they |oved him but had | et
himgo his own way wi thout interference. That was part of his buried joy.

And Sabrina--what then of her? She too had refused to cheat. Yet he felt she | acked the conm tnent
of his parents to principle. She would have cheated, had she had sufficient reason. Her surface
integrity was because she had not been noved strongly by Bink's nisfortune. Her | ove had not been
deep enough. She had | oved himfor the magic talent she had been convinced he had, as the son of
strongly talented parents. The loss of that potential talent had undercut that |ove. She had not
really wanted himas a person

And his love for her was now revealed as simlarly shallow Sure, she was beautiful--but she had

| ess actual personality than, say, the girl Dee. Dee had wal ked off because she had been insulted,
and stuck by her decision. Sabrina would do the same, but for a different reason. Dee had not been
posturing; she had really been angry. Wth Sabrina it would have been nore contrived, with nore
art and | ess enotion--because she had | ess enotion. She cared nore about appearances than the
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reality.

Whi ch rem nded Bink of the Sorceress Iris again--the ultimate creature of appearances. Wat a
tenper she had! Bink respected tenper; it was a window to the truth at times when little else
offered. But Iris was too violent. That pal ace-destruction scene, conplete with storm and dragon

Even stupid whatshernane--the lovely girl of the rape hearing--Wnne, that was her nane---she had
feelings. He had, he hoped, enabled her to escape fromthe Gap dragon. There had not been much
artifice in her. But Sabrina was the perfect actress, and so he had never really been sure of her
| ove. She had been a picture in his mnd, to be summoned in time of need, just to | ook at. He had
not actually wanted to marry her

It had taken exile to show himhis own notives. Watever it was that he wanted in a girl
ultimately, Sabrina |acked. She had beauty, which he |iked, and personality--which was not the
same as character--and attractive magic. Al these things were good-very good--and he had thought
he | oved her. But when the crisis came, Sabrina's eyes had been averted. That said it all. Cronbie
the sol dier had spoken truly: Bink would have been a fool to nmarry Sabri na.

Bi nk sm | ed. How woul d Cronbie and Sabrina have gotten along together? The ultimtely denandi ng
and suspicious nale, the ultinately artful and protean female. Wuld the soldier's inherent
ferocity constitute a challenge to the girl's powers of accommopdati on? Whuld they, after all, have
fashi oned an enduring rel ationship? It alnost seened they nmight. They woul d either have an

i medi ate and violent falling out or a simlarly spectacular falling in. Too bad they coul dn't
meet, and that he could not be present to observe such a neeting.

The whol e of his Xanth experience was passing glibly through his mind now that he was through with
it. Nor the first time in his Iife, Bink was free. He no | onger needed nagic. He no | onger needed
romance. He no | onger needed Xanth.

His aimessly roving eye spotted a tiny dark spot on a tree. He experienced a sudden shudder. Was
it a wiggle wound? No, just a discoloration. He felt relief--and realized that he had been fooling
hinself, at least to this extent. If he no | onger needed Xanth, he would not care about things
like the wiggles. He did need Xanth. It was his youth. But--he could not have it.

Then he approached the station of the Shield nan, and his uncertainty increased. Once he passed
through the Shield, Xanth and all its works would be forever behind him

"What are you up to?" the Shield man asked him He was a big, fat youth with pale features. But he
was part of the vital net of magic that fornmed the barrier to outside penetration of Xanth. No
living creature could pass the Shield, either way--but since no inhabitant of Xanth wanted to
depart, its net effect was to stop all Mindane intrusions. The touch of the Shield meant death--
instant, painless, final. Bink didn't know how it worked--but he didn't know how any nagi ¢ worked,
really. It just was.

"I have been exiled,"” Bink said. "You have to let me through the Shield." He would not, of course,
attenpt to cheat; he would | eave as directed. Had he been inclined to try to avoid exile, it would
not have worked; one villager's talent was spot |ocation of individuals, and he was now tuned to
Bi nk. He would know if Bink renmained on this side of the Shield today.

The youth sighed. "Wy do all the conplications have to cone in ny shift? Do you know how
difficult it is to open up a nman-sized hole wi thout bollixing the whole dam Shi el d?”

"I don't know anything about the Shield," Bink admitted. "But | was exiled by the King, so--"

"Ch, very well. Now |look--1 can't go with you to the Shield; | have to stay here at ny station
But | can make an opening spell that will cancel out one section for five seconds. You be there,
and you step through on schedul e, because if it closes on you, you're dead."

Bi nk gul ped. For all his thoughts about death and exile, nowthat it had cone to the test, he did
want to live. "I know "

"Right. The magic stone doesn't care who dies." Meaningfully the youth tapped the boul der he

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...20Xanth%2001%20-%20Spell%20For%20Chameleon.txt (77 of 175) [1/19/03 8:39:43 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2001%20-%20Spel | %620For%20Chamel eon.txt
| eaned agai nst.
"You nean that dingy old stone is it?" Bink asked.

"Shi el dstone. Sure. The Magician Ebnez located it nearly a century ago, and tuned it to formthe
Shield. Wthout it, we'd still be subject to invasion by the Miundanes."

Bi nk had heard of the Magician Ebnez, one of the great historical figures. In fact, Ebnez was in
Bink's famly tree. He had been able to adapt things magically. In his hands a hamrer coul d becone
a sl edgehamer, or a piece of wood could becone a section of wi ndowfrane. \Watever existed becane
what ever was needed--within certain limts. He could not adapt air into food, for exanple, or nake
a suit of clothing out of water. But it had been amazi ng what he could do. So he had adapted a
potent deathstone into the Shieldstone, killing at a set distance instead of up close, and thereby
he had fashioned the salvation of Xanth. What a proud achi evenment!

"Ckay, now' the youth said. "Here's a tinestone." He tapped it against the larger rock, and the
smal | piece fractured into two segnents, each fading fromthe original red to white. He handed one
fragment to Bink. "Wen this goes red, you step across; they' re synched. The opening will be right
in front of the big beechnut tree--and for only five seconds. So you be ready, and nove--on red."

"Move on red," Bink agreed.

"Ri ght. Now nove; sonetinmes these tinmestones heal fast. |I'lIl be watching nine, so as to tine the
spell; you watch yours."

Bi nk noved. He ran along the path to the west. Usually a fractured tinestone took half an hour or
so to heal--but it varied somewhat with the quality of the stone, the surrounding tenperature, and
assorted unknown factors. Maybe it was inherent in the original piece, because the two fragnents
al ways changed col or together, precisely, even if one were in the sunshine and the other buried in
a well But, again, what use to seek a rationale for magi c? Wat was, was.

And woul d be no nore--for him None of this had meani ng in Mundani a.

He hove in sight of the Shield--or rather, its effect. The Shield itself was invisible, but there
was a |ine of dead vegetation where it touched the ground, end the corpses of animals that had
been so foolish as to try to cross that |ine, Sonetines junpdeer got confused and sprang through
to the safe ground on the other side---but they were already dead. The Shield was invisibly thin
but absol ute.

Cccasi onal Mundane creatures blundered into it. A detail wal ked the |line each day on the Xanth
side, checking for corpses, hauling themout of the Shield when they were partway across, giving
themsafe burial. It was possible to handl e sonething that lay across the Shield, so long as the
living person did not touch it hinself. Nevertheless, it was a grisly chore, sonetines assigned as
puni shrent. There were never any hunman Mundanes, but there was always the fear that there m ght
one day be some, with all the conplications that would entail.

Ahead was the spreading beechnut tree. One branch reached out toward the Shield--and the tip of
that branch was dead. Wnd nust have made it sway across. It helped identify the spot where he
shoul d cross.

There was an odor associated with this line of death, too. Probably it was the decay of nany tiny
creatures: worms in the earth, bugs flying through the Shield, rotting where they fell. This was
the regi on of death.

Bi nk gl anced down at the stone he hel d--and sucked in his breath in shock. It was red!
Had it just now changed--or was he already too late? His |life depended on the answer.

Bi nk [ aunched hinself at the Shield. He knew the sensible thing to do was return to the Shield
tender and expl ain why he had bal ked--but he wanted this done with. Maybe it had been the actua
change of the stone's color that had attracted his attention, in which case he did have tinme. So
he took the foolish course, and tried for it.
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One second. Two. Three. He'd better have the whole five, because he wasn't there yet. The Shield
seenmed close, but it took time to nmake the supposedly instant decision and abolish inertia and get
up speed. He was passing the beechnut tree at a dead run--maybe literally dead--going too fast to
stop. Four seconds--he was crossing the line of death. If it closed on his trailing | eg, would al
of himdie, or just the leg? Five--he felt a tingle. Six--no, tine was up, stop counting, start
panti ng. He was through; was he alive?

He rolled in the dirt, kicking up dry |leaves and snall bones. O course he was alive! How could he
worry about it otherwi se? As with the manticora, concerned about his soul: if he had none, he
woul dn' t - -

Bi nk sat up, shaking sonething dead out of his hair. So he had made it. That tingle nust have been
an effect of the turned-off Shield, since it hadn't hurt him

Now it was done. He was free of Xanth forever. Free to nake his own life, wi thout being ridicul ed
or nothered or tenpted. Free to be hinself.

Bi nk put his face in his hands and cried.

Chapter 8. Trent

After a time he got up and wal ked on, into the dread world of the Mindanes. It really did not |ook
much different: the trees were simlar, the rocks unchanged, and the ocean shore he parallel ed was
exactly like an ocean shore. Yet an intense nostalgia gripped him H s prior euphoria had been but
the swing of the pendulum providing a fal se buoyancy. Better if he had died in the crossing.

Well, he could still go back. Just step across the Iine. Death would be painless, and he coul d be
buried in Xanth. Was that what other exiles had done?

He revol ted against the notion. He had called his own bluff. He loved Xanth and missed it terribly
al ready--but he did not want to die. He would sinply have to nmake his way anong the Mindanes.
Q hers had surely done it before him Maybe he woul d even be happy there.

The isthnus was nount ai nous. Bink sweated as he clinbed the steep pass. Was this the counterpart

to the chasm a ridge that rose as high above the | and as the chasm sank beneath it? Did a ridge
dragon run along the heights? No, not in Miundania. But possibly such geography did have sonething
to do with the magic. If the magic quality washed down fromthe height, concentrating in the depth-
-no, that didn't seemto nmake much sense. Mst of it woul d have washed into the ocean and been
hopel essly dil uted.

For the first tinme he wondered what Miundania was really like. Was it actually possible to survive
wi thout magic? It would not be nearly as nice as Xanth, but the absence of spells should represent
a form dabl e chall enge, and there should be sone decent places in it. The people should not be
evil; after all, his ancestors had cone from Mindane stock. Indications were that |anguage and
nmany custons were the sane

He heaved hinself over the rise of the pass, braced for his first real glinpse of the new world--
and suddenly he was surrounded by men. An anbush

Bink whirled to run. Maybe he could trick theminto plunging into the Shield, and be rid of them
the easy way--not that he wanted to be responsible for their death. Anyhow, he had to try to
escape them

But as he turned, his body respondi ng sonewhat slower than his thoughts, he found a nman behind
him bl ocking the way with drawn sword

The sensible thing to do was to give up. They had hi m out nunbered and surrounded, and they could
have put an arrow into his back if they had wanted to kill himoutright. If all they wanted to do
was rob him he had al nost nothing to |ose.
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But bei ng sensi bl e had never been Bink's strong point. Not when he was under pressure, or
surprised. Reflecting after the fact, he was very sensible and intelligent, but that wasn't nuch
use at this stage. If only he'd had a talent |ike that of his nother, only stronger, so that he
could turn time back a couple of hours and replay ail his crises to better advantage---

Bi nk charged the man with the sword, swinging his staff to block the bl ade. But someone tackl ed
him bringing himdown hard before he took two steps. Bink's face struck the dirt, and he took a
mout hful . Still he fought, tw sting about to get at the man who held him

Then they were all on him bearing himdown. Bink had no chance; in nmonents he was tied and
gagged.

A man thrust his tough face close to Bink's eyes as two others held himerect. "Now get this,
Xanth-- you try any magic, we'll knock you out and carry you."

Magi c? They didn't know that Bink had none he could use--or that if he had, it would be no good
out here beyond the Shield. But he nodded, showi ng he understood. Maybe they would treat him
better if they thought he could sonehow strike back

They marched hi m down the other side of the pass and to a mlitary canp on the nainland beyond the
i st hrus.

VWhat was an arny doing here? If it were an invasion of Xanth, it could not succeed; the Shield
woul d kill a thousand nen as readily as one.

They brought himto the main tent. Here, in a screened encl osure, sat a handsone man in his
forties, wearing some sort of green Mundane uniform a sword, a neat nustache, and an enbl em of
command. "Here is the spy, Ceneral," the sergeant said respectfully.

The General glanced at Bink, appraising him There was dismaying intelligence in that cool study.
This was no bandit thug. "Release him" he said quietly. "He is obviously harm ess. "

"Yes, sir," the sergeant said respectfully. He untied Bink and renoved his gag.

"Di smssed," the General nmurnmured, and without a word the soldiers were gone. They were certainly
di sci pl i ned.

Bi nk chafed at his wists, trying to rub the pain out, anazed at the Ceneral's confidence. The man
was wel | formed, but not |arge; Bink was younger and taller and surely stronger. If he acted
qui ckly, he m ght escape.

Bi nk crouched, ready to junp at the nan and knock hi m down. Suddenly the Ceneral's sword was in

his hand, pointing at Bink. The man's draw had been a blur; the weapon had junped to his hand as
if by magic, but that obviously could not be the case here. "I would not advise it, young man,"

the CGeneral said, as if warning himnot to step on a thorn

Bi nk staggered, trying to brake without falling on the point of the sword. He did not succeed. But
as his chest bore on that blade, the sword retreated, returning to its scabbard. The General, now
on his feet, caught Bink by his el bows and stood hi mback upright. There was such precision and
power in the action that Bink knew he had grossly underestimated this man; he had no chance to
overcome him wth or wthout the sword.

"Be seated," the Ceneral said mldly.

Cowed, Bink noved awkwardly to the wooden chair and sat on it. Now he was conscious of his own
dirty face and hands, the disorganization of his apparel, in contrast to the inpeccabl e nearness
of the General. "Your name?"

"Bink." He did not give his village, since he was no longer affiliated with it. Wat was the
pur pose of this question, anyway? He was a nonentity regardl ess of his nane.

"I amthe Magician Trent. Perhaps you know of me."

It took a nmonment for the inport to register. Then Bink didn't believe it. "Trent? He's gone. He
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was- - -"
"Exil ed. Twenty years ago. Precisely."
"But Trent was---"

"Ugly? A nonster? Crazy?" The Magician sniled, showi ng none of these traits. "What stories do they
tell of me today in Xanth?"

Bi nk thought of Justin Tree. The fish of the stream turned to |ightning bugs to harass the
centaurs. The opponents who had been transforned to water forms and left to die on land. "You--he
was a power-hungry spell-caster who tried to usurp the throne of Xanth when | was but a child. An
evil man whose evil still lives after him"

Trent nodded. "This is a kinder repute than is nornally accorded the loser in a political contest.
I was about your present age when | was bani shed. Perhaps our cases are simlar."

"No. | never killed anyone."

"They accuse nme of that too? | transformed many, but | did that instead of killing. |I have no need
to kill, since |I can render an eneny harnm ess by other nmeans."”

"A fish on land still dies!"

"Ch, so that is howthey put it. That woul d i ndeed be nurder. | did transformenem es to fish--but
always in water. On land | utilized only Iand forms. Possibly some subsequently died, but that was
the doing of predators in the normal course of nature. | never--"

"I don't care. You abused your magic. | amnot at all like you. I--had no nmagic."

The fair eyebrow lifted expressively. "No nmagic? Everybody in Xanth has magic."

"Because they exile those who don't have it," Bink said, with a flash of bitterness.

Trent smled, and it was a surprisingly winning expression. "Nevertheless, our interests nay be
paral l el , Bink. How would you like to return with me to Xanth?"

For an instant wild hope flared in his breast. Return! But inmediately he quashed it. "There is no
return.”

"Ch, | wouldn't say that. To every act of magic there is a countermagic. It is nerely a matter of
invoking it. You see, | have devel oped a counter to the Shield."

Again Bink had to take stock of his reactions. "If you had that, you could have gone into Xanth
al ready. "

"Well, there is a certain small problemof application. You see, what | have is an elixir

distilled froma plant that grows on the very fringe of the magi cal zone. The magi ¢ extends
sonmewhat beyond the Shield, you understand--otherwise the Shield itself wouldn't work, for it is
magi ¢ and cannot operate beyond the magi ¢ demesnes. This plant, which seens to be of basically
Mundane stock, conpetes at the fringe with the magical plants of Xanth. It is very difficult to
conpete with magic, so it evolved a very special property: it suppresses nagic. Do you appreciate
the significance?"

"Suppresses magi c? Maybe that's what happened to ne"

Trent studied himwith that disquieting calculation. "So you feel you were wonged by the present
adm ni stration? W do have sonething in comon."

Bi nk wanted no conmon ground with the Evil Magician, however winning the man's aspect ni ght be. He
knew that Evil could put on an extrenmely fair face; otherw se how would Evil ever have survived in
the world so long? "Wat are you getting at?"

"The Shield is magic. Therefore the elixir should nullify it. But it does not, because the source
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of the Shield is not touched. It is necessary to reach the Shieldstone itself. Unfortunately, we
do not know precisely where that stone is now, and there is not enough elixir to blanket the
entire peninsula of Xanth, or even a significant fraction of it."

"Makes no difference," Bink said. "Your knowi ng where the Shieldstone is would not bring it within
your reach.”

"Ah, but it would. You see, we have a catapult, with a sufficient range to drop a bonb anywhere in
near by Xanth. We have it nounted on a ship that can sail fight around Xanth. So it is very likely
that we could drop a container of elixir on the Shieldstone--if we only had the precise

coordi nates. "

Now Bi nk understood. "The Shield would coll apse!"

"And nmy arny woul d overrun Xanth. O course, the magi c-danping effect would be tenporary, for the
elixir dissipates readily--but a nere ten mnutes would suffice to get the bulk of my arnmy across
the line. | have been drilling the men in swift short-range nmaneuvers. After that it would be
merely a matter of tine until the throne was mine."

"You woul d return us to the days of conquest and ravage," Bink said, horrified. "The Thirteenth
Wave, worse than all the rest."

"By no neans. My arny is disciplined. W shall exert precisely that force that is necessary, no
nmore. My magic will probably elimnate nost resistance anyway, so there need be very little

violence. | do not wish to ruin the kingdoml| amto rule."

"So you haven't changed,"” Bink said. "You're still hungry for illicit power."

"Ch, | have changed," Trent assured him "I have becone | ess naive, nore educated and

sophi sticated. The Mundanes have excellent educational facilities and a broader world view and
they are ruthless politicians. I will not this time underestinmate the determ nation of ny
opposition or |eave nyself foolishly vulnerable. | have no doubt | will rmake a better King than |

woul d have twenty years ago."
"Well, count me out."

"But | nust count you in, Bink. You know where the Shieldstone is |located." The Evil Magician

| eaned forward persuasively. "It is inmportant that the shot be precise; we have only a quarter
pound of elixir, and that is the | abor of two years' work. W have virtually denuded the fringe
region of the source plants; our supply is irreplaceable. W dare not guess at the |ocation of the
Shi el dstone. W require a precise map--a nap that only you can draw. "

So there it was. Trent had posted his nen to anbush any travelers from Xanth, so that they could
update himon the precise position of the Shieldstone. That was the only piece of information the
Evil Magician needed to initiate his wave of conquest. Bink had nerely happened to be the first
exile to walk into the trap. "No, | won't tell you. | won't help overthrow the legitinmate
government of Xanth."

"Legitinacy is comonly defined after the fact," Trent renmarked. "Had | been successful twenty
years ago, | would now be the legitimte King, and the present nmonarch would be a revil ed outcast
noted for drowning people irresponsibly. | presume the StormKing still governs?"

"Yes," Bink said shortly. The Evil Magician mght try to convince himthat it all was nerely
pal ace politics, but he knew better.

"I am prepared to nake you a very handsone offer, Bink. Virtually anything you mght desire in
Xanth. Wealth, authority, wonen--"

He had said the wong thing. Bink turned away. He woul d not want Sabrina on that basis anyway, and
he had al ready turned down what ampbunted to a similar offer by the Sorceress Iris.

Trent steepled his fingers. Even in that minor mannerismthere was inplied power and ruthl essness.
The Magician's plans were too finely nmeshed to be balked by a willful exile. "You may wonder why |
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choose to return to Xanth, after two decades and evi dent success in Mindania. | have spent sone
time anal yzing that nyself."

"No, " Bink said.

But the nman only snmiled, refusing to be ruffled, and again Bink had the uneasy feeling that he was
being skillfully nmaneuvered, that he was about to play into the hands of the Magician no natter
how he tried to fight it. "You should wonder, |est you allow your outl ook to be unconscionably
narrow --as mne was when | energed from Xanth. Every young nan should go abroad into the Mindane
world for a period of a year or two at least; it would make hima better citizen of Xanth. Trave
of any type tends to broaden one."” Bink could not argue with that; he had | earned a great deal in
his two-week tour of Xanth. How much nore would a year in Miundania teach hin? "In fact," the
Magi ci an conti nued, "when | assume power | shall institute such a policy. Xanth cannot prosper cut
off fromthe real world; in isolation is only stagnation."

Bi nk could not restrain his norbid curiosity. The Magician had intelligence and experience that
appeal ed insidiously to Bink's own intellect. "Wiat is it |like out there?"

"Do not speak with such distaste, young nan. Mindania is not the evil place you may imagi ne. That
is part of the reason the citizens of Xanth need nore exposure to it; the ignorance of isolation
breeds unwarranted hostility. Mindania is in many respects nore advanced, nore civilized than
Xanth. Deprived of the benefits of magic, the Mundanes have had to conmpensate in ingenious ways.
They have turned to phil osophy, nedicine, and science. They now have weapons call ed guns that can
kill nore readily than an arrow or even a deadly spell; | have trained ny troops in other weapons,
because | do not wish to introduce guns into Xanth. They have carriages that carry them across the
land as fast as a unicorn can run, and boats that row across the sea as swiftly as a sea serpent
can swm and balloons that take themas high in the air as a dragon can fly. They have people
call ed doctors who heal the sick and wounded wi thout the use of a single spell, and a device
consisting of little beads on colums that nultiplies figures with marvel ous speed and accuracy."

"Ludicrous!" Bink said. "Even magic can't do figures for a person, unless it is a golem and then
it has really becone a person.”

"This is what | mean, Bink. Magic is marvelous, but it is also linmted. In the long run, the
i nstrunments of the Mundanes nmay have greater potential. Probably the basic life style of the
Mundanes is nore confortable than that of many Xanths."

"There probably aren't as nmany of them" Bink nuttered. "So they have no conpetition for good
l and. "

"On the contrary. There are nmany nillions of people there."

"You' re never going to convince ne of anything, telling such tall stories," Bink pointed out. "The
North Village of Xanth has about five hundred people, counting all the children, and that's the

| argest one. There can't be nore than two thousand people in the whol e ki ngdom You talk of

t housands of thousands of people, but | know the Mindane world can't be nuch |arger than Xanth!"

The Evil Magician shook his head in nock sadness. "Bink, Bink! None so blind as those who will not
see. "

"And if they really have balloons flying through the air, carrying people, why haven't they flown
t hem over Xant h?" Bi nk demanded hotly, knowi ng he had the Magician on the run

"Because they don't know where Xanth is--don't even believe it exists. They don't believe in
magi ¢, so--"

"Don't believe in magic!" The hunor had never been very funny, and it was getting worse.

"The Mundanes never did know very nmuch about nmagic," Trent said seriously. "It appears a great

deal in their literature, but never in their daily lives. The Shield has cl osed off the border, as
it were, so no truly nmagic ani mal has been seen in Mindania in about a century. And it may be to
our interest to keep themignorant,” he continued, frowning. "If they ever get the notion Xanth is
a threat to them they might use a giant catapult to lob in firebonbs--" He broke off, shaking his
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head as though at some horrible thought. Bink had to adnire the perfection of the mannerism which
was as apt as any his father, Roland, enployed. He could al nost believe there was some fantastic
threat lurking. "No," the Mgician concluded, "the location of Xanth nmust renmain secret--for now. "

"I't won't remain secret if you send all Xanth youths out into Mindania for two years."

"Ch, we would put an amesia spell on themfirst, and revoke it only after they returned. O at

| east a geis of silence, so no Mundane could |l earn fromthem about Xanth. Thus they would acquire
Mundane experience to augnent their Xanth magi c. Sonme trusted ones would be permitted to retain
their nenories and freedom of speech Qutside, so they could act as liaisons, recruiting qualified
col oni sts and keeping us informed. For our own safety and progress. But overall--"

"The Fourth Wave again," Bink said. "Controlled col onization."

Trent smled. "You are an apt pupil. Many citizens choose not to conprehend the true nature of the
original colonizations of Xanth. Actually, Xanth never was very easy to |ocate from Mindani a,
because it seens to have no fixed geographic |ocation. Historically, people have col onized Xanth
fromall over the world, always wal king across the land bridge directly fromtheir own countries--
and all would have sworn that they nmigrated only a few nmiles. Furthernore, all conprehended one
anot her's speech in Xanth, though their original |anguages were entirely different. So it would
appear that there is sonething magi cal about the approach to Xanth. Had | not kept neticul ous
notes of my route, | would never have found ny way back this far. The Mindane | egends of the
animal s that departed from Xanth in bygone centuries show that they appeared all over the world,
rather than at any specific site. So it seens to work in reverse, too." He shook his head as if it
were a great nystery---and Bink was hard put to it not to become hopelessly intrigued by the
concept. How could Xanth be everywhere at once? Did its magi c extend, after all, beyond the

peni nsula, in sone peculiar fashion? It would be easy to get hooked by the probl em

"I'f you like Mundania so well, why are you trying to get back into Xanth?" Bink demanded, trying
to distract hinself fromtenptati on by focusing on the Mgician's contradictions.

"I don't like Miundania," Trent said, frowning. "I nmerely point out that it is not evil, and that
it has considerable potential and rmust be reckoned with. If we do not keep aware of it, it may
become aware of us-and that could destroy us. Right along with itself. Xanth represents a haven,
i ke none other known to man. A provincial, backward haven, to be sure--but there is no other
place quite like it. And I--1 ama Magician. | belong in ny land, with ny people, protecting them
fromthe horrors arising, which you are not equipped even to imagine .... "He lapsed into silence.

"Well, no Mundane tales are going to nake nme tell you howto get into Xanth," Bink said firmy.

The Magi cian's eyes focused on Bink as if only now was he becom ng aware of his presence. "I would
prefer not to have to enploy coercion,” Trent said softly. "You know nmy talent."

Bink felt a shiver of extrenely ugly apprehension. Trent was the transfornmer--the one who changed
men into trees--or worse. The npbst potent Magician of the past generation--too dangerous to be
allowed to remain in Xanth.

Then he felt relief. "You' re bluffing,
going to let you into Xanth."

he said. "Your magic can't work outside Xanth--and |'m not

"It is not very nmuch of a bluff,"” Trent said evenly. "The magic, as | nentioned, extends slightly
beyond the Shield. | can take you to that border and transformyou into a toad. And | shall do it--
if I have to."

Bink's relief tightened back into a knot in his stomach. Transformation--the notion of losing his
I'ifelong body wthout actually dying had an insidious horror. It terrified him

But he still could not betray his honeland. "No," he said, his tongue feeling thick in his nouth.

"I don't understand, Bink. You surely did not |eave Xanth voluntarily. | offer you the chance to
get your own back."

"Not that way."
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Trent sighed, with seemingly genuine regret. "You are loyal to your principles, and | cannot fault
you for that. | had hoped it would not conme to this."

Bi nk had hoped so too. But he seened to have no choice. Except to watch his chance to nake a break
for it, risking his |life to escape. Better a clean death in conbat than to beconme a toad.

A soldier entered, remnding Bink faintly of Cronbie---mainly a natter of bearing, not appearance-
and stood at attention. "What is it, Hastings?" Trent inquired mldly.

"Sir, there is another person through the Shield."
Trent hardly showed his elation. "Really? It seens we have another source of information."

Bink felt a new enption---but hardly a confortable one. If there were another exile from Xanth,
the Magician could get his information without Bink's help. Whuld he let Bink go or turn himinto
a toad anyway, as an object |esson? Renenbering Trent's reputation of past tines, Bink had little
confidence that he would be freed. Anyone who bal ked the Evil Magician, in whatever trifling
manner, was in for it.

Unl ess Bink gave himthe information now, redeem ng hinself. Should he? Since it could make no
difference to the future of Xanth .

He saw Trent pausing, |ooking at himexpectantly. Suddenly Bi nk caught on. This was a setup, a
fake announcenent, to make himtal k. And he had alnost fallen for it.

"Well, you won't he needing ne, then," Bink said. One thing about being turned into a toad--he
couldn't tell the Magician anything at all in that form He imagined a potential dial ogue between
man and toad:

MAG Cl AN: Where is the Shiel dstone?

TOAD: Croak!

Bi nk al nost smiled. Trent would transformhimonly as a | ast resort.

Now Trent returned to the nessenger. "Bring the other one here; |I will question himimediately,"
"Sir--it is a wonan."

A woman! Trent seemed mildly surprised, but Bink was amazed. This was not what he expected in a
bluff. There was certainly no Wman bei ng exil ed--and no man either. Wat was Trent trying to do?

Unl ess---0h, no!--unless Sabrina had after all followed himout.
Disnay tore at him If the Evil Magician had her in his power--

No! It could not be. Sabrina did not really love him the exile and her reaction to it had proved
that. She would not give up all she had to follow himout. It sinply was not in her nature. And he
didn't really love her; he had already decided that. So this had to be a conplex ruse on the part
of the Magici an.

"Very well," Trent said. "Bring her in.

It couldn't be a bluff, then. Not if they actually brought her in. And if it were Sabrina--it
couldn't be, he was quite absolutely positively certain of that--or was he projecting, attributing
his own attitudes to her? How could he really know what was in her heart? If she had foll owed him
he couldn't let her be changed into a toad. Yet with all of Xanth at stake--

Bink threw up his hands, mentally. He would just have to play it as it cane. If they had Sabrina,
he was lost; if it were an ingenious bluff, he had won. Except that he would he a toad.

Per haps being a toad would not he so bad. No doubt flies would taste very good, and the |ady toads
woul d | ook as good as human girls did now. Maybe the great love of his life was waiting in the
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grass, warts and all..

The anmbush detail arrived, half carrying a struggling wonan. Bink saw with relief that it was not
Sabrina, but a marvelously ugly fermal e he had never seen before. Her hair was wild, her teeth
gnarl ed, her body sexually shapel ess.

"Stand," Trent said mldly, and she stood, responsive to his easy air of comand. "Your nane?"
"Fanchon," she said rebelliously. "Yours?"

"The Magi cian Trent."

"Never heard of you."

Bi nk, caught by surprise, had to cough to conceal his snort of |aughter. But Trent was
unperturbed. "This puts us on an even footing, Fanchon. | regret the inconveni ence ny nmen have
caused you. If you will kindly informme of the |ocation of the Shieldstone, | shall pay you well
and send you on your way."

"Don't tell him" Bink cried. "He neans to i nvade Xanth."

She wrinkled her bul bous nose. "What do | care about Xanth?" She squinted at Trent. "I could tell
you- - but how do | know | can trust you? You might kill me as soon as you had your information."

Trent tapped his long, aristocratic fingers together. "This is a legitimte concern. You have no
way of knowi ng whether ny given word is good. Yet it should be obvious that | should bear no
mal i ce to those who assist nme in the pursuit of ny objectives.”

"Al'l right," she said. "Makes sense. The Shieldstone is at---"
"Traitor!" Bink screaned.
"Renove him" Trent snapped.

Sol di ers entered and grabbed hi mand hustled himout. He had acconplished nothing except to make
it harder for hinself.

But then he thought of another aspect. What were the chances of another exile conming from Xanth
within an hour after hin? There couldn't be nore than one or two exiles a year; it was big news
when anyone | eft Xanth. He had heard nothing about it, and no second trial had been schedul ed.

So- - Fanchon was not an exile. She was probably not from Xanth at all. She was an agent, planted by
Trent, just as Bink had first suspected. Her purpose was to convince Bink that she was telling
Trent the | ocation of the Shieldstone, tricking himinto confirming it.

Well, he had figured out the schene--and so he had won. Do what he might, Trent would not get into
Xant h.

Yet there was a nagging uncertainty .

Chapter 9. Transforner

Bi nk was thrown into a pit. A pile of hay broke his fall, and a wooden roof set on four tall posts
shaded himfromthe sun. Other than that, his prison was barren and bl eak i ndeed. The walls were
of sonme stonelike substance, too hard to dig into with his bare hands, too sheer to clinb; the
floor was packed earth.

He wal ked around it. The wall was solid all around, and too high for himto surmount. He could

al nost touch the top when he junped and reached up---but a lattice of netal bars across the top
sealed himin. He nmght, with special effort, get high enough to catch hold of one of those bars--
but then all he would be able to do would be to hang there. It night represent exercise, but it
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woul dn't get himout. So the cage was tight.

He had hardly cone to this conclusion before soldiers canme to stand at the grate, shaking rust
onto him They stood in the shade of the roof while one of themsquatted down to unlock the little
door set in that grate and swing it up and open. Then they dropped a person through. It was the
worman Fanchon.

Bi nk junped across, wapping his arns around her before she hit the straw, breaking her fall. They
both spraw ed in the hay. The door slanmmed shut, and the |ock clicked.

"Now, | know ny beauty didn't overwhel myou," she renmarked as they disentangl ed.

"I was afraid you'd break a leg," Bink said defensively. "I alnost did, when they threw nme in

here. "

She gl anced down at her knobby knees, showi ng beneath her dull skirt. "A break couldn't hurt the
appearance of either leg."

Not far off the mark. Bink had never seen a nore honely girl than this one.

But what was she doing here? Way should the Evil Mgician throw his stooge in the den with his
prisoner? This was no way to trick the captive into talking. The proper procedure would be to tel
Bi nk she had tal ked, and offer himhis freedomfor confirmng the information. Even if she were
genui ne, she still should not have been confined with him she could have been inprisoned
separately. Then the guards would tell each one that the other had talked.

Now, if she had been beautiful, they mi ght have thought she could vanmp himinto telling. But as
she was, not a chance. It just didn't seemto nake sense.

"Way didn't you tell himabout the Shieldstone?" Bink inquired, not certain with what irony he
intended it. If she were a fake, she could not have told---but she al so should not have been
dunped in here. If she were genuine, she nust be loyal to Xanth. But then, why had she said she
woul d tell Trent where the Shiel dstone was?

"I told him" she said.
She had told hin? Now Bi nk hoped she was phony.

"Yes," she said, looking himstraight in the eye. "I told himhow it was set under the throne in
the King's palace in the North Village."

Bink tried to assess the ranmfications of this statenent. It was the wong | ocation--but did she
know this? O was she trying to trick himinto a reaction, a revelation of its real |ocation--
while the guards listened? O was she a true exile, who knew the | ocation and had |ied about it?
That woul d account for Trent's reaction. Because if Trent's catapult |obbed an elixir bonb on the
pal ace of Xanth, not only would it fail to disrupt the Shield, it would alert the King--or at

| east the nore alert mnisters, who were not fools--to the nature of the threat. The danpi ng out
of magic in that vicinity would quickly give it away.

Had Trent actually | obbed his bonmb---and had he now | ost all hope of penetrating Xanth? The nonent
the threat was known, they woul d nove the Shieldstone to a new, secret |ocation, so that no
information fromexiles would be valid. No---if that had happened, Trent woul d have turned Fanchon
into a toad and stepped on her---and he woul d not have bothered to keep Bi nk prisoner. Bink mght
have been killed or rel eased, but not sinply kept. So nothing that drastic had happened. Anyway,
there had not been time for all that.

"I see you don't trust ne," Fanchon said.
A fair analysis. "I can't afford to,” he admtted. "I don't want anything to happen to Xanth."
"Why shoul d you care, since you got kicked out?"

"I knew the rule; | was given a fair hearing."
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"Fair hearing!" she exclainmed indignantly. "The King didn't even read Hunfrey's note or taste the
water fromthe Spring of Life."

Bi nk paused agai n. How woul d she know t hat ?

"Ch, cone on," she said. "I passed through your village only hours after your trial. It was the
talk of the town. How the Magician Hunfrey had authenticated your magic, but the King--"

"Ckay, okay," Bink said. Cbviously she had conme from Xanth, but he still wasn't sure how far he
could trust her. Yet she nust know the Shieldstone's |ocation--and hadn't told it. Unless she had
told it---and Trent didn't believe her, so was waiting for corroboration from Bi nk? But she had
announced the wong location; no purpose in that, regardl ess. Bink could challenge her on it, but
that would still not give away the right location; there were a thousand potential spots. So
probably she nmeant what she said: she had tried to fool Trent, and had not succeeded.

So the balance in Bink's mnd shifted; now he believed she was from Xanth and she had not betrayed
it. That was what the avail abl e evi dence suggested. How conmplex could Trent's machi nati ons becone?
Maybe he had a Mundane machi ne that coul d sonehow pick up news frominside the Shield. O--nore
likely!--he had a magic mirror set up in the magic zone just outside the Shield, so he could |learn
interior news. No--in that case he could have ascertained the |ocation of the Shieldstone
directly. Bink felt dizzy. He didn't know what to think-but he certainly wasn't going to nention
the key |l ocation.

"l wasn't exiled, if that's what you're thinking," Fanchon said. "They don't yet ban people for
being ugly. | emigrated voluntarily."

"Voluntarily? Wy?"

"Well, | had two reasons.”

"What two reasons?"’

She | ooked at him "lI'mafraid you would not believe either one."

"Try me and see.”

"First, the Magician Hunfrey told ne it was the sinplest solution to nmy problem"”
"What problen?" Bink was hardly in a good nood.

She gave him anot her straight ook that nmounted to a stare. "Must | spell it out?"

Bi nk found hinsel f reddeni ng. Qbviously her problemwas her appearance. Fanchon was a young wonman,
but she was not plain, not honely, but ugly--the living proof that youth and health were not
necessarily beauty. No clothing, no nmakeup could hel p her nearly enough; only magic could do it.
Whi ch seened to make her departure from Xanth nonsensical. Was her judgnment as warped as her body?

Faced with the social necessity of changing the subject, he fixed on another objection, an aspect
of his thought: "But there's no magic in Miundania."

"Precisely."

Again his logic stunbled. Fanchon was as difficult to talk with as to | ook at. "You nean--nagic
makes you--what you are?" \What a marvel of tact he denonstrated

But she did not chide himfor his |lack of social grace. "Yes, nore or |ess."
"Way didn't Hunfrey charge you---his fee?"

"He couldn't stand the sight of ne."

Wrse and worse. "Unh--what was your other reason for |eaving Xanth?"

"That | shall not tell you at this tine."
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It figured. She had said he wouldn't believe her reasons, and he had believed the first one, so
she wouldn't tell himthe other. Typically fenale |ogic.

"Well, we seemto be prisoners together," Bink said, glancing around the pit again. It remained as
disnmal as ever. "Do you think they're going to feed us?"

"Certainly," Fanchon said. "Trent will come around and dangl e bread and water at us, and ask which
one would like to give himthe information. That one will be fed. It will becone increasingly
difficult to turn himdown as tinme passes."”

"You have a gruesonely qui ck conprehension."

"I am gruesonely snart," she said. "In fact, it is fair to say | amas smart as | amugly."

Yes indeed. "Are you smart enough to figure out how to get out of here?"
"No, | don't think escape is possible," she said, shaking her head in a definite yes.

"Ch," Bink said, taken aback. Her words said no, her gesture said yes. Was she crazy? No--she knew
the guards were listening, though they were out of sight. So she sent them one nessage while
sendi ng Bi nk another. Wi ch nmeant she had figured out an escape already.

It was now afternoon. A shaft of sunlight spilled through the grate, finding its route past the
edge of the roof. Just as well, Bink thought; it would get unbearably dank in here if the sun
never reached the bottom

Trent canme to the grate. "I trust you two have nmade your acquai ntance?" he said pleasantly. "Are
you hungry?'

"Now it cones," Fanchon nuttered.

"l apol ogi ze for the inconvenience of your quarters," Trent said, squatting down with perfect
aplonb. It was as if he were neeting themin a clean office. "If you both will give ne your word
not to depart these premses or interfere with our activities in any way, | shall arrange a
confortable tent for you."

"Therein |lies subversion," Fanchon said to Bink. "Once you start accepting favors, you becone
obligated. Don't do it."

She was nmaki ng extraordi nary sense. "No deal ," Bink said.

"You see," Trent continued snmoothly, "if you were in a tent and you tried to escape, my guards
woul d have to put arrows in you---and | don't want that to happen. It would be npbst unconfortable
for you, and would inperil ny source of information. So it is vital that | have you confined by
one neans or another. By word or bond, as it were. This pit has the sole virtue of being secure."

"You could always let us go," Bink said. "Since you aren't going to get the information anyway."

If that ruffled the Evil Magician, he did not showit. "Here is sone cake and w ne,
| onering a package on a cord.

Trent said,

Nei t her Bi nk nor Fanchon reached for it, though Bink suddenly felt hungry and thirsty. The odors
of spice wafted through the pit tenptingly; obviously the package contained fresh, good things.

"Pl ease take it,"
good heal th."

Trent said. "l assure you it is neither poisoned nor drugged. | want you both in

"For when you change us into toads?" Bink asked |oudly. What did he have to |ose, really?

"No, | amafraid you have called my bluff on that. Toads do not speak intelligibly--and it is
inportant to ne that you speak.”

Coul d the Evil Magician have lost his talent in the course of his |ong Muindane exile? Bi nk began
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to feel better.

The package touched the straw. Fanchon shrugged and squatted, untying it. Sure enough---cake and
wi ne. "Maybe one of us better eat now," she said. "If nothing happens in a few hours, the other
eats."

"Ladies first," Bink said. If the food were drugged and she were a spy, she wouldn't touch it.
"Thank you." She broke the cake in half. "Pick a piece," she said.

"You eat that one," Bink said, pointing.

"Very nice," Trent said fromabove. "You trust neither ne nor each other. So you are working out
conventions to safeguard your interests. But it really is unnecessary; if | wanted to poison
either of you, | would nerely pour it on your heads."

Fanchon took a bite of cake. "This is very good," she said. She uncorked the wine and took a sw g.
"This too."

But Bi nk renmai ned suspicious. He would wait.

"I have been considering your cases," Trent said. "Fanchon, | will be direct. | can transform you
into any other life form--even another human being." He squinted down at her. "How would you like
to be beautiful ?"

Unh-oh. |If Fanchon were not a spy, this would be a conpelling offer. The ugly one converted to
beauty- -

"Go away," Fanchon said to Trent, "before | throw a nudball at you." But then she thought of
sonmething else. "If you're really going to | eave us here, at |east give us sone sanitary
facilities. A bucket and a curtain. If |I had a lovely posterior | mght not mind the |ack of
privacy, but as it is | prefer to be nodest."

"Aptly expressed," Trent said. He gestured, and the guards brought the itenms and | owered them
through the hole in the grate. Fanchon set the pot in one corner and renoved pins from her
straggly hair to tack the cloth to the two walls, forming a triangular chanber. Bink wasn't sure
why a girl of her appearance should affect such nodesty; surely no one would gawk at her exposed
flesh regardl ess of its rondure. Unless she really was extrenely sensitive, with her remarks
maki ng |ight of what rermi ned a serious preoccupation. In that case it did nake sense. A pretty
girl could express shock and distress if someone saw her bare torso, but privately she woul d be
pl eased if the reaction were favorable. Fanchon had no such pretense.

Bi nk was sorry for her, and for hinself; it would have nade the confinenment nuch nore interesting
i f his conpanion had been scenic. But actually he was grateful for the privacy, too. Natural
functions woul d otherw se have been awkward. So he was full circle; she had defined the problem
before he ever started thinking it out. She obviously did have a qui cker nind

"He's not fooling about naking you beautiful," Bink said. "He can--"
"I't wouldn't work"
"No, Trent's talent--"

"I know his talent. But it would only aggravate ny problem-even if | were willing to betray
Xanth. "

This was strange. She did not want beauty? Then why her extraordinary sensitivity about her
appearance? Or was this sone other ploy to get himto tell the | ocation of the Shieldstone? He
doubted it. She obviously was from Xanth; no Qutsider could have guessed about his experience with
the water of the Spring of Life and the senile King.

Ti re passed. Evening cane. Fanchon suffered no ill effects, so Bink ate and drank his share of the
meal .
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At dusk it rained. The water poured through the lattice; the roof provided sonme shelter, but
enough slanted in to wet them down thoroughly anyway. But Fanchon smiled. "Good," she whispered.
"The fates are with us tonight."

Good? Bink shivered in his wet clothing, and watched her wonderingly. She scraped with her fingers
in the softening floor of the pit. Bink wal ked over to see what she was up to, but she waved him
away. "Make sure the guards don't see," she whispered.

Smal | danger of that; the guards weren't interested. They had taken shelter fromthe rain, and
were not in sight. Even if they had been close, it was getting too dark to see.

What was so inportant about this business? She was scooping out nud fromthe floor and nmixing it
with the hay, heedless of the rain. Bink couldn't nake any sense of it. Was this her way of
rel axi ng?

"Did you know any girls in Xanth?" Fanchon inquired. The rain was slacking off, but the darkness
protected her secret work--from Bi nk's conprehension as well as that of the guards.

It was a subject Bink would have preferred to avoid. "I don't see what--"

She moved over to him "I'mmaking bricks, idiot!" she whispered fiercely. "Keep tal king--and
wat ch for any lights. If you see anyone com ng, say the word 'chanmeleon.’ |'Il hide the evidence
in a hurry.” She glided back to her corner

Chamel eon. There was sonet hing about that word--now he had it. The chanel eon Iizard he had seen
just before starting on his quest to the Good Magician--his omen of the future. The chanel eon had
died abruptly. Did this nmean his tinme was cone?

"Tal k!'" Fanchon urged. "Cover ny sounds!" Then, in conversational tone: "You did know sonme girls?"

"Uh, sone," Bink said. Bricks? What for?

"Were they pretty?" Her hands were blurred by the night, but he could hear the little slaps of nud
and rustle of hay. She could be using the hay to contribute fiber to the nud brick. But the whole
thing was crazy. Did she intend to build a brick privy?

"Or not so pretty?" she pronpted him

"Ch. Pretty," he said. It seened he was stuck with this topic. If the guards were |listening, they
woul d pay nore attention to himtalking about pretty girls than to her slapping nud. Well, if that
was what she wanted--"My fiancée, Sabrina, was beautiful--is beautiful--and the Sorceress Iris
seened beautiful, but | nmet others who weren't. Once they get old or married, they--"

The rain had abated. Bink saw a |ight approaching. "Chanel eon,” he nurnured, again experiencing
i nner tension. Onens always were accurate--if understood correctly.

"Worren don't have to get ugly when they nmarry," Fanchon said. The sounds had changed; now she was
conceal i ng the evidence. "Sone start out that way."

She certainly was conscious of her condition. This nmade hi m wonder again why she had turned down
Trent's offer of beauty. "I net a lady centaur on ny way to the Magician Hunfrey," Bink said,
finding it difficult to concentrate even on so natural a subject as this in the face of the
oddities of his situation. Inprisoned in a pit with an ugly girl who wanted to nake bricks! "She
was beautiful, in a statuesque kind of way. O course she was basically a horse---" Bad
term nol ogy. "I nean, fromthe rear she---well, | rode her back--" Conscious of what the guards

m ght think he was saying--not that he should even care what they thought--he eyed the approaching
light. He saw it mainly by reflections fromthe bars. "You know, she was half equine. She gave ne
a ride through centaur country."

The light dimnished. It nust be a guard on routine patrol. "False alarm" he whispered. Then, in
conversational tone: "But there was one really lovely girl on the way to the Magician. She was--

her name was..." He paused to concentrate. ''Wnne. But she was abysnally stupid. | hope the Gap

dragon didn't catch her."
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"You were in the Gap?"

"For a while. Until the dragon chased nme off. | had to go around it. |I'm surprised you know of it;
I had thought there was a forget spell associated with it, because it was not on nmy map and
never heard of it until | encountered it. Though howit is that |I remenber it, in that case--"

"I lived near the Gap," she said.
"You |ived there? Wen was it nade? What is its secret?"

"It was always there. There is a forget spell--1 think the Magician Hunfrey put it there. But if
your associations are really strong, you renmenber. At least for a while. Magic only goes so far."

"Maybe that's it. 1'll never forget ny experience with the dragon and the shade."
Fanchon was meking bricks again. "Any other girls?"

Bi nk had the inpression she had nore than casual interest in the matter. WAs it because she knew
the people of the chasmregion? "Let's see--there was one other | met. An ordinary girl. Dee. She
had an argunment with the soldier I was with, Cronmbie. He was a woman-hater, or at |east professed
to be, and she wal ked out. Too bad; | rather |iked her."

"Ch? | thought you preferred pretty girls."

"Look--don't be so dammed sensitive!" he snapped. "You brought up the subject. | liked Dee better
than--oh, never mnd. |I'd have been happi er tal king about plans to escape.”
"Sorry," she said. "I--1 knew about your journey around the chasm Wnne and Dee are--friends of

m ne. So naturally |I'm concerned."

"Friends of yours? Both of thenP" Pieces of a puzzle began to fit together. "Wat is your
association with the Sorceress Iris?"

Fanchon | aughed. "None at all. If | were the Sorceress, do you think I would | ook |ike this?"

"Yes," Bink said. "If you tried beauty and it didn't work, and you still wanted power and figured
you coul d sonehow get it through an ignorant traveler--that would explain why Trent couldn't tenpt
you with the promi se of beauty. That would only ruin your cover--and you could be beautiful any
tinme you wanted to be. So you might follow nme out in a disguise nobody woul d suspect, and of
course you woul d not hel p anot her Magician take over Xanth--"

"So I'd conme right out here into Mundania, where there is no nagic," she finished. "Therefore no
illusion.""’

That gutted his case. O did it? "Maybe this is the way you actually look; | may never have seen
the real Iris, there on her island.”

"And how woul d | get back into Xanth?"

For that Bink had no answer. He responded with bluster. "Well, why did you conme here? Cbviously
t he nonmagi ¢ aspect has not sol ved your problem™

"Well, it takes tine--"
"Time to cancel out magic?"

"Certainly. Wien dragons used to fly out over Miundani a, before the Shield was set up, it would
take them days or weeks to fade. Maybe even |onger. Magician Hunfrey says there are many pictures
and descriptions of dragons and ot her magic beasts in Mindane texts. The Mundanes don't see
dragons any nore, so they think the old texts are fantasy---but this proves that it takes a while
for the magic in a creature or person to dissipate.”

"So a Sorceress could retain her illusion for a few days after all," Bink said.
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She sighed. "Maybe so. But I"'mnot Iris, though | certainly wouldn't m nd being her. | had
entirely different and conpelling reasons to | eave Xanth."

"Yes, | remenber. One was to | ose your nmagic, whatever it was, and the other you wouldn't tel
me. "

"I suppose you deserve to know. You're going to have it out of nme one way or another. | |earned

fromWnne and Dee what sort of a person you were, and--"
"So Wnne did get away fromthe dragon?"

"Yes, thanks to you. She--"

A light was coming. "Chamel eon," Bink said.

Fanchon scranbled to hide her bricks. This tinme the light cane all the way to the pit. "I trust
you have not been flooded out down there?" Trent's voice inquired.

"If we were, we'd swmaway fromhere," Bink said. "Listen, Magician--the nore unconfortable you
make us, the less we want to help you."

"l am keenly aware of that, Bink. | would rmuch prefer to provide you with a confortable tent--"
n ’\b. n

"Bink, I find it difficult to conprehend why you should be so loyal to a governnment that treated
you so shabbily."

"What do you know about that ?"

"My spies have of course been nonitoring your dial ogues. But | could have guessed it readily
enough, know ng how ol d and stubborn the Storm Ki ng nmust be by now. Magic manifests in divers
forns, and when the definitions becone too narrow-"

"Well, it doesn't nmake any difference here.”

The Magi ci an persisted, sounding quite reasonable in contrast to Bink's unreason. "It nay be that
you do | ack magic, Bink, though | hardly think Hunfrey would be wong about a thing |ike that. But
you have other qualities to recommrend you, and you woul d make an excellent citizen."

"He's right, you know," Fanchon said. "You do deserve better than you were given."
"Whi ch side are you on?" Bink denanded.

She sighed in the dark. She sounded very human; it was easier to appreciate that quality when he
couldn't see her. "I'"mon your side, Bink. | admire your loyalty; I'mjust not sure it's
deserved. "

"Way don't you tell himwhere the Shieldstone is, then--if you know it?"

"Because, with all its faults, Xanth renmains a nice place. The senile King won't |ive forever
when he dies they'll have to put in the Magician Hunfrey, and he'll nake things nuch better, even
if he does conplain about the tine it's wasting him Mybe sone new or young Magician is being
born right now, to take over after that. It'Il work out somehow. It always has before. The [ ast

thing Xanth needs is to be taken over by a cruel, Evil Mgician who would turn all his opposition
into turnips.”

Trent's chuckl e cane down from above. "My dear, you have a keen mind and a sharp tongue. Actually,
| prefer to turn ny opponents into trees; they are nore durable than turnips. | don't suppose you
could concede, nerely for the sake of argument, that | mght nmake a better ruler than the present
Ki ng?"

"He's got a point, you know," Bink said, smling cynically in the dark.
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"Wich side are you on?" Fanchon demanded, mi micking the tone Bink had used before.

But it was Trent who |aughed. "I like you two," he said. "l really do. You have good mi nds and
good loyalty. If you would only give that loyalty to nme, | would be prepared to nmake substantia
concessions. For exanple, | mght grant you veto power over any transformations | made. You coul d

t hus choose the turnips."”

"So we'd be responsible for your crinmes," Fanchon said. "That sort of power would be bound to
corrupt us very soon, until we were no different fromyou."

"Only if your basic fiber were not superior to mine," Trent pointed out. "And if it were not, then
you woul d never have been any different fromne. You nerely have not yet been subjected to ny
situation. It would be best if you discovered this, so as not to be unconsci ous hypocrites."

Bi nk hesitated. He was wet and cold, and he did not relish spending the night in this hole. Had
Trent been one to keep his word, twenty years ago? No, he hadn't; he had broken his word freely in
his pursuit of power. That was part of what had defeated him no one could afford to trust him

not even his friends.

The Magi cian's promi ses were valueless. His logic was a tissue of rationalization, designed only
to get one of the prisoners to divulge the |ocation of the Shieldstone. Veto power over
transformations? Bi nk and Fanchon would be the first to be transforned, once the Evil one had no
further need of them

Bi nk did not reply. Fanchon renained silent. After a nmonent Trent departed.

"And so we weather tenmptation nunber two," Fanchon remarked. "But he's a clever and unscrupul ous
man; it will get harder.”

Bi nk was afraid she was right.

Next norning the slanting sunlight baked the crude bricks. They were hardly hard yet, but at |east
it was a start. Fanchon placed the itens in the privacy cubicle so that they could not be seen
from above. She would set themout again for the afternoon sun, if all went well.

Trent came by with nmore food: fresh fruit and milk. "I dislike putting it on this footing," he
said, "but ny patience is wearing thin. At any tinme they m ght nove the Shiel dstone routinely,
rendering your information valueless. If one of you does not give ne the infornmation | need today,
tonorrow | shall transformyou both. You, Bink, will be a cockatrice; you, Fanchon, a basilisk.
You will be confined in the sanme cage."

Bi nk and Fanchon | ooked at each other with conplete dismay. Cockatrice and basilisk--two nanes for
the sane thing: a winged reptile hatched froma yolk-less egg laid by a rooster and hatched by a
toad in the warnth of a dungheap. The stench of its breath was so bad that it wilted vegetation
and shattered stone, and the very sight of its face woul d cause other creatures to keel over dead.
Basilisk--the little king of the reptiles.

The chanel eon of his onen had netanorphosed into the |ikeness of a basilisk--just before it died.
Now he had been rem nded of the chanel eon by a person who could not have known about that onen,
and threatened with transformation into--- Surely death was draw ng nigh.

"I't's a bluff," Fanchon said at last. "He can't really do it. He's just trying to scare us."

"He's succeeding," Bink nuttered.

"Perhaps a denonstration would be in order,"” Trent said. "I ask no person to take ny nagic on
faith, when it is so readily denpbnstrable. It is necessary for me to performregularly, to restore
my full talent after the long layoff in Miundania, so the denbnstration is quite convenient for
me." He snapped his fingers. "Allow the prisoners to finish their neal," he said to the guard who
reported. "Then renmove themfromthe cell." He left.
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Now Fanchon was gl um for another reason. "He may be bluffing--but if they come down in here,
they'Il find the bricks. That will finish us anyway."

"Not if we nove right out, giving themno trouble," Bink said. "They won't conme down here unl ess
t hey have to."

"Let's hope so," she said.

When t he guards came, Bink and Fanchon scranbled up the rope | adder the nonent it was dropped.
"We're calling the Magician's bluff,” Bink said. There was no reaction fromthe soldiers. The
party marched eastward across the isthnus, toward Xanth.

Wthin sight of the Shield, Trent stood beside a wire cage. Soldiers stood in a ring around him
arrows nocked to bows. They all wore snoked gl asses. It |ooked very grim

"Now | caution you," Trent said as they arrived. "Do not | ook directly at each other's faces after
the transformation. | can not restore the dead to life."

If this were another scare tactic, it was effective. Fanchon ni ght doubt, but Bink believed. He
remenbered Justin Tree, legacy of Trent's ire of twenty years ago. The omen | oonmed large in his
mnd. First to be a basilisk, then to die

Trent caught Bink's | ook of apprehension. "Have you anything to say to ne?" he inquired, as if
routinely.

"Yes. How did they nmanage to exile you without getting turned into toads or turnips or worse?"

Trent frowned. "That was not precisely what | meant, Bink. But, in the interest of harnony, | wll
answer. An aide | trusted was bribed to put a sleep spell on ne. Wiile | slept, they carried ne
across the Shield."

"How do you know it won't happen again? You can't stay awake all the tine, you know "

"l spent nuch tine pondering that whole problemin the long early years of ny exile. | concluded
that | had brought the deception upon nyself. | had been faithless to others, and so others were
faithless to nme. | was not entirely wi thout honor; | breached my given word only for what | deened

to be sufficient cause, yet--"
"That's the same as |ying" Bink said.

"I did not think so at the tine. But | dare say ny reputation in that respect did not inprove in
my absence; it is ever the privilege of the victor to present the |oser as conpletely corrupt,
thus justifying the victory. Nevertheless, my word was not ny absolute bond, and in tine |
realized that this was the fundanental flaw in my character that had been ny undoing. The only way
to prevent repetition was to change ny own node of operation. And so | no | onger deceive--ever.
And no one deceives ne."

It was a fair answer. The Evil Magician was, in many respects, the opposite of the popul ar inmage;
i nstead of being ugly, weak, and mean--Hunfrey fitted that description better--he was handsone,
strong, and urbane. Yet he was the villain, and Bink knew better than to let fair words deceive
hi m

"Fanchon, stand forth," Trent said.

Fanchon stepped toward hiny open cynicismon her face. Trent did not gesture or chant. He nerely
gl anced at her with concentration

She vani shed.

A sol dier swooped in with a butterfly net, slamming it down on sonmething. In a noment he held it
up---a struggling, baleful, lizardlike thing with w ngs.

It really was a basilisk! Bink quickly averted his eyes, lest he look directly at its horrible
face and neet its deadly gaze.
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The sol dier dunped the thing into the cage, and anot her snpke-gl ass-protected sol di er shoved on
the Iid. The remaining soldiers relaxed visibly. The basilisk scranbl ed around, seeking sone
escape, but there was none. It glared at the wire confinenent, but its gaze had no effect on the
metal. A third soldier dropped a cloth over the cage, cutting off the view of the little nonster.
Now Bi nk hi nself rel axed. The whol e thing had obviously been carefully prepared and rehearsed; the
sol di ers knew exactly what to do.

"Bink, stand forth," Trent said, exactly as before.

Bink was terrified. But a coner of his nmnd protested: It's still a bluff. She's in on it. They
have rigged it to make me think she was transfornmed, and that |'mto be next. Al her argunents
agai nst Trent were nerely to nake her seemlegitimate, preparing for this nonent.

Still, he only half believed that. The onmen lent it a special, awful conviction. Death hovered, as
it were, on the silent wings of a noth hawk, close

Yet he could not betray his honel and. Wak-kneed, he stepped forth.

Trent focused on him-and the world junped. Confused and frightened, Bink scranbled for the safety
of a nearby bush. The green | eaves withered as he approached; then the net came down, trapping
him Renenbering his escape fromthe Gap dragon, he dodged at the | ast nonment, backtracking, and
the net just missed him He glared up at the soldier, who, startled, had all owed his snoked
glasses to fall askew. Their gazes net--and the nan tunbl ed backward, stricken

The butterfly net flew wi de, but another sol dier grabbed it. Bink scooted for the w thered bush
again, but this time the net caught him He was scooped inside, w ngs flapping hel plessly, tai
thrashing and getting its barb caught in the fabric, claws snarled, beak snapping at nothing.

Then he was dunped out. Two shakes, three, and his claws and tail were dislodged. He | anded on his
back, w ngs outspread. An angui shed squawk escaped him

As he righted hinmself, the light dimed. He was in the cage, and it had just been covered, so that
no one outside could see his face. He was a cockatri ce.

Some denonstration! Not only had he seen Fanchon transformed, he had experienced it hinself---and
killed a soldier nerely by looking at him If there had been any skeptics in Trent's armny, there
woul d be none now.

He saw the curling, barbed tail of another of his kind. A female. But her back was to him H s
cockatrice nature took over. He didn't want conpany.

Angrily he pounced on her, biting, digging in with his talons. She twi sted around instantly, the
muscul ar serpent's tail providing |leverage. For a nonent they were face to face.

She was hi deous, frightful, |oathsone, ghastly, and revolting. He had never before experienced
anything so repul sive. Yet she was fenmnale, and therefore possessed of a certain fundanmental
attraction. The paradoxical repulsion and attraction overwhel ned hi mand he | ost consci ousness.

When he woke, he had a headache. He lay on the hay in the pit. It was |ate afternoon
"It seens the stare of the basilisk is overrated," Fanchon said. "Neither of us died."

So it had really happened. "Not quite," Bink agreed. "But | feel a bit dead." As he spoke he
realized sonmething that had not quite surfaced before: the basilisk was a nagical creature that
could do magic. He had been an intelligent cockatrice who had magically stricken an eneny. Wat
did that do to his theory of nmagic?

"Wel |, you put up a good fight," Fanchon was saying. "They've already buried that soldier. It is
quiet like death in this canp now. "

Li ke deat h--had that been the neaning of his onen? He had not died, but he had kill ed--wthout
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meaning to, in a manner conpletely foreign to his normal state. Had the onen been fulfilled?

Bi nk sat up, another realization coming. "Trent's talent is genuine. W were transforned. W
really were."

"It is genuine. W really were," she agreed sonberly. "I admt | doubted--but now | believe."
"He nust have changed us back while we were unconscious."
"Yes. He was only naking a denonstration.”

"I't was an effective one.

"I't was." She shuddered. "Bink--1--1 don't know whether | can take that again. It wasn't just the
change. It was--"

"I know. You nmade a hell of an ugly basilisk."

"1 would nake a hell of an ugly anything. But the sheer malignancy, stupidity, and awful ness--
those things are foul! To spend the rest of ny life like that---"

"I can't blane you," Bink said. But still something nagged at his mind. The experience had been so
monent ous that he knew it would take a long time for his mnd to sift through all its aspects.
"I didn't think anyone could nake me go agai nst ny conscience. But this---this---" She put her

face into her hands.

Bi nk nodded silently. After a noment he shifted the subject. "Did you notice---those creatures
were mal e and female."

"OfF course," she said, gaining control of herself now that she had something to orient on. "W are
mal e and femal e. The Magi ci an can change our fornms but not our sexes."

"But the basilisks should be neuter. Hatched of eggs laid by roosters---there are no parent
basilisks, only roosters."

She nodded thoughtfully, catching hold of the problem "You're right. If there are males and
femal es, they should mate and reproduce their own kind. \Wich neans, by definition, they aren't
basil i sks. A paradox."

"There nust be something wong with the definition,'' Bink said. "Either there's a | ot of
superstition about the origins of nonsters, or we were not genuine basilisks."

"W were genuine," she said, grimacing with renewed horror. "lI'msure now For the first time in
my life, 1'mglad for my human form" Wich was quite an adm ssion, for her.
"That neans Trent's nmagic is all-the-way real," Bink said. He doesn't just change the form he

really converts things into other things, if you see what | nean." Then the thing that had nagged
at his mnd before cane clear. "But if magic fades outside Xanth, beyond the narrow magi c band
beyond the Shield, all we would have to do---"

"Whul d be to go into Mundani a!" she exclainmed, catching on. "In tinme, we would revert to our
proper forns. So it would not be permanent.”

"So his transformation ability is a bluff, even though it is real," he said. "He would have to
keep us caged right there, or we'd escape and get out of his power. He has to get all the way into
Xanth or he really has very little power. No nore power than he already has as CGeneral of his arny-
-the power to kill."

"All he can get nowis the tantalizing taste of real power," she said. "I'Il bet he wants to get
into Xant h!"
"But neanwhile, we're still in his power."
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She set out the bricks, catching the linmted sunlight. "Wat are you going to do?" she asked.

"If he lets ne go, I'Il travel on into Mindania. That's where | was headed before | was anbushed.
One thing Trent has shown ne---it is possible to survive out there. But I'll nmake sure to note ny
route carefully; it seems Xanth is hard to find fromthe other direction.”

"l meant about the Shieldstone."
"Not hi ng. "
"You won't tell hin"

"No, of course not," he said. "Now we know his magic can't really hurt us worse than his soldiers
can, sone of the terror is gone. Not that it matters. | don't blane you for telling him"

She | ooked at him Her face was still ugly, but there was something special in it now "You knhow,
you're quite a nman, Bink."

“No, |'mnothing much. | have no magic."

"You have magic. You just don't know what it is.
"Sane thing."
"I followed you out here, you know. "

Her neaning was comng clear. She had heard about himin Xanth, the traveler with no spell. She
had known that would be no liability in Mundania. What better match--the nman with no nagic, the
worman with no beauty. Sinmilar liabilities. Perhaps he could get used to her appearance in tineg;
her other qualities were certainly commendabl e. Except for one thing.

"I understand your position," he said. "But, if you cooperate with the Evil Magician, | won't have
anything to do with you, even if he nmakes you beautiful. Not that it matters---you can get your
reward i n Xanth when he takes over, if he honors his given word this tine."

"You restore nmy courage," she said. "Let's make a break for it.

" How?"
"The bricks, dummy. They're hard now. As soon as it's dark, we'll make a pile---"
"The grate keeps us in; its door is still |locked. A step won't nmake any difference. If just

getting up there were the only problem | could lift you--"

"There is a difference,” she murmured. "W pile the bricks, stand on them and push the whole
grate up. It's not anchored; | checked that when they brought us in here. Gravity holds it down.
It's heavy, but you're strong---"

Bi nk | ooked up with sudden hope. "You could prop it up after I heave. Step by step, until--"

"Not so loud!" she whispered fiercely. "They may still be eavesdropping." But she nodded. "You've
got the idea. It's not a sure thing but it's worth a try. And we'll have to nake a raid on the
store of elixir, so he can't use it even if soneone el se cones out to tell himwhere the

Shi el dstone is. 1've been working it all out."

Bi nk smled. He was beginning to |ike her

Chapter 10. Chase

At night they piled up the bricks. Some crunbled, for the scant sunlight had not been sufficient
to bake them properly, but on the whole they were surprisingly sturdy. Bink |istened carefully for
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the guards, waiting until they took what they called a "break." Then he stepped to the top of the
brick pile, braced his hands agai nst the edge of the grate and shoved.

As his muscles tightened, he suddenly realized that this was Fanchon's real reason for denmandi ng
the privacy curtain of the privy. It had not been to hide her unsightly anatony, but to hide the
bricks--so they would be preserved for this nonent, this effort to escape. And he had never caught
on.

The revel ati on gave himstrength. He shoved hard--and the grate rose with surprising ease. Fanchon
scranbl ed up beside himand jamred the privy pot under the lifted edge.

Ugh! Maybe sone year someone woul d devel op a pot that snelled of roses!

But it did the job. It supported the grate as he eased off. Now there was roomto scranble out.
Bi nk gave her a boost, then haul ed hinself up. No guards saw them They were free.

"The elixir is on that ship," Fanchon whi spered, pointing into the darkness.

"How do you know t hat?" Bi nk asked

"We passed it on our way to the--transformation. It's the only thing that woul d be guarded so
carefully. And you can see the catapult aboard it."

She had certainly kept her eyes open. Ugly she m ght be, but she was smart He hadn't thought to
survey the prem ses with such an anal ytic eye!

"Now, getting that elixir will be a problem" she continued. "I think we'd better take the whole
ship. Can you sail ?"

"I've never been on anything bigger than a rowboat in ny life, except maybe Iris's yacht, and that
wasn't real. |'d probably get seasick."

"Me too," she agreed. "W're | andlubbers. Sa they'll never |ook for us there. Cone on."
Well, it was better than being changed into a cockatrice.

They crept down to the beach and entered the water. Bink | ooked back nervously---and saw a |ight
nmoving toward the pit. "Hurry!" he whispered. "W forgot to put the grate back down; they' |l know
we're gone right away."

At | east they were both reasonably good swi mrers. They shed their clothing--what had happened to
it during the transformations? Again, no explaining the details of magic--and stroked silently for
the sail boat noored a quarter mle out. Bink was alarned by the dark depths of the water beneath
him what type of nonsters dwelled in Mindane seas?

The water was not cold, and the exertion of sw nming hel ped warm hiny but gradually Bink tired and
felt chilled. Fanchon suffered simlarly. The ship had not seenmed far, viewed fromland---but that
had been wal ki ng di stance. Sw nming di stance was quite another nmatter

Then the hue and cry conmenced back at the prison pit. Lights flared everywhere, noving around
like fire-flies---but setting no fires. Bink had an infusion of new strength. "W've got to get
there fast," he gasped.

Fanchon didn't answer. She was too busy sw nm ng.

The swimwas intermnable. It drained strength from Bi nk, making hi m become nore pessinistic. But
at last they cane up to the ship. A sailor was standing on the deck, a silhouette in the |ight of
the noon, peering at the shore.

Fanchon drew close to Bink. "You go--other side," she gasped. "l--distract."

She had guts. The sailor might put an arrow in her. But Bink stroked | aboriously around the keel
moving to the far side. The ship was about forty feet long, |arge by Xanth standards. But if any
part of what Trent had said about Miundania was true, there were much | arger ships there
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He reached up and put his fingers on the edge of the hull. He tried to think of the nane of this
portion of a ship's anatony, but could not. He hoped there weren't other sailors watching. He had
to haul hinself up slowy over the gunwal e--that was the nanme-- as not to rock the boat.

Now Fanchon, with superlative timng, nade a clanor, as of soneone drowning. The sailors went to
the rail--four of themin all--and Bink heaved hinself up as silently as he could. He scraped, for
his muscles felt |eaden, unresponsive. H's wet body sl apped agai nst the deck, and the ship tilted
back a bit under his weight---but the sailors stood riveted to the other side, watching the show.

Bink got to his feet and slunk up to the nast. The sails were furled, so that it offered scant
conceal nent; they woul d see himwhen they turned with their |anps.

Well, he would have to act first. He felt ill equipped to indulge in conmbat, his arnms and feet
cold and heavy, but it was necessary. He wal ked silently up behind the four, his heart pounding.
They were | eaning over the rail, trying to see Fanchon, who was still making a considerable

comotion. Bink put his left hand agai nst the back of the nearest sail or and caught the man's
trouser with his right hand. He heaved, hard and suddenly--and the sailor went up and over with a
cry of alarm

Bi nk swung i mmedi ately to the next, grabbing and shoving. The man had started to turn toward his
conpani on's excl amati ons--but too |ate. Bink heaved, and the sailor went over. Alnost over---one
hand caught the rail. The sailor clung, twisting around to face inward. Bink knocked at his
fingers and finally pried themloose, and the nan dropped into the water.

But the loss of tinme and nonentum had been crucial. Now the other two were upon Bink. One w apped
an arm around Bink's shoulder, trying to choke him while the other hovered behind.

What had Cronbie said to do in a situation like this? Bink concentrated and renmenbered. He grabbed
the man, bent his knees, |eaned forward, and heaved.

It worked beautifully. The sailor sailed over Bink's shoulder and crashed on his back on the deck

But the | ast one was stepping in, fists swi nging. He caught Bink on the side of the head with

gl anci ng but nunbing force. Bink fell to the deck hinself, and the nan dove on top of him To make
thi ngs worse, Bink saw one of the others clinmbing back aboard. He put up his feet to hold off his
opponent, but this was only partially effective. The burly sailor was pushi ng hi mdown, pinning
him-and the other was about to join in.

The standing figure lifted a foot. Bink could not even flinch; his arnms were tangl ed, his body
hel d down. The foot swung--and struck the head of Bink's antagoni st

The man rolled off Bink with a groan. It was not fun, being kicked in the head. But how had the
ki cker m ssed the proper target, at such close range? The | anps had all gone into the water al ong
with their owners; maybe in the dark a m stake---

"Help me get himover the edge," Fanchon said. "W've got to secure this ship."

And he had mistaken her for a sailor, though she was naked! Well, blane the inadequate |ight
agai n. Monlight was pretty, but in a situation like this--

But the remaining two sailors were already rising over the gunwal e. Acting on a comon inpul se,
Bi nk grabbed his erstwhile opponent's shoul ders, and Fanchon grabbed his feet. "One--two--three---
heave!" she gasped.

They heaved al nost together. The man swung up and into his two conpanions. Al three went over the
edge to splash in the sea. Bink hoped they were all lively enough to swim The fourth one lay on
t he deck, apparently unconsci ous.

"Pull up the anchor!" Fanchon ordered. "I'lIl get a pole." She ran to the ship's cabin, a |lean
figure in the noonlight.

Bi nk found the anchor chain and hauled on it. The thing snagged infuriatingly, because he did not
know how to nmake it let go, but finally he got it up
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"What did you do to this guy?" Fanchon demanded, kneeling beside the fallen sailor
"I threw him Cronbie showed ne how. "
"Cronbie? | don't renenber--"

"A soldier I nmet in Xanth. W got caught in a hailstorm and | was goi ng back after Dee, but--
well, it's conplicated."

"Ch yes--you did nmention the soldier." She paused. "Dee? You went after her? Wy?"

"She had run out into the stormand--well, | liked her." Then, to cover up what m ght have been
taken as a slight to his present conpany, who had shown extrene sensitivity about such things
before, he said: "What happened to the other sailors? Did they drown?"

"l showed themthis,
i nstead. "

she said, pointing to a w cked-Ilooking boat hook. "They swam for shore

"We'd better get nmoving. If we can figure out the sail™

"No. The current is carrying us out. Wnd's the wong way. W'd just nmess it up, trying to handle
the sails when we don't know what we're doing."

Bi nk | ooked across at the other ship. Lights were on it. "Those sailors didn't swimashore," he
sai d. "They went next door. They'll be coning after us--under sail."

"They can't," she said. "I told you--the wind."
But now it was unmi stakable. The other sail was being spread. They were using the w nd.
"We'd better find that elixir," she said.

"Yes." He had forgotten about it. But for that, they could have run across the | and and been | ost
in Mundani a. But could he have lived with hinself, buying his own freedomwhile | eaving Xanth
subject to the siege of the Evil Magician? "We'll|l dunp it overboard--"

"No! "
"But | thought--"

"We'll use it as hostage. As long as we have it, they won't close on us. W'IIl take turns standing
on the deck and holding the vial over the sea so they can see us. |f anything happens to---"

"Beautiful!" he exclaimed. "I never would have thought of that."

"First we have to find our hostage. If we guessed wong about the ship, if they put the catapult
on this one and the elixir on the other--"

"Then they wouldn't be chasing us," he said.
"Yes they would. They need the catapult too. And nost of all, they need us."

They searched the ship. In the cabin was a chai ned nonster of a type Bi nk had never seen before.
It was not large, but quite horrible in other respects. Its body was conpletely covered with hair,

white with black spots, and it had a thin tail, floppy black ears, a snmall black nose, and
gleaming white teeth. Its four feet had stubby claws. It snarled viciously as Bi nk approached- - but
it was chained by the neck to the wall, its mad |eaps cut brutally short by that tether

"What is it?" Bink asked, horrified.
Fanchon considered. "I think it's a werewol f."

Now the creature | ooked halfway famliar. It did resenble a werewolf, fixed in its animal stage.
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"Qut here in Mundani a?"

"Well, it nmust be related. If it had nore heads, it would be like a cerberus. Wth only one head,
| think it's a dog."

Bi nk gaped. "A dog! | think you're right. 1've never actually seen a dog before. Not in the flesh
Just pictures.'

"I don't think there are any in Xanth today. There used to be, but they nust have nigrated out."
"Through the Shiel d?" Bi nk demanded.

"Before the Shield was set up, of course--though I'd thought there were references to dogs and

cats and horses within the past century. | nust have m srenenbered the dates."
"Well, it seens we have one here now. It [ ooks vicious. It must be guarding the elixir."
"Trained to attack strangers," she agreed. "I suppose we'll have to kill it."

"But it's a rare creature. Maybe the only one left alive today."

"We don't know that. Dogs m ght be conmmon in Muindania. But it is rather pretty, once you get used
toit."”

The dog had quieted down, though it still watched themwarily. A snall dragon might watch a person
that way, Bink thought, if the person were just outside its striking range. Wth the proper break
the person mght come within range .

"Maybe we could revive the sailor and have himtanme it," Bink said. "The aninal nust be responsive
to nenbers of this ship's crew. O herwi se they could never get at the elixir."

"Good idea," she agreed.

The sailor had finally recovered consci ousness, but he was in no condition to resune the fight.
""We'll let you go," Fanchon told him "if you tell us howto tane that dog. W don't want to have
to kill it, you see.”

"Who, Jennifer?" the man asked dazedly. "Just speak her nane, pat her on the head, and feed her."
He lay back. "I think ny collarbone's broke."

Fanchon | ooked at Bink. "Can't make himswim then. Trent nay be a nmonster, but we aren't." She
turned back to the sailor. "If you will give your word not to interfere with us in any way, we'll
hel p you recover as well as we can. Deal ?"

The sailor didn't hesitate. "I can't interfere with you. | can't get up. Deal."

This bothered Bink. He and Fanchon sounded just like Trent, offering better terns to a captive
eneny in return for his cooperation. Were they any different fromthe Evil Magician?

Fanchon checked the sailor's body around the shoulders. "Yow" he cried.

"I'"'mno doctor,'
pill ows aboard?"

she said, "but | think you're right. You have a broken bone. Are there any

"Listen," the sailor said as she worked on him He was obviously trying to divert his attention
fromthe pain. "Trent's no nonster. You called himthat, but you're wong. He's a good | eader."

"He's promi sed you all the spoils of Xanth?" Fanchon asked, with an edge to her voice.

"No, just farns or jobs for all of us,"” he said.

"No killing, no rapine, no |oot?" Her disbelief was evident.

"None of that. This ain't the old days, you know? W just protect himand keep order in the
territory we occupy, and he'll give us small land grants where nobody's settled yet. He says
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Xant h' s underpopul ated. And there'll be--he'll encourage the local gals to marry us, so we can
have famlies. If there aren't enough, he'll bring in gals fromthe real world. And nmeanwhile,
he'll transformsonme smart animals into gals. | thought that was a joke, but after what | hear
about those cocks--" He grinmaced. "I nean those basks--" He shook his head and grimaced again, in
pai n.

"Keep your head still," Fanchon told him too late. "It's true about the cockatrice and basili sk

we were them But ani mal brides---"

"Ch, it wouldn't be so bad, miss. Just temporary, until real gals arrived. If she |Iooks like a ga
and feels like a gal, I wouldn't blanme her for being a bitch before. I mean, sone gals are bitches-

"What's a bitch?" Bi nk asked.

"A bitch? You don't know that?" The sailor grinaced again; either he was in considerable pain or
it was a natural expression. "A fermal e dog. Like Jennifer. Hell, if Jennifer had human form-"

"Enough, " Fanchon nuttered.

"Well, anyway, we'll get homesteads and settle in. And our kids will be magic. | tell you, it's
that last that recruited ne. | don't believe in magic, understand--or | didn't then--but I

remenber the fairy tales fromwhen | was a little tyke, about the princess and the frog, and the
mountai n of glass, and the three w shes---well, look, I was a netal worker for a crooked shop, know

what | nmean? And | really wanted out of the rat race."

Bi nk shook his head silently. He understood only part of what the sailor was saying, but it did
not make Mundani a | ook very good. Stores that were built off bal ance, crooked? Rats that raced?
Bi nk would want to get out of that culture, too.

"A chance to have a decent life in the country,” the sailor continued, and there was no question
about his dedication to his vision. "Owming nmy own | and, making good things grow, you know? And ny
ki ds knowi ng magic, real magic--1 guess | still don't really believe that part, but even if it's a
lie, you know, it's sure nice to think about."

"But to invade a foreign land, to take what doesn't belong to you--" Fanchon said. She broke off,
evidently certain that it was pointless to debate that sort of thing with a sailor. "He'll betray
you the nmonment he doesn't need you. He's an Evil Magician, exiled from Xanth."

"You nean he really can do nmagi c?" the nman asked with happy disbelief. "I figured all this stuff
was sl ei ght of hand, you know, when | really thought about it. |I nean, | believed some of the
time, but--"

"'"'He sure as hell can do magic,"” Bink put in, becoming acclimatized to the sailor's | anguage. "W
told you how he changed us--"

"Never m nd about that," Fanchon said.

"Well, he's still a good | eader," the sailor insisted. "He told us how he was ki cked out twenty
years ago because he tried to be King, and how he lost his magic, and married a gal from here and
had a little boy--"

"Trent has a family in Mindani a?" Bi nk asked, amazed.

"We don't call our country that," the sailor said. "But yes--he had a famly. Until this mystery

bug went around--sone kind of flu, | think, or maybe food poisoning--and they both got it and
died. He said science hadn't been able to save them but magi c could have, so he was going back to
magi cl and. Xanth, you call it. But they'd kill himif he just wal ked in alone, even if he got by

the thing he called a Shield. So he needed an arny-oooh!" Fanchon had fini shed her work and heaved
his shoul der up onto a pillow

So they had the sailor as confortable as was feasible, his shoulder bound up in stray cloths. Bink
woul d have liked to hear nore of the man's unique viewpoint. But tine had passed, and it was
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apparent that the other ship was gaining on them They traced its progress by its sail, which
moved | aterally, back and forth, zigzaggi ng against the wind--and with each pass it was cl oser
They had been wrong about the capabilities of ships in adverse wind. How much el se were they w ong
about ?

Bi nk went into the cabin. He was feeling a bit seasick now, but he held it down. "Jennifer," he
said hesitantly, proffering some of the dog food they had found. The small spotted nonster wagged
her tail. Just like that, they were friends. Bink screwed up his courage and patted her on the
head, and she did not bite him Then, while she ate, he opened the chest she had guarded so
ferociously and lifted out the vial of greenish fluid he found therein, in a carefully padded box.
Vi ctory!

"Mss," the sailor called as Bink enmerged with the vial. "The Shield--"
Fanchon | ooked about nervously. "Is the current carrying us into that?"

"Yes, miss. | wouldn't interfere, but if you don't turn this boat soon, we'll all be dead. | know
that Shield works; |'ve seen aninmals try to go through it and get fried."

"How can we tell where it is?" she asked

"There's a glimer. See?" He pointed with difficulty. Bink peered and saw it. They were drifting
toward a curtain of faint |um nescence, ghostly white. The Shield!

The ship progressed inexorably. "W can't stop it," Fanchon cried. "We're going right through."

"Throw down the anchor!" the sail or said.

VWhat el se was there to do? The Shield was certain death. Yet to stop meant capture by Trent's
forces. Even bluffing them back by neans of the vial of elixir would not suffice; the ship
remai ned a kind of prison

"W can use the lifeboat," Fanchon said. "Gve ne the vial."

Bink gave it to her, then threw over the anchor. The ship slowy turned as the anchor took hol d.
The Shield | ooned unconfortably close--but so did the pursuing ship. Now it was clear why it was
using the wind instead of the current; it was under control, in no danger of drifting into the
Shi el d.

They lowered the lifeboat. A reflector lanp fromthe other ship bathed themin its light. Fanchon
held the vial aloft. "I'lIl drop it!" she screaned at the eneny. "Hit me with an arrow-the elixir
drowns with me."

"Gve it back," Trent's voice called fromthe other ship. "I pledge to let you both go free."

"Ha!" she nuttered. "Bink, can you row this boat yourself? I'mafraid to set this thing down while
we're in range of their arrows. | want to be sure that no matter what happens to us, they don't
get this stuff.”

"Il try," Bink said. He settled hinself, grabbed the oars, and heaved.

One oar cracked into the side of the ship. The other dug into the water. The boat skewed around.
"Push of f!" Fanchon excl ai mred. "You al nost dunped ne."

Bink tried to put the end of one oar against the ship, to push, but it didn't work because he
could not maneuver the oar free of its oarlock. But the current carried the boat along until it
passed beyond the end of the ship

"We're going into the Shield!" Fanchon cried, waving the vial. "Row Row Turn the boat!"

Bi nk put his back into it. The problemw th rowi ng was that he faced backward; he could not see
where he was goi ng. Fanchon perched in the stem holding the vial aloft, peering ahead. He got the
feel of the oars and turned the boat, and now the shinmrering curtain came into view on the side.

It was rather pretty in its fashion, its ghostly glow parting the night--but he recoiled fromits
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horror.

"Go parallel to it," Fanchon directed. "The closer we stay, the harder it'll nmake it for the other
shi p. Maybe they'll give up the pursuit.”

Bink pulled on the oars. The boat noved ahead. But he was unused to this particular form of
exertion, and not recovered fromhis fatigue of the swim and he knew he couldn't keep it up | ong.

"You're going into the Shield!'"™ Fanchon cried.

Bi nk | ooked. The Shield | ooned cl oser, yet he was not rowing toward it. "The current," he said.
"Carrying us sideways." He had naively thought that once he started rowi ng, all other vectors
ceased.

"Row away fromthe Shield," she cried. "Quickly!"

He angled the boat--but the Shield did not retreat. The current was bearing themon as fast as he
could row. To nake it worse, the wind was now changi ng--and rising. He was hol ding even at the
nmoment, but he was tiring rapidly. "I can't--keep this-up!" he gasped, staring at the gl ow

"There's an island,” Fanchon said. "Angle toward it."

Bi nk | ooked around. He saw a bl ack sonmething cutting the waves to the side. Island? It was no nore
than a treacherous rock. But if they could anchor to it--

He put forth a desperate effort--but it was not enough. A stormwas devel oping. They were going to
nmss the rock. The dread Shield | ooned nearer

"I''ll help," Fanchon cried. She set down the vial, crawl ed forward, and put her hands on the oars,
opposi te his hands. She pushed, synchronizing her efforts with his.

It hel ped. But Bink, fatigued, was distracted. In the erratic noonlight, blotted out
intermttently by the thickening, fast-noving clouds above, her naked body | ost sone of its
shapel essness and assuned the suggestion of nore feninine contours. Shadow and i magi nati on coul d
make her hal fway attractive---and that enbarrassed him because he had no right to think of such
t hi ngs. Fanchon coul d be a good conpanion, if only--

The boat smashed into the rock. It tilted--rock or craft or both. "Get hold! Get hold!" Fanchon
cried as water surged over the side.

Bi nk reached out and tried to hang on to the stone. It was both abrasive and slippery. A wave
broke over him filling his nmouth with its salty spune. Now it was black; the clouds had conpl eted
their engul frent of the noon.

"The elixir!" Fanchon cried. "I left it in the--" She dived for the fl ooded stem of the boat.

Bi nk, still choking on sea water, could not yell at her. He clung to the rock with his hands, his
fingers finding purchase in a crevice, anchoring the boat with his hooked knees. He suffered a
foolish vision: if a giant drowning in the ocean grabbed on to the Iand of Xanth for support, his
fingers would catch in the chasm the Gap. Maybe that was the purpose of the Gap. Did the tiny

i nhabitants of this isolated rock resent the crevice that Bink's giant fingers had found? Did they
have forget spells to renove it fromtheir awareness?

There was a distant flash of lightning. Bink saw the sonmber nmass of ragged stone: no mniature
people on it. But there was a glint, as of light reflecting froma knob in the water. He stared at
it, but the lightning was | ong since gone, and he was squinting at the nmere menory, trying to nmake
out the surroundi ng shape. For it had been a highlight from something |arger.

Li ghtni ng flashed again, closer. Bink saw briefly but clearly.
It was a toothy reptilian creature. The highlight had been fromits nalignant eye.

"A sea nonster!" he cried, terrified.
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Fanchon | abored at an oar, finally extricating it fromits lock. She aimed it at the nonster and
shoved.

Thunk! The end of the oar struck the arnored green snout. The creature backed off.
"We've got to get away fromhere,” Bink cried.

But as he spoke, another wave broke over them The boat was lifted and wenched away from his
feet. He put one arm about Fanchon's skinny wai st and hung on. It seemed the fingers of his other
hand woul d break--but they remai ned wedged in the crevice, and he held his position

In the next trough the lightning showed small saillike projections nmoving in the water. Wat were
t hey?

Then anot her nonster broke water right beside him he sawit in the phosphorescence that the
conpl ete darkness had attuned his eyes to. It seenmed to have a single broad eye across its face,
and a round, truncated snout. Huge wattles were at the sides. Bink was transfixed by terror

t hough he knew that nost of the details were really fromhis inmgination. He could only stare at
the thing as the lightning permtted.

And the lightning confirmed his imgination. It was a hi deous nonster

Bi nk struggled with his terror to formsome plan of defense. One hand clung to the rock; the other
hel d Fanchon. He could not act. But maybe Fanchon coul d. "Your oar--" he gasped.

The nonster acted first. It put its hands to its face---and lifted the face away. Underneath, was
the face of Evil Magician Trent "You fools have caused enough trouble! Gve nme the elixir, and
I"1l have the ship throwus a line."

Bi nk hesitated. He was bone weary and cold, and knew he could not hold out nuch | onger agai nst
stormand current. It was death to stay here.

"There's a crocodile sniffing around,"” Trent continued. "And several sharks. Those are just as
deadly as the nythical nonsters you are famliar with. | have repellent--but the current is
carrying it away as rapidly as it diffuses into the water, so it's not much help. On top of that,
soneti mes whirl pools devel op around these rocks, especially during storms. W need hel p now -and
al one can summon it. Gve ne that vial!"

"Never!" Fanchon cried. She dived into the bl ack waves.

Trent snapped the mask back over his face and dived after her. As he noved, Bink saw that the
Magi ci an was naked except for his long sword strapped to a harness. Bink dived after him not even
t hi nki ng of what he was doi ng.

They met in a tangle underwater. In the dark and bubbly swirl, there was nothing but nutua

m schief. Bink tried to swmto the surface, uncertain as to what foolishness had pronpted himto
di ve here but sure that he could only drown hinself. But soneone had a death grip on him He had
to get up, to get his head in air so he could breathe. The water had hold of themall, carrying

t hem around and around.

It was the whirl pool--an inaninmate funnel nonster. It sucked them down, spinning, into the depth
of its nmaw. For the second tine Bink felt hinself drowning--and this tinme he knew no Sorceress
woul d rescue him

Chapter 11. WI derness

Bi nk woke with his face in sand. Around himlay the inert tentacles of a green nonster

He groaned and sat up. "Bink!" Fanchon cried gladly, com ng across the beach ix) him
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"I thought it was night," he said.

"You' ve been unconscious. This cave has nagi c phosphorescence, or nmaybe it's Mindane
phosphorescence, since there was sone on the rock, too. But it's nuch brighter here. Trent punped
the water out of you, but | was afraid--"

"What's this?" Bink asked, staring at a green tentacle.

"A kraken seaweed," Trent said. "It pulled us out of the drink, intending to consume us---but the
vial of elixir broke and killed it. That's all that saved our lives. If the vial had broken
earlier, it wuld have stopped the kraken fromcatching us, and we all woul d have drowned; |ater
and we woul d al ready have been eaten. As fortuitous a coincidence of timing as | have ever

experi enced.'

"A kraken weed!" Bink exclainmed. "But that's magic!"
"We're back in Xanth," Fanchon sai d.
"But - -"

"l conjecture that the whirlpool drew us down below the effective |level of the Shield," Trent
said. "W passed under it. Perhaps the presence of the elixir helped. A freak accident--and |'m
certainly not going to try to reverse that route now | lost nmy breathing apparatus on the way in
lucky I got a good dose of oxygen first! W're in Xanth to stay."

"l guess so," Bink said dazedly. He had gradually becone accustoned to the notion of spending the
rest of his life in Mundania; it was hard to abandon that drear expectation so suddenly. "But why
did you save me? Once the elixir was gone--"

"I't was the decent thing to do," the Magician said. "I realize you would not appreciate such a
notion fromny lips, but | can offer no better rationale at the nonent. | never had any persona
ani mus agai nst you; in fact, | rather adnmire your fortitude and personal ethical code. You can go

your way now-and I'll go nine."

Bi nk pondered. He was faced with a new, unfam liar reality. Back in Xanth, no | onger at war with
the Evil Magician. The nore he reviewed the details, the |l ess sense any of it nade. Sucked down by
a whirl pool through nonster-infested waters, through the invisible but deadly Shield, to be
rescued by a nan-eating plant, which was coincidentally nullified at precisely the nmonent required
to let themdrop safely on this beach? "No," he said. "I don't believe it. Things just don't
happen this way."

"It does seemas if we're charnmed," Fanchon said. "Though why the Evil Magician should have been
i ncluded . "

Trent smiled. Naked, he was fully as inpressive as before. Despite his age, he was a fit and
powerful man. "It does seemironic that the evil should be saved al ong with the good. Perhaps
human definitions are not always honored by nature. But |, like you, ama realist. | don't pretend
to understand how we got here--but | do not question that we are here. Getting to | and nmay be nore
probl ematical, however. W are hardly out of danger yet."

Bi nk | ooked around the cave. Already the air seenmed cl ose, though he hoped that was his
i magi nati on. There seenmed to be no exit except the water through which they had conme. In one nook
was a pile of clean bones--the refuse of the kraken

It began to seem |l ess coincidental. \Wat better place for an ocean nonster to operate than at the
exit to a whirlpool? The sea itself collected the prey, and nost of it was killed on the way in by
the Shield. The kraken weed had only to sieve the fresh bodies out of the water. And this highly
private cave was ideal for leisurely consunption of the largest living aninals. They coul d be
deposi ted here on the beach, and even given food, so that they would remain nore or |ess healthy
until the kraken's hunger was sufficient. A pleasant little larder to keep the food fresh and
tasty. Any that tried to escape by swi mm ng past the tentacles---ugh! So the kraken coul d have
dropped the human trio here, then been hit by the elixir; instead of split-second timng, it
becane several-mnute timng. Still a coincidence, but a nuch | ess extrene one.
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Fanchon was squatting by the water, flicking dry leaves into it. The | eaves had to be from past
seasons of the kraken weed; why it needed them here, with no sunlight, Bink didn't understand.
Maybe it had been a regular plant before it turned nmagic--or its ancestors had been regular-and it
still had not entirely adapted. O maybe the | eaves had sone other purpose. There was a great dea
yet to be understood about nature. At any rate, Fanchon was floating the | eaves on the water, and
why she wasted her time that way was sinmilarly opaque

She saw himlooking, "lI'mtracing surface currents,"” she said. "See--the water is noving that way.
There has to be an exit under that wall."

Bi nk was i npressed again with her intelligence. Every time he caught her doi ng sonething stupid,
it turned out to be the opposite. She was an ordinary, if ugly, girl, but she had a m nd that
functioned efficiently. She had plotted their escape fromthe pit, and their subsequent strategy,
and it had nullified Trent's program of conquest. Now she was at it again. Too bad her appearance
fell down.

"Of course," Trent agreed. "The kraken can't live in stagnant water; it needs a constant fl ow.
That brings in its food supply and carries away its wastes. W have an exit--if it leads to the
surface qui ckly enough, and does not pass through the Shield again."

Bink didn't like it. "Suppose we dive into that current and it carries us a mle underwater before
it cones out? We'd drown."

"My friend," Trent said, "I have been pondering that very dilemm. W can not be rescued by ny
sailors, because we are obviously beyond the Shield. | do not like to ganble on either the current
or what we rmay di scover withinit. Yet it seens we nust eventually do so, for we can not remain
here indefinitely."

Somet hi ng twitched. Bink | ooked--and saw one green tentacle withing. "The kraken's reviving!' he
exclaimed. "It isn't dead!"

"Uh-oh," Trent said. "The elixir has thinned out in the current and dissipated. The nagic is

returning. | had thought that concentration would be fatal to a nmagic creature, but apparently
not."
Fanchon watched the tentacles. Now others were quivering. "I think we'd better get out of here,"

she said. "Soon."

"But we don't dare plunge into the water w thout knowi ng where it goes,"™ Bink objected. "W nust
be well below the surface. 1'd rather stay here and fight than drown."

"I propose we declare a truce between us until we get free," Trent said. "The elixir is gone, and
we cannot go back the way we came from Mundani a. We shall probably have to cooperate to get out of
here--and in the present situation, we really have no quarrel."

Fanchon didn't trust him "So we help you get out--so then the truce ends and you change us into

gnats. Since we're inside Xanth, we'll never be able to change back again."

Trent snapped his fingers. "Stupid of me to forget. Thank you for rem nding ne. | can use ny nagic
now to get us out." He | ooked at the quivering green tentacles. "Of course, I'll have to wait

until all the elixir is gone, for it voids ny magic, too. That neans the kraken will be fully
recovered. | can't transformit, because its main body is too far away."

The tentacles lifted. "Bink, dive for it!" Fanchon cried. "W don't want to be caught between the
kraken and the Evil Magician." She plunged into the water.

The issue had been forced. She was right: the kraken would eat themor the Mgician woul d
transformthem Right now, while the Iingering elixir blunted both threats, was the tinme to
escape. Still, he would have hesitated---if Fanchon had not already taken action. If she drowned,
there would be no one on his side.

Bi nk charged across the sand, tripped over a tentacle, and spraw ed. Reacting automatically, the
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tentacle wapped itself around his leg. The | eaves glued thenselves to his flesh with little
sucki ng noises. Trent drew his sword and strode toward him

Bi nk grabbed a handful of sand and threw it at the Magician, but it was ineffective. Then Trent's
sword sl ashed down--and severed the tentacle. "You are in no danger fromme, Bink," the Mgician
said. "Swim if you wish.'

Bi nk scranmbl ed up and dived into the water, taking a deep breath. He saw Fanchon's feet ki cking
ahead of him as she swam down, and saw the dark tube of the nether exit. It terrified him and he
bal ked.

Hi s head popped through the surface. There was Trent, standing on the beach, parrying the
converging tentacles with his sword. Fighting off the coils of the nonster the man was the very
picture of heroism Yet the nonent the conbat was over, Trent woul d be a nore dangerous nonster
t han the kraken.

Bi nk decided. He took a new breath and dived again. This tinme he stroked right into the sonber
eye, and felt the current take him Now there was no turning back

The tunnel opened out al nost i mediately--into another gl owi ng cavern. Bink had gai ned on Fanchon
and their heads broke the surface al nost together. Probably she had been nore cautious about
navi gating the exit.

Heads turned their way. Human heads, on human torsos--very nice fem nine ones. Their faces were
elfin, their tresses flowing in magical iridescence over slender bare shoul ders and perfectly
erect breasts. But the lower quarters nmerged into fish's tails. These were nernaids.

"What are you doing in our cave?" one of the maids cried indignantly.

"Just passing through,"” Bink said. Naturally, nermaids spoke the comon | anguage of Xanth. He
woul d not have thought anything of it, had Trent not remarked on how Xant h | anguage nerged with
al | Mundane | anguages. Magic operated in so many ways. "Tell us the shortest way to the surface."

"That way," one said, pointing left. "That way," another said, pointing right. "No, that way!" a
third cried, pointing straight up. There was a burst of girlish | aughter

Several nermaids plunged into the water, tails flashing, and swamtoward Bink In a nmoment he was
surrounded. Up close, .the creatures were even prettier than fromafar. Each one had a perfect
conmpl exion, resulting fromthe natural action of the water, and their breasts floated somewhat,
meki ng them seem full er. Maybe he had been exposed to Fanchon too |ong; the sight of all this

| ovel i ness gave hi mstrange sensations of excitenment and nostalgia. If he could grab themall at
once---but no, they were mernaids, not his type at all

They paid no attention to Fanchon. "He's a man!" one cried, neaning Bi nk was human, not nernan.
"Look at his split legs. No tail at all."

Suddenly they were diving under to view his |legs. Bink, naked, found this distinctly awkward. They
began to put their hands on him kneading the unfam liar nusculature of his |legs, a great
curiosity to them Yet why weren't they |ooking at Fanchon's |egs too? There seened to be nore

nm schi ef than curiosity here.

Trent's head broke the water behind them "Mernmaids," he coomented. "We'll get nothing fromthem"
So it seenmed. It also seenmed that the Magician could not be avoided. "I think we'd better nake the
truce,"” Bink said to Fanchon. "W have to extend sonme trust sonetine."

She | ooked at the nernmaids, then at Trent. "Very well," she said ungraciously. "For what it's
wort h--which isn't much."

"A sensible decision," Trent said. "Qur |ong-range objectives nay differ, but our short-range one
mat ches: survival. See, here cone the tritons."

As he spoke, a group of nernmen appeared, swinmng in fromanother passage. This seenmed to be a
| abyrinth of caves and water-filled apertures.
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"Ho!" a triton cried, brandishing his trident. "Skewer!"

The mermai ds screaned playfully and dived out of sight. Bink avoi ded Fanchon's gaze; the | adies
had been having entirely too nuch fun with him and obviously not because of his split |egs.

"Too many to fight," Trent said. "The elixir is gone. Wth your acqui escence, under out truce, |
wi Il change you both into fish, or perhaps reptiles, so that you can escape. However--"

"How wi I | we change back?" Fanchon denanded.

"That is the key. | can not change nyself. Therefore you will have to rescue nme--or remain
transformed. So

we shall survive together, or suffer apart. Fair enough?

She | ooked at the tritons, who were swinmng determnedly toward the three, surroundi ng them
tridents raised. They did not look at all playful. This was obviously a gang of bullies, show ng
of f for the appl audi ng spectators--the mernai ds, who had now reappeared on shore---taking tinme to
put on a flashy show. "Wy not change theminto fish?"

"That woul d abate the immediate threat, could |I get themall in tinme," Trent agreed. "But it stil
woul d not free us fromthe cave. | suspect we shall have to resort to nagic on ourselves at sone
point, regardless. And we are intruders in their cave; there is a certain proprietary ethic--"

"Al'l right!" she cried, as a triton heaved his three-pointed fork. "Do it your way."

Suddenly she was a nonster---one of the worst Bink had seen. She had a huge greeni sh sheath around
her torso, fromwhich arns, |egs, head, and tail projected. Her feet were webbed, and her head was
like that of a serpent.

The triton's fork struck the Fanchon-nonster's shell--and bounced off. Suddenly Bi nk saw t he sense
of this transformation. This nonster was invul nerable.

"Sea turtle," Trent nurnmured. "Mindane. Harm ess, normally--but the nerfolk don't know that. |'ve
made a study of nonmagi cal creatures, and have devel oped nuch respect for them Oops!" Another
trident was flying.

Then Bink was also a sea turtle. Suddenly he was conpletely confortable in the water, and he had
no fear of the pronged spears. |If one canme at his face, he would sinply pull in his head. It would
not retract all the way, but the arnor of the shell around it would intercept al nbst anything.

Sonet hi ng tugged at his carapace. Bink started dive, trying to dislodge it--then realized, in his
reptilian brain, that this was sonmething that had to be tolerated. Not a friend, but an ally--for
now. So he dived, but allowed the draggi ng weight to persist.

Bi nk stroked slowy but powerfully for the underwater passage. The other turtle had al ready
entered it. Bink didn't worry about air; he knew he could hold his breath for as long as it took

It did not take long. This passage slanted up to the surface; Bink could see the noon as he broke
t hrough. The storm had abat ed.

Abruptly he was human agai n--and swi nmi ng was harder. "Wy did you change ne back?" he asked. "W
weren't to shore yet."

"When you are a turtle, you have the brain of a turtle, and the instincts of a turtle," Trent
expl ai ned. "Qtherwi se you would not be able to survive as a turtle. Too long, and you m ght forget
you ever were a man. |If you headed out to sea, | might not be able to catch you, and so would
never be able to change you back."

"Justin Tree retained his human nmind," Bink pointed out.

"Justin Tree?"
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"One of the men you changed into trees, in the North Village. His talent was throwi ng his voice."

"Ch, | renenber now. He was a special ease. | made himinto a sapient tree---really a man in tree
form not a true tree. | can do that when | put ny mind to it. For a tree it can work. But a
turtle needs turtle reflexes to deal with the ocean."

Bink didn't follow all that, but he didn't care to debate it. Qbviously cases differed. Then
Fanchon reappeared in human form "Well, you honored the truce," she said grudgingly. "I didn't
really think you would."

"Reality nust intrude sonetine," Trent said.

"What do you nean by that?" she demanded.
"I said, we are not out of danger yet. | believe that is a sea serpent on its way."

Bi nk saw the huge head, and there was no question: the nonster had seen them It was big; the head
was a yard across. "Maybe the rocks--" Bink cried, orienting on the outcropping that nmarked the
exit fromthe triton's cave

"That thing's a huge, |ong snake," Fanchon said. "It could reach right down into the cave, or coi
right around the rocks. W can't escape it in this form"

"I could change you into poisonous jellyfish that the serpent would not eat," Trent said. "But you
m ght get lost in the shuffle. It also may not be wise to be transforned nore than once a day; |
have not been able to verify this during ny exile, for obvious reasons, but | am concerned that
your systens may suffer a shock each tine."

"Besi des which, the nonster could still eat you,"” Fanchon sai d.

"You have a very quick mnd," Trent agreed equably. "Therefore, | shall have to do sonethi ng
dislike--transformthe nonster."

"You don't want to transformthe sea serpent?" Bink asked, surprised. The thing was now quite
close, its small red eyes fixed on the prey; saliva dripped fromits giant teeth.

"It is nerely an innocent creature going about its business,"” Trent said. "W should not enter its
waters if we do not wish to participate in its node of existence. There is a bal ance of nature,
whet her magi cal or mundane, that we should hesitate to interfere with."

"You have a weird sense of hunor," Fanchon said sourly. "But | never clained to understand the
nuances of evil nagic. If you really want to protect its life style, transformit into alittle
fish until we get to shore, then transformit back."

"And hurry!" Bink cried. The thing was now | oom ng over them orienting on its specific targets.

"That would not work," Trent said. "The fish would swimaway and be lost. | nust be able to
identify the particular creature | nean to transform and it must be within six feet of ne.
However your suggestion has nerit."

"Six feet," Bink said. "W'll be inside it before we get that close.” He was not trying to be
funny; the nonster's mouth was nuch | onger than it was wide, so that as it opened to its ful
aperture the upper front teeth were a good twelve feet fromthe | ower teeth.

"Neverthel ess, | mnmust operate within ny linmts," Trent said, unperturbed. "The critical region is
the head, the seat of identity. Wien | transformthat, the rest naturally follows. If | tried it
when only the tail was within range, | would botch the job. So when it tries to take nme in its
mouth, it comes into ny power."

"What if it goes for one of us first?" Fanchon demanded. " Suppose we're nore than six feet from
you?"

"I suggest you arrange to be within that radius," Trent said dryly.
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Hastily Bink and Fanchon spl ashed closer to the Evil Magician. Bink had the distinct inpression
that even if Trent had had no magic, they would have been in his power. He was too self-assured,
too conpetent in his tactics; he knew how to manage peopl e.

The sea nonster's body convul sed. Its head struck down, teeth |eading. Spittle sprayed out fromit
in obscene little clouds. Fanchon screanmed hysterically. Bink felt an instant and pervading
terror. That sensation was beconming all too famliar; he sinply was no hero.

But as the awful jaws closed on them the sea serpent vanished. In its place fluttered a gl ow ng,
brightly colored insect. Trent caught it neatly in one hand and set it on his own hair, where it
perched quiveringly.

"A lovebug," Trent explained. "They are not good fliers, and they hate water. This one will stay
close until we energe fromthe sea."

Now t he three swam for shore. It took themsome time, for the sea renmined choppy and they were
tired, but no other creatures bothered them Apparently no |esser predators intruded on the
fishing territory of the sea nonster. An understandable attitude--but probably within hours a host
of aggressive forms would converge if the sea nonster did not return. As Trent had remarked, there
was al ways a bal ance of nature.

The phosphorescence became stronger in the shallows. Some of it was fromglowi ng fish, flashing in
colors to conmmunicate with their respective kinds; nost of it was fromthe water itself. Washes of
pal e green, yellow, orange--nmagic, of course, but for what purpose? There was so nmuch Bi nk saw,
wherever he went, that he did not understand. At the bottom he saw shells, sone |ighted around the
fringes, sone glowing in patterns. A few vani shed as he passed over them whether they had becone
truly invisible or nmerely doused their lights he could not tell. Regardless, they were nmagic, and
that was famliar. Belatedly he realized that he was glad to be back anong the faniliar threats of
Xant h!

Dawn was com ng as they reached the beach. The sun pushed up behind the cl ouds over the jungle and
finally burst through to bounce its shafts off the water. It was a thing of marvel ous beauty. Bink
clung to that concept, because his body was nunb with fatigue, his brain | ocked onto the torture
of moving |inbs, over and over, on and on

At |last he crawl ed upon the beach. Fanchon craw ed beside him "Don't stop yet," she said. "W
nmust seek cover, lest other nonsters conme, fromthe beach or jungle. . ."

But Trent stood knee-deep in the surf, his sword dangling fromhis handsonme body. He was obviously
not as tired as they were. "Return, friend," he said, flicking sonething into the sea. The sea
nmonst er reappeared, its serpentine convol utions rmuch nore inpressive in the shallow water. Trent
had to lift his feet and splash back out of the way, |est he be crushed by a hugely swi nging coil

But the nonster was not |ooking for trouble now It was extrenely disgruntled. It gave a single
honk of rage or of anguish or of nmere amazenent and thrashed its way toward deeper pastures.

Trent wal ked up the beach. "It is not fun to be a defensel ess | ove bug when you are accustoned to
being the king of the sea," he said. "I hope the creature does not suffer a nervous breakdown."

He was not sniling. There was sonething funny, Bink thought, about a man who |iked nonsters that
well. But of course Trent was the Evil Magician of the contenporary scene. The man was strangely
handsone, mannerly, and erudite, possessed of strength, skill, and courage---but his affinities

were to the nonsters nore than to the nmen. It would be disastrous ever to forget that.

Qdd that Hunfrey, the Good Magician, was an ugly little gnone in a forbidding castle, selfishly
using his magic to enrich hinself, while Trent was the epitone of hero naterial. The Sorceress
Iris had seenmed | ovely and-sexy, but was in fact nondescript; Hunfrey's good qualifies were

mani fest in his actions, once a person really got to know him But Trent, so far, had seened good
in both appearance and deed, at |east on the purely personal level. If Bink had met himfor the
first time in the kraken's cave and hadn't known the man's evil nature, he would never have
guessed it.

Now Trent strode across the beach, seeming hardly tired despite the grueling swim The nascent
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sunlight touched his hair, turning it bright yellow He |ooked in that instant |ike a god, al
that was perfect in nman. Again Bink suffered fatigued confusion, trying to reconcile the man's
appearance and recent actions with what he knew to be the man's actual nature, and again finding
it so challenging as to be virtually inpossible. Sone things just had to be taken on faith.

"I'"ve got to rest, to sleep,” Bink nuttered. "I can't tell evil fromgood right now "
Fanchon | ooked toward Trent. "I know what you nean," she said, shaking her head so that her ratty
hair shifted its wet tangles. "Evil has an insidious way about it, and there is sone evil in al

of us that seeks to dominate. W have to fight it, no matter how tenpting it becones."

Trent arrived. "We seemto have nade it," he said cheerfully. "It certainly is good to be back in
Xant h, by whatever freak of fortune. Ironic that you, who sought so ardently to prevent my access,
instead facilitated it!"

"I'ronic," Fanchon agreed dully.

"l believe this is the coast of the central wilderness region, bounded on the north by the great
Gap. | had not realized we had drifted so far south, but the contour of the |land seens definitive.
That nmeans we are not yet out of trouble.”

"Bink's an exile, you're banished, and I'mugly," Fanchon nmuttered. "We'lIl never be out of
trouble."
"Neverthel ess, | believe it would be expedient to extend our truce until we are free of the

wi | derness, " the Magician said.

Did Trent know sonething Bink didn't? Bink had no nmagic, so he would be prey to all the sinister
spell s of the deep jungle. Fanchon had no apparent nagic--strange, she clainmed her exile had been
voluntary, not forced, yet if she really had no magi c she shoul d have been bani shed too; anyway,
she woul d have a simlar problem But Trent--with his skills with sword and spell, he should have
no reason to fear this region

Fanchon had sinilar doubts. "As long as you're with us, we're in constant danger of being
transformed into toads. | can't see that the wilderness is worse."

Trent spread his hands. "I realize you do not trust me, and perhaps you have reason. | believe
your security and mine would be enhanced if we cooperated a little longer, but | shall not force
my conpany on you." He wal ked south al ong the beach

"He knows sonething," Bink said. "He nust be leaving us to die. So he can be rid of us w thout
breaki ng his word."

"Why shoul d he care about his word?" Fanchon asked. "That would inmply he is a man of honor."

Bi nk had no answer. He crawl ed to the shade and conceal ment of the nearest tree and collapsed in
the downy sward. He had been unconscious during part of the last night, but that was not the sane
as sl eep; he needed genuine rest.

When he woke it was hi gh noon--and he was fixed in place. There was no pain, only sone itching---
but he couldn't lift his head or hands. They were fastened to the ground by nyriad threads, as if
the very | awn had- -

Oh, no! In the nunmbness of fatigue, he had been so careless as to lie in a bed of carnivorous
grass! The root blades had grown up into his body, infiltrating it so slowy and subtly that it
had not disturbed his sl eep--and now he was caught. Once he had happened on a patch of the stuff
near the North Village with an animal skeleton on it. The grass had consuned all the flesh. He had
wonder ed how any creature coul d have been so stupid as to be trapped by such a thing. Now he knew.

He was still breathing, therefore he could still yell. He did so with a certain gusto. "Help!"
There was no response.

"Fanchon!" he cried. "I'mtied dowmn. The grass is eating nme up." Actually that was an

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...0Xanth%2001%20-%20Spell%20For%20Chameleon.txt (113 of 175) [1/19/03 8:39:43 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2001%20-%20Spel | %620For%20Chamel eon.txt

exaggeration; he was not hurt, nerely bound to the ground. But the tendrils continued to grow into
him and soon they would start to feed, drawing the Iife proteins fromhis flesh

Still nothing. He realized she would not or could not help him Probably sonething had put a sl eep
spell on her. It was obvious, in retrospect, that there were plenty of deadly threats right here
at the edge of the beach; she nmust have fallen into another. She night be dead al ready.

"Hel p! Anybody!" he screaned desperately.

That was another mistake. Al around him in the forest and al ong the beach, things were stirring.
He had advertised his hel pl essness, and now they were com ng to take advantage of it. Had he
struggled with the grass in silence, he night have nanaged in tine to work his way free; he had
awakened before it was ready for the kill, luckily. Maybe he had tried to turn over in his sleep,
and his body had objected to the resistance strongly enough to throw off the stasis spell the
grass was applying. If he struggled and failed, his denise at |east woul d have been fairly
confortable--just a slow sinking into eternal sleep. Now by his noise he had sunmoned nuch | ess
confortabl e menaces. He could not see them but he could hear them

Fromthe nearby tree came a rustle, as of meat-eating squirrels. Fromthe beach cane a scrape, as
of hungry acid crabs. Fromthe sea cane a horrible kind of splashing, as of a small sea nonster
who had sneaked into the territory of the big sea nonster Trent had transformed. Now this little
one struggled to get out of the water and cross to the prey before it was gone. But the npst
dreadful sound of all was the pound-pound-pound of the footfalls of sonething deep in the forest,
| arge and far away but noving extremely rapidly.

A shadow fell on him "Hi!" a shrill voice cried. It was a harpy, cousin to the one he had net on
the way back to the North Village. She was every bit as ugly, snelly, and obnoxi ous--and now she
was dangerous. She descended slowy, her talons reaching down, tw tching. The other harpy had seen
hi m heal t hy, so had stayed well out of reach--though she m ght have descended had he actually
drunk fromthe Spring of Love. Ugh! This one saw hi m hel pl ess.

She had a hunman face and human breasts, so was in that sense fermale, |ike the nermaids. But in
lieu of arns she had great greasy w ngs, and her body was that of a gross bird. And she was a
dirty bird; not only were her face and breasts grotesquely shaped, grine was caked on them It was
a wonder she could fly at all. Bink had not had the opportunity--or desire---to appreciate the
qualifies of the prior harpy at close range; now he had a really excellent nether view Double
agh! The mermai ds had represented much that was lovely in the female form this harpy was the ugly
aspect. She nmade Fanchon | ook hal fway decent in conparison; at |east Fanchon was cl ean

She dropped on him claws clutching and unclutching in air, in anticipation of the glob of
entrails they were about to rip out of his exposed gut. Sone of the nails were broken and jagged
He caught the odor of her, a stink |like none he remenbered. "Oooh, you big handsome hunk of neat!"
she screeched. "You | ook good enough to eat. | can hardly choose what to take first." And she
burst into mani acal |aughter.

Bi nk, absolutely horrified, put forth the supreme effort of his life and wenched one armfree of
the grass. Little roots trailed fromit, and the separation was painful. He was lying partly on
his side, one cheek anchored, so he had a very linited field of vision, but his ears continued to
bring himthe dreadful news of the threats about him He struck at the harpy, scaring her off for
the nonent. She was of course a coward; her character nmatched her appearance.

Her wings fluttered heavily. A soiled feather drifted down. "Oooh, you naughty boy!" she
screeched. She seened to be unable to converse in anything |l ess than a screech; her voice was so
harsh as to be al nbst i nconprehensible. "I'll goozle your gizzard for that.” And she emtted her
horri bl e cackl e again

But now a shadow fell on Bink, from something he could not see--but the outline was awful . He
heard heavy breathing, as of sone great animal, and snelled its carrion-coated breath, which for
the nonent overrode the stench of the harpy. It was the thing fromthe sea, its feet dragging as
it hunched forward. It sniffed him-and the other creatures stopped noving in, afraid to stand up
to this predator.

Al'l except the harpy. She was ready to heap vilification on anything, fromthe safety of the air.
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"Get away, argus!" she screeched. "He's nine, all mine, especially his gizzard." And she dropped
down again, forgetting Bink's free arm For once Bink didn't mind. He could fight off the dirty
bird, but this other thing was too nmuch for him Let her interfere all she wanted.

The unseen thing snorted and | eaped, passing right over Bink's body with amazing agility. Now he
saw it: body and tail of a large fish, four stout short legs termnating in flippers, tusked head
of a boar, no neck. Three eyes were set along its torso, the middle one set |ower than the others.
Bi nk had never seen a nonster quite like this before---a | and-wal ki ng fish

The harpy flew up out of the way just in tinme, narrowmy nissing being gored by the thing's

semi circul ar horns. Another stinking feather fell. She screeched sone really disgusting insults in
her ire, and let fly with a gooey dropping, but the nonster ignored her and turned to concentrate
on Bink. It opened its nouth, and Bink made a fist to punch it in the snout--for what little good
that m ght do--when abruptly it paused, gazing balefully over Bink's shoul der

"Now you'll get it, argus,
i gnore catobl epas. "

the harpy screeched gleefully. "Even a fishy lout |ike you can't

Bi nk had never heard of either argus or catobl epas, but another quake of deep m sgiving went
through him He felt the nuzzle of the hidden nonster nudge him It was oddly soft--but such was
its power that it ripped himhalf out of the grass.

Then the pig-snouted argus charged, furious that its neal should be taken away. Bink dropped fl at
again, letting the sliny flippers pass over him--and their inpact dislodged nore of his body. He
was getting free!

The two brutes collided. "Sic 'em nonsters!" the harpy screeched, hovering overhead. In her
excitement over this nischief she let fall another |arge squishy dropping, which just mssed
Bi nk's head. If only he had a rock to throw at her!

He sat up. One | eg remmi ned anchored--but now he had anchorage to rip out of the clutch of the
denon weed. It didn't even hurt this tinme. He | ooked at the battling nonsters--and saw the
snakel i ke hair of the catobl epas twi ned around the head of the argus, gripping it by horns, ears,
scal es, and eyebal | s--anything avail abl e. The body of the catobl epas was covered with reptilian
scales, fromits gorgon head to its cloven hooves, invulnerable to the attack of the argus. In
overall shape it was |ike any quadruped, not all that renmarkable; but that deadly withing
prehensil e head hair--what a horror!

Had he really wanted to return to nagic Xanth? He had so conveniently forgotten its uglier aspect.
Magi ¢ had as nmuch evil as good. Maybe Mundania would really have been better

"Fool s!'" the harpy cried, seeing Bink | oose. "He's getting away." But the nonsters were now
ennmeshed in their own struggle, and paid her no attention. No doubt the wi nner would feast on the
| oser, and Bi nk woul d be superfl uous.

She darted down at Bink, forgetting all caution. But he was on his feet now, and able to fight. He
reached up and caught her by one wing, trying to get his hands around her scrawny throat. He would
gladly have strangled her, in a sense strangling all the meanness of Xanth. But she squawked and
fluttered so violently that all he got was a handful of gumy feathers.

Bi nk took advantage of his luck and ran away fromthe fray. The harpy fluttered after himfor a
nmonment, screeching such hideously foul insults that his ears burned, but soon gave up. She had no
chance of overcom ng himby herself. Harpies were basically carrion feeders and thieves, not
hunters. It was their fashion to snatch food fromthe nouths of others. There was now no sign of
the other creatures that had rustled and scraped toward him they too were predators only of the
hel pl ess.

Where was Fanchon? Wiy hadn't she cone to hel p hinf? She surely nmust have heard his cries for hel p--
-if she still lived. There was no way she could have been unaware of the recent fracas. So this
nmust mean- -

No! She had to be somewhere. Maybe down by the sea, catching fish, out of hearing. She had been
i nval uabl e during the past two days, and unswervingly loyal to the welfare of Xanth. Wthout her
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he coul d never have escaped the power of the Evil Magician. For intelligence and personality she
had it all over the other girls he had nmet. Too bad she wasn't--

He saw her, resting against a tree. "Fanchon?" he cried gladly.
"Hel l o, Bink," she said.

Now his worry and specul ation translated into ire. "Didn't you see ne being attacked by those
monsters? Didn't you hear?"

"I saw, | heard," she said quietly.
Bi nk was baffled and resentful. "Wy didn't you hel p ne? You could at | east have grabbed a stick
or thrown rocks. | was al nost eaten alive!"

"I msorry," she said.

He took another step toward her. "You're sorry! You just rested here doing nothing and---" He cut
off, losing the words to conti nue.

"Maybe if you nmoved ne fromthe tree," she said.

"1"I'l dunmp you in the sea!" he cried. He strode up to her, |eaned over to grab her roughly by the
arm and felt a sudden wash of weakness.

Now he understood. The tree had put a lethargy spell on her, and was starting in on him As wth
the carnivorous grass, it took time to take full effect; she nust have settled here to sleep, as
careless in her fatigue as he had been in his, and was now far gone. There was no actua

di sconfort to alert potential prey, just a slow, insidious draining of vitality, of strength and
will, until it all was gone. Very simlar to the grass, actually, only this was |ess tangible.

He fought it off. He squatted beside her, sliding his arns under her back and legs. He really
wasn't too weak, yet; if he acted fast--

He started to Iift her--and discovered that his squatting posture had given hima fal se sense of
wel | -being. He could not raise her up; in fact, he wasn't sure he could stand al one. He just
wanted to lie down and rest a nonent.

No! That would be the end. He dared not yield to it. "Sorry | yelled at you," he said. "I didn't

realize what you were in."

"That's all right, Bink. Take it easy." She closed her eyes.

He | et go of her and backed away on his hands and knees. "Good-bye," she said listlessly,
reopeni ng one eye. She was al nost done for

He took hold of her feet and pulled. Another surge of weakness cane, nmaking the job seem

i mpossible. It was as much enotional as physical. There was no way he could haul her weight. He
tried anyway, his stubbornness prevailing over even this magic. But he failed. She was too heavy
for himhere.

He backed farther away--and as he |l eft the environs of the tree his energy and will returned. But
now she was beyond his reach. He stood up and took another step toward her--and | ost his strength
again, so that he fell to the ground. He woul d never make it this way.

Agai n he haul ed hinsel f back, sweating with the effort of concentration. Were he | ess stubborn, he
woul d not have gotten this far. "I can't get you out, and I'"'monly wasting tinme," he said
apol ogetically. "Maybe | can |oop you with a rope."

But there was no rope. He wal ked along the trees of the edge of the jungle and spied a dangling
vine. That would do nicely if he could get it |oose.

He grabbed it in one hand--and screaned. The thing withed in his grasp and | ooped about his
wrist, inprisoning it. Mdre vines dropped fromthe tree, swinging toward him This was a | and

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...0Xanth%2001%20-%20Spell%20For%20Chameleon.txt (116 of 175) [1/19/03 8:39:43 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2001%20-%20Spel | %620For%20Chamel eon.txt

kraken, a variant of the tangle tree! He was still being fatally careless, walking directly into
traps that should never have fooled him

Bi nk dropped, yanking on the vine with his full weight. It stretched to accommpdate him tw ning
more tightly about his arm But now he spied a pointed bit of bone on the ground, remant of prior
prey; he swept it up with his free hand and poked at the vine with it, puncturing it.

Thi ck orange sap welled out. The whole tree shivered. There was a hi gh keening of pain.
Rel uctantly the vine | oosened, and he drew his armfree. Another close call

He ran on down the beach, searching for whatever would help him Maybe a sharp-edged stone, to cut
off a vine--no, the other vines would get him G ve up that idea. Maybe a | ong pole? No, sinilar
probl em This peaceful -seem ng beach was a norass of danger, really coming alive; anything and
everythi ng was suspect.

Then he saw a human body: Trent, sitting cross-legged on the sand, |ooking at sonething. It seenmed
to be a colorful gourd; nmaybe he was eating it.

Bi nk paused. Trent could help him the Magician could change the fatigue tree into a sal anmander
and kill it, or at least render it harm ess. But Trent hinself was a greater long-termthreat than
the tree. Wiich should he choose?

Well, he would try to negotiate. The known evil of the tree m ght not be as bad as the uncertain
evil of the Magician, but it was nore i medi ate.

"Trent," he said hesitantly.

The man paid himno attention. He continued to stare at his gourd. He did not actually seemto be
eating it. Wat, then, was its fascination?

Bi nk hesitated to provoke the man, but he did not know how | ong he could afford to wait. Fanchon
was slowy dying; at what point would she be too far gone to be revived, even if rescued fromthe
tree? Sorme risk had to be taken

"Magician Trent," he said, nore firmy. "I think we should extend the truce. Fanchon is caught,
and--" He stopped, for the man was still ignoring him

Bi nk's fear of the Magician began to change, nmuch as had his attitude toward Fanchon when he
t hought she was malingering. It was as if the charge of enption had to be spent one way or
anot her, whatever the cost. "Listen, she's in trouble!" he snapped. "Are you going to help or
aren't you?"

Still Trent paid no attention

Bi nk, still weary fromthe rigors of the night and unnerved by his recent experiences, suffered a
| apse of sanity. "Damm it, answer ne!" he cried, knocking the gourd fromthe Magician's hands. The
thing flew six feet, landing in the sand and rolling.

Trent | ooked up. There was no sign of anger in his countenance, just mld surprise. "Hello, Bink,"
he said. "What is your concern?”

"My concern!" Bink cried. "I told you three tines."
Trent |ooked at him puzzled. "I did not hear you." The Magician paused thoughtfully. "In fact,
did not see you arrive. | nust have been sl eeping, though | had not intended to."

"You were sitting here | ooking at the gourd,” Bink said hotly.

"Now | renmenber. | sawit lying on the beach, and it |ooked intriguing--" He broke off, glancing
at shadow. "By the sun, that was an hour ago! Were did the tine go?"

Bi nk realized that sonething was am ss. He went to pick up the gourd.

"Hold!" Trent barked. "That's hypnotic?
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Bi nk stopped in place. "What?"

"Hypnotic. That's a Mundane term neaning it puts you into a trance, a wal king sleep. It usually
takes some tinme to do--but of course a magic-spell hypnosis could be instant. Don't | ook too
closely at the gourd. Its pretty colors nust be intended to attract the eye; then it has--yes, |
renenber now -a peephole. A single glance into its fascinating innards becones eternal. Very nice
devi ce. "

"But what's the point?" Bink asked, averting his gaze. "I nmean, a gourd can't eat a man--"

"But the gourd vine might," Trent pointed out. "Or it nmay be that a quiescent l|iving body night be
excellent food for its seeds to grow on. There are wasps in Mindania that sting other creatures,
stunning them and lay their eggs in the bodies. W can be sure it nakes sone sort of sense."”

Still Bink was benused. "Howis it that you, a Magician . . . ?"

"Magi ci ans are human too, Bink. W eat, sleep, love, hate, and err. | amas vulnerable to nagic as
you are; | nerely have a nore potent weapon with which to protect nyself. If | wanted to be
entirely secure, | would lock nmyself within a stone castle, like ny friend Hunfrey. My chances of
survival in this wilderness would be greatly enhanced by the presence of one or two alert, |oya
conmpanions. This is why | proposed the extension of our truce--and | still feel it is a good idea.
It is apparent that | need help, even if you don't." He | ooked at Bink. "Wy did you help ne, just
now?"

"I--" Bink was ashaned to adnmt the accidental nature of that assistance. "I think we shoul d---
extend the truce."

"Excel |l ent. Does Fanchon agree?"
"She needs help now A--she is in thrall to a lethargy tree."

"Cho! Then | shall repay your favor by rescuing the damsel. Then we shall talk of truce.” And
Trent junped up

On the way up the beach, Bink pointed out the vine tree, and Trent whi pped out his sword and
neatly | opped off a length of vine. Again Bink was rem nded of the skill this man had with his
physi cal weapon; if Trent's magic were taken away entirely, he would still be dangerous. In fact,
he had risen to the general ship of an arny, in Mindania.

The vine tw sted into shuddering convolutions |ike a dying serpent, oozing orange sap fromthe
end, but it was now harnl ess. The tree keened again, cowed. Bink alnpst felt sorry for it.

They took this vine to Fanchon, looped it about her foot, and haul ed her uncerenoni ously away from
the tree. So sinple with the right equipnent!

"Now, " Trent said briskly as Fanchon slowy recovered her vital energy. "l propose an extended
trace between us, until we three escape the wilderness of Xanth. W seemto have probl ens
separately."”

This time Fanchon acqui esced.

Chapter 12. Chanel eon

The first thing Fanchon did when she recovered was fetch the nagic gourd Bink had told her about.
"This coul d be useful," she said, wapping it in a great |leaf froma blanket plant.

"Now we nust plan the best route out of here," Trent said. "I believe we are south of the chasm
so that will balk us if we go north--unless we remain on the coast. | don't think that is wse."

Bi nk renmenbered his experience crossing the chasmat the other side. "No, we don't want to stay on
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the beach,"” he agreed. The Sorceress Iris had conplicated things there--but there could be
equi val ent nenaces here.

"Qur alternative is to cut inland," Trent said. "I amnot famliar with this specific |locale, but
| believe Hunfrey was building a castle due east of here."

"He conmpleted it," Fanchon said.

"Fine," Bink said. "You can change us into big birds, naybe rocs, and we'll carry you there."
Trent shook his head negatively. "This is not feasible.'
"But you changed us before, and we hel ped you. W nmade the truce; we wouldn't drop you."

Trent smiled. "It is not a question of trust, Bink. | trust you; | have no question at all about
your basic integrity, or Fanchon's. But we are in a peculiar circunstance--'

"Fancy the Evil Magician paying a call on the Good Magician!" Fanchon said. "Wat a scene that
woul d nake."

"No, you would be disappointed,” Trent said. "Hunfrey and | have al ways gotten along well. W
| eave each other alone professionally. | should be happy to neet himagain. But he would be
obliged to convey the news of nmy return to Xanth to the King, and once he knew ny genera

wher eabouts he woul d use his magic to keep track of ne."

"Yes, | see the problem" she said. "No sense tipping your hand to the eneny. But we could fly
sonewhere el se."

"We can fly nowhere
nei ther can you."

Trent insisted. "I can not afford to advertise nmy presence in Xanth--and

"That's right," Bink agreed. "We're exiles. And the penalty for violating exile---"

"I's death," Fanchon finished. "I never thought--we're all in trouble."

"If you had forgotten such details two days ago,” Trent observed wyly, "we would not be here
now. " Fanchon | ooked unusually sober, as if there were sone special significance to the renark
Qddl y, the expression nmade her | ook |ess ugly than usual. Probably, Bink thought, he was nerely
getting used to her.

"What are we going to do?" Bink asked. "The whirl pool brought us in under the Shield; we've
al ready agreed we can't go back that way. W can't stay here on the beach--and we can't let the
citizens know we' re back, even though we entered only by freak accident."

"We'll have to conceal our identities,” Fanchon decided. "There are places in Xanth where we woul d
be unknown."

"That doesn't sound like rmuch of a life," Bink said. "Always in hiding--and if anyone asked
Magi ci an Hunfrey where we were---"

"Who' d do that?" Fanchon demanded. "One year's service just to check up on sonmeone in exile?"

"That is our only present margin of security,” Trent said. "The fact that Hunfrey will not bother
to cheek without a potential fee. However, we can worry about such things after we escape the

wi | derness. Perhaps by then some new avenues will have appeared. | can change you into
unrecogni zabl e fornms, if necessary, and canouflage nyself. It may all prove to be acadenmic."

Because they nmight never make it through the wilderness, Bink thought.

They travel ed al ong the beach until they found a region of sparse forest and field that seened
| ess hazardous than the rest. They spaced thensel ves out sonmewhat whenever anythi ng dangerous
appeared, so that they would not all be caught together. The sel ection worked well enough; at
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first the nmagic they encountered was largely innocuous, as if the concentration were all at the
beach. There were spells designed to make passing aninmals sheer off, or color shows whose purpose
was uncl ear. Bink had been through worse on his trip to the Good Magician's castle. Mybe the

wi | der ness was overrat ed.

Fanchon spotted a fabric plant and efficiently fashioned togas for themall. The men tol erated
this with good hunor, having become accustomed to nudity. Had Fanchon been a provocatively
proporti oned woman there mi ght have been nore reason---and | ess desire---for bodily conceal nent.
Still, Bink remenbered how she had professed nodesty in the prison pit so as to gain a private
section in which to hide the bricks. She probably had her reasons this tine, too.

There were several patches of spell-cast col dness, and one of heat; the clothing would have hel ped
protect against these, but they were easy to avoid. The assorted carnivorous trees were readily
spotted and bypassed; staying off attractive paths was second nature to themall now.

One region was distinctly awkward, however. It was dry and sandy, with little apparent nutrient in
the soil, yet it was covered by |uxuriant waist-high broad-I|eaved plants. The region seened

harm ess, so they strode straight through the center. Then all three travelers felt a sudden and
al rost uncontrollable call of nature. They had to scatter, barely getting separated in tinme to
perform

These were very practical plants, Bink abruptly realized. Their spells conpelled passing aninals
to deposit nutritious fluids and solids on the soil, greatly pronmoting plant growth. Fertilizer
magi c!

Fart her al ong, one aninal neither fled their approach nor acted hostile. This was a knee-high
snuffling quadruped with a greatly extended snout. Trent drew his sword as it anbled toward them
but Fanchon stopped him "I recognize that one," she said. "It's a magic-sniffer."

"I't snmells by magi c?" Bink asked.

"It smells magic," she said. "We used to use one on ny folks' farm to sniff out nagic herbs and
things. The stronger the magic, the nore it reacts. But it's harm ess.”

"What does it feed on Trent asked, keeping his hand on his sword.

"Magic berries. her nmagic doesn't seemto affect it one way or the other; it is just curious. It
doesn't differentiate by type of spell, just intensity."

They stood and wat ched. Fanchon was nearest to the sniffer, so it approached her first. It
snorted, making a flutelike sound. "See, | have sone magic; it likes ne," she said.

What magi c? Bi nk wondered. She had never shown any talent, and never actually told himwhat she
could do. There was still too much he did not know about her

Satisfied, the sniffer noved on to Trent. This tine its reaction was nuch stronger; it danced
around, emitting a medley of notes. "Sure enough,” Trent said, with a certain justified pride. "It
knows a Magician when it snells one.”

Then it came to Bink--and frisked al nost as much as it had for Trent. "So rmuch for perception,”
Bi nk said, l|aughing with enbarrassnent.

But Trent did not laugh. "It believes you are alnpbst as strong a nmagician as | am" he said, his
fingers tapping his sword with unconscious significance. Then he caught hinmself, and seened to be
at ease again.

"I wish | were," Bink said. "But | was banished for lack of magic." Yet the Magician Hunfrey had
told himhe had very strong magic that coul d not be brought out. Now his curiosity and frustration
were increased by this happenstance. Wat kind of a talent could he have that hid itself so
determ nedly--.or was it hidden by sone outside spell?

They trudged on. They cut poles with which to poke the ground ahead for invisible barriers and
pitfalls and other suspiciously unsuspect aspects of the wild. This nade progress sl ow -but they
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dared not hurry. Actually, they had no reason to hurry; their only purposes were conceal nent and
survi val

Food turned out to be no problem They did not trust the various fruit and candy trees they saw,
some mght be magic, and serve the interests of their hosts rather than the interests of the
consuners, though they |looked sinmilar to crop trees. But Trent nmerely turned a hostile thistle
tree into a luxuriant nultifruit tree, and they feasted on appl es, pears, bananas, bl ackberries,
and tomatoes. |t rem nded Bink how great was the power of a true Magician, for Trent's talent
really enbraced that of food conjuration as a nere subtalent. Properly exploited, the reach of his
magi C was enor nous.

But they were still heading into the wilderness, not out of it. Illusions becane bol der, nore
persistent, and harder to penetrate. There were nore sounds, |ouder, nore onminous. Now and then
the ground shuddered, and there were great not-too-distant bell owi ngs. Trees | eaned toward them
| eaves twitching.

"I think," Fanchon said, "we have not begun to appreciate the potency of this forest. Its whole
i nnocuous perneability nmay have been nmerely to encourage us to get nore deeply in."

Bi nk, | ooking nervously about, agreed. "W picked the safest-seening route. Maybe that's where we
went wong. We should have taken the nost threatening one."

"And gotten consumed by a tangle tree," Fanchon said.
"Let's try going back," Bink suggested. Seeing their doubt, he added: "Just to test."

They tried it. Alnost imediately the forest darkened and tightened. Mire trees appeared, bl ocking
the way they had come; were they illusions, or had they been invisible before? Bink was rem nded
of the one-way path he had wal ked fromthe Good Magician's castle, but this was nore oninous.
These were not nice trees; they were gnarled col ossi bearing thorns and tw tching vines. Branches
crisscrossed one another, |eaves sprouting to formnew barriers even as the trio watched. Thunder
runbl ed in the distance.

"No doubt about it," Trent said. "We failed to see the forest for the trees. | could transform any
in our direct path, but if some started firing thorns at us we would be in trouble regardl ess."

"Even if we wanted to go that way," Fanchon said, |ooking west. "W'd never have tine to retrace
it all through that resistance. Not before night."

Ni ght--that was the worst tine for hostile magic. "But the alternative is to go the way it wants
us to go," Bink said, alarnmed. "That may be easy now, but it surely is not our best choice."

"Perhaps the wi | derness does not know us well enough,"” Trent said with a grimsnile. "I do fee
conpetent to handle nost threats, so | ong as soneone wat ches behind me and stands guard as
sl eep. "

Bi nk thought of the Magician's powers of magic and swordplay, and had to agree. The forest m ght
be one gi ant spider web--but that spider m ght becone a gnat, unexpectedly. "Maybe we shoul d
ganble that we can handle it," Bink said. "At least we'll find out what it is." For the first
time, he was glad to have the Evil Magician al ong.

"Yes, there is always that," Fanchon agreed sourly.

Now t hat they had made the decision, progress becane easier. The threatenings of the forest
remai ned, but they assumed the aspect of background warnings. As dusk came, the way opened out
into a clearing, within which stood an old, run-down stone fortress.

"Ch, no!" Fanchon excl ai ned. "Not a haunted castle!"

Thunder cracked behind them A chill wind came up, cutting through their tunics. Bink shivered. "I
think we spend the night there--or in the rain," he said. "Could you transformit into a harm ess
cottage?"

"My talent applies only to living things," Trent said. "That excludes buil dings---and storns."
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G owi ng eyes appeared in the forest behind them "If those things rush us," Fanchon said, "you
could only transforma couple before they were on us, since you can't zap themfroma distance."

"And not at night," Trent said. "Remenber--1i have to see ny subject, too. Al things considered,
I think we had better oblige the |ocal powers that be and enter the castle. Carefully--and once
i nside, we should sleep in shifts. It is likely to be a difficult night."

Bi nk shuddered. The | ast place he wanted to spend the night was there---but he realized they had
come far too deeply into the trap to extricate thenmselves readily. There was powerful magic here,
the magic of an entire region. Too much to fight directly--now.

So they yiel ded, goaded by the | oonming storm The ranparts were tall, but covered by npbss and
clinging vines. The drawbridge was down, its once-stout tinmbers rotting in place. Yet there was an
ancient, lingering, rugged magnificence about it. "This castle has style," Trent observed.

They tapped the planks, locating a reasonably solid section on which to cross. The npat was
overgrown with weeds, and its water was stagnant. "Shane to see a good castle get run down," Trent
said. "It is obviously deserted, and has been for decades."

"Or centuries," Bink added.

"Why would a forest herd us into a derelict castle?" Fanchon asked. "Even if sonething really
horri bl e lurks here--what would our deaths profit the forest? W were only passing through--and we
woul d nake it nuch faster if the forest just left us alone. W intend it no harm™

"There is always a rationale,” Trent said. "Mgic does not focus w thout purpose.”

They approached the front portcullis as the storm broke. That encouraged themto step inside,
though the interior was al nost bl ack.

"Maybe we can find a torch," Fanchon said. "Feel along the walls. Usually a castle will have
sonet hi ng near the entrance--"

Crash! The raised portcullis, which they had assuned was corroded in place, crashed down behind
them The iron bars were far too heavy to |ift; the three were trapped inside. "The jaws cl ose,"
Trent remarked, not seening perturbed. But Bink could see that his sword was in his hand.

Fanchon nmade a half-nmuffled scream clutching at Bink's arm He | ooked ahead and saw a ghost.
There was no question about it: the thing was a hunped white sheet with dead-black eyeholes. It
made a nout hl ess noan.

Trent's sword whistled as he stepped forward. The bl ade sliced through the sheet--with no visible
ef fect. The ghost floated away through a wall.

"This castle is haunted, no question," Trent said matter-of-factly.

"I'f you believed that, you wouldn't be so calm" Fanchon said accusingly.

"On the contrary. It is physical nenaces | fear," Trent replied. "The thing to renmenber about
ghosts is that they have no concrete nanifestation, and |lack also the ability of shades to animate
living creatures. Therefore they cannot directly affect ordinary people. They act only through the
fear they inspire---so it is nmerely necessary to have no fear. In addition, this particular ghost
was as surprised to see us as we were to see it. It was probably nmerely investigating the fall of
the portcullis. It certainly meant no harm?"”

It was obvious that Trent was not afraid. He had not used his sword in panic, but to verify that
it was a genuine ghost he faced. This was courage of a type Bink had never had; he was shivering
with fear and reaction.

Fanchon had better control, now that her initial screamwas out. "W could fall into quite
physical pits or set off nore boobytraps if we tried to explore this place in the dark. W're
sheltered fromthe rain here--why don't we sleep right here in shifts until norning?"
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"You have marvel ous common sense, ny dear," Trent said. "Shall we draw straws for first watch?"

"Il take it," Bink said. "I'mtoo scared to sleep anyway."

"So aml," Fanchon said, and Bink felt warmgratitude for her adm ssion. "I have not yet becone
bl ase about ghosts."

"There is not enough evil in you," Trent said, chuckling. "Very well; | shall be first to sleep
He noved, and Bink felt something cool touch his hand. "Do you take nmy sword, Bink, and run it
t hrough whatever manifests. If it has no inpact, relax, for it is a true ghost; if it contacts
anything material, that threat will no doubt be abated by the thrust. Only take care"--and Bink
heard the smile in his voice--"that you do not strike the wong subject.”

Bi nk found hinmself holding the heavy sword, amazed. "I--"

"Do not be concerned about your inexperience with the weapon; a straight, bold thrust will have
authority regardl ess," Trent continued reassuringly. "Wen your watch is done, pass the blade on
to the lady. Wien she is done, | will take my turn, being by then well rested.” Bink heard himlie
down. "Renenber," the Magician's voice cane fromthe floor. "My talent is void in the dark, since
| cannot see ny subject. So do not wake ne unnecessarily. W depend on your alertness and
judgnent.'' He said no nore.

Fanchon found Bink's free arm "Let ne get behind you," she said. "I don't want you running me
t hrough by accident."

Bi nk was gl ad for her cl oseness. He stood peering about, sword in one sweaty hand, staff in the
ot her, unable to penetrate the dark. The sound of the rain outside becanme |oud; then he nade out
Trent's gentle snoring.

"Bi nk?" Fanchon said at |ast.
“Um "
"What kind of a man woul d give his eneny his sword and go to sleep?”

That question had been bothering Bink. He had no satisfactory answer. "A man with iron nerve," he
said at last, knowing that that could only be part of it.

"A man who extends such trust," she said thoughtfully, "nust expect to receive it."
"Well, if we're trustworthy and he isn't, he knows he can trust us."

"It doesn't work that way, Bink. It is the untrustworthy man who di strusts others, because he
judges themby hinself. | don't see how a docunmented liar and villain and schenmer for the throne
like the Evil Magician can be this way."

"Maybe he's not the historical Trent, but someone el se, an inposter----

"An inposter would still be a liar. But we've seen his power. Magic is never twi ce the same; he
has to be Trent the Transforner."

"Yet sonething is wong."

"Yes. Something is right; that's what's wong. He trusts us, and he shouldn't. You could run him
through right now, while he sleeps; even if you didn't kill himwith the first thrust, he could
not transformyou in the dark."

"I wouldn't do that!" Bink exclained, horrified.

"Precisely. You have honor. So do |. It is hard to avoid the conclusion that so does he. Yet we
know he is the Evil Mgician."

"He nust have spoken the truth before,"” Bink decided. "He can't nake it through the wi | derness
al one, and he figures he'll need help to get out of this haunted castle in one piece, and he knows
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we can't get out alive either, so we're all on the sane side and won't hurt each other. So he's
serious about the truce."

"But what about when we get out of all this and the truce ends?"

Bink didn't answer. Wth that they were silent. But his troubled thoughts continued. If they
survived the night in this dread castle, they could probably survive the day. In the norning Trent
nm ght figure the truce was over. Bink and Fanchon coul d guard the Magician through the night; then
in the norning Trent could slay themboth while they slept. If Trent had taken the first watch, he
could not have done that, because he would have to slay the people who would protect himfor the
remai nder of the evening. So it nade sense to take the | ast watch.

No. He was not ready to believe that. Bink hinmself had chosen the first watch. He had to have
faith in the sanctity of the truce. If that fait