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Chapter 1. Closet Skel eton

I he magic-sniffer anbled toward Bink, its long linber snout snuffling industriously. Wen the
creature reached himit went into a frenzy of enthusiasm snorting out flutelike notes, waggi ng
its bushy tail, and prancing in a circle.

"Sure, | like you too, Sniffer!" Bink said, squatting to enbrace it The creature's snout Kkissed
his nose wetly. "You were one of the first to believe in ny magic, when—=

Bi nk paused, for the creature was acting strangely. It had stopped frisking and becone subdued,
al rost frightened. "What's the matter, little friend?" Bink asked, concerned. "Did | say sonething
to hurt your feelings? | apol ogize!" .,

But the sniffer curled its tail between its legs and slunk away. Bink stared after it, chagrined.
It was alnmost as if the magi c had been turned off, causing the thing to lose its function. But
Bink's talent, like all others, was inherent; it could not dissipate while he |ived. Sonething

el se nmust have frightened the sniffer

Bi nk | ooked about, feeling uneasy. To the east was the Castle Roognha orchard, whose trees bore al
manner of exotic fruit, vegetables, and sundry artifacts |ike cherry bonbs and doorknobs. To the
south was the untamed wil derness of Xanth. Bink renmenbered how that jungle had herded himand his
conpani ons i nhere, seem ng so nenaci ng, way back when. Today fthe trees were basically friendly;

they had only wanted U Magician to stay and make Castle Roogna great [again. King Trent had done
that. Now the consider-

abl e power of this region exerted itself for the benefit of the kingdom Everything seened to be
in order.

Well, on with his business. There was to be a ball tonight, and his shoes were badly worn. He
proceeded to the edge of the orchard where a stray shoe-tree had rooted. Shoes liked to nove
about, and often planted thenselves in out-of-the-way places.

This one had several ripe shoes. Bink inspected individual ones w thout plucking them until he
was sure he had found a pair that fit him Then he twi sted them off, shook out the seeds, and put
themcarefully on his feet. They were quite confortable, and | ooked nice because they were fresh

He started back, wal king with exaggerated nmotion to break in the shoes without scuffing them bis
mnd still nagged by the episode with the magic-sniffer. Was it an omen? Orens al ways' cane true,
here in the Land of Xanth, but it was sel dom possible to understand them properly until too late.
Was sonet hi ng bad going to happen to hin That really seened unlikely; Bink knew it was no
exaggeration to assune that serious evil would have to fall on all Xanth before Bink hinself was
harned. So it mnust be a misreading. The magic-sniffer had nerely suffered a fit of indigestion
and had to scoot off.

Soon Bink was within sight of his home. It was a fine cottage cheese just off the pal ace grounds,
whi ch he had noved into when he married. The rind had | ong since hardened and | ost the better part
of its flavor, and the walls were fine-grained creany-yellow petrified cheese. It was one of the
nmost tasteful cottages extant, but since he hadn't hollowed it out hinself he didn't see fit to
brag about it
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Bi nk took a deep breath, nerved hinself, and opened the front rind-door. A sweetish waft of
seasoned cheese blew out, together with a raucous screech

"That you, Bink? About tinme! Were did you sneak off to, right when there's work to be done? You
have no consideration at all, do you!"

"l needed shoes,** he said shortly.
"Shoes!" she exclained incredul ously. "You have shoes, idiot!"

FH s wife was nuch smarter than he, at the nmoment, Chaneleon's intelligence varied with the tine
of month, as did her appearance. Wien she was T ;autiful, she was stupid—n the extreme, for both.
When she was smart, she was ugly. Very smart and very ugly. At the nmonment she was at the hei ght of
the | atter phase. This was one reason she was keeping herself secluded, virtually locked in her
room

"l need good-I| ooki ng ones, tonight," he said, nustering patience. But even as the words were out
he realized he had phrased it badly; any reference to good | ooks set her off. "The hell you do,
dunce!"

|, He wished she woul dn't keep rubbing in his inferior Intelligence. Odinarily she was smart
enough not to do jfbat Brnk knew he was no genius, but he wasn't Subnormal either; she was the one
who was both. "I have to attend the Anniversary Ball," he expl ai ned, though of course she already
knew that. "It would be an insult to the Queen if | attended sloppily dressed."”

"Dolt!" she screaned from her hideaway. "You're attending in costume! No one will see your
stinki ng shoes!"

Qops, that was right. He had nade his trip for nothing.

"But that's all too typical of your selfishness," she continued with righteous ire. "Buggi ng off
to the party to have a good tune while |I suffer hone al one, chewing on the walls." That was
literal; the cheese was old and hard, but she gnawed on it when she got angry, and she was angry
nmost of the time now

Still, he tried to be positive. He had only been narried a year, and he | oved Chanel eon. He had
known at the outset that there would be good tines bad tinmes, and this was a bad tinme. A very bad
"Why don't you conme to the ball too, dear?”

She expl oded with cynical wath. "Me? Wen |'m

e this? Spare ne your feebl em nded sarcasnl”

"But as you reminded ne, it's a costune party. The

leen is cloaking every attendee in a disguise of her >sing. So no one will see—=

"You utter nor oni ¢ ni nconpoop! " she baw ed ragh the wall, and he had heard son®et hing
crash.

Now she was throw ng things, hi a genuine tenper tantrum "How can | go to a party hi any gui se—
when |I'mrune nonths pregnant?' *

And that was what was really bothering her. Not her normal smart-ugly phase, that she had |ived
with all her life, but the enornous disconfort and restriction of her pregnancy. Bink had
precipitated that condition during her |ovely-stupid phase, only to | earn when she got smarter
that she had not wanted such a commtnent at this tinme. She feared her baby woul d be |ike her—er
like him She had wanted to find sone spell to ensure that the child would be positively tal ented,
or at least nornal, and now it was up to blind chance. She had accepted the situation with
extrenmely poor grace, and had not forgiven him The smarter she got, and the nore pregnant she
got, the nore intense her ire becane.

Well, soon she woul d be over the hunp, and getting prettier—ust hi tine for the baby. It was due
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in a week or so. Maybe the baby would be normal, perhaps even strongly talented, and Chanel eon's
fears would be laid to rest Then she would stop taking it out on him

I f, however, the baby were abnormal . . . but best not even think of that. "Sorry, | forgot," he
nmunbl ed.

"You forgot!" The irony in her tone cut through his sensitivities |like a magic sword through the
cheese of the cottage. "Inbecile! You' d like to forget, wouldn't you! Wiy didn't you think of that
| ast year when you—

"I have to go, Chaneleon," he nuttered, hastily retreating out the door. "The Queen gets upset
when people are tardy." In fact it seemed to be the nature of women to get upset at nen, and to
throw tantrums. That was one of the things that distinguished them from nynphs, who | ooked |ike
wonen but were always anenable to the idle whinms of men. He supposed he shoul d count hinself |ucky
that his wife did not have a dangerous talent, like setting fire to people or generating

t hunder st or ns.

"Why does the Queen have to throw her ridicul ous pointless dull party now?" Chanel eon demanded.
"Ri ght when she knows | can't attend?"

AAh, the logic of women! Why bother to try to un-dferstand it. All the intelligence hi the Land of
Xanth Coul d not nake sense of the senseless, Bink closed the door behind him

Actual | y, Chanel eon's question had been rhetorical. They both knew the answer. Queen Iris took
every Qpportunity to flaunt her status, and this was the first imiversary of that status.
Theoretically the ball was to honor of the King, but actually King Trent cared fittie for
theatrics and woul d probably skip the festivities. The party was really for the Queen—and though
she could not compel the King to attend, woe betide the | esser functionary who played hooky

toni ght! Bhik was such a functionary. *' And why was this so? he asked hinself as he trod glumy
on. He was supposed to be an inportant per-900, tile Royal Researcher of Xanth, whose duty it was
to probe the nysteries of nmagic and report directly to the King. But with Chanel eon's pregnancy,
and the necessary organization of his homestead, Bink had not gotten around to any real research
For that he had only hinmself to blanme, really. He should i ndeed have considered t he consequence of
i mpregnating his wife. At the tine, fatherhood had been the last thing on his mnd. But Chanel eon-
lovely was a figure to cloud nan's m nd and excite hi s—aever nind

Ah, nostal gial Back when | ove was new, carefree, unconplicated, w thout responsibility! Chanel eon-
| ovely was very like a nynph—

No, that was a false feeling. His |life before he nmet Chanel eon had not been all that sinple, and
he had encountered her three tinmes before he recognized her. He had feared he had no magic talent—

He shi mer ed—and suddenl y hi s appear ance changed. The Queen's costune had arrived. Bink
was sane person, nmentally and physically, but now he

jked like a centaur. The Queen's illusion, so he Id play the gane she had devised, in her infinite
acity to generate nminor mschief. Each person had

_guess the identities of as many others as possible >e making his way to the pal ace ballroom and
was a prize for the one who guessed the nost rectly.

\

In addition, she had set up a nock-maze-hedge around Castle Roogna. Even tf he did not play the
peopl e- guessi ng gane, he would be forced to thread his way through the giant puzzle. Dam the

Queenl

But he had to go through with it, as did everyone else. The King wisely did not interfere with
househol d matters, and gave the Queen considerable play on her tether. Wth resignation Bink
entered the maze and began the | aborious chore of threading his way through the network of false
pat hs toward the castle.

Most of the hedge was illusion, but enough of it was anchored in reality to nmake it safest sinply
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to honor the maze, rather than barging through. The Queen woul d have her fun, especially on this
i mportant First Anniversary of the King's coronation. She could get uglier than Chamel eon when not
hunor ed.

Bi nk whi pped around a corner—and al nost collided with a zonbie. The thing's worny face dri pped
earth and goo, and the great square eye-sockets were wi ndows of putrefaction. The snell was
appal I i ng.

Morbi dly fascinated, Bhik stared into those eyes. Far within their depths there seened to be a
faint illumnation, as of nmoonlight on a haunted plain or glowfungus feeding on the corpse's
rotting brain. It was as if he could see through twin tunnels into the very source of its fou

ani mation, and perhaps to the root of all the magic of Xanth. Yet it was nightrmare, for the zonbie
was one of the living dead, a horror that should be quickly buried and forgotten. Wiy had this one
ripped free of its unquiet grave? The zonbies normally roused thenselves only in defense of Castle
Roogna, and they had been passive since King Trent took over

The zonbie stepped toward him opening its fossil nouth. "Wooomm" it said, |aboring to nake the
putrid gas that was its only breath forma word

Bi nk backed away, sickened. He feared little in the Land of Xanth, for his physical prowess and
magi ¢ tal ent nade hi mone of the nost subtly form dabl e people in the kingdom But the peculiar

di sconfort and di sgust entailed by dealing with a zonbi e unnerved him He spun about and ran down
a side avenue, |eaving the undead thing behind. Wth its

sf.
.*/;.

I Jecayed articulation of bones and noldy flesh it could |aot nmatch his speed, and did not even
try.

Suddenly a gl eam ng sword rose up before him Bink halted, anazed by this second apparition. He
saw no person, no connections, just the weapon. Wat was the purpose of this illusion?

Ch—t nust be another cute little trick of the Queen's. She liked to nmake her parties exciting and
chal l enging. All he had to do was wal k through the Sword, calling the bluff of this ad hoc
i nterference.

Yet he hesitated. The bl ade | ooked terribly real. Bhik renmenbered his experience with Jama, as a
youth. Jama's talent was the mani festation of flying swords, solid and sharp and dangerous for the
few seconds they existed, and he tended to exert his talent arrogantly. Jama was no friend of
Bink's, and if he were in the area—

; Bink drew his own sword. "On guard!" he ex-dained, and struck at the other weapon, hah*
expecting his blade to pass through it wi thout resistance. The Queen would be pleased her bl uff
had worked, and this way he was taking no risk, just hi case—

The other sword was solid. Steel clanged on steel. Then the other weapon tw sted about to
di sengage fromhis, and thrust swiftly at his chest

Bi nk parried and stepped aside. This was no tenporary blade, and no mindlessly flying thing! Some
i nvisible hand guided it, and that neant an invisible man.

The sword struck again, and again Bink parried. This thing was really trying to get him "Wo are
you?" Bhi k demanded, but there was no answer.

Bnk had been practicing with the sword for the past year, and his tutor clainmed that he was an apt
student Bhi k had courage, speed, and anpl e physical power. He knew he was hardly expert yet, but
he was no | onger amateur. He rather enjoyed the challenge, even with an invisible opponent

But a serious fight... was sonmething el se. Wy was

bei ng attacked, on this festive occasion? Wwo was silent, secretive eneny? Bink was | ucky that
that >n's spell of invisibility had not affected the sword for then he would have had an awfu
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countering it. But every itemof nmagic in Xanth was single; a sword could not carry its necessary
charns of sharpness and hardness and also be invisible. Wll, it was possible, for anything was
possible with magic; but it was highly unlikely. At any rate, that weapon was all Bink needed to
see.

"Halt!" he cried. "Desist, or | mnmust counter you."

Again the eneny sword slashed at himferociously. Bink was already aware that he faced no expert;
the swordsman's style was nore bold than skilled. Bink blocked the weapon off, then countered with
a hal fhearted thrust to his opponent's exposed m dsection. There was only one place that

m dsection could be, visible or not, for a certain balance and position were essential in
swordpl ay. Bink's strike was not hard enough to maim but was sufficient to—

Hi s bl ade passed right through the invisible torso without resistance. There was nothing there.

Bi nk, startled, lost his concentration and bal ance. The enemy sword thrust at his face. He ducked
barely in time. Hs instructor, Cronbie the soldier, had taught himsuch avoi dance; but this
escape was at least partly luck. Wthout his talent, he could have been dead.

Bulk did not like to depend on his talent. That was the point in |earning swordsmanship: to defend
hinsel f his own way, openly, with pride, w thout suffering the private snickers of those who
assuned, naturally enough, that nere chance had hel ped him H's magic m ght stop or blunt an
attack by having the attacker slip on a littered fruit rind; it didn't care about his pride. But
when he won fairly with his sword, no one | aughed. No one was | aughing now, but still he did not

| i ke being attacked by a-what?

It nmust be one of the nagi c weapons of the King's private arsenal, and it was consciously
directed. No way this could be the action of the King, however; King Trent never played practical
jokes, and pernitted no tanpering with his weapons. Soneone had activated this sword and sent it
out to do nischief, and that person would shortly face the form dable wath of the King.

That was little confort to Bink at the nonment, though. He didn't want to seemto hide behind the
8

protection of the King. He wanted to fight his own battle and win. Except that he would have sone
problem getting at a person who wasn't there.

As he considered, Bink rejected the notion that a distant person could be wielding this weapon. It
was magi cally possible, but as far as he knew he had no enenies; no one would want to attack him
by. magi cal or natural neans, and no one would dare do it with one of the King's own swords, in

t he garden of Castle Roogna.

Bi nk fenced with the eneny sword again, nmaneuvered it into a vulnerable position, and sliced
through the invisible arm No armwas there, of course. No doubt about it: the sword was wi el di ng
itself. He had never actually fought one of these before, because the King didn't trust the

j udgrment of mindl ess weapons, go the experience was a novel one. But of course there was nothing
i nherently odd about it; why not do battle with a charmed sword?

Yet why should such a sword seek his life, assuming it was acting on its own? Sink had nothi ng but
respect fcr bl aded weapons. He took good care of his own

eword, naking sure the sharpness charmwas in good order and never abusing the instrunent. Swords
of toy type or creed should have no quarrel with him > Perhaps he had inadvertently affronted
this particular

word. "Sword, if | have caused you distress or wonged you, | apol ogi ze and proffer anends," he
said. "I do not wish to fight you wi thout reason."

The sword cut ferociously at his legs. No quarter there!
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"At least tell ne what your grievance isl" Bink exclained, dancing away just in tune
The sword continued its attack rel entl essly.

"Then | rmust put you out of commission," Bink said, with mxed regret, ire, and anticipation. Here

was a real challenge! For the first tine he took a full jBSensive posture, fencing the sword with
skill. He
ot ' he was a better nman than it

he could not strike down the wielder of that ftpon, because there was none. Nobody to pierce, |
hand to slice. The sword showed no sign of tiring; Kc powered it. How, then, could he overcone it?

This was nore of a challenge than he had supposed! Bink was not worried, because he found it hard
to worry about a skill less than his own. Yet if the opposition were invul nerabl e—

Still, his talent would not allow the sword to hurt him A sword wielded by a man in ordinary
fashi on coul d damage hi m because that was mundane; but when nmagi ¢ was involved, he was safe. In
Xant h, hardly anything was conpl etely unnagical, so he was extrenely well protected. The question
was, was he going to prevail honestly, by his own skill and courage, or by sone fantastic-seem ng
coinci dence? If he didn't do it the first way, his talent would do it the second way.

Agai n he maneuvered the sword into a vul nerable position, then struck it across the fiat of the

bl ade, hoping to snap it oft short. This did not work; the nmetal was too strong. He had not really
expected such a ploy to be effective; strength was one of the basic charnms built into nodern
swords. Vell, what next?

He heard the clop-clop of soneone approaching. He had to wap this up quickly, or suffer the
enmbarrassnment of being rescued. His talent didn't care about his pride, just his body.

Bi nk found hi nsel f backed up against a tree—a real one. The hedge-naze had been superinposed on
exi sting vegetation, so that everything becane part of that puzzle. This was a gluebark tree:

anyt hing that penetrated the bark was magically stuck to it. Then the tree slowy grew around the
obj ect, absorbing it. Harm ess, so long as the bark was intact; children could safely clinmb the
trunk and play in its branches, as long as they did not use cleats. Wodpeckers stayed well away
fromit So Bulk could |lean against it, but had to be careful not to—

The enemy sword sl ashed at his face. Bink was never sure, afterward, whether his inspiration cane
before or after his action. Probably after, which nmeant that his talent was hi operation again
despite his effort to avoid that At any rate, instead of parrying this tinme, he ducked.

The sword passed over his head and snmacked into the tree, slicing deeply into the bark. Instantly
t he

10

tree's magi ¢ focused, and the blade was sealed in place. It wenched and struggl ed, but could not
escape. Nothing could beat the specific nagic of a thing in its own bailiw ck! Bink was the
Vi ctor.

"' Bye, Sword," he said, sheathing his own weapon. "Sorry we couldn't visit longer." But behind his
flippancy was a certain grimdisquiet: who or what had incited this nmagic sword to slay hinf? He
nmust, after all, have an eneny sonewhere, and he didn't like that. It wasn't so nuch any fear of
attack, but a gut feeling of distress that he should be disliked to that extent by anyone, when he
tried so hard to get al ong.

He ducked around anot her corner—and snacked i nto a needl e-cactus. Not a real one, or he would have
become a human pi ncushi on; a nmock one.

The cactus reached down with a prickly branch and gripped Bink by the neck. "Clunsy oaf!" it
snorted. "Do you wish ne to prettify your ugly face in the nud?"

Bi nfc recogni zed that voice and that grip. "Chester!" he rasped past the constriction in his neck
"Chester Centaur!"
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"Horseflies!" Chester swore. "You tricked ne into giving nmyself away!" He eased his terrible grip
slightly. "But now you' d better tell ne who you are, or | mght squeeze you like this." He
squeezed, and Bul k thought his head was going to pop off his body. Were was his talent now?

"Fi nk! Fink!" Bink squeaked, trying to pronounce his name when his |lips would not quite close.
"Hi nkl "

"I do not stinkl" Chester said, beconming irritated. That nmade his grip tighten. "Not only are you
honely as hell, you're inpertinent." Then he did a double take. "Hey—you're wearing ny face!"

Bi nk had forgotten: he was in costunme. The centaur's surprise caused himto relax nmonmentarily, and
Bi nk snatched his opportunity. "I'm Bink! Your friend! In illusion guise!"

Chester pondered. No centaur was stupid, but this one tended to think with his nuscles. "If you're

trying to fool ne—
"Renmenber Herman the hernmit? How |l nmet himin the wilderness, and he saved Xanth fromthe w ggle
swarmwith his will-o0'-the-wi sp magi c? The finest centaur of themall!"

Chester finally put Bink down. "Uncle Hernman," be agreed, smiling. The effect was horrendous on
the cactus-face. "I guess you're okay. But what are you doing in ny fornP"

**The sanme thing you' re doing in cactus form" Bink said, massaging his throat. "Attendi ng the
masquer ade ball." H s neck did not seemto be damaged, so bis talent nust have | et this encounter
be.

"Ch, yes," Chester agreed, flexing his needles eloquently. "The m schief of Good Queen Iris, the
bi tch- Sorceress. Have you found a way into the pal ace yet?"

"No. In fact, | ran into a— But Bink wasn't sure he wanted to tal k about the sword just yet "A
zonbie. "

"A zonbie!" Chester |aughed. "Pity the poor oaf in that costune!"

A costunme! O course! The zonbie had not been real; it had nerely been another of the Queen's

i Ilusion-costunes. Bink had reacted as shortsightedly as Chester, fleeing it before discovering
its identity. And thereby encountering the sword, which certainly had not been either costume or
illusion. "Well, | don't much like this game anyway," he said.

"I don't go for the gane either," Chester agreed. "But the prize—that is worth a year of ny life."

"By definition," Bink agreed norosely. "One Question Answered by the Good Magici an Hunfrey—free.
But everyone's conpeting for it; sonmeone else will win."

"Not if we get hoofing!" Chester said. "Let's go unmask the zonbie before it gets away!"
"Yes," Bink agreed, enbarrassed by his previous reaction

They passed the sword, still stuck in the tree. "Finders keepers!" Chester exclaimed happily, and
put his hand to it.

"That's a gluebark; it won't let go."

But the centaur had already grasped the sword and yanked. Such was his strength there was a shower
of bark and wood. But the sword did not cone free.

"Hm " Chester said. "Look, tree—we have a glue-bark in Centaur Village. During the drought I
wat er ed

12

it every day, so it survived. Now all | ask in returnis this sword, that you have no use for."
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The sword cane free. Chester tucked it into his quiver of arrows, fastening it in place with a

| oop of the coil of rope he also carried. O so Bink guessed, observing the contortions of the
cactus. Bink had put a hand to his own sword, half-fearing a renewal of hostilities, but the other
weapon was qui escent. \Whatever had animated it was gone.

Chester becane aware of Bulk's stare. "You just have to understand trees," he said, noving on

"It's true of course; a centaur never lies. | did water that tree. It was nore conveni ent than the
privy."
So this gluebark had given up its prize. Wll, why not? Centaurs were indeed generally kind to

trees, though Chester had no particular |ove for needl e-cactuses. Which was no doubt why the Queen
in her hunor had inposed this costune on him

They canme to the place where Bink had encountered the zonbie, but the awful thing was gone. Only a
sliny chunk of dirt lay in the path. Chester nudged it with one forehoof. "Real dirt—from a fake
zonbi e?" he inquired, puzzled. "The Queen's illusions are getting better."

Bhi k nodded agreenent. It was a disquieting note. Cbviously the Queen had extended the illusion
greatly —but why should she bother? Her nagic was strong, far beyond the talents of ordinary
peopl e, for she was one of the three Magician-class citizens of Xanth. But it had to be a strain
on even her power to maintain every detail of every costunme of every person attending the

masquer ade. Bul k and Chester's costumes were visual only, or it would have been difficult for them
to converse

"Here is a fresh pile of dirt," Chester remarked. "Real dirt, not zonbie dirt." He tapped at it
with a cactus foot that nevertheless left a hoofprint. "Could the thing have gone back into the
ground here?"

Curious, Bhik scraped at the mound with his own | oot There was nothing inside it except nore dirt.

No Zonmbie. "Well, we lost him" Bink said, upset for a reason he could not quite fathom The
zonbi e had

13

seened so real! "Let's just find our way into the pal ace, instead of making fools of ourselves out
here."

Chester nodded, his cactus-head wobbling ludicrously. "I wasn't guessing people very well anyway,"

he admtted. "And the only question | could ask the Good Magi ci an doesn't have any answer.™
"No answer?" Bink asked as they turned into another channel

"Since Cherie had the colt—nind you, he's a fine little centaur, bushy-tail ed—she doesn't seemto
have nuch tune for ne anynore. |I'mlike a fifth hoof around the stable. So what can | —=2"

"You, tool" Bink exclainmed, recognizing the root of his own bad nood. "Chanel eon hasn't even had

ours yet, but— He shrugged.

"Don't worry-she won't have a colt."

Bi nk choked, though it really wasn't funny.

"Fillies—ean't run with them can't run w thout them" Chester said dolefully.

Suddenly a harpy rounded a corner. There was another scranmble to avoid a collision. "You blind in
the beak?" Chester demanded. "Flap off, birdbrain.”

"You have a vegetabl e head?" the harpy retorted in a fluting tone. "Cl ear out of ny way before
sew you up in a stinking ball with your own dull needles."

"Dull needles!" Chester, sonewhat belligerent even in the best of npods, swelled up visibly at
this affront. Had he actually been a cactus, he would have fired off a volley of needles
i medi at el y—and none of those darts | ooked dull. "You want your grimy feathers cramred up your
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snotty snoot ?"

It was the harpy's turn to swell. Most of its breed were fenale, but this one was male: nore of
the Queen's rather cutting humor. "Naturally," the bird-man fluted. "Right after you have the
j uice squeezed out of your pulp, greenface.”

"Ch, yeah?" Chester denanded, forgetting that centaurs were not conmon braw ers. Harpy and cactus
squared of f. The harpy was evidently a considerably |arger creature, one that never had to take
any guff off strangers. That odd, half-nusical nmobde of speech—

“Manticoral" Bink exclained.
14
The harpy paused. "One point for you, Centaur. Your voice sounds fanmliar, but—=

Startled, Bink rem nded hinself that he was in the guise of a centaur at the nonent, so that it
was hinself, not Chester, the creature addressed, "I'mBink. | net you when | visited the Good
Magi ci an, way back when—

"Ch, yes. You broke his magic mrror. Fortunately he had another. Whatever becanme of you?"
*'1 fell upon evil times. | got married."

The manticora | aughed nusically. "Not to this cactus, | trust?"

"Listen, thing— Chester said warningly.

"This really is ny friend, Chester Centaur,'
hermt, who saved Xanth fromthe—

Bi nk said quickly. "He's the nephew of Hernan the

"I knew Herman!" the Manticora said. "Greatest centaur there ever was, even before he gave his
noble life for his country. Only one | know who wasn't ashaned of his magic talent. Hs will-o0'-
the-wisps led ne out of a dragon warren once. Wien | |learned of his death, | was so sad | went out
and stung a small tangle tree to death. He was so nuch better than those hoof - headed equi nes of
the common herd who exiled him~= He broke off. "No of fense, Cactus, you being his nephew and all.
I may have a target to sting with you, but I would not affront the nmenory of that remarkable
hermt"

There was no surer route to Chester's favor than praise of his hero-uncle, as perhaps the
manticora knew. "No offense!" he said instantly. "Everything you said is true! My people exiled
Her mran because they thought nagic in a centaur was obscene. Mst of themstill do. Even ny own
filly, as nice a piece of horseflesh as you'd care to— He shook his cactus-head, beconi ng aware
of the inpropriety. "They are hoof heads."

"Times are changing," the nanticora said. "One day all the centaurs will be flaunting their
talents instead of flouting them" He nade a gesture with his harpy wings. "Well, | nust go
identify some nore people, not that | need the prize. It's nerely a challenge." : He noved on
Bi nk marvel ed agai n at the hunor of

15

the Queen, to costume as a harpy such a form dable creature as a manti cora, who possessed the head
of a man with triple jaws, body of a lion, wings of a dragon, and tail of a nobnstrous scorpion.
Certainly one of the nost deadly nonsters of the Land of Xanth —endered into the |ikeness of one
of the nost disgusting. Yet the nanticora was bearing up with grace, and playing the ganme of
charades and costunes. Probably he felt secure in the know edge that he had a soul, and so he
cared little for appearances.

"I wonder if | have a nmagic talent?" Chester nused, sounding a trifle guilty. The transition from
obscenity to pride was indeed a difficult one!

"I'f you won the prize, you could find out," Bink pointed out.
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The cactus brightened. "That's right!" This was evidently the unanswerabl e question Chester had
had in m nd, unvoiced. Then the cactus dulled. "But Cherie would never |et ne have a tal ent, not
even a little one. She's awfully prudi sh about that sort of thing"

Bul k remenbered the filly's primattitude, and nodded. Cherie Centaur was one fine figure of a
filly, and well able to handle the general magic of Xanth, but she could not abide it in any
centaur. It rem nded Bink of his own nother's attitude about sex in young humans. For animals it
was natural, but when sonething |like a wild-oats nynph was invol ved—well, Chester did have a
probl em

They turned anot her corner—orners abounded in this infernal maze—and there was the pal ace gate,
shi ni ng beyond the drawbridge over the npat. "Let's get over there before the maze changes!" Bi nk
excl ai med.

They ran toward it—but even as they did, the hedge-pattern shinmered and fogged. The awful thing
about this puzzle-pattern was its instability; at irregular intervals it shifted into new
configurations, so that it was Inpossible to solve it nethodically. They were going to be too late
to break out.

"1"'mnot stopping now" Chester cried. The sound of cactus-galloping becane |ouder. "Get on ny
back!"

Bi nk didn't argue. He nade a leap for the prickliest portion of the cactus, grimcing in half-
expect ati on

16
of a crotchful of needles. He |anded neatly on Chester's back, which felt quite equine. Phew

At the feel of that inmpact, Chester accelerated. Bink had ridden a centaur before, when Cherie had
kindly given hima |ift—but never a powerhouse |ike this! Chester was husky even by centaur
standards, and now he was in a hurry. The huge nuscles pul sed al ong his body, |aunching him
forward with such ferocity that Bink was afraid he would be hurled off as fast as he had | anded.
But he clutched two handfuls of mane and hung on, confident that his talent would protect himeven
fromthis.

Few residents of Xanth were aware of Bulk's talent, and he hinself had been ignorant of it the
first twenty-five years of his life. This was because of the way the talent clouded itself, hiding
frompublicity. It prevented himfrom being harmed by magi c—but anyone who knew this could then
harm hi m by nmundane means. So Bul k's talent shrouded itself in seenmi ng coincidence. Only King
Trent, besides Bink hinmself, knew the truth. Good Magician Hunfrey probably suspected, and

Chanel eon had to have an idea.

A new hedge fornmed between them and the gate. It was probably illusion, since they had just seen
the gate. Chester plunged through it—and sent branches flying. No illusion; this tine it nust have
been the gate that was the illusion. The Sorceress Queen coul d make things di sappear, by creating
the illusion of open space; he should have renenbered that before.

What drive this creature had! Invisible foliage tore at Bink |like the winds of a tenpest, but he
clung tight. Another barrier appeared; Chester veered to follow a new channel that went his way,
then snmashed past another cross-hedge. Once this centaur got noving, pity the nan, beast, or plant
that got in his wayl

Suddenly they were out of the maze and at the npat But Chester's veer had brought himto it twenty
paces to the side of the drawbridge, and there was no roomto nmake a course correction. "Hang on!"
Chester cried, and | eaped.

This time the thrust was so great that Bink ripped a ;»doubl e handful of nmane out of the
centaur's hide and

17

still slid off the rear. He tunbled end over end and splashed into the npat.
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I medi ately the npat-nonsters converged, jaws gaping eagerly. They were ever alert; they would
have been fired, otherw se. A huge serpent |ooped down, each glistening tooth as |ong as one of
Bink's fingers. Fromthe other side a purple croc opened its gnarly proboscis, showi ng off teeth
that were even longer. And directly under Bink, rising fromthe swirling noat-nud, cane a
behemoth, its back so broad it seemed to fill the entire noat.

Bul k thrashed nadly in the water, trying to swmto safety, knowi ng that no nman coul d escape any
one of these nonsters, let alone all three. The behenoth cane up, lifting himhalf out of the
water; the croc came across, its jaws parting cavernously; the serpent struck wi th |ightning

vel ocity from above

And—eroc and serpent collided, their teeth throwing of! sparks as they clashed. Both nonsters were
shunted aside by the mass of the rising behenoth—and Bink slid down that lifting slope as on a
greased skid, away fromthe teeth and safely to the stone-lined inner wall of the mpat An amazing
coi nci dence—

Ha. That was his tal ent operating, saving himonce again fromhis own folly. Trying to ride a
gal l opi ng centaur that |ooked |ike a cactus—he should have picked his way out of the maze the way
the others were doing. He was just lucky that both centaurs and noat-nonsters were magical, so
that his talent could function

Chester had | anded safely, and was on hand to haul himout of the mpat. Wth one hand the centaur
lifted Bulk clear, hardly seeming to exert hinself. But his voice shook. "I thought-—-when you fel
anong those nonsters—+ never saw anything |ike—=

"They weren't really hungry," Bink said, preferring to disparage the significance of the event.
"They were just playing with then: food, and overdid it. Let's go on inside. They must be serving
the refreshments by now. "

"Hey, yes!" Chester agreed. Like all powerful creatures, he had a chronic appetite.
18

**Hay, yes," Bink nuttered. But it was not a good t; centaurs did not eat hay, despite what
detractors it inply.

Il ey moved to the castle—and the illusions faded, spell was off, here; they were thensel ves again,
and centaur. "You know, | never realized how honely nmy face was, until | saw it on you," Chester
laid nusingly.

t **But you have an exceedi ngly handsone posterior," Bink pointed out

"True, true," the centaur agreed, nollified. "I al-

ways said Cherie didn't becone nmy mate for ny face."

Bink started to |laugh, but realized his friend was se-

xious. Also, they were at the entry now, and others were

within earshote

* The guard at the pal ace gate frowned. "How nany you guess, Bnk?" he inquired, pad poised for a
a *e

"One, Cronbie," Bink said, indicating Chester. Then be renenbered the manticora. "Two, rather."

"You're out of the running, then," Cronbie said. "The | eading contestant has twelve." He gl anced
at Chester. "You?"

*] didn't want the prize anyway," the centaur said
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**You folk haven't been trying," Cronbie said. "If |1'd been out there, instead of stuck here
runni ng errands for the Queen—

"I thought you liked this palace job," Bink said. He had first encountered Cronbi e when the man
sol diered for the prior King.

"I like it—but | like adventure better. The King's okay, but— Cronbie scow ed. "Well, you know
the Queen.”

"All fillies are difficult," Chester said. "It's their na-tare; they can't help it, even if they
wanted to." "Right you are!" Cronbie agreed heartily. He was original woman-hater. "And the ones

with the igest magi c—who el se woul d have dreaned up idiocy of a nasquerade? She just wants to show
of f “sorcery."

hasn't got nmuch else to show off," Chester said. « King pays no attention to her."

19

"The King's one smart Magician!" Cronbi e agreed. "Wien she's not naking mischief like this, this
pal ace guard duty is dull as hell. | wish | were out on a man's nission, like the time when Bink
and | —=

Bi nk smled reniniscently. "Wasn't that Techni col or hail storm sonet hi ng? W canped out under the
qui escent tangle tree—=

"And the girl ran off," Cronbie agreed. "Those were the days!"

Surprised, Bink found hinself agreeing. The adventure had not seened like fun at the tinme, but in
retrospect it had a certain twilight luster. "You told ne she was a threat to ne."

"And she was," Cronbie said. "She married you, didn't she?"

Bi nk | aughed, but it was a trifle forced. "We'd better get on in before the refreshnents are
gone.'* He turned—and al nost stunbl ed over another little nound of dirt "You have noles around the
pal ace?" he inquired with a certain edge.

Cronbie squinted at the dirt. "That wasn't there a nonent ago. Maybe a nagic nole was attracted by
the party. FU notify the head grounds keeper, when | get off shift"

Bi nk and Chester nmoved on in. The pal ace ballroom had been decorated by Queen Iris, naturally. It
was an undersea setting, with streaners of seaweed rising fromthe rocky deeps, and brightly
colored fish swinmng through, and barnacles on the walls. Here and there were subaqueous beaches

of fine white sand, which shifted |ocation nagically, so that if a person stood still the scenery
woul d come to him A large serpentine sea nonster coiled around the entire area, its pulsing,
convol uted coils showi ng here and there hi lieu of the walls.

Chester glanced around. "She's a bitch, and she shows off, but | have to admit her magic is
i mpressive. But |I'mworried about the quantity of food; ft there isn't enough—

There turned out to be no danger of a shortage. The refreshnents were nountai nous, and under the
personal guard of Queen Iris. She had a picklepuss on a little | eash. Wenever soneone had the
temerity to

20

take a delicacy, the picklepuss pickled it. "No one eats itntil the grand prize is awarded,"” Iris
announced, glaring about. Since she had garbed herself as a warrior-queen-nernaid, conplete with
spi ked crown, trident, and powerful tail, and the points of the trident glistened with a coating
of slime that was probably illusion too but just might possibly be genuine poison, this was an

ef fective enough deterrent even wi thout the picklepuss.

Bi nk and Chester separated, nmixing with the other guests. Just about every creature of note in
Xanth was present, except for Chester's filly Cherie, who was no doubt still wapped up in the
colt, and Bink's Chanel eon, wapped up in her nmisery. And the Good Magi ci an Hmfrey, who never
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soci alized voluntarily.

«? Bink spotted his father Roland, down fromthe North Village. Roland was careful not to
enbarrass |l ka by any overt show of affection; They shook hands

*Ni ce shoes, son.

Thi s was neverthel ess a m scue, after the scene with Chanel eon. "Fresh fromthe tree," Bink said
awkwar dl y.

"What have you been doing these past few nonths?" Bubbles rose from Roland's nouth as he spoke,
qui vering spherically as they sought the surface of the ocean. Wen Queen Iris put on an illusion,
it was sonme illusion! Ordinary citizens, with their notley individual magic talents, could only

| ook upon the works of the Sorceress and despair. Wi ch was, of course, why the Queen was putting
on this show

"Ch, practicing with the sword, tilling the garden, that sort of thing," Bink said.
"I understand Chanel eon is expecting nonentarily."

"That, too," Bink said, again experiencing the frus-ttation of his situation

"Ason will help fill the house." :; Provided it turned out to be a normal, talented son. Bink
changed the subject. "W have a delicate young " "-slipper plant just blossoming; | think it wll
bear

first pair of slippers soon."
| adies will be pleased," Roland said gravely, |y as if this were significant news. Suddenly Bink
21

realized that he had very little to show for his past year. Wat had he acconplished? Virtually
not hi ng. No wonder he felt out of sorts!

The illumination dimed. It was as if dusk were falling, causing the sea to darken, too. But the
di f fused daylight was replaced by nocturnal fluorescence. The flotation sacs on the seaweed gl owed
like little lanmps, and the neon-coral was brightly outlined in assorted colors. Even the puffy
sponges emitted wan beans. The animal |ife had sharper light, with electric eels flashing
searchl i ght beans, and assorted fish shone translucently. The overall effect was bew | deringly
beauti ful .

"I'f only her personality were as excellent as her taste,” Roland nurnured, referring to the Queen

**\We shall now award the door prize," Queen Iris announced. She gl owed nost of all: streans of
Iight emanated fromthe points of her crown and trident, and her beautifully bare nernaid torso
was clearly outlined. She was the nmistress of illusion; she could make herself as |lovely as she

chose, and she chose wel |.

"I understand it was a marriage of conveni ence," Roland continued. Though no Magi ci an hinsel f,
Rol and was the King's regent north of the Gap, and did not hold royalty in awe. "It nust be
extremely convenient at tunes.”

Bi nk nodded, slightly enbarrassed by his father's evident appreciation of the well-displayed if
illusory charns of the Queen. The man was bordering on fifty, after all! Yet it had to be true.
The King professed no | ove for the Queen, and governed that tenperanental woman with a subtly iron
hand that anmazed those who had known Iris before her narriage. Yet she thrived under that

di scipline. Those who knew the King well understood that not only was he a nore powerful WMagician
than she, he was al so a stronger person. In fact, it |looked as if the magic Land of Xanth had its
nmost effective King since the Fourth Wave Rei gn of Roogna, the builder of this castle-pal ace.

Al ready form dabl e changes were occurring; the magic shield that had protected Xanth from

i ntrusi on had been renoved, and Mindane creat ures

22
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;re allowed to cross the border. The first to cross Sad been the nenbers of the King's forner
Mundane «rmy; they had been settled in wlderness regi ons and were becom ng productive citizens of
Xant h. The requirenment that each citizen denonstrate a nagic tal ent Bad been abolished—and to the
amazenment of sone conservatives, chaos had not resulted. People were be-tiom ng known and
respected for their total qualities, not just the accident of their nagic. Selected parties were
expl oring nearby Miundania, where no magi c exi sted, and outlying guard posts were being established
so that no invasion could happen by surprise. The King bad not destroyed the shiel dstone; he would
restore the shield if it were ever needed.

At any rate, Bink was sure King Trent had an eye for all things good and useful, including the
flesh of fair wonen, and the Queen was his to conmand. She could and woul d be anything the King

wi shed, and he would not be human if he did not avail hinmself of this, at |east on occasion. The
guestion was, what did he want? This was common pal ace specul ation, and the prevailing opinion was
that the King wanted variety. The Queen sel dom appeared in the sanme guise tw ce.

*Tal ace Guard, your report," the Queen demanded perenptorily.

Sol di er Cronmbie cane forward slowy. He was resplendent in his palace uniform every inch the
soldier in a kingdomthat hardly needed soldiers. He could fight well and savagely with sword or
bare hands and did not |ike serving as |ackey to a wonan—and he showed it. Therefore she enjoyed
ordering himabout. But she could not push himtoo far, for his loyalty was to the King, and the
King's favor lay on faim

, "The wi nner— Cronbi e began, consulting his notes.

**No, not that way, idiot!" she exclainmed, blotting Jlimout with a cloud of diffusing dye. Mre
illusion, of se, but quite effective. "First you give the runner-p, then you give the winner. Do
sonmet hing right, for Change."

| Cronbie's scowming face energed fromthe thinning "Wnen!" he nuttered with caustic freighting.
23

The Queen smiled, enjoying his ire. "The runner-up, with nine correct identifications, is—= He
scow ed again. "A worman. Bianca of the North Village."

"Mt her!" Bink breathed, surprised.

"She al ways did enjoy guessing ganes," Roland said with pride. "I think you inherit your
intelligence as well as your |ooks fromher."

"And ny courage and strength fromyou," Bul k said, appreciating the conplinent.

Bi anca wal ked sedately to the stage area. She was a handsone wonan who in youth had been
beautiful, and unlike the Queen she was genui ne. Her talent was the replay, not illusion

"So the distaff proves itself again," the Queen said, smrking at Cronbie the woman-hater. "The

prize is— She paused. "Doorman, fetch the second prize. You should have had it ready."

Cronbie's scow becane truly om nous, but he wal ked to a cabinet half conceal ed by seaweed and
brought out a covered contai ner.

"The prize is," the Queen repeated, then whipped off the cover. "A potted snapdragon!"”

There was a nurnmur of well-nmeaning awe and envy fromthe | adies present as the plant's severa

fl ower-heads fl exed about on their stens, snapping viciously. Snapdragons were very good for
elimnating insect and ani mal pests, and served as useful guards for houses. We to the intruder
who stepped in or near such a plant! But they did not take readily to potting, so that a specia
and rather difficult spell was necessary to confine them Thus w |l d snapdragons were conmon
enough, but potted ones rare and nuch prized.

Bi anca showed her pl easure as she accepted the plant, turning her face away with a snile as a
little dragon-head snapped at her nose. Part of the potting process included a spell to render the
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plant harmess to its owner, but it took a while for it to get to know that owner. "It's
beautiful," she said. "Thank you, Queen Iris." Then, diplomatically: "You re beautiful too—but not
the sane way."

The Queen snapped her teeth in nock imtation of the snapdragon, then smiled graciously. She
craved

24

the recognition and prai se of such established and reputable citizens as Bianca, for Iris had

lived in sem-exile for years before assuning the crowmn. "Now the top wi nner, servitor," she said
to Cronbie. "This time give it some flair, if you have any.'*
**The winner, with thirteen correct identities,” Cronbie draw ed without flair, "is MIllie the

ghost." And he shrugged as if to express benusenent at yet another femal e success. He had nade the
count, so he knew the contest wasn't rigged. However, it was generally understood that the nen had
not been trying very hard.

The pretty, young-seenm ng ghost floated up. She was in her fashion both the youngest and the

ol dest of Castle Roogna's inhabitants. She had been in her teens when she died over eight hundred
years before. \When Bhik first saw her she had been a form ess blob of vapor, but since the
occupancy of the castle by nortals she had shaped up until her outline was as firmand sightly as
that of any living woman. She was a very sweet ghost, well liked by all, and there was appl ause at
her victory.

"And the grand prize is—= The Queen spread her hands dramatically. "This certificate for one free
Answer by the Good Magician Hunfrey!" There was background fanfare, punctuated by magically
augnent ed appl ause, as she handed the paper to the ghost.

MIlie hesitated. Having no physical substance, she could not carry the certificate.

"That's all right," the Queen said. "I'Il just wite your nane on it, and Magician Hunfrey wl|
know it's yours. In fact, he's probably watching us in his magic mirror at this nonent Wiy don't
you ask your question now?"

MIllie s reply was inaudi ble, for she could hardly speak above a ghostly whisper

"Don't be concerned; |I'msure everyone will be glad to help,"” the Queen said. "Here—we'll wite it
down on the magic slate, and Magician Hunfrey can respond in the same way." She gestured at
Cronbie. "Flunky, the slate!™ ; Cronbie paused, but his curiosity nmade hi ™go

4: 25

along with it. He fetched the slate. The Queen conscripted the nearest centaur, who happened to be
Chester (who had been trying without success to sneak a cookie fromthe refreshnent stand without
having it pickled), to transcribe the ghost's inaudible words. Centaurs were literate; many of
them were teachers, so witing chores fell naturally to them

Chester did not like the Queen's attitude nuch better than Cronbie did, but he also played al ong.
What possi bl e Question could a ghost have for the Magician? He wote in flourishing capitals: HOW
CAN M LLIE

LI VE AGAI N?

There was nore appl ause. The guests |iked that Question. It was a chall engi ng one—and t he Answer,
given publicly, mght provide insights for themall. Usually Magician Hunfrey's Answers cost the
asker a year's service, and were given only to the one who asked. This party was getting

i nteresting!

The words di sappeared as if erased by an invisible sponge. Then the Magician's Answer showed: THE
REQUI REMENTS ARE 3REE: 1RST—YOQU MUST HAVE THE TRUE W LL TO BECOVE MORTAL.

It was evident that MIlie did. She gestured inploringly at the slate to continue, so that she
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coul d know whet her the other requirements were similarly easy—er inpossible. Technically, as the
common sayi ng went, nothing was inpossible with nmagic, but in practice sone spells were
prohibitively difficult. Bink yearned with her: he had once longed as ardently for a nagic talent,
upon which his citizenship, welfare, and self-respect then depended. To one who had died
prematurely, but not expired, what a trenmendous hope nortality nmight bel O course, if Mllie
lived, she would also die, in due course. But really she would be conpleting the life she had
started, so nmany centuries ago. As a ghost she was hi hiatus, unable to affect her destiny
materially, unable to | ove and fear and feel

Well, no, Bink corrected hinself. OCbviously she did feel -but not in the fashi on physical people
did. She could not experience bodily pleasure or pain.

2COND, the slate continued, YOQU MJST HAVE A
26
SPELL DOCTOR RESTORE YOUR TALENT TO OPTI MUM POTENCY.

"I's there a spell doctor hi the house?" the Queen inquired, |ooking about, her points flashing.
"No? Very well, errand boy—point out the nearest spell doctor.'*

Cronmbie started a snarl, but again was overconme by curiosity. He closed his eyes, spun about, and
extended his right arm It canme to rest pointing northeast.

"That would be the Gap Village," the Queen said. There was a spell on the Gap that rendered the

gi ant crevice that separated Xanth into the northern and sout hern sections unmenorable, but a spot
counter-spell had been applied to the Castle so that inhabitants and visitors could renmenber such
things. The King woul d have had troubl e governing properly if he could not renmenber so critical a
feature of the | andscape as the Gap! "Wiere is our transporter?”

"On ny way, Your Highness,"” a man said. He sighted along the |ine Cronbie was pointing out,
concentrat ed—and suddenly an ol d woman stood before them She | ooked about, bewildered by the
peopl e and water, for they were still in the undersea illusion

"You are a spell doctor?" the Queen demanded.

"Yes," the old woman agreed. "But | don't do no doctoring for foolish people sunk in the ocean
Especially when |I get yanked frommy |laundry w thout a—-

"This is King Trent's Coronation Anniversary Celebration Ball," the Queen said haughtily. "Now you
have a choice, old crone: doctor one spell for us, and have the run of the party and all the food

and fun you want, hi a costume like this— The old woman was abruptly garbed |ike a matron of
honor, courtesy of the Queen's illusion magic. "Or don't doctor the spell, and this creature wll

pi ckl e you." She held up the pickl epuss, who hissed eagerly.
The old woman, |ike Cronbie and Chester, |ooked rebellious, but decided on the expedient course.
"\WWhat spel | ?"

"MIllie' s spell,"” the Queen said, indicating the ghost. f «£ The spell doctor studied Mllie,
then cackled. "It is
27

done," she said, smling broadly so that all four of her teeth showed.

"I wonder what is so funny?** Roland nurnured. **Do you know what MIlie's talent is?*
"Gnhosts don't have talents," Bink said.

"Her spell inlife. It nust be something special."

"Must be. | guess we*ll find out, if she can fulfill the third requirenent”

BIRD, the slate continued. | MMERSE YOUR SKELETON
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I N HEALI NG ELI XI R

"W have plenty of that," the Queen said. "Lackey—=**

The soldier was already on his way. In a nmonent he returned with a bucket of elixir
"Now—where is your skeleton?" the Queen demanded.

But at this point MIlie balked. She seened to be trying to speak, but was unabl e.

"A silence spell!" the Queen exclainmed. "You aren't pernmitted to tell where it is! That's why it
has renmi ned hi dden all these centuries!**

MI1lie nodded sadly.

"This is better yet!" the Queen said. "W shall have a treasure hunt! In which closet is MIlie's
skel eton? A special prize to whoever finds it first!*1 She pondered fteetingly. "Fmout of regular
prizes ... | know The first date with MIlie the nortal!**

"But what if a worman finds it?" soneone asked.
"Til have ny husband the King change her into a man for the occasion," the Queen said.

There was an uneasy | augh. Was she j oki ng—er serious? As far as Bul k knew, the King could
transformanything living into any other thing living—ef the sane sex. But he never used his
talent capriciously. So it nust be hunor.

"But what about the food?" Chester denanded.

"That's it!" she decided, "The wonen have al ready proved their superiority, so they'll be barred
fromthe treasure hunt. They'll start in on the refreshments while the nen go | ook for—= But she
saw Chester swelling up, and realized she was going too far. "Ch, all right, the nen can eat too,
even those with appetites like horses. But don't touch the Anniversary

28

cake. The King will serve that—when the treasure hunt is over.'
whi ch was unusual for her; was she sure the King would perfornf?

She | ooked nonentarily pensive,

The cake was magnificent: tier on tier of scintillating icing enbroidered with a huge nunber 1
crowned with a nagically lifelike bust of King Trent. The Queen always pronoted the King's glory,
because her own glory was a reflection of it. Some poor chef had spent a lot of effort organizing
the magic for this ornate pastry!

"Pi ckl epuss, stand guard over that cake, and pickle anybody who durst touch it," the Queen said,
fastening the end of the puss's leash to the leg of the cake's table. "Now, nmen—en with the
treasure hunt!"

Rol and shook his head. "Skeletons hi closets are best left undisturbed,"” he renmarked. "I believe
will go congratulate your nother." He glanced at Bink. "You will have to represent our famly h
the treasure hunt. You don't have to search too hard." He nade a little gesture of parting and
nmoved of f through the gl owi ng currents of the sea.

Bi nk stood in place a nonent, reflecting. It was evident his father knew there was sonething
wrong, but was not comenting directly.

And what was wong? Bink knew he had a good life, now, with a fine if variable wife and the favor
of the King. Wiy did he dream of adventures in far places, of using the sword whose art he had
been studying, of danger and even death, though he knew his talent would protect himfrom al
genui ne threats? What was the matter with hin? It sonmehow seemed he had been happi er when his
future was in doubt—and that was ridicul ous.

Why wasn't Chanel eon here? She was near term but she could have attended the Ball if she had
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wanted to. There was a nmagic nmidwi fe on the pal ace staff.

He decided. On with the treasure hunt! Maybe he could prove hinself by locating that skeleton in
the cl oset!

29
Chapter 2. Treasure Hunt
N

| ow he had a chall enge, however superficial. He had to start with his brain. MIlIlie was not
necessarily in a closet per se. Her bones had to be sonewhere in the pal ace denesnes, because her
ghost was here—but that could be anywhere within the noat or even the garden. Away fromthe
regularly travel ed sections. Unless the bones were buried under a floor or between walls. That
seened unlikely; the structure of the palace was quite solid, buttressed by durability spells; it
woul d be a major undertaking to breach any floor or wall. Presuming that MIlie had di ed suddenly,
under suspi ci ous circunstances (otherwi se she woul d not have becone a ghost), the rnurderer would
have had to hide her body quickly, surreptitiously. No rebuilding of walls to conceal it! AOd King
Roogna woul d not have tol erated such a thing.

Where coul d a body have been hidden in nminutes —so well as to withstand the scrutiny of centuries?
The King's renovations had covered every part of Castle Roogha, converting it to the royal palace

of the present kingdom the restorative artisans could not have mi ssed anything like this. So the

feat seemed nechanically inpossible. There could be no skeletons hi these closets.

Bi nk saw that other nen were already busy runmaging in all the closets. No use to conpete directly
with them even if the skeleton were there

Mechani cal Iy i npossi bl e—ah, there was the due! Not mmgically inmpossible! The bones nust have been
transfornmed to sonething el se, something i nnocuous, m sl eadi ng. The question was, what? There were
a

30

thousand artifacts in the palace, and any one could be it. Yet transformation was major nagic, and
what Magi ci an woul d be fooling around with a nere chanbernai d? So her bones might after all remain
in their natural state, or perhaps dissolved in solvent or ground up into powder. Regardl ess,
there should be some clue to their identity, if only it could be correctly fathoned. Yes, a npst
intriguing puzzle!

Bi nk wal ked up to the refreshnent table. There were tarts and donuts and cooki es and cakes and
pi es and assorted beverages. Chester was stuffing hinself. Bink circled the table, searching for
sonmething interesting. As he neared the Anniversary cake, the picklepuss hissed at hi mwaraingly.
It was cat-bodied, with a snout that was green and prickly like a pickle, and its eyes were noi st
with brine. For a nonent he was tenpted to advance on it, to try his magic against its magic. He
coul d not be harned by magic, yet surely the feline would try to pickle him Wat would happen?

No—he was not a juvenile daredevil conpelled to prove hinself by foolish exploits. Wy force his
talent to | abor unnecessarily?

He spotted a sniling-face cookie and picked it up. As he brought it to his nmouth, the smle becane
an O of horror. Bink hesitated, knowing this was nerely another of the Queen's illusions, but

| oath to bite anyway. The cookie screwed its face hi anticipation of the awful end; then when the
bite did not come, slowy reopened one icing-dab eye.

"Here, puss—you take it," Bink said, extending the cookie to the | eashed creature. There was a
faint zoop! and the cookie was pickled, one of its eyes opened, the other closed. Now it reeked of
brine. He set it down on the floor, and the picklepuss slunk forward and took the pickle-cookie in
its nouth. Bink no longer felt hungry.

"Your spell is ailing," said a wonman beside nun. It was the old spell doctor, enjoying her
unexpected participation in the proceedings. The party was theoretically open to all, but few
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garden-variety citi-had the nerve to attend. "But it is too potent for to fix. Are you a
Magi ci an?"

31

"No, just a strongly talented nonentity,"
i ntended to sound.

Bi nk said, wishing that were as facetious as it was

She concentrated. "No, | am m staken. Your spell is not sick, just balked. | think it suffers from
| ack of exercise. Have you used it in the |ast year?"

"Sonme," Bink said, thinking of his recent escape fromthe noat-nonsters. "Not mnuch."

"You have to use magic, or you lose it," she said wisely.

"But what if there is no occasion to use it?"
"There is always an occasion for magi c—+n Xanth."

That hardly seenmed true, for him here in the palace. H's talent protected himfrom nost harm—but
so did the favor of the King. So his talent got little exercise, and might indeed be getting
flabby. His fight with the ani mated sword had been the first real occasion for his talent to

mani fest in some tinme, and he had sought to avoid invoking his magic there. So his mpat dunking
was about it. He remained a little wet, but the undersea decor conceal ed that. Wuld he have to
seek danger, to keep his talent healthy? That would be ironic.

The wonan shrugged and noved on, sanpling other delicacies. Bink | ooked about—-and caught the
ghostly eye of Mllie.

He went to her. "Howis it proceeding?" he inquired politely.

At cl ose range, the ghost was audi ble. Perhaps the novenent of her white lips helped. "It is so
exciting!" she exclained faintly. "To be whol e againl"

"Are you sure being nortal is worth it?" he asked. "Sonetinmes when a person achieves his dream it
sours."” WAs he really addressing her—er hinself?

She gazed at himw th synpathy. He could see the other guests nilling about beyond her, for she
was translucent. MIling through MIlie! It was slightly hard to focus on her. Yet she was
beautiful in a special way: not nmerely her face and figure, but her sheer niceness and concern for
others. MIlie had hel ped Chanel eon a | ot, showi ng her where things were, what fruits were edible
and what were danger -

32

0«s, explaining castle protocol. It was MIlie who had inadvertently shown Bink hinsel f another
facet of the Magician Trent, back when Bul k had believed the man to be evil. "It would be so nice
if you found ny bones,"™ MIlie said. Bulk |aughed, enbarrassed. "MIllie, I'"'ma married

"Yes," she agreed. "Married nmen are best. They are —broken in, experienced, gentle, durable, and
they do not talk gratuitously. For ny return to life, for the first experience, it would be so
nice —"

"You don't understand," Bink said. "I love ny wfe, Chaneleon."

"Yes, of course you are loyal," MIllie replied. "But right now she is hi her ugly phase, and in
her ninth nonth with child, and her tongue is as sharp as the manticora's stinger. Right nowis
when you need relief, and if | recover ny life —"

"Pl ease, no nore!" Bink exclainmed. The ghost was striking right on target.

"I love you too, you know," she continued. "You renmind me of —of the one | really |oved, when
lived. But he is eight hundred years dead and gone." She gazed pensively at her misty fingers. "I
could not many you, Bink, when | first nmet you. | could only |ook and |ong. Do you know what it is
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i ke, seeing everything and never participating? | could have been so good for you, if only —"
She broke down, hiding her face, her whol e head hazing before his eyes.

Bi nk was enmbarrassed and touched. "I'msorry, MIlie, | didn't know " He put his hand on her
shaki ng shoul der, but of course passed right through it. "It never occurred to ne that your life
could be restored. If | had—=

"Yes, of course," she sobbed.

"But you will be a very pretty girl. I'"'msure there are many ot her young nmen who —

"True, true," she agreed, shaki ng harder. Now her whol e body was foggi ng out. The ot her guests
were beginning to stare. This was about to get awkward.

"If there is anything | can do —" Bink said. S, MIllie brightened instantly, and her inmage sharp-
pned correspondingly. "Find my bones!"

33

Fortunately that was not easily acconplished. "I'Il look," Bink agreed. "But | have no better
chance than anyone el se.”

"Yes, you do. You know how to do it, if only you put your nmarvelous nmind to it. | can't tell you
where they are, but if you really try— She | ooked at himw th ardent urgency. "It's been so many
centuries. Promise ne you'll try."

"But | —what woul d Chamel eon think if—

MIlie put her face in her hands. The stares of the other guests hardened as the ghost's outline
softened. "All right, Til try," Bink pronised. Wiy hadn't his talent protected himfromthis? But
he knew the answer: his nagic protected himfrom physical, magical harm MIllie was magi cal but
not physi cal —-and what she intended for hi ™Mwhen she becanme physical would not ordinarily be
construed as harm His talent had never concerned itself with enptional conplications. Bink would
have to solve this triangle by hinself.

The ghost smiled. "Don't be long," she said, and drifted off, her feet not touching the floor
Bi nk spotted Cronbie and joined him "I begin to conprehend your view " he said.

"Yes, | noticed her working you over," Cronbie agreed. "She's had her secret eye on you for sone
tinme. A man hardly has a chance when one of those vixens starts in on him"

"She believes | can | ocate her bones first—and now | have to try. Really try, not just dawdle."

"Quid's play," Cronbie remarked. "They're that way." He closed his eyes and pointed upward at an
angl e.

"I didn't ask for your hel p!" Bink snapped.
"QOops, sorry. Forget where | pointed.”

"I can't Now I'Il have to |l ook there, and sure as hell her bones will be there. MIIlie nmust have
known Fd consult you. Maybe that's her talent: know ng things ahead of tine."

"Way didn't she skip out before she was nurdered, then?"

Good question. "Maybe she was asl eep, when—M

"Well, you're not asleep. You could skip out Someone else will find her, especially if | give him
the hint"
34

"Why don't you find the bones?" Bink denmanded. "You could follow your finger and do it in an
i nstant."
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"Can't. |I'mon duty.'
you. "

Cronmbie smiled snmugly. "I have woman probl ens enough al ready, thanks to

Oh. Bul k had introduced the woman-hater to his forner fiancee, Sabrina, a talented and beautifu
girl Bink had discovered he didn't |ove. Apparently that introduction had led to an invol verrent
Now Cronbi e was having his revenge.

Bi nk set his shoulders and followed the direction indicated. The bones had to be somewhere
upstairs. But maybe they still would not be obvious. If he did his honest best but coul d not
| ocate them—

Yet would it be so bad, that date with MIlie? Al that she had said was true; this was a very bad
time for Chanel eon, and she seened fit only to be left alone. Until she phased into her beautiful
sweet aspect, and had the baby.

No, there lay ruin. He had known what Chanel eon was when he married her, and that there would be
good tines and bad. He had only to tide through the bad time, knowing it would pass. He had done
it before. When there was sonme difficult chore or problem her smart phase was an inval uabl e
asset; sonetinmes they saved up problens for her to work on in that phase. He could not afford to
dally with MIlie or any other fenale

He oriented on the roomthat lay on the line Cronbie had pointed. It was the Royal Library, where
the lore of centuries was stored. The ghostly skel eton was there?

Bi nk entered—and there sat the King. "Ch, sorry, Your Majesty. | didn't realize—=

"Come in, Bink," King Trent said, fashioning a warmsnmile. He | ooked every bit the nmonarch, even
when hal f slunped over the table, as now "I was neditating on a personal problem and perhaps you
have been sent to provide the answer."

"I lack the answer to nmy own dilemm," Bink said, sonewhat diffidently. "I amill-equipped to
conment on yours,"

"Your problen?"
"Chaneleon is difficult, and | amrestless, and sone-
35

one is trying to kill me, and MIlie the ghost wi shes to make love to ne."

King Trent | aughed—then stopped. "Suddenly | perceive that was not a joke," he said. "Chanel eon
will inprove and your restlessness should abate. But the others—who seeks your life? | assure you
there is no royal sanction for that"

Bhi k described the episode with the sword. Now the King was thoughtful, "You and | know that only
a Magi cian could actually harmyou by such neans, Bink—and there are only three people of that
class in Xanth, none of whom wi shes you ill and none of whom possesses the tal ent of animating
swords. So you are not really in danger. But | agree, this could be very annoying. | shal

i nvestigate. Since you nmade the sword captive, we should be able to trace down the root of its

i mperative. |f sonmeone has co-opted one of the weapons of ny arsenal —

"Uh, | think that is where it cane from" Bink said. "But Chester Centaur spotted it and took it—

"Ch. Well, let's let that aspect drop, then; the alliance of the centaurs is inportant to ne, as
it has been to every King of Xanth throughout history. Chester can keep the sword, though

believe we shall turn off its self-notivating property. But it occurs to nme that there is a
certain simlarity here to your own magi c: whatever opposes you is hidden, using other nmagic than
its own to attack you. The sword is not your eneny; it was nerely the instrunent of the hostile
power . "

"Magic like ny owmn ..." Bink repeated. "l| suppose that could be. It would not be identical, since
magi ¢ never repeats hi Xanth, but simlar— He | ooked at the King, alarned. "That means | can
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expect trouble anywhere, from anything, all seening coincidental!"

"Froma zonbie, or a sword, or noat-nonsters, or a ghost," the King agreed. "There may be a
pattern here."” He paused, considering. "Yet how could a ghost—=2"

"She is to be restored, once | find her skeleton—and that may be hi this room What bothers ne
most is that | find nmyself tenpted.”

"MIlie is a very fetching figure of a slip of a
36

worman, " King Trent said. "I can well understand the tenptation. | suffer tenptation myself; that
is the subject of nmy present nmeditation."

"Surely the Queen can fulfill any, uh, tenptation,” Bhik said cautiously, unwilling to betray how
freely pal ace speculation had dwelt on this very subject The King's private life should be
private. "She can nmake herself resenble any—*

"Precisely, | have not touched the Queen or any other woman, since ny wife died." To King Trent,
the word **wife" meant only the woman he had nmarried in Mundania. "Yet there is pressure on ne to
provide an heir to the throne of Xanth, by birth or adoption, in case there should be no suitable
Magi ci an avail able when that time cones. | sincerely hope there is a Ma-gicianl | feel obliged to
make the attenpt, nevertheless, since this was one of the inplied stipulations | agreed to when
assumng the crowmn. Ethically this nmust involve the Queen. So | shall do it, though | do not |ove
her and never shall. The question is, what formshall | have her assune for the occasion?**

This was a nore personal problemthan Bulk felt prepared to cope with. "Any formthat pleases you
| should think." One big advantage the Queen had was the ability to assune a new forminstantly.
I f Chanel eon had been able to do that—

"But | do not wish to be pleased. | want to acconplish only what is necessary."

"Why not conbine then? Let the Queen assune her nost provocative illusion-form or transform her
to it yourself. Wien there is an hen-, change her back. There is no wong in enjoying your duty,
i s there?"

The King shook his head, "Ordinarily, this would be true. But nmine is a special case. | am not
sure | would be potent with a beautiful woman, or any wonman—ot her than one who closely resenbl ed
m wfe.*'

*Then let the Queen resenble your wife," Bink said w thout thinking.

"My concern is that this would degrade the nenory | cherish.*

"Ch, | see. You nmean if she was too nmuch like your wife, she might seemto replace her, and—*
" Approxi matel y, "

37

That was an inpasse. If the King could only be potent with his dead wife, and coul d not abide any
ot her worman resenbling her physically, what could he do? This was the hidden aspect of the King
that MIlie had shown Bi nk, way back when: his continuing devotion to his prior famly. It had
been hard, after that, to think of such a nan as evil; and indeed, King Trent was not evil. He was
the finest Magician and perhaps the finest man in Xanth. Bink would be the last to wish to disrupt
that aspect of King Trent's being.

Yet the problemof an heir was a real one. No one wanted a repetition of the shanbles resulting
fromlack of a well-defined royal line. There had to be an heir to serve until a suitable Magician
appeared, lending continuity to the government.

"W seemto have a simlar dilemm, Your Majesty,” Bink said. He tried to namintain the proper
attitude of respect, because of the way he had known Trent before he was King. He had to set a
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good exanple. "W each prefer to remain loyal to our original wives, yet find it difficult. M
problemwi || pass, but yours— He paused, struck by dubious inspiration. "MIlie is to be restored
by havi ng her skel eton di pped in healing water. Suppose you were to recover your wfe's bones,

bring themto Xanth—

"I'f that worked, | would be a bigamst,"’
my wife could Iive agai n—

King Trent pointed out. But he | ooked shaken. "Still, if

"You coul d check how well the procedure works, as they try it on MIlie," Bink said.

"MIllie is a ghost—ot quite dead. A special case, |like that of a shade. It happens when there is
pressi ng unfini shed business for that spirit to attend to. My wife is no ghost; she never |eft
anyt hi ng unfini shed, except her life. To reani mate her body w thout her soul =

Bi nk was beginning to be sorry he had thought of the notion. Wat horrors mght be | oosed on Xanth
if all bones were renovated hidiscrimnately? "She mght be a zonbie," he said.

"There are serious risks,” the King decided. "Still, you have provided ne food for thought.
Perhaps there is hope for ne yet! Meanwhile, | certainly shall not
38

have the Queen assune the |ikeness of ny wife. Perhaps |I shall only enbarrass nyself by trying and
failing, but—=

"Too bad you can't transformyourself,"” Bink said. Then you could test your potency w thout anyone
knowi ng. "

"The Queen would know. And to fail with her would be to show weakness that | can hardly afford.
She woul d feel superior to ne, know ng that what she has taken to be iron control is in fact
i mpot ence. There would be rmuch mischief in that know edge."

Bi nk, knowi ng the Queen, could well appreciate that. Only her respect for, and fear of, the King's
personal ity and nagi c power held her in check. H's transformng talent would remai n—but the
respect she held for his personality would inevitably erode. She could becone extrenmely difficult
to manage, and that would not be good for the Land of Xanth: "Could you, er, experinment with sone
other woman first? That way, if you failed—=

"No," the King said firmy. "The Queen is not ny love, but she is ny |legal spouse. | wll not
cheat her—or any other nenmber of my kingdom in this or any other respect."”

And there was the essence of his nobility! Yet the Queen mght cheat him if she saw her
opportunity, and knew himto be inpotent. Bink didn't Iike that notion. He had seen King Trent's
reign as the onset of a Golden Age; how fraught it was with liabilities, fromthis vantage!

Then Bi nk had another inspiration. "Your nmenory of your wife—+t isn't just your nenory of her you
are preserving, it is your nmenory of yourself. Yourself when you were happy. You can't nake | ove
to anot her wonman, or | et another wonman | ook |like her. But if two other people nade | ove—+ nean,
the Queen and a man who did not resenble you—no nenories would be defiled. So if the Queen changed
your appearance—

"Ri di cul ous!" the King snapped.

"l suppose so," Bink said. "I shouldn't have nmen-rtioned it."
"1 try it

39

"Sorry | bothered you. |I—= Bink broke off. "You will?"

"Cbjectively I know that my continuing attachnent to ny dead wife and son is not reasonable," the
King said. "It is hanpering me hi the performance of ny office. Perhaps an unreasonabl e subterfuge
will compensate. | will have Iris nake ne into the |ikeness of another man, and herself another
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woman, and as strangers we shall make the attenmpt. Do you just indulge in the courtesy of
mai nt ai ni ng the secret, Bink."

"Yes, of course, by all nmeans," Bink said, feeling awkward. He woul d have preferred to have the
Ki ng devoid of human fallibilities, while paradoxically respecting himfor those weaknesses. But
he knew this was a side of the King no other person saw. Bink was a confidant, unconfortable as
the position might be at tines.

"I —dh, 1'm supposed to locate MIlie's bones. They should be somewhere in this library."

"By all neans. Continue your pursuit; | shall seek out the Queen
depart ed.

And the King rose abruptly and

Just like thatl Bink was anmazed again at the alacrity with which the man acted, once he had cone
to a decision. But that was one of the qualities that made himfit to rule, in contrast to Bink
hi nsel f.

Bi nk | ooked at the books. And suddenly realized: MIlie's skeleton could have been transfornmed
into a book; that would account for its neglect over the centuries, and for MIlie's frequent
presence here. She hovered often by the south wall. The question was, whi ch book?

He wal ked al ong the packed shelves, reading titles fromthe spines of the tonmes. This was an
excellent library, with hundreds of texts; how could he choose anong thenf? And if he found the
proper one, sonehow, how could it be restored? It would have to be transforned first back into the
skel et on—and that was Magici an-class nmagic. He kept running into this: too nmuch nmagi c was invol ved
here! No inanimate transforner was alive today, as far as he knew So MIlie's quest |ooked

hopel ess after all. Yet why, then, had the

40
Good Magician told her to use nmere healing elixir? It nmade no sense!l

Still, he had pronmised to try, though it conplicated his personal situation. First he had to find
t he book; then he could worry about the next step

The search took sone tine. Some texts he could elininate i mediately, such as The Anatony of
Purpl e Dragons or Hail stones: Mgic vs. Mindane. But others were problematical, |ike The Status of
Spirits in Royal Abodes or Tales for Chosts. He had to take these out and turn over the pages,

| ooki ng for he knew not what.

More time passed. He was not getting anywhere. No one el se cane here; apparently he was the only
one following this particular |ead. H s guess about the books nust have been wong. There was
anot her room above this one, in a turret, and Cronbie's line intersected it too. Maybe there—

Then he spotted it. The Skeleton in the Closet. That had to be it!

He took down the book. It was strangely heavy. The cover was of variegated |eather, subtly

horri ble. He opened it, and a strange, unpleasant odor wafted up, as of the flesh of a zonbie too
long in the sun. Tliere was no print on the first page, only a nelange of color and wash
suggestive of the remains of a flattened bug.

Qui ckly he closed the book. He no | onger had any doubt.

The bucket of elixir was downstairs in the ballroom Bulk clasped the book hi both arms—t was too
heavy to hold in one armfor any length of tinme—and started down.

He net anot her zonbie, or perhaps the sanme one as before. It was hard to tell themapart! It was
com ng up the stairs. This one he knew was real, because the Queen had not extended the nmasquerade
illusion inside the palace, and no illusion at all upstairs. Now Bul k suspected the one in the
garden had been real too. Wat were the zonbies doing out of their earthy resting places?

"Back of f!" Bink cried, protecting the book. "Get gntt of the palace! Return to your grave!" He
advanced
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menaci ngly on the zonbie, and it retreated. A healthy nman could readily di snenber a zonbie, if he
cared to nmake the attenpt. The zonbie stunbled on the stair and fell, toppling with grisly abandon
down the flight Bits of bone and goo were scattered on the steps, and dark fluid soaked into the
fine old wood. The snell was such as to make Bul k's stomach struggle for sudden relief, and his
eyes smarted. Zonbies did not have nuch cohesi on.

Bink followed it down, pursing his lips with distaste. A nunber of zonbies were associated with
Castl e Roogna, and they had been instrumental in nmaking it the palace of the King. But now they
were supposed to lie safely hi then- graves. Wat ghastly urgency brought theminto the party?

Vll, he would notify die King in due course. First he had to see to MIlie's skeleton. He entered
the bal |l roomand found that the subaquatic notif was gone. The normal pillars and walls had
returned. Had the Queen lost interest in her decorations?

"I"ve got it!" he cried, and the guests collected inmediately. "What happened to the water?"

"The Queen left suddenly, and her illusion stopped," Chester said, w ping crunbs of green cake
fromhis face. It seened refreshnments had been real enough, anyway. "Here, let nme help you with

t hat book." The centaur reached down with one hand and took it easily fromBink's tiring grasp. Ch
for the power of a centaur!

"I meant the healing water, the elixir," Bink said. He knew what had happened to the Queen, now
that he thought about it! The King had sunmoned her

"Right here,"” Cronbie said, bringing it out fromunder a table. "Didn't want crunbs to fall hi it"
The bucket was now on the floor beside the Anniversary Cake.

"That doesn't | ook |ike a skeleton," the manticora said.

"Transfornmed—er sonething," Bink explained. He opened the book while Chester supported it. There
was a general nurnur of awe. Some magi c!

The spell doctor peered at it "That's not a transfor-
42
mati on. That's topology nagic. | never saw such an extrenme case before."

Nei t her had the others. "Wat is topol ogy magi c?** Cronbi e asked.

"Changi ng the formw thout changing it," she said.

"dd crone, you're tal king nonsense," Cronbie said with his custonmary diplomacy around the sex.

"I"'mtal king magi c, young squirt,"” she retorted. "Take an object. Stretch it out. Squish it flat
Fold it You have changed its shape but not its nature. It remains topologically simlar. This book
is a person.”

"Wth the spirit squished out,” Bink said. "Were's MIIlie?"

The ghost appeared, silent. She renmined under the geas, unable to comment on her body. \What a
terrible fate she had suffered, all these centuries! Flattened and folded into a book, and
prevented fromtelling anyone. Until the Queen's charade-contest prize had coin-cidentally opened
t he way.

Coi ncidental I y? Bul k suspected his talent was at work.
"Shoul d the Queen supervise the restoration?" the manticora asked.

"The Queen is otherw se occupied, and nust not be disturbed,” Bink said. Actually it was the King
he was protecting. "We'd better proceed without her."
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"Right," Chester said, and dunped the book into the bucket

"WAit!" Bink cried, knowing it was already too |late. He had contenplated a gentle i mersion. But
perhaps this was best.

The dunked book shimered. MIlie the CGhost made an al nost soundl ess shriek as she was drawn
toward the bucket Then the book inflated, absorbing elixir rapidly, opening and unfolding as its
tissues filled out. The pages becane hunman |inbs and the heavy jacket a human head and torso,

flattened horrendously but already bulging into doll-like features. Gotesquely it convul sed into
a m sshapen manni kin figure, swelling and finning into the senblance of a wonan. ''I MIllie the
ghost, still trying to scream floated into t$£ mass, her outline nmerging with that of the form ng

tedy. Suddenly the two phased conpl etely. She stood
S 43

knee deep in the bucket, as lovely a nynph as could be desired, and an astoni shing contrast to
what they had just seen. "I'mwhole!" she exclainmed in wonder.

"You certainly are," Chester agreed. "Soneone fetch her sone clothing."

There was a scranble. A formcane forward bearing a decayed robe. It was a zonbie. Wnen shri eked.
Everyone scranbled to avoid it.

Cronbi e charged forward, scowing. "You rotters can't come in herel Qut, out!"

The zonbie retreated, backing toward the Anniversary Cake. "Not that way!" Bink cried, again too
| ate. The zonbie came within range of the pickl epuss, who snarl ed.

There was a zoopf and the zonbie was pickled. Squirting putrid juices, it fell into the cake. The
pi ckl e- puss struck again, pickling the entire cake as the zonbie disappeared into it. Pickled
icing flew outward expl osively, spattering the guests. The picklepuss broke free of its |eash and
bounded onto the refreshnent table, pickling everything it passed. Wnen screaned again. It was
one of the foolish, enchanting mannerisnms they had.

"What is going on here?" a strange young nman denanded fromthe main doorway.

"Stand back!" Bink snapped. "The damm Queen's damm pickler is on the |oose!” Now he saw a conely
young wonman behi nd the stranger. They were evidently gate-crashers.

Crombi e was dashing up. "I'll get those idiots out of the way!" he cried, drawing his sword.

The pickl epuss preferred to introduce itself, and to clear its owmn way. It bounded directly at the
strangers. There was a zap—but this tine it was the puss who was pickled, in a fashion. It |anded
on the floor, surprised, then flapped its wings and took off. It had become a deerfiy, a
delicately wi nged niniature deer

"My cake!" the strange young woman cri ed.
Then Bi nk caught on. "The Queen!”
"And King!" Cronbie agreed, appalled. "In illusion-costune."

What had Bink called the Queen, in his distraction? And Cronbi e had drawn his sword agai nst the
Ki ng.

44

But Queen Iris was already at the cake. "Pickled—with a zonmbie in it! Wio did this thing?" In her
outrage she let her illusion slip. She appeared before the crowd in her natural form and reveal ed
the King in his. Both were in dishabille.

Crombi e t he woman- hat er neverthel ess suffered a seizure of gallantry. He sheathed his sword,
whi pped of f his jacket, and put it about the Queen's shoul ders, concealing her m ddl e-aged torso
"It is cool here, Highness.™
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Bi nk hastily proffered his own jacket to the King, who accepted as if this were a quite ordinary
occasi on. "Thanks, Bink," he nuttered.

MIllie stepped out of the bucket, gloriously naked and not cold at all. "I fear | didit, Your
Maj esties. The zonbie cane to help nme, and the pickl epuss got | oose—=

The Queen gazed for a long noment on MIlie's splendor. Then she gl anced down at herself. Abruptly
King and Queen were clothed royally again, she rather resenbling MIlie, he in his natura

i keness, which was handsone enough. Bi nk knew, as did everyone present, that both were in
borrowed jackets, with enbarrassing portions of their anatonmy uncovered, but now there was no sign
of this. And, in another nmonment, MIlie was also clothed in illusion, garbed |ike the chanbernaid
she was, yet still very pretty.

Bul k nodded to hinself. It seened his suggestion about the King changing his own image for | ovenak-
i ng had been effective. Except that the comotion surrounding MIlie's restoration had interrupted
it.

The Queen surveyed the ruin of the refreshnents. Then she gl anced obliquely at the King. She
decided to be gracious. "So it worked! You are no longer a ghost!" She studied MIIlie again,
apprai singly. "But you should be dressed for the occasion; this is not a workday for you." And
MIlie appeared in a fetching fvening gown, glassy slippers, and a sparkling tiara. |~Wo found
your skeleton?" | MIllie sniled radiantly. "Bink rescued nme." 8c The Queen | ooked at Bi nk. "Your
nose seens to be everything," she murnured. Then, nore |oudly:

icn Bink gets the prize. The first date with—
45

She broke ofi, as well she might. Behind her, the pickled zombie had risen out of the cake. Even
pickling could not kill a zombie; they were half pickled by nature. Cots of briny flesh dropped
along with the pickled cake. One anorphous gl ob had dropped on the Queen's shoul der, passing right
through the illusion-dress and | odgi ng who-knew where. This was the cause of the interruption in
her speech

Furious, the Queen whirled on the zonbie. "Get out of the palace, you hunk of decay!" She shot a
| ook at the King. 'Trent, transformthis nonster! It ruined ny cake!"

But King Trent was thoughtful. "I think the zombie will depart of its own volition, Iris. Procure
anot her date for MIlie; | have need of Bulk's services in another capacity."”

"But Your Mjesty— MIlie protested.
"Make the substitute look like Bink," the King murnured to the Queen. "Bink, come to the library."

In the library, King Trent spoke his mnd. "Here in Xanth we have a hierarchy of magic. As the
nost powerful Magician, | amKing, and the nost powerful Sorceress is nmy consort The Good Magici an
Humfrey is our eldest statesman. But you, Bink—you are anonynobus. You have equival ent nagic, but
it is secret. This neans you don't have the status your talent deserves. Perhaps this constitutes
a threat to your welfare.7

"But there is no danger—

"Not true, Bink. Whoever sent that sword constitutes a threat to you, though probably not a great
one. However, your talent is powerful, not smart It protects you fromhostile magic, but has a
problem wi th intangi bl e nenaces. As we know, your situation at hone is not ideal at the nonent,
and—

Bi nk nodded. "But as we both also know, that will pass, Your Mjesty."

"Agreed. But your talent is not so rational, perhaps. So it procured for you what it deened to be
a better woman—and | fault its ethics, not its taste. Then it bal ked when you realized the

m schief this would cause. So it stopped you from having your date with MIlie. The reani nation of
the zonbie was part of this.
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Probably the zonbi e was supposed to help you | ocate the skeleton, but then it had to reverse its
initiative. There is no knowi ng what mischief nmight have resulted if MIlie and the Queen had

i nsisted on conpl eting your date; but we do know the havoc woul d have seenmed to be coinci dent al
because that is the way your talent operates. W night have had the whol e pal ace col | apse on our
heads, or some unfortunate accident m ght have rendered MIlie into a ghost again."”

"No!" Bink cried, horrified.

"I know you would not wish that on so nice a creature. Neither would |I. This is the reason |

i nterceded. W nust sinply accept the fact that you can not date MIlie, though your talent
brought her back to life. | believe | have solved that problemfor the nonce. It is obvious that
MIllie s talent is sex appeal; that accounts for her original untinely demnmi se in ghost-generating
ci rcunst ances. She shall not | ack for mal e conpany—other than yours."

"Sex appeal!" Bul k exclainmed. "That was why the spell doctor was so anmused! She knew what sort of
trouble there woul d be when she restored the spell! And that's why | was so tenpted by her offer,
despite—=

"Precisely. |I felt it too—and | had just conpleted ny liaison with the Queen, thanks to your
suggestion. Here, your jacket." And the King gravely handed it back

"I't's ny fault all the palace will know— *That | amvirile as well as Kingly,'* Trent finished.
"This is no shane. Now Iris will never know the weakness | m ght otherw se have shown. OCbviously

at such a monment, | should not have felt any attraction to another woman. | did feel it near
MIllie. So | knew magi c was involved. But you, with a difficult hone Situation, and MIlie's
evident desire for you-Bink, | think we need to get you out of this region for the du-ication, at
| east until we get MIlie settled." ,,, "But Chanel eon—+ can't |eave her al one—~

"Have no concern. | shall invite her to the pal ace, be attended by ny own staff. In fact | think

MIllie self would be an excellent maid for her, until we
47

find a better situation. AlIl we need to do is renobve you fromthe stress and tenptation that
necessarily attend your presence here. Because your talent is powerful but disruptive to pal ace
life, | amproviding it guidance. Bink, | amdirecting you to conmence your royal mssion: to

| ocate the source of the magic of Xanth."

King Trent paused, and Bink waited. Nothing happened. "I think ny talent concurs,” Bink said at

| ast .

"Good," the King said, relaxing visibly. Only he knew the peril in trying to go against Sink's
talent. "1 shall assign you any facilities you require. Soneone to protect you, since you nmay have

to intrude on hazardous territory and face unnagical threats, and sonmeone to gui de you— He
snapped his fingers. "Chester the Centaur! His situation is very like yours, and you are friends.
You can ride him and you could not have a finer ally in danger."

"But the centaurs are not nen; he may not choose to go."

"It is true that ny power beconmes nominal, in the case of the centaurs, | can not order himto
acconpany you. But | think he will go as far as Good Magician Hunfrey's castle.”

"Why?" Bi nk asked, perpl exed.
"Because only Hunfrey can tell himwhat his magic talent nay be."
The King certainly kept up on things! "But that Answer would cost hima year's service!"”

The King shrugged. "No harmin talking with Hunfrey, though. Chester may go along with you, just
to keep you conpany, and incidentally chat with the Good Magician while you are there."
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Slowy Bink sniled. "And Cherie Centaur would never need to know"

"You mi ght discuss that aspect with Chester, at any rate.
Crom bi e—-he can point the way for you.'

The Ki ng pondered nonentarily. "And

"l don't think Cronmbie could keep up with Chester,” Bink said, "No man can nmatch a centaur's
steady speed over ground. And Chester would not want to cany two people—

48
"Easily solved! | shall transformCronbie into a formthat can keep up. A dragon—
"That would frighten people and attract attenti on—

"So it would. Very well, a griffin. There are a few tane ones, so people would not be too curious.
That will deprive himof speech, but give himthe power of flight: a fair exchange. And there is
hardly a better fighting aninmal than a griffin, weight for weight. Wth a centaur and a griffin
acconpanyi ng you, there should be no nundane threat you need fear." He paused again. "Even so, |
think you had better consult Hunfrey for specific advice. There m ght be nore here than we have
bar gai ned on."

Bul k found hinself filling with excitenent. Adventure, again! "Your Majesty, I'll find the source
of magic for you; when can | start?"

**Tonorrow norning,"” King Trent said, smling. "Now go home and tell your w fe about your
preenptive mssion. But don't nention MIIlie the ex-ghost."

"I won't!" Bulk agreed, smiling too. About to go, he thought of sonething else. "Do you know there
is a magi ¢ nol e hangi ng around the grounds?”

The King accepted this commruni cation gracefully. "I had not been nmade aware of that. | have no
objection, so long as it does not disturb the zonbies' graves." Then he did a double take. "That
zonbi e—=

*There was another in the gardens, where the pile of dirt was. Maybe the sane one."

"I will institute an investigation in due course.” He fixed Bink with a tolerant stare. "Any other
important intelligence to inpart?"

.. "Uh, no," Bink said, abruptly enbarrassed. What ?»as he doing, telling the King of such a
mnor matter? He had lost all sense of proportionl

49
Chapter 3. Nickel pede Chase

| n the norning they conmenced the mission: three males wi th worman-problens. Al professed to be
glad to get away fromtheir situations and into adventure. Cronbie especially liked his new form
he spread his wings frequently and took little practice nights.

I ndeed, the soldier had nuch to be pleased about. His lion's |legs were powerfully nuscled, and his
eagl e' s head was handsone with penetrating eyes, and the feathers of his wings were glorious. The
pl umage of his neck was blue, and on his back it was black, and on the front red, and the wi ngs
were white. A prettier nonster could hardly be found in Xanth.

But this was the w | derness: no playground. The nonent they departed Castle Roogna, the hostile
magi ¢ closed in. Most of the paths in this vicinity had been charned by order of the King, so
there was little danger to travelers who did not stray fromthem But Good Magician Hunfrey was
never keen on conpany, so there was no direct path to his castle. Al roads led away fromit,
magi cal | y. That neant no safe passage.

Fortunately Cronmbie's talent of |ocation could keep themgoing the right way. Periodically the
soldier-griffin paused, closed his eyes, extended one wi ng or forepaw, spun about, and canme to
rest pointing. Cronbie's directional sense was never wong. Unfortunately it did not take note of
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the inconveni ences of straight-line travel

The first thing they ran into was a clunp of hell's bells. The vines of the plants reared up
their bells ringing stridently. The tintinnabul ati on becane deaf -
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eni ng—and di sconcerting. "W have to get out of here!" Bink cried, but knew he couid not be heard
above the noise. Chester had his hands to his ears and he bucked about, kicking at individua
bel |l s—but for every one he smashed, a dozen cl anged | ouder

Crombi e spread his wings and flapped violently. Bink thought he was taking off, but instead the
griffin dug all four clawed feet into the massed vines and haul ed themviolently upward. The vines
stretched and the clangor of the bells becane shrill, then nuted. The tension prevented them from
swi ngi ng properly, so they could not ring.

Bi nk and Chester took the opportunity to scranmble out of the clunp. Then Cronbie let go and fl ew
up, out of range of the bells. They were free of the hazard, but it was a warning. They coul d not
sinply barge ahead as if treading the King' s highway.

They continued on, carefully skirting the tangle trees and noose | oops. Now Cromnbi e checked often
for the nearest dangers as well as for the proper direction. In some cases they had to turn aside
from seem ngly innocuous pl aces, ripping through itch-weeds and sliding turf. But they trusted
Cronbie's talent; better itching and sliding, than sone i gnom nious death.

Adventure did not seemquite as exciting, now that nmey were back in the thick of it. O the
thicket of it, Bink thought. There were many griny little details and i nconveni ences that one
tended to forget in the confort of hone or palace. Sink's thighs were getting sore from bouncing
on the centaur's back, and he was unconfortably sweaty.

When they got hungry, Cronbie pointed out a soda tree growing in a patch of sugar sand. Chester
took a sharp stone and poked a spigot-hole in the tree's trunk so that they all could drink from
the spouting soda. It |ooked Iike blood, a shock at first; but it was actually

.strawberry-flavored. The sugar sand was too sweet, soO

it was possible to eat only a little. Cronbie pointed out a breadfruit tree, and that was much
better. The

;1 oaves were just ripe, so that they steaned warmy
"when opened, and were delicious.

J Just when the three were feeling confident again,
%
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danger cane questing for them Cronbie's talent operated only when invoked; it was not an
automatic alert. In this case the threat was a hungry dragon of nedi um size, |and-bound and fire-
breat hi ng: about the worst eneny in Xanth except for a | arge dragon. Such nonsters were the |ords
of the wilderness, and were the standard agai nst which all other viciousness was neasured. Had
this been the largest variety, they would have been lost. As it was, against this mddle range, a
man and a griffin and a centaur had a fighting chance.

Still, why had the dragon cone after thenf? Normally dragons did not attack nen or centaurs.
Dragons fought them but only when they had to. Because though the dragon was |ord of the

wi | derness, the nunbers and organi zati on and weapons of nen and centaurs nmade them nore form dable
t han nost dragons preferred. Sone nen, like the King, had magic that could finish any dragon
Normal |y peopl e and dragons |eft each other al one.

That anonynous eneny—eoul d he have sent the dragon? Just a little nudge in the dragon's snall, hot
brai n—and the result would seemlike a norrmal wilderness accident. Bink renenbered the King's

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...anth%2002%20-%20The%20Source%200f%20Magic.txt (30 of 193) [1/19/03 8:42:52 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2002%20-%20The%20Source%200f%20M agi c.txt

anal ysis: that his eneny's magic was very like his own. Not identical, of course. But sinilar
Ther ef ore insidious.

Then his eyes spotted a little nound of dirt, seeningly freshly deposited. The magi ¢ nol e here?
Al'l Xanth nmust be infested with the creatures 1

Both Cronbie and Chester had fighting hearts. But Bnk ultinately depended on his secret talent.
The trouble was, that protection did not necessarily extend to his two friends. Only by joining
the fray directly could Bink hope to help them for then his talent mght have to save themall to
save him He felt guilty about this, knowi ng that his courage was false; they could die while he
was charmed. Yet he could not even tell them about this. There was a lot of this kind of magic in
Xanth; it was as if magic liked to clothe itself in superfluous nystery, by that means enhanci ng
itself in the manner of a pretty wonan.

At any rate, they were caught in a |level clearing:
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the dragon's ideal hunting ground. There were no large trees to provide either shelter or escape,
and no local magic they could draw on fast enough. The dragon was charging, a shaft of fire
jetting fromits nmouth. One good scorch fromthat flame would be enough to roast a man entire.
Dragons found roasted nan very tasty, it was w dely runored.

Chester's bow was in his hands, an arrow nocked. He was well provisioned with bow, arrows, sword,
and a length of pliant rope, and knew how to use themall. "Keep clear of the flane!" he yelled.
"He's got to build up a bellyful between shots. Wen you see himstart to heave, dodge sidew se!"

Good advice! Any creature the size of a dragon was likely to be a trifle slow maneuvering, and
that jet of fire needed careful ainmng. In fact they nmight be safest close to the nonster, so that
they coul d dodge around it too quickly for it to orient. Not too close, for the dragon's teeth and
cl aws were devastating

Cronbi e, however, also possessed claws, and his beak was as good hi its fashion as teeth. He had
t he advantage of flight. He could maneuver faster than the dragon despite his mass, though of
course his weight was only a fraction of that of the dragon. But he was not a natural griffin, so
woul d not be able to react with the sanme speed and precision as a true one.

Bi nk hinself was the weak link in the defense—er so it would naturally seemto the others. "Bink
stand backl" Chester cried as Bnk charged forward. Bink had no way to explain to the centaur his
seem ng foolishness.

The dragon slowed as it canme within a dragon's-length, its eye on its nost forni dabl e opponent:
the griffin. Cronbie emitted a shriek of challenge and | ooped toward the dragon's tail. As the
monster's head turned to follow him Chester fired an arrowinto its neck. The shaft was driven
with the power only a centaur could nuster, but it merely bounced off the dragon's netallic
scales. "Have to get a shot into its nouth—when there's no fire," Chester nuttered.

Bi nk knew how dangerous that was. A clear shot into the mouth could be had only by standing nore
or less in front of the dragon while it opened its orifice—
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and nornally it only did that to bite or fire. "Don't risk it!" he cried. "Let Conbie find us an
escape! ' *

But Cronbi e was out of hearing, and busy, and in any event the ornery centaur was not in a nood to
retreat. If they did not attack the dragon at their conveni ence, the dragon woul d denolish them at
its convenience.

Sink noved in with his sword, seeking a vul nerable spot. The closer he got, the | arger the dragon
seened. Its scal es overl apped; they m ght be proof against nbst arrows, but rmaybe not against a
bl ade angl ed up between them If he could penetrate the arnmor in the vicinity of a vital organ—
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Cronbi e dived at the dragon, scream ng shrilly. The dive-bonmbing of a griffin was a thing not even
a dragon could afford to ignore. The dragon whi pped about,, its whole body coiling snoothly, its
head striking upward in a circle to intercept the griffin. The huge jaws gaped, but it was not
quite set for fire; it intended to bite off a whig or head if it could. Its neck was bowed toward
Bi nk, who was not regarded as a threat. Chester shot an arrow into that nouth, but his angle was
bad and the nmissile ricocheted froma tooth. Cronbie canme close, talons extended, banking to avoid
those gaping jaws and score on an eye. Bink ran in close, and ramred his charmed point into the
spl ayed scal es beneath the neck

The dragon's body was about as thick as Bink was tall, and each scale was the dianmeter of a spread-
fingered hand, glossy blue and fringed with iridescence. Each edge was sharp as a knife. As Bink's
bl ade sank in, those beautiful, deadly scales slid closer to his hand. Abruptly he realized that
his hand could be sliced apart before his sword did critical danage to the nonster. It was indeed
a futile thing for a man to attenpt to slay a dragon!

Bul k' s thrust, however, hurt, as the prick of a thorn could hurt a man. The dragon whi pped about
to focus on the annoyance. Its neck bent in an S-curve to bring the snout to bear on Bink. That
snout seened twice as large fromthis vantage. It was the height of his waist, and coppery, with
two nostril-valves that hinged inward to prevent air from being expelled. The
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dragon breathed in through its nose and out through its nouth; probably a snootful of flanes would
destroy the delicate nasal passages, so the systemhad to be fail-safe. Below, the |lips were

burni shed and lighter in color, as if alloyed with some sterner netal, able to tolerate the
furnace heat of the dragon's breath. The teeth were stained scorch-brown, with black soot in the
crevices.

The eyes were situated on the sides of the dragon's cranium but the nuzzle was channel ed so that
the creature could |l ook directly forward to see where its fire struck. At the nonent those eyes
were on Bink, who stood there with one hand on the hilt of his sword enbedded in the | ower curve
of the S-bend of flie neck. Dragons varied in intelligence, like all creatures, but even a stupid
dragon woul d be quick enough to connect Bulk with the injury in such a circunstance. The nostril -
val ves closed with little pings. The nouth cracked open. Bink was about to be thoroughly scorched.

He froze. Al he could think of was his sword: it was a good weapon, charned to be always sharp
and tight in his hand, a gift fromthe King's arsenal. |If he dodged out of the way, he would have
to |l eave that faithful blade enbedded in the dragon's neck, for there was not tune to lever it

| oose. He did not want to lose it, so he hung on—and was unable to nmove out of the projected path
of flame.

A roaring developed in the belly of the dragon. The throat opened into a round tube, ready to
eject the colum of fire. Bink was a standing target.

Then an arrow swi shed over Bink's still shoul der and down that open throat A perfect shot by the
centaur!

Too perfect. Instead of penetrating the softer lining of the deep gullet and punctuating a vita
organ, the arrow disappeared into the stirring flame. Now that flane came out, a deadly shaft of
gol den light, destroying the arrow, hurtling toward Bul k' s head.

And the griffin crashed into the dragon's snout, bearing it down just as the fire enmerged. The
snout met the ground at Bink's feet There was sonething |ike explosion. The dragon's head was
bathed in the tblast, and a small crater was gouged -out of the
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earth. The griffin just m ssed having a wing scorched. Bink was left standing there, sword in
hand, at the smoking rim unscathed. /

The griffin snatched Bink hi his claws as the dragon reoriented. They were nonentarily airborne as
a second blast of fire passed beneath Sink's dangling feet
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Crombi e coul d not support Bink's weight long on the ground, |et alone airborne. "Find an escape!"
Bi nk cried. "Use your talent!"

Surprised, the griffin dropped Bink in a pillow bush and perforned his direction-pointing routine
in mdair. Meanwhil e the dragon coughed out several dusty fireballs, sprayed particles of soot,
cleared its pipe, and charged after them Chester galloped beside it, trying to get in another
good shot. It was evident that this dragon was too tough for the three of themtogether

Cronmbie's right wing pointed to the side. "Squawkl" he cried.
Chester | ooped back and cruised by. "On ny back!** he cried.

Bui k | eaped, and sprawl ed across the centaur's runp. He started to slide off, grabbed wldly,
caught a handful of mane, and righted hinself while the centaur gall oped on, head held | ow. Bink
al nost tunbled forward, but clasped his knees tightly and held on.

He | ooked up—and saw t he dragon chargi ng headl ong at them The nonster nust have | ooped back tool
"Chesterl"™ Bink screaned in panic. "It's in front of us!"

"Front, hell!" the centaur yelled frombehind him "You're facing backward, dodo."

Qops. So he was. The dragon was following them trying to catch up. Bink was hol ding onto
Chester's handsone tail. No wonder the head had seened | ow

Wll, it was a good way to watch the dragon. "The nonster's gai ning,
Cronbi e pointing?"

Bul k reported. "Were's

"That's where |I'mgoing!" Chester called back. "But | don't know how far it isl" His evident ire
was understandabl e; he did not like fleeing an eneny, even so form dable a one as a dragon. If it
weren't for Bink, the centaur woul d not have retreated at all.

Cronbie had indicated the direction, but could not
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know whet her they would be able to reach the place of safety in tinme. Suppose the dragon caught
themfirst? Bink feared his talent would have to come into operation again.

"That was the bravest thing | ever sawin a man," Chester called. obviously he felt centaurs had
el evat ed standards of bravery. "You stood right in front of the dragon's nouth, attracting his
attention, and you kept absolutely still so | could get a clear shot around you. You could have
been fried."

O skewered by the centaur's arrow. But centaurs seldom m ssed their targets. "That wasn't
bravery," Bnk replied. "I was too terrified to nove a nuscle.”

"So? And what about when you spi ked your sword Into old firesnoot's neck?"

That had resenbl ed bravery. How coul d Bink explain that the protection provided by his devious
tal ent made such acts easier? Had he really believed he nmight get killed, he mght never have had
the nerve. "I only did what you two were doing: attacking. To save ny hide."

Chester snorted derisively and charged on. The dragon continued to gain. Had it been a flying one,
they woul d have been | ost—except that the flying dragons were snaller, and consequently |ess
powerful . But any dragon was real trouble, unless the one being attacked had nullifying magic.

Now t he dragon was coming within torching range. There was dirt on its nose, but its fires
remai ned stoked. It opened its nouth—

Chester dropped into a hole. "Hang on!" the centaur cried belatedly. "It's a crevice too broad to
| eap! ™
Evidently so. Bink narrowy avoi ded doing a somersault over Chester's tail, hung on, and | anded

with gut-jarring .inmpact The walls rose up rapidly on either Side. They nust have approached this
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chasm obliquely, so that it was easy to rush down inside it. This nust be the escape Cronbie had
i ndi cated. Indeed, the griffin J?as angling down to join them

** But the dragon followed theminto the crack. Its long, sinuous body was well adapted to this
type of

srture. There was no crevice a centaur could hide in

it would be too narrow for the dragon. That made
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Bi nk uncertain; could this be a diversion, and not the escape route?

Suddenly Chester skidded to a halt. "Don't stop!" Bink cried. "The nonster's right behind us!"

"Some escape route that featherbrain picked for us,
fight the dragon."

" Chester nuttered with disgust. "W'd better

"We' Il have to," Bink said, turning around to face the centaur's head. "W can't outrun it—
Then he saw what had stopped Chester. "N ckel -pedes!" he cried with new horror

The dragon saw t he ni ckel pedes too. It skidded to a halt and tried to turn about—but the crevice
was too narrow for effective circling. It mght have | ooped up and over its own body, but that
woul d have neant exposing its neck again, where it had al ready been stung.

Cronbi e cane to |and between them "This was your way out, birdbrain?" Chester denmanded as the
ni ckel pedes scuttled close, forming living barricades wherever there were shadows, cutting off any
i kely escape.

"Squawk!" the griffin replied angrily. He understood both the | anguage and the insult perfectly,
t hough he could not reply in kind. He stood up, wings furled so they would not bang agai nst the
close walls and get snudged. He cl osed his eyes, whirled awkwardly, and pointed with a forepaw

But the paw was not firm it wavered across half a circle.

A few bol d nickel pedes attacked. Each was girt with about five hundred |l egs and a single set of

pi ncers, and each had a taste for fresh neat. A single nickel pede could be killed, with a certain
anount of effort and unpl easantness; a hundred were insurnountable w thout extraordi nary arnor or
magi c. But the attenpt had to be nade, for if there was one thing worse than being roasted by a
dragon, it was bei ng gouged by ni ckel pedes.

The dragon youped. A nickel pede had clanped on its smallest front claw and was gougi ng out a disk
of substance nearly an inch across. The dragon's claws were iron, but the nickel pede's pincers
wer e nickel hardened by nmagic; they could gouge from al nost anything. Chester chuckled griny.
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Then the centaur |eaped high, enitting a cry Iike a neigh. Another nickel pede had scooped out a
pi ece of one hoof. Chester cane down, stonping the little nonster hard. But the nickel pede
scuttled to the side, avoiding the bl ow—while others attacked Chester's remining hooves. And the
dragon chuckl ed.

But their predicanent was not funny. The crevice was deep, with a | evel footing bel ow sheer
vertical stone walls. It was too deep for Bink to junp out of. He might have made it by standing
on Chester's back

—but how woul d the centaur hinself get out? The dragon could lift its head that high—but not its
forefeet. Only the griffin might escape—except that the narrowness of the cleft prevented himfrom
spreadi ng bis wings far enough. He had glided into a |l anding, but taking off required nore
vigorous action and lift. Wth Chester's help he might get high enough—but again, what about
Chester? They were trapped as nuch by the situation as by the walls.

Very soon they would all be food for the swarm if they didn't get out of here. Yet the bul k of
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the dragon bl ocked the exit. At this stage the dragon was fidgeting about, trying to hoist its
body off the ground so that it would not get gouged in a tender place, while the nickel pedes went
gleefully for its feet. Chester was performng sinmlarly. So was Cronmbie, who could not fly at the

nonent. And Bi nk hinsel f, whose extrenmities were the nost tender of all. Where was his tal ent now?
"I't's only the sunlight that holds them back," Chester said. "Wen the sun noves over, they'll all
be on us."

Bi nk | ooked at the |ine of shadow. At the nmonent the sun was high, and there was only a snal
shadowed area. But that area was packed with the pinching nonsters. Only one nickel pede in a
hundred ventured forth into the light, scuttling across to the .shadow of soneone's body—but even
so, there were a dozen or nore coning

Then Bink had an inspiration. "W nust cooperate!" he cried. "All together—before we all get eaten
together!" :* "OF course,"” Chester said. "But how do we get rid

# the dragon?"
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"I mean cooperate with the dragon!" Chester, Cronbie, and the dragon |ooked at him nutually
startled. All of themwere still dancing in place. "A dragon's too dunb to cooperate, even if it
wanted to,*" Chester objected. "Even if there were any point There's just a pilot light in the
monster's brain. Wiy help it eat us?"

"There would have to be a truce,” Bink said. "W help it, it doesn't eat us. The dragon can't turn
about, it can't lift its body off the ground for any length of tune. So it is vulnerable, just as
we are. But it can fight the nickel pedes much better than we can. So if we protect its flank—

"Fl ane! " Chester exclained. "Nickel pedes hate |ight—and flane has lots of light!"
"Right," Bink said. "So if we protect its dark side, and its feet—

"And its back," Chester added, glancing at Cronbie. "If it will trust us—

"I't has no choice," Bink said, noving toward the dragon

"I't doesn't know thatl Watch out—t'Il scorch you!"

But Bi nk, protected by his magic, knew he would not get scorched. He wal ked up to the nose of the
dragon and stood before the copper nostrils. Wsps of snoke drifted up fromthem there was a
little | eakage when the systemwas idle. "Dragon," he said, "you understand ne, don't you? You
can't talk, but you know we're all in trouble now, and we'll all get gouged to pieces and consuned
by the nickel pedes unl ess we help each other fight themoff?" And he junped to avoid the onslaught
of anot her ni ckel pede.

The dragon did not respond. It just |ooked at him Bink hoped that was a good sign. He drew his

sword, sighted at the nickel pede between his feet, and inpaled it neatly on the point The thing

clicked its pincers as Bulk lifted it, undead, and it strove to get at anything gougeable. From

this vantage the pincers were circular; a nickelpede normally clanped onto its target with a few
hundred | egs and scooped inward to cut away a shall ow di sk of flesh. Horribl e!

"I can nullify one nickel pede at a tine,’
right eye.

Bi nk continued, showing his captive to the dragon's
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"I could sit on one of your feet and protect it. My friend the centaur could defend your tail. The
griffinis actually a transforned sol dier, another friend; he could watch for enem es dropping on
your back, and crunch themin his beak. W can help you—f you trust us."

"How can we trust it?" Chester demanded

Still the dragon did not react. Was it stupid, or conprehending? As long as it l|istened, Bink had

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...anth%2002%20-%20The%20Source%200f%20Magic.txt (35 of 193) [1/19/03 8:42:52 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2002%20-%20The%20Source%200f%20M agi c.txt

to assume that all was reasonably well. "Here's what we have to do," he continued hurriedly, as

t he shadow advanced and the ni ckel pedes grew bol der. Three were coming at Bink's own feet now, it
woul d be hard to spear themall in tinme. "The three of us nust clinb over you to get to your tai
and back feet. Cronbie will perch on your back. So you will have to | et us pass, and tol erate our
wei ght on your body. We'll do what we can to keep your scales intact. But the nain job is yours.
Once we get clear, you scorch the whol e nass of nickel pedes in the crevice before you. Fry them
all! They don't like light, and will clear out. Then we can all back out of here. Agreed?"

The dragon nerely stared at him Had it really conprehended? Chester took a hand. "Dragon, you
know centaurs are creatures of honor. Everyone knows that! | give nmy word: | will not attack you
if you let me past. | know Bink; even though he is a man, he is also a creature of honor. And the
griffin— He hesitated.

"Squawk! " Cronbie said angrily.
"Cronbie is also a creature of honor," Bink said quickly. "And we assume you are too, dragon."

Yet the dragon still stared at him Bink realized he would have to ganbl e. The dragon m ght be too
stupid to conprehend the nature of their offer, or it still might not trust them It was possible
it had no way to respond. They woul d have to ganble on the |ast alternative.

"I amgoing to clinb over your back," Bink said. "My friends will follow me. The truce will hold
until we all get out of this crevice."

e;e. Truce. He had |l earned to appreciate this node of |SBnpronise over a year ago, when he and
Chanel eon pad made truce with the EvU Magi ci an. That arrange-
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ment had saved themall fromdisaster hi the wilderness. It seened no eneny was too awful to deal
with in tune of sufficient peril.

He addressed the silent dragon again. "If you don't believe me, scorch us now, and face the
ni ckel pedes al one. "

Bi nk wal ked boldly around the dragon's head to the base of the neck where the front |egs

proj ected. The dragon did not scorch him He saw the wound he had made in the neck, dripping ichor
that a nickel pede was greedily eating as it landed. The little nonster was gougi ng di sks out of
the stone floor to get every last bit of the delicacy puddling there. The nickel pedes had to be
the nost rapacious nonsters for their size in all the Land of Xantht

Bi nk sheathed his sword after wi ping off the inpaled nickel pede, then stretched up his hands and
junped. Hi s head and chest cleared die top of the leg, and he was able to scranble over the

scal es. Because they were lying flat, they did not cut himso long as he did not rub themthe
wong way. The dragon did not nmove. "Cone on, Chester, Cronbiel"” he called back

Pronpted by his call and the encroachi ng ni ckel pedes, the two creatures foll owed. The dragon eyed
themwarily, but held its flame. Soon the three assuned their battle stations. Just in tinme; the
ni ckel pedes had nassed so thickly that the shadowed walls were bright with their highlights. The
shadow was advanci ng i nexorably.

"Bl ast out the passage aheadl" Bulk yelled to the dragon. "We're protecting your flankl" And he
drew his sword and speared anot her nickel pede on the point.

The dragon responded by bel ching out a trenendous wash of fire. It scorched the whol e crevice,
obscuring everything in flame and snoke. It was as if a bolt of lightning had struck. Ni ckel pedes
screeched thinly as they fell fromthe walls, burning, sone even exploding. Success

"Very good," Bink said to the dragon, wi ping his tearing eyes. There had been a fair backlash of
hot gas. "Now back out" But the creature did not nove.

"It can't back," Chester said, catching on. "Its legs don't work that way. A dragon never
retreats.’
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Buik realized it was true. The dragon was linber, and normally it tw ned about to reverse course
Its legs and feet were structured for forward only. No wonder it had not expressed agreenent to
Bul k's proposal; it could not perform Wthout words, it could not explain; any negation woul d
have seened to be a refusal of the truce. Even a really intelligent creature would have been hi a
dil enma there, and the dragon was |less than that. So it had shut up

"But that nmeans we can only advance deeper into the crevice!" Bulk said, appalled. "Or wait until
dark." Hither course was disaster; hi conplete darkness the nickel pedes would be upon themin a

mass, and gobbl e every part of then" bodies in disk-chunks called nickels. Wiat a horrible fate,

to be nickeled to deathl

The dragon's flanme would not |ast forever; the creature had to refueL Wiich was what it had been
trying to do at the outset, chasing them The nonent its fires gave out, the nickel pedes would
swar m back in.

"The dragon can't be saved," Chester said. "Get on ny back, Bink; I'Il gallop out of here, now
that we're past the obstruction. Cronbie can leap fromits back and fly."

"No," Buik said firmy. "That would violate our trace. W agreed to see the whole party safe
outsi de. "

"We did not," the centaur said, nettled. "W agreed not to attack it We stall not attack it. W
shall merely leave it"

"And | et the nickel pedes attack it instead?" Bink finished. "That was not my understandi ng. You go
if you choose; I'mfinishing ny conmitnent, inplied as well as literal."

Chester shook his head. "You*re not only the bravest nman |'ve seen, you're the man-headedest."

I.e., brave and stubborn. Bink wished it were true. Buoyed by his talent, he could take risks and
honor pl edges he m ght otherw se have reneged on. Cronbi e and Chester had genui ne courage; they
knew they could die. He felt guilty, again, know ng that he would get out of this sonehow, while
his friends had no such assurance. Yet he knew they would not desert him So hp was stuck: he had
to place themin terrible peril—
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to honor his truce with an eneny who had tried to kill themall. Were was the ethical course?

**K we can't go back, well just have to go forward," Chester decided. "Tell your friend to get up
steam"”

The irony was unsubt| e—but Chester was not a subtle centaur. In fact, he was an argunentative
braw er. But a loyal friend. Bink's guilt remained. His only hope was that as long as they were
all inthis fix together, his talent night extricate themtogether. M ght

"Dragon, if you would— Bink called. "Maybe there's an exit ahead."

**Maybe the noon isnt made of green cheese,” Chester nurnured. It was sarcasm but it remni nded
Bi nk poignantly of the tinme in his childhood when there had been what the centaurs called an

eclipse: the sun had banged into the noon and knocked a big chunk out of it, and a great wad of
the cheese had fallen to the ground. The whole North Village had gorged on it before it spoiled
Green cheese was the best—but it only grew well in the sky. The best pies were in the sky, too.

The dragon lurched forward. Bink threw his arns about its ankle to keep from bei ng dislodged; this
was worse than riding a centaur! Cronbie spread his wings partially for balance, and Chester
facing the rear, trotted backward, startled. What was a cautious pace for the dragon was a healthy
clip for the others.

Bi nk was afraid the crevice would narrow, making progress inpossible. Then he would really have a
crisis of conscience! But it stabilized, extending interm nably forward, curving back and forth so
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that no exit was visible. Periodically the dragon blasted out the path with a snort of flame. But
Bi nk noticed the blasts were getting weaker. It took a |ot of energy to shoot out fire, and the
dragon was hungry and tiring. Before long it would no | onger be able to brush back the

ni ckel pedes. Did dragons |i ke green cheese? Irrelevant thought! Even if cheese would restore the

fire, there was no noon available right now, and if the noon were in the sky, bow could they reach
it?

Then the crevice branched. The dragon paused, perplexed. Wich was the npbst prom sing route?
Crombie closed his griffin eyes and spun as well as
64

he could on the dragon's back. But again his whig pointed erratically, sweeping past both choices
and finally falling, defeated. Cronbie's spell was evidently in need of the spell doctor—at a nost
i nopportune time.

"Trust the bird-head to foul it up," Chester nuttered.

Cronbi e, whose bird hearing evidently remained in good order, reacted angrily. He squawked and
wal ked al ong the dragon toward the centaur, the feathers of his neck lifting like the hackles of a
wer ewol f.

"RdaxI M Bink cried. "W'Ill never get out if we quarrel anmong ourselvesl"
Rel uctantly, Cronbie noved back to his station. It seemed to be up to Bink to decide on the route.

Was there a chance the two branches | ooped around and nmet each other? If so, this was a handy way
to get the dragon turned about, so they all could get out of here. But that seemed unlikely. At
any rate, if it were this way, either path would do. "Bear |eft"

The dragon marched into the left one. The nickel pedes followed. It was getting harder to drive
themoff; not only was the shadow advanci ng, the oblique angle of the new passage made a narrower
shaft for the sunlight

Bi nk | ooked up into the sky—and di scovered that things were even worse than they had seened.
Cl ouds were form ng. Soon there would be no sunlight at all. Then the nickel pedes would be bold
i ndeed.

The passage divided again. Ch, no! This was beconing a maze—a deadly serious one. |If they got | ost
init—

"Left again," Bink said. This was awful; he was guessing, and it was getting themall deeper into
trouble. If only Crombie's talent were operative here! Strange how it had failed. It had seened to
be in good order until they entered the crevice. In fact, it had pointed them here. Why had it
sent theminto a region that blanked it out? And why had Bink's own talent permtted this? Had it
failed too?

Suddenly he was afraid. He had not realized how much he had come to depend on his talent. Wthout
it
I 65

he was vul nerable! He could be hurt or killed by nagic.

No I He could not believe that. His nmagic had to remai n—and Cronbie's too. He just had to figure
out why they were mal functioning at the nonment

Mal functi oni ng? How did he know they were? Maybe those talents were trying to do their jobs, but
weren't being interpreted correctly. Like the dragon, they were powerful but silent Crombie nerely
had to ask the right question. If he asked "Wich road | eads out of the maze?" it was possible
that any of themdid —er none. Wat would his talent do then? If he denanded the specific
direction of out, and the escape route curved, wouldn't his pointing appendage have to curve
about, too? There was no single direction, no single choice; escape was a |abyrinth. So Cronbie
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was baffled, thinking his talent had failed, when perhaps it had only quit in disgust

Suppose Bulk's talent was aware of this. It would not worry; it would show hima way to nake
Cronbie's talent operate, in due course. But it would be better if Bink figured that way out

hi nsel f, because then he could be sure that all of them escaped. That way, both friendship and
honor woul d be preserved.

So now the test of his nettle was upon him How could he solve the riddle of the bal ked talent?
Qobviously straight direction was not the answer to the question of out Yet Cronmbie's talent was
directional. He asked where sonething was, and it snowed the direction. If direction were not the
answer in this case, what was—and how could Cronbie identify it?

Maybe he could use Cronbie's talent to find out "Cronbie," he called around the dragon's body.
"Where is something that will get us out of here?"

The griffin obligingly went through his routine, to no avail

"lIt's no good," Chester grunbled. "His talent's soured. Not that it ever was much good. Now if /
had a tal ent—=

Crombi e squawked, and the tone was such that it was obvious that the centaur had been treated to a
rich di scourse on prospective orifices available for shoving such a talent. Chester's ears
reddened.

66

"That's what you're along to find out,” Bink reminded him "Right now, Cronbie's all we have. |
think there's a key, if | can only find it hi time." He paused to skewer another nickel pede. The
things died slowy, but they didn't attack after skewering. They couldn't; their conpanions
gobbl ed them up i mediately. Soon it would not be possible to concentrate on anything but

ni ckel pedes! "Cronbie, where is something that will show us how to get out of here?”

"You just asked that," Chester grunbled.

"No, | nodified the |anguage slightly. Showing is not the same as— He stopped to watch the
griffin. For a noment it seenmed Cronbie's talent was working, but then his wi ng wavered back and
forth and gave up.

"Still, we nust be getting warm" Bink said with false hope. "Cronbie, where is there sonething
that will stop the nickel pedes?”

Cronbi e's wing pointed straight up
"Sure," Chester said, disgusted. "The sun. But it's going behind a cloud."
"At least it proves his talent is working."

They came to another fork. "Cronbie, which fork will bring us fastest to sonething that will help
us?" Bi nk asked.

The wing pointed firmy to the right "Hey, it actually worked!" Chester exclaimed nockingly.
"Unl ess he's faking it."

Cronbi e | et out another vile-sounding squawk, al nost enough in itself to scorch a few nickel pedes.

But now the cloud covered the sun, sinking the entire cleft in awful shadow. The nickel pedes noved
inwith anmltiple clicking of satisfaction and anticipation and garden-variety greed. "Dragon,
take the right fork!" Bink cried. "Blast it out ahead of you, and run. Use up your |ast reserves
of fire if you have to. We're on to sonething good." He hoped.

The dragon responded by shooting out a searing bolt of flane that illum nated the passage far
ahead. Again the nickel pedes squeeked as they died. The dragon gall oped over their snoking
corpses, carrying Bink and Chester and Cronbie along. But it was tiring.
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Somet hi ng sparkled in the di m passage ahead. Bink
67
i nhal ed hope—but quickly realized it was only a will-0'-the-wi sp. No help therel
No hel p? Suddenly Bink renenbered sonething. "That's it!" he cried. "Dragon, follow that w sp!"

The dragon obeyed, despite Chester's incredulous neigh. It snorted no nore flane, for its furnace
was al nbst exhausted, but it could still run at a respectable pace. The wi sp dodged about, as

wi sps had al ways done, always just at the verge of perception. Wsps were born teases. The dragon
| umbered through fork after fork, quite | ost—and suddenly enmerged into a dry riverbed.

"We're out!" Bink cried, hardly believing it hinself. But not yet safe; the nickel pedes were
boiling out of the chasm

Bul k and Chester scranbled away fromthe dragon and up and out of the gully, and found thensel ves
hi the ashes of an old burn. Cronbie spread his wings and | aunched into the sky with a squawk of

pure relief. The nickel pedes did not follow even the dragon; they could not scuttle well through

ashes, and might get caught by returning sunlight The party was safe.

The dragon col | apsed, panting, in a cloud of ashes. Bink wal ked around to its snout "Dragon, we
had a good fight, and you were winning. W fled, and you pursued, and we all got caught in the
cleft. W made a truce to escape, and you honored it well and so did we. By working together we
saved all our lives. Now | would rather have you as a friend than an eneny. WII| you accept
friendship with the three of us before we part?”

The dragon | ooked at him Finally, slowy, it inclined its nose slightly forward in an affirmative
nod.

"Until we neet agai n—good hunting," Bink said. "Here, we can help you a little. Cronbie, where is
t he nearest good dragon-prey—-sonething even a tired dragon can nab?"

Cronbie spun in the air and flung out a whig as he fell. It pointed north—and now t hey heard the
thrashing of sonmething |arge, probably caught in a noose-loop bush. Something fat and foolish, who
woul d die a slow death in the loops if not dispatched nore mercifully by the scorch of a dragon
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"CGood hunting," Bink repeated, patting the dragon on its |ukewarm copper nose and turning away.
The dragon started north.

"What was the point in that?" Chester asked hi a low tone. "W have no need of a dragon's
friendship."

"I wanted it amicable, here," Bink said. "This is a very special place, where peace should exi st
anong all creatures of Xanth."

"Are you crazy? This is a burnout!”

"I''l'l show you," Bink said. "We'l|l follow that w sp."
The will-0'-the wisp was still present, hovering not quite close enough to overtake. "Look, Bink,"
Chester protested. "W |ucked out on that wi sp—bat we dare not followit any farther. It'Il |ead

us into destruction."”

"Not this one," Bink said, following it After a nonent Chester shrugged, gave a what-can-you-do?
kick with his hind hooves, and followed. Cronbie glided down to join them

Soon the wi sp stopped at a gl owstone marking a grave. As they approached, the stone lit up with
t he

WOrds HERVAN THE HERM T.
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"Uncl e Herman!" Chester exclainmed. "You nmean this is the place he—=2"

"The place he saved Xanth fromthe wi ggles," Bink said. "By summoni ng many creatures with his
Wi sps, then setting a salamander-fire to burn the wiggles out. He gave his noble life in that
effort, and died a hero. | knew the wisp would | ead us here, once | recognized the burnout,
because you are his kind and kin and the w sps honor his nenory. Cronbie's talent |ocated the
W sp, and the wi sp—=
"Uncl e Herman, hero," Chester said, his face twisting into an unfanmiliar expression. The

bel i gerent centaur was unused to the gentle enotions of reverence and respect. Alnost, it seened
there was a forlorn nelody played by a flute, enhancing the nood.

Bk and Cronbie withdrew, |eaving Chester to his contenplation hi privacy. Bink tripped over a
pile of dirt that hadn't been there a nonment ago and al nost fell headl ong; that was the only sour
not e.
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Chapter 4. Magician's Castle

Magi ci an Hunfrey's castle was the sane as ever. It stood tall and slender, with stout outer
ranparts and a high inner tower topped by enbrasures and parapets and siml|ar accouterments norma
to castles. It was snmaller than Bink renmenbered, but he knew it had not changed. Perhaps the
problem was that his nenory of the ulterior made it larger than his nenory of the exterior. Wth
magic, it was possible that the inside really was |larger than the outside.

The magi ¢ access routes had been changed, however, and the hi ppocanpus or water-horse was gone
fromthe noat, its tinme of service expired. There was surely another creature standing guard
inside, hi lieu of the manticora Bink had known: the one at the Anniversary party. Even nonsters
had to give a year of their lives as fee for the Good Magician's Answers, and they nornmally
performed as guardi ans of the castle. Hunfrey did not appreciate casual intrusions.

As they cane to the npat, the nature of the new guardi an becane apparent Monster? Mnsters! The
water teemed with serpentine | oops, some white, sone black, sliding past each other interninably.

"But where are the heads, the tails?" Chester inquired, perplexed. "All | see are coils."

The three of them stood by the npat, pondering. Wat could a whole fleet of sea serpents have
wanted to ask the Good Magician, needing his Answer so badly that all were willing to pay the fee?
How had they gotten here? It seened it was not for Bink and his friends to know.

Fortunately, this was not a hazard he had to brave.
70

Bi nk was on the King's business, and would be adnitted to the castle as soon as he made his
presence known. "Magician Hunfrey!" he call ed.

There was no response fromthe castle. Doubtless the Good Magician was buried in a good book of
magi ¢, oblivious to outside proceedings. "Magician, it is Bink, on a mssion for the King I" he
cal | ed agai n.

Still no response. "The old gnome rmust be hard of hearing," Chester nuttered. "Let me try.** He
cupped his hands before his mouth and bell owed: "MAG Cl AN COVPANY! "

The bel |l ow echoed and re-echoed fromthe battlenents, but the castle was silent "He should be at
horme, " Bink said. "He never goes anywhere. Still, we can check. Cronbie, where is the Good
Magi ci an?' *

The griffin went through his act and pointed—directly toward the castle. "Mist be beyond it,"
Chester said. "If your talent's not on the blink again.**

Cronbi e squawked, his bine hackle-feathers rising again. He stood on his hind feet and made boxi ng
motions with his front feet, challenging the centaur to fight Chester seened quite ready to
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obl i ge.
"No, no!" Bink cried, diving between them "W don't want to nake a bad inpression!"
"Hell, | wanted to make a good inpression—en his feathery face," Chester grunbled.

Bi nk knew he had to separate the two conbative creatures. "Go around to the other side of the
castle and get another fix on the Mgician," he told Cronbie.

"Triangul ate," Chester said.

Triangul ate? Bink, accustoned to his friend' s surly nmanner, had forgotten how educated centaurs
were. Triangulation was a magi cal neans of |ocating sonething without going there directly.
Chester had a good nmnd and a | ot of background information, when he cared to let it show

The griffin decided that the word was not, after all, a scatological insult, and flew to one side
of the castle and pointed again. Toward the castle. No question about it: the Mgician was hone.

"Better fly in and notify himwe're here," Bink said. "W don't want to mess with those npat -
nmonsters. "

Cronbi e took off again. There was a snall [|anding
71
area between the nmoat and the castle, but no opening in the wall, so the griffin nmounted to the

high turrets. But there seened to be no entry there for a creature of that size, so after circling
the tower twice the griffin flew back.

"I remenber now," Bink said. "The wi ndows are barred. A small bird can get through, but not a
griffin. We'll just have to brave the noat after all."

"We're here on the King's business!" Chester exclained angrily. Hi s unhandsone face was excell ent
for scoming. "We don't have to run the gauntlet!"

Bi nk was pi qued hinsel f. But he knew he could make it through, because of his talent. "It is ny
responsibility. 1'll see if | can navigate the castle obstacles and get his attention, then he'll
let you in."

"W won't let you brave that npat al one!" Chester protested, and Cronbi e squawked agreenent. These
two might have their rivalry, but they knew their ultinmate |oyalty.

Thi s was awkward. They had no nagi cal protection. "lI'd really rather do it alone,” Bink said. "l
am snal l er than you, and nore likely to slip through. If | fall hi the npat, you can |lasso ne and
haul ne out, quickly. But | could never haul you out, if—=

"CGot a point," Chester adnmitted grudgingly. "Cronbie can fly across the water, but we already know
he can't get in. Too bad he's not strong enough to fly with "you,"

Cronmbie started to bridle again, but Bulk cut in quickly. "He could carry your rope to ne, in an
energency. | really think it is best this way. You can help ne nost by figuring out what type of
nonsters are in that noat. Is there anything in the centaur's |exicon about headl ess serpents?"

"Some—but the coils don't match the pattern. They |l ook nore |ike pieces of a— Chester broke off,
staring. "It is! It's an ouroboros!"

"An ouroboros?" Bink repeated blankly. "Wat's that—a fleet of sea nonsters?"

"It is all one nonster, a water dragon, clutching its own tail between its teeth. Half of it
white, half black. The synbolismis—=x*

"But there are a score or nore segnents, all over

72
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the noat! Sone are in toward the castle, and sone out near the edge. Look—there's three lined up
parallel. They can't be pieces of the sanme nonster!"”

"Yes they can," Chester said wi sely. "The ouroboros |oops entirely around the castle—=

"But that would account for only a single-file |line of =

"Loops several tunes, and its head plunges belowits own coils to catch the tail, Alittle like a
nmobi us strip. So—

"A what ?"

"Never mind. Thafs specialized magic. Take ny word: that thing hi the npat is all one nonster—-and
it can't bite because it won't let go of its tail. So if you' re good at bal ancing, yon can walk
along it to the castle.™

"But no segnment shows above the water nore than five feet! Td fall in, if | tried to junp from
segnent to segnent!”

"Don't junp," Chester said with unusual patience, for him "Wl k. Even coil ed several tunes around
the loop, the thing is too long for the nobat, so it has to nake vertical convolutions. These can
never straighten out; as soon as one subsides, another nust rise, and this happens in a
progressive undul ati on. That's how the ouroboros noves, in this restricted |locale. So you need
never get wet; just follow one stage of the thing to the end.”

"This makes no sense to ne!" Bink said. "You' re speaking in Centaurese. Can't you sinplify?"

"Just junp aboard the nearest |oop and stay there," Chester advised. "You'll understand it once
you do it."
"You have nore confidence in ne than | do," Bulk said dubiously. "I hope you know what |'m doing."

"I trusted you to get us out of the nickel pede crevice Cronbie got us into," Chester said. "Now
you trust me to get you across that noat. It isn't as if you ve never ridden a nonster before.”

"Squawk! " Cronbie cried, pointing a wing at the centaur. Bink sniled; he had been riding the
centaur. Score one for the soldier

"Just don't fall off," Chester continued evenly. "You'd get crushed by the coils."
73

"Um" Sink agreed, sobering. Even with his talent backing himup, he didn't like this. Walking the
back of a noving sea nonster? Way not walk the wings of a flying roc, while he was at it!

He cast his gaze about, as he tended to do when he sought sone escape from what he knew he could
not escape—and spotted anot her nound of earth. Angrily he marched a few paces and stepped on it,
pressing it down.

But when a convenient |oop offered, Bink junped across to it, windmlling his arns in the fashion
of amll-tree to regain his balance. The segnent of nonster sank sonewhat beneath his weight,
then stabilized pneumatically. Though glistening with noisture, the white skin was not slippery.
Good; maybe this wal k was possible after all!

The flesh rippled. The section hi front of himsubsided into the water. "Turn aboutl" Chester
called fromthe bank. "Stay with it!"

Bi nk turned, wndmilling again. There, behind/ before him the |oop was extending. He stepped al ong
it, hurrying as the water |apped at his heels. This was |like a nagic hi ghway, opening out ahead of
him cl osing behind him Maybe mat was the basic principle of such one-way paths; they were really
the backs of nonsters! Yet though the serpent seemed to be noving toward Bink's rear, the |oop
stayed in place, or drifted slightly forward. So he was walking fairly swiftly, to rmake rather
slow progress. "I'Il never get across this way," he conplained. "I'mnot even wal king toward the
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castle."

"You'll get there," Chester called. "Keep your feet going.1*

Bi nk kept wal king, and the centaur and griffin noved slowy around the noat to keep pace. Suddenly
a | oop devel oped between himand his friends. "Hey, Fve crossed to an inner |oop—and | never |eft
this one!" Bi nk excl ai ned.

"You are spiraling inward,"” Chester explained. "There is no other way to go. Wen you get to the
i nner bank, junmp off.”

Bi nk continued, rather enjoying it now that he had his sea | egs and understood the nechani sm
There was
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no way he could avoid reaching the other shore, so long as he kept his place here. Yet what an
i ngeni ous puzzle it was; could he have solved it w thout Chester's hel p?

Abruptly the segnment narrowed. He was coming to the end of the tail! Then the head of the
ouroboros cane in sight, its teeth firmy clanped to the tail. Suddenly nervous again, Bink had no
alternative but to tread on that head. Suppose it decided to let go the tail, just this once, and
take himin instead? The big dragon eyes stared briefly at nun, sending a chill through his body.

Then the head was past, continuing its undulation into the water, and Bi nk was treading the
massi ve neck, broad as a highway after the slender tail. Apparently this dragon, serpent, or

what ever was i ndependent of air; it could keep its head submerged indefinitely. Yet howdid it

eat, if it never let go of its tail? It couldn't be eating itself, could it? Maybe that had been
its Question for the Mgician: how could it let go of its tail, so it could consunme the idiots who
wal ked along its length? No, if it had the answer to that, it would have gobbled up Bink as he
passed. "Junp, Bnk!" Chester called. Oops—had the serpent changed its mind, let go, and cone to
gobbl e? Bi nk | ooked back, but saw nothing special. Then he | ooked ahead—and di scovered that the
body was twi sting down and under the adjacent |leg of the spiral. No nore highway! He | eaped to
shore as his footing ended.

Now he was at the outer ranpart of the castle. He |ooked for the great doorway he had encountered
on his first approach to this castle, back before Trent was King—and found a waterfall

A waterfall? How had that gotten here? He traced It upward and saw a | edge; the water issued from
| *omewhere out of sight, to course down over the frane |of the door

Was there an aperture behind the sheet of water? jBink did not relish getting wet here, after
traversing ithe whole nmoat dry, but he would have to | ook. He frempbved his clothing and set it
aside, so that it would
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not get soaked, then nudged cautiously into the waterfall.

The water was cool but not chill. There was a snall air space behind it. Then the wood faci ng of
the door. He explored the surface with his hands, pushing here and there, but found no | ooseness
anywhere. There was no entrance here.

He backed out of the fall, shaking his head to clear it of drip. Were could he go fromhere? The
|l edge circled the castle, but he knew the wall was solid stone throughout. There would be no
access to the interior.

Nevert hel ess, Bink nade the circuit, verifying his suspicion. No access. What now?

He suffered a surge of anger. Here he was on the King's business; why should he have to go through
all this nonsense? The ol d gnome- Magi ci an t hought he was so clever, putting a maze around hinsel f!
Bi nk had just about had it with mazes. First the Queen's, then the nickel pede crevice, now this.

But at heart Bink was a practical man. In due course the pressure of his anger ceased, like the
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steam of a relaxing dragon. He came to look at the waterfall again. This was no nmountain, with
nat ural drai nage. The water had to be raised by nmundane or magi cal nmeans to an upper |evel, then
poured out Surely it was a circulatory system drawn fromthe noat and returning to it Could he
swimin where the water was sucked up?

No. Water could go where he could not Such as through a sieve. He could drown, if his body got
stuck in the water channel. Not worth the risk.

The only other direction was up. Could he clinb?

Yes he could. He now noted little handholds hi the wood at the edge of the waterfall. "Here
conme," he nuttered

He clinbed. As his head poked over the sill, he froze. There on the roof squatted a gargoyle. The
wat er issued fromits grotesque nouth.

Then he realized that this nonster, |ike the ouroboros, should not be dangerous if he handled it
properly. The gargoyl e, assigned to water-spouting duty, would be unlikely to chase him

Bi nk cl anbered to the surface of the small roof. He
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surveyed the situation fromthis firmer footing. The egargoyl e was about his own height, but it
was nostly face. The body was so foreshortened as to represent no nore than a pedestal. The head
was so distorted that Bink could not tell whether it was man, aninmal, or other. Huge eyes bul ged,
the nose was like that of a horse, the ears flared out enormously, and the nouth took up fully a
third of the face. Wth the water pouring out |ike a prolonged regurgitation

Behi nd the nonster the wall of the castle resuned. There were no handhol ds, and even if he could
scale it, he saw only barred apertures above. No particul ar hope there.

Bul k contenpl ated the gargoyle. How had it gotten up here? It had no real hands or feet to use to
clinmb the way Bink had. Was there a door behind it? That seenmed reasonabl e.

He woul d have to nove the nonster away fromthat door. But how? The thing had not attacked him

but its attitude m ght change if he nmolested it. The gargoyl e was nore nassive than he; it mght
shove himright ofi the roof. Too bad he didn't have his sword to defend hinself; that was with
his clothing, back beside the npat

Shoul d he clinb back down to get it? No, he was sure that would not be wise; it would give away
his intent The gargoyle could nove over and crunch his fingers as he ascended with the weapon.

Maybe he could bluff it. "Mve over, foulface; | amon a mssion for the King."

The gargoyl e ignored him That was another thing that was getting to Bink: being ignored. "Mve,
or I'lI'l move you nysel fl" He stepped toward the nonster

No reaction. How could he back down now? Trusting his talent to protect him Bink noved in beside
the gargoyle, staying clear of the river of water spouting fromits nouth, and applied his hands
to its surface. The grotesque face felt |ike stone, conpletely hard. It was heavy, too; shove as
he mi ght he could not budge it

This nmonster was defeating himand it hadn't even noticed him

Then Bink had a bright idea. Sonetimes creatures
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were vul nerable to their own specialties. The gargoyle's specialty was ugliness.

Bi nk stood before it, straddling the river. "Hey, honely—here's what you |l ook like!" He put his
fingers hi the coners of his mouth to stretch it wi de while he bugged his eyes.
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The gargoyle reacted. It pursed its lips to funnel the water toward Bink. Bink junped ninbly
aside. "Nyaat" he yelled, puffing out his cheeks to make another | udicrous face.

The nmonster shuddered with rage. It shot another blast of water at him Bul k was tagged by the
fringe of it, and al nbst washed off the | edge. This was, after all, a chancy busi ness!

He opened his nouth and stuck out his tongue. "Haa!" he cried, unable to form anything nuch better
whi | e hol di ng the expression

The gargoyle was infuriated. Its mouth opened until it took up half the face. But with the opening
that large, the water energed at | ow pressure, dribbling down the ugly chin.

Bul k dived forward—directly into that nouth. He scranbl ed upstream agai nst the slowy noving water
—and energed into a reservoir tank within the castle. In a nonment he had stroked to the surface
and clinbed out He was inside!

But not yet safe. A cactus cat perched at the edge of the reservoir. It was about half Bink's
height, with a normal feline face, but its fur was conposed of thorns. On the ears the thorns were
very large and stiff, like slender spikes. But the cat's real weapons were on its front |egs:

kni felike blades of bone projecting fromthe front, scintillatingly sharp. These obviously coul d
not be wiel ded endwi se |ike daggers, but woul d be devastating as slicers.

The thorn-fur was horizontally striped, green and brown, and this pattern carried over into the
three tails. A pretty but dangerous creature; one that no cogni zant person would pat casually on
the head saying "Nice kitty."

Was this another guardian of the castle, or nerely a houseguest? Cactus cats normally ran wild,
slicing up cactus with their blades and feeding on the fernenting
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sap. Needl e cactuses fought back, however, shooting their needles into anything that annoyed them
so they were natural enenmies to the cactus cats. Encounters between the two were said to be quite
sonet hi ng! But there was no cactus of any |and here. Maybe this was an animal soliciting an Answer
fromthe Good Magi ci an

Buik tried to skirt it, but the cat noved lithely to the only apparent exit and settled there. So
it seemed he would have to force the issue, regardless.

Suddenly Bink got mad. He had had enough of these obstructions. He was no nere supplicant, he was
here on the King's business! "Cat, get out of ny way!** he said |oudly.

The ani mal began to snore. But Bink knew it would cone awake instantly and violently if he tried
to sneak past it. Cats were ornery that way. This creature was playing cat and nouse with hi m-and
t hat nade hi m nadder yet.

But what could he do? He was no needl e cactus, with hundreds of sliver-thorns to |aunch. How coul d
he strike at this insufferable cat?

Needl es. There were other nissiles than needl es.

*Then pay the consequencel” Bink snapped. He | eaned over the reservoir and sliced his hand across
its surface, scooping out a fierce splash of water. The droplets arched across the room and
spl atted agai nst the wall beside the sleeping cat.

The creature rose up with a screech of sheerest feline fury. Sparks radiated fromits ears. Most
cats hated water, other than small tane anounts for drinking, and desert cats were enraged by it.
The thing charged Bink, its forelinb blades gl eani ng.

Bi nk scooped another volley of liquid at it. The cat |eaped straight up in horror, letting the
spl ash pass under. Ch, it was ecstatically angry now

"W can handle this two ways, Cactus," Bink said calmy, his hand ready by the water. "Either |
can soak you down thoroughl y—er you can stand and let ne pass. O any conbination of the two."
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The cat snarled. It |ooked at Bink, then at the water. Finally it affected | oss of interest, hi
t he manner of
79
bal ked felines, and stalked to the side, all three tails standing stiffly.

"Very good, Cactus," Sink said. "But a word to the cunning: if | were to be attacked on the way,
shoul d sinply have to grab my antagoni st and plunge into the pool and drown him whatever the
mut ual cost. That would be inconvenient, and | hope it does not becone necessary."

The cat pretended not to hear. It settled down again to sleep

Bul k wal ked toward the door, affecting a nonchalance simlar to that of the cactus cat, but was
wary. Fortunately he had bluffed it out; the cat did not nove.

Now he was past the hurdles. He explored the castle until he |ocated the Good Magician Hunfrey.
The man was gnonel i ke, perched on top of three huge tomes so as to gain the elevation he needed to
pore over a fourth. He was old, perhaps the oldest man in the Land of Xanth, with skin winkled
and nottled. But he was a fine and honest Magician, and Bul k knew himto be a kindly individua
under all his gruff-ness.

"Magi ci an!" Bink exclainmed, still irked by the challenge of entry. "Wiy don't you pay attention to
who's visiting] I had to run your infernal gauntlet—and |I'm not even comng as a supplicant. Fm on
the King's business."

Hunfrey | ooked up, rubbing one reddish eye with a gnarled little hand. "Ch, hello, Bink. Wy
haven't you visited nme before this?"

*'We were yelling across the noat! You never an-sweredl"

Hunfrey frowned. "Wy should | answer a transfornmed griffin who squawks in a nanner that woul d
make a real griffin blush? Wiy should | acknow edge the bellow of an ornery centaur? The one has
no Question, and the other doesn't want to pay for his. Both are wasting ny tine."

"So you were aware of us all the tinme!" Bink exclained, half-angry, half-admring, with alittle
i ndefinable enotion left over. Wiat a personality this
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was! rout
You |l et nme struggle through the whol e needl ess

"Needl ess, Bink? You cone on a mssion that will cost ne an inordinate ampunt of tine, and wl |l
threaten the welfare of Xanth itself. Wy should | encourage you hi such folly?"

"I don't need encouragenent!" Bink cried hotly. "All | need is advice —because the King thought
that was best"

The Good Magi ci an shook his head. "The King is a remarkably savvy custoner. You need nore than
advi ce, Bulk."

"Well, all | need fromyou is advice!"
"You shall have it, and w thout charge: forget this mssion."
"I can't forget this mission! |I'mon assignment for the—=

"So you said. | did tell you that you needed nore than advice. You're as ornery as your friends.
Way didn't you | eave that poor dragon al one?"

"Leave the poor —" Bink started indignantly. Then he | aughed. "You're sone character, Magician
Now stop teasing ne and tell ne why, since you obviously have been well aware of mny progress, you
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did not let us into the castle the easy way."

"Because | hate to be disturbed for mnor matters. Had you been bal ked by ny routine defenses, you
could hardly have possessed the will to pursue your mnission properly. But as | feared, you
persevered. Wiat started as a mnor diversion with a shapely ghost has becone a serious quest —
and the result is opaque even to ny nmagic. | queried Beauregard on the matter, and he got so upset
I had to rebottie himbefore he had a nervous breakdown."

Beauregard —that was the bespectacl ed denon corked in a container, highly educated. Bink began to
feel unconfortable. "Wat could so shake up a denon?"

"The end of Xanth," Hunfrey said sinply.

"But all I'mlooking for is the source of magic,** Bulk protested. "I'mnot going to do anything
to harm Xanth. | |ove Xanth!"

"You weren't going to install the Evil Magician as
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King, last time you were here," Hunfrey remi nded him "Your mnor personal quests have a way of
getting out of hand.”

"You nmean this present mission is going to be worse than the |ast one?" Bink asked, feeling both
excited and appalled. He had only wanted to find his own talent, before.

The Magi ci an nodded soberly. "So it would seem | can not fathom hi what preci se nanner your quest
will threaten Xanth, but amcertain the risks are extraordinary."

Bi nk t hought of giving up the quest and returning to Chanel eon, ugly and sharp of tongue as she
was at the nonent, with MIlie the nonghost hovering near. Suddenly he becane nuch nore interested
hi the source of the magic of Xanth. "Thanks for your advice. |'m going on."

"Less hasty, Binkl That was not nmy nagi c advice; that was just conmon sense, for which I nake no
charge. | knew you would ignore it."

Bink found it hard at times not to get inpatient with the Good Magician. "Let's have your magic
Answer, then."

"And what do you proffer for paynent?"

"Paynent!" Bink expostulated. "This is—

"The King's business,"” the Magician finished. "Be realistic, Bink. The King is nerely getting you
out of his hair for a while until your hone life sweetens up. He can't have you tearing up his
pal ace every tinme he tries to nake out with the Queen. That hardly warrants ny wai ver of fee."

Only a foolish nan tried to argue with a Magici an whose talent was information. Bink argued. "The
King nmerely tined the nmission conveniently. My job always has been to seek out the source of

magic; it just took nme a while to get around to it. It is inportant for the King to have this
knowl edge. Now that |'mactually on the quest, the authority of tiie King is behind it, and he can
call on your resources if he chooses. You knew that when you hel ped nake hi m King."

Hunfrey shook his head. **Trent has becone arrogant in his power. He draws ruthlessly on the
talents of others to forward his purposes.” Then he sniled.
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"I'n other words, he is exactly the kind of nobnarch Xanth needs. He does not plead or petition, he
commands. | as a loyal citizen must support that exercise of power." He glanced at Bink. "However
capriciously it happens to be exercised. Thus ny fee becones forfeit to the good of Xanth, though
hi this case | fear it is the bad of Xanth."

This capitul ati on was too sudden and too amni able. There had to be a catch. "Wat is your Answer,
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t hen?"
"What is your Question?"
Bi nk choked on a mouthful of air. "What do | need for this quest?" he spluttered.
"Your quest can not be successful unless you take a Magician along."

"Take a Magician!" Bink exclainmed. "There are only three Magician-class people in Xanth, and two
of themare the King and Queen! | can't— He broke ofl, realizing. "You?"

**| told you this was going to cost ne tinme!" Hunfrey grunmbled. "All my arcane researches
interrupted, ny castle nothbal |l ed-because you can't wait a few days for your wife to finish her
pregnancy and get sweet and pretty again."”

"You old rogue!** Bink cried. "You want to cone!" "l hardly made that claim" the Mgician said
sourly. "The fact is, this quest is too inportant to allowit to be bungled by an amateur, as well
the King understood when he sent you here. Since there is no one else of suitable expertise
available, | amforced to nake the sacrifice. There is no necessity, however, that | be gracious
about it."

**But you could have sought the source of nagic anytine! You didn't have to co-opt the quest right
when | —=

"l co-opt nothing. It is your quest; | nerely acconpany you, as an emergency resource."
"You mean you're not taking over?"

"What do | want with | eadership? | shall stick to nmy own business, |eaving the pesky details of
managenment and routing to you, until my resources are needed—which | trust wJd not be soon or
often.”

Now Bi nk was uncertai n how serious Hunfrey was.
83

Surely a man who specialized in magical information would be seriously interested in the source of
magi c—but certainly the Good Magician |iked his convenience and privacy, as his castle and node
of operation testified. Probably Hunfrey was torn between desires for isolation and know edge, so
reacted negatively while doing what he deenmed to be the right thing. No sense in aggravating the
situation. The nman would certainly be an incal cul able asset on a quest of this nature. "I amsorry
to be the agent of such inconvenience to you, but glad to have your hel p. Your expertise is vastly
greater than nine."

"Umph," Hunfrey agreed, trying not to seemnollified. "Let's get on with it. Go tell the troll to
| et down the drawbridge for your conpanions."

"Uh, there is one other thing," Bink said. "Sonmeone may be trying to kill me—*
"And you want to know who."

"Yes. And why. | don't |ike—=

"That is not the King's business. It will have to be covered by a separate fee."

Oh. Just when Bink had begun to suspect there was a decent streak in the Good Magician, he had
this confirmation of the man's nercenary nature. One year of service for the Answer? Bink
preferred to | ocate and deal with his eneny hinself. "Forget it," he said.

"It is already forgotten," Hunfrey said graciously.

MIled, Bink trekked downstairs, found the troll, and gave it the instruction. The brute w nched
down the bridge. Where the drawbri dge nmechani smwas Bink did not know, as it had not been apparent
fromthe outside, and the troll stood hi a chanber near the center of the castle. There had to be
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magi cal augnentation to connect what the troll did to what the bridge did. But it worked, and
Chester and Cronmbie entered at last, energing froma gate that opened fromthe center of the
castle. How could there be an opening here, with no hole through the wall? The Magi ci an was
evidently squandering a | ot of magic here! Maybe sone clever technician had brought a Question
and constructed this mechanismin fee.

"1 knew you'd come through, Bink!" the centaur
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said. "What did the old gnome say about your quest?"
"He's coming with ne."

Chester shook his head. "You're in trouble."

The Magi ci an cane downstairs to nmeet them "So you want to know your obscene talent," he said to

the centaur. "What fee do you offer the old gnone?"
Chester was for once abashed. "lI'mnot sure |I—centaurs aren't supposed to—
"Aren't supposed to be wi shy-washy?" Hunfrey asked cuttingly.

"Chester just canme along to give ne aride,'* Bink said. "And fight dragons."

"Bink will still need a ride," Hunfrey said. "Since | am now associated with this quest, it
behooves ne to arrange for it | proffer you this deal: in lieu of the customary year's service for
the Answer, | will accept service for the duration of this quest”

Chester was startled. "You nean | do have a talent? A magic one?"
"I ndubi tably."

"And you know it already? What it is?"

III do. n
"Then— But the centaur paused. "I mght figure it out for nyself, if it was so easy for you to
do. Wy , should | pay you for it?" f "Why, indeed," the Mgician agreed

"But if I don't figure it out, and if Bink gets in trouble because he neets a dragon when |' m not
t here—

"I would love to let you stew indefinitely in your dilemm," Hunfrey said. "But | amin a hurry

and Bulk needs a ride, so I'll cut it short. Undertake the service | require, in advance of ny
Answer. |If you fail to solve your talent yourself, | will tell you at the term nation of the
quest—er any prior tinme you so request If you do solve it yourself, | will provide a second Answer
to whatever other question you nay ask. Thus you will in effect have two Answers for the price of
one."

Chester considered nonentarily. "Done," he agreed. "I like adventure anyway."

The Magician turned to Cronbie. "Now you are directly in the King's service, so are conmitted for
C 85

the duration. He has given you a fine form but it lacks intelligible speech. |I believe it would
be better for you to be nore comunicative. Accordingly, neet another of ny fee-servitors: G undy
the Golem" A miniature man-figure appeared, his whole height hardly the span of an ordinary nan's
hand. He seened to have been formed frombits of string and clay and wood and other refuse, but he
was ani mat e.

The griffin |ooked at the golemwith a certain surprised contenpt. One bite of that eagle's beak
could sever all four appendages fromthe figure. "Squawk!" Cronbie remarked.
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"Same to you, birdbeak," the golem said without special enphasis, as if he didn't really care.

"Grundy's talent is translation,” the Magician explained. "I shall assign nun to render the
soldier's griffin-speech into human speech, so we can better understand him He already
understands us, as so many aninmals do, so no reverse translation is required. The golemis snal
enough for any of us to carry without strain, so his transportation will be no problem Bink wll
ride the centaur, and I will ride the griffin. That way we shall nake expeditious progress." And
so, efficiently, it was arranged. The quest for the source of the magic of Xanth had begun
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Chapter 5. CGol em Hei ghts

| hey stood outside the castle, across the nmoat, watching while the Mgician nothballed his

resi dence. The ouroboros and ot her creatures under fee had been granted | eaves of absence and were
al ready gone. Hunfrey funmbled in his clothing, showing a | arge heavy belt containing many pockets,
and drew fromthis belt a closed vial or narrow bottle. He applied his thunbs to its cork until it
popped free.

Smoke swirled out, loomng high into the sky. Then it coal esced into the |argest nmoth Bi nk had
ever imagined, with a wingspan that cast the entire castle into shadow. The creature flew up over
the castle and dropped a ball. As the ball fell near the highest turret it exploded. Gay-white
streanmers shot out in a huge sphere, drifting down to touch every part of the castle. Then they
drew in tight, and suddenly the whole edifice was sheathed in a silky net, and | ooked Iike a giant
tent. A cold, bitter odor enmanated fromit, snelling vaguely disinfectant.

"There," Hunfrey said with grudging satisfaction. 'That'll keep a hundred years, if it has to."

"A hundred years!" Chester exclaimed. "Is that how long you figure this mssion will take?"

"Cone on, come on, we're wasting tinme," the Good Magi cian grunped.

Bul k, astride the centaur, |ooked across at the griffin. "Wat he neans, Cronbie, is that we need
to know the direction of the source of nmagic. The m ssion should be acconplished in a few days,
with your help."

The griffin squawked irately. "Well, why didn't the
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old fool say so?" the golemtranslated pronptly. He shared the griffin's back with the Mgi cian
as the two together nmassed barely hal f what Bink did.

"Wel | spoken, soldier," Chester nuttered | ow

Crombi e whirled, alnobst throwing off his riders. "That way,'
continuing circle, his tiny armsettling nowhere.

G undy said, pointing—around in a

"Ch, no," Chester nuttered. "His talent's on the blink again."
"It is not nmal functioning," Hunfrey snapped. "You asked the wong question."
Bint's brow furrowed. "We had some trouble that way before. What is the right question?”

"I't's your job to pursue this quest," Hunfrey said. "I nust conserve ny information for
energencies.'* And he settled down confortably am d the feathers of the griffin's back and cl osed
his eyes.

The Good Magician renmained his taciturn self. He was out of the habit of hel ping anyone wi t hout
his fee, even when he hinself night benefit from such help. Now Bi nk was on the spot again; he had
to figure out how to make Cronbie's tal ent work—while the Mgician snoozed.

Before, in the nickel pede cleft, Cronbie had foul ed up because there had been no single direction
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for escape. Was that the case nowno single source for magic? If so, that would be very hard to
| ocate. But the cynosure of this group was on him he had to perform and in a hurry. It was
evident that the Good Magician had done himno particul ar favor by |eaving the | eadership of the
quest to Bink. "Wiere is the nbst direct route to the source of magic?"

This time the griffin's wing pointed down at an angle.

So that was why there was no horizontal direction; the source was not across, but down. Yet that
was not much hel p. They couldn't dig down very far, very fast. They woul d have to get a person
whose tal ent was nagi c-tunneling, and that woul d nmean del ay and awkwar dness. This group was

al ready | arger than Bink had anticipated. Better to find a natural route.

"Where is there an access to this source, fromthe surface?" Bnk asked.
88

The wi ng began to vibrate back and forth. "The nearest one!" Bul k anended hastily. The w ng
stabilized, pointing roughly south.

"The heart of the unexplored wi | derness,
my Answer now and quit."

Chester said. "I should have known. Maybe | shoul d take

Cronbi e squawked. "Birdbeak says if you take your stupid Answer now, you can't quit, horserear."

Chester swelled up angrily. "Birdbeak said that? You tell himfor nme he has bird droppi ngs for
brai ns, and—

"Easy," Bink cautioned the centaur. "Cronbie needs no translation for your words."

"Actual ly he called you an ass,
about as asinine as—

Grundy said helpfully. "I assume he neant your rear end, which is

The griffin squawked again. "Qops, ny error," the golemsaid. "He referred to your front end."

"Listen, birdbrainl" Chester shouted. "I don't need your ignorant opinion! Wiy don't you take it
and stuff it—=

But Cronbie was squawking at the sane tine. The two faced off aggressively. The centaur was bigger
and nore nuscular than the griffin, but the griffin was probably the nore deadly fighter, for he
had the mind of a trained human soldier in the body of a natural conbat creature.

"Squawk! " Bnk screaned. "I mean, stop! The golemis just making trouble. Ooviously the word
Crombi e used was 'centaur.' Isn't that so, Cronbie?"

Cronbi e squawked affirmatively. "Spoilsport,'
was getting interesting."

Grundy nuttered, speaking for hinself. "Just when it

"Never mind that," Bink said. "Do you admt | was correct, Colen®?"

MA centaur is an ass—front and rear," Gundy said sullenly. "It depends on whether you are
defining it intellectually or physically."

"I think I will squeeze your big loud nmouth into a small silent ball," Chester said, reaching for
t he gol em

"You can't do that, nuleface!" Gundy protested. Tin on the dwarf's business!"
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Chester paused, seeing the Good Magician stir. "Whose busi ness?"

"This mdget's business!" Gundy said, gesturing back at Hunfrey with a single stiffened finger

Chester | ooked at Hunfrey, feigning perplexity. "Sir, howis it you accept such insults froma
creature who works for you?"
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"QOops," the golemnuttered, discovering the trap. "I thought he was asleep."

"The gol em has no personal reality," Hunfrey said. "Therefore his words carry no personal onus.
One might as well get angry at a lunp of clay."

"That's telling him inp," Gundy agreed. But he seened chastened.

"Let's get on with our quest," Bink suggested as the Good Magician closed his eyes again.
Privately he wondered how it was that an unreal construct, the golem could be hi fee to the
Magi ci an. Grundy nust have asked a Question, and had an Answer—but what coul d have notivated this
magi cal entity to seek such information?

Then Bink had a mnor inspiration as they trekked south. "Cronbi e, someone or sonething has been
trying to elimnate ne. | think that's why the dragon cane after us. Can you point out where that
eneny is?"

"Squawk! " Cronbi e agreed. He whirled, and the Good Magici an wobbl ed on his back but did not wake
up. Wien the wing stabilized, it pointed—the sane direction as it had for the source of mmgic.

"It seens," Chester said gravely, "that it is your nission your eneny opposes. Does that affect
your attitude?"

"Yes," Bink said. "It nmakes nme twice as determ ned as before." Though he renenbered that the sword
had attacked himbefore he set out on this quest. Had his enemy anticipated hin? That woul d be
grimnews indeed, inplying nore than ordinary strategy or magic. "Let's get on with it."

Near the Magician's castle the terrain was fairly quiet, but as they penetrated the wlderness it
changed. Hi gh brush grew up, obscuring the view, and as they passed it there was a static
di scharge fromthe foliage
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that made hair and fur and feathers and string stand out eerily fromthen: bodies. Overl ooking
this brush was an antenna, orienting unerringly on the party; Bink had never gotten cl ose enough
to one of these things to discover exactly what it was, and did not propose to start now. Wy did
t hese antennae watch so closely, yet take no action?

Sweat gnats canme, nmaking themall mserable until Hunfrey woke, brought out a tiny vial, and
opened it. Vapor energed and spread, engulfing the gnats—then it suddenly sucked back Into its
bottle, carrying the gnats with it. "M sty was due for feeding anyway," the Good Magi ci an
expl ai ned, putting away the vial. He offered no further explanation, and no one had the nerve to
i nquire. Again Hunfrey slept.

"Must be nice, being a Magician," Chester said. "He's got the answer to all his problens, in one
bottle or another."

"Must be acquisitions fromprior fees," Bink agreed.

Then they blundered into a patch of curse-burrs. The things were all over their legs, itching
i ncessantly. There was only one way to get rid of such a burr; it had to be bani shed by a curse.
The problemwas, no particular curse could be used twice hi a day; each had to be different

Hunfrey was not pleased to be awakened yet again. This tune it seened he had no solution in a
vial. "By flie beard of ny Geat-Uncle Hunmbug, begone!" the Good Magician said, and the burr he
addressed fell off, stunned. "By the snout of a sick sea serpent, begone!" And anot her dropped.

Chester was nore direct, for several burrs were tangled in his beautiful tail. 'To the grave with
you, prickleface! I'll stonp you flat as a nickel pede's nickel! Qut out, damed burr!" And three
burrs fell, overwhel med.

"Leave ne," Binfc said, envying the inagination of the others. "Go itch a dragon!" And his burrs
too started falling, though not so readily as those conked by the harder-hitting curses of the
others. Bink just didn't have the touch
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Crombi e, however, was in trouble. Giffins were not native to this particular region of Xanth, and
the burrs
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evidently did not conprehend his squawks. Then the golem started translating, and they fell in
droves. "By the bloody mouths of a field of wild snapdragons, drop your ugly purple posteriors
into the nearest stinking privy, sidew se! If your faces were flowers, you'd poison the whole
garden! Jam your peppery pink rootlets up your— The gol em paused, amazed. "ls that possible?
don't think I can translate it" But the curse burrs conprehended, and suddenly the griflBn's
bright feathers were free of them No one could curse like a soldier

Still, it was inpossible to avoid all the burrs in this area, and by the tinme they escaped it
their curses had become extrenely farfetched. Sonetimes two or even three curses had to be
expended to nake a single burr |let go.

By this time they were hungry. There was nothing |ike a good bout of cursing to work up an
appetite. "You know this area," Chester said to the Magician before he could fall asleep again.
"Where is there sonething to eat?"

"Don't bother nme with details," Hunfrey snapped. "I brought nmy own food-as you woul d have done
too, had you had proper foresight" He opened another vial. This tine the vapor energed to coal esce
into a layered cake, conplete with icing. The Mgician took this fromthe air, broke out a perfect
wedge- shaped slice, and ate that while the remai nder of the cake di ssolved, m sted, and fl owed
back into its bottle.

"I realize we were reniss in not packing food for the journey," Bink said. "You don't suppose you
m ght share sonme of that, this one tine?"

**Why shoul d | suppose anything like that?" Hunfrey inquired curiously.
"Well, we are hungry, and it would facilitate—-M

The Magi ci an burped. "Go find your own slop, freeloader," the golemtransl ated.

It occurred to Bink that the Good Magician was not as congenial a conpanion as the Evil Magician
had been, the last tine he had braved the w | derness of Xanth. But he well knew that appearances
coul d be deceptive.

Cronbi e squawked. "Birdbeak says there should
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be sone fruit trees around. He'll point themout." And the griffin did his thing, pointing the
direction.

In a noment they spied a giant fruit cup. The plant was the shape of an open bow, filled to
overflowing with assorted fruits. The party ran joyfully up to it—and, startled, the fruits
erupted upward, filling the air with color

"Ch, no—they're winged fruits!" Bink exclained. "W should have sneaked up on them Wy didn't you
warn us, Cronbie?"

"You didn't ask, f at head, " the golem retorted.

"Catch them " Chester cried, jumping and reaching high to snatch an apple out of the air. Bink
hal f - di sl odged, hastily di snount ed.

, Aripe peach hovered for a nonent, getting its bearings. Bink |leaped at it, catching it in one
hand. The wings fluttered frantically as it tried to escape, then gave up. They were | eaves, green
and ordinary, adapted to this special purpose. He stripped themoff ruthlessly so his food could
not escape, and went after the next.
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He tripped over sonmething and fell flat, mssing a bobbing ponegranate. Angrily be | ooked at the
obstacle that had thwarted him It was another of the ubiquitous nounds of fresh earth. This tine
he got up and stonped it absolutely flat. Then he dashed on after nore fruit

Soon he had a small collection of fruits: apple, peach, plum two pears (of course), severa
grapes, and one banana. The last, flying on nonstrous vulture-like w ng-leaves, had given hima
terrible struggle, but it was delicious. Bink did not feel entirely easy a>out consuning such
fruit, because it seenmed too nmuch like living creatures, but he knew the wings were fflerely a
magi ¢ adaptation to enable the plants to spread their seeds nore widely. Fruit was supposed to lie
eaten; it wasn't really conscious or feeling. O was

ft?

, Bink put that thought fromhis nmind and | ooked about. They were on the verge of a forest of
standi ng deadwood. Hunfrey cane awake. "I suffer misgivings," lie volunteered. "I don't want to
have to waste ny
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magi ¢ ferreting out what killed those trees. W'd better go around.”
"What's the good of being a Magician if you don't use your magic?" Chester demanded testily.

"I must conserve ny magic rigorously for enmergency use," Hunfrey said. "These are nmere nui sances
we have faced so far, not worthy of ny talent”

"You tell '"em twerp," the gol em agreed.

Chester | ooked unconvinced, but retained too nuch respect for the Magician to make further issue
of it. "It's getting on in the afternoon,** he remarked. "Were's a good place to spend the
ni ght ?"

Cronbi e stopped and whirled so vigorously he al nost dislodged his riders. "Hmphl** Hunfrey
exclaimed, and the golemdutifully translated: "You blundering aviary feline! Get your catty feet
on the ground!**

The griffin's head rotated entirely around until the deadly eyes and beak pointed back. "Squawkl"
Cronbie said with authority. The golemdid not translate, but seened cowed. Cronbie conpleted his
maneuver and pointed a slightly new direction

"That's not far off the track; well go there," Chester decided, and no one contradicted him

Their route skirted the dead forest, and this was fortuitous because there were few ot her hazards
here. Whatever had killed the forest had al so wi ped out nost of the nmagic associated with it, good
and evil. Yet Buik devel oped a mounting curiosity about the huge trees they spied to the side.
There were no nmarks upon them and the grass beneath was | uxuriant because of the new |light |et
down. This suggested that the soil had not been poi soned by any nonster. |ndeed, a few new young
shoots were rising, beginning the long task of restoring the forest Sonething had struck and
killed and departed without other trace of its presence.

To distract hinself fromthe annoyance of the unanswerable riddle, Bnk addressed the golem
"Grundy, if you care to relate it—what was your Question to the Mgician?"

"Me?" the gol em asked, amazed. "You have in-
terest hi ne?
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"Of course | do," Bink said. "You re a— He had been about to say "person" but renenbered that the
golemwas technically not a person. "An entity," he finished sonewhat |anely. "You have
consci ousness, feelings—

"No, no feelings," Grundy said. "I amjust a construct of string and clay and wood, ani mated by
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magi c. | performas directed, w thout interest or enotion."

Wthout interest or enption? That hardly seened true. "You seenmed to experience a persona
i nvol venent just now, when | expressed interest in you."

"Did 1? It nmust have been a routine enulation of human reaction. | have to perform such enul ati ons
in the course of ny translation service."

Bi nk was not convinced, but did not challenge this. "If you have no personal interest in hunman
affairs, why did you cone to the Good Magi ci an? What did you ask hin®"

"I asked himhow | could becone real," the gol em said.
"But you are real! You're here, aren't you?"

"Take away the spell that made ne, and |'d be nothing but a mnor pile of junk. | want to be real
the way you are real. Real without magic."

Real without magic. It made sense after all. Bink renenbered how he hinmself had suffered, as a
yout h, thinking he had no magic talent. This was the other face of the problem the creature who
had no reality apart frommagic. "And what was the Answer?"

"Care."

"What ?"

"Care, dunbbell."

" Care?"

"Care."

"That's all?" , AL
-."All the Answer?"

i "AH the Answer, stupid."”

-,, "And for that you serve a year's |abor?" . "You think you have a nonopoly on stupidity?"
Bi nk turned to the Good Magician, who seened to ive caught up on his sleep but remained blithely
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silent. "How can you justify charging such a fee for such an Answer?"

"I don't have to," Hunfrey said. "No one is required to come to the grasping old gnone for
i nformation."

"But anyone who pays a fee is entitled to a decent Answer," Bink said, troubled.
"The gol em has a decent Answer. He doesn't have a decent conprehension.™

"Well, neither do I!" Bink said. "Nobody could make sense of that Answer!"

The Magi ci an shrugged. "Maybe he asked the wong Question."

Bi nk turned to Chester's human portion. "Do you call that a fair Answer?"

"Yes," the centaur said.
"I mean that one word 'care'? Nothing else, for a whole year's service?"
"Yes. "

"You think it's worth it?" Bink was having trouble getting through
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"Yes."
"You'd be satisfied with that Answer for your Question?"
Chester considered. "I don't think that Answer rel ates."”

"So you wouldn't be satisfied!"

"No, Fd be satisfied if that were ny Answer. | just don't believe it is. | amnot a golem you
see."
Bi nk shook his head in wonder. "I guess |I'mpart golem then. | don't think it's enough."

"You're no golem" Gundy said. "You aren't snmart enough.™

Sone di pl omacy! But Bink tried again. "Chester, can you explain that Answer to us?"
“No, | don't understand it either."

"But you sai d—=

"I said | thought it was a fair Answer. Were | a golem | would surely appreciate its reference.
Its relevance. This is certainly nore likely than the notion that the Good Magician would fail to
deliver in full neasure."

Bi nk renenber ed how  Hunfrey had told t he
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manticora that he had a soul —+n such a manner that the creature was satisfied enotionally as well
as intellectually. It was a convincing argunent. There nmust be sone reason for the obscurity of
the Answer for the gol em

But oh, what frustration until that reason becanme cl ear

Near dusk they spied a house. Cronbie's talent indicated that this was their residence for the
ni ght.

The only problemwas the size of it. The door was ten feet tall.
"That is the domicile of a giant—er an ogre," Hunfrey said, frowning.
"An ogre!" Bink repeated. "W can't stay there!"

"He'd have us all in his pot in a nonent, and the fire high," Chester agreed. "QOgres consider
human flesh a delicacy."

Crombi e squawked. "The idiot clainms his fool talent is never mistaken," Gundy reported.

"Yes, but renenber what his talent doesn't cover!" Bnk said. "W asked for a good place to spend
the night; we didn't specify that it had to be safe.”

"I daresay a big pot of hot water is as confortable a place to relax as any,
"Until it becomes too hot. Then the bath becones—

Chest er agreed.

"l suppose |I'Il have to expend sone of ny valuable magic," Hunfrey conplained. "It's too late to
go wandering through the woods in search of alternate |odging." He brought out yet another little
stoppered bottle and pulled out the cork. It was an ornery cork, as corks tended to be, and gave
way only grudgingly, so that the process took some tine.

"Uh, isn't that a denopn container?" Bink asked, thinking he recognized the style. Sone bottles
were solider than others, and nmore carefully crafted, with magi cal synbols inscribed. "Shouldn't
you—="
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The Magi ci an paused. "Unph."

"He says he was just about to, nitwit," the golemsaid. "Believe it if you will."

; The Magi cian scraped a pentacle hi the dirt, sat the "bottle init, and uttered an
i ndeci pherabl e incantation. -'0lie cork popped out and the snoky denon issued,

SS:i
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coal escing into the bespectacled entity Bink recogni zed as Beauregard.

The educated denon didn't even wait for the question. "You routed me out for this, old man? O
course it's safe; that ogre's a vegetarian. It's your nmission that's unsafe.”

"I didn't ask you about the mission!" Hunfrey snapped. "I know it's unsafe! That's why |I'malong."
"It is not like you to indulge in such foolishness, especially at the expense of your persona
confort," Beauregard continued, pushing his spectacles back along his nose with one finger. "Are
you |l osing your marbles at last? CGetting senile? Or nerely attenpting to go out in a blaze of

i gnom ny?"

"Begone, infernal spirit! | wul sumon you when | need your usel ess conjectures."
Beaur egard shook his head sadly, then dissipated back into the bottle.

"That's another feeling spirit," Bink said, uneasy. "Do you have to coop himup like that, in such
alittle bottle?"

"No one can coop a denon," the Mgician said

shortly. "Besides, his termof service is not yet up."
At times it was hard to follow the man's | ogic! "But

you had himwhen | first nmet you, nore than a year

ago.
"He had a conplex Question." "A denon of information, who answers the questions you get paid fees
for, has to pay you for Answers?"

Hunfrey did not respond. Bink heard a faint boom ng |aughter, and realized after a noment that it
was com ng fromthe denon's bottle. Sonething was certainly funny here, but not hunorous.

"We'd better nove hi before it gets dark," Chester said, eyeing the ogre's door sonewhat
dubi ousl y.

Bk woul d have liked to explore the nmatter of the denon further, but the centaur had a point.

They stepped up to the door. It was a nassive portal forned of whole tree trunks of hewn ironwood,
scraped clean of bark and bound together by several severed predator vines. Bnk marveled at this;
unrusted iron-wood could be harvested only fromfreshly felled
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trees, and not even a magic axe could cut those very well. And what nonster could blithely
appropriate the deadly vines for this purpose? The vines normally used their constrictive power to
crush their prey, and they were killingly strong.

Chester knocked resoundingly. There was a pause while the nmetallic echoes faded. Then sl ow thuds
approached frominside. The door wenched open with such viol ence that the ironwood hi nges grew
hot and the suction of air drew the centaur forward a pace. Light burst out bUndingly, and the
ogre stood there in terrible silhouette. It stood twice Bink's height, dwarfing even the nonstrous
door, and its body was thick in proportion. The linbs carried knots of nuscles |ike the gnarly
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bol es of trees. "Ungh!" it booned.
"He says what the hell is this bad snell?" the golemtransl ated.
"Bad snell!" Chester cried. "He's the one who snells!"

It was true. The ogre seened not to believe in washing or in cleansing magic. Dirt was caked on
his flesh, and he reeked of rotting vegetation. "But we don't want to spend the ni ght outside,"
Bi nk cauti oned.

Cronbi e squawked. "Birdbeak says let's get on with it, slowpokes."
"Bi rdbeak woul d," Chester grunbled.
The ogre grunted. "Stoneface says that's what he's sniffin', a putrid griffin."

The griffin stood tall and angry, half-spreading his brilliant w ngs as he squawked. "How d you
Ii ke that problemcorrected by anputation of your schnozzle?" Gundy transl ated.

The ogre swelled up even nore massively than before. He growed. "Me grind you head to make ne
bread, " the gol em sai d.

Then there was a nedl ey of squawks and growls, with the golem happily carrying both parts of the
di al ogue.

"Come outside and repeat that, nunmbskull!"

"Cone into ne house, you beaked nmouse. Me break you bone upon ne done."
"You' d break your done just trying to think!" Cronbie squawked.
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**Do all ogres speak in rhym ng coupl ets?" Bink asked when there was a pause to replenish the
reservoirs of invective. "Or is that just the golens invention?"

"That little twit not have wit," the golemsaid, then reacted angrily. "Wio's a twit, you frog-
faced sh—= "QOgres vary, as do other creatures,” Hunfrey cut in snoothly. "This one does seem
friendly."

"Friendly!** Bink excl ai ned.
"For an ogre. W'd better go on in.**

"Me test you nettle in ne kettlel" the ogre growed via the golem But the griffin nudged on in
and the ogre gave grudgi ng way.

The interior was close and gl oony, as befitted the abode of a nmonster. The blinding Iight that had
mani f ested when the door first opened was gone; evidently the proprietor had charged up a new
torch for the occasion, and it had already burned out. Dank straw was matted on the floor, stocked
cordwood lined the walls, and a caul dron bubbled Iike volcanic nud over a fire blazing in a pit in
the center of the room There seened to be, however, no piles of bones. That, at |east, was
encour agi ng. Bink had never before heard of a vegetarian ogre, but the denon Beauregard surely
knew hi s busi ness.

Bi nk, realizing that the constant threats were nostly bluffs, found hinself enbarrassed to be
i mposi ng on the good-natured (for an ogre) nonster. "Wat is your nane?" he inquired.

"“You |unch; me crunch."
Apparently the brute had not understood. "My nane's Bink; what*s your nane?"

"Me have hunch you not know crunch." The ogre dipped a hairy, grinmy mtt into the boiling
caul dron, fished about, grabbed, withdrew a gooey fistful, plunked it into a gnarly wooden bow
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whi ch he shoved at Bink. "Drink, Bink."

"He neans his nanme is Crunch," Chester said, catching on. "He's offering you something to eat. He
doesn't distinguish between neals; all food is 'lunch.*"

"Ch. Uh—thank you, Crunch,” Bink said awkwardly. You lunch; nme Crunch—ow it nmade sense. An offer
of food, an answer to a question, rather than
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a threat. He accepted the glop. The ogre served the others sinmilarly; his huge paw seened i mmune
to the heat

Bi nk | ooked at his portion dubiously. The stuff was too thick to pool, too thin to pick up, and
despite its bubbling heat it hardly seemed dead yet. It was a deep-purple hue, with green
excrescences. It snelled rather good, actually, though there was a scalded fly floating in it

Chester sniffed his serving appreciatively. "Wiy this is purple bouillon with green nutwod—a
phenonenal delicacy! But it requires a nmagic process to extract the bouillon juice, and only a
nutty green elf can procure nutwood. How did you come by this?"

The ogre snmiled. The effect was horrendous, even in the gloom "M have elf, work for pelf," the
golemtranslated. Then Crunch lifted a log fromhis stack and held it over the cauldron. He

twi sted one hand on each end—and the wood screwed up like a wet towel. A thin streamof purple
liquid fell fromit into the cauldron. Wen the log was dry, the ogre casually ripped it into its
component cords and tossed it into the fire, where it flared up eagerly. Well, that was one way to
burn cordwood.

Bhi k had never before wi tnessed such a feat of brute strength. Rather than coment, he fished out
the fly, dipped a finger into his cooling puddi ng, brought out a creany glob and put it gingerly
to his mouth. It was delicious. "This is the best food | ever ate!" he exclainmed, amazed.

"You say that, Bink. You think it stink," Crunch grow ed, flattered.

Cronbi e squawked as he sanpled his bow. "You may stink; this is great," the golemtransl ated.

Crunch, highly pleased by the double conmplinent, served hinself a gl ob by dunping a bubbling
fistful directly into his gaping maw. He licked off his fingers, then took another glob. As the
others finished their hel pings, the ogre served themnore with the sane hand. No one saw fit to
protest; after all, what nmagic gernms could survive that heat?

After the repast, they settled on the straw for the evening. The others seened satisfied to sleep
but
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Bi nk was bot hered by sonmething. In a nonment he identified it: "Crunch, anmong our kind we offer
sone return service for hospitality. Wat can we do for you to repay this fine nmeal and | odgi ng?"

"Say, that's right," Chester agreed. "You need sone wood chopped or sonethi ng?"

"That no good. Have plenty wood," the ogre grunted. He smashed one fist down on a log, and it
splintered into quivering fragments. He obvi ously needed no hel p there.

Cronbi e squawked. "Birdbeak says he can point out where anything is. Wat do you want, stoneface?"
"Want sl eep, you creep,"” Crunch nmunbled. "Not until we do you sone service," Bink insisted. "Take
heed, no need!" Crunch cl osed one fist on a handful of straw, squeezed, and when he let go the
straw had fused into one spindly stick. The ogre used this to pick at his gross teeth.

Chester argued caution for once. "W can't force a service on himhe doesn't want."
"Maybe he doesn't know he wants it," Bink said. "W nust honor the code."

"You sure are a stubborn lout," Gundy said, for once speaking for hinself. "Wiy stir up trouble?"
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"It's a matter of principle," Bink said uncertainly. "Cronbie, can you point out where the thing
Crunch desires is?"

The griffin squawked affirmatively, spun about, stirred up the straw, and pointed. At the Good
Magi ci an Hunfrey, nodding in the corner, one piece of straw straddling his head.

"Forget it," Hunfrey snapped sleepily. "I amnot available for consunption."”

"But he's a vegetarian!" Bink renminded him "It can't be that he wants to eat you. Maybe he wants
to ask you a Question."

"Not for one neasly night's |odging! He'd have to serve ne for a year."

"Me have no question, no suggestion," the ogre grunted.

"I't does seemwe're forcing something unwanted on our host," Chester said, surprisingly
di plomatic. That |og-tw sting and straw squeezi ng and wood-splintering
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had evidently inpressed the centaur profoundly. The ogre was clearly the strongest creature this
party had encountered.

**There is something Crunch wants, even if he doesn't know it hinself," Bink said. "It is our duty
to locate it for him" No one argued, though he was sure they all w shed he would drop the
subject. "Cronbie, naybe it isn't the Mgician he wants, but sonething on the Mgician. Exactly
where did you point?"

Crombi e squawked with tired resignation. He pointed again. Bink lined up his own finger, tracing
the point. "There!" he said. "Something in his crotch.” Then he paused, abashed. "Unh, his jacket,
maybe. "

But the Magician, tired, had fallen asleep. H's only answer was a snore.

"Ch, cone on!" Gundy said. "I'lIl check it out.'
i nside his jacket.

And he scranbl ed up on the Mgician, clinbing

"I don't thnk— Bink began, startled by this audacity.

*That's your problem" the golemsaid frominside the jacket. "It nmust be—this." He emerged,
clasping a vial in both arns. For himit was a heavy wei ght.

"That's the denobn-bottle!" Chester said. "Don't fool wth—
But Grundy was al ready prying out the cork

Bi nk dived for him but as usual was too late. The cork was not ornery this time; it popped off
cleanly as Bink grabbed the bottle.

"Now you' ve done it!" Chester exclaimed. "If Hunfrey wakes—

Bi nk was | eft holding the bottle as the denon coal esced, unbound by any nagic inscription or
i ncantati on. "Sone—sone—-sonebody nmake a—a— Bi nk stanmmered

Beauregard firned, standing with a huge tone tucked under one arm He peered at Bink beneath his
spectacles. "A pentacle?" the denon finished. "I think not."

"What have | done?" Bi nk npaned.

Beaur egard waved negligently with his free hand. "You have done nothing, Bink. It was the foolish
golem"
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"But | set himin notion!"

"Perhaps. But do not be concerned. Rather consider yourself as the instrunent of fate. Know that
neither the bottle nor the pentacle constrained nme; | but honored these conventions to please the
Magi ci an, to whom | owed professional courtesy. The agreement was that | should serve in this
capacity of reserve-informant until circunstances should free ne, by the ordinary rules of denpn
control. That chance has now occurred, as it was fated. A genuinely bound denon woul d have
escaped, so | amfree to go. | thank you for that accident, and now | depart." He began to fade.

"Wait!" Bink cried. "At |east answer this nice ogre's Question!"

Beauregard firned again. "He has no Question. He only wants to sleep. Ogres need plenty of rest,
or they | ose their meanness."

"But Cronbie's talent indicated— "Ch, that. Technically there is sonething, but it is not a
consci ous desire."

"It will do," Bink said. He had not realized that ogres could have unconscious desires. "Tell us
what it is, before you go."

"He wants to know whether he should take a wife," the denpn said.

The ogre grow ed. "What kind of life, if me have wife?" the gol emsaid.

"Now that's interesting," Beauregard said. "A golem serving fee for an Answer he can not
conpr ehend. "

"Who coul d make sense of a one-word Answer?" G undy denmanded.

"Only a real creature," Beauregard replied. "That's the point—he's not real," Bink said. "He wants
to know how to becone real ."

Beauregard turned to the centaur. "And you want to know your talent. | could tell you, of course,
but you would then be in fee to ne, and neither of us would want that."

"Why don't you just answer the ogre's question and go?" Bink asked, not quite trusting this too-
know edgeabl e freed denon.
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"I can not do that directly, Bink. I ama denon; he would not accept nmy answer, rational though it
woul d be. He is of an irrational species, |ike yourself; you nust answer him"

"Me! | — Bulk broke off, not wanting to coment on his present problemw th Chanel eon

"I spoke in the plural,** Beauregard said, a bit condescendingly. "You and Chester and Cronbie
shoul d di scuss your relations with your respective fenales, and the consensus will provide the
ogre with the perspective he needs." He considered. "In fact, hi that context, ny own conment
m ght becone relevant” And he settled down on the straw with them

There was a silence. "Unh, how did you—that is, there is a | ady ogre—dh, ogress in m nd?" Bink
asked Crunch.

The ogre responded with a volley of grows, snorts, and gnashings of yellowteeth. It was all the
golem could do to keep up the translation, but Gundy rose to the occasion and spouted at the
hei ght of his form

"One | ovely bl eak norning during thunderstorm warni ng ne wandered far out beyond hail of a shout.
Me was hi a good nmood just looking for food. No creature stirred this far from home; no dragon, no
nmonster, not even a gnone. Me entered a forest huge and tall; the trees were so big nme seened
smal | . The way was so tangl ed no wal ker could pass, but it opened |like nmagic a |ovely crevasse,
wi t h ni ckel pedes and nore delights, and stagnant water rich with blights, and ne tranped up to a
hi dden castle with shroud for flag and scalp for tassel. The wind blew by it with | ovely noans,
and all the tinmbers were giant bones. At entrance slept little dragon called Puk, guarding what
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left neself awestruck: a fountain packed with purple nmud, spouting gouts of bright-red bl ood. M
stared so long ne stood in doze, and ne nouth watered so hard it drooled on ne toes. But nme knew
such enchant ment woul d be conplete the nonent nme yielded and started to eat Me wanted to see what
further treasure offered itself for the hero's pleasure. And hi the center hi a griny sack lay a
wonder ful ogress stretched on a rack. She had hair like nettles, skin Iike nush, and she face
woul d make a zonbi e bl ush
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She breath reeked of carrion, wonderfully foul, and she stench was so strong nme wanted to how . M
thought me sick with wormin gut, but knew it was |love for that splendid slut. Me smashed she in
face with hairy fist, which is ogre way of making tryst Then me picked she up by she left |leg and
dragged she away, ne gol den egg. Then whol e castle conme awake: goblin and troll and green

mandr ake. They cel ebrated the union of hero and cute by pelting we with rotten fruit. But on way
out we tripped a spell that sounded al armwhere evil fiends dwell. They had put castle to sleep
for a hundred years, those fiends who hated ogres' rears. They fired a spell of such terrible

m ght we had to flee it in a fright. Me dodged it every way ne could, but it caught we good in

m dst of wood. As it struck nme cried 'Me crunch no bone!' and it thought we ogres both had fl own.
It dissipated in such mghty flash the whole near forest was rendered trash. Now me crunch no
bones lest fiends of |ake learn they curse have nmake ni stake. Me not want themthrow anot her curse
maybe like first and naybe worse. Me love lies stunned within the wood, sleeping away she

mai denhood. But one thing now gives nme pause: she never did nake nuch applause. Al nme want to
know is this: should ne | eave or fetch the m ss?"

The others sat in silence for atine following this remarkable recital. At last Cronbie squawked.
"That was a consi derabl e adventure and ronance,” Gundy said for him "Wiile | can appreciate the
fetching qualities of your lady friend, | nust say fromny own experience that all ferales are

i nfernal creatures whose primary purpose in life is to deceive, entrap, and nmake m serabl e the
mal es. Ther ef ore—**

The ogre's grunt interrupted the griifin hi md-squawk. "Hee hee hee, hee hee hee!" G undy
translated, interrupting hinself. "Me fetch she instantly!" Chester smiled. "Despite ny friend s
recommendation, | nust offer a note of caution. No matter how badly the filly nags the stallion
and how unreasonabl e she normally seens, there conmes a time when she births her first foal. Then
the dam no | onger has nuch interest in—
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"She no nag? That is snag," Crunch grow ed, disappointed.

"But in due course," Bink said, "she is bound to return to nornal, often with extrenely cutting
wit. In any event, | should think sone nagging is better than no naggi ng. So why not rouse your
beauty and give her a proper chance? She nay nmeke your life conpletely mserable."

The ogre's eyes lighted |ike torches.

"l must concur," Beauregard said. "This conversation has been a nost intriguing insight into the
condition of human, aninmal, and ogre enotions. Wat is nagging to humans is appl ause to ogres.
This will do nicely to conclude ny dissertation."

"Your what?" Bi nk asked.

"My doctoral thesis on the fallibilities of intelligent life on the surface of Xanth," Beauregard
expl ained. "I sought information fromthe human Magician Hunfrey, and he assured ne that a term of
service in his bottle would provide nme the insights | required, since a person's nature nmay best
be gauged through the questions he considers nost vital. This has indeed been the case, and | am
now virtually assured of my degree. That will qualify ne to form permanent liaison with ny chosen
denoness, who would seemto be i worth the effort This causes ne to experience a certain denoniac
exhilaration. Therefore | present you each with a small token gleaned fromny researches."

The denon turned to Chester. "I prefer not to informyou of your magic talent directly, for the
reason . given above, but will provide a hint: it reflects the 1 suppressed aspect of your
character. Because you, |ike nost centaurs, have disbelieved in nagi c anong your Kkind, whole
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aspects of your personality have been driven as it were underground. When you are able to expiate
this conditioning, your talent will manifest naturally. Do not waste a year of your life for the
Answer of the Good Magician; just allow yourself nore self-expression.”

He turned to Cronbie. "You can not escape your &e in this manner. When you return fromthis quest
—+f you return—Sabrina will trap you into an unhappy marri age unl ess you arrange for a nore
sui tabl e
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commi tment el sewhere before you see her. Therefore enjoy yourself now, have your last fling and do
not be concerned for the norrow, for it will be worse than today. Yet marriage is not after all
for you, a fate worse than death; you will know that when you do face death."

He left the crestfallen griffin and oriented on the golem **The neaning of the Magician's Answer
to you is this: people care; inaninmate objects do not. Only when you experience genui ne feelings
that pre-enpt your logic will you be real. You can achieve this height only if you work at it—but
beware, for the enotions of living things are in many cases extrenely unconfortable."

He turned to Crunch. "I say to you, ogre: go fetch your |ady. She sounds |like a worthy conpanion
for you, in every respect a truly horrendous bitch." And Crunch was so noved he al nost bl ushed.

Beauregard turned to Bink. "I have never been able to fathomyour magic, but | feel its operation
now. It is extrenely strong—but that which you seek is infinitely stronger. If you persist, you
run the risk of being destroyed, and of destroying those things you hold nost dear. Yet you wll
persist, and so | extend my condol ence. Until we neet agai n— He faded out.

The menbers of the remmining circle exchanged gl ances. "Let's go to sleep," Chester said. That
seened |i ke the best idea of the evening.
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Chapter 6. Magic Dust

In the norning they thanked the ogre and continued on their quest, while Crunch tranped eagerly
into the dead forest to rouse his beautiful bride: her with the hair like nettles and skin |like
nmush.

They had new naterial for thought. Now they knew the cause of the death of the trees—but what of
the evil fiends who dwelt in the | ake and possessed such devastating curses? Wre there Mgicians
anong them and was the source of nagic near then?

Magi ci an Hunfrey was particularly thoughtful. Ether he had not been entirely asleep during the
eveni ng session, or he had drawn on his informational nagic to ascertain the situation. He had to
know t hat the denon Beauregard was gone. "Wat magic," he nmurmured, "could devastate an entire
living forest by the dissipation of a single curse? Wiy have | not known of this before?"

"You never thought to | ook," Chester said undiplomatically.

"We're | ooking now," Bink pointed out. "Magic should be stronger near the source.”

Cronmbi e squawked. "Strong magic is one thing. Mgician-class curses are another. Let ne get
another line onit." And he did his act once nore.

They were headed in the right direction. The terrain seened ordinary; large trees glowered at the
trespassers while small ones shied away as well as they were able. Fruit flies buzzed about:
berries, cherries, and grapefruits hovered as if in search of another salad bow . Tenpting paths
appear ed through tangl ed

109

reaches, which the party avoided as a nmatter of course. In Xanth, the easy course was sel dom best!
There was a dragon run, with scorch marks on the trees to show the dragon's territorial limts.
The safest place to be, when pursued by a dragon, was a few paces wi thin another dragon's marked
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denmesnes; any poaching would lead to a settlenent between dragons.

But soon the way becane nore difficult. Branmbles with glistening points and ugly di spositions
closed off large sections, and a pride of ant lions patrolled others. A copse of stinkweeds
surrounded the nost direct remaining route, and they were of a particularly large and potent
breed. The party tried to pass through them but the stench becane so intense that even the ogre
m ght have hesitated. They retreated, gasping.

They contenpl ated the alternatives: branbles and ant lions. Bink tried to clear a path through the
plants with his sword, but every tine he nade a cut, several nore branches closed in, threatening
his body. These were exceptionally alert branmbles, and the sheen on then* poults suggested poi son
Bi nk backed off. Once again he was up against the possibility that his talent mght protect him
while letting his friends die.

He approached the ant-lion section. The |ion-headed ants had beaten out good hi ghways t hroughout,
and ruthlessly elimnated all hazards in their way. Al hazards except the ant |ions thenselves.

Sink's sword night dispatch one lion, and Chester's arrows and hooves could handle two or three
more, and as a griffin Cronbie could take on as many as four—but the creatures would attack a
dozen at a tine without fear or mercy. Again, Bink hinself would probably energe intact, by somne
i ncredi bl e fluke—but what of the others?

He turned back—and his eyes wandered skyward, he saw a path through the trees. The tops of the
trees.

He rubbed his eyes. A path in air? Yet why not? Wth nmagic, he renminded hinself for the unpteenth
time, all things were possible. The question was, could nen and half-men walk on it? And if they
could, where did it |ead?

Still, it seened to be the nost promising route. If he rode Chester, his talent would not |let them
get on
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the airy path unless it would support them both. The griffin, Mgician, and gol em wei ghed nuch
| ess, so they would be safe if they followed. "I think | see a way," Bink said.

They tried it. They located a place where the magic path | ooped down within reach of the ground,
and Cronbie whirled and pointed to di scover whet her

v there was any danger along this |inited-access highway. There was not. They clinbed aboard and
followed it up high into the trees. The strange thing about it was that the path was al ways | evel
no matter how it |ooped. The forest turned crazy circles about it, however. At times the sun was
underfoot, and at times to one side, while the trees assuned varying angles. Bink, curious,
reached out to touch the foliage of one tree whose trunk reached up into the ground above; it was
solid. O course he knew that he was the one who was upside down; the path established its own
orientation. Looking back, he could see the griffin

, marching at a different tilt, and knew that to griffin, Mgician, and golemthe centaur was the
tilted one. Intriguing nagic, but harnless. So far

Meanwhi | e, he enjoyed the conveni ence and the

1 view The path | ed through the forest, generally high above the ground, and this new vi ew of
things was refreshing. Slants of sunlight crossed it, and gently hued colums of mist. It was
neither man's-eye nor bird s-eye, but an internediate and uni que perspective. The path passed
safely above the ant-lion range, yet below the flying-predator range. Bink observed several snal
flying dragons, a harpy, and a distant roc, but none flew near the path.

The plants, too, were unusually passive. Constrictor tentacles dangled in the vicinity of the
path, but never on it, and no branches reached across to block it. Cbviously this path was
charned, and that was suspicious; the best paths were alnost by definition the worst ones. Bink
renenbered how easy it had been to penetrate the forest around Castle Roogna, back when it had
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been derelict, and how hard it had been to escape it. What were they wal king into now?

Cronbie's talent said there was no danger in the direction the path went—ut Cronbie's talent
could
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be too literal. To Bink, anything that might delay the conpletion of his quest was a threat.
One'simply could not aflord to trust strange magic. He'd better ask the Good Magi ci an.

"Of course it's safe, Bulk," Hunfrey said with irritation. "Do you suppose | would be riding it
ot herwi se?"

Bul k hadn't even asked the question yet! The Magician retained his special talent, though his
grumpy refusal to use it for the convenience of the party nade his conpany seemat times to be
worth little more than that of a harpy. Wat point was there in having a Magician along, if he
never used his magic to facilitate things? Even the Evil Magician had freely pitched in when
danger threatened to—

*That is the point, Sink," Hunfrey said. "There is no present danger. \Wen the situation changes,
I will expend ny carefully hoarded magic. You are young, yet; you dissipate your resources
heedl essly, and get into scrapes you should have avoided."

Served himright for letting his thoughts flow carel essly! Bul k shut up, nentally, and rode on. In
due course the path wound down to a pleasant little village, with houses thatched with hay and
daubed wi th col ored nuds, and neat wal kways connecting places of fault interest.

"Do you notice
materials.”

Chester said, "there is no magic in the |ocal construction? Only mundane

"That's right," Bink said, surprised. "If we're approaching the source of nmagic, on a nagic path,
shoul dn't there be nore magic rather than | ess?" He turned to the griffin. "Cronbie, are you sure
this is—=2"

Cronbi e squawked. "Birdbeak is sure this is the right direction,”
may be a nmere itemon the way, not the destination itself.*'

the golemsaid. "But the village

A grizzled old harpy flapped out to neet the party as it reached the foot of the path. Al of them
braced for trouble, for harpies were notorious. But this one, though suitably hideous, was clean
and unaggressive. "Wl cone, travelers," she said without even bothering to insult them A nost
restrai ned harpy!

"Uh, thanks," Bulk said. "W're |ooking for—a
1X2

pl ace to spend the night. W don't nean any nischief.'
polite, so renained on guard, hand over sword.

He had never heard of a harpy acting

"You shall have it," she agreed. "You are all nal es?"

"Yes," Bink said uneasily. "W are on a quest for the source of magic. Your village appears to lie
near this. W=

"Five nmales," the harpy said. "What a bonanza!"

"We're not interested in your females," Chester said with sonme of his nornal belligerence.

Crombi e squawked. "Not their mnds, anyway," the golemtransl ated.

Chester's lip curled with al nost equine facility. Bink had to speak at once, before another
quarrel brewed. "W shall be happy to do sone chore for you, hi return for food and safe | odgi ng
overni ght. Then tonorrow, if you have information about magi c—=
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"You will have to discuss that with Trolla," the harpy said. "This way, please." And she fl apped
off, muttering once nore: "Men!" wth hideous excitenent.

"Then again, you may have a point," Chester nurnmured to Cronbie. "If we have fallen into a nest of
har pi es . "

"W nay be best advised to get on that aerial path and go back the way we cane," Bink finished,
gl anci ng back.

But the path was gone. They could not escape that way.

Trolla turned out to be—a fenale troll. She was al nost as ugly as the harpy, but she too was
amazingly polite. "l realize you are uneasy, you handsone male visitors," Trolla said. "And you
have reason to be. But not because of any of the residents of this village. Allow nme to serve you
supper, while | explain our situation.”

Bi nk exchanged gl ances with the others. Both centaur and griffin | ooked distinctly unconfortable,
but the Good Magi ci an seened to have no concern

Troll a cl apped her horny hands, and several wood-nynphs cane in, bearing platters. Their hair was
green, their skin brown, their lips and fingernails
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red: like flowering trees. But their outlines were human; each was a pert, lithe, full-breasted
bare beauty. Each eyed Bink and Hunfrey with nore than casual interest. "Hunger" mght be a better
term The food was virtually nmundane: vegetables and fruits harvested |ocally, and small dragon
steaks. M I kweed pods provided the liquid; it was good milk, but in no way speci al

"You may have noted we have used no nagic in the preparation of this neal,"” Trolla said. "W use
as little magi c as possible here, because there is nore magi c here than anywhere el se on the
surface of Xanth. | realize that may not make nuch sense to you—

"Quite sensible,"” Hunfrey said, chonping into another steak

Trolla focused on him "You nust be a Magician, sir.

"Umph." He seenmed to be nore interested in his food than in her discussion. Bink knew that was
deceptive. Hunfrey paid close attention to all things nagic.

"If you are—f any of you have strong magi c—+ nust caution you to be extrenely careful in exerting
it," she said. "Please do not nmisunderstand; this is no threat W do not want you to feel at al
unconfortable here. It is sinply that all magic—well, permit me to nmake a small denonstration.”
She cl apped her hands, and a nynph entered, as buxom and bare as the others. "Bring a snal
firefly," Trolla said.

In a noment the nynph returned with the firefly. It was very small —+he kind that generated hardly
more than a spark, harmess. It squatted on the table, rather pretty with its fol ded flane-hued
wi ngs and insul ated | egs. "Now observe what happens when | frighten it,'* Trolla said.

She rapped the table with a hooflike knuckle. The firefly junped up, startled, and generated its
momentary fire. A burst of |ight and heat emanated fromit, and a ball of snoke roiled up toward
the ceiling. A spot on the table a handsbreadth in diameter was charred. The firefly itself had

di sappeared. "It burned itself up!" Chester exclainmed. "It did not nean to," Trolla said. "This
was a nor-
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mal Xanth firefly, not acclinmatized to this region. Here near the source its magic is multiplied a
hundredfold. Thus its little spark becane a self-immolating fireball. Until you mal es becone
acclimatized, | urge you not to practice your magic in this village. W val ue your presence, and

do not wi sh you to suffer any m shaps."

Bul k | ooked to Hunfrey, but the Good Magician continued eating. "Uh, none of us have inflammatory
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magi c," Bink said, realizing that it was up to himto respond for their party. Yet he wondered:
what would his talent do if anything threatened? What it might intend to be a nere "coincidental"
anelioration mght becone nmuch worse. "But it would be best if—f nothing seened to threaten our
wel fare. "

"There is, unfortunately, a nost extrene threat to your welfare,” Trolla said gravely. "Because
you are nmal es. You must have noticed we have no males in this village."

**We noticed," Bink agreed. "Your nynphs seemquite intrigued by us." Indeed, the nynphs were
hovering so close that Sink's elbows tended to bunp their soft nmidriffs as he ate.

"Qur problemis this," Trolla continued. "A siren has been luring away our nales. Oiginally we
were a normal human village, except for our unique and critical task. Then the siren came and
deprived us of our nen. Because our job could not be neglected, we undertook at great persona
risk the construction of the charnmed access route you arrived on, so as to encourage immgration.
But the new nen, too, were soon taken away fromus. W extended our search to non-hunman peopl e;
this was how | nyself cane here, with ny husband the troll. But the awful drain continued; | was
soon a wi dow-and not by the proper route.”

Bink felt sudden alarm Sone fermale trolls ate their husbands. It was said that the only thing a
troll was afraid of was his wife—with excellent reason. Was this predaceous fenal e | ooking for
anot her husband?

"Qur village now is conmposed of every type of intelligent female," Trolla continued. "And a numnber

of supporting animals. The magi ¢ access route transports
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only intelligent creatures, but sone aninals drift in through the jungle. But the siren—this is
what | nmeant by the danger to you. Once you hear her call, you will disappear into the forest and
never return. We would spare you this if we could, but we are hel pless unless we resort to
unconsci onabl e neasures. "

"What woul d those be?" Bink asked nervously. "W might deafen you so you could not hear her,"
Trolla explained. "Or geld you, so that you would not react to—

"Way don't sonme of you fenmles go out and slay the siren?" Chester asked. "Meaning no ofiense,
madam but you could probably handle it."

"The siren | would gladly tear apart and consune in bleeding chunks,"” Trolla said. "But | can not
pass the tangle tree. The siren has nmade a deal with the tangler; the tree lets the mal es through
to her, but grabs the fenales."

"Then you need to elimnate the tangle tree,” Bink said. "Wth nmagic as strong here as you' ve
shown, it should be a fairly sinple chore. Afewfireflies, or sone pineapple bonmbs—

"This is no ordinary tangle tree," Trolla said. "W have tried to destroy it, but though it is
outside our village, it has absorbed enough extra magic to foil our efforts. W are, after all,
only fenal es—and the nmen will not fight it when they are in thrall to the siren." Bink took a deep
breath. "I believe this is the service we can render, hi return for your hospitality. Tonmorrow we
shall slay the tangler."

Trolla nmerely shook her head sadly. "It is kind of you to think so," she said. "But the siren wll
not permt it."

The siren did not know about Bink's talent. Since both siren and tangle tree were magi ca

entities, his magi c woul d protect him against them Sonmehow. But considering the possible
conplications of the enhanced potency of nmmgic here, he would do best to tackle the tree alone. He
didn't want his friends being hurt by the backlash. Maybe he could sneak out at night and do it,
whil e the others slept.

Cronbi e squawked. "What is the village enploynent, crone?" the golemtransl ated.
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"W are situated atop the source-lode of nmagic," Trolla said. "This is the origin of the nagic of
Xant h. The dust is highly charged with magic, and were it allowed to accumul ate, nost of the rest
of Xanth would slowly becone nundane, while the village would devel op a fatal concentration. Thus
we nust spread the dust about, naintaining a reasonable equilibrium" She | ooked about. "W seem
to have conpl eted our repast. Allow ne to show you our operations.”

"Umph, " Hunfrey agreed. Now Bink was sure the Magician was only feigning disinterest, as was his
fashi on; the conclusion of their quest was at hand! Yet Bink found hinmsel f di sappoi nted; he had
expected nore challenge to the acquisition of this know edge than this.

Trolla showed themto a large central building fashi oned of nmundane stone. Inside, it was one huge
gravel pit, where small female elves, gnones, and fairies dug and scraped out sand with their
little picks and scoops. They loaded it into wheel ed wagons drawn by fenal e centaurs, a nmanticora,
and a snmall sphinx. Bink's skin prickled when he approached the sand; strong nagi c was associ at ed
with it, no doubt of that! Yet this was the first tune he had encountered indeterni nate magic.

That sand performed no nmagic of its own, and cast no spells; it nmerely was nmagic, waiting for
direction. Bink was not quite sure he could believe that.

The sand was haul ed to another structure, where three huge hephal unphs tranped it constantly into
dust. The hephal unphs were aninmals, normally wild creatures of the wilderness, but these were
evidently tane and well cared for, and seenmed happy. Then a captive roc-bird blew the dust into
the air, enploying great sweeps of her nonstrous wings. So powerful was this forced draft that
smal | tornadoes formed hi the turbul ence.

' The Technicolor hailstorns!" Bink exclainmed. "Fallout fromthis operation!"”

"Exactly," Trolla agreed. "W try to feed the dust [high into the sky so that it will ride the
upper currents >all over Xauth before it falls, but |ocalized storns
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bring it down prematurely. The region i mediately downw nd of us is untenable for intelligent

life; the concentration of airborne dust disrupts the |ocal ecology and | eads to madness. Thus
there are risks associated with our operation—but we nust continue. W should be pleased if you
mal es woul d renmai n here, encouragi ng our fenal es—but we know you nust flee before the siren calls.
Unfortunately our access route is one-way; we have been too busy recently to construct a departure
ranp. You can escape only through the Region of Madness. Yet this is preferable to the siren. W
shall help you all we can, but—

"Not until we render our service," Bink said. "W have assorted talents, and should be able to
handl e this." But privately he was uneasy; he found it hard to believe that they should prevai
where all other nmen had failed. And he wondered again why the source of the magi ¢ of Xanth had
remai ned unknown all these centuries, if the people of this village had known about it all along.
Maybe the fact that no one ever seenmed to leave this village and live—er maybe the magi ¢ dust
fogged up other magic, so that things like magic mirrors could not focus on this area. There were
probably a lot of secrets in the Land of Xanth that renmai ned to be discovered...

"We shall have a gathering this evening," Trolla said. "Some of our younger girls have never seen
a mal e, and deserve this chance. You will neet everyone, and we shall plan how we can best help
you to escape the siren. So far, no way has been found to bl ock off her sound fromthe nales,

t hough we fenmal es can not hear it. W can, with your pernission, confine you in cages so that you
can not respond to—

"No!" Bink and Chester said together, and Crom bi e squawked.

"You are true males, always ready for a challenge,* Trolla said with sad approval. "In any event,
we woul d have to let you out sonetinme, and then the siren would get you, so cages are no sol ution
W need to be rid of the sirenl"” Her face, for a nonment, assumed the aspect of savage hate that
was normal to trolls. But then she softened. "I will show you to youi |odging, and call for you
agai n, at dusk. Please be
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courteous to our villagers; your presence here is a considerable event, and the girls are
untrained in social decorum"™

When they were al one, Bink addressed the Magi -] cian. "Sonething is funny here. WIIl you use
your magic to fathomthe true situation?"

"Do | have to do everything?" Hunfrey grunped. "Listen, you dwarfish gnone!" Chester snapped
"We've been working our tails off, while you just |oaf along."

Hunfrey was unruffled. "Anytime you wish to have your paynent for your efforts—w

, Bi nk decided he had better intercede, though he had consi derable synpathy for the
centaur's position. He had not realized there would be so many problens in | eadership! **W seem
to be at our objective, the source of magic. But it has been too easy, and i the villagers
are too acconmpodating. Only you can tell ; us whether we have in fact conpleted our quest, or
whet her we have wal ked into a nan-consuming trap. Surely this is the occasion to enploy your
magic, if you woul d be so generous."

Moh, all right," Hunfrey said ungraciously. "You don't deserve it after the way you | oosed
Beaur egard, | but Til take a | ook."

' The Magician drew out a mirror. "Mrror, mrror > in ny hand, are you the finest in
the | and?"

The mirror clouded, turning deep red. "Ch, stop blushing!" Hunfrey snapped. "I was only testing."
Bink remenbered a mirror like this. It answered 1 only in pictures, and somewhat

circuitously; a too-direct question about a too-delicate matter could crack it up
"Are you aware of the source of the magic of Xanth?" the Magician asked.
A picture of a baby appeared, smling. That evidently neant "Yes."

i "Can you tell me the location of that source?" Aside to the others he murnured: 'This is
the crucial point At hone, the mirror never could reveal this infornmation, but here with stronger
magi c—

The baby sm | ed again. Hunfrey echoed that smle, anticipating victory. "WII| you tell ne that
| ocati on?"
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Again the cherubic smle. Bink felt his pul se pounding. He realized the Mgici an was approaching
the subject with extreme caution. The mirror took each question literally, and did not vol unteer
anything; this circuitous approach insured that the mirror would not be overwhel med by too abrupt
a challenge. "Please show that |ocation on your screen.” The mirror went dark. "Oops," Bink
murmured. "Is it broken?" The mirror brightened. A crying baby appeared. "It tells you no,"
Hunfrey snapped. "Kindly allow me to continue ny investigation." He returned to the mrror. "Are
you showing ne a scene of underground?"

The baby sm | ed.

"I'n short, you verify that the source of nagic is not in this village we are presently sitting
in?" A big question mark appeared. "You are saying the source of magic is in this village?" the
Good Magi ci an asked sharply.

The question mark returned. "Hm a problem of resolution here," Hunfrey muttered. "The mirror
can't choose between truths. Anybody have anot her approach?”

"It's a matter of perspective,*' Chester said. "If the magic dust is the source, there nay be nore
than one cache of it. Mre likely, a channel of it, welling up fromthe depths. Thus the source
has a multiple definition, depending on whether you are thinking of the source on the surface, or
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the source of the source.” "Now there is a creature with a disciplined nmnd," Hunfrey said
approvingly. "If only he would discipline it nore often instead of quarreling with the soldier.”
He faced the mirror. "ls the centaur's analysis correct?"

The baby sm | ed.

"Now, " the Magician continued. "Are you aware of the notivation of these villagers?" Wen he
received the snmle, he asked: "Do they nean well by us?" The smile confirmed it. Bink felt relief.
"And Trolla spoke the truth about the curse of the siren?" Another smle.

Hunfrey | ooked up. "Now it gets difficult,"” he said,
120

seem ng pl eased. Bink realized that this man, too, enjoyed a challenge. The nagic ability the Good
Magi ci an had held in reserve was now being used, and it was good magic. "So far we have nerely
been con-finning what we already knew. Now we nust venture into the unknown." He returned to the
mrror. "Are you able to tell us howto deal with the villagers' problenP”

The cherub sniled. "Unusually responsive," Hunfrey renarked, aside. *The | ocal magi c- enhancenent
is indeed multiplying the mirror's power. W have a major research tool, now, rather than a mnor
one." He returned once nore to the mrror. "How*

**Are you nmales ready?" Trolla inquired fromthe door

They junped. Bink was about to explain, then saw Hunfrey's quick negative nod. The mrror had
di sappeared. The Good Magician did not want to reveal the secret of his magic to these villagers.
Not just yet

Well, they had gleaned a | ot already, and could resune the use of the mrror when conveni ent
"That's a pretty dress,"” Bink said to Trolla. This was no lie; the dress was very pretty, though
she remained a female troll. Evidently a festive occasion was in the nmaking. They foll owed her out

The center circle of the village had been transforned, nonmagically. A genuine wood bonfire

bl azed, sending sparks and snoke up to the sky. It was dusk, and the stars were beginning to show.
It was as if the sparks went up into the sky to becone those stars—and perhaps, Bink thought, the
potent magic of this region nmade that so. The stars had to get up there sonehow, didn't they?

The fenales of the village were lovely in their party apparel. There were nany nore young ones
than had been evident before, and now that their work shift was over they were eager and nore than
eager to mingle with the strange guests. Bink was surrounded by nynphs, sprites, and hunman mai ds,
whil e Hunfrey was nmobbed by fairies, lady elves, and ninionettes. Three fetching centaur fillies
attended Chester. A pair of griffin cows eyed Cronbie, but they hardly had a chance with this
transformed wonan-
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hater. They were, after all, aninmals. There was even 8 fenal e golemfor G undy.

Yet how sad the remaining femal es | ooked—+he manticora, the sphinx, and the harpies. They had no
mael es to cater to. " "Uh, girls+"ma married man,"” Bink protested as I his covey
pressed in.

"She will never know," a buxom bl ue-maned |ass informed him "W need you nore than she does. **
And she planted a firmkiss on his |left eye—+the only part of himshe could reach, because of the
density of other girls. j

"Yes, no man | eaves this village, except at the call of the singing bitch," a furry beauty added
"It is our ' duty to hold you here, to save your life. Wuldn't your wife rather have you
used than dead?"

Awkwar d question! How woul d Chanel eon feel about that? In her lovely, stupid phase she woul d be
hurt, confused, and forgiving; hi her ugly, smart phase she woul d conprehend the situation and be
realistic. ; So she would accept what had to be accepted, and certainly not want himto die.
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Still, he had no wish or intent to indulge hinself with any of these—
Sonething distracted him It was a faint, eerie, but sonehow nost ntrigui ng sound.

He tried to listen, but the clamor of the girls alnpost drowned it out "Please, | want to
hear—there is a nel ody—

"It is the siren!" a fairy screaned. "Sing, girls, sing! Drown out the bitch!"

They sang, loudly, passionately, and tunel essly. I Still, that insidious nelody
penetrated, the single clear thene cutting through the nearby cacophony, conpelling Bulk to
respond. He started toward it.

Imediately the girls restrained him They flung their arms about him draggi ng hi mback and down,
burying himin their exposed softness. Bink collapsed hi a tangle of arns, |egs, breasts, and
assorted ot her aspects of distaff anatonmy he didn't bother to define.

The girls meant well —but the siren's call was not to be denied. Bink fought, and caught glinpses
of other thrashing nounds where his mal e conpani ons

122

fought simlarly. Bink was stronger than any of the nynphs, for they were delicate, shapely
things; he did not want to hurt any of them Yet he had to free hinself of their near-suffocating
enbrace. He heaved them off his body, cuffing their hands | oose, shoving wherever his hands nade
contact. There were eeeks and cries and gi ggl es, depending on the type of contact he made; then he
was on his feet, charging forward.

Chester and Cronbie and the Magician closed hi about him all riveted to that conpelling sound.
"No, no!" Trolla cried despairingly behind them "It is death you seek! Are you civilized males or
are you m ndl ess things?**

That bot hered Bi nk, What did he want with a magical tenptress? Yet still he could not resist the
siren. Her lure had an unearthly quality that caught at the very root of his masculinity, beneath
the center of his intelligence. He was nale, therefore he responded.

"Let themgo, they are lost," Trolla said despairingly. "W tried, as we have always tried—and
failed. *'

Though he was in thrall to the siren, Bink felt simnultaneous synpathy for Trolla and the girls.
They offered life and | ove, yet were dooned to be rejected; their positive orientation could not
conpete with the negative conmpul sion of the siren. The villagers suffered as horrible a damation
as the nen! Was it because they were nice girls, making only promises they could keep, while the
siren had no such limt?

Cronbi e squawked. "As all fermales always fail," Gundy translated, responding to Trolla's despair.

"Though why any of us should bother with this bitch-female call—= The griffin shrugged his w ngs
and charged on.

Did even the golemfeel it? He nust, for he was not protesting.

They ran down a path that opened magically before them It was a perfect path, exactly the kind
that usually led to sonething huge, predatory, and stationary, like a tangle tree. But of course
this particular tangler would not attack them because they were
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males in thrall to the siren. She would dispatch them in her own fashion

And what might that fashion be? Bink wondered. He could not quite inagine it, but the prospect was
wrenchingly exciting. "What a way to gol" he breathed.

The tree cane into sight It was nonstrous, even for its land. Its dangling tentacles were as thick
as the legs of a man, and extrenely long and Unrber. Its tenpting fragrance surrounded it |ike an
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eveni ng gown, making it seemthoroughly desirable. Gentle nusic emanated fromits foliage, no
siren call, but nice: the kind of nusic that nade a person want to lie down and listen and rel ax.

But no veteran of the w lderness of Xanth could be fooled for an instant. This was one of the nost
deadly life forns avail able. Even a dragon would not venture near a tangle tree!

The path passed right under it, where the curtain of tentacles parted neatly and the soft sward
grew. But el sewhere around the fringe was a devel opi ng cone of bl eaching bones, the remai nders of
the tree's past victins. Shapely femal e bones, Bink suspected, and felt another tw nge of guilt

Yet the siren still called, and they foll owed. They tunneled down to single file, for the path
beneath the tree was narrow. Chester galloped first, then Cronbie, for their fornms were fastest;
Bi nk and the Magician followed as well as they could. There had not been occasion to nmount the
steeds for faster travel. Chester paused under the awful tree, and the tentacles quivered with
suppressed eagerness but did not grab. So it was true: the siren's song nullified the tangle

refl ex! The distant music was stronger now, and nore conpelling: the very essence of fenale
allure. The nynphs of the village had been pretty and sweet, but the siren's promse was vital; it
was as if the sex appeal of all wonanki nd had been distilled and concentrated and—

Ahead of Bink, the griffin suddenly halted. "Squawk!" Crombi e exclained. "What am | doi ng here?"
the golemtransl ated, conming up behind, surprisingly fleet on his feet, considering his size. "The
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siren is nothing but a damed conniving femal e out for my blood!"

Literally true, but the others ignored him O course the siren was a conniving fenale, the
ultimte one! What difference did that nake? The call had to be honored!

The wonan-hater, however, decided to be difficult. "She's trying to trap ne!l" he squawked. "Al
wonen are traps! Death to themall!"” And he pecked viciously at the nearest thing avail abl e—which
happened to be the slender extremty of a tentacle.

In a small bird, such a peck would have been a nui sance. Cronbie, however, was a griffin. H s beak
was sword-sharp, powerful as a vise, a weapon capable of severing a man's leg at the ankle with a
single bite. The tentacle, in this case, was the dianeter of an ankle, and the chonp severed it
cleanly. The separated end dropped to the ground, twitching and withing |ike a headl ess green
snake.

For a nonent the whole tree froze hi shock. No one took a bite out of a tangler! The truncated
upper section of the tentacle welled dark ooze as it thrashed about as if looking for its
extremty. The gentle background nusic soured.

"l think the truce has been broken," Bink said. But he didn't really care, for the song of the
siren continued, drawing himon to better things. "Mve on, Cronbie; you' re blocking ny way."

But the soldier remai ned unreasonabl e. "Squawk! Squawk! Squawk!" he excl ai med, and before G undy
could transl ate, he nipped off another tentacle, then a third.

The tangl e tree shuddered. Then, furious, it reacted. Its nusic becanme a deafening blare of
outrage, and its tentacles grabbed for the griffin—-and the centaur, man, and Magi ci an.

"Now you' ve done it, birdbram " Chester screaned over the noise. He grabbed the first tentacle
that touched himand wung it between his two hands the way the ogre had wung out the |og. Tough
as the tentacles were when grabbing, they had little resistance to cutting or conpression, and
this one was squished into usel essness in a nonent
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Suddenly the lure of the siren was drowned out by the rage of the tree, and they were in a fight
for their lives. Bink drew his sword and slashed at the tentacles that swept toward him cutting
them of f. Beside him Cronbi e pecked and scratched viciously, all four feet operating. Long cuts
appeared in the tentacles he touched, and green goo welled out. But nore tentacles kept coning in,
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fromall sides, for this was the very center of the tree's power.

Chester backed up to the trunk and operated his bow. He fired arrow after arrow through the thick
upper reaches of the tentacles, paralyzing them But—**No, Chester!" Bink cried. "Get away
fromx* Too late. The tree's huge maw opened in the trunk, the bark-1ips |lapping forward to engul f
the centaur's handsone posterior

Bi nk | eaped to help his friend. But a tentacle caught his ankle, tripping him Al he could do was
yell: "Kick, Chester, kickl** Then he was buried in tentacles, as firm and rounded and pneumatic
as the linbs of the village girls, but not nearly as nice. Hi s sword armwas i mobilized; all he
could do was bite, ineffectively. That green goo tasted awful

Chester kicked. The kick of a centaur was a potent thing. H's head and shoul ders went down,

count erbal ancing his rear, and all the power of his extraordinary body thrust through his two hind
hooves. They connected inside the maw of the tree, against the wooden throat, and the ground shook
with the double inpact A few old bones were dislodged fromthe upper foliage to rattle down to the
ground. But the wooden nouth held. Sap juices flowed, comrencing the digestion of the centaur's
excel l ent flesh. Chester's instinct would have been sound for any ordinary tree, using the inert
trunk as protection for his valuable but vulnerable rear, but it was disaster here.

Chester kicked again, and again, violently. Even this predator-tree could not w thstand nuch of
this punishnent. Nornally its prey was unconsci ous or helpless by the tine it reached the
consunpti on stage, not awake and kicking. Slowy, reluctantly, the bark gave way, and the centaur
dragged free. Hi s once-beautiful flank was discolored by the saliva sap, and
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one hoof had been chipped by the force of its contact with the wood, but at |east he was alive.
Now he drew his sword and strode forward to hel p Bink, who was not-so-slowy suffocating in the
enbrace of the tentacles.

Meanwhi | e Magi ci an Hunfrey had problenms of his owm. He was trying to unstopper one of his little
vials, but the tentacles were wappi ng about himfaster than the stopper was com ng | oose. The
tree was overwhel ming themall!

Cronbi e had clawed and bit his way to the fringe. Suddenly he broke out. "I'mfree, you vegetable
monster!"” he squawked exultantly. "I'll bet you' re another fenale, too!" He was really uncorking
his worst insult! The gol em had gotten aboard again, so was available for instant translation
"You can't catch ne!"

Indeed the tree could not, for it was rooted. Cronbie spread his wings and flew up and away,
escaping it.

Yet what of the others? As if enraged even further at the loss, the tree concentrated savagely on
the remaining prey. Pythons of tentacles whi pped about |inbs and bodi es, squeezing tight. Chester
was trying to help Bink, but dared not slash too closely with his sword |est he slice sone of Bink
along with a tentacle. Bink, now closest to the trunk, found hinself being dragged headfirst
toward the dread orifice.

Hunfrey finally got his bottle open. Snoke issued forth, expanding and coal escing into—a spiced
cheesecake.

"Curses!" the Magician cried. "Wong vial!"

Chester kicked at the cheesecake. It slid across the turf and into the slavering maw of the tree
The bark-1ips closed about it. He could hardly have nmade a nicer shot had he been trying for it.

The tree choked. There was a paroxysm of wooden coughing, followed by a sylvan sneeze. G oss hunks
of cheese flew out of the orifice.

"The spice on that one is a bit strong,” Hunfrey nmuttered as he scranbled for another vial

Now Si nk's head was at the maw. The bark was withing, trying to get the taste of spiced cheese
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out. This nonster liked fresh nmeat, not processed dairy
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products. Sap coursed down and dripped fromtooth-like knots, cleaning out the maw. In a nonent it
woul d be ready for Bink.

Chester was still trying to help, but three tentacles had wapped around his sword arm and nore
| ooped his other extremities. Even his great strength could not avail against the nassed mi ght of
the tree. "And the cowardly soldier ran out on us!" he grunted as he fought. "If | ever get ny

hands on him— He wung out another tentacle before his free armwas pini oned.

Hunfrey got another vial open. The vapor energed —and formed into a flying vanpire bat. The
creature took one look at its environs, squeaked in terror, swore off blood, and flapped away. A
single tentacle took one casual swing at it and knocked it out of the air. The tree was really
getting on top of the situation

The | ast of the cheese cleared. The orifice reopened for business, and Bink was the client. He saw
the rows of ingrown knots that served as the nonster's teeth, and the flow ng saliva sap. Fibers
like mniature tentacles extended inward fromthe nouth-walls, ready to absorb the juices of the
prey. Suddenly he realized: the tangler was related to the carnivorous grass that grew in patches
in the wilderness! Add a trunk and tentacles to such a patch—

Hunfrey got another vial open. This tinme a basilisk forned, flapping its little wings as it glared
bal eful | y about. Bink closed his eyes to avoid its direct gaze, and Chester did the sane. The tree
shivered and tried to draw away. There was no creature in all the Land of Xanth who cared to neet
the gaze of this little lizard-cock!

Bul k heard the flapping as the basilisk flewright into the tangler's nouth—-and stopped. But
not hi ng happened. Cautiously Bink opened one eye. The tree was still alive. The basilisk had not
destroyed it at a gl ance.

"Ch—a nock basilisk," Bink said, disappointed.

"l have a good renedy for tanglers sonewhere,"” Hunfrey insisted, still sifting through his vials.
Whenever a tentacle encroached too closely he stunned it with a nagic gesture. Bink had not known
such ges-
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tares exi sted—but of course he was not a Magician of Information. "They're all mnixed up—

The tentacl es shoved Bink into the nouth. The odor of carrion becane strong. Hel pless, he stared
into his doom

"Squawk! " sounded from beyond the tree. "Charge!"
Cronbi e had returned! But what could he do, al one?

Now there was a sound as of the rush of nmany feet The tangle tree shuddered. The odor of snoke and
scorching vegetation drifted in. Bink saw, fromthe corner of his eye, orange light flaring up, as
if a forest fire raged.

Torches! Cronbie had nmarshal ed the fenal es of the magi c-dust village, and they were attacking the
tree with blazing brands, singeing the tentacles. Wat a brave effort!

Now the tangler had to defend itself fromattack by a superior force. It dropped Bink, freeing its
tentacles for other action. Bink saw a pretty nynph get grabbed, and heard her scream as she was
haul ed into the air, her torch dropping.

"Squawk! Squawk!" Cronbie directed, and other fermales rushed to the captive's rescue, forning a
screen of Sane. More tentacles got scorched, and the nynph dropped.

Bk recovered his sword and resumed hacking, frominside the curtain of tentacles. Now that the
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tree was concentrating on the outside nenace, it was vulnerable to the inside one. Wth every
stroke Bi nk | opped of f another green branch, gradually denuding the tree of its deadly I|inbs.

"Squawk!" Cronmbie cried. "Get outside!" the golemtranslated.

That made sense. If the tree should refocus on the interior, Bink, Chester, and Hunfrey woul d be
in trouble again. Better to get out while they could!

In a noment they stood beside the griffin. "Squawk!" Cronbie exclainmed. "Let's finish off this
monster!” Gundy cried for him

The ladies went to it with a will. There were about fifty of them ringing the tree, pushing in
with their
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fires, scorching back every tentacle that attacked. They could have conquered the tree anytine,
instead of letting it balk themall these years—had they had the masculine drive and comand.
Ironic that Crom bie the wonan-hater should be the organi zi ng catal yst!

Yet perhaps this was fitting. Cronbie's paranoia about the notives of wonen had caused himto
resist the siren, finally breaking her spell. Now he was using these fenales in the manner a
sol di er understood: as fodder for a battle. They m ght not have responded as well to a "nicer"
man. Maybe they needed one who held themin contenpt, who was willing to brutalize themfor his
pur pose.

The tree was shriveling, half its awful |inbs anputated or paralyzed. It would take time to kil
it, but the victory now seemed certain. Thanks to Cronbie, and the brave, self-sacrificing
vill agers.

"You know, | could get to respect wonen |ike these," Cronbie nurnmured as he paused fromhis
exertions to watch the wap-up proceed. Actually it was squawk-and-translation, but Bink was so
used to it nowthat it nmade little difference. "They obey orders well, and fight damm near as well
as a man, allowi ng for—= He paused in nid-squawk, |istening.

Then Bink heard the siren's call again, no | onger drowned out by the battle. Ch, no! He tried to
resist it —and could not. The siren had recovered her thrall

Bi nk started wal king toward that sound. Hi s conpanions joined him silently. The villagers, intent
on their successful canpaign, did not see them depart
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Chapter 7. Deadly Distaffs

I he sound of the battle faded behind. The nales, Cronbie included, noved on down the path, |ured
by the siren's song. The unearthly quality was stronger now, thrilling Bink's inner fiber. He knew
the siren nmeant death, nore certainly than the tangle tree —but what a satisfying death it would
be!

It was a good path; nothing interfered with then-progress. Scon they arrived at the shore of a
smal |l lake. In that |ake were two tiny islands, like the tips of nountains nostly hidden beneath
the surface. The path |l ed over the water to one of these islands. This was the source of the nusic
of the siren.

They started on the path. Bink thought Cronbie might balk again, and in his heart hoped he woul d
while fearing that that hope would be fulfilled, but the griffin did not. Apparently his

resi stance to fenmal es had been conpromi sed by the spirit and sacrifice of the village wonen, and
he could no | onger master sufficient suspicion. Indeed, he was the first on the water-path, the
wat er depressing slightly under his claws but supporting his weight. The Magi cian was second, Bink
third, and—

There was an angry bleat fromthe side, A small creature came charging along the small beach. It
was four-legged and woolly, like a sheep, with broad curly horns that circled entirely around its
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head. Evidently the path crossed this creature's territory, and the aninmal was taking action

Chester, in the thing's path, paused. "A battering ram" he remarked, recognizing the species.
"Not subject to the siren's call because it is a nere aninmal. No use to reason with it."
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A battering ram Bink paused, his curiosity monentarily overriding the lure of the siren. He had
heard of such creatures, and of their relatives the hydraulic ranms, but never encountered one
before. As he understood it, they existed only to batter, and they loved it. If there were a door
to be broken down, or a castle to be breached, such a ramwas invaluable. At other tines, they
were a nui sance, because they never stopped beating their heads agai nst obstacl es.

Chester was far larger than the rambut it had cut himoff fromthe siren's path. Chester dodged
it once, ninmbly, but the ram screeched to a halt—a neat trick in sand, even with magi c—and whirl ed
to recharge. Chester woul d have been battered hi the rear, had he tried to ignore it—and his rear
was his proudest feature, despite the recent staining fromthe tangler's sap —Auch handsoner than
his face. So he whirled to face the ram and dodged its charge again.

But there was no end to this. The ramwould happily go on forever, screeching up nore nounds of
sand with each miss, but Chester had a siren call to answer. The ramhad to be stopped, sonehow.

Bi nk wondered: his talent could have had a part in saving himfromthe tangler, as it had used the
moti ves and magic of others freely. Was the ram anot her device to stop himfromreaching the
siren? In that case, he should be rooting for the ram not Chester

Chester, no dummy, maneuvered between charges until he was directly in front of a large tree. He
never took his eye of! the ram lest it catch himby surprise. Next charge would fire the ram
right into the trunk that Chester had oriented on peripherally, with |uck knocking the ani mal
silly. Or at least starting the process, because it took a | ot of knocking to knock a battering
ramsilly. These creatures were pretty silly to begin wth.

Then Bink recogni zed the variety of tree. "Not that one, Chester!" he cried. "That's a—

Too late. Wiy was he always too late? It was getting quite annoying! The ram charged, Chester
danced aside, there was a flutelike trill of nmusic, and the ram pl owed headfirst into the tree.
Such was the force of

132

i mpact, all out of proportion to the animal's size, that the entire tree vibrated violently.

pi neappl e tree," Bink finished bel atedly.

Now the fruits were falling: huge gol den pineapples, quite ripe. As each hit the ground, it

expl oded savagely. That was how this tree reproduced: the detonating fruit sent shrapnel-seeds far
across the | andscape, where each could generate, with l[uck and magi c, a new pineapple tree. But it
was hardly safe to stand too near this process.

One pineapple struck the battering ramon the runp. The ram bl eated and spun to face it, rear-
scorched and bruised, but of course that was futile. Other fruits were exploding all around. One
dropped just before the ram Wth a snort of challenge the aninal |eaped boldly forth to intercept
it, catching it squarely on the horns. The resulting concussion really did knock the ramsilly; it
staggered of E, bl eating happily.

Meanwhi | e Chester was doing a truly intricate dance of avoidance, trying to keep his flow ng tail
and sl eek equi ne haunches out of mischief. He could avoid the pineapples falling to left, right,
and front, but those behind were problematical. One dropped alnbst on his tail; in fact it brushed
the elevated top. Chester, in a renarkabl e maneuver, whi pped his entire hind-section out of the
way—but in the process brought his head into the |l ocation vacated by the tail

The pi neappl e expl oded. Chester caught the blast right under his chin. H's head was engulfed in
flane and snoke; then the refuse cleared and he stood there, dazed.
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Bi nk found hinself unable to run back along the path, despite his concern for his friend. This was
partly because the continuing sumons of the siren allowed himto pause but not to wthdraw, and
partly because the path over the water was one-way. It was firmwhile he proceeded forward, but

was nmere water when he tried to go back. The | ake was small, but seenmed very deep, and he
hesitated to trust hinself to its reaches. Bad magic tended to lurk in the depths. So he could
only watch and call. "Chester! Are you all right?"
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The centaur stood there, slowy shaking his head. The expl osion had not done nmuch harmto
Chester's facial appearance, since that had al ways been honely, but Bi nk was concerned about the
centaur's fine mnd. Had the pineappl e danmaged his brain?

"Chester! Can you hear ne?" Then, as Chester ignored him Bink understood the problem The bl ast
had deaf ened him

Bi nk waved his hands violently, and finally Chester took note. "Speak | ouder—+ can't hear youl"
Then the centaur realized it hinself. "I'mdeaf! | can't hear anything!"

At | east he seened to be all right, otherw se. Bink, relieved of much of his anxiety, felt hinself
agai n overwhel med by the continuing call of the siren. He beckoned.

"The hell with the sirenl" Chester called. "I can't hear her now It's stupid to go to her. She
nmeans death."

Cronbi e had been briefly freed of the conpul sion, back at the tangle tree, but had been recaptured
by the siren. Now Chester had been freed by the intercession of the battering ram It nust be the
operation of Bink's talent! But Bink hinmself was still hooked. He turned about and proceeded
toward the island. Cronbie and the Good Magician were al nost there now, as they had not paused as
| ong as Bi nk.

Chester gall oped along the path, catching up to Bink. H s powerful hands picked Bink up by the
el bows. "Don't go, Bink! It's nonsense!"

But Bi nk would not be denied. "Put ne down, horserear. | have to go!" And his feet kept walking in
m dair.

"I can't hear you, but | know what you're saying, and it's not worth listening to," Chester said.
"Only one way to stop this before the others are lost."

He set Bink down, then unslung his great bow. The siren was still far away, but there was no
archery like that of a centaur. Chester's bowstring twanged, and the deadly shaft arced across the
water toward the island and the fermale figure there.

There was a scream of angui sh, and the nel ody halted abruptly. Chester's arrow had scored.
Suddenl y
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they all were freed; the conpul sion was gone. Bink's talent had prevailed at |ast, saving himfrom
harm wi t hout revealing itself.

They ran to the island. There lay the siren—the i loveliest nernaid Bink had ever seen, with hair
like flowing sunshine and tail like flowing water. The cruel arrow had passed entirely through her
torso, between and slightly bel ow her spectacul ar bare breasts, and she was bl eeding from front
and back. Her torso had coll apsed across her dul ci ner

Yet she was not dead. Though the arrow, with that uncanny marksmanshi p of the centaur, nust have
pi erced her heart, she still breathed. In fact she was conscious. She tilted her beautiful face
weakly to | ook up at Chester. "Wy did you shoot nme, handsone mal e?" she whi spered.

"He can't hear you; he's deaf," Bink said.
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"I meant no harm-enly love," she continued. "Love to all nen, you-why shoul d you oppose that?"

"What joy is there in death?" Bink denanded. "W have brought to you what you have brought to a
hundred other nmen." He spoke gruffly, yet his heart ached to see the agony of this |ovely
creature. He renenbered when Chanel eon had been sinmilarly wounded.

"I brought no death!" she protested as vehenently as she was able, and gasped as the effort pushed
a gout of blood fromher chest. Her whol e body bel ow t he shoul ders was soaked in bright blood, and
she was weakening visibly. "Only—enly | ove!"

Then at | ast she subsided, |osing consciousness. Bnk, noved despite what he knew, turned to the
Magi cian. "Is—s it possible she speaks the truth?"

Hunfrey brought out his magic mrror. It showed the smling baby face. "It is possible,"” he said,
wise to the ways of the mirror. Then he addressed it directly: "Did the siren speak the truth?"

The baby smiled again. "She neant no harm" the Magician said. "She is not the killer, though she
lured men here.”

The~men exchanged gl ances. Then Hunfrey brought out his bottle of healing elixir and sprinkled a
drop on the siren's terrible wound. Instantly it heal ed, and she was sound agai n.
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The Magi ci an of fered Chester a drop of elixir for his ears, but the centaur disdained it. So
Hunfrey sprinkled it on the centaur's rear, and suddenly it was as beautiful as ever.

"You healed ne!" the siren exclaimed, passing her hands wonderingly over her front. "There is not
even bl ood, no pain!" Then, startled; "I nust sing!'* She reached for her dulciner.

Chester kicked it out of her reach. The nusical instrument flew through the air, smashed, and
pl unked into the water. "There is the source of her magic!" he cried. "I have destroyed it!"

The source of magic . . , destroyed. Was that an onen?

Experinentally, the siren sang. Her upper torso expanded marvel ously as she took her breath, and
her voi ce was excel |l ent—but now there was no conpulsion in it The centaur had, indeed, deprived
her of her devastating magic.

She broke off, "You mean that was what sunmoned all the men? | thought they liked nmy singing." She
| ooked unhappy.

Apparently she really was the lovely innocent, |ike Chaneleon in her beauty-phase. "Wat happened
to all the men?" Bink asked.

"They went across to see ny sister," she said, gesturing toward the other island. She pouted. "I
offer themall ny |ove—but they always go to her."

Curious! Who could lure victinse away fromthe siren herself? "Wio is your sister?" Bink asked. "I

mean, what is her magic? |Is she another siren?" "Ch, no! She is a gorgon, very pretty." "A
gorgon!" Bink exclained. "But that is death!" "No, she would not harm anyone, no nore than
woul d, " the siren protested. "She cherishes nmen. | only wi sh she would send sone back to ne."

"Don't you know what the gaze of a gorgon does?" Bul k demanded. "What happens to sonmeone who | ooks
upon the face of ="

"I have | ooked into ny sister's face nany tinmes! There is no harmin her!"
Hunfrey lifted his mrror again. **It affects nen only?" he asked, and the sniling baby agreed.
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It seenmed the siren really did not know the devastating effect her sister's face had on nen. So
for years she had innocently lured in mal es—for the gorgon to turn to stone.
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"W shall have to talk with your sister," Hunfrey said

"The path continues to her island,"” the siren inforned him "Wat will | do, w thout my dul cimer?"

"Your voice is pretty enough wi thout any acconpani ment, and so are you," Bink said diplomatically.
It was true as far as it went; had she a lower portion to match her upper portion, it would have
been true all the way. "You can sing a capella, w thout acconpaniment."

"I can?" she inquired, brightening. "WIIl it bring nice nmen |like you?"

*No. But perhaps a nice man will find you, regardless.” Bink turned to the Magician. "How can we
approach the gorgon? One gl ance—

"W shall have to deal with her in the norning,** Hunfrey decided. Bink had |lost track of tine.
The stars had been energing at the village, then they had charged into the night of the jungle to
battle the tangle tree, thence to this island—where it seemed dusk was only now falling. Did that
make sense? Bi nk had sonehow assuned that the sun set all over Xanth at the sanme instant, but
realized that this was not necessarily so. But he had other things to worry about at the nonent,
and listened to the rest of Hunfrey's speech: "Siren, if you have food and bed—

"Fmnot really that kind of fenmale," she denurred.
Bi nk | ooked at her sleek fishtail. "Cbviously not W only want a place to sleep.”

"Ch." She sounded di sappointed. "Actually, | could beconme that kind, if— She shi mered, and her
tail transposed into two fetching | egs.

"Just sleep," Chester said. It seened his hearing was returning naturally. "And food."

But her indignation had not yet run its course. "After you inpaled me with your old nmessy arrow,
and broke ny dul ci mer?”

"I"'msorry," Chester said shortly. "I have a headache.™
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As well he mght, Bink thought. Wiy hadn't the ornery creature accepted a drop of elixir for his
head as well as for his tail?

"If you were really sorry, you'd showit," she said. Cronbie squawked. "She's setting her hooks
into you already, ass,"” the golemsaid

Doubly annoyed, Chester glowered at the siren. "How?"
"By giving ne a ride on your back." Bul k al nbst | aughed. Nynphs of any type loved to ride

"Ride, then," Chester said, disconcerted. She wal ked to his side, but was unable to nmount **You*re
too tall,"” she conpl ai ned

Chester turned his front portion, wapped one arm about her slender waist, and haul ed her up
easily. "Eeekl" she screaned, delighted, as her feet swi shed through the air. "You're so strongl"

Cronbi e squawked again, and his remark needed no interpretation. She was, indeed, working her
wiles on the centaur, needing no siren song.

Chester, not in the best of nobods after his encounter with the pineapple, was visibly nollified.
"Al'l centaurs are strong." He set her neatly on his back, and wal ked forward.

The siren grabbed two handfuls of his nmane. "My, your shoul ders are so broadt And what sl eek fur
you have. You nust be the handsonest centaur of alll"

"Fromthe rear, maybe," he agreed. He began to trot.

"Oooh, that's fun!" she cried, letting go just |long enough to clap her hands together girlishly.
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"You must be the smartest centaur, and the fastest— She paused. "Could you, maybe, nake a little
junp?"

Chester, now quite puffed up by her praise, nmade a trenendous |eap. The siren screamed and flew
of f his back. They were at the edge of the water, since this was a small island, and she plunked
into the lake. "Unh, sorry," Chester said, nortified. "Guess | overdid it." He reached down to fish
her out.

Fi sh her out he did: her |egs had changed back into a tail. "No harm done," the nermaid said. "I

amquite at home in the water." And she wiggled within
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his grasp, bringing her face to his and planting a wet kiss on him

Cronbi e squawked. "There's no fool like a horse-reared fool," the gol em sai d.

"That's for sure," Chester agreed, now in a good nood. "Just don't tell Cherie."

"Cherie?" the siren asked, frowning
"My filly. The prettiest thing in Xanth. She's back hone, tending our foal. H's name is Chet."

She assimlated that. "How nice," she said, disgruntled. "I'd better see to your fodder now, and
stall space."

Bink snmled privately. Chester wasn't such a fool after all!

They had a nodest repast of fish and sea cucunber, and bedded down in a pile of soft dry sponges.
Bi nk stretched out his feet—and banged into another pile of dirt. This time he was too tired to
stonmp it flat, so he ignored it.

The siren, having given up on the centaur, nestled down in the dark beside Bink. "Say," he said,

renenbering. "We have to give service for hospitality!"

Cronbi e squawked. "You give service, noodle-brain,” Gundy said. "You're closest to her."

**Service?" the siren inquired, nudging him

Bi nk found hinself blushing furiously in the dark. Damm Cronbie's innuendo! "Uh, nothing," he
said, and pretended to fall suddenly asleep. Very soon it was no pretense.

In the norning they bade farewell to the siren after taking the tine to break up sone wood for her
cooking fire—a service she appreciated, as she was not much for that sort of thing. They set about
braving her sister. "The rest of you rmust be blindfolded,” Humfrey decided. "I will use the
mrror."

So he could view the gorgon indirectly, of course. That was the only way to | ook at such
creatures; everyone knew that. Yet why did a mirror work? The inage hi the glass should be as
horrendous as the original

"Pol arization," the Mgician explai ned without being asked. "The nagic of partial inmages."
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That didn't clarify things much. But a nore inportant question remained. "Wat do we do, to stop
the— Bink did not want to use the word "kill" in the presence of the innocent siren. Getting
close to the gorgon was one thing; dispatching her while blindfolded was anot her

**We shall see," Hunfrey said. They submitted to blindfolding, including the golem Then they
fornmed a chain to foll ow the Good Magi ci an, who wal ked backward on the path between the islands,
using the mrror to see ahead. In this case he was not utilizing its magic, but nmerely the
ordinary reflection: the natural nmagic all mrrors possessed.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...anth%2002%20-%20The%20Source%200f%20Magic.txt (81 of 193) [1/19/03 8:42:53 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2002%20-%20The%20Source%200f%20M agi c.txt

It was strange and unconfortable, crossing the water sightlessly. How awful it would be, to | ose
forever the power of seeingl Wat nmagic was better than the natural senses of |ife?

Bink's feet felt hard |and. "You stand here, facing out," Hunfrey told them "Just hi case. | wll
deal with the gorgon."

Still nervous, Bink obeyed. He felt tenpted to rip off the blindfold, turn about, and | ook at the
gorgon —but not strongly tenpted. Once he had stood atop a tall mountain and suffered an urge to
throw himsel f off it, sinmilarly; it was as if there were a death urge in himalong with the life
urge. Perhaps the urge to adventure was drawn fromthe sane wellspring. "Gorgon,"” Hunfrey said.

Ri ght behind Bi nk, she answered. "I am she. Wl come to nmy isle." Her voice was dul cet; she sounded
even nore attractive than her sister. "Wiy do you not | ook at nme?"

"Your glance would turn me into stone," Hunfrey said bluntly.

"Am | not beautiful ? Who el se has | ocks as serpentine as m ne?" she asked plaintively, and Bink
heard the faint hissing of the snakes. He wondered what it would be like to kiss the gorgon, with
those snake-hairs twining around their two faces. The notion was both alarm ng and tenpting. Yet
what was the gorgon except the literal personification of the pronise and threat enbodied in every
wonan?

"You are beautiful,” Hunfrey agreed gravely. She
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nmust be beautiful indeed, Bink thought, for the Good Magician did not waste conplinents. Ch, for a
single [ ook! "Where are the other men who canme to you?"

"They went away," she said sadly.
"Were did they go?"
"There," she said, and Bul k assuned she was pointing. "Beyond those rocks."

Hunfrey noved over to investigate. 'These are statues,"” he said, unsurprised. "Statues of nen,

exquisitely realistic. Carved, as it were, fromlife."

Fromlife .

"Yes," she agreed brightly. "They |l ook just |like the men who cane to ne."
"Does that not suggest anything to you?"

"The men left the gifts behind, pictures of thenselves, sculptures. But | would rather have had
the men stay with me. | have no use for stones.”

She didn't realize what she had done! She thought these were nmere inmages offered as renmenbrances.
Maybe she refused to realize the truth, blocking it out from her consci ousness, pretending she was
an ordinary girl. She refused to believe in her own magic. What a fateful delusion!

Yet, Bnk thought, wasn't this too typical of the thought processes of feral es? What one anong them
chose to recognize the mischief her sex worked anong nen!

But that was Cronbie's contention, therefore probably an exaggeration. There nmight be a little
siren and a little gorgon in every girl, but not a lot. There was hardly any in Chanel eon.

"If nmore nmen cone,” Hunfrey continued with unusual gentleness, "they will only | eave nore statues.
This is not good."

"Yes, there are already too many statues,"” she agreed naively. "My island is getting crowded."

"The men nust not cone any nore," Hunfrey said. "They nust stay at their hones, with their
famlies."
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"Couldn't just one nman cone—and stay a while?" she asked plaintively.
"Fmafraid not. Men just aren't, er, right for you."

"But | have so nuch love to give—+f only a nan
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woul d stay! Even a little one. | would cherish himforever and ever, and nmake hi m so happy—
Bi nk, listening, was beginning to appreciate the depth of the gorgon's tragedy. Al she wanted was

to love and be loved, and instead she sowed a harvest of horrible nmischief. How nany fanmilies had
been destroyed by her magi c? What coul d be done with her—except execution?

"You nmust go into exile," Hunfrey said. "The nmagic shield has been | owered by order of the King;
you can pass freely out of Xanth. In Mundania your magic will dissipate, and you will be able to
interact freely with the man or nen of your choice."

"Leave Xant h?" she cried, alarned. "Oh, no, | would rather die! | can not |eave ny hone!"
Bi nk experienced a pang of synpathy. Once he hinself had faced exile ....

"But in Mundania you would be an ordinary girl, under no curse. You are extrenely |ovely, and your
personality is sweet. You could have your pick of nen there."

"I love nen," she said slowy. "But | |Iove ny hone nore. | can not depart. If this is ny only
choice, | beg of you to slay ne now and end ny msery."

For once the Good Magician seened shaken. "Slay you? | would not do that! You are the nopst
attractive creature | have ever seen, even through a mirror! In ny youth I would have—

Now a little ordinary femnine artifice manifested. "Wy, you are not old, sir. You are a handsone
man. "

Cronbie stifled a squawk, Chester coughed, and Bi nk choked. She had nade a gross exaggeration, if
not an outright distortion! Hunfrey was a good man, and a tal ented one, but hardly a handsone one.
"You flatter ne," the Magician said seriously. "But | have other business."

"Of all the men who have conme here, you al one have stayed to talk with ne," the gorgon conti nued.

"I amso lonely! | beg of you, stay with nme, and let ne serve you al ways."
Now Cronbi e squawked al oud. "Don't turn about, fool!" the golemcried. "Keep using the nmrror!"
"Un yes," Hunfrey agreed. The griffin's hearing
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nmust be acute, Bink thought, to detect the sound of the Magician's incipient turning! "Gorgon, if
| were to |l ook at you directly—

"You would feel obliged to go away, |leaving only a stone nenento hi your |ikeness," she finished.
"I do not understand why nen are like this! But cone, close your eyes if you nust, kiss ne, let ne
show you how nmuch love | have for you. Your least word is nmy conmand, if you will only stay!"

The Magi ci an sighed. Was the ol d gnhone tenpted? It occurred to Bink that it mght not have been

disinterest in wonen that kept Hunfrey single, but lack of a suitable partner. The average wonman
was not interested in a wizened, dwarfish old man—er if she expressed interest, it was likely to
be only because she wanted a piece of his form dable nmagic. Here was a worman who knew not hi ng of
hi m but his appearance, and was eager to |love him asking only his presence.

"My dear, | think not," Hunfrey said at |last "Such a course would have its rewards—+ hardly deny
itl —and | would norrmally be inclined to dally with you a day or three, though | ove be
blindfol ded. But it would require the resources of a Magician to associate safely with you, and |
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am on a quest that takes precedence, and may not—=

"Then dally a day or three!" she exclainmed. "Be blindfolded! | know no Magician woul d have
interest in me, but even a Magician could not be nore wonderful than you, sir!"

Did she suspect the nagnitude of Hunfrey's talent? Did it natter? The Magici an si ghed again.
"Perhaps, after ny present quest is over, if you would care to visit at ray castle—

"Yes, yes!" she cried. "Were is your castle?"

"Just ask for Hunfrey. Sormeone will direct you. Even so, you can not show your face to nman. You
woul d have to wear a veil—o0, even that would not suffice, for it is your eyes that—=

"Do riot cover ny eyes! | nust see!"
Bink felt another surge of synpathy, for at the nonment he could not see.

"Let me consult," Hunfrey said. There was a rustle as he runmaged through his nagic props. Then
143
"This is not ideal, but it will do. Hold this vial before your face and open it."

More rustling as she accepted the vial that he held out over his shoulder. There was a pop as the
cork cane out, the hiss of escaping vapor, a gasp, then silence. Had the Mgician executed her
after all, giving her poison vapor to sniff?

" Conpani ons, you may now renove your bund-folds and turn about," Hunfrey said. "The gorgon has
been nullified."

Bi nk ripped ofl the cloth. "Magician! You didn' t—=2"
"No, | did her no harm Cbserve."

Bul k observed, as did the others. Before them stood a breathtakingly |ovely young woman with hair
formed of many small thin snakes. But her face was —absent. There sinply wasn't anything there.

"I applied a spell of invisibility to her face," Hunfrey expl ained. "She can see out well enough
but | regret that no nan can | ook upon her face, since it is the loveliest part of her. But this
way it is inpossible to neet her gaze. She is safe-as are we."

It was too bad, really, Bink had to agree. She seened like such a nice girl, burdened with such a
terrible curse. Magic was not always kind! The Magician had nullified the curse, but it was
di sconcerting to look into that vacuum hi lieu of her face.

Cronbi e wal ked around the island, studying the statues. Some were of centaurs, and sone of
griffins. "Squawk!" "Look at the damage the bitch has done! She nust have petrified hundreds of
i nnocent nmales. What good is it to nullify her now? It is like closing the house door after the
man has escaped."” He was evidently thinking more like a griffin, now That was a danger of

prol onged transformation.

"Yes, we shall have to do sonething about the statues," Hunfrey agreed. "But | have expended
enough of ny valuable magic. Too much, in fact Cronbie, point out where the solution to this
problemlies."

The griffin whirled and poi nted. Down.

"Hm Now point out the source of mmgic, again.”
Cronbie did. The result was the sane. "So | sup-
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posed, " Hunfrey said. "Qur quest has nore than infornmational significance."
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Anot her factor fell into place for Bink. This whole escapade with the tangle tree and the
devastating sisters had seened |like a diversion fromthe quest and a serious threat to Bulk's

wel fare, yet his talent had permtted it Now he saw that his experience related to the quest
Still, it should not have been necessary to expose hinself to these dangers in order to reach the
source of magic. Sonething other than his talent nust be operating.

He remenbered the nound of earth, last night Did that relate? He really could not fathom how, yet
he di strusted coi ncidental occurrences unless they derived fromhis talent If an eneny were—The
Good Magi ci an brought out his mirror again. "Get ne the Queen," he said into it.

"The Queen?** Bink asked, surprised.

The mirror fogged, then showed the face of Queen Iris. "About time you called in, Hunfrey,** she
said. "How come you*re dawdling there on the gorgon's isle, instead of pursuing your fool quest?"

Cronbi e squawked angrily. "Don't translate that!" Hunfrey snapped at the golem Then, to the
Sorceress: "It is Bink's quest, not nine. W have nullified siren and gorgon, and are proceedi ng
toward the source of magic. Notify the King."

Iris made a minor gesture of unconcern. "Wen | get around to it, mdget" she said.

H e visage of King Trent appeared hi the mirror behind her. Abruptly she assuned the aspect of a
Sweet Young Thing, conplete with long braids. "Wiich will be very soon, Good Magician," she
anended hastily. Trent waved jovially and tugged on a braid as the mrror went blank.

"How can she talk on the mirror?" Bink inquired. "It shows silent pictures for everyone el se."
"She is mistress of illusion,"” Hunfrey expl ai ned.
**M stress of the King, you nean," Cronbie squawked.

"We only think we're hearing her," Hunfrey continued. He put away the mirror. "And the King only
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thinks he can yank at an illusory braid. But illusion has its uses, hi whatever capacity."
"I'd like the illusion of reality," the golemsaid wistfully.

Hunfrey returned his attention to the gorgon. "W shall return hi due course. | suggest you go

confort your sister, neanwhile. She has |ost her dulciner."

"I will, I will!" the gorgon cried. "Farewell, handsone Sorcererl"™ She flung her arns around
Hunfrey and planted au invisible kiss on his nmouth while the snakes snapped at his ears and hissed
up a storm "Hurry back! | have so nuch | ove stored up—

"Un Just so," the Magician agreed, enbarrassed. He brought up a finger to snap away one serpent-
hair that was gnawi ng too vigorously on his earl obe.

The magi c path ended at the gorgon's isle, so it was necessary to swi mback. They used Cronbie's
talent to locate a safe route across, avoiding | ake nonsters; then Bi nk nounted Chester and
Hunfrey rode the griffin. It was now mdnorning, and the return to the magi c-dust village was easy
and swift. Hostile nagic had not yet had time to nove in to replace the prior charm of the path.

The tangle tree was a charred stunp. The villagers had really done the job, destroying a long-term
eneny. But the village itself was now quiet, with black drapes hi the wi ndows; it was hi nourning
for the last party of males to be lost to the siren.

How suddenly that changed, as those nales narched hi! "You survived!" Trolla cried, tears of
untrollish joy stream ng down her horrible face. "We tried to follow you, but could not hear the
siren and could not trace the path hi the dark. In the norning we knew it was too |l ate, and we had
wounded to attend to—"

"We have nullified the siren—and her sister, the gorgon,” Buik said. "No nore nmen will go that

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...anth%2002%20-%20The%20Source%200f%20Magic.txt (85 of 193) [1/19/03 8:42:53 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2002%20-%20The%20Source%200f%20M agi c.txt
way. But the men who went before—=
"They are all dead; we know. "

"No. They are stone. There may be a way to reverse the spell and restore them If we are
successful in our quest—

"Come, we nust celebrate!" Trolla cried. "W shall give you such a party—=
146

Bi nk knew t he answer to that. "Uh, no thanks. You are very kind, but all we want to do now is get
on with our quest. We seek the ultimte source of magi c—the source of your nagic dust,
under ground. "

"There is no way down there," Trolla said. "It wells up in a solid shaft—=
"Yes. So we will seek el sewhere. |If any avenue of access exists, from another direction—
Di sappointed, Trolla accepted the situation with grace. "Which way do you go?"

"That way," Bink said, indicating the direction Cronbie had pointed for the resunption of their
quest.

"But that's into the heart of the Region of Madness!"
Bi nk sm | ed. "Perhaps our access is through nadness, then."

"The route past the tangle tree is open now. You could go out that way, and | oop about to avoid
t he madness—

Bui k shook his head in negation, knowing that had that been the best way, Cronbie would have
indicated it.

"You nmal es are so unreasonable! At least wait a few days. W will stop lofting the magic dust into
the ah*, and the effect will diminish. Then you nay traverse the region | ess hazardously."

"No. We have decided to push on." Bink feared that a few days' relaxation hi this village of eager
femal es woul d be as ruinous as continued dalliance with the siren and gorgon. They had to nove on

"Then we shall provide a guide. She can warn you of the inmediate traps, and it is barely possible
you Wi ll survive until clear of the worst of it. You are already half nad, after all."

"Yes," Bink agreed with a wy smle. "We are nales."” Neither sex understood the other; that was
yet another aspect of the magic of Xanth. He rather liked this tanme fenale troll; apparently
al nrost any nonster could be worthwhile once it was possible to know it personally.

The guide turned out to be a very pretty female griffin. "Squawk!" Cronbie protested. "Awk! Awk!"
she replied archly. "Don't saddle us with a chick like

147
that!" Grundy translated happily. "Wo are you calling a chick? I"'ma lioness!" "You're a
nui sancel" "And you're a bore!" "Fenale!" "Mle!"

"Uh, that's enough translation, Gundy," Bink said. "They're down to ultinmate insults.” He turned
to Trolla. 'Thank you for the guide. We'lIl be on our way now. "

Al'l the females of the village |ined up to wave goodbye. It was a sad but necessary parting.

The wi |l derness of Xanth soon abolished sentinentality. The trees were extrenely | arge here,
closing in to forma dense jungle. This was the downw nd regi on of the nagic dust, as Trolla had
war ned; magic flourished here. Mnstrous pincushions grew at the | owest |evel, stabbing anyone who
passed too near, living stalagmtes projected between the cushions, their stony points glistening
with nmoisture that fell on themfromabove. O slicks tw ned wherever suitable depressions were
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avai l able. The oil was nore slippery than anything el se, and at the sane tinme nore tenacious.
"Those tanker trees shouldn't flush their wastes on the surface," Chester nuttered. "They should
bury it, the way civilized creatures do."

Yet the higher growths were no nore prom sing; the huge netal trunks of ironwood trees crowded
agai nst the burned-out boles of ash. Rust and ashes coated the ground around them Here and there
bul | spruces snorted and flexed their branch-horns nmenaci ngly. Above, it was worse yet;
caterpillar nettles crawl ed al ong, peering down with prickly anticipation, and vomt-fungus

dangl ed in greasy festoons. \Were was there safe passage?

"Awkl " the guide said, showi ng the way. She glided past an outcroppi ng of hissing serpentine,
bet ween two sharp bl ades of slash pine, and on over the rungs of a fallen | adder-bush. The others
foll owed, wary but swft.

It was gl oony here, alnobst dark, though the day was rising onto noon. The canopy overhead, not
satisfied with shutting out the sun, now constricted like an elastic band until it seened to
encl ose themin one tight bubble. Like elastic? Now Bink saw it was elastic, froma huge elastic
vine that stretched between and around the other foliage. Elastic was not a serious threat to
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peopl e carrying swords or knives, but it could be a considerabl e inconvenience.

There seened to be few |l arge creatures here; but many small ones. Bugs were all over. Sone Bink
recogni zed: |ightning bugs zapping their charges (this nust have been where the denpnstrati on bug
had cone from the one that had burned up hi the village), soldier beetles marching hi precise
formations to their bivouac, |adybugs and dansel flies hovering near hi the i menorial fashion of
easy-virtue fermal es near armies. Al npbst under Chester's hooves a tiger beetle pounced on a stag
beetle, making its kill with nerciless efficiency. Bink averted his gaze, know ng that such
activity was natural, but still not liking it.

Then he noticed Hunfrey. The man was staring as if enchanted: a worrisone sign, here. "Are you al
right, Magician?" Bink asked.

"Marvel ous!" the man nmurnmured raptly. "A treasure trove of nature!"
"You nean the bugs?"

"There's a feather-w nged beetle," Hunfrey said. Sure enough, a bug with two bright feathers for
wings flew by. "And an oW -fly. And two net-wi ngs!" Bulk saw the | arge-eyed, tufted bug sitting on
a branch, watching the two nets hover. How a net-wing flew was unclear, as the nets obviously
could not hold air. But with magic, what did it matter? "And a picture-winged fly!" the Mgician
exclaimed, really excited. "That's a new species, | believe; it nust have nutated. Let ne get ny
text." He eagerly funmbled open a vial. The vapor came forth and forned a huge tone that the
Magi ci an bal anced precariously on the back of the griffin, between the fol ded wings, as he turned
over the pages. "PICTURE-WNG " he read. "Pastoral, Still-life, Naturalistic, Surrealistic

Cubi st, Watercolor, O, Pastel Chalk, Pen-and-ink, Charcoal—+ was right! This is a Crayon-Draw ng
species, unlisted! Bink, verify this for the record!"

Bi nk | eaned over to | ook. The bug was sitting on the griffin's right ear, its w ngs outspread,

covered by waxy illustrations. "Looks like crayon to ne," he agreed.
"Yes!" Hunfrey cried. "I nust record it! What a
149

fantastic discovery!" Bink had never seen the man so excited. Suddenly he realized sonething
important: this was what the Good Magician lived for. Hunfrey's talent was information, and the
di scovery and classification of living things was right in line with this. To himthere was
not hi ng nore inportant than the acquisition of facts, and he had naturally been resentful about
being distracted fromthis. Now chance had returned himto his type of discovery. For the first
tune, Bink was seeing the Magician in his animation. Humfrey was not a cold or grasping

i ndi vi dual; he was as dynanic and feeling as anyone—when it showed.
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Bulk felt a tug at his sword. He clapped his hand to the hilt—and two robber flies buzzed up. They
had been trying to steal his sword! Then Chester junped, alnost dislodging nun. "Al npost stepped on
a blister beetle," the centaur explained. "I wouldn't want to pull up with a blistered hoof at
this stage!"

The lady griffin glanced back, rotating her head w thout turning her body, in the way griffins
had. "Awk!" she exclaimed inpatiently. "Hurry up, shrinp," the golemtranslated. "W're getting
near the madness zone."

"Squawk! " Cronbie replied irritably. "W're doing the best we can. Wiy don't you show us a better
pat h, birdbrain?"

"Listen, cattail!" she awked back. "I"'monly doing this as a favor to you! If you nunbskulls had
stayed at the village where you bel onged—

"Stay hi a village of femal es? You' re mad al ready!"”

Then they had to stop squawki ng and awking to dodge a snake-fly that wiggled through, fangs
gaping. This tine Chester did step on a bug—a stink bug. A horrible odor wafted up, sending them
all leaping forward to escape it. The lady griffin's passage stirred up a notl ey swarm of
deerflies, tree hoppers, tiger noths, and a fat butterfly that splattered the Mgician wth
butter.

One lovely gold bug fluttered up under Bink's nose. "Maybe this is another new one!" he cried,
getting caught up in the Magician's enthusiasm He grabbed for it, but Chester stumbled just then
so that Bul k
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mssed it. "It's headed toward you, Magician!" he cried. "Catch itl"

But Hunfrey shied away. "That's a nmidas fly!" he exclaimed in horror. "Don't touch it!"
"A nmidas fly?"

"Everything it touches turns to gold." The fly was now circling the Magician, |ooking for a place
to | and.

"But that's wonderful!" Bink said. "W nust capture it. W can use gold!"

"Not if we becone gold ourselves!" Hunfrey snapped. He ducked so low that he fell of! the griffin.
The midas fly settled down to land hi his place

"Cronbi e!" Bink screanmed. "Watch out!"

Then the lady griffin crashed into Cronbie, knocking himout of the way with her | eoni ne shoul der
He escaped—but the midas fly |landed instead on her

Just like that, she was a gold statue. The fly buzzed up and away, no longer a threat—but its
damage had been done.

"They're extrenely rare, and they don't l[and often
"I'"'m amazed we encountered one. Perhaps it was maddened by the dust.

Hunfrey said fromthe bush he had | anded in.
" He picked hinmself up.

"I't may have been sent," Bink said. "It appeared near ne first."

Cronbie rolled to his feet with the litheness of his kind. "Squawk!" "She did it for ne—+to save ny
life," Gundy translated. "Wy?"

"I't nust indeed be madness," Chester said drily.

Bi nk contenpl ated the statue. "Like the handiwork of the gorgon,” he nurnured. "Gold instead of

stone. Is it possible she can be restored?”
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Cronbi e whirled and pointed. "Squawk!" "The answer lies in the sane direction as the quest,"
Grundy said. "Now birdbeak has personal reason to conplete it"

"First we nmust pass through the madness—ai t hout a guide," Chester pointed out

Bi nk | ooked ahead, dismayed. Things had abruptly taken a nore serious turn—and they had not been
un-serious before. "How can we find our way safely through this jungle, even w thout nadness?"

"Cronbie will have to point out our best route—
151

one step at a time," Hunfrey said. "Look—there is a walking stick." He indicated the stick

anbling along on two tiny feet at the base, its hooked top wobbling erratically. The huge text was
gone; he nust have conjured it back into its bottle while Bink had been distracted. He hardly
needed it "Mahogany-handl ed—a very fine specinen.”

Cronbi e pointed the way, and they went slowy on, leaving the gold lady griffin where she stood.
There was not hing they could do for her—except conplete their quest, hoping to find the magi c that
woul d restore her.

Cronbi e | ooked back twi ce, not squawki ng; he seemed to be having serious private thoughts. For
him the woman-hater, the female's sacrifice had to be an awful enigma, of nore significance than
his own near-mss with the gol den doom As a soldier he was used to danger, but not to self-
sacrifice.

Al'l too soon, dusk |oomed. G owwrns appeared fromtheir tunnels in the ground, and bedbugs were
already snoring in their bunks. A confused cockroach crowed, m staking dusk for dawn. Swallowails
consuned their hind parts and di sappeared for the night. A group of sawflies sawed boards for
their own nocturnal roosts.

Bi nk | ooked about "Right now, | wouldn't mnd being a bug,"” he said. "They're at home here."

Chester agreed soberly. "I have spent the evening in the open before, but never in the deep
wi | derness. W& will not enjoy this night**
Bi nk | ooked at Hunfrey. The Magician was still absorbed in his taxonony. "There's a rhinoceros

beetle, trying to bull-doze down houses, ** Hunfrey said. "Those houseflies aren*t going to |like
that!"

"Sir, it will be dangerous to sleep out here. If your nagic can help us pick the best spot—
"Now they're bringing in carpenter ants to shore up the tinbers!"

"Maybe sonething fromone of your bottles, sone tenporary shelter for the night— Bink continued.
"But that rhino is too stupid to quit! He—~

"Magi ci an!" Bi nk snapped, |osing patience.

Hunfrey gl anced up. "Oh, hello, Bink. Haven't you
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set up for the night yet?" He gl anced down again. "Look! They've hired an assassin bug! They're
going to get rid of that—=

It was usel ess. The Magician cared nore for information than for safety. Hunfrey was no | eader
whi ch expl ai ned why he had been so ready to | eave that chore to Bink. So it was up to Bink, again.

"We' || have to nake sone sort of shelter," he decided. "And keep watch in turns." He paused,
considering the problens. How could they nmake shelter, when every piece of wood, stone, or foliage
woul d be fiercely protective of its rights? This was the untaned w | der ness!
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Then his roving gaze spied a prospect: the great curving bones of a defunct nonster. He couldn't
tell what kind of aninmal it had been in life, but it nust have been larger than a dragon. The
bones seemed too solid for a roc, and there was no sign of wings, so probably it had been a grown
groundborne sphinx. Ten tines the height of a man. The only reason sphinxes did not rule the
jungle was their rarity, and disinterest in ordinary matters. Dragons were conmon, while sphinxes
were hardly ever encountered. Bi nk wondered why that was so, and what could kill a sphinx inits
prinme. Boredom perhaps. "Cronbie, point out the direction of the closest suitable or adaptable
site for our overnight canp," he said, wishing to verify his notion

Crombi e obliged. He pointed toward the bones. Sink's hunch had been right! He was gratified.

"We'l| gather sonme bl anket |eaves and spread them over those bones," he said. "That will nake us a
decent shelter, and it can serve as a fort in case of attack. Cronbie, point us out the nearest

bl ankets. "

The griffin pointed—+ight into the quivering ropes of a predator tree. It was not a tangler, but
seenmed related; it would hardly be safe to go there! "Well, maybe we can stay on guard better if
we can see out," Bul k decided. "Chester, why don't you stand the first watch. Wake ne up the
monent you find yourself getting sleepy, then wake Cronbie.**

The centaur nodded agreenent. He did not inquire about Hunfrey's share of the work; obviously the
Magi ci an woul d not be reliable for this.
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Chapter 8. Mad Constell ations

By ink paused for a call of nature, not of magi c—and spied a chunk of wood, so dark and npbss-grown
that it resenbled a rock. Sonething like that could be useful, in case a nonster attacked in the
ni ght The wood seened to have a nice heft, good for throwing. He squatted to pick it up—and
paused, in case it should be enchanted. But his talent would protect hinm if the piece were

danger ous, he would be unable to touch it

He picked it up, observing the etched grain of it, brown and green and white and alt oget her
intriguing. It was surprisingly hard and heavy, for wood; he wondered whether it woul d Ooat or
sink hi water. He felt a tingle hi his hand as he held the chunk. There was sone quality about it,
somet hing magi ¢, strange and potent He felt his talent responding, taking nebul ous hold, sizing up
this thing, as it had once before when he drank fromthe spring of life. As before, his magic
enconpassed that of the other thing, and accepted it without penalty. Bint's talent was of
Magi ci an stature; he seldomfelt its action directly except when it encountered strong or conpl ex
opposi ng magi c. Yet—a chunk of wood?

He carried the chunk back to their tenporary canp. "I don't know what this is, but it seens to be
strongly magical. It may be useful /*
Chester took it "Wod, unusual, durable. This m ght have cone froma very large, old tree. | don't

recogni ze the species, which nakes it renmarkable. Maybe you could find sone of the bark—
Crombi e squawked. "G ve it here, horseface. |I've seen a lot of wood in ny day."
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Chester stiffened only slightly. "By all neans, bird-beak."

Cronbi e held the chunk hi one foreclaw and inspected it closely. "Sqguawk." "Somnething odd about
this."

"Yes," Bink agreed. "Before you get too involved, will you point out the nearest food for us? W
can eat while considering."”

Cronbi e obligingly whirled and pointed. Bink |ooked, and saw a | arge gl owi ng fungus. "That nust be
it. I never ate glow before, but your talent's never wong." He wal ked over and reached down to
break of f a section. The fungus was firmand dry, pale inside, and enmitted a pl easant odor
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"Squawk! " Cronbie protested to the centaur. "I'mnot through with it."

"You've had it |ong enough, buzzard-brain," Chester said. "My turn now. "

Buik had to run to break up yet another quarrel. The trouble with fighting creatures was that they
tended to fight! He couldn't turn his back on themeven to fetch food. "It's the Magician's turn!"
he cried. "Maybe he can identify it." He took back the wood and carried it to Hunfrey. "Sir, if
you care to classify this rare speci nen—=

He had said the magic words. The Magician's attention was attracted. He | ooked. He blinked.
"That's Blue Agony fungus! CGet rid of it!"

Qops! Bink had put the wong hand down, and shoved the fungus under Hunfrey's nose. "Sorry. |
meant to show you this wood, not the— He paused. "The fungus is poi sonous?"

"I'ts magic will turn your whole body blue, just before you nelt into a blue puddle that kills al
the vegetation in the ground where it soaks in," Hunfrey assured him

"But Crombie pointed it out as safe to eat!™

"Ridiculous! It's safe to touch, but the unsafest thing anyone could eat. They used to use it for
executions, back in the bad old early Waves."

Bi nk dropped the fungus. "Cronbie, didn't you— He broke off, reconsidering. "Cronbie, would you
poi nt out the worst thing we could eat?"
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The griffin shrugged and pointed. Right toward the fungus.

"You absolute idiot!" Chester exclainmed to the griffin. "Have the feathers in your brains rotted?
You just a nonent ago pointed it out as safe!"

Cronbi e squawked angrily. "Bink nust have picked up the wong item M talent is never wong."

Hunfrey was now exam ning the piece of wood. "Cronbie's talent is always wong," he renmarked
absently. "That's why | never rely on it."

Even Chester was surprised at this. "Magician, the soldier is no prize—even | amwlling to
concede that—but usually his talent is sound.”

Cronbi e squawked, outraged at this qualified endorsenent

"Maybe so. | wouldn't know. " The Magician squinted at a passing sweat gnat. "Wuat is that
creature?"

"You don*t recognize a commpn sweat gnat?" Bi nk asked, amazed. "A nonent ago you were classifying
the nost obscure bugs, discovering new species!”

Hunfrey's brow furrowed. "Wiy should | do that? | know nothi ng about bugs."

Man, griffin, and centaur exchanged glances. "First Cronbie, then the Magician," Chester nurnured.

"It must be the nadness."

"But wouldn't that affect all of us?" Bink asked, worried. "This is nore like a msfire of
talents. Cronbie pointed out the worst food instead of the best, and Hunfrey sw tched from
know edge to ignorance—=

"Ri ght when the chunk of wood switched hands!"™ Chester finished.
"We'd better get himaway fromthat wood."

"Yes," Chester agreed, and stepped toward Hunfrey.
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"No, please—+tet nme do it,"'
best. He approached Hunfrey. "Excuse me, sir.'
grasp.

Bi nk said quickly, confident that his talent could handl e the situation
' He lifted the chunk gently fromthe Magician's

"Why doesn't it affect you?" Chester asked. "Or ne?"

"It affects you, centaur," Hunfrey said. "But since
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you don't know your talent, you don't see howit is reversed. As for Bink—he is a special case."
So the Good Magician was back in form "Then this wood... reverses spells?" Bink asked.

"More or less. At least it changes the thrust of active magic. | doubt it would restore the
griffin cowor the stone nen, if that's what you' re contenplating. Those spells are now passive.
Only a conplete interruption of nagic itself would nullify them"

*'"Uh, yes," Bink said uncertainly.

"What kind of a special case are you?" Chester demanded of Bink. "You don't do any magic."

"You might say |I'mimune,"” Bink said cautiously, wondering why his talent was no | onger
protecting itself fromdiscovery. Then he | ooked down at the wood in his hand. Was he i mune?

He dropped the wood. "Squawk!" Crombie said. "So that's why ny talent missed] That wood nade ne
punf squawk screech—

The gol em had wandered near the wood, and his translation had disintegrated. Bulk gently lifted
G undy away fromit

“. . . of what | nmeant to," the golemcontinued, blithely unaware of the change. "It's dangerous!"

"It certainly is,"” Bink agreed. He kicked the wood away.

Chester was not reassured. "That means this was an incidental foul-up. W have yet to face the
madness. "

Cronbi e | ocated the nearest safe food, successfully this tune. It was a |lovely cookie bush grow ng
fromthe rich soil beside the bones. They feasted on chocol ate-chi p cookies. A handy water -
chestnut tree provided anple drink: all they had to do was pluck the fresh chestnuts and puncture
themto extract the water

As Bnk chewed and drank, his eye fell on another earth mound. This tune he scraped it away
carefully with a stick, but could find nothing except |oose earth. W think these things are
following me," he said. "But what is the point? They don't do anything, they just sit there.”

"I'"ll take a |l ook at one in the norning," the Magician said, his curiosity noderately aroused.

They set up house within the gaunt cage of bones as
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darkness closed in. Bink lay back on the cushion of sponge nbss beneath the skel et on—he had
checked this out carefully to make sure it was harm ess—and wat ched the stars energe. Canping out
was not so terrible!

At first the stars were nere points of |ight peeking between the bars of the bone-encl osure. But
soon Bink perceived patterns hi them the constellations. He was not conversant with the stars,
because Xanth was not safe at night; he had stayed inside, and when caught outside had hurried to
shelter. Thus he found the | andscape of the night sky intriguing. He had sonehow t hought, for no
good reason, that the stars were of equival ent brightness, evenly dispersed. Instead, they were
highly varied in both respects, ranging frompiercing-bright to |l ook-again dim and fromsolitary
spl endor to clustered confusion. In fact they seenmed to formpatterns. In his mnd he could draw

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...anth%2002%20-%20The%20Source%200f%20Magic.txt (92 of 193) [1/19/03 8:42:53 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2002%20-%20The%20Source%200f%20M agi c.txt

lines between them fashioning pictures. There was the head of a nman, and a curving line like a
snake, and a blob with tentacles like a tangle tree. As he concentrated, these things becane nore

definite. The figures assuned greater definition and conviction, seenm ng al nost real. "Say,
there's a centaur!" Bink exclained. "Naturally," Chester said. "That's one of the established
constellations. Been there for centuries.” "But it looks alive! | thought | saw it nove." "No, the

constellations don't move. Not that way. They— Chester broke off.

"He did nove!" Bink cried. "His arm fetching an arrow fromhis bag—

"Hi s quiver," Chester corrected him "Sonething strange here. Mist be atnmospherics.” "Or maybe tne
air noving," Bink said. Chester snorted. They watched the centaur in the sky take out his arrow,
fit it to his bow, and cast about for sone target. There was a swan in view, but it was a very

| arge, tanme bird, not suitable for hunting. There was a fox, but it slid out of sight behind sone
herdsnen before the centaur could take proper aim Then a great bear showed up. It was trying to
catch a lion cub, but the adult Iion was nearby, alnpst as |arge as the bear and in an ornery
mood. The two big preda-
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tors circled each other, while the pointing arrowhead of the centaur traced their novenents; which
one shoul d be taken first?

"Take the lion, stupid,” Chester nmuttered. "Then the bear will take the cub, and | eave yon al one.”

Bi nk was fascinated, both by this aninmation of the constellations, and by the strength and grace
of the weird beasts. The centaur was a regular creature, of course—but only in nmythol ogy relating
to Mundania did animals |like bears and lions and swans exi st Parts of them showed up in the form
of sphinxes, chimerae, griffins, and inch, but that didn't really count A Mundane lion could al so
be reckoned as the body of a griffin with the head of an ant |ion, a conposite deriving fromthe
Xanth originals. Now with the shield down, animals could cross the boundary freely, and probably
at the fringe all types nixed. Bink regretted, hi retrospect, that he had not had the chance to
see such creatures as bears in the flesh, when he had visited Mundania. But he had been gl ad
enough to return to Xanth, then

Al nost under the centaur's tail, another strange Mundane creature appeared: a wolf. It resenbled a
one- headed dog. Bink had seen werewol ves in the flesh, but that might not count Wat a horror it
nmust be in Mundani a, where wol ves were | ocked permanently in their animal form unable to revert
to men!

The sky-centaur whirled on the wolf, aiming his bow But the wolf was already noving on, because a
huge scorpion was followi ng him The scorpion was being chased by a nan—o, it only thought the
man was after it The man, a hugely nuscled brute, was actually pursuing a serpent, trying to smash
inits head with a club. Yet.a dragon was hot after the man, and a really strange | ong-necked
animal followed the dragon. In fact the whole sky was alive with oddities, making it seemlike a
much nore interesting place than the Land of Xanth.

*tWhat is that thing with the neck?" Bi nk asked.

"Myt hol ogi cal zoology is not ny specialty,” Chester said. "But | believe it is a Mindane nonster
called a gaffe." He paused. "No, that's not quite it. Agrraff. No, Aa giraffe!l That's it The
long neck is to keep it
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clear of hostile ground magic, or sonething. Its strangest feature, as | understand it, is that
despite that long neck it has no voice." "Strange nagi c i ndeed!" Bi nk agreed. "Strange unmagi c,
technically. The Land of Min-dania could use a good, sensible shot of nagic."

The sky was now densely crowded with animals, as the remai ning stars energed. Farther along was a
crab, and a wingless bull, and a genuine singl e-headed dog. Birds abounded—hal f-fam|iar ones like
t he phoeni x and bird of paradi se, and a host of strange ones, |ike the crane, toucan, eagle,
peacock, dove, and crow. There were people too—nen, children, and several fetching young wonen.
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That rem nded Bi nk agai n of Chanel eon. The |onger he was away fromher, the nore he nissed her. So
what if she had her ugly phase? She al so had her |ovely phase—

"Look—there is the River Eridanus," Chester cried. Bnk found it. The river flowed half across the
sky, meandering fromthe feet of a giant all the way to—Bink couldn't see where it finished.
Where could a river in the sky go? All nmanner of fish were associated with it, and one—'*Wat is
that?" Bink cried.

"The fabul ous Mundane whal e," Chester said. "I'mglad no such nonster as that exists in our |and!"

Bi ufc agreed enphatically. He traced the river again, seeking its termnation. It spread and
t hi nned, becomni ng vague, eluding him Then he spied a small lizard. "A chaneleon!" he excl ai med.

As he spoke its nane, the lizard changed, becom ng the human Chanel eon he knew and | oved: his
wi fe. She | ooked out at himfromthe deepest depths of the sky, and her nouth opened. Bink, Bink
she seened to say. Cone to ne

Bi nk was on his feet, nearly banging his head against a bone. "I'mcomngl" he cried joyfully. Wy
had he ever left her?

But there was no way to reach her. He could not clinb the air, or fly up there, and in any event
he knew she was just a picture, not real. Just a transforned lizard, itself imaginary. Still, he
wi shed—Now the constel | ati on centaur shot his arrow. The
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mssile blazed as it flew, formng a brilliant streak across the sky, growi ng brighter and yet
brighter as it drew near. Suddenly it |ooned frighteningly large and close, as if flying right out
of the sky—and cracked into a nearby tree. It was a dogwood; it yelped with pain, then grow ed and
bared its teethlike inner branches in canine fury, seeking its eneny. In a nonent it had torn the
arrow to shreds.

Bul k | ooked across at Chester, but could not make out the centaur's expression in the dark. That
constellation arrow, no nore than a shooting star, had struck a real tree close byl "Ws that
centaur shooting at us?"

**K he wasn't, he was crimnally careless," Chester replied grimy. "If he was, he nmade a damm
poor shot That's a bad exanple that reflects on the nerits of all centaurs. | will forward nun a
rem nder," Now, visible against the sparkling night sky in silhouette, Chester stood tall and

magni ficent, a fine stallion of a man, and nocked one of his own arrows. He drew on the bow with
all his form dabl e power and | oosed the shaft upward.

Up, up it flew, sonehow visible despite the night. Up, inroossibly high, right to the verge of the
nocturnal dome, right toward the centaur constellation

Bi nk knew no physical arrow could strike a star or pattern of stars. After all, the constellations
were nmerely imaginary lines drawn between those stars. Yet—

Chester's arrow plunked into the flank of the constellation centaur. The creature | eaped with
pain. Fromhis nmouth issued two conets and a shooting star: a powerful exclamation

"Yeah? Sane to you, vacuurhead!" Chester retorted.

The constell ati on reached back and yanked at Chester's arrow. A nova exploded fromhis nmouth as he
contenpl ated the danage. Several dimstars pul sed there, suggestive of the wound. He grabbed a
handf ul of soft down feathers fromthe swan and rubbed them against the injury. Now it was the

def eat hered swan who cussed a bright streak of shooting stars, but the bird did not dare attack
the centaur.

The sky-centaur snatched the extensible tube called
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the tel escope and put it to bis eye. The magic of this tube enabled himto see much farther than
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otherwi se. "****11'* he exclaimed with really foul invective, |ooking for the originator of the
obj ecti onabl e arrow.

"Ri ght here, hoofhead!" Chester bawl ed, and | ofted another arrow into the sky. "Conme down and
fight Iike a centaur!**

MJb, | woul dn't— Bi nk cautioned.

The constellation seemed to hear the challenge. He swng his tel escope around and oriented on the
bone-canp. A vile ringed planet shot from his nouth.

That's right, dope!" Chester cried. "Cone prove you're worthy of the nane!"
Wirthy of the nanme "dope"? Bink didn't like this at all, but was unable to stop it

The constel |l ati on nocked another arrow. So did Chester. For a tine the two faced each ot her, bows
drawn, as it were, daring each other to shoot first Then, al nbst together, their arrows |eaped
forth.

Bot h shots were unconfortably accurate. Bink saw the two arrows cross mdway in the heavens and
home in on their targets as if magically guided. Neither centaur noved: this was evidently a point
of honor in such duels. The one who junped clear woul d show weakness of nerve, and few centaurs
were weak in that depart nent

Both arrows ni ssed—but not by nuch. Chester's shot al nost grazed the constellation's forehead
whil e the sky-centaur's arrow thunked into the ground beside Chester's |eft forehoof, which
happened to be quite close to the Good Magici an' s head.

Hunfrey woke with a start "You equi ne nenace!** he cried grunpily. "Watch what you're doingl™

"I amwat ching," Chester said. "That's not nmy arrow. See, it has stardust on it"

Hunfrey drew the arrow fromthe dirt "Wy, so it does
i s not supposed to be down here. What's going on?"

He squinted up into the sky. "But stardust

Now Crorabie stirred. "Squawk!"™ "You're the Magician,
about things."

the golem said. "You re supposed to know

"About stellar constellations conming to life? It's been a long tinme since | reviewed that
particular magic."
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Hunfrey stared up into the sky. "However, it would be a worthwhile study. Cronbie, where's the
nost conveni ent access to that real n?"

Cronbi e pointed. Now Bink saw a pattern of stars resenbling steps comng down to the horizon. They
| ooked increasingly solid, and they seened cl oser as he | ooked, descending alnpost to the rim of
bones. Maybe it was possible after all to ascend!

He | ooked up into the stars again. They were even nore brilliant than before, and the |ines
bet ween them were stronger. The stick figures had assuned shad-ings that made themquite
realistic. He saw Chanel eon agai n, beckoning him "I'm going up!"

"Squawk! " Cronbie agreed. *Tm al ways ready for a good fight, and that comet-nouthed centaur needs
a lesson."

Chester was already on his way to the steps, but at this he paused.

"Don't be a fool," the Mgician snapped, running after them "Cronbie refers to the centaur in the
sky, not you. You are |oudnouthed, not conet-nouthed."

"Um of course," Chester agreed w thout conplete enthusiasm He made a visible effort to shake off
t he annoyance. "Charge!"
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They charged for the steps.
"Are you fools crazy?" Gundy yelled. 'There's nothing up there for you!"

Chester glanced at him Bink saw the change in the shape of the centaur's head outlined agai nst
the massed constellations. "I didn't hear Cronbie squawk."

"He didn't squawk!" the golemyelled, "I'm speaking for nyself this tine. Don't go into the sky!
It's madness!”

"It's fascinating," Hunfrey said. "Firsthand study of aninated constellations! There nmay never be
a better opportunity.”

"l have to teach that centaur a | esson," Chester said.

Bi nk' s eyes had returned to Chanmel eon. His need for her becane as big as the sky. He continued
f orward.

"lIt's the nadness,
me. | see

Grundy cried, yanking at the feathers of Cronbie's neck. "It doesn't affect
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only the facts, because Fmnot real. This is hostile magic. Don't go!"

"You're probably right, twerp,"” Hunfrey agreed. "But this offering is too conpelling to be
deni ed. "

"So was the siren! Don't do it!" Gundy repeated. "Were is your quest, if you let the madness
take you now?"

"What do you care?" Chester demanded. "You have no feelings."” He put his forehooves on the first
step. It was firm anchored at every coner by a pinpoint star. The Iines were |ike threads, and
the panels between themlike glass. A translucent staircase, not quite invisible, going up into
t he sky.

Bi nk knew it was magic, and not to be trusted. But Chanel eon was up there, waiting for him and he
had to go. His talent would not permt it if it were not safe, after all.

"Wll, I"mnot going!"™ Giindy screaned. He junped fromthe griffin's back, fell into the foliage
of a flower-bug bush, and scared up a swarmof flowerbugs. In a nonment he was |ost in the night

"Cood riddance,*" Chester nuttered, nounting the steps. The surfaces bowed slightly under his

wei ght, drawi ng the anchoring stars inward, but held. Cronmbie, inpatient with this, spread his

wi ngs and flew around the centaur and came to rest higher on the stairway. Apparently the ascent
was too steep for confortable flying by a creature of this size, so he preferred to nount by foot.
The Good Magi cian was third, and Bul k | ast

In a line they ascended. The stairway spiraled, so that soon Cronbie was clinbing directly above
Bink. It was an interesting effect, but Bul k was nore intrigued by the view below. As he clinbed
above the level of the trees, the nocturnal |andscape of the Xanth wil derness opened out bel ow,

i mpressi ve because of its special nature. Bink had once been transformed into a bird, and once had
ridden a magi c carpet, and once had flown in human form nagic had given himquite a varied
experience. But this slow ascent up through the levels of the forest, with firmfooting beneath
him-—this was different fromthe various forns of flight, and in a certain respect unique. He was
hi ghly aware
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than he could fall; the steps had no railing to hold himin, no barrier at the fringes of the
steps. This seened to put himright into the situation in a way that flight did not To be above
the ground, yet tied to it...
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The night forest was beautiful. A nunber of trees gl owed. Sone reached bone-white tentacl es up
others were balls of pastel hues. Some had giant flowers that resenbl ed eyes, and these eyes
seened to be focusing on Bink. Other treetops forned into mazes of interlocking branches. As he
wat ched, the whole forest assumed the shape of a single human face. DON T col it nouthed.

Bi nk paused, monmentarily disgruntled. Was the wilderness really trying to speak to hin? \Wose
interest did it represent? It could be jeal ous of his escape to the sky. Hungry for his body. O
just mischievous.

Crombi e had bal ked at the tangle tree. Chester had been fortuitously deafened in tune to save them
fromthe siren's calL His talent had been operating then. Way was it qui escent now?

He | ooked upward. The enornous panorana of the sky awaited hi manimals, nonsters, and people. They
were all frozen in place at the nonment, awaiting the arrival of Binfc's party. Up there |ay
adventure.

He resunmed his clinb. He had to hurry, because the others had continued noving, and were now
several spirals ahead of him He didn't want to be late for the action

As he caught up to the Magician, who was | aggi ng behind the stout four-legged entities, sonething
buzzed in fromthe darkness to the side. It sounded Iike a very large insect, one of the exotic
bugs. Not another gold bug, he hoped! He waved his arnms, hoping to scare it off.

"Bi nk!** a small voice cried.

What now? He was getting winded fromhis rapid clinb, and had to watch carefully to be sure he
didn't nake a msstep while absorbing the splendors of the i mense canopy above and the broad disk
below. He was in the very center of a phenonenal scene, and he wanted to experience every aspect
of it with full intensity, and he didn*t need any bugs distracting him "Go away!"
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The bug flew near. There was light associated with it It was a flying fish, propelling itself by a
jet of bubbles fromits fuselage, so that its rigid wings could provide sufficient Iift The gills
were air-intakes, and assorted little fins provided stability and spot maneuverability. Flying
fish were swift, Bink knew, they had to be, or they dropped to the ground. This one carried a
light on its back like a miniature |antern, and—

"Bink! It's Gundy!" And lo, it was indeed the golem braced on the back of the fish, guiding it
with little reins and a bit set inits mouth. Gundy's free hand held the | anp, which seened to be
atiny star, captive in alittle net "I caught this fish by luring it with fish-talk; nowit
understands and is helping. | have the spell-reversal wod along." He tapped his saddle with his
rein-hand. It was the gnarly fragnent that Bink had di scarded.

"But how can the fish fly?" Bink demanded. 'How can you transl ate? The reversal =

"It doesn't affect the fish because the fish has no talent; the fish is magical," Gundy expl ai ned
with limted patience. "The wood only reverses exterior magic, not inherent magic."

That doesn't make nuch sense to me," Bink said.

The wood reversed birdbeak's talent, but did not change himback into a man," the gol em conti nued.
"It fouled up the gnome's information, but did not make hima regular man either. It didn't affect
you, because—

The golem was not aware of Bink's talent, but this renmained a pertinent question: had Bink's
tal ent conquered the wood—er been reversed by it? The answer could be a matter of life and deathl
"What about you?" Bink demanded. "You're still translating!"

"I"'mnot real," Gundy said shortly. "Take away ny magic and I mnothing but string and nud. The
wood is just wood, to ne."

"But the wood was affecting you before! You were speaking gibberish, until | got you away fromit"
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"Was | ?" Grundy asked, startled. "I never realized. | guess translation is ny talent, so ..." He
f aded
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out, considering. "I know |1'mnot translating now |'m speaking for nyselfl"

And there was the answer. "Well, keep that wood away fromne," Bink said. "I don't trust it."
"No. | have to bring it close to you. Put your hand on it, Bink."

"I will not!" Bink exclained.

G undy jerked the reins to one side, kicked the flanks of the fish, and | eaned forward. The fish
swerved, reared, and accelerated right at Bink. "Hey!" he protested as it grazed his hand.

But at that nonent his outl ook changed. Abruptly the stars were nere stars, and the stairs—were
the branches of a latticewrk tree. Above himthe others were near its sunmit, about to step onto
the thinning twigs that could not support their weight. Cronbie was al ready supporting much of his
mass by flapping his ! w ngs, and Chester—

i Bi nk shook his head hi amazement. A centaur |, clinmbing a tree!l
Then the fish buzzed out of range, and the nmdness

returned. Bink was on the translucent stairway again,

* clinbing t owar d t he gl owi ng constel | ati ons. "It's

crazy, | know" he cried. "But | can't help nyself. |

[ have to go on up!"

I The gol em guided his fish in close again, "You can't
know it's doon®"

throwit off even when you

"It's mad! " Bink agreed, suffering a neasure of sanity as the wood passed near again. "But true!
But don't i worry about me—'Il survive. Go get Chester off that ! branch before he kills
hi nsel f!1"

I "Right!" Grundy agreed. He spurred his nount and buzzed upward. Bink resuned his clinb,
cursing hinself for his foolishness.

The fish disappeared in the night. Only the caged star—that Bi nk now knew was nothing nore than a
! gl owber r y—showed G undy' s | ocati on. That Iight noved up near the centaur

"Good grief, golem" Chester exclainmed. "Wat the horsefeathers am| doing hi a tree?"

Bi nk could not hear Gundy's side of the conversation, but could guess its nature. After a nonent
Chester started backing down the stairway steps.
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"Hey, oaf!" the Magician cried. "Get your ass's rear out of my facel"

"Go down," the centaur cried. "This is no stair, it's atree. W're clinbing to our doom"
"It's information. Let ne by!"

"I't's madness! Grundy, take your wood to him **

The |ight descended. "Great galloping gizzards!" Hunfrey cried. "It is a tree! W' ve got to get
down!"

But now the centaur was clinbing again. "I haven't finished ny business with that constellation
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centaur," he said.
"You equi ne fool!" Hunfrey exclained. "Desist!"
The fish zooned down toward Bink. "I can't handle themboth,” Gundy cried. "I've only got the

single piece of wood, and there are four of you."

"The griffin can fly; hell be all right for now " Bink said. "The stair—+ nmean the tree—s narrow.
G ve Chester the wood; no one can pass him Then you search for nore wood."

"I had al ready thought of that," the golemsaid. The fish zoonmed off. In a nmonent Chester reversed
his course again. The Good Magician cursed in nost un-Mgicianlike vernacular, but was forced to
retreat hi the face of the centaur's rear. Soon they were right above Bi nk—and he too cursed as
his ascent was bal ked

The constell ations, seeing the retreat, exploded in rage. "***I1" the sky centaur cried silently.
At his sunmons, the other nonsters of the heavens gathered: the dragon, the hydra, the serpent,
the wi nged horse, the giant, and in the river the whale.

The madness renai ned upon him but Bink no | onger wanted to clinb the stairway. The nonsters were
converging, clustering about the top of the stair-spiral. The serpent was starting down, its

si nuous body coiling along the spiral, while the winged ones flew down. Bink was not certain

whet her they were real or illusion or sonething in between—but renmenbering the arrowstrike at the
dogwood tree, he was disinclined to ganble. "W've got to get under cover!" he cried.

But Cronbi e, highest on the stair and unaffected by the spell-wood, flew up to do battle with the
Wi nged horse. "Squawk!" he cried. *fNeigh!" the horse replied.
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Grundy "buzzed by on his steed. "QOooh, what they said!"

W ngs spread, griffin and horse faced off, claws sw ping, hooves striking. Contact was nade, but
Bink couldn't tell fromthe whirling, flapping silhouettes which creature was prevailing.

Then the serpent arrived. Chester could not use his bow effectively, since no arrow would travel a
spiral path, so waited with his sword. Bink wondered what the centaur saw, since he had the wood
and so perceived reality—er sonmething. Probably it was not a serpent, but an equivalent threat.
Meanwhile Bink had to interpret it as he sawit.

As the huge snake-head cane cl ose, the centaur bellowed a warning and struck it across the nose.
Bl ade net fang. The serpent's teeth were large, reflecting starlight, and they gl eamred wi th what
m ght be poison. There were two projecting ones, and they noved with the precision of a fencer.
Chester was conpelled to retreat, since he had only one sword

Then Chester took a cue fromthe wi nged horse, and used his front hooves. He bashed the serpent on
the nose, one-two, one-two, while dazzling it with the sword. Hs front feet did not have the
power of his rear ones, but his hooves had sharp fighting edges and a cunul ative inpact that could
splinter bark froma tree, or scales froma serpent

VWhat woul d happen, Bink wondered, if the wood were to touch the serpent? Whuld it give the serpent
a different view of reality? Wuld the centaur then seemto be sonething el se? How coul d anyone be
sure what nmagi ¢ was real, and what fal se?

The serpent hissed and gaped its jaws so widely that its mouth becanme as tall as the centaur. Its
si nuous tongue snaked out to wrap around Chester's sword arm inmobilizing it, but Chester shifted
his weapon to his other hand, and efficiently | opped off the tongue. The serpent made a hissing
how of agony and snapped its nouth closed, the tusks clangi ng agai nst each other. Chester took a
nmoment to unw ap the segnment of tongue fromhis arm then resuned sl ashing at the nose. He was
hol di ng his own.

The dragon arrived. It zoonmed in at the Good
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Magi ci an. Hunfrey m ght be captive to the madness, but he was not a fool. H's hand dived into his
jacket and cane out with a vial. But so swift was the dragon's onslaught that there was no tine to
open the container. Instead, Hunfrey flipped it into the opening nouth. The dragon snapped at it
autonmatically. The vial crunched under its bite. Vapor exploded, expanding into a cloud that
jetted out between the dragon's teeth and coal esced about its head. But it did not forminto
anyt hi ng el se—no denpn, no snoke screen, not even a sandwich. It just clung there in hardening
gobs.

"What is it?" Bink cried. "Did the vial misfire?"

"l had to grab randomy,"” Hunfrey replied. "lIt's —+ believe it is foanm ng insulation."
" Sl avering what ?"

"Foaming insulation. It foans up, then hardens in place to keep things warm-er cold."
Bi nk shook his head. The Magi cian was nmad all right

How coul d anything act to keep things hot or cold? It either had to be like fire, heating, or l|ike
ice, cooling. And why woul d anyone bother w th such nagic?

The dragon, however, was not taking it with equaninmty. It flexed in mdair, and shook its head
violently fromside to side, trying to rid itself of the clinging stuff. It chewed and gul ped,
seeking to elinmnate the foam "I wouldn't do that, if | were you," Hunfrey told it.

The dragon ignored him It roared. Then it huffed and puffed, working up a head of fire hi its
belly. It |ooped about, its flapping wings throwi ng off chunks of hardened foam Then it oriented
on the Magician and blasted out its terrible fire.

Only a thin jet of flanme energed. Then, surprisingly, the dragon's body began inflating. It
swelled up like a balloon, until only the legs, tail, wing tips and snout projected fromthe ball

"What 2" Bi nk asked, amazed.

"The insulation hardens fee place imediately in the presence of heat,'
t he drag-

Hunfrey expl ai ned. "Thus
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on"s own fire had solidified it. Unfortunately that particular type of insulation is al so—

The dragon expl oded. Stars shot out hi every direction, scorching the jungle foliage bel ow
zooming by Bink to the side, and making a fine display above.

"—expl osively flamrabl e when ignited,” Hunfrey finished.

They wat ched the upward-flying stars rise to their heights, then explode in nulticolored displays
of sparks. The whol e night sky becane briefly brighter

"l tried to warn that dragon," Hunfrey said wi thout synpathy. "One sinply does not apply open
flame to flanmmabl e insulation."

Bi nk, privately, hardly blaned the dragon for m sunderstanding that caution. He would have nade
the sane nistake as the dragon had. If his talent pernmitted it But this did inpress on himone
thing: should he (perish the thought!) ever have a serious disagreenment with the Good Mgici an, he
woul d have to watch out for those magic bottles! There was no telling what night cone out of them

Now a nmonster found Bink. It was the hydra. It had no wi ngs, and could not have used the stairs
because they were bl ocked by the serpent The hydra seenmed to nave descended by hanging froma
t hread—but no such thread was visible.

Bi nk swung at the nonster with his sword. He was in excellent form he caught the nearest of the
seven heads cleanly, just behind the horns, and it flew off. Gore spouted out of the neck with
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such force that the jet separated into two channels. If this was all it took to beat this nonster
Bi nk woul d have no troubl e!

The two jets coagulated in nmidair, forming into twin lunps still attached to the neck. As nore
gore enmerged, it splashed over these |unps, hardening, enlarging them Excrescences devel oped, and
the col or darkened, until—

The | unps becane two new heads! Each was smaller than the original, but just as vicious. Bink had
only succeeded in doubling the nmenace he faced.

This was a problem If each head he cut off converted into two, the | onger and better he fought,
the worse off he would bell Yet if he did not fight well, he
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woul d soon be consuned in seven—no, eight chunks. "Catch, Buik!" Chester called, throw ng

sonmet hing. Bink didn't appreciate the interruption to his concentration, but grabbed for it

anyway. In the dark his sweeping fingers nerely batted it aside. In the nonent it touched him his
sanity returned. He saw hinself on a branch of the tree, pointing his sword at—

But then the reverse-spell wood bounced out of range, and the nmadness resuned its grip on nun. He
saw tiie chunk fly toward the hydra—and one of the heads reached out to gulp it down.

In that instant Bul k suffered a rapid continuation of his prior line of thought. What would spell-
reversal do inside an imaginary nonster? If the hydra formwere wholly a product of Bulk's

di storted perception-his madness, which he shared with his friends—+t should be nullified-no, the
wood had to be near him to nullity the nonsters he perceived. But since his friends saw the
nonsters too, and the wood could not be near themall at once—+t had to be that the wood woul d not
af fect the nonster, unless that nonster had objective reality. Even then, the wood woul d not
affect the formof the hydra, but only its talent—f the hydra had a tal ent Myst nmagical creatures
did not have magic talents; their magic consisted of their very existence. So—nothing should
happen.

The hydra screaned fromall its eight nouths. Abruptly it dropped to the ground. It | anded heavily
and lay still, its stars fading out

Bul k watched it, opennouthed. The hydra had not changed form+t had suffered destruction. Wat had
happened?

Then he worked it out. The hydra had a magic talent after all: that of hanging by an invisible
thread. The spell-reversal wood had nullified that magi c, causing the nonster to plunmet
forcefully down to its death. Its invisible thread had not disappeared; it had acted to draw the
creature down as powerfully as it had drawn it up before. Disaster

But now t he wood was gone. How were they to escape the nadness?
Bi nk | ooked up. The Good Magician's foani ng agent had destroyed the dragon, and Chester's hooves
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and sword had beaten back the serpent. Cronbie's fighting spirit had proved to be too nmuch for the
wi nged horse. So the individual battles had been won. But the war remai ned unprom sing.

A nunber of constellations had remained in the sky. The centaur, giant, and whal e had not been
abl e to descend, because they |lacked wings or flying magic, and the stairway had been pre-enpted
by the serpent. Now, seeing the fate of their conpanions, these three bellowed then- rage fromthe
safety of the nocturnal welkin. Novas and ringed planets and miniature lightning bolts and curly-
tailed comets radiated fromtheir nouths in confusing profusion and wonderful foul ness, with the
whal e spouting obscene curlicues.

"Ch, yeah?" Chester baw ed. "We'Il cone up there and do the sane to you! You're the cowards who
started it all!"™ And Cronbie and Hunfrey and Bink closed in about himas well as they were able.
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"No, stop!" Gundy screaned fromhis flying fish, zooning in a circular holding pattern. "You' ve
all seen the nature of your madness. Don't yield to it again! Pass the wood around, restore your
perspectives, get your feet on the ground again! Don't |let the spooks lure yon to destruction!"”

"He's right, you know, ** Hunfrey muttered.
"But | dropped the wood!" Bink cried, "I dropped our sanity!"

"Then go down and fetch it!" the golemcried. "And you, horserear—you threwit to him You go down
and help him"

"Squawk! " Cronbi e excl ai ned. "And birdbeak says he's going up alone to grab all the glory for
hi nsel f. "

"Ch no he doesn't!" Chester roared.

"Right!" the golem agreed. **You have to go together, to be fair about it. You real creatures
pl ace great store by fairness, don't you? O is honor a foreign concept to you, birdbeak? You
don't want horserear's conpetition, because you know he'd show you up if you didn't have a head
start?"

"Squawk! Squawk!" Bi nk al nost thought he saw a conet spew from Cronbie's nouth

"Right! So you prove you can nmatch hi m anywhere, anyti ne—by getting down there and finding that
wood
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before he does. And take the gnone with you. Horse-rear can take the washout with him"

Washout ? That was what the gol em had decided to call Bink? Bink's blood pressure started buil ding.
Just because his talent wasn't visible—

"Al'l right, and may dung fall on you!" Chester said. 'Til fetch the stupid wood. Then on to
glorious battle!l"™ Thus, ingloriously, they descended the glassy stair. The nonsters above expl oded
with derision. The sky lit up with their exclamations: exploding cherry bonbs in many sil ent
colors, glow ng tornadoes, forest fires. The whale diverted the River Eridanus so that its water
poured down in a scintillating cataract. The giant swung his huge club, bashing stars out of their
sockets and sending them flying down. The centaur fired gl owi ng arrows.

"Keep movi ng, slowpokes!" the golemyelled. "Keep wal king away fromtheir challenges. That nakes
t hem madder than anything el se you can do!"

"Hey, yeah," Chester agreed. "You're pretty smart for a tangle of string and tar."

"I'' m sane—because | have none of the foolish enptions of reality to interfere with nmy thought
processes,'* Girady said. "Sane—because | amstring and tar."

"Therefore you are the only one qualified to | ead us out of madness," the Magician said. "You are
the only one who can perceive objective reality—because you have no subjective aspect."

"Yes, isn't it great?" But the golem hardly | ooked happy.

Bi nk understood, suddenly, that Grundy would gladly join themin nmadness, though he knew it led to
disaster, if this could be the proof of his reality. Only the golemis unreality enabled Hmto
hang on to what |ife he had. Wat a paradoxical fate!

An arrow struck a catnip bush right beside him The plant yow ed and spat, nipping at the shaft,
then batting it back and forth with its paw buds.

"Ch, | want to stick an arrow right up under his tail!" Chester nmuttered. "That centaur's a
di sgrace to the species."

"First find the wood," Grundy cri ed.
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One of the giant's batted stars whizzed over Bulk's
174

head and ignited a rubber tree. The plant stretched enornmously, trying to get away fromits own
burni ng substance. The snell was horrible.

"Wt can't find anything here in the snoke," Chester conpl ai ned, coughi ng.

**Then follow nel" Grundy cried, showi ng the way on his fish.

A Choking, they followed the golem The constellations raged above them firing volleys of
m ssiles, but could not score directly. Madness had no power over sane | eadership.

Yet the nmamdness tried! The whale took hold of the river again and yanked it brutally fromits new
channel . The water spilled across the starry field in a thinning, mlky wash, formng a fl ood.
Then it found a new channel, coursed along it, ripped out several stars growing there, and poured
down toward the ground.

"Look out!" Buik cried. "W're at the foot of that waterfal | !"

I ndeed they were. The nass of water was descending at themlike a gl obul ous aval anche. They
scranbl ed desperatel y—but it caught them drenching theminstantly in its mlky fluid, crashing
about themwi th a sound |ike thunder and foam ng wai st high. Cronmbi e hunched, bedraggled, his
feathers losing their luster; Chester wapped his arms about his hunan torso as if to fend the
liquid off; and the Mgici an—

The Good Magi ci an was wapped in a big, bright, once-fluffy beach towel. Soaked, it was worse than
not hing. "Wong vial," he expl ai ned sheepishly. "I wanted a raincoat."

They sl ogged out of the i mediate waterfall and through the runoff. Bink found hinmself shivering;
the water of the sky river was chill. The nadness had been intriguing when the constellations
first took on life, but now he wi shed he were home, warm and dry, wi th Chanel eon.

Ah, Chanel eon! He |iked her especially in her "nornal"” stage, neither beautiful nor smart, but a
pl easant mddle range. It always seened so fresh, that brief period when she was average, since
she was al ways changi ng. But he |oved her hi any formand intell ect
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—especially at tinmes like now, when he was wet and cold and tired and afraid.

He swiped at a floating star, taking out sonme of his disconfort on it. The bright note was
probably as miserable as he, washed out of its place in the sky and beconme nere flotsam on earth.

The water here was too shallow for the whale, the only sky nonster that m ght have been a rea
threat at this stage. The party wandered out of the slush. "In real life this nust be a
t hunderstorm " Chester conmment ed.

The wal k becane i nterm nable. The gol em kept urging themthrough the night. The wrath of the
constel l ati ons pursued them sone distance, then was | ost as they plunged under the jungle canopy.
The madness renmained with them however. The ground seened to becone a mass of peanut butter
roiling under their steps. The trees, dangerous hi their own right, seened to develop an alien
menace: they turned purple, and humed in chorus, and proffered sinister, oblong fruits. Bink knew
that the nadness, whether it seemed benign or malign, would destroy themall in moments if they
yielded to it. H's sense of self-preservation encouraged himto resist it, and his resistance
becane stronger with practice—but still he could not penetrate all the way to reality. In a way
this resenbled the Queen's illusion—but this affected enotion as well as perception, so was nore
treacher ous.

He heard the gol em squawking at Cronbie in griffin-talk, then saw Gundy rest his flying-fish
steed on Cronbie's head. Apparently the fish was tired, and had to be relieved. "It deserves a
reward," Bink said. "For its tinely service."
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"I't does? Why?" Grundy asked. Bink started to answer, then realized the futility of it. The golem
was not real; he did not care. Grundy did what he had to do, but hunman consci ence and conpassi on
were not part of his makeup. "Just take my word: the fish nust be rewarded. What would it |ike?"
"This is a lot of trouble," Gundy nuttered. But he swished and gurgled at the fish. "It wants a
famly." "All he needs is a |ady of his species,"” Bink pointed
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out. "Or a man, if he happens to be female. She. Watever."

More fish-talk. "In the nmad region he can't |ocate one," the gol em expl ai ned.

"Alittle of that spell-reversal wood would solve that problem" Bink said. "In fact, we could al
use some. W got ni xed up by the madness and water and never thought of the obvious. Let's see if
Cronmbie's talent can |l ocate sone nore of that wood."

Cronbi e squawked with di smayed realization. He whirled and poi nted—ight at a quivering nound of
jelly. *That's a bl oodsucker tree," Gundy said. "W can't go there!"

"Why not ?" Chester asked facetiously. "You don't have any bl ood."

*The wood nust be beyond it," Bink said. "Cronbie's talent is still working but we have to watch
out for the incidental hazards along the way, now nore than ever. In the night, and with the
madness—enly you can do it, Gundy."

"Tve been doing itl" the golem said, aggrieved.
"W need light," Chester said, "Birdbe—dh, Cronbie, where can we get safe |ight?"

The griffin pointed. There was a flock of |ong-1egged, bubbly things with horrendously gl ow ng
eyes. Bink wal ked over cautiously, and discovered that these were plants, not aninals; what had
seermed |ike |l egs were actually stens. He picked one, and its eye enmtted a beamthat illum nated
everything it touched. "Wat is it, really?" Bink asked.

"Atorch-flower," Grundy said. "Watch you don't set fire to the forest."

The rain had stopped, but the foliage still dripped. "Not too nuch danger of that at the nonment,"
Bi nk said.

Armed with their lights, they nmoved in the direction Cronbie had pointed for the wood, neandering
cir-cuitously to avoid the hazards the gol em perceived. It was obvious that they could not have
survived the natural traps of the jungle w thout the guidance of the golem It would have been bad
enough in ordinary circunmstances; the madness made it inpossible.

Suddenly they arrived. A nonstrous stunp | oomed
177

out of the ground. It was as thick at the base as a man could span, but broke off at head-height
in

j agged ruin,
"What a tree that nust have been!" Bul k exclairrfed.
"l wonder how it died?"

They cl osed about the stunp—and suddenly were sane. The gl owi ng eyes they held were reveal ed as
the torch-flowers the gol em had said they were, and the deep jungle showed its true nagic instead
of its mad-magic. In fact, Bink felt clearer-headed than ever before in his life. "The madness
spell —+t has been reversed to make us absolutely sane!" he exclained. "Like the golem"”

"Look at the path we cane by!" Chester said. "W skirted poison thorns, carnivorous grass, oil-
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barrel trees—eur torches could have exploded this whole region!"

"Don*t | know it," Grundy agreed. "Wiy do you think | kept yelling at you? If | had nerves, they'd
be frayed to the bone. Every tinme you wandered fromthe course | set—

More things were comng clear to Bink. "G undy, why did you bother to help us, instead of riding
away on your fish? You went to extraordi nary troubl e—=

"The fish!" Gundy exclainmed. "I have to pay himoff!" He pried a sliver of wood fromthe massive
stunp and affixed it to the fish's dorsal fin with a bit of his own string. "There you go, bubbl e-
eye," he said with sonething that sounded suspiciously like affection. "As long as you carry that,
youl | see everything as it is, in the nadness region. So you can spot your |ady fish. Once you
have succeeded, ditch the wood; | understand it is not good to see a fermale too realistically.”

Cronbi e made an enphatic squawk of agreenent that needed no translation

The fish took ofi, zooming into the sky with a powerful thrust of bubbles, banking neatly around
branches. Relieved of the golem s weight, and spurred by the hope of mad romance, it was a speedy
creature.

"Way did you do that?" Bink asked the gol em

"You short of nmemory? You told nme to, nitnoggin!"

"l nmean, why did you do it with such grace? You showed genuine feeling for that fish."
178

"I couldn't have," Grundy snapped.

"And why did you guide us all around the hazards? If we had perished, your service to the Good
Magi ci an woul d have been finished.™

"What use woul d that have been to ne?" G undy denanded, kicking angrily at a tuft of grass with
one notley foot.

"I't would have freed you," Bink said. "lInstead, you went to a great deal of trouble to herd us ofi
that stair and to safety. You really didn't have to; your job is translation, not |eadership."”

"Li sten, washout—+ don't have to take this crap fromyou!"

"Think about it," Bink said evenly. "Wy help a washout ?' *

G undy thought about it "I nust have been nmad after all," he adnmtted

"How coul d you be nad-when you weren't affected by the nadness?"

"What are you up to?" Chester demanded. "Wy hassle the golen? He did good work."

"Because the golemis a hypocrite," Bink said. "There was only one reason he hel ped us."
"Because | cared, you nitwit!" Gundy yelled. "Wy do | have to justify saving your |ife?"
Bi nk was silent. Cromnbie and Chester and the Good Magician turned nutely to face the gol em
**What did | say?" Grundy denanded angrily. "Why are you freel oaders staring at nme?"

Cronbi e squawked. "Birdbeak says— The gol em paused. "He says—+ can't make out what he says!
Wiat's the matter with ne?"

"The wood of this tree reverses spells,” Hunfrey said. "It has cancel ed out your talent."
"I'"'mnot touching that wood!"

"Neither are we,** Bink said. "But we are all quite sane at the nonent, because the anbi ence of
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the stunmp is stronger than that of a single chip. That is why we are now able to perceive you as
you are. Do you realize what you said?"

"So the wood nmesses up ny talent, sanme as it does yours. W knew that already!"

179

"Because it changes our magi c without changing us," Binfc continued. "Because what is us is real"
"But that would nmean |I'm hal fway real!"

"And you hal fway care," Chester said.

"That was just a figure of speech! | have no enotion!"

"Move away fromthe tree," Bink said. "Get out of the range of the stunp. Tell us what you see out
there."

G undy paced away and | ooked about "The jungle!"™ he criedl "It's changed! It's mad!"

"Care, ** Bink said. "The Good Magician's Answer. In your effort to save us, you brought yourself
hal fway to your own destination. You have begun to assune the liabilities of being real. Yon feel
conpassi on, you feel anger, you suffer pleasure and frustration and uncertainty. You did what you
di d because consci ence extends beyond logic. Is it worth it?"

G undy | ooked at the distortions beyond the stunmp. "It's nadness |I" he exclainmed, and they al
| aughed.

Chapter 9. Vortex Fiends
180

H dawn they energed fromthe nadness region, each holding a piece of spell-reversal wod. They
had travel ed tedi ously, separating Cronbie at intervals fromlIns piece of wood, getting his

i ndi cation of the best imediate route, then returning his chunk to himso that he could perceive
threats accurately until the next orientation

Once they were out, they located a reasonably secure roost in a stork-leg tree, setting their
pieces of wood in a circle about its spindly trunks so that no hostile nagic coul d approach them
wi t hout getting reversed. That was not a perfect defense, but they were so tired they had to nmake
do.

Several hours later Binfc woke, stretched, and descended. The centaur remrai ned | odged on a broad
branch, his four hooves dangling down on either side; it seened the tree-clinbing experience
during the nmadness had added a nonnmgical talent to his repertoire. The Magician lay curled in a
ball within a large nest he had conjured fromone of his vials. Cronbie, ever the good soldier
was al ready up, scouting the area, and the golemwas with him

"One thing | want to know . Bi nk started, as he munched on slices of raisin bread froma | oaf
Cronbi e had plucked froma local breadfruit tree. It was a trifle overripe, but otherw se
excel l ent.

Cronbi e squawked. ". . . is who destroyed that reverse-spell tree," Gundy finished
"You're translating again!"

"Tm not touching any wood at the noment.*' The golemfidgeted. "But | don't think I'mas real as
was | ast night, during the madness."

181

"Still, there nust be sone feeling remaining,"” Bink said. "It can be |ike that, approaching a
goal. Two steps forward, one back—but you nust never give up."
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G undy showed nore animation. "Say, that's a positive way of looking at it, mushm nd!"

Bi nk was gl ad to have gi ven encouragenent, though the golenis unendearing little mannerisns
remai ned evident. "How did you know what | was about to ask? About the destruction of =

"You al ways conme up with questions, Bink," the golemsaid. "So we pointed out the |ocation of the
subj ect of your next question, and it matched up with the tree stunp. So we researched it It was a
chal | enge. "

That was an intriguing ramfication of Cronbie's talentl Anticipating the answers to future
questions! Magic kept comng up with surprises. "Only a real creature |likes challenges," Bink
sai d.

"l guess so. It's sort of fun, the challenge of becomng real. Now that | know that maybe it's
possible. But | still have this ragtag body; no anpbunt of caring can change that. It just neans
that now | fear the death that will surely cone." He shrugged, dismissing it "Anyway, the tree was
bl asted by a curse fromthat direction.” He pointed.

Bi nk | ooked. "All | see is a lake." Then, startled: "Didn't the ogre say sonething about—=2"

"Fi ends of the | ake, who hurled a curse that blasted the whole forest," Gundy said. "W checked:
that is the |ake."

Hunfrey descended fromthe tree. *Td better bottle some of this wood, if | can get nmy magic to
work on it," he said. "Never can tell when it might be useful."

"Cast a spell hurling it away fromyour bottle," Chester suggested fromthe tree. He, too, dropped
to the ground, after sone awkward maneuvering that put his handsome posterior in jeopardy.
Centaurs really did not belong in trees.

The Magi cian set up his vial and wood and uttered an incantation. There was a flash, a puff of
snmoke, and a gradual clearing of the air.
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There sat the vial, corked. There sat the wood. The Good Magici an was gone.
"Where did he go?" Bi nk denanded.

Cronbie whirled and pointed his wing. Directly toward the bottle.

"Ch, no!" Bink cried, horrified. "His spell reversed, all right! It banished himto the bottle!"
He dashed over and picked it up, jerking out the cork. Vapor issued forth, expanding and swrling
and coal escing and formng in due course into the Good Magician. There was a fried egg perched on
his head. "I forgot | was keeping breakfast in that one," he said ruefully.

G undy coul d hold back his newfound enotion no | onger. He burst out |aughing. He fell to the
ground and rolled about, guffaw ng. "Ch, nobody gnones the trouble he's seen!" the gol em gasped,
going into a further paroxysm

"A sense of hunmor is part of being real," Chester said solemly.

"Just so," Hunfrey agreed sonmewhat shortly, "Good thing an eneny did not get hold of the bottle.
The hol der has power over the content."

The Magician tried agai n—and agai n. Eventually he found the proper aspect of reversal and nanaged
to conjure the wood into the vial. Bink hoped the effort was worth it. At |east he knew, now, how
t he Good Magician had assenbl ed such an assortment of items. He sinply bottled anything he thought
he mi ght need.

Then Bi nk encountered another pile of earth. "Hey, Magician!" he cried. "Tine to investigate this
thing. What is naking these nounds? Are they all over Xanth, or just where we happen to be?"

Hunfrey cane over to contenplate the pile. "I suppose |1'd better,” he grunped. "There was one on

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...anth%2002%20-%20The%20Source%200f%20Magic.txt (107 of 193) [1/19/03 8:42:53 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2002%20-%20The%20Source%200f%20M agi c.txt

the siren's isle, and another at our bone-canp." He brought out his magic mirror. "Wat thing is
thi s?" he snapped at it.

The mirror clouded thoughtfully, then cleared. It produced the inage of a wormike creature.
"That's a wiggle!" Bink exclainmed, horrified. "Are the w ggles swarni ng agai n?"

"That's not a wiggle," Chester said. "Look at the
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scale. It's ten times too large.” And in the mirror a measuring stick appeared beside the worm
showing it to be ten tines the length of a wiggle. "Don't you know your taxonony? That's a

squiggle."

"A squiggle?" Bink asked blankly. He did not want to adnit that he had never heard of that
species. "It | ooks like an overgrown wiggle to ne."

"They are cousins," Chester explained. "The squig-gles are |larger, slower, and do not swarm They
are solitary creatures, traveling under the ground. They are harm ess.”

"But the piles of dirt—

"I had forgotten about that," Chester said. "I should have recogni zed the castings before. They
eject the dirt fromtheir runnels behind them and where they touch the surface it forns into a
pile. As they runnel on, the further castings plug up the hole, so there is nothing |l eft except
the pile."

"But what do they do?"

"They move about, nake piles of earth. That's all."

*'But why are they following me? | have nothing to do with squiggles."
"Coul d be coincidence," Hunfrey said. He addressed the mirror. "Is it?*'
The mirror's unhappy baby face showed.

"Someone or sonething is setting the squiggle to spy on us, then," Hunfrey said, and the mrror
smled. "The question is, who?"

The mrror turned dark. "The sane as the source of magi c?" Hunfrey demanded. The mirror denied it.
"Bi nk's eneny, then?" And the smiling baby returned.

"Not the same as the fiends of the |ake?" Bink
asked.
The baby snil ed.

"You nean it is the same?"

"Don't confuse the mirror with your illogic," the Mgician snapped. "It agreed it was not the
sanel "
"Uh, yes," Bink said. "Still, if our route takes us past the fiends, we have a problem Wth the

eneny spying on us all the way, and throw ng obstacles in our way, he's sure to excite the fiends
into sonething dire."
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"l believe you are correct,"” Hunfrey said. "It nmay be tinme for nme to expend sone nore of ny
magi c." "G ory be!" Chester exclainmed ironically. "Quiet, horserear!" Hunfrey snapped. "Now |l et ne
see. Do we have to pass the fiends of the |ake to reach our destination?" The mirror sml ed.
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"And the fiends have curse-magic sufficient to blast forests?"
The mirror agreed.
"What's the nost convenient way to pass w thout trouble?"
The mirror showed a picture of Bulk watching a play.
Hunfrey | ooked up. "Can any of you make sense of this?"
Crombi e squawked. **Where am | ?" G undy transl ated.

"Let me rephrase that question," Hunfrey said quickly. "Were is Cronbie while Bink is watching
t he play?"

The mrror showed one of the Magician's vials. The griffin went into an angry nedl ey of squawks.
**Ch come off it, beakbrain!" the golem said. "You know | can*t repeat words like that in public.
Not if | want to becone real."

"Beakbrain's concern is understandable," Chester said. "Wy should he be banished to a bottle? He
m ght never get out."

Tm supposed to do the translations!”™ Gundy conpl ai ned, forgetting his prior reluctance.

Hunfrey put away the mirror. "If you won't pay attention to nmy advice," he inforned Cronbie, "then
do it your own way."

"You tenperanental real people are at it again," Gundy said. **The rational thing to do is listen
to the advice, consider the alternatives, discuss them and forma consensus."

«The little inp is nmaki ng unconmon sense, " Chester said.

""VWhich little inmp?" Gundy demanded. L. "l suspect," the Magician said grimy, "that the gar-
pol ous gol em woul d be best off in a bottle.”
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"W're fighting again," Bink said. "If the nmrror says we can pass the fiends nost conveniently'
by traveling in bottles, I'd rather ganble on that than on the sort of thing we've just been

t hr ough. "

"You don't have to ganble," Gundy pointed out. "You have to go watch a dunmb play."

"I have faith in my mirror," Hunfrey said, and the mirror blushed so brightly there was a faint

gl ow through his jacket. "To prove it, | will submt to bottling nyself. | believe the one
Beauregard used is pleasantly uphol stered and huge enough for two. Suppose Cronbie and G undy and
| enter that bottle and give it to Bink to carry? Then he can ride Chester to the play."

"I"'mw lling,"” Bink said. He wondered privately whether the Good Magician would take all his other
bottles with himinto the bottle. That seened a bit paradoxical, but no doubt was possible. "But I
don't know exactly where the fiends are, and |'d rather not barge in on them unexpectedly. If we
approach carefully, circumspectly, they nay be |less fiendish."

Cronbi e pointed to the |ake.

"Yes, | know. But where at the | ake? At the edge? On an island? | nean, before | innocently wal k
into a tree-blasting curse—=

Cronbi e squawked and spread his wings. H's proud colors flashed as he flew up and nade for the
| ake.

"Wait, featherbrain!" Chester cried. "They'll see you by air! That will give us all awayl" But the
griffin ignored him

They wat ched Cronbi e wi ng handsonely out over the water, his plunage flexing red, blue, and white.
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"I have to admt the ornery cuss is a beautiful aninal," Chester nurnured.

Then the griffin folded his wings and plumeted toward the surface of the |ake, spinning in the
air. "Acurse!" Bink cried. "They shot himdown with a curse!"”

But then the figure straightened out, regained altitude, and wi nged back. Cronbie seened to be all
right.

"What happened?" Bink demanded as the griflin landed. "Was it a curse?”
186

"Squawkl " Crombie replied. Grundy translated: "What curse? | nmerely did ny turnabout to get a
closer fix on the fiends. They reside under the water.*1

"Under the waterl" Bink cried. "How can we go there?"

Hunf rey brought out another vial and handed it to Bink. "These pills will do the trick. Take one
every two hours while submerged. It will—=

"There's a nound startingl” Chester cried. "A spy!**

Hunfrey whi pped out yet another vial, uncorked it, and ained it at the upwelling dirt A jet of
vapor shot out, striking the mound. Crystals of ice formed. The nound froze.

"Tire extinguisher,'
tunnel . "

the Magi ci an explained. "Very cold. That squiggle is frozen stiff inits

"Let me kill it while | can catch it!'* Chester said eagerly.
"Wait!** Bink said. "How long will the freeze | ast?**

"Only a couple of minutes,'* Hunfrey said. *Then the squiggle will resune activity with no
i mpai r ment **

"And no nenory of the missing mnutes?" Bink asked.
"I't should not be aware of the |apse. Squiggles aren't very smart.*’

"Then don*t kill it! Get out of its observation. It will be convinced this was a false alarm that
we were never here. It will so report to its master, throwi ng the eneny off the track."

The Magician's brow lifted. "Very intelligent, Bink. You are thinking nore |like a | eader now. W
shall hide in the bottle, and you and Chester can carry it with you. Qickly, before the freeze
abat es. **

The griffin remai ned uncertain, but acqui esced. The Magician set the vial, perforned his
i ncantation, and man, griffin, and gol em vani shed.

"Grab the bottle, get on ny back, hang on!" Chester cried. "Tine's al nost up!”

Bi nk snatched up the lone vial renaining, junped on Chester's back, and hung on. The centaur took

off. In a nonent his hooves were splashing through the shallow water. "G nme a pill!" Chester
cried.
Binfc funbled out a pill fromthe bottle, praying he would not spill the works as he bounced

around. He
187

popped one into his nmouth and handed the other forward to Chester's raised hand. "I hope these
wor k!'" he cried.

"That's all we need—another wong bottle!" Chester exclainmed. "Gobble a foam ng insulation pil
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Sink wi shed the centaur hadn't thought of that. Insulation, or freezing extinguisher—euch

He gl anced back. Was it his inmagination, or was the dirt nmound growi ng agai n? Had they gotten away
in tine? Suppose the squiggle saw their footprints?

Then Chester hit a dropoff, and they plunged underwater. Bink choked involuntarily as the liquid
covered his mouth—but the water was just like air to his breathing. In fact, it was like air to
hi s whol e body, except for its color. They coul d breat he!

This experience rem nded himof sonething. In a nonent he had it: the Queen's anniversary party!
That had been illusory underwater scenery, while this was genuine. Unfortunately, the Queen's
version had been prettier. Here things were nurky and dul |

Chester plodded on, picking his way carefully through the unfamliar aquatic environment. Dusky

cl ouds of sedinment stirred up around his legs. Curious fish | ooked the pair over. Chester now held
his bow in his hands, hi case they should encounter a sea nonster. Apart fromthe tension, it was
soon rather dull going.

Bi nk drew out the bottle that held the Magician and put his eye to the side. Vaguely he nade out
the shapes of a tiny griffin and tinier man. They were in a carpeted roomlike that of a pal ace,
and were | ooking at noving pictures in the magic mirror. It seened very confortable. Mich nicer
in fact, than forging through the nurk toward fiends.

Anot her ugly thought cane. Suppose he had grabbed the wong bottle hinself, and popped the
Magi cian into his nouth in lieu of a water-breathing pill? Such things were very scary right now.

Bi nk put the vial in his pocket, reassured that his friends were secure. He wondered what woul d
happen i f he shook the bottle violently, but resisted the urge to experinent. "Let's go visit the
fiends," he said with fal se cheer
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Shortly they approached a splendid marine castle. It was forned from seashel | s—which neant it was
probably magi cal, since few seashells forned in |akes without the aid of magic. Little whirlpools
ascended fromits turrets, apparently bringing air down to the inhabitants. Instead of a noat, the
castle had a thick wall of seaweed, patrolled by vigilant swordfish

"Well, let's hope the fiends are kind to travelers,'
the pill had fully acclimatized him

Bi nk said. There were no bubbles as he spoke;

"Let's hope the Magician's mirror knew its business," the centaur responded grimy. "And that the
fiends don't connect the fool griffin with us, if they saw him"

They marched up to the main gate. A behenoth rose out of the muck, nostly nouth.

"Hoool dl " the behenoth bell owed. "Whoo goooes there?" It was very proficient and resonant on the
long Os; the sound reverberated across the reaches of the cavernous maw.

"Chester and Bink, travelers,** Bink said with some trepidation. "We'd |like lodging for the
ni ght. "

"So0007?" the nonster inquired. **Then gooool" Its nonth gaped even nore horrendously.
"Go?" the centaur repeated aggressively. "W just cane!"

"Soo gooo!" the behenmpth reverberated, its orifice gaping so widely that the centaur could have
ridden right into it wi thout ducking his head.

Chester reached for his sword. "Uh, hooold—+ nean hold," Bink murnured. "I renenber—the gargoyl e—+
think it neans to go inside. Inside the mouth."

The centaur peered into the nonster's tunnel-like throat. "Damed if |'Il cooperate in nmy own
consunption!"
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*|But that's the entrance to the castle!" Bink explained. "The behenoth itself."

Chester stared. "Well 1'l1 be gelded!" And without further hesitation he galloped in.

Sure enough, the throat continued on into the castle. Lights appeared at the end of the tunnel
and soon they energed into a palatial receiving hall. Intricately
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woven tapestries covered the walls, and the floor was done in fancy wooden squares.

A handsone, al nost pretty young nman wal ked up to greet them He had ornate curls about his ears
and a neat nustache. His costume was a princely robe enbroidered with brightly col ored threads,
and he wore soft slippers with pointed toes. "Wl cone to Gateway Castle,” he said. "May | inquire
your identities and the purpose of this visit?"

"You may," Chester said.

There was a pause. "Well?" the man said, a bit nettled.

"Well, why don't you inquire?" Chester said. "I

gave you perm ssion."

Smal | nuscl es quirked about the man's nouth, making himless pretty. "I so inquire.'*
"I am Chester Centaur, and this is ny conpani on Bink. He's human."

"So | noted. And your purpose?"

"We seek the source of nmagic," Bink said.

"You have | ost your way. It is at the amazon village, some distance north. But the direct route is
hazardous to your sanity."

"W have been there," Bink said. "That is not the ultinate source, but nerely the upwelling of
magi ¢ dust. What we seek lies below According to our information, a nore convenient route passes
through this

castle."

The man al nost smiled. "Ch, you would not care for that route!”

"Try us and see."

"This is beyond ny cognizance. You will have to talk with the lord of the nmanor."

"Good enough," Bink said. He wondered what sort of a fiend this lord would be, who had such a
doci | e human servant.

"I'f you would be good enough to come this way."
"We're good enough," Chester said.

"But first we nust do sonething about your hooves. The floor is teak parquet; we do not wish it
scratched or dented."

"Way put it on the floor, then?" Chester denmanded.
"W do not apply it to the floor of our stable," the
190

man sai d. He produced several disks of furry "Apply these to your hooves; they will adhere, ar*.
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muf fl e the inpact."
"How about wearing one of these on your nouth?" Chester denanded

"It's a small concession,” Bink murnured. Chester's hooves were sound, since the healing elixir
had elimnated all damage to the centaur's hind end, but they were hard enough to | eave an
imprint. "Hurmor the poor man. The fiends are probably very strict about such things, and punish
their servants for violations."

Wth inperfect grace, Chester pressed bis hooves one at a tine onto the felt disks. The materia
clung to them and it nade the centaur's footfalls silent.

They noved through an el egant hall, descended carpeted steps, and entered a small chanber. There
was barely roomfor Chester to stand. "If this is your main hall— he began

The man touched a button. The door slid closed. Then, abruptly, the room noved.
Bi nk flung out his hands, startled, and Chester kicked a hole in the rear wall.

"Easy, visitors,"” the man said with a small frown. "Haven't you ridden an el evator before? It is
i nani mate magi c, a chamber that rises or sinks when occupi ed. Saves wear on stairs.”

"Ch," Bink said, abashed. He preferred nore conventional magic.

The magic |lift stopped. The door slid open. They stepped out into another hall, and hi due course
came to the chanbers of the lord of the nanor

He was, to Bink's surprise, a man, garbed richly in silver cloth and di anonds, but with the sane
foolish slippers his servant wore. "So you proffer service for a night's lodging," he said
briskly.

"This is our custom" Bink said.
"And ours too!" the lord agreed heartily. "Have you any special talents?"

Bi nk couldn't tell his own, and didn't know Chester's. "Unh, not exactly. But we're strong, and can
do work."

"Work? Ch ny heavens no!" the |ord exclained. "People do not work herel™"
191

h? "How do you live, then?" Bink asked. "W organize, we direct—and we entertain," the |lord said.
"Have you any entertainnent abilities?" Bink spread his hands. "I'mafraid not." "Excellent! You
will make an ideal audience." "Audience?" Bink knew that Chester was as perplexed as he. The
mrror had shown hi mwatching a play—yet that could hardly be a service!

"W send our troupes out to entertain the masses, accepting paynment hi materials and services. It
is a rewarding profession, esthetically and practically. But it is necessary to obtain advance
audi ence ratings, so that we can gauge our reception precisely."”

Thi s i nnocuous enploynment hardly jibed with the |ocal reputation! "To be an audi ence—to watch your
shows—that* s all you require? It hardly seens equitable! I'mafraid we would not be able to
present an inforned critical report—=

"No necessity! Qur nmagic nonitors will gauge your reactions, and point up our rough edges. You
will have nothing to do but react, honestly."

"l suppose we could do thai" Bink said dubiously. "If you really are satisfied."
"Somet hi ng funny here," Chester said. "How cone you have a reputation as fiends?"
"Uh, thatl s not diplomatic," Bink nurmured, enbarrassed.

"Rends? Who called us fiends?" the | ord demanded. "The ogre,"” Chester replied. "He said you
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bl asted a whole forest with a curse.”

The lord stroked his goatee. "The ogre survives?" "Chester, shut up!" Bink hissed. But the
centaur's unruly nature had taken control. "Al he was doing was rescuing his |ady ogre, and you

couldn't stand to have hi m happy, so—

"Ah, yes, that ogre. | suppose to an ogre's way of thinking, we would be fiends. To us, crunching
hurman bones is fiendish. It is all in one's perspective."”

Apparently the centaur had not antagonized the |lord, though Bink judged that to be sheer |uck
Unless the lord, like his troupe, was an actor—n which case there could be serious and subtle
trouble. "This one is now a vegetarian,” Bink said. "But |I'mcurious: do
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you really have such devastating curses, and why should you care what an ogre does? You really
don't have cause to worry about ogres, here under the | ake; they can't swim"

"We do really have such curses,” the lord said. "They constitute group efiort, the nmassing of all
our nagic. We have no individual talents, only individual contributions toward the whole."

Bi nk was amazed. Here was a whole society with duplicating talents! Magic did repeat itself!

"W do not enploy our curses haphazardly, however. W went after the ogre as a professiona
matter. He was interfering with our nonopoly."

Bot h Bi nk and Chester were bl ank. "Your what?"

"We handle all formal entertainnents in southern Xanth. That bad actor blundered into one of our
sets and ki dnapped our leading |ady. W do not tolerate such interference or conpetition.™

"You used an ogress for a |eading | ady?" Bi nk asked.

*'We used a transforned nynph—a consunmate actress. Al our players are consumate, as you shal
see. In that role she resenbled the nost ogrelike ogress inmagi nable, absolutely horrible." He
paused, considering. "In fact, with her artistic tenperanent, she was getting pretty ogrelike hi
life. Prima donna ..."

"Then the ogre's error was understandable."”

"Perhaps. But not tolerable. He had no business on that set. W had to scrub the whol e production
It ruined our season."

Bi nk wondered what reception the ogre would encounter, as he rescued his ideal fermale. An actress
in ogress guise, actually fromthe castle of the fiends!

"What about the reverse-spell tree?" Chester asked.

"People were taking its fruit and being entertained by the reversal effects. W did not appreciate
the conpetition. So we elimnated it."

Chester glanced at Bink, but did not speak. Perhaps these people really were sonewhat fiendish. To
abolish all rival forms of entertai nnent—

"And where did you say you were traveling to?" the lord inquired.

*To the source of mmgic," Bink said. "W under-
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stand it is underground, and that the best route | eads through this castle."

"I do not appreciate hunor at my expense,"” the lord said, frowing. "If you do not wish to inform
me of your mission, that is certainly your privilege. But do not taunt me with an obvious
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fabrication." Bink had the inpression that obviousness was a worse affront than fabrication, to
this person.

"Listen, fiend!" Chester said, bridling in nost obvious fashion. "Centaurs do not lie!"

"Uh, let ne handle this,"” Bink said quickly. "There is surely sonme mi sunderstandi ng. W are on
quest for the source of magi c—but perhaps we have been misinformed as to its access."

The lord nellowed. "That nust be the case. Below this castle lies only the vortex. Nothing that
goes that route ever returns. W are the Gateway; we straddle the vortex, protecting innocent
creatures frombeing drawn unwittingly into that horrible fate. Wi inforned you that the object
of your quest lay in such a direction?"

"Well, a Magician—=
"Never trust a Magician! They are all up to mischief!"
"Uh, maybe so," Bink said uneasily, and Chester nodded thoughtfully. "He was very convincing."

"They tend to be," the lord said darkly. Abruptly he shifted the subject. "I will show you the
vortex. This way, if you please.” He led the way to an interior panel. It slid aside at his touch
There was a glistening wall of glassy substance. No, not glass; it was noving. Fleeting
irregularities showed horizontally. Now Bink could see through it sonewhat vaguely, making out the
t hree-di mensi onal shape. It was a colum, perhaps twice his arnmspan in dianmeter, with a holl ow
center. In fact it was water, coursing around in circles at high speed. O hi spirals, going down—

"A whirlpool!" Chester exclained. "W are | ooking at the nether columm of a whirlpool!"

"Correct,"” the lord said with pride. "W have constructed our castle around it, containing it by
magi c. Substances may pass into it, but not out of it. Crimnals and other untoward persons are
fed into its maw,
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to di sappear forever. This is a nost salutary deterrent."

Surely so! The mass of noving fluid was awesone in its snooth power, and frightening. Yet it was
also in its fashion luring, like the song of the siren, or the nadness.

Bi nk yanked bis gaze away. "But where does it go?"

"Who woul d presunme to know?" the lord inquired in return, quirking an eyebrow expressively. He
slid the panel across and the vision of the vortex was gone.

"Enough of this," the lord decided. "W shall wine and dine you fittingly, and then you w Il
audi ence our play."

The nmeal was excellent, served by fetching young wonmen in scant green outfits who paid flattering
attention to the travelers, especially Chester. They seened to adnire both his nuscul ar nman-
portion and his handsome equi ne portion. Bink wondered, as he had before, what it was girls sawin
horses. The siren had been so eager to ride!

At last, stuffed, Bink and Chester were ushered to the theater. The stage was several times the
size of the chanber for the audi ence. Apparently these people did not |like to watch as nuch as
they liked to perform

The curtain lifted and it was on: a gaudily costuned affair replete with bold swordsnmen and buxom
wonen and funny jokers. The staged duels were inpressive, but Bink wondered how proficient those
men would be with their weapons in a real battle. There was a considerable difference between
techni cal skill and conbat nerve! The wonmen were marvel ously seductive—but would they be as
shapely without the support of their special clothes, or as wittily suggestive mnus the nmenorized
l'ines?

"You do not find our production entertaining?" the lord inquired.
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"I prefer life," Bink replied.
The I ord nade a note on his pad: MORE REALI SM

Then the play shifted to a scene of nusic. The heroine sang a |ovely song of |oss and | onging,
medi tating on her faithless lover, and it was difficult to inagine how any lout, no matter how
louty, could be faithless to such a desirable creature. Bink thought of Chanel eon again, and

| onged for her again. Chester was
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standi ng raptly beside him probably thinking of horsing around with Cherie Centaur, who was
i ndeed a fetching filly.

Then the song was augnmented by a hauntingly |ovely acconmpaninent. A flute was playing, its notes
of such absolute quality and clarity that the | ady's voice was shaned. Bink | ooked toward that
sound—and there it was, a gleaming silver flute hanging in the air beside the heroine, playing by
itself. Anmagic flute!l The | ady ceased singing, surprised, but the flute played on. |ndeed, freed
of the limtations of her voice, it trilled on into an aria of phenonenal expertise and beauty.
Now the entire cast of players stood listening, seenming to find it as novel as Bink did.

The lord junped to his feet "Who is perform ng that nmagi c?" he demanded.
No one answered. All were absorbed in the presentation
"Clear that set!" the lord cried, red-faced. "Everybody out Qut, out!"

Slowy they cleared, fading into the wi ngs, |ooking back at the solo instrunent The stage was
enpty—but still the flute played, perfornmng a nedley of nel odies, each nore |ovely than the one
precedi ng.

The | ord grabbed Bink by the shoulders. "Are you doing it?" he demanded, seem ng about ready to
choke.

Bink tore his attention fromthe flute. "I have no magic like that!" he said.
The lord haul ed on Chester's muscular arm "You —t nust be yours, then!"

Chester's head turned to face him "Wat?" he asked, as if com ng out of a reverie. In that
instant, flute and nusic faded.

"Chester!" Bink exclainmed. "Your talent! Al the
beauty in your nature, suppressed because it was
linked to your magic, and as a centaur you couldn't—
"My talent!" Chester repeated, amazed. "It nust be
me! | never did dare to—who woul d have believed—=
"Play it again!" Bink urged. "Make beautiful nusic!
Prove you have magic, just as your hero-uncle Hernman
the Hermit didl"

"Yes,'* Chester agreed. He concentrated. The flute
196

reappeared. It began to play, haltingly at first, then with greater conviction and beauty. And
strangely, the centaur's rather honely face began to seemless so. Not so strange, Bink realized:
much of Chester's brutality of expression stemmed fromhis habitual snarl. That snarl had abated,;
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he had no need of it any nore.
"Now you don't owe the Magician any service," Bink pointed out. "You found your talent yourself."

"What abomi nable mischief!"™ the lord cried. "You accepted our hospitality on the agreenent that
you woul d render service as an audi ence. You are not an audi ence—you are a performer. You have
reneged on your agreenent with us!"

Now a portion of Chester's famliar arrogance reasserted itself. The flute blew a flat note.
"Manf eat hers!" the centaur snapped. "I was only playing along with your heroine's song. Bring your
play back; 1'll watch it, and acconpany it."

"Hardly," the lord said grimy. "W tolerate no non-guild performances in our mdst. W maintain a
nmonopol y. "

"What are you going to do?" Chester demanded. "Throw a fit? | nean, a curse?"
"Uh, | wouldn't— Bink cautioned his friend.
"I"l'l not tolerate such arrogance froma nmere half-man!" the lord said.

"Ch, yeah?" Chester retorted. Wth an easy and insulting gesture he caught the man's shirtfront
with one hand and lifted himoff the floor.

"Chester, we're their guests!" Bink protested.

"Not any nore!" the lord gasped. "Get out of this castle before we destroy you for your
i nsol ence! "

"My insolence—for playing a magic flute?" Chester demanded incredul ously. "How would you |ike that
flute up your—=

"Chester!" Bink cried warningly, though he had consi derabl e synpathy for the centaur's position
He i nvoked the one name that had power to restrain Chester's wath: "Cherie wouldn't like it if

you—
"Ch, | wouldn't do it to her!" Chester said. reconsidered. "Not with a flute—

Al this tinme the centaur had been holding the lord suspended in air. Suddenly the man's shirt
ri pped, and
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Then he
he fell ignomniously to the floor. More than ignonini-ously: he landed in a fresh pile of dirt.

Actual ly, this cushioned his inmpact, saving himfrompossible injury. But it multiplied his rage
"Dirt!" the lord cried. "This aninmal dunped nme in dirt!"

"Well, that's where you belong," Chester said. "I really wouldn't want to dirty ny clean silver
flute on you." He glanced at Bink. "I"'mglad it's silver, and not some cheap nmetal. Shows quality,
that flute."”

"Yes," Bink agreed hastily. "Now if we can | eave—=

"What's dirt doing on ny teak parquet?" the |ord demanded. There was now a crowd of actors and
servants about him hel ping himup, brushing himoff, fawning.

"The squiggle,"” Bink said, dismayed. "It found us again."

"Ch, soit's a friend of yours!" the lord cried, proceeding dramatically fromrage to rage. "I
shoul d have known! It shall be the first to be cursed!"™ And he pointed one finger, shaking with
enotion, at the pile. "Al together now A-one, a-two, a-three!"
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Everyone |inked hands and concentrated. At the count of three the curse cane forth, like a bolt of
lightning fromthe lord' s finger. Ball Ughtning: it fornmed into a glowing nass the size of a fist,
and drifted down to touch the dirt. At contact it exploded—er inploded. There was a flash of
darkness and a nonmentary acrid odor; then the air cleared and there was nothing. No dun, no
squiggle, no flooring, in that region

The lord glanced at the hole with satisfaction. "That's one squiggle that will never bother us
again," he said. "Now for you, half-man." He raised his terrible finger to point at Chester. "A-
one, a-two—

Bi nk dived across, knocking the man's arm aside. The curse spun off and smashed into a col um.
There was anot her i npl osion of darkness, and a chunk of the col unm dissol ved i nto not hi ngness.

"Now see what you've done!" the lord cried, beconming if possible even nore angry than before. Bink
could not protest; probably his talent had been responsible for the seem ngly random shot. The
curse had to destroy sonething, after all

Bi nk hinmsel f would be i mune—but not Chester,
198
"Let's get out of here!"™ Bink said. "Gve nme a ride out of range of those curses!”

Chester, about to draw his sword, reconsidered in nid-notion. *That's right—+ can take care of
mysel f, but you're just a man. Cone on!"

Bi nk scranmbled to straddle the centaur's back, and they | eaped away just as the lord was |eveling
anot her curse. Chester galloped down the hall, his feet oddly silent because of the hoofpads. The
fiends set up a how of pursuit

"Which way is out?" Bink cried.
"How should | know? That's birdbeak's department I'monly a former guest of the fiends."
Good ol d Chester! Al prickle and performance.

**\We're sonewhere upstairs,” Bink said. "Except they don't use stairs. W could break out a w ndow
and swi m—=** He reached into his pocket, feeling the bottle that contained Cronbie, Gundy, and the
Magi ci an. He funbled until he found the one containing the water-breathing-spell pills; couldn't
afford a nmistake now "W'd better take new pills; it's been over two hours. **

They gul ped their pills on the run. Now they were ready for the water—f they could find it They
had I eft the pursuit behind for the nmonent; no man on foot could match the speed of a centaur

Bi nk had a second thought **We don't want to go out—we want to go down. Into the nether region, to
the source of magic.*1

"Where they tried to scare us away from" Chester agreed. He spun about as neatly as he had when
dodgi ng expl odi ng pi neapples, his two front |eet down so that fore and hind sections rotated about
the axis. Then he cantered back the way they had cone.

"Hold up!" Bink screaned. "This is suicidal! W don't even know where the entrance to the vortex
ist”

"The vortex has to be in the center of the castle; nmatter of architectural stability," Chester
sai d. "Besides which, | have a fair directional sense of my own; | know roughly where it is from
here. | amprepared to nmake nmy own entrance.” Bink tended to forget that behind the brutal facade
lay a fine centaur m nd Chester knew what he was doi ng.
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They rounded a corner—and plowed into the charging fiends. People went tunmbling every which way—
but a massive curse rose up fromthe junble and sailed after Chester
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Bhi k, gl ancing nervously back, spied it. "Chester-run!" he cried. "There's a curse on your tail!"

"On ny tail!" Chester cried indignantly, and | eaped forward. He didn't mnd threats to his honely
face, but his beautiful behind was sacred.

The curse, oriented on its target, pursued with determ nation. "This one we can't avoid," Bulk
said. "It's |ocked onto us, as the other was | ocked onto the ogre,"

"Shoul d we swear off crunchi ng bones?"
"I never was nuch for human bones anyway!"
"I think the vortex is ahead," Chester said. "Hang on—+'mgoing in!"

He | eaped—directly at a blank wooden panel. The wood shattered under the inpact of his forehooves,
and the two of themcrashed directly into the vortex.

Bul k's last thought as the awful swirl engulfed him hauling himbrutally around and around and
down and down, providing one terrifying glinpse of its dark center shaft, was: what woul d happen
to the curse that foll owed then? Then he spiraled into oblivion

Chapter 10. Precious Nynph
B
200

_ i ink woke naked and battered, but not cold. He lay strewn on the edge of a warm gl ow ng | ake
Hastily he dragged his feet out of the water, fearful of predators.

He heard a groan. Alittle farther along lay the centaur, |inbs projecting in six directions. It
had been an extrenely violent descent; had they not had that water-breathing nmagic, they would
surely have drowned. Bink scranmbled to his feet and |lunbered toward his friend "Chester! Are you—V

He paused. M dway between them he spied the sparkle of a star or jewel. Foolishly he paused to
pick it up; he had no use for such a bauble. But it turned out to be only a shard of gl ass.

Chester groaned again, and lifted his head. Takes nore than a nmere vortex to put away a centaur, **
he said. "But nmaybe not nuch nore..."

Bi nk conpl eted the di stance between them and tried to help his friend rise. "Hey, are you trying
to cut me?" Chester denanded.

"Oops, sorry. | picked up this fragment of =+ Bink paused again, looking at it '"There's sonething
init! That is—

Chester got to his feet. "Let ne see that." He reached down to take the fragnent Hi s eyes rounded
in surprise. "That's Hunfreyl"

"What ?" Bi nk thought he had m sheard.

"It's hard to see in this dimglow, but it's him all light. This nust be a piece of the nmagic
mrror, thrown ashore by coi nci dence. Wiat happened to the Good Magici an?**

201

"I lost the bottlel" Bink exclained with horror. "It was in nmy pocket— Hi s hand sl apped his flesh
where hi s pocket had been

"He had the mirror with him How did even one fragnent of it get out of the bottle, unless—=
"Unl ess the bottle was smashed,” Bink finished. "In which case—=
"I'n which case they were rel eased. But where—and hi what condition? They didn't have the water-

breathing pills."
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"If they got out just when that curse caught up—=**

Chester | ooked closely at the fragment of glass. "Hunfrey seems to be well—-and | see the griffin
behind him | think they're still inside the bottle, though."

Bul k | ooked. "They are! | see the curving glass walls, and the upholstery. It has been shaken up
some, but the bottle never broke." He was relieved. A broken bottle nmight well have neant the end
of his friends. "And they have another fragnent of glassl" He raised his hand hi a wave. "Hi

fol ks!'™

Silently, Hunfrey waved back. "He sees us in his fragnment!" Chester exclained. "But that's
i mpossi bl e, because the broken mirror is out here.”

"Anything is possible, with nagic," Bink said. It was a clichel truism but right now he had his
doubt s.

"Look at the shanbles in there,
wal | . "

Chester said. "That bottle nust have been bounced agai nst a

"And the mrror broke, and a piece of it flew out here,” Bink said uncertainly. "Ri ght where we
could find it That's quite a coincidence, even if we can believe the possibility."

"What el se can we believe?" Chester denmnded.

Bi nk could not argue. Hi s talent operated through seening coincidence; it nust have had a part in
this. But wouldn't it have been easier to have the Magician's bottle itself float to shore here,

i nstead of one piece of glass? "W can see them but not hear them Mybe if we print a nessage—
But they had nothing to do that with.

"I'f we can find the bottle, we can let themout," Chester pointed out He seened to be feeling
better, physically.

202
"Yes." Bink held the fragnent close to his face and nouthed el aborately "Were are you?"

Hunfrey spread his hands. He pointed to the bottle wall Qutside it, turbulent water swirled, its
phosphorescence naking streaky line-patterns. The bottle was sonewhere in a river, being carried
al ong by the current —where?

*'] guess that mirror isn't nuch use," Chester said. "Cronbie could | ocate us—but can't get to us.
We might get to the bottle—but can't find it."

"We'll have to follow the river down," Bink said. "It nust start at the vortex pool here hi this
| ake, and dribble on to wherever it goes. Yet if we followit—=

"W del ay our quest for the source of mmgic," Chester finished.
That made Bi nk pause. "The quest will have to wait," he decided. "W have to save our friends."

"l suppose so," the centaur agreed. "Even that arrogant griffin"

"Do you really dislike Cronbie?"

"Well . . . he's a scrapper, like ne. Can't blame himfor that, | suppose. But 1'd like to try his
strength, once, just for the record.”

Mal e conpetition. Well, Bink understood that, for he experienced it hinself at tines.

But there were nore inportant matters now. "I'mthirsty,” Bink said. He wal ked back to the | ake
shore.

"Have you noticed," Chester remarked, "that there is no life in this | ake? No fish, no nonsters,
no plants, no beach creatures.. ."
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"No life," Bink repeated. "Bat we're all right, so—=

"W haven't drunk fromit yet. O if we did, it was fromthe fresh water of the vortex, when we
were on the pill."

"That's true," Bink said unconfortably.

**| wonder whether the cork | oosened in Hunfrey's bottle, and he got a sanple of this water, and
haul ed the cork back in place right after the mrror broke."

"Coul d be," Bink agreed. "W'd best not ganble. Wl Il need food soon, too. We'd better check
around. We can't rescue the Magician if we don't take care of ourselves."

203
"Right," Chester agreed. "And the first thing to do i is—
"I's to find ny clothes,” Sink finished. |

They were farther along the shore, conplete with Bint's sword, as |luck would have it. But as luck
woul d , also have it, the bottle was not with them Chester had retained his weapons and rope,
so was in good shape.

They nmoved on through the cavern passages, |eaving the suspicious river behind, their eyes
acclimatising to the di mm ng subterranean reaches. Bink hoped they woul d not encounter nickel pedes
here, but was careful  not to voice this wish. No sense alarmng Chester. They tried to nmark
their way by scratching X' s in the floor every so often, but Bink wasn't sure how effective this
woul d be. Tinme passed, and the way was interm nabl e—especially since they did not know where they
wWer e goi ng.

Bi nk's thirst had been casual, at first, but now that he knew there was no water it becane nore
press- e ing. How long could they go on, before—2?

Abruptly they saw light—+eal light, not the mere passage glow. They hurried cautiously up to
it—and discovered a magic lantern suspended froma jag of stone. Its soft efful gence was a wel cone
si ght —but there was nothing el se.

" Peopl e—er goblins?" Bi nk asked, nervous and hopef ul

Chester took it down and studied it. "Looks like fairy-work to ne,
need light, and hi any event this is too delicately wought."

he said. "Goblins don't really

"Even fairies aren't necessarily friendly,** Bink said, i, "Still, it seens a better risk than

starving here alone.” .

They took the lanp and went on with slightly inproved prospects. But nothing further devel oped.
Apparently someone or sonmething had lit a lanmp, left it, and departed. Strange. . Weary, dirty,

hungry, and unpl easantly thirsty, they | parked at |ast on a boulder. **W have to find food,
or at least water,** Bink said, trying to nake it seem casual. "There doesn't seemto be any on
this mai n passage, but—** He paused, listening. "Is that—=2"

Chester cocked his head. "Yes, | think it is. Water dripping. You know, | haven't wanted to say
anyt hi ng,
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but ny tongue has been drying up hi nmy nouth. If we coul d—=
**Behind this wall, | think. Maybe if we—=

"Stand clear.'* The centaur faced about so that his better half addressed the wall in question
Then he ki cked.
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A section of the wall collapsed. Now the sound was | ouder: water flow ng over stone. "Let nme clinb
in there," Bink said. "If | can collect a cupful =

"Just in case," Chester said, taking his coil of rope and looping it about Bulk's waist. "W don't
know what to expect in these dark chanmbers. If you fall in a hole, 111 haul you out"

"Yes," Bink agreed. "Let ne take the nmagic lantern."

He scranbled into the hole. Once he got by the nibble, he found hinself hi a larger, irregular
cavern whose floor slanted down into darkness. The sound of water was comng fromthat darkness.

He noved forward, careful of his footing, trailing the line behind him The water sound becane
tenptingly loud. Bink traced it to a crevice in the floor. He held his lantern over it. Now at
last he saw the glint of a stream et. He reached down with his fingers, and just as his shoul der
nudged the crevice lip his fingers touched the water.

How coul d he draw any up? After a monent's thought he ripped a piece of cloth fromhis already
tattered sl eeve, and dangled that down into the water. He let it soak up what liquid it cared to,
then brought it to the surface.

Whil e he was doing this, he heard a distant singing. He stiffened with alarm Wre the | ake fiends
com ng here? No, that seened highly unlikely; they were water dwellers, not rock dwellers, and by

the lord of the manor's own adm ssion they knew nothing of this nether region. This had to be sone
creature of the caves. Perhaps the owner of the nmagic lantern

By the time he brought the dripping rag to his nouth, the singing was quite dose. There was the
scent of fresh flowers. Bink put the dangling end of the rag in his nmouth and squeezed. Cool
clear liquid
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dripped down. It was the best water he had ever tasted!

Then sonet hi ng strange happened. Bink experienced a surge of dizziness—not sickening, but
wonderful ly pleasant. He felt alive, vibrant, and full of the warnth of hunman spirit. That was
good wat er indeed! He dipped his rag into the crevice again, soaking it for Chester. This was an
inefficient way to drink, but a great deal better than nothing. Wiile he lay there he heard the
singing again. It was a nynph, of inperfect voice but sounding young and sweet and joyful. A

pl easant shiver went through him

Bul k brought up the rag and laid it on the cave floor. He took up the Iight and noved toward the
voice. It cane froma section beyond the water, and soon Bink cane to the end of his tether. He
untied the rope, let it drop fromhis waist, and went on

Now he spied a beam of |ight enmanating from another crack. The singer was in the chanber beyond.
Bi nk knelt and put his eye to the crack, silently.

She was sitting on a stool fashioned of silver, sorting through a barrel filled with precious
stones. Their colors reflected brilliantly, decorating all the walls of the room She was a

typi cal nynph, long and bare of leg with a tiny skirt just about covering a pert derriere, slender
of waist, full of bosom and innocent and | arge-eyed of face. Her hair sparkled |ike the keg of
jewels. He had seen nynphs like this many tinmes; each had her association with tree or rock or
streamor | ake or nobuntain, yet they were all so uniformin face and feature that their beauty
became comonpl ace. It was as if sone Magician had established the ideal fenale-hunan aspect and
scattered it about the Land of Xanth for decoration, attaching individual units to particular

| ocal es so that the distribution would be uniform So she was nothing special. The precious
stones, in contrast, were a phenomenal treasure

Yet Bhik glanced only passingly at the stones. H's gaze became fixed on the nynph. She—he felt—t
was rapt adoration

What am | doi ng? he demanded of hinself. Wth Chester waiting for a drink, Bink had no business
here! And for answer, he only sighed |ongingly.
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The nynph overheard. She glanced up alertly, breaking off her innocent melody, but could not see
hi m Perpl exed, she shook her maiden tresses and returned to her work, evidently deciding that she
had i magi ned it.

"No, | amherel" Bink cried, surprising hinself. "Behind the wall!"

She screaned a cute little scream junped up, and fled. The keg overturned, dunping jewels across
the floor.

"Wait! Don't run!" Bink cried. He smashed his fist into the wall with such force the stone
cracked. He wenched out nore fragnents, w dening the hole, then junped down into the room He
al nost slipped on sone pearls, but did a little dance and got his bal ance.

Now he stood still and |istened. There was a strange snell, reniniscent of the breath of an
attacki ng dragon, one just behind a person and gai ning. Bink | ooked about nervously, but there was
no dragon. Al was silent. Wiy didn't he hear her still running?

In a noment he had it figured. She might flee in alarm but she would hardly | eave her treasure
unguar ded. Oobvi ously she had dodged around a corner and now was wat chi ng himfrom hi di ng.

"Please, mss," Bink called. "I nean no harmto you. | only want to—
To hug you, to kiss you, to—

Shocked, he halted his thoughts in md-train. He was a married nan! Wat was he doing chasing a
strange nynph? He should get back to Chester, take the centaur his ragful of water—

Agai n he paused in his thoughts. Ch, no!l

Yet he could hardly doubt his sudden enotion. He had inbi bed froma spring, and becone enanored of
the first maiden he had seen thereafter. It nust have been a | ove spring!

But why had his talent et himdrink it?

The answer was di stressingly obvious. He wi shed he hadn't thought of the question. H's talent had
no regard for his feelings, or those of others. It protected only his physical, personal welfare
It nust have decided that his wi fe Chanel eon represented sone kind of threat to his welfare, so it
was finding hi manother
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love. It had not been satisfied with separating himfrom Chanel eon tenmporarily; nowit intended to
make that separation pernanent.

"I wll not have it he cried aloud. "I |ove
Chanel eon! "

And that was true. Love potions did not undo existing relations. But now he also |oved this
nynph—and she was a great deal nore accessible.

Was he at war with his own talent? He had ethics it evidently did not; he was civilized while it
was primtive. Who was to be the master, here?

He fought, but could not undo the effect of the | ove spring. Had he anticipated what his tal ent
was | eading himinto, he m ght have bal ked it before he drank, but now he was the victimof a fait

acconmpli. Well, he would settle with his talent when he found a better occasion

Al was fair hi magic. "Nynph, conme here and tell ne your nane, or I'll steal all your treasure!"
he

yel | ed.
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When she did not respond, he righted the keg and began scooping up genms. There was an amazi ng
assortment: dianonds, pearls, opals, eneralds, sapphires, and too many others to classify. How had
the nynph cone by such a fortune?

Now t he nynph appeared, peeking around a curve in the tunnel. Coincidentally, Bulk smelled the
fleeting scent of woodl and flowers. "But | need that treasure!" she protested.

Bui k continued his work. The stones sailed into the barrel. "Wat is your name?" he demanded.
"What's yours?" There was an odor |ike that of a hesitant deerfly at the edge of a gl ade.

"l asked you first." Al he wanted to do was keep her in conversation until he could catch her
"But you're the stranger!" she pointed out with fermale |ogic.

Ah, welt He liked her logic. He knew it was the effect of the potion, but he was captive to her
manneri sns. "My nane is Bink."

"I am Jewel," she said. "The Nynmph of Jewels, if you insist on the whole definition. Now give me
back ny stones.”
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"I'"ll be glad to, Jewel. For a kiss."

"What kind of a nynph do you think I an?" she protested in typical nynphly fashion. Now there was
the odor of pine-oil disinfectant.

"I hope to find out. Tell me about yourself."

She edged farther into the room distrusting him *Tmjust a rock nynph. | see that all the

preci ous stones get properly planted in the ground, so that goblins, dragons, nen, and ot her
voraci ous creatures can nine them" Bink snmelled the nmixed fumes of hard-1aboring nmen and goblins.
"It's all very inportant, because otherw se those creatures would be even wilder than they are.
The m ning gives them sonething to do."

So that was how the jewels got planted. Bink had al ways wondered about that, or woul d have
wonder ed had he thought about it "But where do you get themto start with?"

"Ch, they just appear by nmgic, of course. The keg never enpties."
"It doesn't?"

"See, it is already overflowing with the genms you are trying to put back. You aren't supposed to
put them back."

Bi nk | ooked, surprised. It was so. He had assuned the keg was enpty without really checking it,
because his nmain attention had been on the nynph.

"How am | ever going to process all those extra stones?" she demanded with cute petul ance
"Usually it takes an hour to place each one, and you have spilled hundreds." She stanped her sweet
little foot, not knowi ng how to express her annoyance effectively. Nynphs had been desi gned for
appear ance, not enotion.

"Me? You spilled themwhen you ran!" Bink retorted. "I"'mtrying to pick themup."

"Well, it's your fault because you scared nme. What were you doing behind the wall? No one's
supposed to go there. That's why it's walled off. The water— She paused with new alarm "You
didn't—=2"

"l did,"” Bink said. "I was thirsty, and—=

She screamed again, and fled again. Nynphs by nature were flighty. Bulk continued his gathering,
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rangi ng the surplus jewels in a pile beside the keg, know ng she woul d be back. He hated hinself
somewhat, knowi ng he should | eave her alone, but found hinself unable to stop hinmself. And he did
owe it to her to clean up this nmess as well as he could, though the pile was getting unw el dy.

Jewel peeked back around the corner. "If you'd just go away and let me catch up—=

"Not until |'ve finished cleaning up this overflow " Bink said. "As you pointed out, it is ny
fault" He placed a huge egg-shaped opal on top of bis nbund—and wat ched the whol e thing subside,
squirting out dianmonds and things. He was getting nowhere.

She edged in closer. "No, you're right | spilled it. I'll catch up sonmehow. You just—ust |eave
Pl ease." The sneezy tang of dust tickled his nose, as if a herd of centaurs had just charged al ong
a dry road in mdsumer.

"Your magic talent!" Bink exclained. "Snells!"

"Well, 1 never," she said, nodestly affronted. Now the dust-odor was tinged by the funes of
burning oil.

"I mean you can make—you snell |ike what you

feel ."

"Ch, that." The oil nerged into perfune. "Yes.
What's your talent?" "I can't tell you."

"But | just told you mine! It's only fair— She edged within range. Bink grabbed her. She screaned
again nost fetcbingly, and struggled without nmuch strength. That, too, was the way nynphs were:
delightfully and ineffectively difficult He drew her in for a firmkiss on the lips. She was a
nmost pl easant arnful, and her lips tasted |like honey. At |east they

smelled like it.

"That wasn't very nice," she rebuked hi mwhen he ended the kiss, but she didn't seemvery angry.
Her odor was of freshly overturned earth.

"l love you," Bulk said. "Come with nme—=

"I can't go with you," she said, snelling of freshly cut grass. "I have ny job to do."
"And | have mine," Bink said.

"What's your job?"

"I'"'mon a quest for the source of magic."

210

"But that's way down in the center of the world, or sonewhere," she said. "You can't travel that
way. There are dragons and goblins and rats—

"We're used to them" Bink said.

"I"'mnot used to them I'mafraid of the dark! | couldn't go there, even if—=

Even if she wanted to. Because of course she did not love him She had not drunk the | ove-water.
Bi nk had a naughty idea. "Come and take a drink with ne! Then we can—n

She struggl ed to di sengage, and he |l et her go. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt her! "No, |
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couldn't afford love. | nust plant all these jewels."
"But what am| to do? Fromthe nonent | saw you—

"You'll just have to take the antidote," she said, snelling of a newWly Iit candle. Bink recogni zed
the connection: the candl e synbolized her bright idea.

"There is an antidote?" He hadn't thought of that

' There nust be. For every spell there's an equal and opposite counterspel L Sonewhere. Al you have
to dois find it"

M know who can find it," Bink said. "My friend Cronbie."

"You have friends?" she asked, surprised, snelling of startled birds.

"Of course | have friends!"

"Down here, | nmeant | thought you were al one.™

"No. | was looking for water for me and Chester. W—M

"Chester? | thought your friend was Cronbie."

"Chester Centaur. Cronbie is a griffin. And there's Magician Hunfrey, and—
"A Magician!" she exclainmed, inpressed. "All to |ook for the source of nagic?"
"Yes. The King wants to know. "

"There's a King al ong too?"

**No," Bink said, nmonentarily exasperated. "The King assigned nme to nmake the quest. But we had
some trouble, and got separated, and—

"l suppose rd better show you where there's water," she decided. "And food—you nust be hungry
too."
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"Yes," he said, reaching for her. "We'll be glad to do sonme service in return—=

"Ch, no!" she cried, skipping away with an enticing bounce of anatony and the scent of hickory
snoke. "Not until you drink the antidote!"

Just so. "I really must get back to Chester," Bink said. "He'll be worried."

She considered for a nonment. "Bink, |'msorry about what happened. Fetch your friends, and ||
see they get fed. Then you really nust go."

"Yes." Bink wal ked slowy to the hole in the wall
"Not that way!" she cried. "Go round by the regul ar passages!"”
"But | don't know the way! | have no light. | have to follow the rope back."

"Definitely not!" She took her own nagic |lantern, a twin of the one Bink had found before, from
the wall and grasped Bink's armfirmy. "I know all the halls around here. 1'lIl find himfor you."

Bink willingly suffered hinself to be | ed. Even apart fromthe potion, he was di scerning
comrendabl e traits in her. She was not one of the enpty-headed nynphs |ike those associated with
ocean foamor wild oats; she had a sense of purpose and fitness and decency. No doubt her
responsi ble job of jewel-placing had matured her. Still, potion or not, he had no business wth
this creature! Once his friends were fed, he would have to | eave her. He wondered how long it
woul d take the potion to wear oft. Some spells were tenporary, but others were |ifelong.
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They circled through intersecting passages. In a nonent they cane upon Chester, still waiting by
the hole. "Here we are!" Bink called.

Chester junped so that all four hooves were off the floor. "Bink!" he exclam ed as he | anded.
"What happened? Who is that nynph?”

"Chester, this is Jewel. Jewel —Chester," Bink introduced. "|I— He hesitated.

"He drank a | ove potion," Jewel said brightly.

The centaur nade a notion as of tearing out two fistfuls of nane. "The secret eneny strikes
agai n!"

Bi nk hadn't thought of that. O course that was the npbst reasonable explanation! H s talent hadn't
be-
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,' trayed him but it hadn't protected himfromthis non-: physical threat either. Thus his eneny
had scored.

- How coul d he pursue the source of magic, when his heart was tied up here?

But his heart was also tied up back home, w th Chanel eon. That was part of the reason he was on
this quest So—he had better just get on with it. "If we can get back together with Cronbie and the
Magi ci an, maybe Cronbie can point out the location of the antidote,"” Bulk said.

"Where are your friends?" Jewel asked.

"They”re in a bottle," Bink explained. "But we can comunicate with themthrough a fragnent of
magic mirror. Here, 111 introduce you to them" He funmbled in his pocket for the bit of glass.

His fingers found nothing. "Ch, no—Jve lost the fragnent!" He turned the pocket inside out. There
was a hole in it, where the sharp edge of glass had sawed its way out

"Well, we'll find them sonehow,” Bink said nunbly. "W won't give up until we do."
**That woul d seem best," Chester agreed gravely.

«However, well have to take the nynph along with us."

"Why?" Bi nk had nmi xed enoti ons.

"The object of the counterspell has to be present; that's the way these things work. You |oved the
first femal e you encountered after inbibing the potion; you nust unlove her in the sane fashion."

**| can't cone with you!" Jewel protested, though she | ooked at Chester as if wishing for a ride
on his back. "I have a lot of work to do!"

"How much will you get done if Bink stays here?" . Chester inquired.
She threw up her hands in femninine exasperation.
**Come to nmy apartment, both of you. We'Il discuss it ,Jater.”

Jewel 's apartnment was as attractive as herself. She had a cluster of caves conpletely carpeted;
the carpet-noss ran across the floor, up over the walls, and across the ceiling w thout a break
except for the round doors. It was extrenely cosy. She had no chairs, table, or
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bed; it seemed she sat or |lay down anywhere, anytine, in perfect confort.

"We'll have to do sonething about those clothes,”
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she said to Bink.

Bi nk | ooked down at hinself. H s clothing had nore or less dried on him after its soaking in the
vortex and | ake; it glowed in uneven patches. "But these are all | have," he said regretfully.

"You can dry-clean them" she said. "Go into the lavatory and put themin the cleaner. It only
takes a nonent."

Bi nk entered the room she indicated and closed the curtain. He |located the cleaner: an ovenlike
al cove through which a warm current of ah* passed his tunic and shorts. He set themwthin this,
then nmoved over to the basin where a rivulet of water ran through. Above it was a polished rock
surface: a mirror. The vanity of the distaff always required a mrror

Seeing hinself reflected was a shock: he was nore bedraggled than his clothes. Hi s hair was
tangl ed and pl astered over his forehead, and he had a beard just at the ugly starting stage. Cave-
dirt was sneared over portions of his face and body, fromhis crawl through the wall. He | ooked
like a juvenile ogre. No wonder the nynph had been afraid of himat first!

He used the keen bl ade of his sword to shave his face, since there was no magi ¢ shavi ng brush here
to brush his whiskers away conveniently. Then he rinsed and conbed his hair. He found his clothing
dry and cl ean and pressed: obviously nore than hot air was at work. His torn sl eeve had been
neatly hemred so that the absence of cloth | ooked intentional. He wondered if some magi ¢ dust
circulated in these caves, augnenting the function of such things as dry cl eaners. The nynph
seermed to have nany magi cal conveni ences, and quite a confort able life-style. It would not be
hard to adapt to such a style—

He shook his head. That was the | ove potion speaking, not his conmon sense! He had to be on guard
against rationalization. He did not bel ong down here, and he would have to | eave when his nission
was done, though he | eave part of his heart behind.

Nevert hel ess, he dressed hinself neatly, even giv-
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ing his boots a turn at the cleaner. Too bad the Magician's bottle couldn't have washed ashore
i nstead of his footwear!

When he energed fromthe lavatory, Jewel |ooked himover with surprised adniration. "You are a
handsone man!"

Chester smled wyly. "I suppose it was hard to tell, before. Wwuld that | could wash ny face and
suffer a simlar transformation!" They all |aughed, sonewhat ill at ease.

"W nust pay for your hospitality—and for your help,’
fitfully.

Chester said when the |augh subsided

"My hospitality | give freely;, pay would denean it,"'
opting. There is no pay for slave |abor."

Jewel said. "My help you seemto be co-

"No, Jewel!" Bink cried, cut to the heart of his enotion. "I would not force anything on you, or
cause you grief!"

She softened. "I know it, Bink. You drank of the love-water; you would not hurt nme. Yet since |
must hel p you find your friends, so they can find the coun-terspell, and this takes ne away from
nmy work—

"Then we nmust hel p you do your work!" Bink said.

"You can*t. You don't know the first thing about sorting precious stones, or where they should be
set. And if you did, the borer would not work for you."

"The borer?"
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**My steed beast. He phases through the rock to reach where | nust set the stones. | alone can
control himand then only when |I sing. He works for a song, nothing else."

Bul k exchanged gl ances with Chester. "After we eat, we will show you our nusic," Chester said.

Jewel's neal was strange but excellent. She served an assortnent of nushroons and fungus—thi ngs
that grew magically, she explained, wi thout the need of fight. Sone tasted |ike dragon steak, and
sonme |ike potato chips chipped froma hot potato tree, and des-sert was very |like chocol ate pie
fresh fromthe brown cow, so round and soft and pungent it practically

flowed off the plate. She also had a kind of chal ky powder she mixed with the water to produce
excel | ent

m | k.
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"You know," Chester nurnured aside to Bink, "you could have found a worse nynph to encounter after
your draught."”

Sink didn't answer. After the magic drink, he would have |oved a harpy; it wouldn't have nattered
how foul she was. The | ove potion was absolutely heedl ess of its consequence. Magic wi thout

consci ence. Indeed, as he had learned to his horror, the history of Xanth had been influenced by
just such love springs. The original, nundane species had internmated, producing crossbreeds like
the chimeras, harpies, griffins —and centaurs. Wwo was to say this was wong? Were would the Land
of Xanth be now, without the noble centaurs? Yet Bink's own drink of this water was suprenely

i nconvenient in a personal way. Rationally, he had to stay with his wile, Chaneleon; but
enotional | y—

Chester finished his repast. He concentrated, and the silver flute appeared. It played
rapturously. Jewel sat frozen, listening to the silvery nmelody. Then she began to sing in harnony
with it. Her voice could not approach the purity of the flute, but it conplenented the instrunent
nicely. Bink was entranced—and woul d have been, he told hinself, regardless of the potion

Sonet hi ng grotesque poked into the room Chester's flute cut off in mdnote, and his sword
appeared in his hand.

"Stay your hand, centaur!" Jewel cried. "That is my borer!"
Chester did not attack, but his sword remai ned ready. "It |ooks like a giant worm "

"Yes," she agreed. "He's related to the wi ggles and squi ggles, but he's nmuch I arger and sl ower.
He's a dig-gle—not very bright, but invaluable for nmy work."

Chester decided it was all right. "I thought I had seen everything in the I exicon, but I mnissed
this one. Let's see whether we can help you work. If he likes ny nmusic, and you have any stones to
pl ace near the river—

"Are you kidding?" Jewel asked in her nynphly idiom "Wth half the keg spilled, | have dozens of
stones for the river. Mght as well start there.”

Under her direction, they boarded the diggle. Jewel
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bestrode the nonster wormnear its front end, a basket of precious stones held before her. Bink
sat next, and Chester last, his four feet somewhat awkward in this situation. He was used to being
ridden, not to riding, though he had done it before with the dragon

**Now we nmake nusic," Jewel said. "He will work as long as he likes the sound, and he doesn't
requi re much variation. After a few hours | get tired and nave to stop, but if the centaur's
flute—

The flute appeared. It played. The great wormcraw ed forward, carrying themalong as if they were
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mere files. It did not scranble or flex, as the dragon did; it elongated and contracted its body
in stages, so that the sections they rode were constantly changing in dianeter. It was a strange
node of travel, but an effective one. This was a very large worm and it traveled swiftly.

A flange flexed out fromthe diggle' s front segnent, and as he tunneled into the rock, the flange
ext ended the di ameter of the phase-tunnel so that the riders could fit through also. It occurred
to Bink that this was a variant of the type of magic in the Good Magician's i water-breathing
pills. The rock, like the water, was [ not being tunneled through so nmuch as it was being
tenporarily changed so that they could pass through it without making a hole. Chester had to duck
his head to stay within the phase, and his flute was crowded, but it kept playing its captivating
mel odi es. Bink was sure Chester was nore than happy to have this pretext to practice his newy

di scovered talent, after a lifetime of suppression

**| have to admit, this is a worthwhile service," the nynph said. "I always thought centaurs had
no magi c.1* ," "The centaurs thought so too," Bink said, covertly adnmiring her formfrom behind.
To hell with the |ove potion; she had a shape to conjure with. Then the worm lurched, striking a
different type of rock, and Bink was thrown forward agai nst the nynph. "Uh, sorry," he said,
righting hinself, though indeed he was not very sorry. "I, uh—=

"Yes, | know, " Jewel said. "Maybe you'd better put your arms about ny waist, to steady yourself.
It does get bunpy on occasion.”
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“I. . . think I'd better not," Bink said.

"You're sort of noble, in your fashion,*1 she observed. "A girl could get to |like you."
"Il +'"mnarried," Bink said mserably. "I 4+ need that antidote."

"Yes, of course,” she agreed

Suddenly the diggle energed through a wall into a large chanber. "The river," Chester observed.
When he spoke, his flute ceased its playing. The wormturned, his snout questing for the vani shed
musi c.

"Don't stop!" Jewel cried. "He quits when—

The flute resuned. "W want to follow the river down," Bink said. "If we see a bottle floating hi
it

"First, I have to place sone stones,” he said firnly. She guided the wormto a projecting
formation, halted him and held out a fat dianond. "Right inside there," she said. "It'll take a

mllion years for the water to wash that into sight."

The diggle took the stone hi his orifice and carried it into the rock. His head tapered into a
virtual point, with a nouth smaller than a man's, so holding the jewel was no problem Wen his
snout energed, the dianond was gone and the formation was whole. Bink was startled, then realized
he shouldn't be; they had not left any tunnel behind them either

"One down," Jewel said briskly. "Nine hundred and ninety-nine to go."

But Bul k's eyes were on the glowing river, looking for the bottle. Such as the power of the

poti on, he hal f-hoped he wouldn't find it. Once they found the nagician, and then | ocated the
antidote, he would be out of Iove with Jewel —-and that was difficult to contenplate. He knew what
was right, but his heart wasn't init.

Ti me passed. Jewel placed di anonds, opals, eneralds, sapphires, amethysts, jades, and nany garnets
in the rocks along the river, and sprinkled pearls in the water for the oysters to find. "Oysters

just love pearls,"” she explained. "They just gobble themup." She sang as she worked, alternating

with Chester's flute, while Bulk's attention roved fromher to the water and back again. He could,
i ndeed, have encountered a worse subject for the potion to fix on
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Then the river opened out into another |lake. "This is the abode of the denpbns, who are able to
drink and use the tainted water," Jewel cautioned them "The denpbns know ne, but the two of you
will have to obtain a permit to pass through their territory. They don't |ike trespassers.”

Bink felt Chester's motion behind him as of hand touching bow and sword. They had had trouble
with fiends; they didn't need trouble with denpns!

The cavern walls becanme carved to resenbl e stone buildings, with squared-ofl corners and alleys
between: very like a city. Bink had never actually seen a city, except in pictures; the early
settlers of Xanth had nmade cities, but with the decline in popul ation these had di sappear ed.

Bi nk and Chester dismounted and wal ked besi de the worm here on the street. Soon a nagi ¢ wagon
rolled up. It resenbled a nonster-drawn coach, but |acked the nonster. The wheels were fat bouncy
donuts of rubber, and the body seened to be metal. A purring emanated fromthe interior. There was
probably a little nonster inside, pedaling the wheels.

"Where's the fire?" the denon denmanded fromthe coach. He was blue, and the top of his head was
round and flat |ike a saucer.

"Ri ght here, Blue Steel," Jewel said, clapping one hand to her bosom "WII| you issue a ticket for
my friends? They're | ooking for the source of magic."

"The source of nmgic!" another voice exclained. There were, Bink now saw, two denons in the
vehicle; the second was of coppery hue. "That's a matter for the Chief!"

"All right, Copper," Jewel agreed. She evidently knew these denons well enough to banter with
them Bink suffered a sharp green pang of jeal ousy.

Jewel guided themto a building marked PRECI NCT STATI ON and parked the worm "I rmust remain with
the diggle to sing hima song," she said. "You go in and see the Chief; | will wait."

Now Bui k was afraid she would not wait, that she would take this opportunity to | eave them to
betray themto the denons. That way she woul d be safe from
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pursuit, either vengeful or romantic. But he had to trust her. After all, he | oved her

The denon inside sat at a broad desk, poring over a book. He glanced up as they entered. "Ah,
yes—we were fated to meet again,"” he said.

"Beauregard!" Bul k excl ai med, amazed. "I'll issue the permits, of course," the denpbn said. **You
were the specific instrument of my rel ease, according to the rules of the game, and | feel an unde-
monly obligation. But allow nme to entertain yon properly, as you entertained ne at the ogre's
domcile. There is much you nust be advised of before you pursue your quest further.”

"Uh, there's a nynph waiting outsi de— Bink said. Beauregard shook his head. "You do seemto be

jinxed, Bink. First you |lose the bottle, then your heart But never fear, well include the nynph in
the party. W shall entertain the diggle at our nmotor pool; he will enjoy the swm W know Jewel
well; in fact, you could hardly have been nore fortunate in your msfortune.” In due course Jewel

joined themfor supper. It was hard to believe that dawn had been at the fringe of the Region of
Madness, in a tree, and breakfast had been at the |ake castle of the fiends, lunch with the nynph
and supper here—all in the sane day. Down here under the ground day had | ess neaning; still, it
had been an eventful period.

The denon's neal was sinilar to the nynph's, only it was fashioned fromm nute magi ¢ creatures
cal l ed yeast and bacteria. Bink wondered whether there were front-teria too, but didn't ask. Some
of the food was |ike squash, which had been squashed only mnutes before; sone resenbl ed roast
haunch of nediumlong pig. Dessert was the frozen eye of a scream bird. Genuine eye screamwas a
rare delicacy, and so was this yellow flavored imtation.

"I sanmpled the eye of a smilk once," Chester said. "But it was not as good as this."
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"You have good taste," Beauregard said. "On, no! Centaur eyes have inferior flavor," Chester said
qui ckly.
"You are too nodest"” But the denon sniled reas-
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suringly. "Screans have nore fat than srnilks, so their eyes provide nore flavor, as you
recogni zed. "

After the repast they retired to Beauregard' s den, where a tanme firedrake blazed merrily. "Now we
shal | provide you excell ent accommopdations for the night," the denon said. "W shall not interfere
in any way with your quest. However—

"What is it you know, that we don't?" Bink asked anxi ously.
"I know the nature of denons," Beauregard said.
"Ch, we don't plan to bother you here! W're going on to—

"Bear with me, Bink." Beauregard brought out a fancy little bottle, uttered an obscure word, and
made a nystic gesture. The cork popped out, vapor issued forth, and forned i nto—&od Mgi ci an
Hunf r ey.

Amazed, Bink could only ask: "But where is Crom bie?"

"Back hi the bottle," Hunfrey said shortly. "It would help if you recovered your funble pronmptly."
"But if Beauregard can rescue you—

"I have not rescued him" the denpon said. "I have conjured him He nust now do ny bidding."

"Just as you once did his bidding!" Bink said.

"Correct. It all depends on who is confined, and who possesses the controlling magic. The Magi ci an
has dabbl ed i n denpnol ogy; he is now subject to our hu-manol ogy."

"But does that nean—

"No, | shall not abuse the situation. My interest is in research, not ironies. |I nerely nake this
denonstration to convince you that there is nore to magi ¢ than you nay have supposed, and that the
possi bl e consequences of your quest may be nore extensive than you would care to risk."

"I already know sonething is trying to stop nme," Bul k said.

"Yes. It is some kind of denobn—and that is the problem WMst denons have no nore magi ¢ than nost
humans do, but the denons of the depths are sonething else. They are to ordinary denons |ike ne as
Magi ci ans are to ordinary people like you. It is not wise to venture into their denesnes."
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"You're a denon," Chester said suspiciously. "Wy are you telling us this?"

"Because he's a good denon," Jewel said. "He hel ps people."

"Because | care about the welfare of Xanth," Beauregard said. "If | were convinced Xanth woul d be
better off without people, I would work toward that end. But though |I have had doubt on occasion
so far | believe the species of man is a net benefit." He | ooked at the Magician. "Even gnones
like him™"

Hunfrey nerely stood there. "Wy don't you set himfree, then?" Bink asked, not wholly trusting
t he denon.

"I can not free him Only the holder of his container can do that."
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"But here he is! You sumoned himfromyour bottle!"

"My magic has granted nme a tenporary |ease on his service. | can only evoke himbriefly, and can
not keep him If | had his bottle, then I could control him since he was so foolish as to confine
hinmself in that manner. That is why you nmust recover that bottle, before—=

"Before it breaks!" Bink said. "It will never break. It is an enchanted bottle; | know, for
occupied it, and made sure it was secure. No, the danger is that your eneny will recover it
first.” Bink was appalled. "The eneny!"™ "For then that eneny would control the Mugician, and al

Hunfrey's power would be at the eneny's service. In that event, Hunfrey's chances of surviving
woul d be poor—al nost as poor as yours."

"l nmust get that bottle!" Bink cried. "If only I knew where it is!"

"That is the service | require,
so he can rescue you."

Beauregard said. "Magician, inform Bink of your precise |ocation,

"Latitude twenty-eight degrees northwest, |ongitude one hundred and—
"Not that way, sinpleton!" Beauregard interrupted. "Tell it so he can use it!"

"BEr, yes," Hunfrey agreed. "Perhaps we'd better put Cromnbie on."
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"Do it," the denpbn snapped.

The griffin appeared beside the Mgician. "Say, yes," Bink said eagerly. "If we have him point out
your direction fromhere, | nean our direction fromthere, we can reverse it to reach you."

"Won't work," Beauregard said. But Cronbie was already whirling. H's wing cane to rest pointing
directly at Bink.

"Fine," Bink said. "W'll go that way."
**Try wal ki ng across the den/' Beauregard said. "Giffin, hold that point."

Per pl exed, Bi nk wal ked. Cronbie didn't nove, but his pointing wing continued aimng at Bink. "It's
just a picture!" Bink explained. "No matter how you look at it, it |ooks right at you."

"Precisely," the denon agreed. 'This conjuration is in a certain respect an inmge. The sane aspect
appears regardl ess of the orientation of the viewer. To orient on the conjuration is useless; it
is the original we require.”

"Easily solved, denon," Hunfrey snapped. "Cronbie, point out the direction of our bottle as viewed
fromthe | ocale of the conjuration.”

How si nple! The conjuration was here, so this would give the proper direction to there. But would
it work?

The griffin whirled and pointed again. This time the wing ai med away from Bi nk, and downwar d.

"That is the way you nust go," Beauregard said gravely. "Now before |I banish the inage, have you
any ot her questions?"

"I do," Chester said, "About ny talent—

Beauregard smiled. "Very clever, centaur. | think you have the mnd of a denmon! It is indeed
possible, in this situation, for you to obtain the information you seek without incurring the
Magi cian's nornal fee, if your ethics permt such exploitation."

"No," Chester said. "I'mnot trying to cheat! Magician, | know nmy talent now. But |'ve already
served part of the fee, and am stuck for the rest."
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Hunfrey smled. "I never specified the Question | would Answer. Pick another Question for the fee.
That was part of the agreenent.”
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"Say, good," Chester said, like a colt with sudden access to the farthest and greenest pasture. He
pondered briefly. "Cherie—+'d sure |like to know her talent, if she has one. A nmgical one, | nean.

Her and her | ess-nmagical -than-thou attitude—"
"She has a talent,"” Hunfrey said. "Do you wi sh the Answer now?"
"No. | might figure it out nyself, again.**

The Magi ci an spread his hands. "As you prefer. However, we are not insured against accidents of
fate. If you don't solve it, and Bink doesn't find my bottle before the eneny does, | nay be
forced to renege. Do you care to take that risk?**

**What do you nean, before the eneny does?" Bink demanded. "How cl ose is the eneny to—

"That is what we were discussing before," Beaure-gard said. "It seens the Magician can not be
protected fromhis own information-talent. He is correct: that bottle has been carried very cl ose
to the region your eneny inhabits, and it is very likely that the eneny is aware of that. Thus
this is not a routine search for the bottle, but a race agai nst active opposition."

"But what is the nature of the eneny?" Bi nk demanded.

**Begone, Magici an, ** Beauregard said. Hunfrey and Cronbie converted into snoke and swirled into
the bottle. "I can not answer that Question directly, other than to renmind you that the eneny nust
be sone sort of denon. Therefore | spare nyself the enbarrassnent of confessing my ignorance in
the presence of nmy human counterpart in research. Professional rivalry, you nmight say."

"I don't care about professional rivalry!" Bink retorted. 'The Good Magi cian and Cronbie are ny
friends. Fve got to save them"”

"You're loyal," Jewel said adnmiringly.

*The thing you nmust understand," Beauregard continued, "is that as you approach the source of
magi ¢, the magi ¢ of the i mredi ate environnent becomes stronger, in a function resenbling a
| ogarithm c progression. Therefore—=

"I don't understand that," Bulk said. "What have logs to do with it? Is the eneny a tree?"
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"He neans the nmagic gets stronger faster as you get closer,'
excel l ent mat hemati cal conprehension

Chester expl ai ned. Centaurs had

"Precisely," the denon agreed. "Thus we denons, being nore proximate to the source, tend to be
nore magi cal than you creatures at the fringe. But in the immediate vicinity of the source, the
magic is far stronger than we can fathom Therefore | can not identify your specific enemny or
describe his magic—but it is likely that it is stronger magi c than you have encountered before."

"I"ve met pretty strong magic," Bink said dubiously.

"Yes, | know. And you have extrenely strong magi c yourself. But this—well, though | have never
been able to fathomthe precise nature of your talent, therefore ny prior remark about you being
an ordinary individual, enpirical data suggest that it relates to your personal welfare. But at
t he source—=

"Suddenly | understand," Bink said. "Wiere |I'mgoing, the magic is stronger than mne."

"Just so. Thus you will be vulnerable in a nmanner you have not been before. Your own magic suffers
enhancenent as you proceed, but only hi a geonetric ratio. Therefore it can not—=
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"He neans the eneny magic gets stronger faster than our magic," Chester said. "So we're | osing
power proportionately."

"Precisely," the denon agreed. "The nature of the curves suggests that the differential wll not
become gross until you are extrenely close to the source, so you may not be much inconveni enced by
it, or even aware of it. Still—=

"So if | continue," Bink said slowy, *TH cone up agai nst an eneny who is stronger than | am"

"Correct. Because the strength of the magic field of Xanth varies inversely with distance, on both
an individual and environmental basis—

"What about the magi c dust?" Chester demanded.

"That does indeed enhance nagic in its vicinity," Beauregard agreed. "But it is not the ngjor
avenue for the distribution of magic. The dust is basically convective, while nost magic is
conductive. Were that
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village to close down its operations, the magic of Xanth would continue only slightly abated.”™ "So
they mght as well relax," Bink said. "To continue: because of the inverse ratio, the eneny was
not able to harmyou on the surface, though he tried with denonic persistence and cunning. (

di stingui sh between the terns 'denonic' and 'denoniac*; the latter has a pejorative connotation
that is unwarranted.) Which is why | amconvinced it is in fact a demon you face. But here in the
net her region, the enenmy can and will bring to bear overwhel ming magic. Therefore it is foolish to
pursue your quest further.” "I'm human," Bink said.

"Yes, unfortunately. A denon would be nore rational. Since you are a foolish human of exactly the
type ny research paper describes, you will continue inevitably to your doomfor the sake of your
i deals and friendships.”

"I must be nore human than denon," Jewel said. "I think he's noble.”
"Don't flatter ne," Bink warned her. "It only exaggerates the effect of the potion."
She | ooked startled, then prettily resolute. "I'msorry the potion had to—+ nean, you're such a

ni ce, handsome, courageous, decent man, I+ can't say I'msorry it happened. Wen we get back
maybe 1 will take a drink nyself."

"But one reason | need the Magician is to find the antidote," Bink pointed out. "Apart fromny
friendship for him | nean. In fact, we should have asked Cronmbie to point out the |ocale of the
antidote, so— "I could summon them again," Beauregard said. "But | would not advise it." "Wy
not ?" Bi nk asked.

"Because in the event the eneny is not yet aware of the precise location of their bottle, we do
not wish to call further attention to it. W do not know what nechani snms the eneny has to observe
you, now that its squiggle is gone, but we can not afford to assune they are negligible. It would
be better to rescue your friends first, then attend to your nore personal business."

"Yes, that is true," Bink said. He turned to the
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nynph. "Jewel, | regret having to inconveni ence you further, but ny loyalty to ny friends cones
first. | pronise, as soon as we rescue them—-

"That's all right," she said, seem ng not at all displeased.

"She could wait here," Chester said. "Or go about her normal business. Once we obtain the
antidote, we can bring it back and—=

"No, only the diggle can take you there fast enough,"” Jewel said. "And only | can guide the
diggle. There's lots of bad magic in the river channel, and very little in the solid rock. |I'm
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conmi ng al ong. "
"I hoped you would say that," Bink said. "OfF course ny feeling doesn't count, since—

Jewel stepped up and kissed himon the nouth. "I |ike your honesty, too," she said. "Let's get
goi ng. "

Bi nk, nmonentarily stunned by the potency of this first voluntary kiss, forced his mnd to focus on
the m ssion. "Yes—we nust hurry."

**The goblins are very bad in the deeper reaches," Beauregard said. "In recent years they have
| ost then-savagery on the surface, but below they retain it. You have not encountered goblins |ike
t hese. "

"It is not a matter of choice," Bink said. "W have to go there."

"Then stay on well-lighted routes, when you're not phasing through actual rock. Like nickel pedes,
they don't like light. They will face it if they have to, but generally they avoid it."

Bi nk turned to the nynph. "Is that why you're afraid of the dark? Can you keep us in the light?"

She nodded. "Yes . . . yes," she agreed to each question. Bink sonehow had the inpression that he
coul d have asked sonewhat nore personal questions and had the same response. O was that a flight
of romantic fancy spawned by the potion?

"At least get a good night's rest," Beauregard urged. "W denons don't need sleep, as such
but you humans can get very irritable if— .; "No, we'd better nmove right along," Bink said. "A
*few hours could nmake the difference."

"So could fatigue," Beauregard pointed out "You
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will need all your faculties about you, when you face the big magic."

"Seens to ne one denon's stalling," Chester said.

Beauregard spread his hands. "Perhaps | am centaur. There is one thing |I have not told you."
"I'f you plan to tell it, tell it now," Bink said. "Because we're |eaving now. "

"It is this,"” the denon said reluctantly. "I amnot at all certain that your quest is proper."
"Not properl" Bink exploded. "To rescue ny friends? *

"To seek the source of the magic of Xanth.'*

"All I want is information! You, of all denobns, should understand that!"

"Too well," Beauregard said. "Information can be the nost dangerous thing there is. Consider the
power of your Magician, who specializes in information. Suppose he were arned with full know edge
about the ultimate nature of nagic? Wiere would be the limts of his power then?"

"Hunfrey wouldn't hurt Xanth," Bink protested. "He's a good Magician!"

"But once know edge of the nature of the source of nagic were known, what would stop an evi
Magi cian fromobtaining it? Wth the strongest nagic of all, he could rule Xanth—er destroy it"

Bi nk consi dered. He renenbered how an Evil Magician had taken over the crown of Xant h—and had
turned out not to be evil at all. But that had been a special situation. Suppose a truly evi
man—er worman —ebt ai ned unconsci onabl e power? "I see your point. Til think about it. Maybe |I won't
go all the way to the source. But | rmust rescue the Magician, regardl ess."

"Yes of course," Beauregard agreed, seeming ill at ease for a denon
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They boarded the diggle and noved out, followi ng the direction Cronbie had indicated. "I don't
know t he deeper depths so well," Jewel said, "But there's a whole Iot of solid rock here, since
we're not following so close to the river. I'll tell the diggle to stay within the rock until we
get there, and only to cone out
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where there is light. | think you could sleep sone while we travel, while | sing the worm al ong."

"You are beautiful,” Bink said gratefully. He | eaned his head agai nst her back and was lulled to
sl eep by her singing, anplified and sweetened by his contact with her. And the worm ground on
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Chapter 11. Brain Cora

O nk woke with a start as the diggle halted. "I think we're here," Jewel nurnured. Her voice was

hoarse from hours of singing.

"You shoul d have waked ne before!" Bink said. "To take my turn singing the worm al ong. You've sung
yoursel f out.”

"Your head was so nice on ny shoulder, | couldn't disturb you," she rasped. "Besides, you'll need
all your strength. | can feel the magic intensifying as we nove al ong."

Bink felt it too: a subtle prickle on his skin like that of the magic dust. For all he knew, the
rock through which they travel ed mi ght be the magi c-dust rock, before it welled to the surface.
But the nystery remai ned: what was it that inbued that rock with magic? "Uh, thanks," he said
awkwardly. "You're a sweet nynph."

"Wl | = She turned her head, naking it easy to kiss. She snelled of especially fine roses: this
magi ¢, too, was enhanced by the environnment. Bul k | eaned forward, inhaling the delicious
fragrance, bringing his lips close to—

They were interrupted by the sight of the bottle. It bobbled on the gl owi ng surface of another
| ake. Sonething was attached to it, a bit of string or tar—

"Grundy!" Bink cried.
The gol em | ooked up. "About tine you got here! Fetch in this bottle, before—=

"Isit safe to swmin this |ake?" Bink asked, wary of the glow It might keep the goblins away,
but that didn't nake it safe for people.
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"No," Jewel said. "The water is slowy poisonous to nost forns of life. One drink won't hurt much,
if you get out of it soon, up at the headwaters where it is diluted by the fresh flow fromthe
surface. But down here, where it has absorbed much nore horrible magi c—=

"Right. No swimrng," Bink said. "Chester, can you lasso it?"

"Qut of range,
readi |y enough."

the centaur said. "If the eddy currents carry it closer to shore | can snag it

"Better hurry," Gundy called. "There's sonething under the |ake, and it—=x*

"The fiends lived under a | ake," Chester said. "Do you think the eneny—%"

Bink started stripping of! his clothing. "I think I'd better swimout and get that bottle right
now If the |lake harnms nme, the Magician can give ne a drop of his healing elixir. That shoul d be
nore potent, too, here.**

"Don't do that!" Jewel cried. "That |ake—+ don't think you' d ever reach the bottle. Here, 1"l
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have the di ggl e phase through the water. Nothing hurts himwhen he's in phase."

At her direction, and hoarse singing, the wormslid into the water, erecting its circular flange
to forma tenporary tunnel through the liquid, as through rock. He noved very slowy, unti
Chester's flute appeared and played a brisk, beautiful marching tune. The flute seemed | arger and
brighter than it had before, and its sound was | ouder: nore nagical enhancenent. The diggle
speeded up, expanding and contracting in tine to die nusic. He advanced purposefully toward the
bottle. "Oh, thank you, centaur,** Jewel whispered.

"Hurry! Hurry!" the golemcalled. 'The coral is aware of the—+s trying to—+s—HELP! IT'S COM NG UP
TO GET ME1"

Then Grundy screaned horribly, as if in human
pain. "I'mnot real enough, yet,** he gasped after the
scream had torn its way out of his system "lI'mstil
j &t a golem just a thing, string and gum | can be
Abntrolled. I —
M He broke off, then screaned again, then resuned fttore quietly. "I'mgone."
231

Bi nk understood none of this, yet had the sinking feeling that he shoul d sonehow have tried to
hel p the golemto fight off-what? Some encouragenent, some reninder of the feelings G undy
evidently did have. Maybe the gol em coul d have fought off his private personal horror, if—

Now t he worm was al nost at the bottle. Quickly Gundy wapped his string-arns about the cork
braced his feet against the neck of the bottle, and heaved. "By the power of the brain coral
energe! " he gasped.

The cork flew out. Shoke poured fromthe bottle, swirled into a whirlw nd, ball ooned, then
coal esced into the figures of the Good Magician and the griffin. "Gundy rescued them " Chester
exclainmed as his flute faded out.

"Fly to shore!" Bink cried. "Don't touch the water!"

Hunf rey caught hold of Cronbie, who spread his wi ngs and bore them both up. For a nonent they
tilted unsteadily, then righted and noved snoothly forward.

Bink ran up as they |l anded at the shore. "W were so worried about you, afraid the enenmy woul d get
you first!™"

"The eneny did,"” Hunfrey said, reaching for a vial as he let go of the griffin. "Turn about, Bink
desi st your quest, and you will not be harned."

"Desist my quest!" Bink cried, amazed. "Right when |I'mso close to acconmplishing it? You know
won't do that!"

"I serve a new naster, but my scruples renmain,** Hunfrey said. There was sonething sinister about
hi m now, he remmined a snmall, gnom sh man, but now there was no humor in that characterization

Hi s gaze was nore like that of a basilisk than that of a man: a cold, deadly stare. "It is
necessary that you understand. The bottle was opened by the agency of the entity that |ies beneath
this lake, a creature of trenendous intelligence and nagi ¢ and consci ence, but lacking the ability
to nove. This is the brain coral, who has to operate through other agencies to acconplish its
nobl e purpose. "

"The—eneny?" Bi nk asked, dismayed. "The one
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who sent the magic sword, and the dragon, and the squiggl e—

"And countl ess other obstructions, nobst of which your own nmagic foiled before they mani fested. The
coral can not control a conscious, intelligent, living entity; it nust operate through thought
suggestions that seemlike the creature's own notions. That was why the dragon chased you, and the
squi ggl e spied on you, and why the other seemi ngly coincidental conplications occurred. But your
tal ent brought you through al nost unscathed. The siren lured you, but the gorgon did not enchant
you into stone; the mdas fly was diverted to another target, the curse of the fiends mi ssed you
Now, at the heart of the coral's nmagic, you are finally bal ked. You nust turn back, because—

"But it can not control you!" Bink protested. "You are a man, an intelligent man, a Mgician!"

"I't assunmed control of the golem possible only because Gundy's reality was not conplete and this
is the region of the coral's greatest power. It caused the golemto open the bottle. Cronbie and
are subject to the holder of the bottle. It does not matter that the bottle is now floating on the
surface of the coral |ake; the conjuration was done in the nane of the brain coral, and it is

bi ndi ng. "

"But—M Bi nk protested, unable to continue because he could not formulate his thought.

'That was the nost savage engagenent of this campaign," Hunfrey continued. 'The struggle for
possession of the bottle. The coral nmanaged to dislodge it fromyour clothing, but your magic
caused the cork to work | oose, and we started to emerge. That was the inpact of the fiends* curse,
ai di ng you by what seened like an incredible coincidence. It shook the bottle within the vortex.
But the coral used a strong eddy current to jamthe stopper back, trapping G undy outside. But
your magi ¢ nade the nagic mirror get caught hal fway, shattering it, with fragnents inside and out,
enabling us to establish communication of a »ort. Then the coral's magi c caused you to | ose your
"ragnent of glass. But your magic guided you to | eauregard, who re-established comruni cation. You
|lery nearly reached the bottle in time, by turning the
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liability of your infatuation for the nynph into an asset—your tal ent outnaneuvered the cora
neatly there! —but here the coral's nmagic is stronger than yours, and so it got the bottle first.
Barely. In effect, your two talents have cancel ed out. But now the coral, through the power of the
bottle, controls Crombie and ne. Al our powers are at its service, and you have |ost"

Chester stood beside Bink. "So you have becone the eneny,** he said slowy.

**Not really. Now that we have access to the coral's perspective, we know that it is on the side
of reason. Bink, your quest is dangerous, not merely for you, but for all the land of Xanth. You
nmust desist, believe ne!™

"I do not believe you," Bink said grimy. "Not now Not now that you've changed sides."

"Same here," Chester said. "Conjure yourself back into the bottle, and | et us rescue the bottle

and rel ease you in our power. Then if you can repeat that statenment, Til listen."

"No. "

"That is what | thought,"” Chester said. "I undertook this mssion as a service to you, Magician
but I have never collected ny Answer fromyou. | can quit your service anytinme | want. But | shal

not renounce this quest nerely because sone hidden nonster has scared you into changi ng your
nmnd. "

"Your position is conprehensible,” Hunfrey said with surprising mldness. "I do not, as you point
out, have any present call on your service. But | amobliged to advise you both that if we can not
prevail upon your reason, we nust oppose you materially."

"You mean you would actually fight us?" Bi nk asked
i ncredul ously.

"W do not wish to resort to force," Hunfrey said. "But it is inperative that you desist Go now,
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give up your quest, and all will be well"

"And if we don't quit?" Chester demanded belligerently, eyeing Cronmbie. Cbviously the centaur
woul d not be entirely loath to match his prowess against that of the griffin. There had been a
kind of rivalry between themall al ong.

234

"I'n that case we should have to nullify you," Humfrey said gravely. Snmall he was, but he renai ned
a Magician, and his statement sent an ugly chill through Bi nk. Nobody could afford to take lightly
the threat of a Magician.

Bi nk was torn between unkind alternatives. How could he fight his friends, the very ones he had
struggl ed so hard to rescue? Yet if they were under the spell of the eneny, how could he afford to
yield to their demand? If only he could get at the brain coral, the eneny, and destroy it, then
his friends would be freed fromits baleful influence. But the coral was deep under the poison

wat er, unreachable. Unless —

"Jewel !'" he cried. "Send the diggle down to make hol es through the coral!'*

"I can't, Bink," she said sadly. "The diggle never came back after we sent it after the bottle.
I'"mstuck here with my bucket of gems." She flipped a dianmond angrily into the water. "I can't
even plant them prop-erly, now "

' The worm has been sent away," Hunfrey said. "Only the conpletion of your quest can destroy the
coral —along with all the Land of Xanth. Depart now, or suffer the consequence."

Bi nk gl anced at Chester. "I don't want to hurt him Mybe if | can knock himout, get himout of
range of the coral "

**Wiile | take care of birdbeak," Chester said, nomnally regretful
*'] don't want bl oodshed!" Bink cried. "These are our friends, whomwe nust rescue."

"l suppose so," Chester agreed reluctantly, "I'Il try to imobilize the griffin without hurting
himtoo nmuch. Maybe |I'Il just pull out a few of his feathers."

Bink realized that this was as rmuch of a conprom se as Chester was prepared to make. "Very well.
But stop the nonent he yields."

Now he faced Hunfrey again. "l intend to pursue my quest. | ask you to depart, and to refrain from
try-ing to interfere. It grieves me even to contenplate strife between us, but —"

. Hunfrey rumraged in his belt of vials. He brought one out."Huh-uh!" Bink cried, striding across.
Yet his
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out. "Huh-M z/

horror at practicing any kind of violence against his friends held himback, and he got there too
| ate. The cork canme out and the vapor issued. It fornmed into ... a green poncho, which flapped
about in the air before settling to the floor.

"Wong bottle," the Mgician nuttered, and uncorked anot her

Bi nk, nonentarily frozen, realized that he could not subdue the Magician until he separated the
man fromhis arsenal of vials. Bink's talent might have hel ped Hunfrey to confuse the bottles, but
that sort of error could not be counted on after the first tine. Bink drew his sword, intending to
slice the belt fromthe Good Magician's wai st—but realized that this seermed |ike a mnurderous
attack. Again he hesitated—and was brought up short by the coal esci ng vapor. Suddenly thirteen

bl ack cats faced him spitting viciously.

Bi nk had never seen a pure cat before, hi the flesh. He regarded the cat as an extinct species. He
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just stood there and stared at this abrupt de-extinction, unable to fornulate a durabl e opinion
If he killed these aninmals, would he be re-extincting the species?

Meanwhi | e, the centaur joined battle with the griffin. Then: encounter was savage fromthe outset,
despite Chester's pronises. His bowwas in his hands, and an arrow sizzl ed through the air. But
Crombi e, an experienced soldier, did not wait for it to arrive. He | eaped and spread his wi ngs,
then closed themwi th a great backblast of air. He shot upward at an angle, the arrow passing
beneath his tail feathers. Then he banked near the cavern ceiling and plumeted toward the
centaur, screamng, claws outstretched.

Chester's bow was instantly replaced by his rope. He swng up a |loop that closed about the
griffin's torso, drawing the wings closed. He jerked, and Cronbi e was swung about in a quarter-
circle. The centaur was about three tines as nassive as his opponent, so was able to control him
this way.

A black cat |eaped at Sink's face, forcing himto pay attention to his own battle. Reflexively he
brought his sword around—and sliced the animal cleanly in

hal f.
Bi nk froze again in horror. He had not neant to kil
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it! Arare creature like this —maybe these cats were all that remained in the whole Land of
Xant h, being preserved only by the Magician's magic.

Then two things changed his attitude. First, the severed halves of the cat he had struck did not
di e; they netanorphosed into smaller cats. This was not a real cat, but a pseudo-cat, shaped from
life-clay and given a feline inperative. Any part of it becane another cat. Had a dog been shaped
fromthe same material, it would have fractured into nore dogs. So Bink hardly needed to worry
about preservation of that species. Second, another cat was biting himon the ankle.

In a sudden fury of relief and ire, Bink laid about himw th his blade. He sliced cats in hal ves,
quarters, and eighths —and every segnent becane a smaller feline, attacking himw th renewed
ferocity. This was like fighting the hydra —only this tinme he had no spell-reversal wood to feed
it, and there was no thread to nmake it drop. Soon he had a hundred tiny cats pouncing on himlike
rats, and then a thousand attacking |ike nickel pedes. The nore he fought, the worse it got.

Was this magic related to that of the hydra? That nonster had been typified by seven, while the
cats were thirteen, but each doubled with each strike against a menber. If there were sonme key,
some coun-terspell to abolish doubling magic —

"Get smart, Bink!" Chester called, stonping on several cats that had wandered into his territory.
"Sweep themall into the drink."

O course! Bink stooped | ow and swng the flat of his sword sidew se, sweeping dozens of thunbnail-

sized cats into the | ake. They hissed as they splashed, |like so many hot pebbles, and then
thrashed to the bottom Wether they were drowni ng or being poisoned he could not tell, but none
ener ged.

While he swept his way to victory, Bink absorbed the continuing centaur-griffin engagenent. He
coul d not observe everything, but was able to bridge the gaps well enough. He had to keep track
because if any-flung happened to Chester, Bink would have another eneny to face.

J> Cronbie, initially incapacitated by the rope, bent his head down and sheared his bond cleanly
with one
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crunch of his sharp beak. He spread his wi ngs expl osively, nmade a defiant squawk, and | aunched a
t hree-point charge at Chester's head: beak, claw, and talon

The centaur, thrown off bal ance by the abrupt slackening of the rope, staggered. He had better
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stability than a man, but he had been hauling hard. H s equine shoul der thudded agai nst a
stalagmite and broke it off as the griffin nade contact. Bink winced—but as it turned out, the
stalagnmite was nore of a problemto Cronmbie than to Chester. The pointed top fell across the
griffin's left wing, weighing it down, forcing Cronbie to flap his other wing vigorously to right
hi nsel f.

Chester rose up, one talon slash down the side of his face where the griffin's strike had m ssed
his eye. But his two great hands now grasped the griffin's two front |legs. "Got you now, birdie!"
he cried. But in this position he could not use his sword, so he tried to bash the griffin against
the broken base of the stalagmte.

Crombi e squawked and brought his hind I egs up for a double slash that woul d have di senbowel ed the
centaur's human portion had it scored. Chester hastily let go, throwing Cronbie violently away
fromhim Then he grabbed for his bow and arrow again. The griffin, however, spread his wings to
brake his flight, |ooped about, and closed in again before the arrow coul d be brought to bear. Now
it was hand-to-cl aw

Bi nk had cleared his area of little cats—but the Good Magician had had tinme to organize his vials
and open the next. This coal esced into a nound of bright-red cherry bonbs. Ch, no! Bink had had
experience with these violent little fruits before, as there was a tree of themon the pal ace
grounds. In fact, these were probably fromthat sanme tree. If any of them scored on hi m—

He dived for Hunfrey, catching the Magician's arm before he could throw. Hunfrey struggled
desperately against Bink's superior strength. Bink still held back, hating this violence though he
saw no alternative to it. Both of themfell to the floor. The Magician's belt tore | oose, and a
collection of vials tunbled across the stone. Sone of their corks popped out. The cherry bonbs
wer e di sl odged; they rolled away and dunked into the | ake, where they detonated with harnmnl ess

t huds and
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clouds of steam One rolled into Jewel's bucket of gens.

The expl osi on sent precious stones flying all over the cavern. Dianonds shot by Bink's ears; a
huge pearl thunked into the Magician's chest; opals got under Chester's hooves. "Ch, no!" Jewel
cried, horrified. "That's not the way it's supposed to be done! Each has to be planted in exactly
the right place!"

Bi nk was sorry about the gens, but he had nore pressing problens. The new bottles were spew ng
forth a bewildering variety of things.

The first was a pair of winged shoes. "So that's where | left them " Hunfrey exclai med. But they
flew out of reach before he could grab them The second vial |oosed a giant hour-glass whose sands
were runni ng out—al so harm ess hi this instance. The next was a collection of exotic-Iooking
seeds, sone |ike huge flat fish eyes, others |ike salt-and-pepper mx, others |ike one-w nged
flies. They fluttered out and littered a wi de patch, crunching underfoot, rolling |ike marbles,
squi shing and adhering h'ke burrs. But they did not seemto be any direct threat.

Unfortunately, the other vials were also pouring out vapors. These produced a bucket of garbage
(so that was how the Magician cleaned his castle: he swept it all into a vial!), a bag of
supergrow fertilizer, a mniature thunderstorm and a small nova star. Now the seeds had food,
water, and light. Suddenly they were sprouting. Tendrils poked out, bodies swelled, pods popped,

| eaves burst forth. Roots gripped the rock and cl asped itens of garbage; stems shot up to forma
dense and variegated carpet. D verse species fought their own mniature battles over the best
fertilizer territory. In nonents Bink and the Magici an were surrounded by an expanding little
jungle. Vines clung to feet, branches poked at bodies, and | eaves obscured vision. Soon the plants
were flowering. Now their species .were identifiable. Lady slippers produced footwear of a nost
delicate nature, causing Jewel to exclaimin de-light and snatch off a pair for herself. Knotweeds
fornmed the nost intricate specialized knots: bow, granny, |anyard, clinch, hangman, and half-
hitch. Bink
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had to step quickly to avoid getting tied up. That would cost himthe victory right there!

Meanwhi | e, the Magician was trying to avoid the snapping jaws of dog-tooth violets and dandeli ons,
whil e a hawkweed nade little swoops at his head. Bink would have | aughed—but had too many probl ens
of his own. A goldenrod was trying to inpale himon its nmetallic spire, and a sunfl ower was
bunding himwith its efful gence. The nova star was no | onger needed; the cave was now as bright as
day, and would remain so until the sunflower went to seed

Bi nk ducked just in tune to avoid a flight of glinting arrowheads—but his foot slipped on a
buttercup, squirting butter out and maki ng himsit down hard—eoonph —en the squi shy head of a
skunk cabbage. Suddenly he was steanmed in the nauseating fragrance.

Wel I, what had he expected? He had very little protective talent now, the eneny brain coral had
cancel ed out his magic. Bink was on his own, and had to nake his own breaks. At |east Hunfrey was
no better off; at the nonent he was being given a hotfoot by a patch of fireweed. He snatched up a
flower froma water lily and poured its water out to douse the fire. Meanwhile, severa

pai nt brushes were decorating himw th stripes of red, green, and blue. Stray di anonds fromthe
nynph's coll ection were sticking to his clothes.

This was getting nowherel Bink tore his way out of the miniature jungle, holding his breath and
closing his eyes as a parcel of poppies popped |loudly about his head. He felt something enclosing
hi s hands, and had to look: it was a pair of foxgloves. A bluebell rang in his ear; then he was
out of it. And there was the Magician's belt with its remaining vials. Suddenly he realized: if he
controlled this, Hunfrey would be helpless. Al his nmagic was contai ned hi these vials!

Bi nk stepped toward it—but at that nmoment the Magician emerged fromthe foliage, plastered with
crowfeet. Hunfrey brushed them off, and the feet scanpered away. A lone prinrose turned its flower
away fromthis gaucherie. Hunfrey dived for his magic belt, arriving just as Bink did.

Bink laid his hands on it. There was a tug-of-war. Mre vials spilled out. One puffed into a
kettle of
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barl ey soup that spilled across the floor and was eagerly | apped up by the questing rootlets of
the jungle. Another devel oped into a package of nixed nuts and bolts. Then Bink found a steam ng
rice pudding and heaved it at the Magici an—but Hunfrey scored first with a big mnce pie. Mnces
flew out explosively, twenty-four of them littering a yet wider area. Bink caught the brunt of it
in his face. Mnces were wiggling in his hair and down his neck and partially obscuring his
vision. Bink fanned the air with his sword, trying to keep the Magici an back while he cleared his
vision. Oddly, he could perceive the neighboring battle of centaur and griffin better than his
own, at this nonent.

Chester's human torso was now streaked with blood fromthe vicious raking of the griffin's tal ons.
But one of Cronbie's forelegs was broken, and one of his wings half-stripped of feathers. That
hand-t o-cl aw conbat had been savage!

Now t he centaur was stal king his opponent with sword in hand, and the griffin was flying in ragged
circles just out of reach, seeking an opening. Despite Sink's cautions, these two were deadly
serious; they were out to kill each other. Yet how could Bink stop thenf

The Magi cian found a vial and opened it. Bink advanced alertly—but it was another m scue. A huge
bow of yogurt manifested. It had, by the |look and snell of it, been in the bottle too long; it
had spoiled. It floated gently toward the lake; let the brain coral try a taste of that! But
Hunfrey al ready had another vial. These ni stakes were not the result of Bink's talent so nuch as
sheer, honest chance; Hunfrey seenmed to have a hundred things in his vials (he was reputed to have
a hundred spells, after all), and few were readily adaptable to conbat, and now they were al

m xed up. The odds were agai nst anything really dangerous appearing fromany randomy chosen vi al

Yet the odds could be beaten. The vial produced a ; withing vine froma kraken, which undul ated
aggres-jsively toward Bink. But he sliced it into fragnents £€Wth his sword, and advanced on the
Magi ci an agai n. 'Bink knew he could control the situation now, noth-
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ing in Hunfrey's bottles could match the devastating presence of a capabl e sword.

Desperately Hunfrey opened bottles, searching for sonething to further his cause. Three dancing
fairies materialized, hovering on translucent, pastel-hued w ngs, but they were harm ess and soon
drifted over to consult with Jewel, who put themto work picking up stray gens. A package of cough
drops fornmed and burst —but too close to the Mgician, who went into paroxysns of coughing. But
then a wyvem appear ed.

Wverns were basically small dragons—but even the tiniest of dragons were dangerous. Bink |eaped
at it, aimng for the nonster's neck. He scored—but the wyvern's tough scal es defl ected the bl ade.
It opened its nouth and fired a jet of hot steamat Bul k's face. Bul k danced back—then abruptly
ranmed his point directly into the cloud of vapor with all his force. The sword plunged into the
creature's open nouth, through its palate, and out the top of its head. The wyvern gave a single
cry of agony and expired as Bi nk yanked back his weapon.

Bi nk knew he had been | ucky—and that this was genuine luck, not his talent at work. But the
problemw th such luck was that it played no favorites; the next break could go against him He
had to wap this up before such a break occurred.

But the Magician had had linme to rumage anong nore vials. He was | ooking for sonething, having
trouble locating it amd the junble. But each failure left himfewer vials to choose from and a
correspondi ngly greater chance of success. As Bink turned on himagain, a set of |long wnter
underwear forned, and several tattered conic books, and a wooden stepl adder, a stink bonmb, and a
gross of magic witing quills. Bink had to I augh.

"Bui k—wat ch out!" Chester cried.
"It's only a lady's evening gown," Bink said, glancing at the next offering. "No harmin it."
"Behind it is an evil eyel" Chester cried.

Troubl e! That was what Hunfrey had been searching for! Bink grabbed the gown, using it as a shield
agai nst the nenesis beyond.

A beam of |ight shot out, passed hi mand scored
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on the centaur. Half-stunned, Chester reeled—and the griffin dived in for the kill. H s beak
stabbed at Chester's blinded eyes, forcing the centaur to prance backward.

"Nol " Bui k screaned.

Again, too late. Bink realized that he nust have |l eaned on his talent a long time, so that his
reactions to chance happeni ngs were slow. Chester's rear hooves stepped off the | edge. The centaur
gave a great neighing cry of dismay and tunbled rear first into the evil water of the |ake.

The water closed nurkily over Chester's head. Wthout further sound or struggle, the centaur
di sappeared below. Bulk's friend and ally was gone.

There was no tinme for renmorse. Hunfrey had found another vial. "I have you now, Bui k! This one
contains sleeping potion!" he cried, holding it up

Bnk did not dare charge him because the evil eye still hovered between them bal ked only by the
eveni ng gown Bink held as a feeble shield. He could see the eye's outline vaguely through the
filmy cloth, and had to maneuver constantly to avoid any direct visual contact with it. Yet that
sl eepi ng potion woul d not be stopped by nere cl oth!

"Yield, Buik!"™ Hunfrey cried. "Your ally is gone, ny ally hovers behind you, the eye holds you hi
check, and the sl eeping potion can reach you where you stand. Yield, and the coral grants you your
life!"
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Bul k hesitated—and felt the swish of air as the griffin flew at himfrom behind. Bink whirled,
seeing the nynph standi ng nearby, petrified with terror, and he knew that even as the brain coral
made the offer of clenency with one nouth, it was betraying that offer with action

Until this point Bink had been fighting a necessary if undesired battle. Now, abruptly, he was
angry. Hs friend gone, hinself betrayed-what reason had he now to stay his hand? "Look, then, at
the evil eye!" Buik cried at Cronbie, whipping away the gown as he faced away fromthe nmenace.
Instantly Cronbie turned his head away, refusing to look. Buik, still hi his rage, charged the
griffin with his sword.

Now it was claw and beak agai nst sword—with nei-
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ther party daring to glance toward the Magician. Bink waved the bright gown as a distraction while
he sliced at the griffin's head, then wapped the material about his left armas a protection

agai nst the claws. Cronbie could attack only with his left front leg; his tattered wings did not
provide sufficient |everage for close naneuvering, so he had to stand on his hind legs. Still, he
had the deadly body of a griffin, and the conbat-trained mnd of a soldier, and he was as cl ever
and ferocious an eneny as Bink had ever faced. Cronbie knew Bink, was long fanmiliar with his
manneri sns, and was hinself a nore conpetent swordsman than Bink. In fact, Cronbie had been Bink's
instructor. Though as a griffin he carried no sword, there was no maneuver Bink coul d nmake that
Crombi e did not know and could not counter. In short, Bink found hinself overnmatched.

But his anger sustained him He attacked the griffin determnedly, slicing at | egs and head,
stabbi ng at the body, forcing his opponent to face the evil eye. He swng the gown to entangle
Crombi e's good wing, then screamed terribly and | aunched his shoul der into Cronbie's bright
breast. Bink was as massive as the griffin; his crudely hurtling weight bore Cronbi e back toward
the ,deadly water. But it was usel ess; just as Bink thought he had gai ned the advantage, Cronbie
slid sidewi se and |l et Bink stumble toward the water al one.

Bink tried to brake, and al nost succeeded. He teetered on the brink. And sawthe gol em G undy,
astride the still-floating bottle, now quite near the shore. "Fish ne out, Bink!" the golemcried.
"The poison can't hurt ne, but |'mbeginning to dissolve. Look out!"

At the warning, Bink dropped flat, his face | anding bare inches fromthe water. Cromnbie passed
over him having mssed his push, spreading his wings to sail out over the dark |ake. G undy
scooped one tiny hand through the water, splashing a few drops up to splatter the griffin's
tail—and imediately that tail drooped. The water was deadly, all right!

Cronbi e made a valiant effort, flapping so vigorously that he rose up out of range of the
spl ashi ng.
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Then he glided to the far side of the |ake and crash-|anded, unable to control his flight well
because of the defeathered wing and stunned tail. Bink used the respite to extend his sword to the
gol em who grabbed the point and let hinmself be towed to shore.

Then Bi nk renmenbered: G undy had freed Humfrey and Cronbi e—+n the nane of the eneny. The gol em
was al so a creature of the brain coral. Wiy was he siding with Bink, now?

Two possibilities: first, the coral mght have only borrowed the golem then released him so that
G undy had reverted to Bink's canp. Yet in that case, the coral could take over the golem again at
any tinme, and Gundy was not to be trusted. In the heat of battle the coral m ght have forgotten
G undy, but as that battle sinplified, that woul d change. Second, Grundy m ght remain an agent of
the eneny right now In that case—

But why should the coral try to fool Bink this way? Wiy not just finish himoff w thout respite?
Bi nk didn't know, but it occurred to himit mght be his snmartest course to play along, to pretend
to be fool ed. The enemy ni ght have some weakness Bink hadn't fathoned, and if he could figure it
out, using the golemas a clue—
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The soldier had not given up. Unable to turn in air because of his disabled guidance system
Cronbi e oriented hinself on |land, got up speed, and took off across the |ake again

"Don't touch me—'m steeped hi poison!”™ Gundy cried. "I'Il spot the eye for you, Bink. You
concentrate on—

Gad for the little ally despite his doubts, Bink did. As the griffin sailed at him Bink | eaped
up, making a two-handed strike directly overhead with his sword. Cronbie, unable to swerve, took
the slash on his good wi ng. The bl ade cut through the feathers and muscle and .tendon and bone,
hal f-severing the wi ng.

Cronmbie fell to the ground—but he was not defeated. He squawked and bounced to his feet, whirling
and .l eaping at Bink, front claw extended. Surprised at the soldier's sheer tenacity, Bink fel
away, tripped over an irregularity in the rock, and |landed on his
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back. As the griffin landed on him beak plunging for his face, Bink shoved his sword violently
upwar d.

This time it was no whig he scored on, but the neck. Blood spurted out, soaking him burning hot.
This had to be a nortal wound—yet still the griffin fought, slashing with three feet, going for
Sink's gut.

Bink rolled fromunder, dragging his sword with him But it snagged on a bone and was w enched out
of his hand. Instead he threw hinself on Cronbie's neck from behind, wapping both arns about the
spilling neck, choking it, trying to break it. Until this monment Bink could not have inagi ned
hinmself killing his friend—but the vision of Chester's demi se was burning in his mnd, and he had
become an al nost mindl ess killer

Cronbi e gave a trenendous heave and threw himoff. Bulk dived in again, grabbing for the |legs as
Chester had, catching a hind one. Such a tactic could never have worked on the soldier in his
human form for Cronbie was an expert hand-to-hand fighter; but he was in animal form unable to
use much of his highly specialized human expertise. To prevent the griffin fromreorienting, Bink
haul ed hard on that leg, putting his head down and dragging the formacross the rock

"Don't look!" Grundy cried. "The eye is ahead of you!"

Coul d he trust the golen? Surely not—yet it would be foolish to risk |ooking where the eye night
be. Bink closed his eyes, took a new grasp, and with his greatest exertion yet, heaved the griffin
over his head and forward. Cronbie flew through the air—and didn't |land. He was flying again, or
trying to! Bink had only hel ped | aunch him no wonder the griffin had not resisted that effort!

"The eye is circling, conming hi toward your face!" G undy cried.

To believe, or not to believe? The first denponstrably fal se statenent the gol em nade woul d betray
his affiliation. So probably Grundy woul d stick to the truth as |Iong as he could. Bulk could trust
hi m because he was an eneny agent, ironic as that seened. He kept his eyes closed and shook out
his robe. "Were?"
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"Armis length hi front of you!" Bulk spread the gown, held it in both hands, and | eaped. He
carried the material across and down. "You got itl" the golemcried. "Wap it up, throwit hi the
| ake!" And Bink did. He felt the tugging within the gown, and felt the slight mass of the captive
eye; the golem had spoken truly. He heard the splash, and cautiously opened one eye. The gown was
floating, but it was soaked through; anything caught hi it would be finished.

Now he could | ook about. Cronbie had flown only a short distance, and had fallen into a snal
crevasse; he was now wedged in its base, prevented by his wounds and weakness fromrising. But the
Magi ci an had renmi ned active. "One step, and | |oose the sleeping potion!" he cried.

Bi nk had had enough. "If you loose it, you will be the first affected!"” he said, striding toward
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Hunfrey. "I can hold nmy breath as long as you can!" His sword was on the floor, where it had
dropped fromthe griffin's wounds. Bink paused to pick it up, w ping sonme of the blood off against
his own clothing, and held it ready. "In any event | doubt it takes effect before | reach you. And
if it does, the golemw ||l not be affected. Wat side will he be on then? He's part real, yon

know, the coral can never be certain of its control."

The Magi cian jerked the cork out, refusing to be bluffed. The vapor issued. Bink |eaped forward,
swi ngi ng his sword as the substance coal esced—and struck a small bottle.

A bottle materializing froma bottle? "Ch, no!" Hunfrey cried. "That was ny supply of smart-pills,
|l ost for this past decade!"

What irony! The Magician had absentnmindedly filed his smart-pills inside another bottle, and
wi t hout them had been unable to figure out where he had put them Now, by a pernutation of the war
of talents, they had shown up—at the wong tine.

_ Bink touched the Magician's chest with the point of his sword. "You don't need any smart-pill to
know what will happen if you do not yield to ne now "
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Hunfrey sighed. "It seenms | underestinmated you, Bink. | never supposed you coul d beat the
griffin."

Bi nk hoped never to have to try it again! If Cronbie hadn't already been tired and wounded—but no
sense worryi ng about what m ght have been. "You serve an enemnmy master. | can not trust you. Yield,
and | will require one service of you, then force you back into the bottle until ny quest is
complete. Oherwise | nust slay you, so as to render your brain coral helpless.” Was this a blufi?
He did not want to kill the Magician, but if the battle renewed ... "Choose!"

Hunfrey paused, evidently in communion with some other mnd. "Goblins can't cone; too bright, and
besi des, they hate the coral. No other resources in range. Can't counter your check." He paused
again. Bink realized the term"check" related to the Mundane gane King Trent sonetines played
call ed chess; a check was a direct personal threat. An apt term

"The coral is without honor," Hunfrey continued. "But | amnot. | thought nmy prior offer to you
was valid; | did not know the griffin would attack you

then."

"I would like to believe you," Bink said, his anger abating but not his caution. "I dare not. |

can only give you ny word about my intent."
"Your word is better than mne, in this circunstance. | accept your terns."

Bi nk | owered the sword, but did not put it away. "And what of the gol en?" he demanded. "Whose side
is he on?"

"He—+s one of us, as you surmised. You tricked nme into acknow edgi ng that by ny reacti on a nonent
ago. You are very clever in the clutch, Bink."

"Forget the flattery! Wiy was G undy hel pi ng me?"

"The coral told me to," the gol em answered.

"I't doesn't nake sense for the coral to fight itself! If you'd fought on Cronbie's side, he m ght
have

beaten ne!"

"And he might still have lost,"” Hunfrey said. "The coral, too, had seriously underestimated you,
Bink. It thought that once it cancel ed out your talent—which remains horribly strong and devi ous,
forcing constant attention—you could readily be overcone by physica

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...anth%2002%20-%20The%20Source%200f%20Magic.txt (147 of 193) [1/19/03 8:42:54 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2002%20-%20The%20Source%200f%20M agi c.txt
248

means. |Instead you fought with increasing savagery and skill as the pressure nounted. Wat had
seened a near-certainty becane dubi ous. Thus the chance of the coral prevailing by force
di m ni shed, while the chance of prevailing by reason increased."

"Reason!" Bi nk excl ai ned incredul ously.

"Accordingly, the coral delegated the golemto be your Mend—the coral's agent in your canp. Then
if you won the physical battle, and | were dead, you would be prepared to listen to this friend."

"Well, Tmnot prepared,” Bink said. "I never trusted Grundy's change of sides, arid would have
thrown himback into the | ake the nonent he betrayed ne. At the noment | have nore inportant
business. Find the vial containing the healing elixir. I know that has not yet been opened.”

The Magi ci an squatted, picking through the remaining vials. "This one."
"Jewel | " Bi nk snapped.
Timdly the nynph stepped toward him "I'mafraid of you when you're like this, Bink."

And she had been afraid during the battle. He could have used her help when the evil eye was

stal king him instead of having to rely on the extrenely questionable aid of the golem She was an
all -too-typical nynph in this respect, incapable of decisive action in a crisis. Chanel eon had
been otherw se, even in her stupidest phase; she had acted to save himfrom harm even sacrificing
herself. He | oved them both—but he would stay wi th Chanel eon

"Take this vial and sprinkle a drop on the griffin," he directed her

She was startled. "But—

"Cronbie may be controlled by the eneny, and because of that he did a horrible thing, but he is ny
friend. Tra going to cure him and have the Magician put himback in the bottle, along with
hinsel f, until this is over."

"Ch." She took the vial and headed for the broken griffin. Bink nudged the Magician forward with
the point of his sword, and they followed Jewel nore slowy. Humrey had told Bi nk he had won, but
Bi nk knew it was not over yet. Not until the Magician and
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griffin and goletn were back in the bottle, and Sink had control of that bottle. And the cora
would do its best to keep them out of that bottle.

Jewel paused at the brink of the crevice, |ooking down. Her free hand went to her nmouth in a very
fenm ni ne gesture that Bink found oddly touching. No, not oddly; he Ioved her, therefore he reacted
in a special nmanner even to her m nor mannerisns. But intellectually he knew better. "He's al

bl ood! " she protested.

"I can't take ny attention fromthe Magician," Bink said, and added nentally: or the golem "If
that vial does not contain the healing elixir, | shall slay himinstantly." Bold words, bolstering
his waning drive. "You have to apply it W need that griffin to point out the |location of the
antidote to the love potion."

"I —yes, of course," she said faintly. She funbled at the cork. "He's—there's so nmuch gore-where do
| —=2"

Crombi e roused hinmself partially. H s eagle head rotated weakly on the sl ashed neck, causing
anot her gout of blood to escape. "Squawk!"

"He says don't do it," Gundy translated. "Hell only have to kill you."

Bi nk angled his sword so that the blade reflected a glint of nova-starlight into the griffin's
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gl azi ng eyes. The sunfl ower had been brighter, but now was fading; its harvest tine was
approaching. "I don't expect honor hi a creature of the eneny, or gratitude for a favor rendered,”
he said grimy. "I have nmade a truce of sorts with the brain coral, and | enforce it with this
sword. Cronbie will obey ne inplicitly—er the Magician dies. Doubt me if you will."

How could they fail to doubt him when Iie doubted hinmself? Yet if violence broke out again, he
woul d not sinply let the coral take over

Cronmbie turned his tortured gaze on Hunfrey. "Wat Bink says is true," the Magician said. "He has
defeated us, and now requires service in exchange for our lives. The coral accedes. Performhis
service, and suffer confinement in the bottle—er | will die and you will have to fight himagain."

The griffin squawked once nore, weakly. "Wat is the service?" Gundy transl ated.
250

"You know what it is!" Bink said. "To point out the nearest, safest |ove-reversal magic." Wre
they stalling, waiting for the sunflower to fade all the way so the goblins could cone?

Anot her squawk. Then the noble head fell to the floor. "He agrees, but he's too weak to point,"
G undy said.

"W don't really need the antidote. Jewel said.

"Get on with it,” Bink grated. He had deep cuts where the griffin's claws had raked his body, and
he was desperately tired, now that the violent part of the action had abated. He had to wrap this
up before he collapsed. "Sprinkle him"

Jewel finally got the bottle open. Precious fluid sprayed out, splattering her, the rocks, and the
griffin. One drop struck the golem who was suddenly cured of his partially dissolved state. But
none of it |anded on Bulk, with what irony only the coral knew for sure.

Cronbie lifted his body free of the crevice. Bright and beautiful again, he spread his w ngs,
turning to orient on Bink. Bulk's nuscles tensed painfully; he held the Mgician hostage, but if
the griffin attacked now—

Jewel jumped between Bink and Crombie. "Don't you dare!" she cried at the griffin. There was the
odor of burning paper.

For a | ong nonent Cronbie |ooked at her, his colorful wings partially extended, beating slowy
back and forth. She was such a slip of a girl, arned only with the bottle of elixir; there was no
way she could bal k the magnificent aninmal. |ndeed, her body trenbled with her nervousness; one
squawk and she woul d col |l apse in tears.

Yet she had nade the gesture, Bulk realized. This
was an extraordinary act for a true nynph. She had
tried to stand up for what she believed in. Could he
condemm her because her courage was no greater than
her strength?
Then Cronbie rotated, extended one wing fully, and pointed. Toward the | ake.

Bi nk sighed. "Conjure himinto the bottle," he told the Magician. "Do it right the first tine. If
you try to conjure me, you're dead."
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There was a delay while Jewel fetched the bottle fromthe edge of the | ake, where it stil
floated. She had to scoop it up carefully, not letting the noisture touch her skin, then dry it
off and set it within range of the Magician
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Hunfrey perforned his incantation. The griffin dissolved into vapor and si phoned into the bottle.
Belatedly it occurred to Bink that Hunfrey could have done the sanme to Bink, anytinme during their
battl e—had he thought of it The | oss of those smart-pills nmust really have hurt! Yet it was hard
to think of the obvious, when being stalked by a sword. And—the best bottle, the denon's
residential one, had not been avail able, then

"Now your turn," Bink told the Magician, "Into the sanme bottle—you and the golem"

"The coral is reconsidering," Hunfrey said. "It believes that if you knew the full story, you
woul d agree with the coral's viewpoint. WIIl you listen?"

"More likely the coral is stalling until nmore of its minions can arrive,*1 Bink said, thinking
again of the goblins. They nmight not get along well with the brain coral, but if sone kind of dea
wer e nade. ..

"But it knows the location and nature of the source of mmgicl** Hunfrey said. *1Jsten, and it wll
gui de you there."

"Cuide ne there first, then | wll listen!"
"Agreed."

" Agr eed?"

"W trust you, Sink."

"I don't trust you. But all right—+'Il make the deal. | hope I'mnot nmaking a fatal m stake. Show
me the source of magi c—and not with any one-word riddle | can't understand—then tell me why the
brain coral has tried so hard to stop ne fromgetting there."

"First, | suggest you inbibe a drop of the healing elixir yourself," the Magician said.

Startled, Jewel turned. "Ch, Bink—you should have been the first to have it!"
"No," Bink said. "It might have been the sl eeping potion."

Hunfrey nodded. "Had | attenpted to betray you, it would have shown when the griffin was treated,
he
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said. "You maneuvered to guard agai nst betrayal nost efficiently. | nust say, even with your

tal ent cancel ed out, you have managed very well. You are far renoved fromthe stripling you once
were."

"Aren't we all," Bink grow ed, hand still on sword.

Jewel sprinkled a drop of elixir on him Instantly his wounds heal ed, and he was strong agai n. But
his suspicion of the Good Magician did not ease.
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Chapter 12. Denon Xanth
"T

I his way," Hunfrey said. Bink kept Ms sword drawn as he followed the Mgician. Jewel wal ked
silently behind him carrying the gol em

"Incidentally," Hunfrey said. "Cronbie was not deceiving you. The antidote you seek does lie in
the direction of the | ake—but beyond it The coral could enable you to obtain it—f things work
out."

"I have no interest in bribes fromthe eneny," Bink said curtly.
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"You don't?" Jewel asked. "You don't want the anti dote?"

"Sorry—+ didn't mean | intended to renege,” Bink told her. "It's a matter of principle. | can't
|l et the eneny subvert me, even though | do not wish to burden you with ny |Iove any |onger than—=

"I't's no burden, Bink," she said. "I never saw anything so brave as—

"But since the antidote is evidently out of reach, there is no point in keeping you. |I'msorry |
i nconveni enced you for nothing. You are free to go, now."

She caught at his arm Bink automatically noved his sword out of the way. "Bink, |I—=

Bink yielded to his desire at |last and kissed her. To his surprise, she returned the kiss
enphatically. The scent of yellow roses surrounded them Then he pushed her gently away. "Take
good care of yourself, nynph. This sort of adventure is not for you. | would Iike to believe that
you are safe and happy with your gens and your job, always."

"Bink, | can't go."
"You have to go! Here there is only horror and dan-
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ger, and | have no right to subject you to it. You nust depart without discovering the source of
magi ¢, so that you will have no eneny."

Now she snelled of pine trees on a hot day, all pungent and fresh and mildly intoxicating. The
elixir had cured her hoarseness, too, and had erased the no-sleep shadows under her eyes. She was
as lovely as she had been the nmonent he first saw her. "You have no right to send nme away,
either," she said.

Hunfrey noved. Bul k's sword | eaped up warningly. Jewel backed off, frightened again

"Have no concern," the Magician said. "W approach the source of nagic."

Bi nk, wary, hardly dared believe it. "I see nothing special."

"See this rock?" Hunfrey asked, pointing. "It is the magic rock, slowy noving up, |eaking through
to the surface after hundreds of years, squeezing through a fault in the regular strata. Above, it
becomes magi ¢ dust. Part of the natural or nmgical conversion of the land's crust." He pointed
down. "Bel ow—+s where it becones charged. The source of magic."

"Yes—but howis it charged with nmagi c?" Bi nk demanded. "Wy has the coral so adamantly opposed ny
appr oach?"

"You wi Il soon know." The Magician showed the way to a natural, curving tunnel-ranp that |ed down.
"Feel the intensifying strength of magic, here? The nost nminor talent loons |ike that of a
Magi ci an—but all talents are largely nullified by the anbience. It is as if magic does not exist,
par adoxi cal |y, because it can not be differentiated properly."

Bi nk coul d not nmake much sense of that. He continued on down, alert for further betrayal

consci ous of the pressure of magic all about him If a lightning bug made its little spark here,
there woul d be a blast sufficient to blowthe top off a nountain! They were certainly approaching
the source—but was this also a trap?

The ranp debouched into an enornous cave, whose far wall was carved into the shape of a giant
denmon face. "The Denmon Xanth, the source of mmgic," Hunfrey said sinmply.
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"This statue, this nere mask?" Bi nk asked incredul ously. "What joke is this?"

"Hardly a joke, Bink. Wthout this Denpbn, our |and would be just Iike Mindania. A |land wi thout
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magi c. "
"And this is all you have to show ne? How do you expect ne to believe it?"

"I don't expect that You have to listen to the rationale. Only then can you grasp the inmense
significance of what you see—and appreciate the incal cul able peril your presence here neans to our
society."

Bui k shook bis head with resignation. "I said I'd listen. 1'll listen. But | don't guarantee to
bel i eve your

story."

"You can not fail to believe," Hunfrey said. **But whether you accept—that is the ganble. The
infornmation comes in this manner: we shall wal k about this chanmber, intercepting a few of the
magi ¢ vortexes of the Denon's thoughts. Then we will understand."

"I don't want any nore nmgic experiencel" Bink protested. "All | want to knowis the nature of the
source. "
"You shall, you shall!" Hunfrey said. "Just walk with me, that is all. There is no other way." He

st epped forward.

Still suspicious, Bink paced him for he did not want to |l et the Mgician get beyond the inmmedi ate
reach of his sword.

Suddenly he felt giddy; it was as if he were falling, but his feet were firm He paused, bracing
hi nsel f agai nst he knew not what. Another siege of madness? If that were the trap—

He saw stars. Not the paltry notes of the normal night sky, but nonstrous and nonstrously strange
bal |l s of naming yet unburning substance, of gas nore dense than rock, and tides w thout water

They were so far apart that a dragon could not have flown fromone to another in its lifetine, and
so nunerous that a nman could not count themall in his lifetinme, yet all were visible at once.

Bet ween these nagically huge-small, distant-close unbelievable certainties flew the omi potent
Denons, touching a small (enornous) star here to nmake it flicker, a large (tiny) one there to nake
it glow red, and upon occasion puffing one into the blind-
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ing flash of a nova. The realmof the stars was the Denobns' playground.

The vision faded. Bink | ooked dazedly around at the cave, and the trenendous, still face of the
Denmon. "You stepped out of that particular thought-vortex," Hunfrey expl ained. "Each one is
extrenmely narrow, though deep."

"Uh, yes," Bink agreed. He took another step—and faced a | ovely she-Denbn, with eyes as deep as
the vortex of the fiends and hair that spread out like the tail of a conmet. She was not precisely
fermal e, for the Denmons had no reproduction and therefore no sex unless they wanted it for

entertai nment; they were eternal. They had al ways existed, and al ways woul d exist, as long as
there was any point in existence. But for variety at times they played with variations of sex and
assuned the aspect of male, female, itmale, hemale, shenmale, neutermal e and anonymal e. At the
monent she was close enough to a category to be viewed as such, and it was not a he category.

"—>" she said, fornulating a concept so vastly spacious as to fail to register upon Bink's
conprehension. Yet her portent was so significant it noved himprofoundly. He felt a sudden
conpel ling urgency to—but such a thing would have been inexpressibly obscene in human terns, had
it been possible or even conceivable. She was not, after all, closest in category to fenale.

Bi nk energed fromthe thought-eddy and saw Jewel standing transfixed, neshed in a different
current. Her |lips were parted, her bosom heaving. Wiat was she experiencing? Bink suffered a
quadrupl e-1 evel reaction: horror that she should be subjected to any thought as crudely and

sophi sticatedly conpelling as the one he had just experienced, for she was an i nnocent nynph;

j eal ousy that she should react so raptly to sonething other than hinmsel f, especially if it were as
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suggestive a notion as the one he had absorbed; guilt about feeling that way about a nynph he
could not really have, though he would not have wi shed the concept on the one he did have; and
intense curiosity. Suppose an itmal e nade an offer—eh, horrible! Yet so tenpting, too.
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But Hunfrey was noving, and Bink had to nove too. He stepped into an eternal nenory, so |ong that
it resenbled a magi ¢ highway extending into infinity both ways. The |ine-of-sight—+though sight was
not precisely the sense enployed—+to the past disappeared into a far-far distant flash. The Denon
uni verse had begun hi an expl osion, and ended hi another, and the whole of tune and matter was the
mere hiatus between these bangs—which two bangs were hi turn only aspects of the same one.
Cbviously this was a conpletely alien universe fromBulk's own! Yet, hi the throes of this flux of
rel evant neani ngl essness, it became believable. A super-magic franmework for the super-nagica
Denons!

Bui k energed fromthe Thought "But what do the Denons have to do with the source of the nmagic of
Xant h?" he demanded pl aintively.

Then he entered a new flux—a conpl ex one. // we cooperate, we can enlarge our A, the pseudo-fenale
Denon conmuni cated seductively. At least, this was as nuch as Bink could grasp of her inport, that
had | evel s and resonances and synbolisns as nyriad as the stars, and as intense and diffuse and
confusing. My formula is E(AR*, yours XtA/AN*. Qur A's natch.

Ah, yes. It was a good offer, considering the situation, since their remaining elenents differed,
maki ng them nonconpetitive.

Not on your existence/ another protested. Enlarge our E, not our A It was DOE/ A)01, who stood to
be di m ni shed by the enlarging A

Enl arge both D and E, another suggested. It was D (E/P)*. DCE/ A)* agreed instantly, and so did E
(AMR*, for she would benefit to a certain degree too. But this left XCA/N* out.

Reduce our N, T(E/Nth recomended, and this appealed to XCA/N)01l. But TCE/N)* was al so dealing
with the E-raisers, and that gave T(E/N)th di sproportionate gain for the contract. Al deals fell
through for no benefit.

Bul k energed, his conprehension struggling. The nanmes were fornul ae? The letters were val ues? Wat
was goi ng on?

"Ah, you have seen it,” Hunt r ey said. "The
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Denons have no nanes, only point-scores. Variable inputs are substituted, affecting the nuneric
val ues—t hough they are not really nunbers, but degrees of concept, with gravity and charm and
lumi nosity and ot her dinensions we can hardly grasp. The running score is paranount.*

That explanation only furthered the nystery. "The Denon Xanth is only a score in a gane?"

"The Denpn whose scoring forrmula is XCA/N)*6—t hree vari ables and a cl ass-exponent, as nearly as
we can understand it," the Magician said. "The rules of the gane are beyond our conprehension, but
we do see their scores changing."

"I don't care about a scorel” Bink cried. "Wat's the point?"
"What's the point in |ife?" Hunfrey asked hi return
"To—to grow, to inprove, to do sonething useful,* Bink said. "Not to play ganes with concepts."'*

"You see it that way because you are a man, not a Denon. These entities are incapable of growth or
i nprovenent . "

"But what about all their numbers, their enlargenents of velocity, of viscosity—
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"Ch, | thought you understood,'* the Mgician said. **Those are not expansi ons of Denon intell ect
or power, but of status. Denpons don't grow, they are already all-powerful. There is nothing that
any of them could conceive of, that each could not possess. Nothing any one of them could not
acconplish. So they can't inprove or do anything useful by our definition, for they are already
absol ute. Thus there is no inherent denial, no challenge."

**No chal | enge? Doesn't that get boring?"

"“In a billion years it gets a billion tines nore boring," the Magician agreed.
"So the Denobns play ganes?" Bink asked incredul ously.

"What better way to pass tinme and recover interest in existence? Since they have no actua
limtations, they accept voluntary ones. The excitenent of the artificial challenge replaces the
boredom of reality.**

"Well, maybe," Bink said doubtfully. "But what has this to do with us?"
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"The Denon X(A/N)th is paying a gane penalty for failing to conplete a fornul a-application wthin
the round,” Hunfrey said. "He has to remain in inertia in isolation until rel eased."”

Bi nk stood still, so as not to intercept any nmore thoughts. "I don't see any chains to hold him
As for being alone—there are |lots of creatures here.”

"No chains could hold him since he is omipotent. He plays the gane by its rules. And of course
we don't count as conpany. Nothing in all the Land of Xanth does. W're vernin, not Denobns."

"But —but — Bi nk grabbed for neaning, and could not hold it. "You said this Denon was the source of
magi c! "

"I did indeed. The Denon X(A/N)ffi has been confined here over a thousand years. From his body has
| eaked a trace anount of nagic, infusing the surrounding material. Hardly enough for himto
noti ce—fust a natural ermanation of his presence, nuch as our own bodi es give off heat."

Bui k found this as fantastic as the Denon's vortex-Thoughts. "A thousand years? Leakage of nagic?"

"In that tinme even a small |eak can anobunt to a fair anpunt—at least it might seemso to vermn,"
the Magi ci an assured nun. "All the magic of the Land of Xanth derives fromthis effect—and all of
it together would not make up a single letter of the Denon's fornula."

"But even if all this is so—why did the brain coral try to prevent me fromlearning this?"

**The coral has nothing against you personally, Bink. | think it rather respects your
determ nation. It is against anybody |earning the truth. Because anyone who encounters the Denpn
X(A/N)a might be tenpted to rel ease him"

"How coul d a nmere verni n—+ nean, person release such an entity? You said the Denpon only renains by
choi ce. **

Hunfrey shook his head. "Wat is choice, to an omipotent? He remains here at the dictate of the
game. That is quite a different natter."

"But he only plays the gane for entertainnent! He can quit anytinel"
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"The gane is valid only so long as its rules are honored. After investing over a thousand years in
this aspect of it, and being so close to success within the rules, why should he abridge it now?"

Bi nk shook his head. "This nmakes little sense to ne! / would not torture nyself in such fashion!"'*
Yet a thread of doubt tugged at the corner of his mind. He was torturing hinself about the nynph
Jewel, honoring the human convention of his marriage to Chanel eon. That, to a Denpon, night seem
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nonsensi cal
Hunfrey nerely | ooked at nun, understandi ng some of what was passing through his mnd

"Very well," Bink said, returning to the main point. "The coral did not want nme to know about the
Denon, because | might release him How could | release an all-powerful creature who does not want
to be rel eased?"

"Ch, XCA/N* wants to be released, | amsure. It is merely necessary that protocol be followed.
You could do it sinply by addressing the Denon and saying *Xanth, | free you!'" Anybody can do it,
except the Denon hinsel f."

"But we don't count, on its terms! W' re nothings, vernmn!"

"I did not create the rules, | only interpret them through the conprehension gl eaned over
centuries by the brain coral," the Mgician said, spreading his hands, "Cbviously our
interpretation is inadequate. But | conjecture that just as we two might make a bet on whether a
given nmote of dust might settle nearer ne or you, the Denons bet on whether vermin will say
certain words on certain occasions. It does lend a certain entertaining randommess to the

pr oceedi ngs. "

"Wth all that power, why doesn't Xanth cause one of us to do it, then?"

"That woul d be the same thing as doing it hinmself. It would constitute cheating. By the rules of
the gane, he is bound to rermain wthout influencing any other creature on his behalf, nuch as we
woul d not pernit each other to blow on that nmote of dust. It is not a matter of power, but of
convention. The Denmon knows everything that is going on here, including this conversation between
us, but the monment he interferes, he
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forfeits the point. So he watches and waits, doing noth-

ing."

"Except thinking," Bink said, feeling nervous about the scrutiny of the Denmon. If Xanth were
readi ng Bul k' s thoughts while Bulk was reading Xanth's thoughts, especially in the case of that
shenmal e nmenory ... ouch!

"Thinking is pernmissible. It is another inherent function, |ike his colossal nagic. He has not
sought to influence us by his Thoughts; we have intercepted themon our own initiative. The coral
being cl osest to the Denon for this mllennium has intercepted nore of X(A/Nth's magi c and
Thought than any other native creature, so understands frimless inperfectly than any ot her
verm n. Thus the brain coral has becone the guardi an of the Denon."

"And jeal ously prevents anyone el se fromachieving simlar magic or information!" Bink exclai nmed

"No. It has been a necessary and tedi ous chore that the coral would gladly have given up centuries
ago. The coral's dearest wish is to inhabit a nortal body, to live and | ove and hate and reproduce
and die as we do. But it can not, |lest the Denpon be rel eased. The coral has the longevity of the
Denon, without his power. It is an unenviable situation."

"You mean the Denmon Xanth woul d have been freed hundreds of years ago, but for the interference of
the coral ?"

"True," the Mgjcian said.
"Of all the nerve! And the Denon tol erates this?"
"The Denon tolerates tins, lest he forfeit the point."

"Well, | consider this an egregi ous violation of the

Denon's civil rights, and I'"mgoing to correct that right
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now " Bnk exclained with righteous wath. But he
hesitated. "What does the coral gain by keeping the
Denon chai ned?"

"l don't know for certain, but I can conjecture,” Hunfrey said. "It is not for itself it does
this, but to nmaintain the status quo. Think, Bink: what would be the consequence of the Denon's
rel ease?"

Bi nk thought. "I suppose he would just return to his

gane.
"And what of us?"
262

"Well, the brain coral might be in trouble. | know | would be upset if soneone had bal ked ne for
centuries! But the coral nust have known the risk before it neddl ed."

"I't did. The Denon | acks human enotion. He accepts the coral's interference as part of the natura
hazard of the gane; he will not seek revenge. Still, there could be a consequence."

"If Xanth | acks hunan enotion,"” Bink said slowy, "what would stop himfrom carel essly destroying
us all? It would be one dispassionate, even sensible way of ensuring that he would not be trapped
here again." "Now you are beginning to conprehend the coral's concern," Hunfrey said. "Qur lives
may hang in the bal ance. Even if the Denon ignores us, and nerely goes his way, there will surely
be a consequence."

"I should think so," Bink agreed. "If Xanth is the source of all magic in our |and— He
interrupted hinmself, appalled. "It could nean the end of magic! W woul d becone—

"Exactly. Like Mindania," Hunfrey concluded. "Perhaps it would not happen right away; it m ght
take a while for the accunul ated magi ¢ of a thousand years to fade. O the |oss m ght be

i nst ant aneous and absolute. W just don't know But surely there would be a disaster of greater or
| esser magni tude. Now at | ast you understand the burden the coral has borne alone. The coral has
saved our land froma fate worse than destruction.”

"But maybe the Dermon woul dn't go," Bink said. "Maybe he likes it here—

"Wul d you care to ganble your way of life on that assunption?” "No!"

"Do you still condemm the coral for opposing you?" "No, | suppose | woul d have done the sane, in
its place.”

"Then you will depart w thout freeing the Denmon?" "I'mnot sure," Bink said. "l agreed to listen
to the coral's rationale; | have done so. But | nust decide for nyself what is right"

"There is a question, when the whole of our Land's welfare is at stake?"
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"Yes. The Denon's welfare is also at stake." "But all this is just a gane to X(A/N*. It is life
to us."

"Yes," Sink agreed noncommittally. The Magician saw that argument was useless. "This is the great

ganbl e we did not wish to take—the ganble of the outcone of an individual crisis of conscience. It
rests in your hands. The future of our society."

Bi nk knew this was true. Nothing Hunfrey or the brain coral might try could affect himbefore he
uttered the words to free the Denon. He coul d ponder a second or an hour or a year, as he chose,
free of duress. He did not want to rmake a ni st ake.
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"Grundy," Bink said, and the golemran up to him not affected by the Thought vortices. "Do you
wi sh to free the Denobn Xanth?"

"l can't nmke decisions |ike that,
maegi c. "

G undy protested. "I"'monly clay and string, a creature of

"Li ke the Denon hinself," Bink said. "You're non-hunman, not quite alive. You mght be construed as

a mniature Denmon. | thought you m ght have an insight."

Grundy paced the cave floor seriously. "My job is translation. | may not experience the enotion
you do, but | have an awful clear notion of the Denon. He is like ne, as a dragon is to a

ni ckel pede. | can tell you this: he is w thout conscience or conpassion. He plays his ganme

rigorously by its rules, but if you free himyou will have no thanks fromhimand no reward. In
fact, that would be cheating on his part, to proffer you any advantage for your service to him
for that mght influence you. But even if reward were legitimate, he wouldn't do it. He'd as soon
step on you as snell you." "He is |like you," Bink repeated. "As you were before you began to
change. Now you are hal fway real. You care-sonewhat."

"I am now an inperfect golem Xanth is a perfect Denbn. For me, hunmanization is a step up; for him
it wuld be a fall fromgrace. He is not your kind."

"Yet | amnot concerned with kind or thanks, but with justice,"” Bink said. "lIs it right that the
denon be freed?"

264

"By his logic, you would be an utter fool to free him™"
The Good Magi ci an, standing apart, nodded agreenent.
"Jewel ," Bink said.

The nynph | ooked up, snelling of old bones. "The Denon frightens me worse than anything," she
said. "Hs magic—with the blink of one eye, he could click us all out of existence."

"You would not free him then?"

"Ch, Bink—+ never would." She hesitated prettily. "I know you took the potion, so this is
unfair—but I'mso afraid of what that Denon mght do, |I'd do anything for you if only you didn't
free him'

Agai n the Good Magi ci an nodded. Nynphs were fairly sinple, direct creatures, unfettered by conpl ex
overl ays of conscience or social strategy. A real worman mght feel the sane way Jewel did, but she
woul d express herself with far nore subtlety, proffering a superficially convincing rationale. The
nynph had named her price

So the | ogical and the enotional advisers both warned against rel easing the Demon X(A/N)*. Yet
Bi nk remai ned uncertain. Sonething about this huge, super-nagical, ganme-playing entity—

And he had it. Honor. Wthin the Denon's franmework, the Denon was honorabl e. He never breached the
code of the game—ot in its slightest detail, though there were none of his kind present to
observe, and had not been for a thousand years. Integrity beyond human capacity. Was he to be
penal i zed for this?

"I respect you," Bulk said at last to Hunfrey. "And | respect the motive of the brain coral." He
turned to the golem "I think you ought to have your chance to achieve full reality.” And to the
nynph: "And | |ove you, Jewel." He paused, "But | would have respect for nothing, and | ove for
nothing, if | did not respect and |love justice. If | |let personal attachments and desires prevail
over ny basic integrity of purpose, | would lose my claimto distinction as a noral creature.
nmust do what | think is right."
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The others did not respond. They only | ooked at him

"The problemis," Bink continued after a nonent, "lI'mnot certain what is right. The rational e of
the Denpbn Xanth is so conplex, and the consequence of the loss of magic to our world is so
great —where is right and wong?" He paused again. "I wish | had Chester here to share his enotion

and reason with ne."

"You can recover the centaur," Hunfrey said. "The waters of the coral |ake do not kill, they
preserve. He is suspended in brine, unable to escape, but alive. The coral can not rel ease him
that brine preserves it simlarly. But you, if you save the magic of our |and, you can draw on the
phenonenal power of this region and draw himforth."

"You of fer another tenptation of personal attachnent," Bink said. "I can not let it influence ne!"
For now he realized that he had not yet won the battle against the brain coral. He had prevail ed
physically, but intellectually the issue remained in doubt. How could he be sure the decision he
made was his own?

Then he had a bright notion. "Argue the other case, Magician! Tell ne why | should free the
Denon. "

Startled, Hunfrey demurred. "You should not free the Denon!"

"So you believe. So the coral believes. | can not tell whether that belief is really yours, or
merely a function of the will of your naster. So now you argue the opposite case, and |'Il argue
the case for |eaving himchai ned. Maybe that way the truth will energe.”

"You are sonething of a denon yourself,"” Hunfrey nuttered

"Now | submit that these friends of mine are nore inportant than an inpersonal Denon," Bulk said
"I don't know what's right for X(AANth, but I do know that my friends deserve the best. How can
justify betraying them by freeing the Denon?"

Hunfrey | ooked as if he had swall owed the evil eye, but he cane back ganely enough. "It is not a
question of betrayal, Bink. None of these creatures would ever have experienced magic, if it had
not been for the presence of the Denbn. Now
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peri od of incarceration has been fulfilled, and he nust be released. To do otherw se would be to
betray your role in the Denon's gane."

"1 have no obligation to the Denpn's gane!" Bink retorted, getting into the feel of it. "Pure
chance brought ne here!"

"That is the role. That you, as a sapient creature uninfluenced by the Denon's will, cone by your
own initiative or accident of chance to free him You fought against us all to achieve this point
of decision, and won; are you going to throwit all away now?" "Yes—f that is best"

"How can you presune to know what is best for an entity like XCA/N)*? Free himand let himforge
his own destiny."

"At the expense of nmy friends, ny land, and nmy |ove?"
"Justice is absolute; you can not wei gh personal factors against it."

"Justice is not absolute! It depends on the situation. Wien there is right and wong on both sides
of the scale, the preponderance—

"You can not weigh rights and wongs on a scale, Bink," Hunfrey said, beconi ng passionate hi his
rol e as Denon's Advocate. Now Bink was sure it was the Good Magician speaking, not the brain
coral. The eneny had had to free Hunfrey, at least to this extent, to allow himto play this gane
of the nonent. The Magician's mnd and enotion had not been erased, and that was part of what Bink
had needed to know. "Right and wong are not to be found in things or histories, and can not be
properly defined in either human or Denobn ternms. They are nerely aspects of viewpoint. The
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gquestion is whether the Denon should be allowed to pursue his quest in his own fashion.*'

"He is pursuing it in his own fashion," Bink said. "If | don't free him that's according to the
rules of his game, too. | have no obligation!"
"The Denon's honor conpels himto obey a stricture no man would tolerate,” Hunfrey said. "It is

not surprising that your own honor is inferior to that perfect standard."
Bulk felt as if he had been smashed by a forest-
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bl asting curse. The Magician was a devastating in-fighter, even in a cause he opposed! Except that
this could be the Magician's real position, that the coral was forced to allow himto argue. "My
honor conpels ne to follow the code of ny kind, inperfect as that may be."

Hunfrey spread his hands. "I can not debate that The only real war between good and evil is within
the soul of yoursel f-whoever you are. |If you are a nan, you nust act as a nan."

"Yes!" Bink agreed. "And ny code says— He paused, amazed and nortified. "It says | can not let a
living, feeling creature suffer because of ny inaction. It doesn't matter that the Denon woul d not
free me, were our positions reversed; | amnot a Denon, and shall not act like one. It only

matters that a man does not stand by and allow a wong he perceives to continue. Not when he can
so readily correct it."

"Ch, Bink!" Jewel cried, snelling of nyrrh. "Don't do it!"

He | ooked at her again, so lovely even in her apprehension, yet so fallible. Chanel eon woul d have
endorsed his decision, not because she wi shed to please him but because she was a hunan bei ng who

believed, as he did, in doing the right thing. Yet though Jewel, like all nynphs, |acked an
overriding social conscience, she was as good a person as her state permtted. "I |ove you, Jewel.
I know this is just another thing the coral did to stop me, but—well, if | hadn't taken that

potion, and if | weren't already married, it would have been awmfully easy to | ove you anyway. |
don't suppose it makes you feel any better to knowthat | amalso risking my wife, and ny unborn
baby, and my parents, and all else | hold dear. But | nust do what | nust do."

"You utter fool!" Gundy exclainmed. "If | were real, I'd snatch up the nynph and to hell with the
Demon. You'll get no reward from X(A/Ntb!"

"I know,*' Bhik said. "I'Il get no thanks from any-

one.

Then he addressed the huge denon face. "I free you, Xanth," he said.
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Chapter 13. Magic Loss

Instantly the Denon burst |oose. The seeping magi ¢ of XCA/N)” i medi ate environnment was as not hi ng
conpared to the full magic of his release. There was a blinding efful gence, a deafening noise, and
an expl osion that threw Bink across the cavern. He crashed jarringly into a wall. As his senses

cl eared be perceived the collapse of the cavern in slow nmotion sight and sound. Huge stones
crunched to the floor and shattered into sand. Al the world seened to be collapsing into the
space | eft by the Denon, This was a denise Bink had not anticipated: not willful destruction by
X(ANth, not the tediumof |oss of magic, but careless extinction in the wake of the Denon's
departure. It was true: the Denon didn't care.

Now, as the dust clouded in to choke himand the only Ilight was fromthe sparks of colliding
rocks, Bink wondered: what had he done? Wiy hadn't he heeded the brain coral's warning, and |eft
the Denon al one? Wy hadn't he yielded to his |Iove for Jewel, and—

Even in the ongoi ng carnage, while expecting nonentary conclusion of his life, this nade hi m pause
in surprise. Love? Not so! He was out of love with Jewel!
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That nmeant the magic really was gone. The |ove potion had been nullified. His talent would no
| onger protect him The Land of Xanth was now one w th Mindani a.

Bi nk cl osed his eyes and cried. There was a great deal of dust in the air that needed washi ng out
of his eyes, and he was wackingly afraid, but it was nore than that. He was crying for Xanth. He
had destroyed
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t he uni queness of the world he knew, even if he survived this cave-in, how could he live with
t hat ?

He did not know how the society he had bel onged to would react. Wat woul d happen to the dragons
and tangle trees and zonbi es? How could the people live, without nagic? It was as if the entire
popul ati on had abruptly been exiled to the drear real mof no-talents.

The action abated. Bink found hinself grimed with rock powder, bruised, but with |inmbs and sword
intact Mraculously, he had survived.

Had anyone el se? He peered through the rubble. Dun |ight descended froma hole far above,
evidently the Denon's route of departure. XCA/N)*11 nust sinply have shot up and out, forging his
pat h heedl essly through the rock. Wat power!

"Magi cian! Jewel!"™ Bink cried, but there was no answer. The fall of stone had been so conplete
that only his own section renmained even partially clear. H's talent nust have saved him just
before it faded. He could not depend on it any nore, however; it was evident that spells had been
the first magic to go.

He stepped out over the rubble. Mre dust swirled up; it coated everything. Bulk realized that
t hough he thought he had been aware of the whol e process of the Denon's departure, he could
actual |y have been unconscious for sone tine. So much dust had settled! Yet he had no bruise on
hi s head, and no headache. Yet again, the physical and magi cal expl osion of the Denpbn's rel ease
coul d account for many incongruous effects.

"Magician!" he called again, knowing it was futile. He, Bink, had survived—but his friends had
| acked his critical protection at the key noment. Sonewhere beneath this slope of stone ..

He spied a glint, a wan reflection, only a gli mer between two dusky rocks. He pried them apart,
and there it was: the bottle containing Cronbie. Strewn across it was a bit of rag. Bink picked up
the bottle, letting the cloth fall—-and saw that it was what renmained of Gundy the golem The
little man-figure had owed its animation to magic; now he was just a linp wad of material

270

Bi nk cl osed his eyes again, experiencing another chill seizure of grief. He had done what he had
felt was right—but he had not truly reckoned the consequence. Fine points of norality were
intangible; life and death were tangi ble. By what right had he condemmed these creatures to death?

Was it moral for himto slay themin the name of his norality?

He put the cloth in his pocket along with the bottle. Evidently the golenms | ast act had been to
grab the bottle, protecting it with his body. That had been effective, and so Gundy had given up
his life for that of the griffin he served. He had cared, and therefore achieved his reality—ust
intine to have it dashed by circunstance. Were was the norality in that?

Startled by another thought, Bink drew out the bottle again. Was Cronbie still in there? In what
forn? Wth magi c gone, he coul d be dead—nl ess sone magi ¢ renained corked in the bottl e—

Better not open it! Watever lingering chance Cronbie had, resided in that bottle. If he were

| oosed and the magic dissipated into the air—would Cronbie energe as a nan again, or a griffin, or
a bottle-sized conpressed nass? Bink had just ganbl ed enornously, freeing the Denon; he was not
about to ganble sinlarly with the Iife of his friend. He repocketed the bottle.

How drear it was, this depth of the hole. Alone with a bottle, and a defunct golem and his own
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nortification. The ethical principle on which he had based his decision was opaque to hi mnow. The
Demon Xanth had lain prisoner for over a thousand years. He could have lain for another century or
so without harm couldn't he?

Bi nk di scovered he was not at the bottomof the hole, after all. The rubble opened into a deeper
hol e, and at the bottomwas dark water. The |ake! But the |level had | owered drastically; now the
dank gray convolutions of a fornerly subnerged structure lay dimy reveal ed. The brain coral! It,

too, was dead; it could not exist without the potent nagic of the Denon.
"I fear you were right, Coral," Bink said sadly. 271
"You let ne through, and | destroyed you. You and our world."

He snell ed snmoke—not the clean fresh odor of a healthy blaze, but the smoldering foul ness of

i nconpl etely burning vegetation. Evidently the Denon's departure had ignited sone brush, assum ng
there was brush down here underground. The intense magi c must have done it, |eaving behind a real
fire. It probably would not burn far, here deep in the ground, but it certainly was stinking up

t he pl ace.

Then he heard a delicate groan. Surely not the coral! He scranbled toward the sound—and found
Jewel wedged In a vertical crevice, bleeding froma gash on the head, but definitely alive.
Hastily he drew her out, half-carrying her to a brighter place. He propped her up agai nst a rock
and patted her face with his fingertips, trying to bring her to consci ousness. She stirred. "Don't
wake ne, Bul k. Let ne die in peace."

"I"ve killed everyone else," he said sullenly. "At |least you will be able to—

*To return to ny job? | can't do it without magic.'
concentrated and it cane: "You don't snell!"

There was sonet hi ng strange about her. Bink

"I't was magic," she said. She sighed. "If I'malive, Fmalive, | suppose. But | really do w sh
you'd let me die."

"Let you die! | wouldn't do that! |I— She glanced up at himcannily. Even through the bl ood-caked
dust on her face, she was lovely. "The magic is gone. You don't |love nme any nore."

"Still, I owme it to you to get you hone," Bink said. He | ooked up, trying to decide on the nost
feasible route, and did not see her enignmatic reaction

They checked through the rubble a little Ionger, but could not find the Mgician. Bink was
relieved, in a fashion; now he could hope that Hunfrey had survived, and had departed before him

Bi nfc peered up at the Denbn's exit. "W'Ill never nake it up there," he said glumy. "Too nmuch of
it is sheer cliff.”

"I know a way," Jewel said. "It will be difficult,
272
wi t hout the diggle, but there are natural passages—oh!" She broke off suddenly.

There was a nonster barring the way. It resenbled a dragon, but |acked wings and fire. It was nore
like a very large serpent with |egs.

"That's a tunnel dragon—+ think," Jewel said. "But something' s mssing."
"The magic," Bink said. "It's changing into a nmundane creature—and it doesn't understand."
"You nmean |'ll change into a nundane worman?" she inquired, not entirely displ eased.

"I believe so. There really is not nmuch difference between a nynph and a —=

"They usually don't bother people," she continued uneasily. Before Bink could react, she added:
"They're very shy dragons.”
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Oh. A nynphly nonsequitur. Bink kept his hand near his sword. "This is an unusual occasion."

Sure enough, the | egged serpent charged, jaws gaping wi de. Though it was small for a | and dragon,
since it was adapted to squeeze through narrow passages, it was still a form dable creature. Its
head was | arger than Bink's, and its body sinuously powerful. In the conditions of this cavern

Bi nk could not swing his sword freely, so he held it out ahead of him

The serpent snapped at the blade—a foolish thing to do, since the charnmed bl ade would |ikely cut
its jaw hi two. The teeth closed on it—and the bl ade was yanked out of Bink's hand.

Then he renenbered: w thout magic, the sword' s charmwas gone. He had to nake it work by hinmsel f—
conpl etely.

The serpent flung the sword aside and opened its jaws again. There was blood on its lower lip; the
bl ade had done sonme minor damage. But now Bink faced the nonster barehanded.

The head struck forward. Bink danced backward. But as the strike m ssed, and the head dropped | ow,
Bi nk struck the serpent on the top of the head with his fist. The thing hissed in furious
amazenment as its chin-less chin bashed into the floor. But Bink's foot was already on its neck,
crushing it down. The serpent's
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| egs scraped across the stone as it tried to free itself. But Bink had it pinned.

"My sword!'* he cried. Jewel hastily picked it up and extended it point-first toward him Bi nk was
al ready grabbing for it before he noticed, and then al nbst |ost his bal ance and his captive as he
aborted his grab. "Qther way!" he snapped.

"Ch." It had not occurred to her that he would need to take hold of the handle. She was a conplete
i nnocent about weapons. She took it gingerly by the blade and poked the hilt hi his direction

But as he took it, the serpent wenched free. Bink junped back, his sword ready.

The thing had had enough. It backed away—an awkward naneuver when slithering—then dived into a
side-hole. "You're so brave!" Jewel said.

"I was stupid to let it disarmnme," he said gruffly. He was not at all proud of the encounter; it

had been fraught with clunsiness, not at all elegant. Just a stupid, indecisive brawl. "Let's get
on before | nmake a worse mistake. | brought you out of your hone, and I'l|l get you back there
safely before | leave you. It's only right."

"Only right," she repeated faintly. "Sonething wong?"
"What am | going to do without magic?" she flared. "Nothing will work!"

Bul k considered. "You're right. | have wrecked your livelihood. 1'd better take you to the surface
with

me." She brightened, then dulled. "No, that woul dn't
wor k. "

"It's all right. | told you the potion has no effect now. | don't |love you; |I won't be bothering
you. You can settle in one of the villages, or maybe work in the King's palace. It won't be nuch
wi thout magic, but it has to be better than this." He nmade a gesture, indicating the dism
caverns.

"l wonder," she rmurnured.

They continued. Jewel did know the |abyrinth of the caverns fairly well, once they were out of the
Denmon's depths, and brought themsteadily if circui-tously upward. Beyond the i medi ate regi on of
t he
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Demon' s vacancy there had not been much damage. But everywhere the magi ¢ was gone, and the
creatures were crazed. Rats tried to zap himwi th their rodent magic, and failed, and resorted to
teeth. They were no nore used to naked teeth as weapons than Bink was to using an uncharned sword,
so the sides were fair. He drove them back wi th slashing sweeps of his sword. There m ght be no
magi ¢ in the blade, but the edge renmained sharp and it could hurt and kill

Still, it took a lot of energy to swing that sword, and his armgrew tired. There had been anot her
charmto nmake the sword |ighter and nore responsive to direction, without naking it self-wlled
like the one that had attacked Bink in the gardens of Castle Roognha. The rats crowded cl oser
staying just out of range and conming in to nip at his heels when he clinbed. Jewel was no better
of f; she | acked even a knife of her own. and had to borrow Bulk's knife to defend herself. A
monster could be killed but these snaller creatures seened i nexhaustible. They weren't

ni ckel pedes, fortunately, but they were remniscent of them

"The way—ft will be dark in places," Jewel said. "I hadn't thought—ithout magic there's no gl ow,
no magic light. I"'mafraid of the dark."

There had been sone residual glow, but it was fading. Bink |ooked at the rats, so close. "Wth
reason," he said. "W have to see what we're fighting." He felt naked w thout his talent, though
it only protected himagai nst nmagi c—a protection that was irrelevant now For practical purposes
his situation was unchanged, since no magic threatened him Not now or ever again. "Fire—we need
fire for light. Torches—if we can nmmke torches—

"I know where sonme fire stones are!" Jewel said. But she reconsidered imediately. "Only | don't
think they are working, wthout magic."

"Do you know where there's dry grass—+ nmean straw-sonething we could twi st up tight and bunf

And—but | don't know how the Mundanes make fire, so—
"I know where there's magic fire— She broke off.

Ch, this is awful! No magi c— She | ooked as if

about to cry. As Bink knew, real sternness of character
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was not to be found in nynphs. They seened to have been fashioned by nmagic to accomvpdate man's
casual dreans, not his serious ones.

Yet he had cried, too, when he first grasped the i mensity of what he had done. How nuch of his
percepti on of the nature of nynphs was hunman-chauvi ni stic?

"I know," Bink cried, surprising hinmself. "There was sonething burning—+ snelled it before. If we
went there—picked up sone of whatever's burni ng—

"Great!" she agreed, with a flash of nynph-enthusiasm O fenale enthusiasm he corrected his
i mpression nmental |y.

They soon found it by follow ng their noses: the remains of a magic garden the goblins nmust have
tended, now sere and brown. The dead foliage was snoldering, and the snoke forned |layers in the
upper reaches of the garden cave. The goblins, of course, were far renmoved fromthis region; they
had been so afraid of the fire that they had not even tried to put it out.

Bi nk and Jewel gathered what seened |ike the best nmaterial, forming it into an irregular rope, and
lit the end. The thing guttered and flared and went out in a cloud of awful-snelling snoke. But
after several tries they got it working better; it was enough to have it snolder until they needed
an open flanme, which they could blow up anytine. Jewel carried it; it gave her a feeling of
security she sorely needed, and Bink had to have his hands free for fighting.

Now t he worst of the enemies were the goblins, who evidently resented the intrusion into their
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garden. There had been no direct evidence of them before—but of course they had been on the
diggle, with protective magic and nuch light. In the absence of |ight the goblins grew bol der

They seened to have been bred frommen and rats. Now that the nagi c was gone, the nan-aspect was
di m ni shing and the rat-aspect was becom ng nore pronounced. Bink realized that this was evident
nmostly in their habits; physically they still resenbled brutish little nen, with big soft feet and
smal | hard heads

The difficulty with the goblins was that they had
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the intelligence of nen and the scruples of rodents. They slunk just out of sight, but they were
not cowards. It was sinply that no one, three, or six of themcould stand up to Dink's sword, and
there was not room for a greater number of themto approach himat one tinme. So they stayed

cl ear —i t hout gi ving up

"I think they know | freed the Denon," Bink nuttered. "They're out for revenge. | don't blane
them"

"You did what you believed was right!" Jewel flared.

He put his arm about her slender waist. "And you are doing what you believe is right, hel ping ne
reach the surface—even though we both know I was wrong. | have destroyed the nagic of Xanth."

**No, you weren't wong," she said. "You had enpathy for the Denon, and—

He squeezed her. "Thank you for saying that. Do you mind if |I—= He stopped. "I forgot! I'mnot in
love with you any nore!"

"I don't mnd anyway," she said. But he let her go, enbarrassed. There was an evil cackle of
| aughter froma goblin, Bink stooped to pick up a stone to hurl at the creature, but of course it
m ssed.

Bi nk arnmed hinself with a nunber of rocks, and hurled one every tine he saw a goblin. Soon he got
remarkably accurate, and the goblins gave hima w der berth. Stones had a special nagic that had
nothing to do with real magic; they were hard and sharp and plentiful, and Bink had a nuch better
arm than any goblin possessed. Still, they did not give up. Beauregard' s warni ng had been
accurate: Bink had not encountered goblins as brave and tenaci ous as these before.

Bul k wanted to rest, for he was tired, but dared not. If he rested, he mght sleep, and that could
be disaster. O course he could have Jewel watch while he slept—but she was after all only a
nynph—at her, a young wonan, and he was afraid the goblins would overwhel mher in such a
situation. Her fate in goblin hands woul d probably be worse than his.

He gl anced at her covertly. This rough trek was taking its toll. Her hair had lost its origina
sparkl e and hung in lusterless straggles. She remnm nded hi m somne-
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what of Chanel eon—but not in her beauty phase. They dragged on, and made progress. Near the
surface the ascent becane nore difficult. "There's not nuch comunication with the topworld,"”
Jewel gasped. "This is the best route—but how you clinb it without wings or a rope | don't know. "

Bi nk didn't know either. If this had been a convenient route, Cronbie's talent woul d have pointed
it out on the way in. The day sky was visible through a crack in the ground above—but the walls
sl oped hi fromthe broader cavern-space below, and they were slick with noisture. Inpossible to
clinmb, wthout nagic.

"We can't stay here long," Jewel said worriedly. 'There's a tangle tree near the exit, and its
roots can get ornery." She stopped short, startled. "I'mstill doing it! Wthout nmagi c—

That was why Cronbie's talent hadn't pointed this way, he realized. A tanglerl But the bad magic
was gone with the good. "Let's go!" he cried.
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He found the tangle roots and ripped themout of the rock, and severed them where they woul d not
come free. Quickly he knotted theminto a strong if ragged rope. Tangle roots were strong; they
were made for holding struggling prey fast. No question: this rope would hold his weight!

"But how can we get it up there?" Jewel asked anxiously.

"There's a major tangle root-trunk crossing at the narrowest section," Bink said. "See, right up
there."

He poi nted.
She | ooked. "I never noticed! | nust have been here half a dozen tunes before, teasing the tangler
and wondering what the world above was like. | was supposed to be planting gens. " Her nynphly

confession trailed of E "You certainly are observant.™

"You certainly are conmplinmentary. Don't worry; you will get to see the surface world this time. |
won't | eave you until you're safe on the surface and in good hands. Maybe at the magi c-dust
village."

She | ooked away, not answering. He glanced at her, peering through the snoke of the snol dering
weed rope she held, concerned. "Did | say something wong?"
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She | ooked back at himw th sudden decision. "Bink, you remenber when we first net?"

He [ aughed. "How could | forget! You were so beautiful, and | was so griny—alnpst as griny as we
both are now And | had just taken the— He shrugged, not wanting to get into the enmbarrassing
matter of the | ove potion again. "You know, |I'malnost sad that's over. You're an awfully nice
nynph, and wi t hout your hel p—

"You |l oved nme then, and | didn't |ove you," she said. "You were devious, and | was sinple. You
lured me in close, then grabbed nme and kissed ne."

Bink fidgeted. "lI'msorry, Jewel. I—t won't happen again."

"*That's what you think," she said, and flung her arns about himand planted a passi onate kiss on
his hal f-open nouth. Dirty as she was, it was still a renmarkabl e experience; alnost he felt the
tug of the love potion again. He had | oved her before w thout know ng her; now he knew her and
under st ood her nynphly linmtations and respected her for trying so hard to overconme them and he
i ked her nore than was entirely proper. A genuine affection had been devel opi ng beneath the
artificial love, and that affection remained. Wat would Chamel eon think, if she saw this enbrace?

Jewel released him "Turnabout's fair play," she said. "I amnore conplex than | was a few hours
ago, and you are sinpler. Now get on up your rope."

What did she nean by that? Bemused, Bink weighted the rope with a solid rock and lofted it up
toward the root-trunk. It fell short, because of the weight of the rope. He tried again, harder
but the rope was still too heavy. It dragged steadily, its weight becom ng greater as the rock got
hi gher. Finally he nade a wad out of the rope and hurled the mass of it up; this time it got
there—and fell back, having failed to pass over the root. But he was meking progress, and after
several nore tries he got it over. The rock fell down, hauling the rope after it. It snagged
before the rock came down within reach, but several jerks on the other end of the rope freed it.
Bi nk knotted the

279
ends together, fornmng a conplete | oop of rope that could not cone | oose.

"I can clinb this first, then you can sit in the loop and I'Il haul you up," he said. He knew
there was no chance of her clinmbing by herself; her arms were too delicate. "Blow the torch up
hi gh, so the goblins won't cone too close."

She nodded. Bink took a few deep breaths, feeling his worn systemrevving up in anticipation of
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this final effort. Then he took hold and began to clinb the rope.

It started out better than he had feared, but soon got worse. His arms tired quickly, since they
had been none too fresh to begin with. He clanped his | egs about the rope, hanging on, to give his
arns a rest, but they recovered reluctantly. Ch for sone healing elixir! Still, Jewel was waiting,
and so were the rats and goblins; he could not afford to delay too |ong. Excruciatingly he dragged
hinmself up with smaller and snmaller wenches. Hi s breath rasped, his head felt light, and his arns
seenmed to turn into waterl ogged wood just beyond the el bows, but he kept noving.

So suddenly it seenmed a mracle, he was at the top. Maybe his mind had sinply gone a bit dead too,
cutting out the agony of the continuing effort, and revived when he arrived. He clung to the big
root, which was somewhat furry: the better to grip its prey, perhaps, He had never, before this
adventure, anticipated gladly enbracing a tangle tree!

He Sung a leg over, missed, and felt hinmself falling. It was alnost a relief, this relaxation! But
the rope was still there, and he wapped hi nself about it and hung, panting. So little to go, so
hard to do!

There was a knot up near the apex. Bink braced his feet against it and used his relatively fresh
| eg muscles to push himup, and somehow scranbl ed around the root. Now he perceived that rough
bark underlay the fur on top, nmaking it good for clinging to, good for scranbling. He clung and
scranbled, and finally inched over to the top of it and lay there, panting weakly, too worn out
even to feel proper relief.

"Binkl" Jewel cried frombelow "Are you all right?"
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That roused him H's |abor was far fromover! "I should be asking you that! Are the rats staying
back? Can you get in the seat, to cone up?" He didn't know how he would pull up her weight in his
present state, but he couldn't tell her that

“I'mnot all right. I'mnot coming up."
"Jewel! Get up the rope! The rats can't reach you there, if you pull the end up after you!"

"I't's not the rats, Bink. I've lived down here all ny life; | can handle the rats and even the
goblins, as long as | have nmy light It's you. You are a handsone nan."

"Me? | don't understand!" But he was beginning to. She was not referring to his present
appear ance, which was honelier than Chester's face. (Ch, noble centaur —n what state was be now?)
The signs had been there; he had nmerely refused to interpret them

"When you took the potion, you renmi ned an honest person,"” Jewel called. "You were strong,
stronger than any nynph could be. You never used the potion as an excuse to betray your quest or
your friends. | respected and envied that quality hi you, and tried to use it as a nodel. The only
exception was that one kiss you stole, so | stole it back. | |ove you, Bhik, and now=**

"But you never drank that potion!" he protested. "And even if you had, now that the nmagic is
gone—

"I never drank that potion," she agreed. "Therefore the |oss of magic could not take my | ove away.
G ow h was forced upon ne, driving out nmy nynphly innocence. Now | can perceive reality, and
know there can be no antidote but time, for me. I can not go with you."

"But you have no life down there!" Bink cried, appalled. Hs love for her had been magic; hers for
himwas real. She |oved better than he had. Her nynph-hood was, indeed, behind her. "There must be
some way to work it out—=

"There is, and | amutilizing it Wien | saw how you sacrificed ne when the spell was on you,
knew there could be no hope at all when it was off. It is ironic that my |ove bl ooned only when
you gave nme up, because you gave ne up. Because you were true
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to your principles and your prior comitment. Now | shall be true to mine. Farewell, Bink!"
"No!" he cried. "Conme out of there! There has to be sone better way—

But the rope was sliding and bunping over the root. She had untied it at the bottom part of the
| oop and was drawing it free. He grabbed for it, too late. The end passed over the root and
dropped into the darkness.

"Jewel!" he cried. "Don't do this! | don't |ove you, but | do like you. I—= But that was a dead
end. She was right: even when he had | oved her, he had known he could not have her. That was
unchanged.

There was no answer from bel ow. The nynph had done the honorabl e thing, and gone her way al one,
freeing him Exactly as he would have done, in that circunstance.

There was not hing he could do now but go home. "Farewell, Jewel!" he called, hoping she would
hear. "You may not have ny |love, but you do have ny respect. You are a worman now."

He rested, listening, but heard nothing nore fromher. Finally he got off the root and | ooked
about. He was in a deep cleft that he now recogni zed as a section of the Gap, the great chasmthat
cleft the Land of Xanth in twain. The tree was anchored hi the bottom but reached up toward the
top, and a branch extended over the rim In the absence of magic, the tree was safe to clinb. In
fact, the terrain would hold few direct threats for himnow He could proceed directly to the
King's palace, arriving there within a day.

He spied sonme inert bugs. They were lying in a patch of sunlight, their pincers tw tching. Bink
felt conpassion, and nudged themgently toward the nearest shadow with one foot. Poor little
t hi ngs!

Then he recogni zed them These were nickel -pedes, shorn of their magic! Wat a fall they had
t aken!

But when he swung hinmself fromthe last tentacle of the tangler and reached the surface, he
di scovered it to be unfam liar. This crevice ran north-south, not east-west, unless the |oss of
magi ¢ had somehow
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turned the sun around. It had to be a different chasm not the Gap. He was lost after all

Now t hat he thought about it, he doubted he could have come as far north as the Gap. So he was
probably somewhere south of it, and south of the palace. H's best bet was to travel north until he
encountered the Gap, or sone other familiar |andnmark.

The trek was nore difficult than he had anticipated. There was no hostile magic, true—but there
was al so no beneficial magic. The nature of the | andscape had changed fundanental ly, becom ng
mundane. There were no flying fruits, no shoe-trees or jean-bushes to replace his ragged apparel
no waternelons to drink from He had to find ordinary food and water, and hardly knew what to | ook
for. The aninmals, stunned by their |oss of magic, avoided him they weren't smart enough to
realize that he, too, had been shorn of magic. That was a bl essing.

It was |ate afternoon. How many hours or days he had spent bel ow he could not be sure, but here in
the sight of the sun he would be able to keep track again. He would have to spend the night in the
forest. It seened safe enough; be could clinb a tree.

He | ooked for a good one. Many of the trees of this forest seened dead; perhaps they were nerely
dormant, in this new winter of the absence of magic. It might take nonths or years for the ful
ravages of that winter to becone known. Sone trees flourished; they nust be the nmundane vari eti es,
freed fromthe conpetition of magic. Wuld he be better off in a healthy nundane tree, or a
defunct magi cal one?

Bui k shivered. It was getting chill, and he could find no bl anket bushes. However, it was not
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merely temperature that affected him He was tired and lonely and full of renorse for what he had
done. Tomorrow he would have to face his friends at the palace and tell them—

But surely they woul d al ready have guessed his guilt. It was not confession that bothered him but
puni shment. Jewel had been wise to avoid hinm he had no future at hone.

There seened to be a certain vague fanmliarity about this region. There were trails through the
brush
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like those of ant lions, and branbles, and regions of odoriferous plants—
"That's it!" he exclained. "Wiere we "~ intersected the nmagi ¢ highway to the nagic-dust village!"

He peered up through the languishing foliage. There it was—a wal kway fashi oned froml ogs and
vi nes, suspended fromthe stoutest trees. It nade no loops in air, but of course it wasn't magic
now.

He clinbed aboard the | owest |oop and wal ked along it. The thing seemed dangerously insecure,
saggi ng beneath his weight and swi nging sidewi se alarmngly, but it held. In due course it brought
himto the village.

He had feared a scene of gloom Instead, the entire village seenmed to be cel ebrating. Another
great bonfire was blazing, and nen and wonen of all types were dancing around it.

Men? How had they gotten here? This was a village of wonenl Could it be another Wave of conquest
from Mundania, with the brutish men reveling in this village of hel pl ess wonen?

Yet there seenmed to be no threat. The men were happy, of course—but so were the wonen. Bi nk wal ked
on into the village, looking for Trolla, its |eader.

A man spied himas he stepped off the hanging wal k. "Hello, friend!" the man called. "Wl cone
hone! Who's your w dow?' *

"W dow?" Bi nk asked bl ankly.

"Your woman—before the gorgon got you. She'll be overjoyed to have you back."

The gorgonl Suddenly Bnk understood. "You're the stone nmen! Freed by the | oss of nagic!”
"And you weren't?" The nman | aughed. "You' d better conme see the head man, then."
"Trolla," Bink said. "If she's still here—=

"Who's looking for Trolla?" soneone demanded. It was a huge, ugly troll. WlIl, an average troll
they were all huge and ugly.

Bul k' s hand hovered near the hilt of his sword. "I only want to talk with her."
"' Sokay," the troll said genially. He cupped his mouth with his hands. "Bitch, get over here!"
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A dozen young wonen gl anced his way, startled, thinking he neant them Bink covered a snile. "Uh
the gorgon,"” he said. "Wiat happened to her?”

"Ch, we were going to string her up, after we, you know ..." the troll said. "She was a good-

| ooki ng slut, except for those snaky tangles in her hair. But she junped into the | ake, and before
we realized there weren't any nore nonsters in it, she was too far off to catch. Last we saw she
was headed north."

Nort h. Toward Magician Hunfrey's castle. Bink was glad she had escaped, but knew she woul d not
find Hunfrey at hone. That was anot her aspect of the tragedy Bi nk had wrought.
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Trolla, responsive to the sunmons, was arriving. "Bink!" she exclained. "You made it!"

"I made it," he agreed gravely. "I abolished magic fromthe Land of Xanth. | converted it to
Mundani a. Now | return home to pay the penalty."

"The penalty!"™ the troll cried. "You freed us all! You're a hero!"
This was an aspect Bink hadn't considered. "Then you aren't angry at the | oss of magic?"

"Angry?" Trolla cried. "Angry that my husband is back, good enough to eat?" She hugged the trol
to her in an enbrace that woul d have cracked normal ribs. He was well able to sustain this, though
he seemed nonentarily uneasy about sonet hing.

A female griffin glided up. "Awk?" she inquired. "And here's the one who guided you, released
fromthe mdas-spell,"” Trolla said. "Were is your handsome griffin?"

Bi nk thought it best not to tell about the bottle. "He is ... confined. He was actually a
transformed nman. He spoke well of the lady griffin, but he ... sends his regrets."

The griffiness turned away, disappointed. Apparently she did not have a nmale of her own. Perhaps
she would find a nal e of her | and soon—+hough with the alteration of formthat was slowy taking
pl ace in such magi cal creatures, Bink wondered whether that nmale would be nore |like an eagle or
more like a lion. Or would the present griffins retain their shapes, while their offspring would
be eagles and |ions? Suppose
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Crombi e emerged fromthe bottle, but retained his griffin form would he then find this griffiness
worthwhile? If so, what would their offspring be? The | oss of magi ¢ posed as many questions as the
presence of magic!

"Come, we shall fete you royally tonight, and you shall tell us the whole story!" Trolla said.

"I, uh, I"'mpretty tired," Bink demurred. "1'd rather not tell the story. My friend the CGood
Magi ci an—+s missing, and so is the centaur, and the nenories—

"Yes, you need distraction,"” Trolla agreed. **We do have a few |l eftover femal es, daughters of
ol der villagers. They are very lonely at the nonent, and—

"Uh, no thanks, please,” Bink said quickly. He had broken too many hearts already! "Just sone
food, and a place to spend the night, if there's room—=

"We're short of room our population has just doubled. But the girls will tend to you. It wll
give them sonmething to do. They'll be glad to share their roons." Bink was too tired to protest
further. But as it turned out, the "girls" were an assortnment of fairies and | ady el ves who paid
himflattering attention, but were not really interested hi himas a man. They nade a gane out of
feedi ng himodds and ends, each one putting her norsel in his nouth with her own little hands,
twittering merrily. They wouldn't let himhave a plate; everything had to be trotted in from

anot her room piecenmeal. Then he lay in a bed made out of thirty small colored pillows, while the
fairies flitted around, the breeze fromtheir gossamer w ngs fanning him They could no | onger
fly, of course, and soon their wings would fall off as they reverted to nundane forns, but at the
nmonent they were cute. He went to sleep counting the creatures that |eaped nerrily over himhi the
course of their gane of foll owthe-I|eader

But in the norning he had to face reality again: the bleak journey home. He was glad his quest had
done at least this little bit of good; perhaps his talent had planned it this way, before being
nullified by the loss of magic, so as to provide himwith a good, safe place for this night. But
as for the rest of Xanth-what hope remained for it?

286

The griffiness acconpanied himfor a distance, guiding himagain, and in a surprisingly brief time
he was up to the dead forest: halfway famliar territory. It was no longer so different fromthe
rest of the wilderness. He thanked her, w shed her well, and continued on al one, northward.
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The I oneliness closed in about him The | ack of magic was so pervasive and depressing! Al the
little amenities he was accustoned to were gone. There were no blue toads sitting on their squat
veget abl e stools, no Indian pipes wafting their sweet snoke aloft. No trees noved their branches
out of his way, or cast avoi dance-spells on him Everything was hopel essly Mindane. He felt tired
again, and not nerely fromthe march. Was life really worthwhile, wthout magic?

Wel |, Chamel eon woul d be | ocked in her "normal" phase, the one he |iked best: neither pretty nor
smart, but rather nice overall. Yes, he could live with that for sonme tine before it got dull
assum ng that he was all owed to—

He paused. He heard a clip-clop, as of hooves on a beaten path. An eneny? He hardly cared; it was
conpany'’

"Hal l ooo!" he cried.
"Yes?" It was a wonan's voice. He charged toward it

There, standing on a beaten path, was a | ady centaur. She was not especially pretty; her flanks
were dull, her tail tangled with burrs (naturally a |lady would not be able to curse themoff), and
her human torso and face, though obviously femnine, were not well proportioned. A colt foll owed
her, and he was not only unhandsome, he was downright horely, except for his sleek hindquarters.
In fact he resenbl ed—"Chester!" Bink exclained. "That's Chester's coltl" "Wy, you're Bink," the
filly said. Now he recogni zed her: Cherie, Chester's nate. Yet she was in no way the beauty he had
ri dden before. \Wat had happened?

But he had enough sense to express hinmself obliquely. "Wat are you doing here? |I thought you were
staying in the centaur village until—= But that was a trap, too, for Chester would never return.
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"I"'mtrotting to the palace to find out what is responsible for the mracle," she said. "Do you
realize that obscenity has been bani shed from Xant h?"

Bi nk remenbered: Cherie considered magi c obscene, at |east when it manifested in centaurs. She
tolerated it as a necessary evil hi others, for she regarded herself as a liberal-mnded filly,
but preferred to discuss it only clinically.

Well, he had the detail on itl He was glad that at |east one person liked the change. "I'mafraid
I'"mresponsible.™

"You abolished nagi c?" she asked, startled.

"It's a long story," Bink said. "And a painful one. | don't expect others to accept it as well as
you will."
"Get on ny back," she said. "You travel too slow. [|'Il take you hi to the palace, and you can tel

me the whole story. I'mdying to know "

She mght be dying literally, when she |l earned the truth about Chester. But he had to tell her
Bi nk mounted and hung on as she broke into a trot. He had anticipated a dayl ong narch, but now
this woul d be unnecessary; she would get themto the pal ace before dark

He told her the story. He found himself going into nore detail than strictly necessary, and
realized this was because he dreaded the denouenent -where Chester had fought his dreadful battle
and lost. True, he might have won, had the evil eye intended for Bink not stunned hi mbut that
woul d be scant confort to her. Cherie was a wi dow-and he had to be the one to tell her

Hi s narrative was interrupted by a bellow. A dragon hove into viewbut it was a m serabl e nonster
The once-bright scales had faded into nottled gray. Wien it snorted fire, only dust energed. The
thing was al ready | ooking gaunt and ill; it depended on nagic for its hunting.

Nevert hel ess, the dragon charged, intent on consum ng centaur, rider, and colt. Bink drew his
sword, and Cherie skittered lightly on her feet, ready to kick. Even a bedraggled dragon of this
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size was a terror.

Then Bink saw a scar on the dragon's neck. "Say—don't | know you?" he excl ai med.
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The dragon paused. Then it lifted its head in a signal of recognition

"Chester and Cronmbie and | met this dragon and nmade a truce,"” Bink said. "W fought the
ni ckel pedes together."

"The ni ckel pedes are harm ess now," Cherie said. "Their pincers have |ost their— She pursed her
lips distastefully. "Their magic. | trotted right down inside the Gap and stepped on them and they
couldn't hurt ne."

Bnk knew. "Dragon, magic is gone from Xanth," Bink told it. "You'll have to learn to hunt and
fight without your fire. In time you will change into your domi nant nmundane conmponent, or your
offspring will. I think that would be a | arge snake. I'msorry."

The dragon stared at himin horror. Then it whi pped about and hal f-gall oped, half-slithered off.

"I"'msorry too," Cherie said. "I realize nowthat Xanth isn't really Xanth, w thout magic. Spells
do have their place. Creatures like that—mgic is natural to them" This was a considerable
concessi on, for her.

Bul k resunmed his narrative. He could stall no Ionger, so nerved hinself and said what he had to.
"So | have Cronbie here in the bottle,'* he concluded. And waited, aware of the awful tenseness in
her body.

"But Chester and Hunfrey—
"Remai n below," he said. "Because | freed the Denon."

"But you don't know they are dead," she said, her body still so tense that riding her was
unconfortable. *They can be found, brought back—=

"I don't know how," Bink said glumy. He didn't like this at all

"Hunfrey's probably just lost; that's why you couldn't find his body. Dazed by the coll apse.
W thout his informational magic he could be confused for a goblin. And Chester—he's too ornery
to—to—he's not dead, he's just pickled. You said that was a preservative | ake—=

"So | did," Bink agreed. "I—but it was drained, so that | could see the convolutions of the brain
coral ."

"It wasn't drained all the way! He's down there,

289

deep below, | know it, like the griffin in the bottle. W can find him revive hi m—=
Bi nk shook his head. "Not w thout nmagic."

She bucked himoff. Bink flew through the ah*, saw the ground coming at his head, knew that his
tal ent woul d do nothing—and | anded hi Cherie's arns. She had | eaped to catch himat the |ast
monent "Sorry, Bhik. It's just that obscenity bothers ne. Centaurs don't . . ." She righted him
and set himon his feet, never conpleting her statenent. She night not be beautiful now, but she
had the centaur strength.

Strength, not beauty. She had been a magnificently breasted creature, in the tine of nagic; now
she remai ned anpl e, but she sagged sonewhat, as nost human or humanoi d fenal es of simlar
measurenent did. Her face had been delightfully pert; nowit was plain. What could account for the
sudden change—except the | oss of magic?
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"Let nme get this straight,"” Bink said. "You feel all magic is obscene—=

"Not all magic, Bink. For some of you it seens to be natural -but you're only hunman. For a centaur
it is adifferent mtter. W're civilized."

"Suppose centaurs had magi c too?"

Her face shaped into controlled disgust. "W had better be on our way before it gets too |late.
There is a fair distance yet to cover."

"Li ke Herman the hermit, Chester's uncle," Bulk persisted. "He could sumon will-0'-the-w sps."

"He was exiled fromour society," she said. Her expression had a surly quality that rem nded him
of Chester.

"Suppose ot her centaurs had magi c—M

"Bi nk, why are you being so offensive? Do you want me to have to | eave you here in the
wi | der ness?" She beckoned to her colt, who cane quickly to her side.

"Suppose you yourself had a magic talent?" Bink asked. "Wuld you still consider it obscene?"

"That does it!" she snorted. "I will not endure such obnoxi ous behavi or, even froma hunman. Cone,
Chet." And she started off.

"Dam it, filly, listen to me!" Bink cried. "You
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know why Chester cane on ny quest? Because he wanted to discover his owmn nmagic talent. If you deny
magi ¢ in centaurs, you deny hi mbecause he does have nmmgi c, good nmgic, that—

She spun about, raising her forehooves to strike himdown. A filly she nmight be, but she could
kill himw th a single blow.

Bi nk danced back. "Good magic," he repeated. "Not anything stupid, |ike turning green |eaves
purple, or negative, like giving people hotfeet. He plays a nagic flute, a silver flute, the nost
lovely nmusic | ever heard. Deep inside he's an awmfully pretty person, but he's suppressed it
because—M

"I"mgoing to stonp you absolutely flat!" she neighed, smashing at himw th both forefeet "You
have no right even to suggest—

But he was cool, now, while she was hal f-bunded by rage. He avoided her strikes as he woul d those
of a savage unicorn, wi thout ever turning his back or retreating nore than he had to. He could
have stabbed her six times with his sword, but never drew it This debate was all academn c now,
since magi ¢ was gone from Xanth, but he was perversely determ ned that she should admt the truth.
"And you, Cherie—you have nagic too. You namke yourself |ook the way you want to | ook, you enhance
yourself. It's a type of illusion, restricted to—

She struck at himw th both forefeet at once, in a perfect fury. He was affronting her deepest
sensitivities, telling her that she herself was obscene. But he was ready, anticipating her
reactions, avoiding them His voice was his sword, and he intended to score with it. He had had
too much of delusion, his own especially; he would wi pe the whole slate clean'. In a way, it was
hi msel f he was attacking: his shane at what he had done to Xanth when he freed the Denon. "I
chal | enge you," he cried. "Look at yourself in a |ake. See the difference. Your magic is gone!"

Even hi her fury, she realized she was not getting anywhere. "All right 1'll look!" she cried.
"Then I"11 kick you to the moon!"

As it happened, they had passed a snall pond recently. They returned to it hi silence, Bink
al r eady
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starting to be sorry for what he was doing to her, and the |ady centaur |ooked at herself. She was
certain what she would find, yet honest enough to have her certainty disrupted by the fact. "On,
no!" she cried, shocked. "I'm honely, |I'm hideous, |'muglier than Chester!"

"No, you're beautiful—-with nmagic," Bink insisted, wanting to nake up for the revelation he had
forced on her. "Because nmagic is natural to you, as it is to ne. You have no nore reason to oppose
it than you do any other natural function, |ike eating or breeding or—

"Get away fromne!" she screaned. "You nonster, you— In another fit of fury she stanped her hoof
in the pond, naking a splash. But the water only settled back, as water did, and the ripples
quieted, and the image returned with devastating inport.

"Listen, Cherie!" Bink cried. "You pointed out that Chester can be rescued. |'mjust building on
that. | don't dare open Cronbie's bottle because the process requires nagic, and there is none.
Chester nust stay in the | ake for the same reason, in suspended aninmation. W need magic. It
doesn't matter whether we like it. Wthout it, Chester is dead. W can't get anywhere as |ong as

you—-

Wth extrene reluctance, she nodded agreement. "I thought nothing would nake nme tolerate
obscenity. But for Chester | would do anything. Even— She gul ped, and twitched her tail. "Even
magi c. But—=

"W need a new quest!" Bink said with sudden inspiration as he washed hinself in the pond. "A
quest to restore magic to the Land of Xanth! Maybe if we all work together, humans and centaurs
and all Xanth's creatures, we can find another Demon— But he petered out, realizing the futility
of the notion. How could they summon Xf A/N)111 or EfA/R* or any other super-rnagical entity? The
Denmons had no interest in this realm

"Yes," Cherie agreed, finding hope as Bink lost it. "Maybe the King will know how to go about it.
Get on ny back; I'"mgoing to gallop."

Bi nk rermounted her, and she took off. She did not have the sheer power Chester had, but Bink had
to
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cling to her slender waist to stay on as she zooned through the forest.

"And with magic, I'll be beautiful again . she nurnured into the wind, wistfully.

Bi nk, tired, nodded sleepily as Cherie charged on through the desol ate wi | derness. Then he was
al nost pitched off as she braked.

They faced a huge shaggy pair of creatures. "Make way, you nonsters!" Cherie cried w thout rancor.
They were, after all, nonsters. "This is a public easenent; you can't block it!"

"W not block it, centaur lass," one nonster said. "You give way to |l et we pass."
"Crunch the Ogre!" Bink exclainmed. "Wat are you doing so far from hone?"

"You know t his nonster?" Cherie asked Bink

"I certainly do! What's nore, now | can understand himw thout translation!"

The ogre, who now resenbled a brute of a man, peered at Bink frombeneath his [ow skull. "You nan
we net, the one on quest? Me on gooeyrooon with she | oved best”

" Gooeynmoon?" Cherie rmurnured.

"Ch, so that's Sleeping Beauty!" Bink said, contenplating the ogress. She was as ugly a creature
as he cared to imgi ne. Yet beneath her hair, which resenbled a nmop just used to wi pe up vonmit,
and her baggy coarse dress, she seened to have rather nore delicate contours than one m ght expect
in an ogress. Then he renenbered: she was no true ogress, but an actress, playing a part in one of
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the fiend' s productions. She could probably | ook beautiful if she tried. Wy, then, was she not
trying? "Unh, one question—

The femal e, no dummy, caught his gist before he got it out. "True, ne once have other face," she
told Bink. "Me glad get out of that rat race. Me find nan better than any fiend; me like it best,
by he be queened."

So the prima donna had found a husband worthy of her attention! After neeting the fiends, Bink
found hinself hi agreement with her choice. She was maintaining the ogress guise, which was in any
event merely a physical reflection of her normal personality,
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whil e teaching Crunch to speak nore intelligibly. One savvy lady fiend, there! "Uh,
congratul ations,"” Bink said. Aside, he explained to Cherie. "They nmarried on our advice. Hunfrey

and Cronbie and Chester and the golemand |I. Except that Hunfrey was asleep. It was quite a
story."
"I"'msure," Cherie agreed dubiously.

"Yes, me bash he good," the fair she-ogre said. "He head |ike wood."
"Ogres are very passionate,"” Bi nk murnured.

Cherie, after her initial surprise, was quick to catch on. "How do you keep his | ove?" she
inquired with a certain female mischief. "Doesn't he like to go out adventuring?"

Bi nk realized she was thinking of Chester, perhaps unconsciously.

"Me let he go, ne never say no," the ogress said, full of the wi sdom of her sex. "Wen he cone
back, me give he crack." She struck the ogre with a horrendous backhand wal |l op by way of exanple.
Just as well, for Bink had been about to m sunderstand the reference. "Mike he feel |ike beast,
then give he feast,"

Crunch's face contorted into a snile of agreenment. He was obviously well satisfied. And probably

better off, Bink thought, than he m ght have been with a natural ogress, who would have taken his
nature for granted. Whatever faults the actress m ght have, she certainly knew how to handl e her

mal e.

*TJoes the loss of magic interfere with your lifestyle?" Bink inquired. Both ogres | ooked at him
bl ankly.

"They never noticed!" Cherie exclainmed. "There's true |ove for you!"

The ogre couple went on its way, and Cherie resuned her run. But she was thoughtful. "Bink, just
as a rhetorical exanple—does a male really like to feel |ike a beast?"

"Yes, sometines," Bink agreed, thinking of Chamel eon. When she was in her stupid-beautiful phase,
she seened to live only to please him and he felt extrenely nanly. But when she was in her snart-
ugly phase, she turned himoff with her wit as well as her
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appearance. In that respect she was snarter when she was stupid than when she was smart. O course
now all that was over; she would stay always in her "nornal" phase, avoiding the extrenes. She
woul d never turn himoff—er on

"And a centaur—f he felt nice a real stallion at home—

"Yes. Males need to feel wanted and needed and dom nant, even when they aren't. Especially at
hone. That ogress knows what she's doing."

"So it seens," Cherie agreed. "She's a complete fake, a nmere actress, yet he's so happy he'd do
anything for her. But |ady centaurs can act too, when they nave reason.. .** Then she was sil ent
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as she ran.
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Chapter 14. Paradox W sh

Di nk, noddi ng again, was suddenly jolted awake. Cherie was braking so hard he was being crushed
agai nst her human back. He threw his arms about her waist, hanging on, careful not to grab too
hi gh. "What —=2"

"I alnmost forgot. | haven't nursed Chet in hours,**
"Chet ?" Bhi k repeated dazedly. Ch, the foal

She signaled to her young one, who pronptly cane up to nurse. Sink hastily excused hinself for
anot her kind of call of nature. Centaurs were not sensitive about natural functions; hi fact they
could and did performsonme of themon the run. Humans were nore squeam sh, at least in public. It
made himrealize one reason why Cherie did not seemas |ovely now her breasts were enlarged to
the point of ponderosity, so that she could nurse her foal. Little centaurs required a great dea
of mlk, especially when they had to run as nuch as this one did.

After a decent interval Sink cautiously returned. The foal was still nursing, but Cherie spied
Bink. "Oh, don't be so dammed human," she snapped. "Wat do you think |I'm doi ng—ragi c?*

Bi nk had to | augh, enbarrassed. She had a point; he had no nore occasion to |l et his squeam shness

interfere with business than she did. His definitions of what m ght be obscene nade no nore sense

than hers. He came forward, albeit diffidently. It occurred to himthat centaurs were well adapted
to their functions; had Cherie had an udder like a horse, the foal would have had a difficult

time. He was an upright little chap,
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whose human section did not bend down |ike the neck of a horse.

"We're going the wong way," Cherie exclainmed.

Oh, no! "You strayed fromthe path? W're | ost?"

"We're on the path. But we should not be going toward Castl e Roogna. Nobody there can hel p.**
"But the King—

"The King is just an ordinary man, now. \What can he do?"

Bi nk sighed. He had just assumed King Trent would have some sort of answer, but Cherie was right

*<What can anyone do wi thout— He was trying to spare her the use of the obscene word, though he
knew this was foolish.

"Nursing Chet started ne thinking,** she said, giving the foal a loving pat on the head. "Here is
my foal, Chester's colt, a representative of the dom nant species of Xanth. What am | doing
runni ng away from Chester? Chet needs a real stud to teach rumthe facts of life. | could never
forgive nyself, if—=

"But you're not running away!" Bink protested. "We're going to the King, to find out what to do in
t he absence of -how we can—

"Ch, go ahead, say itl" she exclained angrily. "Mgic! You have shown ne hi your blundering human
way that it is necessary and integral to our way of life, including my own private personal life,
dam you. Now | 'mtaking the rationale further. We can't just go honme and comri serate with forner
Magi ci ans; we have to do sonething. Now, |Inmediately, before it's too late.”

"It's already too late,'* Bink said. "The Denon is gone."

"But maybe he hasn't gone far. Maybe he forgot something, and will return to fetch it, and we can
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trap hi m=

"No, that wouldn't be right. | neant it when | freed him even though | don't like the result of
that freedom'*

"You have integrity, Bink, inconvenient as it sonetinmes is. Maybe we can call himback, talk to
him persuade himto give us back a few spells—"

Bi nk shook his head. "No, nothing we can do will
297

i nfluence the Denbn Xanth. He doesn't care at all about our welfare. If you had net him you'd
know. "

She turned her head to face him "Maybe |1'd better neet him then."
"How can | get it through your equine brain!" Bink cried, exasperated. "I told you he's gone!"

"All the sane, | want to see where he was. There m ght be something left. Sonething you nmissed. No
of fense, Bink, but you are only human. |If there were sone way we coul d—=

"There is no way!" Bink cried. Chester had been stubborn enough, but this filly—+

"Li sten, Bink. You rubbed ny nose hi the fact of my need of magic. Now |I'm rubbing yours in the
fact of your need to do sonething, instead of just giving in. You may tell yourself you're going
to fetch help, but actually you're just running away. The solution to our problemis at the prison
of the Denobn, not at the King' s palace. Maybe we'll fail—-but we do have to go back there and try."
And she started back the way they had cone. "You've been there; show ne the

way. "

Involuntarily, he ran along beside her, very much like the foal. "To the cave of the Denon?" he
asked incredul ously. "There are goblins and demagi cked dragons and—

"To hell with all that obscenity!" she neighed. "Wio knows what is happening to Chester now?"

There it was: her ultimate loyalty to her mate. Now that he thought of it that way, his own
attitude seened inferior. Maybe his humanity did make himinperfect. Wiy hadn't he stayed at | east
| ong enough to locate his friend? Because he had been afraid of what he might find. He had,

i ndeed, been runni ng away!

Maybe Chester could be hauled out of the brine and saved without the aid of nagic. Maybe Good
Magi ci an Hunfrey yet survived. A small chance, certainly —but so long as there was any chance at
all, Bink was derelict in his duty to his friends by not naking every possible effort to find
them He had the sick certainty that they were dead, but even that confirmati on woul d be better
than his hiding fromthe truth.

He clinbed back aboard Cherie, and she | aunched
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hersel f onward. They nade anazi ngly good progress. Soon they had passed the place where they had
encountered each other, and were galloping across the terrain in the direction Bink indicated. A
centaur could really nove—but even so, it was alnost as if there were some nagi ¢ enchant nment
facilitating their progress. That was an illusion, of course, and not a nagical one. It was just
that Cherie was now goaded by her eagerness to rescue her stallion, foolish as that anbition m ght
be. Bink directed her to the tangle-tree cleft, bypassing the magic-dust village.

As they galloped up, it seenmed to Bink that the tangler quivered. That had to be a trick of the
fading light, since without nagic the nonster was inpotent.

Cherie drew up to the branch that overlapped the rimof the chasm "dinbing down a tangle tree—+
find that hard to— She broke ofi. "Bink, it noved! | sawit!"
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"The wind," Bink cried with abrupt illumnation. "It rustles the tendrils!"
"OfF course!" she agreed, relieved. "For a nonment | al nost thought—-but | knew it wasn't so."

Bi nk peered down into the crevasse, and spied the crack in its base where the tree's big root
crossed. He really did not want to go down there again, but didn't want to adnmit it. "I—dh—+ can
swi ng down on a vine. But you—

"I can swing down too," she said. "That's why centaurs have strong arnms and good chest nuscles; we
have greater weight to support. Conme, Chet." She grasped a |large tentacle and stepped off the
bri nk.

Sure enough, she was able to |l et herself down, hand under hand, with her front |egs acting as
brakes. Her posterior swng grandly around in a descending spiral until she reached the base. The
colt followed her exanple, though with such difficulty that she hastened to catch him at the base.
Enbarrassed by their exanples, Bink swung down hinself. He should have | ed the way, instead of
letting fillies and foals do it!

At the base of the tree, gazing down into the |oonming black hole that was the aperture to the
underworl d, Bink had further m sgivings. 'This descent is worse;
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I don't think Chet can make it. And how could you clinmb up again? It nearly killed nme getting to
the top, and your wei ght—o offense—

"Chester could clinb it," Cherie said confidently. "Then he could haul the rest of us up."

Bi nk visualized the muscles of Chester's human torso, and renenbered the col ossal power of the
centaur. Only a nonster like the ogre had nore strength of arm WMybe, just maybe, it was
possi bl e, especially if they set up a double rope so the rest of themcould haul on the other end
and help Chester lift hinmself. But that presuned they would actually find and rescue Chester. If
they failed, Cherie herself would be lost, for Bink could never haul her up. He m ght handl e the
foal, but that was the linmt

Cherie was already testing tangler tentacles for strength. She had faith that bani shed doubt, and
Bi nk envied her that He had al ways thought of Chester as the ornery one, but now he under st ood
that the true strength of the famly lay in Cherie. Chester was nere nagic putty in her
hands—eops, obscene concept!—and so also, it seenmed, was Bink. He did not want to return to the
horrors of the depths, to battle usel essly against the hal f-goblins and snake-dragons in the dark
But he knew he would do it, because Cherie was going to rescue her poor dead stallion, or else.

"This one's good," she announced, tugging at a particularly |long, stout tentacle that dangled from
the very top of the tree. "Bink, you clinb up and sever it

with your knife."

"Uh, yeah, sure," he said with inperfect enthusiasm Then he was ashamed of hinself. If he was
going to do this thing, at |least he should do it with sone spirit! "Yes, of course.** And he
started to clinb the dread

trunk.

He experienced a strange uplift and exhilaration. It was as if a burden had been lifted fromhis
body. In a nonent he realized what it was: conscience. Now that he had nade his decision, and knew
it was right even if suicidal, he was at peace with his conscience, and it was wonderful. This was
what Cherie had experienced, which had nade her alnost fly through the w |l derness,

300
her strength expanded. Even w thout magic, there was nagic in a person's attitude.

He reached the point where the tentacles sprouted |ike grotesque hairs fromthe apex of the trunk
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braced himself with his legs | ooped about it, and slashed into the base of the selected tentacle.
And felt a shudder in the tree rem niscent of the one made by the tangler Cronbie had attacked so
| ong ago.

No! he rem nded hinmself inmediately. It was not magic. The tree was still alive, it had nerely
lost its magi c and beconme as Miundane trees. It might feel the pain of the cut, and react, but
woul d not be able to nove its tentacl es about consciously.

He severed the tentacle and watched it drop. Then he cut a second and a third, to be sure they had
enough.

Yet the tree was still shuddering as he descended, and the hangi ng tentacl es seened to be

qui vering nore than m ght reasonably be accounted for by the wind. Wuld it be possible for a
tangler to revive without magic? No; it nust be the effect of his clinbing, shaking the trunk,
sending ripples through the vines.

They tied the first tentacle to the root, knotting it with difficulty because of its dianeter, and
dangled it down. It seemed to swing freely, marvelously linber, so they hauled it back up. Wth
sonme care they knotted another tentacle to its end, extending its effective length. This tinme they
heard the thunp as it struck the rock bel ow.

"I'I'l go first," Bink said. "Then I'll stand guard with nmy sword while you | ower Chet. There are
gobl i ns—uh, have we anything for a light? W need fire to scare away the—=

Cherie gave hima straight stare. "If you were a goblin, would you nmess with a centaur foal ?" She
tapped one forefoot meaningfully.

Bi nk remenbered how he had foiled her attack, not |ong ago, when he forced her to face the obscene
concept. But he was twice the height of a goblin, and arned with a sword, and famliar with
centaurs. Mst inportant, he had known that whatever Cherie's rage of the nonent, she was his
friend, and would not really hurt him No goblin had any such assurance—
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and a centaur filly protecting her young would be a terror. "I would not ness with a centaur foal
even if | were a dragon,"” he said.

"I can see in the dark a little when | have to," she continued. "I can hear the echoes of ny
hooves, so I'll know the approximate contours to the caves. W'll get there."

Wt hout another word Bink | eaned down, grasped the tentacle rope, and swung hinself into the hole.
He handed hinmself" into the depths rapidly, feeling nuch stronger than he had during the ascent.
Wth surprising suddenness he was past the knot and at the floor. He peered up at the wan
illumnation above. "Ckay —+'m down!"”

The rope withed up as Cherie hauled it. Centaurs had excellent balance for this sort of thing,
since they could plant four feet on the ground and devote the full strength of their arns to the
task. Soon Chet cane swi ngi ng down, the rope | ooped about his mddle while he held on lightly with
his hands. In all this tinme he had spoken no word and nade no denmand or conplaint; Bink was sure
that woul d change drastically as Chet matured. Bink untied the little fellow at the base and gave
hima pat on the back. "Chefs finel" he called.

Now it was Cherie's turn. She had nmade it into the crevasse all right, but this was a narrower,
darker, longer haul, with a |l ess secure rope, and Bink was privately worried. "Stand clear, hi
case | should—sw ng," she called. Bink knew she had al nost said "fall." She was well aware of the
hazard, but she had courage.

She swung down without event, handing herself along until she neared the floor. Then the narrow ng
tentacl e snapped, dropping her the last few feet. But she | anded squarely, unhurt. Bink rel axed.
"Al'l right, Bnk," she said imediately. "Get on ny back and tell ne where to go."

Silently Bink went to nmount her—and in that silence he heard sonething. "Sonething' s noving!'" he
snapped, surprised to discover how nervous he was. "Were's Chet?"
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"Ri ght here beside ne," she said.
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They listened—and now it was plain. A scraping, rustling sound off to the side and up. Definitely
not any of them Yet it didn't sound |ike goblins, either

Then Bink saw a snakeli ke thing withing between them and the hole, silhouetted by the light. "A
tangler root—t's nmovingl" he excl ai ned.

"We nust have jarred it |loose fromthe earth,” she said. "It's own weight is pulling it free, and
its shape nakes it twist as it drops.”

"Yes." But Bink was uncertain. That |ooked too nmuch |ike conscious nmotion. Could the tangler be
ani mating again? If so, there would be no escape this wayl

They started along the cavern trail. Bink found he renenbered it fairly well, even hi the dark—-and
he found he could see a little. Maybe sonme gl ow remmined. Actually, it seened to get brighter as
hi s eyes adj ust ed.

"The gl ow—+t's returning," Cherie said.

"I thought it was ny inagination," Bink agreed. <(Maybe there is sonme residual nagic down here."

They noved on, nore rapidly. Bink couldn't help wondering: if the tangler was com ng back to life,
and the glow was getting brighter, could that mean that magic was returning? The inplications
wer e—

Suddenly the passage debouched i nto—a pal ace chanber so large he could not readily conpass it with
his gaze. Jewels sparkled on every side, hanging brilliantly in air. A fountain of scintillating
wat er spread out upside down, its droplets falling back toward the ceiling. Streamers of col ored
paper formed whirls and whorls that traveled as if by their own volition, tilting sidew se or
curling into spirals, only to straighten out again. On every side were fresh wonders, too many to
assimlate; in all it was a display of the nost phenonmenal nmagi c Bi nk had seen

There had been no cave like this in this region before! Cherie | ooked around, as startled as he.
"Is—could this be the work of your Denbn Xanth?"

As she spoke the name, the Denon XCA/N)* materialized. He sat in a throne of solid dianond. H s

gl owi ng eye fixed on Bink, who still bestrode Cherie, while the foal pressed closely to her side
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"You are the one | want," X(A/Nth exclainmed. "You stupid nonentity who threw yourself and your
whol e culture into peril, for no likely gain to either. Such idiocy deserves the penalty it
brings."

Bi nk, awed, nevertheless tried to defend hinself. "Wy did you return, then? Wat do you want with
me?"

"They have changed the nonenclature system"™ X(A/N)tb replied. "They are into differentials now I
shal |l have to study that systemfor an eon or two, lest | apply it with gaucherie, so | am
returning to this famliar place for the nonent."

"An eon-nonent ?" Bi nk asked i ncredul ously.

"Approxi mately. | brought you here to ensure that ny privacy will be preserved. Every entity of
this world that knows of nme nust be abolished.”

" Abol i shed?" Bi nk asked, stunned.

"Not hi ng personal ," the Denbn assured him "I really don't care about your existence one way or
the other. But if my presence is known, other vernin nay seek me out—and | want to be |eft alone
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So | must abolish you and the others who are aware of me, preserving ny secret. Mst of you have
al ready been elimnated; only you and the nynph remain."

"Leave Jewel out of it," Bink pleaded. "She's innocent; she only cane because of ne. She doesn't
deserve—

"This filly and her foal are innocent too," the Denon pointed out. "This has no rel evance."

Cherie turned to face Bink. Her human torso tw sted in the supple manner he renmenbered of old, and
her beauty was back to its original splendor. Magic becanme her, w thout doubt! "You freed this
thing—and this is his attitude? Wiy doesn't he go el sewhere, where none of us can find hin®"

"He's leaked a lot of magic here,"” Bink said. "It is quiescent without him but so |long as magica
creatures |like dragons and centaurs remain, we know it hasn't departed entirely. The whole of the
Land of Xanth is steeped with it, and this nmust be nore confortable for him Like a well-worn
shoe, instead of one fresh fromthe shoe-tree that chafes. The Denbn is not of our
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kind; he has no gratitude. | knew that when | freed him"

"There will be a brief delay before | term nate you,'
confortable."

t he Denon said. "Mke yoursel ves

Despite his imediate peril, Bink was curious. "Wy the del ay?”

"The nynph has hidden herself, and | do not choose to expend magic wastefully in an effort to
| ocate her."

"But you are omi potent; waste shoul d have no neaning to you!"

"True—+ am omipotent. But there is proportion in all things. It bothers ny sensitivities to use
nore nagi ¢ than a given situation warrants. Therefore | ammninizing the effort here. | have
anplified your persona. She |oves you—+ do not pretend to know the neaning of that term-and will
come to you here, believing you to be in a danger she can aneliorate. Then | can conveniently
abolish you all."

So the return of magic to the Land of Xanth nmeant the end for Bink and his friends. Yet the rest
of Xanth profited, so it was not a total loss. Still—

"I don't suppose you would be satisfied if we sinply prom sed not to reveal your presence, or took
a forget-potion?"

"No good," a voice said fromBink's pocket. It was Gundy the golem back in formwith the
restoration of magic. He clinbed out to perch on Bink's shoulder. "You could never keep such a
pronmi se. Magic would have the truth out of you in a nonent. Even if you took a forget-potion, it
woul d be neutralized, then the information woul d be exposed,"

"Atruth spell,"” Cherie agreed. "I should have trusted my original judgnment. Magic is a curse.”

Bi nk refused to give up. "Maybe we should reverse it," he told the Denpbn. "Spread the word to al
the land that you are down here, and will destroy anyone who intrudes—**

"You' d encourage ninety-nine nuts to rise to the challenge,” Cherie pointed out. "The Denon woul d
be constantly annoyed, and have to waste his magi c destroyi ng them one by one."

The Denon | ooked at her approvingly. "You have an equine rear, but a sapient head," he renarked.
305
"Centaurs do," she agreed.

"And what do you think of ne?M
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"You are the absolute epitonme of obscenity."

Sink froze, but the Denon | aughed. The sound bl asted out deafeningly. The nagically ornate pal ace
shattered about him filling the air with debris, but none of it touched them

"Know sonet hi ng?' * Grundy remarked. "He's changi ng—+i ke ne. *

"Changi ng—+i ke you," Bink repeated. "OF coursel Wiile his magic was | eaking out, infusing the
whol e Land of Xanth, sonme of our culture was seeping in, making hima little bit like us. That's
why he feels confortable here. That's why he can | augh. He does have some crude feelings."

Cherie was right on it. **Which neans he night respond to a feeling challenge. Can you come up
wi th one?"

"I can try," Bnk said. Then, as the Denon's nirth subsided, he said: "Denon, | know a way to
protect your privacy. W have a shieldstone, formerly used to protect the whole Land of Xanth from
intrusion by outsiders. W valued our privacy as nuch as you value yours. Nothing |living can pass
through that shield. Al | need to do is tell our King Trent about you, and he will set up the
shield to prevent anyone from conm ng down here. The shield worked for us for over a century; it
will work for you too. Then it won't matter who knows about you; every fool who tries to reach you
will die, automatically."

The Denon consi dered. "The notion appeals. But the human mnd and notivation are largely foreign
to ne. How can | be sure your King will honor your request?"

"I know he will," Bink said. "He's a good man, an honest one, and a savvy politician. He wi U
i mredi ately appreciate the need to protect your privacy, and will act on it."*

"How sure of that are you?" the Denpbn asked. *Td stake ny life onit."
"Your life is insignificant conpared to ny conveni ence," the Denpon said w thout hunor.

"But ny talent is significant in human terms," Bink
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argued. "It will act in ny interest by encouraging the King to—
"Your talent is nothing to me. | could reverse it by a sinple snap of ny fingers." The Denon

snapped his fingers with a sound Iike the detonation of a cherry bonb. Bink felt a horribly

di squi eting internal wench, "However, your challenge intrigues nme. There is a certain el enent of
chance involved that can not occur when | nyself undertake a challenge. Therefore | nust indul ge
myself to a certain extent vicariously. You say you shall stake your life on your ability to
preserve ny privacy. This is really no collateral, since your life is already forfeit, but 1'll
accept it Shall we ganbl e?"

"Yes," Bulk agreed. "If that's what it takes to save ny friends. 1'll undertake any— "Binfc,

don't like this," Cherie said. "Here is the testing |laboratory," the Denon said, indicating a huge
pit that appeared as he gestured. Around it were spaced half a dozen doorways. The walls were
vertical stone, too high and slick to climb. "And here is the intruder." A nonster appeared in the
center, a mnotaur, with the head and tail and hooves of a bull and the body of a powerful man.

"If he escapes this chanber alive, he will intrude on ny privacy. You will stop himif you can."

"Done!" Bulk cried. He junped down into the arena, drawi ng his sword.

The minotaur surveyed himcoolly. The return of magi c had invigorated Bink, making himfeel strong
agai n—and he had never been a physical weakling. The nmuscles of his arms showed through the

tattered shirt, and his body was bal anced and responsive. H s sword noved with snooth proficiency,
buoyed by its magic, and the charned bl ade gl eaned. The nonster decided to pass up the pleasure of

this quarrel. It spun on one hoof and wal ked toward the exit farthest from Binfc.
Bi nfc pursued it. "Turn about and fight like a nonster!" he cried, unwilling to cut it down from
behi nd.
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Instead the creature broke into a run. But Bulk's nomentumcarried himforward faster, and he
caught the minotaur before it reached the exit. He haul ed on
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its tail, causing the thing to crash into a wall. Bink put his sword to its throat. "Yield!'" he
cri ed.

The m not aur shivered—and becane a nonster bug, with trenendous pincers, stinger, and mandi bl es.
Bi nk, startled, stepped back. He was fighting a nagi c nonster—ene that could change its form at
willl This was going to be a nmuch nore fornidable challenge than he had, in his naivet6, supposed

What a fool he had been to hold back his sword, expecting this thing to yield! Surely its life,
like his owmn, would be forfeit if it lost. He had to kill it in a hurry, before it killed hi mer
got away, which amounted to the sane thing

Even while he realized this, the bug was skittering toward the exit. Bink | eaped after it, his
sword swi ngi ng. But the bug had eye-stal ks that | ooked back at him+n fact, it was now a gi ant
slug, sliding along on a trail of sline. Bink's sword swi shed over its head

harm essly.

He coul d, however, nove faster than a slug, even a |arge one. Bink junped over it and reached the
exit first, barring the way. He took careful aimand nmade a two-handed strike at the slug's head,
to slice it lengthwi se. But his blade clanged off the shell of a snail. The nonster had changed
again, to the nearest variant that would protect it. Either it was hard-pressed, or it |acked

i magi nati on.

Bi nk gave it no chance to think. He thrust directly into the opening of the shell. This tinme he
scored—en the substance of a big green jellyfish. His blade sliced through it and emerged fromthe
far side, dripping, without really hurting the blob. He carried his stroke on up and out and shook
the bl ade of f, disgusted. How could he kill a mass of jelly that sealed up after his cut?

He sniffed. Now he recognized the odor of the thing: line. Line-flavored jelly. Was it edible?
Coul d he destroy the nonster by eating it?

But as he pondered, the nonster changed into a purple vulture the size of a man, Bink |eaped for
it, trying to slay it before it flew up beyond his reach—and ski dded on the renai ni ng patch of
Iime goo. What a di sastrous coincidence!
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Coi nci dence? No—this was his talent operating—n reverse. The Denon had negligently switched it.
Now seemi ng coi nci dence woul d al ways wor k agai nst Bink, instead of for him He was his own worst

eneny.

Still, he had done all right for hinself when his talent had been largely cancel ed out by the
brain coral's nmagic. Wat be needed to do now was to nminimze the el ement coincidence played in
this battle. Hi s talent never revealed itself openly, so was restricted, awaiting its chance to
operate. Everything he did should be so carefully planned that it left virtually nothing to
chance. That way, chance coul d not operate agai nst him

The bird did not fly. It ran toward the center of the arena. Bink scranmbled to his feet and
pursued, watching his step. Here was a pebble that he m ght have tripped over; there was anot her
spot of grease. His prior slip in the jelly had been mainly carel essness. He could inmmunize that.
But why didn't the bird sinmply fly, while Bink was being so careful of his notions? Probably
because the nonster was not a Magician. Each formit assuned was about the sane mass, and

| andbound. A good talent, but not an extraordinary one. There were definite limts. Kong Trent
could change a fly into a hephal unph, or a worminto a flying dragon; size and function were of no
account. But this nonster only changed its form not its abilities. Good!

Bi nk stal ked the vulture, alert for any nove it mght nmake toward the exit. To flee himit would
have to turn its back, and then he would strike it down. No el enent of chance involved there, so
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no way for his reversed talent to intercede. Bink's early life, when he had not known about his
talent, had prepared himfor operating without it. His recent adventures, when it had been either
neutralized or elimnated entirely, had served as a refresher course. The nonster woul d have to
stand and fight, rather than depending on Bink to foul up

Suddenly it was a man—a burly, tousle-haired brute
intattered clothing, carrying a gleamng swrd. The
man | ooked as if he knew his business; in fact he

| ooked faniliar.

In fact—+t was a replica of Bink hinmself! The non-
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ster was getting snmart, fighting sword with sword. "Fair enough!" Bink said, and | aunched his
at t ack.

As he had guessed, the nonster was no swordsman. He might | ook |ike Bink, but he couldn't fight
the way Bink could! This battle would soon be over

Bi nk made a feint, then engaged the other's sword and knocked it out of the nonster's hand. He

backed the nonster up against the wall, ready for the finish. "Bink!" a wonman cried in despair.
Bi nk recogni zed that voice. It was Jewel! Drawn by the spell the Denmon had nade, she had arrived
just at the wong nmonent. It had to be the nmachination of his reversed talent, interfering just

intinm to save his eneny fromdestruction. Unless he acted inmediately—

"Bi nk!" she cried again, junmping down into the arena and throwi ng herself between him and the
monster. She snelled of a summer storm "Wy didn't you stay out of the caverns, where you woul d
be safe?" Then she stopped, amazed. "You're both Bink!"™ "No, he's the nonster," the nonster said
before Bink spoke. "He's trying to kill an unarned nman!"

"For shame!" Jewel flashed, facing Bink. The storm had becone a hurricane, with the odors of sleet
and dust and crushed brick, w ndborne. "Begone, nonster!"

"Let's get out of here,
exit.

the nonster said to her, taking her by the armand wal ki ng toward an

"OF all the nerve!" Cherie cried fromabove. "Get that fool nynph out of there!"

But Jewel stayed with the cunning nmonster, escorting himtoward safety—and a di saster she could
not i magi ne. Bink stood frozen, unable to bring hinself to act agai nst Jewel.

"Bink, she'll die too, if you let himgo!" Cherie screaned.

That nerved him Bink |aunched hinself at the pair, catching them each about the waist and hauling
them down. He intended to separate them stab the nonster, and explain to Jewel |ater

But when he righted hinself, he discovered that he had a nynph on each arm The nonster now
resenbl ed Jewel —and Bink couldn't tell them apart.
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He junped to his feet, sword ready. "Jewel, identify yourself!" he shouted. The nobnster could
hardly have been smart enough to think of this on its own;, Bink's talent had probably decreed such
a fortuitous choice of appearances. Bink had not given it any opportunity to catch himin an
accident, so it had acted on the nonster instead. Coincidence took nmany forns.

"Me!'" the two nynphs cried together, getting to their feet.

Oh, no! They sounded alike, too. "Jewel, I'mfighting a change-shape nonster," he cried to them
both. "If | don't kill him hell kill ne. One way or another. |'ve got to know which one he is."
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Assumi ng the nonster was nmale. Bink had to assune that, because he didn't want to kill a female.

"Hm" both nynphs cried, pointing at each other. The scent of skunk cabbage filled the air. Both
backed away from each other, and from him

Wrse and worse! Now his talent had the bit in its teeth, determned not to let himprevail. Yet
he had to kill the nonster, and to spare Jewel. He could not afford to choose randomy

The nynphs were heading for different exits. Already it was too late to catch both. Upon his
choice rested the fate of hinmself and all his friends—and his infernal talent would surely nake
hi m choose wongly. No matter which one he chose, it would be the wong one. Sonehow. Yet to nake
no choice would al so spell doom

Bink realized that the only way he could be sure of salvaging anything was to kill them both. The
nmonster, and the nynph-woman who | oved him Appal | ing decision

Unl ess he coul d sonehow trick the nmonster into revealing itself. (Call it it: that would be easy
to killl)

"You are the nonster!" he cried, and charged the nynph on the right, sw nging his sword.

She flicked a glance over her shoulder, saw him and screamed in nortal terror. And the snell of
dragon's breath, the essence of terror, was strong.

Bul k conmpl eted his swi ng, avoiding her as she cowered, and hurled his sword at the second nynph,
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who was al nost at the other exit. The one he had decided was really the nonster.

But the near-nynph, hi her terror, threw up her hands defensively. One hand brushed Bi nk's sword
arm just as he threw the weapon, fouling his aim His talent again, using his friend to balk his
attack on his eneny!

Yet it was not over. The nonster, seeing the approaching bl ade, |eaped to the side—+ight into the
m st hrown sword. The bl ade struck the chest and plunged through, such was the force of Bink's

throw and the charm of the weapon. Transfixed, the nonster fell. Two bad | ucks had cancel ed each
ot her out!
Bui k, neanwhile, crashed into Jewel, bearing her to the floor. "Sorry," he said. "I had to do it,

to make sure—

"That's quite all right," she said, struggling to get up. Bulk got to his own feet and took her by
the el bow, hel ping her. But his eyes were on the dead or dying nonster. Wat was its natural forn?

The nonster didn't change. It still |ooked exactly like Jewel, with full bosom slender waist,
heal thy hips, ideal |egs, and sparkling hair—and bl ood washi ng out around the enbedded sword.
Strange. If the nonster was nortally injured, why didn't it revert to forn? If it were not, why
didn't it scranble up and out the exit?

Jewel drew away fromhim "Let ne go clean up, Bulk," she said. At the nonment she sneUed of
not hi ng.

O nothing? "Make a smell," Sink said, grabbing her arm again.
"Bink, let me go!" she cried, pulling toward the exit.
"Make a snell!" he grow ed, tw sting her arm behind her back

Suddenly he held a tangle tree. Its vines twisted to grab him but they | acked the strength of a
real tan-gler, even a dwarf species. Bink clanped both his arnms about the tree, squeezing the
tentacles in against the trunk, hard.

The tree becanme a squat sea serpent. Bink hunched his head down and continued squeezing. The

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...anth%2002%20-%20The%20Source%200f%20Magic.txt (184 of 193) [1/19/03 8:42:54 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2002%20-%20The%20Source%200f%20M agi c.txt

serpent becane a two- headed wol f whose jaws snapped at
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Bi nk' s ears. He squeezed harder; he could afford to |lose an ear in order to win the battle. The
wol f became a giant tiger lily, snarling horrendously, but Bink was crushing its stem

Finally it got smart. It changed into a needl e cactus. The needl es stabbed into Bink's arns and
face—but he did not let go. The pain was terrible, but he knew that if he gave the nonster any
leeway at all it would change into sonething he couldn't catch, or his talent would arrange sone
coincidental break for it. Also, he was angry: because of this creature, he had cut down an

i nnocent nynph, whose only fault was |loving him He had assuned that jinxes had cancel ed out when
his m sthrown sword cut her down, but that had not been the case. What an awful force his talent
could bel Hi s hands and face were bl eeding, and a needl e was poking into one eye, but Bink
squeezed that cactus-torso with the passion of sheer hate until it squirted white fluid.

The thing dissolved into foul-snelling goo. Bink could no Ionger hold on; there was nothing to
grasp. But he tore at the stuff with his hands, flinging gobs of it across the arena, and stonped
the main nass Sat Coul d the nonster survive disnenbernent, even hi this stage?

"Enough," the Denon said, "You have beaten it.** He gestured negligently, and abruptly Bi nk was
fit and cl ean again, w thout injury—and somehow he knew his tal ent was back to normal. The Denon
had been testing Mm not bis talent He had won—but at what cost?

He ran to Jewel the real Jewel —+eni nded of the time Chanel eon had been sinilarly wounded. But the
Evil Magician had done that, while this time Bulk hinself had done it. "You desire her?" the Denon
asked. **Take her along." And Jewel was whole and lovely, snelling of gardenias, just as if she
had been dunked in healing elixir. "Oh, Bulk!" she said—and fled the arena.

"Let her go," Cherie said wisely. "Only time can heal the wound that doesn't show. "
"But | can't let her think | nmeant to—=

"She knows you didn't mean to hurt her, Bink. O
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she wi H know, when she thinks it out at |eisure. But she also knows that she has no future with
you. She is a creature of the caverns; the openness of the surface world would terrify her. Even
if you weren't married, she could not |eave her home for you. Now that you're safe, she has to

go."
Bi nk stared the way Jewel had gone. "I w sh there were sonething | could do."

"You can | eave her alone," Cherie said firmy. "She nmust nake her own life."

"Good horse sense," Gundy the golemagreed. "I will permt you to performthe agreed task in your
fashion," the Denon said to Bink. "I hold no regard for you or your welfare, but | do honor the

conditions of a wager. Al | want fromyour society is that it not intrude on ny private demesnes.
If it does, | night be noved to do sonething you would be sorry for—such as cauterizing the entire

surface of the planet with a single sheet of fire. Now have | conveyed ny directive in a form your
puny intellect can conprehend?"

Bink did not regard his intellect as puny, conmpared to that of the Denon. The creature was

omni potent, not ommiscient: all-powerful, not all-knowing. But it would not be politic to remark
on that at the noment. Bink had no doubt that the Denon could and woul d obliterate all life in the
Land of Xanth, if irritated. Thus it was in Bulk's personal interest to keep the Denbn happy, and
to see that no other idiots like himintruded. So his talent would extend itself toward that
end—as XCA/N) 111 surely was aware. "Yes."

Then Bink had a bright flash. "But it would be easier to ensure your privacy if there were no
| oose ends, |ike |ost Magicians or pickled centaurs—=

Cherie perked up alertly. "Bink, you're a genius!" "This Mgician?" Xanth inquired. He reached up
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t hrough the ceiling and brought down a gruesone skeleton. "I can reanimate himfor you—=

Bink, after his initial shock, saw that this skeleton was nuch larger than any Hunfrey coul d have

worn. "Unh, not that one," he said, relieved. "Smaller, like a —a gnone. And alive."
" Ch, t hat one, " XCA/ N) ** sai d. He reached
314

through a wall and brought back Good Magician Hunfrey, disheveled but intact.
"About tune you got to ne," Hunfrey grunped. "l was running out of air, under that rubble."

Now t he Denon reached down through the floor. He brought back Chester, encased in a glistening
envel ope of | ake water. As he set the centaur down, the envel ope burst; the water evaporated, and
Chester | ooked around.

"So you went swinmng without ne!" Cherie said severely. "Here | stay honme tending your colt while
you gad about =

Chester scowl ed. "I gad about because you spend all your tinme with the colt!™
"Uh, there's no need— Bink interposed.

"Stay out of this," she murmured to himwith a wink. Then, to Chester, she flared: "Because he is
just like you! | can't keep you fromrisking your fool tail on stupid, dangerous adventures, you
big dunmb oaf, but at least | have himto rem nd me of =

"If you paid nore attention to ne, 1'd stay home nore!" he retorted.
"Well, 1'lIl pay nore attention to you now, horse-head," she said, kissing himas the arena
di ssolved and a nore cosy room formed about them "I need you."

"You do?" he asked, gratified. "Wat for?"
"For maki ng another foal, you ass! One that |ooks just like nme, that you can take out for runs—

"Yeah," he agreed with sudden illum nation. "How about getting started right now" Then he | ooked
about, renenbering where he was, and actually blushed. The golem smrked. "Unh, in due course."

"And you can run some with Chet, too," she continued. "So you can help himfind his talent." There
was no hint of the disconfort she nust have suffered getting the word out.

Chester stared at her. "H s—you nean you—w

"Ch, cone on, Chester," she snapped. "You're wong ten times a day. Can't | be wong once in ny

life? | can't say | like it, but since nagic seens to be part of the centaur's heritage, |'ll
sinply have to live with it. Magic does have its uses; after all, it brought
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you back." She paused, glancing at himsidelong. "In fact, | mght even be anenable to a little

flute nusic,"

Startled, Chester |ooked at her, then at Bink, realizing that soneone had bl abbed. "Perhaps that
can be arranged—n decent privacy. After all, we are centaurs.”

"You're such a beast," she said, flicking her tail at him Bink covered a smle. Wen Cherie
| earned a | esson, she learned it welll

"Which seens to cover that situation sufficiently, tedious as it has been," the Denpbn said. "Now
if you are all quite ready to depart, never to return—

Yet Bink was not quite satisfied. He did not trust this sudden generosity on the part of the
Denon. "You're really satisfied to be forever walled off fromour society?”
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"You can not wall ne off," the Denon pointed out. "I amthe source of nmagic. You will only wal
you off. I will watch and participate anytime | choose—which will probably be never, as your
society is of little interest to ne. Once you depart, | forget you."

"You ought at least to thank Bink for freeing you,**
Cheri e said.

"l thank himby sparing his ridiculous life,** XCA/N* said, and if Bulk hadn't known better he
m ght have t hought the Denpbn was nettled

"He earned his lifel" she retorted. "You owe himnore than that!"

Binfc tried to caution her. "Don't aggravate him** he nmurmured. "He can blink us all into
not hi ngness—

"W thout even bunking," the Denpn agreed. One eyelid twitched as if about to blink

"Well, Bink could have left you to rot for another thousand years, w thout blinking hinself," she
cried heedlessly. "But he didn't Because he has what you will never understand: humanity!"

"Filly, you intrigue ne," XCAN* nurnured. "It is true | am ommi potent, not omi sci ent—but |
believe | could conprehend human notive if | concentrated on it."

"I dare you!" she cried.

Even Chester grew nervous at this. "Wat are you
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trying to do, Cherie?" he asked her. "Do you want us all extinguished?"

The Denon gl anced at Grundy. "Half-thing, is there substance to her chall enge?”
"What's in it for ne?" the gol em demanded.

The Denon lifted one finger. Light coal esced about G undy. "That."

The light seened to draw into the golemand | o, Gundy was no longer a thing of clay and string.
He stood on living legs, and had a living face. He was now an el f.

"Il +4'mreal!"” he cried. Then, seeing the Denon's gaze upon him he renmenbered the question. "Yes,
there is substance! It's part of being a feeling creature. You have to laugh, to cry, to
experience sorrow and gratitude and—and it's the nost wonderful thing—

"Then | shall cogitate on it," the Denon said. "In a century or so, when | have worked out nmny
revi sed nonenclature.” He returned to Cherie. "Wuld one gift satisfy you, feeling filly?"

"I don't need anything," she said. "I already have Chester. Bink is the one."
"Then | grant Bink one wish.*'

"No, that's not it! You have to show you understand by giving hi msonething nice that he woul d not
have t hought of hinself."

"Ah, another challenge," the Denon said. He pondered. Then he reached out and lifted Cherie hi one
hand. Bink and Chester junped with alarm but it was not a hostile nove. "Wuld this suffice?" The
Demon put her to his mouth. Again Bink and Chester junped, but the Denpbn was only whispering, his
mouth so large that the whi sper shook her whole body. Yet the words were inaudible to the others.

Cherie perked up. "Wy yes, that would suffice! You do understand!" she excl ai ned.
"Merely interpolation fromobserved gestures of his kind." The Denbn set her down, then nicked

another finger. Alittle globe appeared in air, sailing toward Bink, who caught it. It seened to
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be a solid-hied bubble. "That is your wi sh—the one you nust choose for yourself," the Denon said.

"Hol d the
317
sphere before you and utter your wish, and anything within the realmof magic will be yours."

Bi nk held up the globe. "I wish that the nen who were restored from stone by the absence of magic,
so they could return to the village of magic dust, wfll remain restored now that magic is back,"
he said. "And that the lady griffin will not turn back to gold. And that all the things killed by
the I oss of magic, like the brain coral —=

The Denon made a m nor gesture of inpatience. "As you see, the bubble did not burst. That neans
your wi sh does not qualify, for two reasons. First, it is not a selfish one; you gain nothing for
yoursel f by it Second, those stone and gold speUs can only be restored by reapplication of their

i nputs; once interrupted, they are gone. None of those people have returned to stone or gold, and
none of the simlar spells hi your |and have been reinstated. Only magic |ife has been restored,
such as that of the golemand the coraL The other spells are like fire: they burn continuously
once started, but once doused remain out Do not waste ny attention on such redundancy; your w sh
must go for a selfish purpose.™

"Ch," Bink said, taken aback. "I can't think of any w sh of that kind."
"I't was a generous notion, though,** Cherie nmurnured to him

The Denon waved his hand. "You nust carry the wish until it is expended. Enough; | becone bored
with this trivia."

And the party stood in the forest that Bink and Cherie and the colt had left It was as if the
Demon had never been—except for the sphere. And Sink's friends, restored. And the reviving nmagic
of the forest. Even Cherie seened satisfied with that magic, now,

Bi nk shook his head and pocketed the w sh-globe. Al he wanted to do now was to get honme to
Chamel eon, and he needed no special magic for that

"111 carry Bink, as usual," Chester said. "Cherie, you carry the Magici an— He paused. "Cronbi el
We forgot the |oud-beaked griffin!"
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Bink felt in his pocket. "No, |I have himhere in the bottle. | can rel ease hi m now=

"No, let himstew there a while |longer," Chester decided. Evidently he had not quite forgiven the
sol dier for the savage fight the tw had had.

"Maybe that's best," Cherie agreed. "He was in a |life-and-death struggle when he was confined. He
m ght come out fighting,"

"Let himcone!" Chester said belligerently.
"I think it would be better to wait,"” Bink said. "Just in case."

It was dusk, but they noved on rapidly. The nonsters of the night seened to hold no terror, after
their adventure. Bink knew he could use his stored wish to get themout of trouble if he had to.
O he could release Cronbie and et himhandle it. Mst of the nore dangerous wilderness entities
were still recovering fromthe shock of the tenporary |oss of magic, and were not aggressive.

Chester had a problem however. "I have paid the fee for an Answer," he reninded the Good
Magi cian. "But | found my talent by nyself. Now | could ask about Cherie's talent—

"But | already knowit," Cherie said, coloring slightly at this confession of near-obscenity.
"Don't waste your Question on thatl"

"You know your talent?" Chester repeated, startled. "Wat—
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"Il tell you another tinme," she said nodestly.

"But that |eaves me without a wi sh—+ nean without an Answer,"” he said. "I paid for it with ny
life, but don't know what to ask."

"No problem" Hunfrey said. "I could tell you what to ask."

"You coul d?" Then Chester saw the trap. "But that would use it up! | nean, your telling ne the

Question would use up the Answer—and then | woul dn't have the Answer to ny Question!"

*That does seemto present a problem"” Hunfrey agreed. "You m ght elect to pay another fee—=
"Not by the hair of your handsone tail!" Cherie cried. "No nore adventures away from hone!"
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"Already ny freedomis slipping away," Chester nmuttered, not really displeased.

Bink listened glumy. He was glad to be getting hone, but still felt guilt about what had happened
to Jewel. He had a wi sh—but he knew he could not sinply wi sh Jewel out of love with him Her |ove
was real, not magical, and could not be abolished magically. Al so, how woul d Chanel eon react to
this matter? He would have to tell her....

They gal l oped up to the palace as ni ght became conplete. The grounds were illum nated by shining
I una not hs whose fluttering green radi ance gave the pal ace an unearthly beauty.

Queen Iris was evidently alert, for three noons rose to brighten the pal ace as they entered, and
there was a fanfare frominvisible trunpets. They were pronptly ushered to the library, the King's
favorite room

W thout cerenobny, Bink told his story. King Trent l|istened wi thout interrupting. As Bink

concl uded, he nodded. "I shall nake arrangements to set the shield as you suggested,” the King
said at last. "I think we will not publicize the presence of the Dermon, but we shall see that no
one irttrudes on him"

"I knew you would see it that way," Bink said, relieved. "I+ had no idea there would be such a
consequence to ny quest. It rmust have been terrible here, wthout magic."

"Ch, | had no trouble,"” the King said. "I spent twenty years in Mindania, renenber. | still have a
nunber of little unmagi ¢ manneri sns about nme. But Iris was verging on a nervous breakdown, and the
rest of the kingdomwas not nmuch better ofi. Still, | believe the net effect was benefi ci al

citizens really appreciate their magic, now.

"l suppose so," Bink agreed. "I never realized how inportant magic was, until | saw Xanth wi t hout
it But here in our group we're left with distressing nmagical |oose ends. Chester has a surplus
Answer, and | have a wish | can't use, and Cronbie is confined—

"Ah, yes," the King agreed. "W'd better reconstitute himnow "

Bi nk uncorked the bottle, releasing Cronbie. The griffin coal esced. "Squawk!" he proclai ned.
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"About tine," Gundy translated.

King Trent | ooked at the griffin—and it becane a man. "Well," Cronbie said, patting hinmself to
meke certain of his condition. "You didn't need to | eave ne bottled up. | could hear what was
going on, all the tine." He turned to Chester. "And you, you hoof-headed hul k—+ only fought you
because the coral controlled ne. You didn't have to be scared of ne once that was settled."

Chester swelled up. "Scared of youl You featherbrai ned punk—=

"Anytinme you want to try it again, horsetail—=
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"That will suffice," the King said gently, and both shut up, albeit with inperfect grace.

King Trent smiled, returning his attention to Bink. "Sonetimes you m ss the obvious, Bink. Let
Chester give his Answer to you."

"To me? But it's hi*-=
"Sure, you can have it," Chester said. "I don't need it"
"But | already have a wish | can't use, and—M

"Now you use Chester's Question to ask the Good Magician what to do with your wish," the King
sai d.

Bi nk turned to Hunfrey. The nman was snoring quietly in a confortable chair. There was an awkward
pause.

Grundy went up and jogged the Magician's ankle. "Get with it, mdge."

Hunfrey woke with a small start. "Gve it to Cronbie," the Magician said before Bi nk opened his
mout h, and | apsed back into sleep

"What ?" Chester denanded. "The Answer | sweated for only brings a free wish to this bird?"

Bul k marvel ed hinsel f, but handed the wi sh-bubble to Cronbie. "May | ask what you nmean to use it
for?"

Cronbi e fidgeted a nonent, an unusual performance for him "Uh, Bink, you renenber that nynph, the
one who—

"Jewel ," Bink agreed. "I dread trying to explain about her to—=

"Well, |I—dh, you see, | had this fragnent of the magic mirror in the bottle, and | used it to
check on Sabrina, and—=
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"I fear constancy was never her strong suit,’
right for each other anyway."

the King interposed. "I don't believe you two were

"What about her?" Bi nk asked, perpl exed.

"She was two-timng ne," Crorabie said, scowing. "Right when she had ne on the verge—but the
other guy is married, so she was going to let on the kid was nine, and~+ knew | couldn't trust a
wonan! "

So Sabrina had deserted Cronbie, as she had deserted Bink hinself, before he knew Chanel eon. Yet
she connived to marry Cronbi e anyway—and it had been fated that he would have to marry her unl ess
he marri ed soneone else first "I'msorry," Bink said. "But | think it would be best sinply to |et
her go. No sense wasting a wi sh for vengeance."

"No, that's not what | had in nmnd," Cronbie assured him "I wouldn't trust any woman now. But |
think I could | ove a nynph—

"Jewel ?" Bi nk asked, amazed.

"I don't expect you to believe this," Cronbie said seriously. "I don't really believe it nyself.
But a soldier has to face realities. | lost the battle before it started. There | was, lying in
that cleft where you had slain me, Bink. | don't blane you for that; it was a hell of a good
fight, but | was really hurting. Suddenly she came, snelling of pine needl es and gardeni as,
bringing the healing elixir. |I never saw anything so sweet in ny life. She was weak and hesitant,
just like a nynph. No threat to any man, least of all a soldier. No conpetition. The kind of
fermale | could really get along with. And the way she stood by you— Cronbie shook his head.
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"That's why | went back in the bottle, after pointing out the antidote for you. |I wouldn't do
anything to hurt that nynph, and killing you would have torn her up. And if you got the antidote,
you'd get out of love with her, which was how | wanted you. She's lovely and loyal. But since she
still loves you—

"That's hopeless,” Bink said. "I'Il never see her again, and even if | did— He shrugged. "There
can be not hing between us."

"Right. So if you don't mind, I'll just take this wi sh and wi sh her to drink some of that |ove
poti on—and
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to see me next thing. Then she'll feel about me the way you felt about her. Only I'Il be
avai |l abl e, seeing as | have to marry soneone anyway."

And Cromnbi e was a dashing soldier and a handsone man. Inevitably the | ove the potion started woul d
becone real. The hurt Jewel felt for what Bink had done to her, striking her down with his sword,
woul d nake the transition easier. Except—"But you like to travel about," Chester said before Bink
could fornul ate the sane objection. "She lives below, planting precious stones. That's her job;
she wouldn't leave it"

"So we'll separate—and rejoin," Cronbie said. *TI1l be seeing her part-tinme, not all the tine.
That's the way | like it. I'ma soldier."

And that, neatly, solved Sink's problem "What about ne?" G undy demanded. "Wthout birdbeak,
have no job. I'"'mreal, now, | can't just disappear."”

"There is occasional need for translation around this court,"” the King said, "W shall find

enpl oyment for you." He glanced about "That about suffices for tonight Quarters have been arranged
for all of you, here at the palace.” Wth that he ushered themout. Bink was last to go. "I—<+'m
sorry | caused all this trouble,"” he said. "The Good Magician tried to warn nme, and so did
Beauregard the denon, but | wouldn't listen. Just because | wanted to know t he source of magi c—

"Have no concern, Bulk,** the King said with a reassuring snile. "I was aware that there was an
el ement of risk when | sent you—but | was as curious about the source of nagic as you, and | felt
that it was best to have the discovery nade by you, protected by your talent | knew your talent
woul d see you through."

"But ny talent was | ost when the magi ¢ went, and—

"Was it, Bnk? Didn't it strike you that the Denpbn's return was unusually fortuitous?"

"Well, he wanted a private place to—

"Whi ch he could have arranged anywhere in the universe. What really brought him back? | subnit
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that it was your talent, still l|ooking out for your long-range interests. Your nmarriage was in
trouble, so your nagic indulged in an extraordi nary convolution to set it straight."

"I -+ can*t believe ny talent could operate to affect the origin of nmagic itself!" Bink protested.

"I have no such difficulty. The process is called feedback, and it can and does reflect profoundly
on the origin. Life itself may be regarded as a feedback process. But even if that were not the
case, your talent could have anticipated the chain of events, and established a course that would
inevitably bring nmagic back to the Land of Xanth, nuch as an arrow shot into the air inevitably
returns—

"Uh, when we fought the constellations, Chester's arrows didn't—=*

The King shook his head. "Forgive an inept analogy. | shall not bore you further with nmy Mindane
perspective. | amsatisfied with the result of your quest, and you should be satisfied too. I
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suspect that had any other person rel eased the Denmon, XCA/N)* would never have returned to our
realm At this point the matter is academic. W shall have to find another occupation for you, but
there is no rush. Go honme to your wife and son."

" Sonr)n

"Ch, did | forget to informyou? As of dusk you became the father of a Magici an-cl ass baby, ny
likely successor to the throne—+n due course. | suggest that infant*s talent is the Denon's
selected gift to you, and perhaps another reason your own talent put you through this adventure."

"What tal ent does the baby have?" Bink asked, feeling giddy. H s son—an overt Magician at birth!

"Ch, | wouldn't spoil the surprise by telling you! Go honme and see for yourself!" King Trent
cl apped himheartily on the shoulder. "Your honme life will never be dull again!"

Bi nk found hinmself on his way. Talents never repeated in the Land of Xanth, except nmaybe anong
fiends, so his son could not be a transforner like the King or a stormmaster |ike the prior King,
or a nmagi c-adapter |ike King Roogna who had built Castle
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Roogna, or an illusionist |like Queen Iris. Wiat could it be, that showed so early?

As he approached the cabin at the edge of the palace estate, and snelled the faint residual odor
of cheese fromthe cottage, BinJk's thoughts turned to Chaneleon. It had been only a week since he
had | eft her, but it seened like a year. She would be in her nornal phase now, ordinary in
appearance and intelligence: his favorite. Their mutual worry about the prospects of their baby
was over; the boy was not variable like her, or seemingly without talent like him H s |love for
her had been tested npost severely, by the |ove potion and availability of a nost desirable
alternative. What a relief to have Cronbie going after Jewel ... though that could be anot her
action of his talent At any rate, now Bink knew how rmuch he | oved Chanel eon. He m ght never have
realized, had he not had this adventure. So the King was right; he—

Soneone energed fromthe cabin. She cast a triple shadow hi the light of the three moons, and she
was beautiful He ran to neet her with an exclamation of joy, grabbed her and—di scovered it was not
Chanel eon.

"MI1lie!'" he exclainmed, turning her hastily |oose. She had phenonenal sex appeal, but all he
want ed was Chanel eon. "M Ilie the ghost! What are you doi ng here?"

"Taking care of your wife," MIlie said. "And your son. | think I'"'mgoing to |like being a
nursenmai d again. Especially to so inportant a person."

"I nportant ?" Bink asked bl ankly.

"He talks to things!" she blurted enthusiastically. tfl mean, he goo-goos at them and they answer
back. His crib sang hima lullaby, his pillow quacked |ike a duck, a rock warned nme not to trip
over it so | wouldn't drop the Mgici an—

"Conmruni cation with the inaninmate!" Bink breathed, seeing the significance of it. "He'|ll never get
| ost, because every rock will give himdirections. He'll never be hungry, because a lake will tell
himthe best place to fish, or a tree—h0, not a tree, that's alive—sone rock will tell himwhere
to find fruit. He'll be
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able to learn nore news than the Good Magician Hunfrey, and w thout consorting w th denmons! Though
some of my best friends are denons, |ike Beauregard ... No one will be able to betray him because
the very walls will tell himabout any plots. He—=

A grim shape | oonmed out of the dark, dripping clods of earth, Bink gripped his sword.

"Ch, no, it's all right!™ MIlie cried. -'That's only Jonat han!"
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"That's no man—that's a zonbie!" Bink protested.

*"He's an old friend of nmine," she said. "I knew hi mback when Castle Roogna was new. Now that |I'm
alive again, he feels responsible for ny welfare."

"Ch." Bink sensed a story there—but at the nonent he only wanted to see his wife and son. "Was he
the zonbie | net—=2"

"In the garden," she agreed. "He got lost in the Queen's maze, the night of the anniversary party.
Then he cane to ne, inside, and got pickled. It took quite a spell to undo that! Now we're | ooking
for a spell to make himalive again, too, so we can— She blushed delicately. Cbviously the zonbie
had been nmore than a friend, inlife. MIlie had displayed an enbarrassing interest in Bink
himsel f, during that party, but it seened the appearance of the zonbie ended that. Another |oose
end Sink's talent had neatly tied up

"When ny son gets ol der we can have himask about that," Bink said. "There nust be some rock,
somewhere, that knows where a spell to restore zonbies would be."

"Ch, yes!" MIlie cried ecstatically. "Ch, thank you!"

Bi nk faced the zonbie, but did not offer to shake hands. "I think you were another onen for ne,
Jonat han. When | net you the first tinme, it signaled death with all its horrors: the death of
magi c. But through that death I found a kind of rebirth—-and so will you."

Bi nk turned to the door of the cottage, ready to join his famly.
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