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0987654321 Hey, Faun, how about sone fun?"

Forrest Faun rubbed what renai ned of his night's sleep out of his eyes
and | ooked down to the base of his tree. There stood a fetching nynph
with all the usual nynphly features: pretty face, flowing hair, perfect
figure, and no clothing. But there was something am ss.

"VWhat do you nean'?" he asked as he sat up in a fork, still getting his
beari ngs.

,.What do you think |I nean, Faun? Conme down and chase ne, the way fauns
al ways do to nynphs."

Then he had it. "You' re no nynph."
"Ch, pooh!" she swore, pouting. She dissolved into snoke and reformnmed

as a luscious clothed denpbness. "I amD. Mentia, out seeking routine
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entertai nment or mschief while nmy better half waxes disgustingly
nmot herly. What gave ne away?"

"If I tell you, will you go sonewhere else?" It was usually possible to
get rid of denons if one made a suitable deal with them

"Yes, if you want ne to." Her bright yellow dress fuzzed, show ng the
vague outline of her body beneath, with al nbst a suggestion of a
forbi dden panty |ine.

So there was a catch. "Wy wouldn't | want you to?"

"Because | have dreadful information that will puzzle and alarmyou and
per haps change your whol e outl ook."

That seened |i ke adequate reason. Forrest, now fully awake, junmped down
to the ground, |anding neatly on his hoofs. "Wat gave you away was
your manner. You were not acting |like a nynph. You were way too
forward and intelligent. Mich of a nynph's appeal is in her seem ng
reticence and lack of intellect. Now what's this dreadful information?"

"Follow nme." Mentia whirled in place, so that her body twisted into a
tight spiral before untwi sting facing the opposite direction, and wal ked
away. Her skirt shrank so as to show her legs as far up as was feasible
wi thout running out of linb. But of course Forrest didn't notice,
because not hing a denpness showed was very real

She | ed himacross the glade to a tree on the far side. "See."

Forrest stared with dismay at the clog tree. It was wilting, and its
clogs were falling to the ground. That could mean only one thing: it
had lost its spirit.

As it happened, the clog tree's spirit was Forrest's friend: Branch
Faun. They had known each other for alnbst two centuries, because their
two trees were in sight of each other. Al nbst every day Forrest would
drop out of his sandalwood tree, and join Branch in the gl ade between
themto dance a J'Ig or two. Wth luck, their '"igging would attract the
fleeting attention of a nynph or three, who would join ill, jiggling.
Wth further luck, jig and Jiggle would | ead to a pl easant chase and

cel ebration.

But this norning Branch's tree was in a sad state. It wouldn't fade so
soon if its faun were nerely absent; fauns and nynphs shared an
awareness with their trees that alerted theminstantly if harmcane to
either. Let a human forester even conme near such a tree with an axe,
and its faun would have a fit. Let a faun split a hoof, and his tree
woul d shudder. Such reactions were independent of distance; a faun
could run far away fromhis tree, and still be closely attuned to it.
They felt each other's pain.

"Are you trying to ignore ne?" Mentia asked warningly. Denvollesses
coul d handl e al nost anything except that.

"No. You're right. | ampuzzled and alarmed by this dreadful scene. Do
you know anythin, about it?"

"No. | just happened to note it in passing, so | |ooked for the cl osest
creature who mght be tornented by it."

He gl anced at her. "You're one crazy organism"

"Thank you," she said, flushing red with candy stripes. The color
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extended to her clothing and hair, and traces of it radiated into the
air around her.

The clog tree's distress neant that Branch was in serious trouble, if
not dead. What coul d have happened? Branch had been fine yesterday. In
fact he had encountered a nynph froma | ady slipper tree whose slippers
gave her special fleetness, just as the sandals from Forrest's

sandal wood tree gave himexcellent footing, and the clogs fromBranch's
tree protected his hoofs. They had had quite a nerry chase. Because
that was what fauns and nynphs did; they chased each other until they
came together, and then they celebrated in a manner that children were
not supposed to see. Because it did tend to get dull just sitting in
one's tree all the tine.

In fact, Forrest now renenbered, the nynph, clad only in her slippers,
had | ed Branch a chase right out of sight. Manwhile her friend from an
oak tree, nanmed Kara Oke, had done sone very nice singing to background
musi ¢ of wind through trees, so Forrest had had his own distraction
Natural ly he had chased her, and naturally she had fled, but not too
swiftly, because she was still singing her oak song. So he had caught
her, and they had celebrated in the usual fashion, while she continued
singing. That had been interesting, because she had sung of every
detail of the experience they were sharing, making it a work of nusica
art. Then she had returned to her tree, satisfied that her song worked.
There weren't any other nynphs around at the nonent, so Forrest had
returned to his own tree and settled down for the night. And now his
friend was gone.

"So what are you going to do about it?" Mentia inquired.

Do? She was right; he probably should be doing sonething. But what?
"What do you think?"

"I think you will follow their footprints, so you can find out what
happened to them"

"Now that's really sensible," he agreed.
The denoness turned snoky bl ack. "Darn!"

He set off in search of them He had no trouble follow ng their tracks:
her slipper prints, which were hourglass shaped, in the manner of the
nynph herself, and his clog prints, which were forceful and furred. They
| ooped around other trees, as she nmade cute dodges and diversions. It
was the chase that counted; fauns and nynphs loved | o run al nost as nuch
as they loved to dance. The better the chase, the better the

cel ebration at the end. Forrest renenbered a nynph once who had been in
a bad nood, because her tree was suffering a fungus infestation, and had
simply stood there. This was of course a conplete turn-off, and no faun
had touched her. Any nynph who wanted nothing to do with any particul ar
faun had only to refuse to nove, and he woul d | eave her al one. Sonetines
a nynph teased a faun, pretending disinterest, then |l eaping into pursuit
the nmonent he turned his back. If she caught him it was her advantage,
and he had to do whatever she wanted. O course that was exactly the
same as what he wanted, but other fauns would taunt himunnercifully for
getting caught.

Mentia, floating along beside him was getting bored. "Are you ready
for me to depart?"

"Yes," he agreed absently.
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"Good." She renai ned where she was. He realized that he should have
urged her to stay-, then she would have been sure that he was up to
not hi ng i nteresting.

The tracks veered toward the Void. That was the nearby reion of no
return. O course every faun and nynph knew better than to enter it,
because there was no way out of it. Anything that crossed the boundary
was doormed. Only special creatures, |like the night mares, could escape
it, because they weren't real in the way ordinary folk were. They had
very little substance.

"Don't float too near the Void," Forrest warned the denobness.

She changed course to approach the boundary, then paused. "Say, you are
a cunning one!" she said with adniration. "You knew |'d automatically
do the opposite. It alnmpst worked, too. But I'monly alittle crazy.

You have to be a ot crazy to venture into the Void."
"Maybe next tine," he nuttered.

The nynph was clearly teasing Branch, by passing flirtingly close to the
fringe of the Void. Her prints alnost touched the boundary, then noved

away, then cane close again. The nenace of that drelid region added to

the thrill of the chase. Forrest had done it too, and knew exactly the

steps to take to be sure of never straying across the I|ine.

Then his sandal s bal ked. He stopped, perpl exed; what was the matter?
Hi s sandals were magic, and protected his hoofs fromharm and if he
were about to step sonewhere harnful, they stopped him Yet he saw
not hi ng ahead to be concerned about.

"So what's with you?" Mentia asked. "Tired of wal ki ng?"
"I didn't stop,"” he explained. "M sandals did."
"Say, I'mgetting to like you. You're alnost as weird as | am"

"That's inpossible.”

"Thank you." This time her flush of pleasure was purple with green pol ka
dots, and it extended down her |egs and out across the ground around
her. "So why did your sandals stop?"

"I'"'mnot sure. Maybe it was a false alarm™

Still, his sandals had never yet been wong. So he dropped to his furry
knees and exam ned the ground before him It was ordinary. There were a
few smling gl adi ol as, the happiest of flowers, and beyond them sone
horse radi shes were flicking off flies with their tails. He thought of
asking the nearest horse if it knew of anything harnful here, but he
didn't understand plant |anguage very well, and in any event all it
woul d say would be "neigh.” So finally he got up and nmade a detour
around the pl ace.

"Ch, well," the denpness said, disappointed.

But now he couldn't find the trail. Both sets of tracks were gone. So
he turned back-and that was when he sawit. A splinter of reverse wood
on the ground. He was sure of its identity, because the gladiola
closest to it was drooping sadly. And right across it was a | ady
slipper print. The nynph had inadvertently stepped on the splinter. It
hadn't hurt her directly, because it was lying flat. But it nust have
affected the fleet nagic of her slipper, so that she had | ost her sure
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footi ng.
"You see sonething," D. Mentia remarked astutely.

Now he saw the clog-print next to it, and realized the awful truth. The
nynph had | ost her bal ance, because of the reversal of her slipper
magi ¢, and teetered on the edge of the boundary of the Void. Branch had
collided with her, caught by surprise by her sudden stop. And the two
had sprawl ed into the Void.

"Yes. They are gone."

It was a freak accident, the kind that woul d happen hardly once in a
century. The reverse wood splinter mght have been blown there recently
by an errant gust of wind. It would have been harm ess, except when it
came into contact with sonmething magical. Then that abrupt reversa
Branch and the nynph were lost. They would never get out of the Void.
And their trees would suffer, for without its spirit a nagical tree
slowy lost its magi c and becane, dreadful destiny, virtually mundane.

It was a fate, many believed, worse than extinction

"I"'msorry," the denpness said. "That nmeans that you won't be
entertaining ne any nore."

Forrest had no idea where the nynph's tree was, but knew it was
suffering sinmilarly. He hoped there would be another nynph free to join
it and save it. Meanwhile, he did know where Branch's tree was. But
what could he do? He could not care for two trees; the relationship
didn't work that way. He was bound to his sandal wood tree. He knew of
no fauns | ooking for trees. There were nore trees than anmenabl e fauns
and nynphs, so that sone trees that night have flourished nagically
becane ordinary. It was sad, because the right trees had nmuch to offer
their conpanion spirits, but true

Then he thought of something. It was a vanishingly tiny chance, but
marginally better than nothing. "You're a spirit,"” he said to the
demoness. "How would you like to adopt a tree?"

"You nean, beconme a tree dryad, so that | would |ive al nost forever and
al ways protect it?"

"Yes. It's a worthy occupation. 1t doesn't have to be a nynph. Any
caring spirit will do, if the commtnment is there. And the clogs would
protect your feet."

"Commitment. Protected feet." She tried to | ook serious, but snoke
started puffing out her ears, and finally she exploded into a hilarious
fireball. "Ho ho ho!"

Then again, maybe the notion had been worse than nothing. Denbns had no
soul s, because they were the degraded remants of souls thensel ves. They

cared for nothing and nobody. "Sorry | nentioned It."

Ch, I"'mnot! That was ny laugh for the day." The snoke coal esced into
the extraordinarily feminine fermal e woman di staff | usci ous shape of
girlish persuasion with the slightly translucent dress. "A tree nynph!

You are a barrel of laughs." She fornmed into a brown barrel with
brightly col ored pancake-shaped | aughs overflowing its rim

Forrest ignored her as well as he could, and headed for his home tree.
How coul d he have been so stupid as to nake such a suggestion to a
denoness?
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She followed. "The oddest thing is that ny better half well might have
agreed, were she not otherw se occupi ed. She has half a soul. But also
a half nortal child, so she's busy. [|'mthe half without the soul."

As if he couldn't have guessed. "You could share the soul of the tree.

"The soul of a shoe tree," she exclainmed, her |aughter building up

anot her head of steam "A clog sole. Protecting ny feet. ©Oh, hold ne,
sonmebody; | think I'"'mgoing to expire of mrth." Her body swelled unti
it burst and di sappeared, |leaving only a faint titter behind.

This time, it seened she really was gone. But Forrest didn't chance it;
he wal ked directly back wi thout | ooking around.

When he returned and | ooked at the clog tree, his heart sank into his
stomach. The poor thing was so droopy and sad. It was all that
remai ned of his friend Branch. He had to do something to help it.

He wal ked up and put a hand on the trunk. "Have confidence, clog tree.
I will find you another spirit. Just give ne tine to do it."

The tree nust have heard him because its |eaves perked up and becane
greener. It knew him because he had been near it nany tinmes, and was
the friend of its faun. It trusted himto help it.

He had prom sed, and he would do his best. Some fol k thought that fauns
and nynphs were enpty-headed creatures, incapable of feeling or

comm tnent, but those folk were confusing types. The creatures of the
Faun and Nynmph Retreat had no nmenmory beyond a day, so every new day was
a new adventure. But that was the nagic of the retreat; any who |eft
there started to turn real, which neant they aged and had nenories. Some
preserved their youth by finding useful jobs. Jewel the Nynph had taken
on the chore of spreading gems throughout Xanth, so that others woul d
have the delightful challenge of finding them and later she had nmarried
a mortal man and beconme a grandnother. Many ot hers had adopted nagica
trees, just as Forrest had. It was a kind of symbiosis, which was a
fancy word neaning that the two got along great together and hel ped each
other survive. The trees kept the fauns or nynphs young, because trees
lived a long tine and their spirits shared that longevity. The fauns or
nynphs protected their trees, bringing themwater in times of drought
and harassi ng woodsnen who wanted to chop the trees down. Nynphs had
very effective ways to distract woodsnen, or to persuade themto spare
their trees. Sometines a nynph would even nmarry a woodsman, if that was
what it took. But her first loyalty was always to her tree. Fauns had
ot her ways, such as setting booby traps or inform ng | arge dragons where
a nice man sized neal could be had near a certain tree. One way or

anot her, they protected their tinber, as well as enhancing the natura
magi ¢ of the trees.

But the sudden | oss of Branch left the clog tree in trouble. Such

rel ati onships were not lightly made or broken. A faun who lost his tree
died, and a tree who lost its faun turned nundane, an even sadder state.
So he had to find a repl acenent.

"I'f only I had the faintest notion how, " he said in anguish

There was a swirl of snoke. It forned into a large pot |abeled SEX. "I
shoul d have thought a faun already knew how," it said. "But | suppose
could show you, if-"

He shoul d have known that the denpbness hadn't really gone. She was
still hoping he might do sonething entertaining. "Howto find a
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suitable spirit for the clog tree," he clarified. "Naturally you have
no better notion than I do."

"Naturally not," the pot agreed, its |label changing to KETTLE as it
turned black. "I would never think of going to ask the Good Magici an
Hunfrey. The last tinme | suggested that, | had to guide a stupid
gargoyl e there, and he wound up saving Xanth from whatever. Actually
that adventure did have its points; it certainly was interesting.”

The kettle fornmed back into the luscious |ady shape. "So there's no
point in suggesting it, especially since the Good Magician charges a
year's Service for an Answer. So you might as well abandon all hope and
just let the stupid tree die."

"I''l'l go see the Good Magician!" Forrest exclainmed. Then he realized
that she had tricked himinto reacting, just as he had tried to trick
her. He had said it, and the clog tree had heard; its | eaves were
becomi ng al nost whol esone. Now he had to do it. But a year's Service?
"I can't leave my own tree that long," he protested belatedly. "And
don't even know the way there."

"You need a guide," Mentia said. "I need to go bother ny better half
some nore, but | can find a friend to show you the way to Hunfrey's
castle.”

"l don't want any friend of yours!"

"Excellent. You will find her just as lusciously annoying as | am |'I]I
be right back with her." The denobness popped of f.

Agai n, he had said the wong thing. But he was now comm tted to goi ng.
How woul d the trees fare during his absence? He didn't want themto
suffer, but there didn't seemto be nuch of an alternative.

But there m ght be a way to get sone help on that. There was a cave
near by, where a nice cousin of ComPewer dwelt. She was ConPassi on,
and she | oved everybody, because a |ove spring flowed in her cave. Her
powers were |limted, but she would do any favor she coul d nmanage for the
| ocal folk. Maybe she would be able to help the trees.

Unfortunately, there was a conplication about dealing with her, which
was why he normally stayed clear. But at the monent he didn't seemto
have much choice. He would just have to hope that it would work out al
right.

He fetched his knapsack, which he always used when going far fromhis
tree, and ran through field and dale until he came to Passion's cave.
Lovely purple flowers grew at its entrance, and the scent of the air was
sweet .

Oh, no! He had in his haste forgotten sonething inportant. It was
usual to bring a little gift to Passion when visiting her. It wasn't
exactly to put her in a good nood, because she was always in a good
mood. It wasn't just protocol, either. It was that a gift tended to

make her feel that she should do sonething in return-and he really
needed that return favor

What could he find for a gift? Passion's nmain weakness was that she
couldn't do anything physical. She couldn't wal k out of her cave and
see the sights or pick the flowers. So sonetines folk brought her
stories of the things outside, to keep her inforned. But he suspected
he woul d need nore than that.
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Then he renmenbered sonething. The chips! Passion |oved chips. Wat she
did with them no one knew, but she truly valued them He knew where
sone nice chips grew

He ran to the gl ade where the chips were. Sure enough, there was a nice
new crop of them Chips of every kind grew in profusion. Wich ones
woul d pl ease her mpbst? He pondered briefly, then went for a Potato
Chi p. The noment he harvested it, he felt the urge to speak, and his
words were really salty. He also felt extrenmely thirsty. He quickly put
it into his knapsack and sealed it shut.

Across the glade was a brown region. He went there and harvested a
Chocolate Chip. It snelled good enough to eat, but he didn't dare take
time for that now |If he ate one, he might get a hunger for nore, and
be unable to stop. So he popped it quickly into his bag.

One nore should do it. He |ooked around, and saw an old block in the
center of the glade. So he went and took a chip off that. It was very
stubborn and didn't want to turn | oose, but when he touched it he got
stubborn too, and finally did pry the chip off the old bl ock

He nerved hinmself and entered the cave. It was very nice inside. He
knew that it was really a rather ordinary cave, but the overflow from
the I ove spring ran through it, and some of the water evaporated and
suffused the air. That was part of the conplication. He would have
tried to breathe through a cloth or something, but that would be
inmpolite, and inpoliteness was bad form when one cane begging a favor.
So he took it in stride, and his stride was good. He reached the
center, where reclined a device fashi oned of passion wood. fle stopped
and took a breath.

Bef ore he spoke, a screen lighted. Wwo is there,? it inquired in neat
cursive script.

"Forrest Faun," he said. "Fromthe nearby sandal wood tree."

VWHY DEAR BOY HOW VERY NI CE TO SEE YOU. THE SCREEN SAID WTH A SWEET ROW
OF HEARTS ACRCSS THE BOTTOM

"Uh, |ikewi se, |'m sure,
brought you a gift."

he said. This wasn't going well. "Uh,

The screen glowed brightly. Wy how ve thoughtful of you, dear boy! And
the hearts grewlarger. Vy If TTy Not well at all! "Uh, here they
are." He funbled in his bag and pulled out the Chocolate Chip. "A sweet
for the sweet." He found another chip and funbled it out. "A salt for
the salty." oops; that wasn't right. So he rushed on to the third: "And
a chip off the old block for the stubborn.” Wrse yet!

Why dear boy, | believe you are flustered the screen said, smling.

"Uh, yes," he confessed. He was two centuries old, but felt |ike an
adol escent el f.

How ve sweet. The screen turned Val entine pink. And what is your
request of ne, dear boy."

Forrest launched into his story of the fate of Branch Faun and the need
to save his tree. "So | must go ask the Good Magician what to do," he

concluded. "But | can't even leave my own tree that |ong, safely. So
t hought maybe you could, well, sort of change reality to make the trees
all right, for a while, if you wanted to, until | get back." Suddenly it

seened rat her stupid.
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So all this is just to help a tree?

"Yes," he confessed, feeling woefully inadequate. The whol e notion was
ridiculous. He would have to find sone other way. "But | guess you
have nore inportant things to do. |'msorry | bothered you."

Dear boy, you have such a generous spirit, | really like you. O course
you nmust save the tree. | will help you."

"You will?" He was amazed. He had thought it so trivial, as far as
anyone el se was concerned, but now it seemed inportant again.

Yes. O course | have ny price

Dread surged back. What changed reality would she require of hinf
"Yes."

You kpow | have a romantic nature, bU that | ama machine. | can only
dream of | ove, not actually experience it.

"Yes." This sounded worse.

But | can on occasion approximate love, if | have a cooperativ(?
part ner.

She coul d? What was she going to make him do? But he was stuck for it
"Yes."

Ki ss ny nouse.

"But you don't have a nouth, ConPassion."
Not rmouth. Mbuse.

"Wat ?"

I have a nouse, she explained patiently. | want you to kiss it. What
term do you not understand?

"But-a nouse?"
A small living creature, usqful for going where | amunable to go.
In this case, romance

She thought it would be romantic for himto kiss her nmouse? "I- if |
have to-"

Be thanl/2f& | managed to exchange the donkey | had recently for the
mouse. It was an asinine creature.

He certainly wouldn't have wanted to kiss her asinine creature. "Ckay."

Then the cave chanber shinmered, and he knew she was changin(i reality.
It became a lovely gl ade surrounded by red, green, purple, yellow and
orange trees, with their assorted round fruits of simlar colors, and
flour plants growing in the center. Fromthe far side cane the
prettiest nynph he could remenber seeing, with thick |lustrous brown hair
that spread out to forma cloak for her body. But it could not concea
the el egant curves of that graceful form as she wal ked.

She canme up to himas he stood sonewhat benused by the change. He had
not expected a reality shift of this nmagnitude. And what was the nynph
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doi ng here.?
"I am Terian," she said. "Kiss ne."

"But |'m supposed to kiss a-a nouse,"” he said.

"I amthat one. | amthe Muse Terian. | amolder than | |ook."
"You're the nouse?" He stared at her. "But you're beautiful!"
"Thank you. It has been forty millennia since | have had a conpli nent

like that. Ohers have thought ne to be prinitive or crude."

"Ch, you are neither of those things! You are the loveliest creature
can imagine."

"Thank you. Now you rust kiss me, for | can't kiss you. | don't know
how. "

"Like this," he said enthusiastically. He folded her Iithe and softly
yielding body in his arms and ki ssed her firmly on her luscious |ips. At
first she was hesitant, but then she got into the feel of it and kissed
hi m back. What had been a hal fway experinental effort becane a

full-fl edged delight.

After a wonderfully long tinme he felt obliged to break it off. For one
thing, he had forgotten to breathe. He |ooked into her deep brown eyes.
"Ch, Terian, that was the greatest kiss | ever had!"

"Thank you." Then she turned and wal ked back across the gl ade.
Ast oni shed, he just watched, not know ng what to make of it.

The scene shimered, and the cave returned. He was staring at the
screen, where the words Thank you were scri pted.

"l don't understand," he said.

Mouse Terian could not stay. | can alter reali only so rmuch. Perhaps
some day sonmeone will go out into the field and harvest ne a cereal port
so that | can nake better se of the mouse. But he did enjoy your Kiss.
And so did | He was slowy and uncertainly recovering his grip on
reality. "She-what is she like, really?"

A nmouse ran up on top of the wooden frane hol ding the screen and stood
onits hind feet for a nonent, facing him Here.

So Terian really was a nouse. He truly had kissed a nouse. Transforned
by a tenporarily local change of reality, but neverthel ess a nouse.

Yet a detail didn't fit. "But she spoke to me! In sound.”

I amrather proud of ny sound system As the words appeared on the

screen, they came in sound too. | was the one speaking.

So it could all be explained. 1t had been crafted from sound and
tenporary reality. It hadn't really been a lovely nynph. Still, it had
been inpressive. "I think you are getting close to the feeling of

romance, ConPassion," he said sincerely.

Thank you. Wit until | conplete ny next upgrade. Then nore than
kissing will be feasible.
That was sonewhat daunting. "lIs-is that all?"
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Yes, unfortunately, for now Take the two di sks beside nme and set one
in each tree. They will alter the trees' reality slightly, so that your
absence will seemlike only a day. They will not wither or wilt. But
you must be back within a month, or the effect willfade, and then they
will suffer.

"Thank you," he said gratefully. He picked up the two small wooden
di sks and tucked themcarefully into his knapsack

Any tinme, dear boy. It was a pleasure.

He made his way outside. The fresh air cleared his head of the funes
fromthe love spring. He realized that in that anbi ance he had want ed
to experience the romance, and that nust have hel ped the effect. Wat a
worman Terian had seened to be! Sone day she woul d surely nake sone nal e
mouse excruci atingly happy. And once ConPassion was fully conpati bl e,
she ni ght nake the notorious Com Pewter happy too.

There was a swirl of snoke before him Two parts of it descended to the
ground and forned into feet. The rest becane a snmoky nynph figure.
"This nust be the faun," she said.

"Of course it's me, Mentia," he said. "Wwo else would it be?"
The dark face frowned. "I amnot Mentia."
oops. Denpnesses could be troubl esome when annoyed. "I apol ogi ze.

thought any creature that lovely had to be Mentia."
"Ch you did, did you'? Mentia' s crazy. Consider this."

The form shifted and reassenbl ed, beconing so exquisite that it was
difficult to |l ook at her without flinching.

"You're right," Forrest said, shielding his eyes with one hand. "That's
twice as lovely as she was."

"And only half as lovely as | could be, if | cared to nmake the effort.
VWl l, conme on, faun; | don't have all week."

"Come on? Were?"
"To Hunfrey's castle, of course. Where else did you think?"
A dimbulb flickered. "You're Mentia's friend!"

"Hnph. An exaggeration. But yes, | am Denobness Sire, and | did owe her
half a favor. So I'll guide you there. But that's all. No round trip;
that would require a whole favor. And |I'mnot going to nmake you
deliriously happy enroute, so forget about that too."

"I wasn't even thinking of it."

She | ooked di sappoi nted. "You weren't?"
This could be nore mschief. "Well, | was trying to suppress the
thought of it, with inperfect success. | ama faun, you know. We're

related to the satyrs. W have sinilar urges, but nore self control."

She considered. "Suppose | |ooked like this?" She became somewhat nore
| usci ous.

"Pl ease don't, because then | would be thinking of it all the tine."
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"Suppose | became like this?" The scant clothing on her form shrank,
causi ng parts of her to bul ge dangerously.

"Then | woul d be so overwhelnmed |'d be constantly grabbing for you, just
like a satyr, unable to help nyself."

She nodded, satisfied, and sagged into a | esser form He was | earning
how t o handl e denpnesses.

"But first | nust see to the trees," he added. "Then I'mall yoursor
woul d be, if | weren't struggling not to think of it."

D. Sire |l ooked even nore satisfied. She drifted beside himas he
wended his way back to his hone glade. "ls it true that nynphs & fauns
have very little magic, apart fromtheir |ongevity, enptyheadedness, and
insatiable urge to pretend to sumon fleets of storks?"

"Fl ocks of storks," he responded shortly.

"Flocks. So it is true, cute-horns?"

"Not exactly. The magic of nynphs is to becone phenonenally attractive
to mal es when they run and bounce, so that any nmal e who spies a running
nynph is conpelled to pursue her though he knows he can't catch her. The
magi ¢ of fauns is to run fast enough to catch the nynmphs, and to make
them desire to cel ebrate when there is physical contact."

"Fascinating," she said, sounding bored. "Does it work on other

f emal es?"

"Way, | hadn't thought of that. | suppose if they renoved their clothes
and ran-"

"I mean the animal magnetism Do real wonen get hot when a faun touches

t henP"
"Well, we don't chase real wonen. They know too nmuch, and they aren't
as well shaped. 1In addition, they often regard fauns as m sshapen, and

are repelled. So there's no way of know ng-"

"So they tend to avoid contact. But if it should happen, what then?"
She dropped to the ground and put her arnms around him Her upper
section pressed into his chest in tw firm places, and her |ower section
pressed his fur in one firmer place. "lIs this sufficient contact?" Then
her eyes grew large and dreany. "Ch, it's true! Suddenly | want to get
much closer to you." The three places increased their pressures.

Forrest struggled to disengage. "You're not a wonan, you' re a denpness.
If | tried to celebrate with you, you would just dissolve into |aughing
gas."

, '"True," she agreed, dissolving into puffs of vapor that spelled out HA
HA. "But neverthel ess also true that your touch inspires a certain
lust. So | shall nmake sure not to tease you fromtoo close."

"Thank you." It had been all he could do to stop fromtrying what she
had been teasing himto try.

"Unl ess | change ny snmoky mind," she said, refornmng into something
| usci ous.

He went to the two trees, and tucked a disk into the | owest cleft of
branches of each. The trees did not seemto change, but he trusted
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ConPassion. They should be all right. He fetched a spare pair of
sandals, just in case, and put themin his knapsack. "Now | amready to
0. Wich way' ?"

"South. He lives below the Gap Chasm "
"The what ?"

"Do-ri't tell ne you don't renenber! The forget spell wore off it years
ago.

"I't isn't that | don't renenber. It's that | never knew. "

"Ch. Well, it's a huge cleft in the ground that is inpossible to
penetrate unl ess you know how. " She pursed her |ips as she spoke the
words "cleft"” and "penetrate," as if suggesting sonething naughty.

Forrest had no idea what nuance she was nuancing, so he ignored it.
"WIIl you tell me how ?"

"OF course not. That's nmore of a favor than | owe Mentia."

He had thought as nmuch. Still, limted guidance was better than none.
Maybe he woul d be able to ask al ong the way.

Forrest stood at the brink of a nmonstrous abyss that was yawni ng despite
the fullness of day. So this was the dreaded Gap Chasm It was indeed
i npressive

"So how do you suppose you will get across this inpassable abyss?"
Denoness Sire inquired.

"l suppose | will have to find a place to clinb down into it, cross the
bottom and find a place to clinb up the other side. W fauns are good
clinbers, because of our hoofs."

"I xnay, faun. The Gap Dragon ranges the depths, eagerly waiting for
idiots like you to try just that. He's a six |egged steanmer, and chonps
first and asks questions later."

"Well, maybe | can find a bridge across it. There mnmust be one
somewhere. "

"Several. One's invisible. Another is one way."

"One way?"

"\VWi chever way you're going, it's going the other way."

Forrest had encountered a one way path in his day, so he knew how t hat
worked. "Well, I'lIl keep looking. There nust be sonme way that folk
cross it."

"There is."
"And you won't tell me."

"That would be a smidgen over ny half favor."

So he wal ked west along the brink. After an indefinite time, he heard a
scranbling in the brush. He turned toward it, hol ding his sandal wood
staff protectively before him It would kick anything that turned out
to be dangerous, giving himtinme to run to safety.
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In two and a half nonments he spied an odd animal caught in briers. It
| ooked like a male werewol f, but couldn't be, because that would have
changed to human formto pick away the prickly vines. As it was, the
poor creature could hardly nove, and nore beiers were reaching for it.
They woul d soon coil conpletely around and prick it to death so they
could feed on its bl ood.

Forrest didn't like briers much, so he decided to help the ani nal
"Coul d you use sone assi stance?" he call ed.

The not-werewol f | ooked at him "Arf!"

Forrest wasn't sharp on animal | anguages, but he had a noddi ng

acquai ntance. That sounded |ike canine for "yes." So he used his staff
to clear a path through the briers. They whi pped around, striking at
it, trying to stab it, but couldn't hurt the wood. The staff gave them
increasingly hefty kicks in return, until they gave up

He reached the animal, and carefully pried the briers fromits body.
Soon it was free. "Now follow nme out, and stay close to ny staff," he
said. The ani mal nodded.

When they were safely out of the brier patch, Forrest turned to the
animal. "If you don't mnd ny asking, who are you, and what kind of a
creature are you? You seemlike only half of a werewolf."

"WoofI'" the animal replied.
"So your nane is Wof."

"Ch, conme on, you'll never get it that way,'
them "You are wasting ny tine."

Sire said, appearing beside
Forrest hardly spared her a dark glance. "You could save your tine by
telling me howto cross the Gap Chasm expediently."

She ignored that. "H s name is Weofer. He's a Miundane dog."

Forrest was anazed. "A Mundane creature! | thought they were extinct."
"No such luck. There's nore than a slew of themnorth of Xanth."

She faded out in disgust.

Forrest |ooked again at the dog. "Well, Wofer, |I've never net a rea
dog before. So you're Mundane! | suppose that neans you are of linmted
intel-urn, that you don't care to talk much. So I'll phrase yes/no

questions. One bark for yes, two for no. Ckay?"
"Wof I'"

"Are you friendly?"

" Wof . "

"Do you have friends?"

"Woof . "

"Are you | ost?"

"Wof . "

"Can you find your way back to them on your own?"
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"Whof woof."

"Then | had better help you find them |I'mnot nmaking rmuch progress on
nmy own anyway."

"Di sgusting,
chore."

Sire said sonewhere in air. "I'Il never get through this

"You know what you can do about it, denobness.”

"That would be unethical. Half a favor is half a favor, not half a whit
nore."

"Where did you | ast see your friends?" Forrest asked Wofer

The dog bounded to the brink of the chasm and pointed upward with its
nose.

"Over the pit? Can they fly?"
" Woof . "

"And you couldn't keep up with them running on the ground. O maybe
you could, until you got into that brier patch. And they didn't realize
you were caught, so don't know where you are."

" Woof . "

"But maybe when they realize that you' re gone, they'll fly back the way
they canme, and find you."

"Whof I " Woof er agreed, brightening.

"So let's wait here until they come. Then you'll be all right. Xanth
isn't very friendly to a Mindane creature al one."

"Woof . "

So they waited by the brink, gazing out, watching for flying creatures,
while D. Sire faded in and out, her disgust expanding to its farthest
boundaries. Forrest took sone balmfromhis knapsack and spread it on
Wiof er' s scratches and punctures, and they started healing.

Then Forrest's sharp eyes spied two things in the air. They nmight be
birds, but they didn't fly like birds. "Maybe that's them" he
suggest ed.

"Woof I'" Woof er wagged his tail.

So Forrest waved violently, to attract their attention. The shapes
veered toward him Soon they showed up as two humanoid figures: a young
man and a young el fin woman. She had wi ngs, while he flew w thout

wi ngs. Evidently they were a couple.

Woof er bounded across to neet themas they | anded on the brink
The young man hugged him and the young wonman ki ssed his nose.
Then they turned to Forrest.

"Hello," he said, feeling abruptly awkward.

"Whof I'" Woofer said, returning to him
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"You hel ped Wofer"" the man asked.

"He was caught in the brier patch."

"Woof .

"But those scratch sonmething awful ," the wonman said. "He's
unscr at ched. "

"Wbof woof . "

"l used sone balm" Forrest said. Then, still feeling awkward: "I'm
glad he's safe now. [|'Il be on ny way."

"Wyof woof . "

"But you are safe now, aren't you' ?" Forrest said to him "These are

your friends."

"I think he neans that you hel ped him so he wants to hel p you back,"
the man said. "Let's introduce ourselves. |'m Sean Miundane."

"I'mWIlow Elf," the woman sai d
"I'"'m Forrest Faun."

"And so you won't have to wonder, | really am Mundane," Sean SAld. "I

vl SI TED Xanth, and fell In love with Wllow. We-well, we ran afoul of a
| ove spring without realizing it at first. She's large for an elf and
flies because she associates with a very large winged elmtree.

returned to Mundania with her, and she found it a really weird pl ace.
Then wtien we cane back to Xanth, suddenly |I could fly. W don't know
what happened, but it's great. Now we're just enjoying it. W hope to
marry soon."

Forrest realized that they were as curious about himas he was about
them "I'man ordinary tree faun. M neighboring tree lost its faun,
so | amin search of a replacenent faun for it, so it won't die or
become-" He hesit at ed.

"Mundane," Sean said. "No affront; | know how awful that seens to
Xant hians. O course you don't want that to happen."”

"So 1'mgoing to ask the Good Magician for advice," Forrest continued.
"Though | understand that he charges a year's Service for an answer, and
I have to be back with ny tree in a nonth. And | can't even find ny way
across this crevasse. So |'mnot sure exactly what |'mdoing."

Sean and W1 | ow exchanged a Significant dance. Then she spoke. "You
hel ped Wofer, and we appreciate that. So maybe we can do you a return
favor. | don't know how to solve your dilemrma, but | think | know who
m ght be able to help. 1'Il call her." She lifted a whistle she wore
around her neck and blew on it.

In barely a nmoment there was a crashing in the brush as sonethi ng huge
charged through it. "A dragon!" Forrest exclaimed. "You had better fly
out over the gulf."

"A dragon ass," she corrected him "Friendly."

I ndeed, now he saw that the dragon was striped and had the head of a
donkey. It was forging through the brier patch, not even noticing the
briers. And on it was a young worman half a shade lovelier than D. Sire
in her seduction node.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...20-%20Xanth%2021%20-%20Faun%20and%20Games.txt (16 of 235) [1/19/03 9:08:10 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%620-%20X anth%2021%20-%20Faun%20and%20Games.txt

"Di sgusting!" the denpness agreed, form ng beside him

The dragon ass cane to a stop before them "W heard your whistle," the
beautiful wonman said to Wllow. "How may we hel p?"

"This nice faun hel ped get Wofer out of trouble,
"We'd like to help himin return.™

W | ow expl ai ned.

The wonman turned her graceful gaze on Forrest. "I am Chlorine. My
talent is poisoning water. This is ny friend N nby, whom!| |ove nore
than anything in Xanth, and to whom| owe everything. His talent is
maki ng the two of us anything we want to be. W travel around, | ooking
for good deeds to do. Who are you, and why are you worthy of a favor?"

"I am Forrest Faun, and I'mnot worthy of any favor."

Chlorine glanced at Wllow. "That's not true," the winged elf girl

said. "He's trying to find a replacenent faun for a tree that will fade
or die otherwise. He needs to get across the Gap Chasm so he can go ask
the Good Magician's advice. And he doesn't have tinme to serve a year
there, because the tree will last only a nonth."

The wonan's gaze returned to Forrest. "I gather you're not the smartest
faun in Xanth, but you nmean well."

That sumred it up nicely. "Yes."

"So we'll help you," she decided. "Wn't we, N nby?" She | eaned forward
to hug the dragon's neck. They seenmed to be the perfect conbination: a
beauty and a beast.

N mby nodded yes. "I love you," Chlorine said, kissing his neck. "You
gave nme back ny tear, and so rmuch nore."

Forrest gathered that there was nmore to that relationship than showed on
the surface. Wy should such a | ovely worman care so nuch about such an
ugly dragon? But that was the sane kind of a question others asked
about uns and nynphs with trees: why did they bind thenmsel ves to such
unr esponsi ve plantsT There was no point tryin, to explain the wonders of
the relationships to those who | ucked any basis for understandi ng. Maybe
Nby protected Chlorine from other dragons, though he did not | ook very
form dable. Mybe he just had a nice personality. O nmaybe it was that
great beauty was attracted to great ugliness.

Chlorine straightened up and | ooked at Forrest again. "Get on behind
me," she said. "W'Il take you across the Gap."

Forrest | ooked at the daunting vast void. "But how?"

She smled, and the |ocal scenery brightened. "You'll see.”

So Forrest wal ked to the side of the dragon, and scranbled up on its
back. But his perch seened insecure. The dragon's small w ngs were
right behind him and Chlorine's remarkably contoured backsi de was
before him

"Put your arns around ne," Chlorine said. "And hold on TICHT"

"But-' , She reached back and caught his hands, draw ng them forward
until his hands touched across her small waist. He clasped his fingers
together. His face was alnmost in her flowing hair, which snelled of new
mown hay.
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The dragon strode forward, directly toward the brink. H s head dropped
down into the chasm disappearing fromview. Then the main body crossed
the edge, turning at right angles. They were going down into the gap

The sky seened to whirl as they changed orientation. Terrified, Forrest
clung tightly to Chlorine, expecting to plumet into the awful depths of
t he chasm

But it didn't happen. He found hinself jamred tight against Chlorine's
shapely back, his thighs against her hips, his face buried in her

fragrant hair-and they weren't falling. Instead they were novi ng down
the vertical wall, as if it were level. Chlorine's hair wasn't even out
of pl ace.

"Bye," Sean said, waving. He was floating beside them but angled

differently, because to himdown was still down.

"It was nice neeting you," WIllow said. She was flying simlarly, her
Wi ngs beating with a gentle cadence. Forrest felt the wind fromthem
and knew it was going down, but it was like a |l evel breeze to him He
was anchored to the wall, and it had becone his ground. The experience
was wei rd, but not unpl easant.

"You can relax a little," Chlorine said.

Oh. He |l oosened the near death grip he had on her body. It really
wasn't necessary.

Sean and WI | ow waved again, then flew away. There was a woof as Wbof er
foll owed them running along the | and beyond the chasm

"Thank you!" Forrest called to them renenbering his manners. "And you,"
he added to the wonman and dragon

"It's just what we do," Chlorine replied. "N nby and | have such good
fortune that we try to share some of it with others, when the others are
deserving."

"But I'mjust trying to help a neighboring tree. That's not anything
speci al . "

"I't's something generous and nice," she said. "The fact that you don't
regard it as worthy of comment suggests that you are decent and nodest.
That's the type of person we like to help."

He was getting quite curious about her and the dragon. "If |I may ask-"
"What's with the dansel and dragon ass?" she finished for him

mjust a sonewhat dull, plain, indifferent girl with not nmuch of a
talent. But N nby nmakes ne beautiful and smart and heal thy and nice,
and now we live in the Nanel ess Castle where a full staff of servants
takes care of our every whim Once a nmonth we go out around Xanth,

| ooking for good deeds to do, in this mnor way sharing out- happiness
with others.”

"The dragon lives in a castle?"

She | aughed, causing his |inked hands on her soft but firmbelly to

shake. "Ch, N nby changes to handsonme princely man formfor that,
because he wouldn't fit very well in some of the passages in dragon
form And while | love himin any form when it comes to sharing ny
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bed, | prefer himas a nan. Mre cuddly, you know. "

She thought the dragon could becone a man? That had to be del usion,
because everyone knew that each creature had only one nagic tal ent, and
Ni nby' s was wal king al ong vertical walls as if they were horizontal. So
she nust have a fond inmagination. Her notions about her own body and
personality were the opposite: she credited the dr,igo wth- naking her
beautiful, when it was plain that she was stunningly |lovely on her own.
Still, she and the dragon were doing hima favor, so it would be best
not to di sparage her notions. "That's " he said.

nice, "You don't believe ne, do you."

"l didn't say that."

"You didn't have to. But you don't."

"I mean no offense. But yes, | don't quite believe you."

"That's good. | don't want to be believed. Can you believe that N nby
and | are married, and that we spent a nonth on the far side of the
nmoon, reveling in honey?"

"I do find that simlarly hard to believe."

"Wonderful! | could probably tell you anything, and you woul dn't
believe it. So | can be conpletely candid."

"Well, | wouldn't say that."

"If 1 told you who Ninmby really is, you truly wouldn't believe me. So |
won' t bot her."

Maybe that was just as well. The farther they rode, the | ess sense
Chl ori ne was naki ng.

As they continued down, D. Sire reappeared. "I trust you are having
fun?" she inquired, glancing significantly at his hands.

"Yes, this is a remarkabl e experience," Forrest agreed. "I have never
seen such a chasm before.”

"I meant hanging on to M ss Water Poison, who | ooks good enough to

drink."

Chlorine glanced at her. "Haven't you got sone better errand el sewhere,
denoness?"

Sire smrked. "No. [|-" Then she | ooked surprised. "As a matter of
fact I do. " She faded out.

They reached the bottomof the gulf, for the dragon's big feet nmade for
swift progress. They turned the corner and wal ked across the | eve

bottom Forrest |ooked up, and saw the rimof the chasminpossibly far
above, and a couple of gnat sized specks that m ght be Sean and WI I ow.

Then he renmenbered sonething. "lIsn't there supposed to be a Gap Dragon
down here, that eats anyone who get caught?"

"He's not in this section at the noment,'
to nmeet hinP"

Chlorine said. "Did you want

"No! | want to avoid him"
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"His name is Stanley Steaner, and he eats only fol k he doesn't know
coul d introduce you."

"Thanks all the sane. I'd rather not."

"He has a really cute son naned Steven Steaner. Al the girls swoon
over that baby dragon."

"I"'mnot a girl."

She | aughed again. "Very well. No introduction. But if you should
ever nmeet him just say that N nmby sent you, and he won't eat you."

"Ch-you nmean dragons don't eat the friends of dragons?"

"Something like that. The wi nged nonsters, especially, are very
honorabl e. They protect their own, and the friends of their own. But
don't abuse the privilege. They have to nake their living, you know "

By eating nost folk they encountered. "I won't abuse it," Forrest
prom sed. So was this nore fantasy on her part, or was it valid? He
hoped he never had occasion to find out.

They reached the far wall of the chasm which wasn't far off, because
the gulf was narrower at the base than at the top. Forrest knew that if
he cared to ponder hard on that, he m ght conclude that this neant that
the walls weren't quite vertical. But that intensity of thought wasn't
worth the effort, so he didn't reach that concl usion.

The trip up was like the trip down, only now "forward" was toward the
di stant sky. The dragon seenmed to have no trouble wal king on the wall,
and Forrest did not feel any great pull of gravity hol ding hi mback
Just the supple formof Chlorine's body as he kept his handslinked.

"You rmust be hungry," she said after a bit. "Have a dough nut. They're

very filling." She nmade a quarter turn, and put a big spongy nut to his

mouth so he could take it without letting go of her.

He opened his nouth and took it. It tasted very good, rather |ike fresh
pie crust, and was surprisingly filling. "Thank you."

"You are wel cone."

Forrest | ooked ahead and saw a dark cloud approaching. "That |ooks |ike
Fracto, the worst of clouds,” he said. "I hope he doesn't decide to wet
on us."

"He woul dn't dare,” Chlorine said.

However, the cloud came floating toward them grow ng bigger and uglier
by the nonent. Until Chlorine tapped Ninby on a scale. "M schief at
two o' clock," she murnured

The dragon lifted his head and gl anced at the cloud. The cloud
bl anched, and then changed course, scudding sw ftly away.

Forrest blinked. Surely he hadn't seen that. How could one gl ance from
a conmically stupid | ooking dragon di ssuade as nean a cloud as Fracto? It
must be an illusion. Maybe the woman's crazi ness was spreading to him

They reached the top and bent around it. Things were on the |eve
agai n.

The dragon stopped. "This is as far as we'll take you," Chlorine said.
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"There is a magic path right ahead. Follow that, and it will |ead you
safely to the Good Magician's castle.”

"Thank you," Forrest said, sliding down to the ground.

"And don't be concerned about the Year's Service," she told him

"Hunfrey won't require it of you. So you will be back with your tree in
time."

"I wll?" he asked, astonished.

"Yes. And | think happier than you have ever been." She shrugged. "But
of course | don't know the future, so | could be wong."

She seened so reasonable in her nmadness! "Thank you,
"Thank you for everything."

he repeat ed.

She smled, lighting up the | ocal scenery again, and waved as Ni nby
started off into the jungle. He didn't seemto need a path. Forrest
turned and foll owed the magi c path.

In a nonent he thought of sonething else, and turned back. A nonent
wasn't long, so he had plenty of time to catch them and ask his
question. But when he returned to the brink of the Gap Chasm there was
no sign of danmsel or dragon. He followed Ninby's tracks to the jungle's
edge-and there they stopped. It was as if the creature had sinply

vani shed wi t hout wal king farther. Could he have fl own?

No, there was nothing in the sky. They were sinply gone.

That was one curious pair of creatures! How could he query a vani shing
donkey- headed dragon? Onh, well, he had forgotten his question anyway.

"Yes, they are really gone," D. Sire said, fading in.
"What happened to you?"

"l had a sudden urge to busy nyself elsewhere. It didn't fade until you
got free of Mss Poison. So | never got to see whether any bunmps in the
terrain caused your hands to bunp up to her bunps."

Yet another evidence of the odd worman's power. She had bani shed a
denmoness! "Well, | no |l onger need your guidance, so you can continue
your business el sewhere. "

She shook her finger at him and the shaking progressed down her arm and
through her body. "Nuh-uh, faun. | have half a favor to conplete."

"You have done so. | amnow on a magic path |eading straight to the
Good Magi cian's castle."

She nodded, and the nodding spread down too. "So you are. But there is
a further conplication."”

"l don't want to hear it.

"Good. The Good Magician al ways has three preposterous Chall enges
preventing a querent fromentering his castle.”

"Preventing a what?"

"A querent. A person who conmes to nake a query. That's you."
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"So how do | handl e those Chal | enges?"
"Sorry, that information is beyond ny obligation."

He | ooked at her, annoyed. Then he realized that that was what she
wanted. "Thank you. | appreciate the information. Now | am better
prepared to handl e the Chall enges."”

"Curses," she nuttered. "Foiled again." She faded out.

He ran along the path, nmaking excellent tine. By sone process he did
not understand, it seemed to be earlier in the day than it had been when
he first reached the Gap Chasm so that he wouldn't need to spend a

ni ght hal fway there. He wasn't hungry; the dough nut seened to have fed
himfor a long tinme.

I ndeed, in the afternoon he reached the Good Magician's castle. This was
an appealing edifice, for those who- night like that type, with red
brick walls, green tiled roofs, and a bright blue noat. |In the npat was
a peculiar nonster. It had the top of a man, and the body of a w nged
serpent, and it was huge.

There was a drawbridge, and the bridge was in the | owered position,
crossing the noat. Sonewhat hesitantly, Forrest approached the bridge.

" You'll be sorry,”" D. Sire murnured behind him

"Then go away before you enjoy it too nuch," he said shortly,
| engt heni ng his stride.

I medi ately the npat nonster swamtoward the bridge. "Cone into ny
grasp, faun face," he said. "I haven't eaten in days."

Forrest stopped. The human portion | ooked fully strong enough to grab
hi m and di spatch him and the serpent portion | ooked capabl e of
digesting him There was no way he could avoid those arns. on the
narrow bridge. So this nmust be a Chall enge.

He | ooked around, but the noat seermed to circle the entire castle. He
couldn't try to swim because the nonster would catch himthat nuch
easier. How was he going to get past?

A nonchal ant man of indifferent persuasion cane wal ki ng around the noat.
"Do | perceive a problen?" he inquired.

"I amtrying to cross the noat w thout getting grabbed and gobbl ed by
the nonster.”

"Now that is a very interesting statenent. Wy do you wish to do that?"
"Because | need to talk to the Good Magician."

"Indubitably. Wy do you wish to talk wth hin®"

"l need an Answer to a Problem™

The nman nodded. "Has it occurred to you that you may be nisdirecting
your energies? You can't change the circunstance, but you can change
yoursel f. Maybe you can sol ve your problemyourself, just by devel opi ng
a better attitude."

Forrest glanced at him "Wo are you?"

"I amthe castle psychologist. It is ny business to talk to querents
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and try to enable themto solve their problens the old fashioned way: by
t hensel ves. "

"If 1 could solve it nyself, | wouldn't be com ng here," Forrest said

shortly.

Now are you sure of that? Perhaps all you need is an adjustnent of
attitude."

Forrest's nood had not been great when he arrived at the castle, and it
was deteriorating. "I think all | need is a way across that noat."

"Wy do you feel that way?"

Forrest's ire was approaching the blowoff point. "If you're not going
to help, I wish you'd go away so | can concentrate."

"I think we need to get at the root of your hostility. D d you have bad
parenting as a chil d?"

"l never had parents!" Forrest snapped. "lI'ma faun. W all get
delivered to the Faun & Nynph Retreat, where we stay until we go."

."Do you want to tal k about it?"

I "No!" | The psychol ogi st shook his head. "I'mafraid we have a
difficult case here. This may require many fifty mnute sessions. Wy
don't you make yourself confortable, and we shall proceed."

A bulb flashed over Forrest's head. "You're part of the problem" he
said. "You're another Challenge!"
"By no nmeans. | ama Solution. But you have to be anenable to It. Now

I can help you, but you have to really want to change."
"l don't want to change! | want to get across that noat!"

"This hostility is doing you no good. | won't be able to help you if
you don't develop a better attitude."

Forrest considered. |f what the man said was correct, he was a Sol ution
rather than a problem But how could he hel p, when he just kept trying
to distract Forrest, or to nmake himgive up his quest?

Forrest forced a noderate expression to his face. "Exactly how do you
hel p peopl e?"

"l encourage themto talk about their feelings, in this manner explating
them |In the colloquial sense, | amcalled a shrink: one who shrinks
the head, making it intelligible and | ess burdensone."

A shrink! Suddenly Forrest saw a possible way. "You know, | have
probl enms. But as you say, they are conplicated and will take a |ong
time to shrink. On the other hand,. | suspect that the probl ens of

that" noat nonster are sinpler, and can be shrunk in nuch less tinme. Wy
don't you help himfirst, so that there won't be a backl og' ?"

"Why that is an appealing idea," the psychol ogi st agreed. He turned to
the nmer-dragon. "say there-let's talk."

"What for'?" the nonster asked.

"l can see that you are troubled. | wish to alleviate your concerns and
enabl e you to feel good about yourself."
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"Of course I'mtroubled,” the nonster said. "l'ma nonster! Have you
any idea how dull it gets being confined to a circul ar noat?"
"Yes, | can appreciate that. But you can't change the npbat, you can

only change yourself. Perhaps if you devel oped a better attitude about
it, you would feel less troubled."”

"l woul d?" The npnster was i nterested.

Forrest sat back and watched while the two talked. And as they did, the
monster gradually shrank in size. The shrink was doing his job.

, ,You cunning knave," Sire murnured behind him "You figured it out."

"Well, | didn't want to get shrunk myself,"'
thought I'd get the nonster shrunk instead."

he agreed, satisfied. "So |

When the nmonster was too small to reach the bridge, Forrest wal ked
across to the castle. He was feeling hal fway satisfied.

When he arrived at the inner shore, he discovered a set of netal tracks.
Beyond themwas a blank wall. The tracks and wall continued to either
side, with no roomaround them they marked the only |evel ground
outside the castle.

So he picked a direction at random and started wal ki ng between the

tracks. Sonething swirled before him "I wouldn't do that, if | were
you," it said. "Fortunately |I'mnot you."
"Are you still here, D. Sire?" he inquired irritably.

"l have not yet quite fulfilled ny half favor,"
| usci ous shape.

she said, taking

He had to stop wal king, lest he collide with her formand get pressed in
three places again. "Wy wouldn't you wal k here, if you had the awfu
nm sfortune to be me?"

"Because the |l oconptive is coming, and there's no way to avoid it."
"Loconotive?" This was a new word to him "What is that'?"

"A great huge enornous giant crazy nmachi ne that thunders al ong these
tracks, squashing anything in its path."

"Ch-like a big dragon?"
"No. Mre like a train of thought."
He | ooked at her. "You can be pretty irritating."

"It's the flip side of my nature. Those who are nost capable of driving
a man wild with |longing, also are capable of annoyi ng hi m beyond
endurance. | suppose | could denonstrate." Her clothing began to fuzz.

Forrest closed his eyes to avoid being freaked out by the sight of her
undercl othing. He knew she had no intention of playing nynph & faun
with him she just wanted to drive himmad with desire. That was how
denponesses entertai ned thensel ves: tornenting ordinary folk. "So what
woul d you do, in nmy place?"

"I would get quickly back to the Ianding area. Very quickly."
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Forrest heard an oni nous runmbling. The tracks were shaking, and giving
out sounds of incipient power. He turned, opened his eyes, and saw a
bright light in the center of a black blob coning toward him He ran
back toward the bridge as fast as he coul d.

The bl ob expanded into a frighteningly |arge black onrushi ng nachi ne.
Jets of white steamsprouted fromit, and big puffs of roiling snmoke
poured froma chimey at its top. A piercing whistle cane fromit.

For-rest dived for the bridge. He rolled and got his hoofs out of the
way just as the nonster engine thundered across, as Sire had predicted.
He woul d have been squished flat, if she had not warned him

"Thank you, denoness,” he said. "You saved me from an unconfortable

experience."

She appeared above him her skirt threatening to show too rmuch of her
legs. "Well, it would have been a waste, to have you squi shed into
oblivion when I was only one and a half chall enges away from conpl eting
my half favor."

"To be sure," he agreed. He forced his eyes away from her knees, or
wherever, and clinbed back to his feet. "Now what would you do, if you
were in ny place?"

"I would board that train before it gets noving again."

He realized that once it had mssed him the | oconotive had puffed to a
stop not far along the tracks. Behind it were hitched several cars, and
the door to one was open right before him It had many wi ndows, in a
row sonmewhat above the level of his head.

So he put a hand on a rail and stepped up the steps, into the end of the
| ong car.

The whistle blew again, and the crazy engi ne puffed and resunmed noti on,
struggling to haul the cars along behind it. The steps folded up behind
Forrest, sealing himin. He was on his way sonewhere.

"Of course | amnot in your place," Sire murrmured invisibly in his ear.
"Mentia mght be able to handle this situation, but | doubt | could."

"What do you nean?"
But she had faded out. He was on his own again.

There was only one way to go: on into the main portion of the coach. It
was lined with plush seats, all of which were filled w th unnoving human
figures. They |ooked |ike statues, for their eyes never blinked. That
made hi m nervous.

He wal ked al ong the center aisle until he found one seat that was enpty.
The coach was shaking and its floor was heaving as it got up speed, so
it was hard for himto keep his feet. So he sat in that one free seat.

He heard a sound beside him |t was a young hunan woman, sobbing into a
hanki e.

Forrest had no good notion how to deal with human wonen, as he had not
encountered many. Hi s sandalwood tree was in a part of the forest where
humans sel dom wandered. But it bothered himto be so close to soneone
this unhappy. Since there was no other place to sit, he decided that he
woul d have to try to deal with whatever was bothering the wonman.
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"Hello," he said. "I amForrest Faun. |Is there sonething |I can do for
you?"

She turned her head and | ooked at himw th her tear-ri med reddened
eyes. "Eeeeek!" she screaned.

This set himback slightly. "Eeeeek?"

"A satyr! As if | didn't have troubl e enough already."

Oh. I'mnot a satyr,"” Forrest said firmy. "I ama faun. W are a
rel ated but | ess aggressive species. W chase after only willing
nynphs. "

Her eyes began to clear, and her sniffles to snuffle out. "You don't

pursue innocent mnai dens?"
"Definitely not."

"Well, all right then. | am Dot Human, and ny talent is nmaking spots on
the wall."

"I"'msorry."
I " Sorry?"

"That you don't have a decent nmgic talent. O course | don't have a
talent at all, being only part human." He didn't count his natural faun
traits as a talent.

"l have a decent talent."
"But you said-"

"I''"l'l show you." She focused on the back of the seat before her
A picture forned on it.
Forrest stared. "But that's not a spot! |It's a picture.”

"It's lots of little spots. Dots. Al different colors and
intensities. So, taken together, they nmake up the picture.”

He | ooked closely, and saw that it was true. The picture was conposed
of a multitude of tiny dots, so closely set that the nonment he blinked

they fuzzed back into the picture. "But that's a good talent. | thought
you nmeant spot-on-the-wall as a euphem smfor having a worthl ess
talent."

"No, it's a good talent. But it's not doing ne any good."
"Way not ?"

"Because |'m stuck here behind the | oconotive, going crazy."
"Crazy?"

"That's what it does to you. Didn't you see all those other folk on
thi s coach?"

"They | ook Iike dunmies."
"That's because they have gone conpletely loco. There' s no hope for

them they've crashed. But I'mnot conpletely |oco yet, so there's hope
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for me. That's why I'mcrying." Her eyes began to brim again.
"l don't understand."

"By the tinme you understand, it's probably too late. The ei'fect builds
gradually. Each lap the | oconptive nakes around the castle makes it
worse. You're still fresh; you're hardly crazy at all. And | guess
being close to you makes ne | ess crazy, for a while, until we both are
overwhel nmed. "

Forrest was starting to catch on. "The |onger we stay here, the crazier
we becone? Because of the | oconotive?"

"Yes. | was pretty far gone, until you came in. But it won't last."
"Then we nust get off the train before it gets us."

"W can't get off. Wy do you think | was crying?"

"I wasn't sure. But | hoped to help. Wy can't we get off?"

"Because it won't stop. The wi ndows won't open, the doors won't open,
and even if they did, |ook how fast it's going."

He | ooked out the w ndow, and saw the wall rushing by at blinding
velocity. He |ooked across the aisle to the far wi ndows, and saw the
nmoat passing just as swiftly. "But it stopped for ne."

"It stops to let folk on, not to let themoff."
"Way didn't you get off when it stopped for nme?"
"I couldn't. The seat belt held nme."

"What seat belt?" Forrest saw nothing of that kind.

"The autonmatic seat belt. It clasps you only when the trainis
st oppi ng. "

"So if soneone el se wants to get on, I'lI|l be belted too?"

"Yes. It belts everyone, so no one will get hurt."

"But that's crazy!"
"Precisely."

"Wll, we'll have to get out of our seats while it's noving, then stop
it."

"I tried that. The coach is locked up. No way out of it. The
| oconotive won't stop unless everyone is secured."

A bulb lighted. "The Challenge! It's to nake the train stop."
"l guess so," Dot agreed. "But | have no idea how. "

"And if | don't figure it out pretty quick, I'll go crazy, and becone
anot her crash dumy. "

"That's true."

Forrest pondered. He was starting to feel a bit unbal anced al ready, and
he coul d only have been around the berid once or twice. But there had
to be a way to get oft the train. He just had to figure it out. Soon
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He saw no way, offhand. The Iimted scenery zoomed by unabated. Even if
he coul d manage to open a wi ndow or door, it wouldn't be safe to junp
out. He had to get the train to actually stop, w thout fastening him
down with a seat belt. That seened inpossible.

But there did have to be a way. That was in the big book of rules, or
what ever. He hoped. So what was he overl ooki ng?

There hadn't seened to be much way to cross the noat, either. But he
had managed to use the psychol ogi st to change things, so that it becane
possi ble. Too bad there wasn't another psychol ogist, to shrink the

| ocomotive, until it couldn't pull them along so fast.

Then another bulb started to light, but he nanaged to suppress it before
the woman saw it. There was anot her person, and she was it. She nust be
the key to escape. She wasn't a fellow trap-ee, she was part of the
Chal | enge.

But her talent was nerely spots on a wall. Very good spots, but how
could spots stop a train? Unless "Dot, can you nake a picture outside
the train?"

"Well, if there's a surface cl ose enough.”

"Can you nake a picture of a door through that wall?"

"l suppose. But the wall is nmoving. It would carry away ny dots."
"No, we're noving. The wall is still."

"Ch. | suppose that's right." She focused on the wall, and in a nmonent
a picture formed. It was a door. It seemed to be right opposite their

wi ndow, unmovi ng.

"Very good," Forrest said. "Now can you nmake that door open?"
The door slowy opened, revealing a nice garden beyond.

"Now can you rmeke a simlar door in our w ndow, and open it?"
The dots quickly formed a door, and it opened.

"Now all we have to do is go through those two doors, and we'll be
there," he said with satisfaction

"I't won't work," Dot said sadly.

But he tried it anyway. He reached across her and put one hand through
the nearer open door. And banged his knuckle. "ooooh!"

He brought his hand back

"The window s still there," Dot explained. "So is the brick wall. So is
the motion. Al | do is pictures, not changes. It just |ooks
different." The pictures faded out.

Forrest sighed. The doors were illusion; the wi ndow and wall were
reality. He should have known. It had been a rather crazy idea.

Crazy. That figured.

He sat back and pondered some nore. He didn't want any nore
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"deas, he wanted sonething that worked. Wat could he come crazy | I
up with, before his mnd |lost its common sense?

He still thought it related to Dot, and her talent. How could her
talent stop the train? Not with illusion, but reality?

What he really needed was information. Like a manual of instructions,
to know how to stop the train. But of course that was another crazy
notion, because nere pictures couldn't provide that.

O could they? Maybe it was worth a try.
"Dot, just how detailed can your pictures be?"

"Infinitely detailed," she said proudly. "I can nmake dots so small they
can't even be seen individually."

"Then let's nake a special picture. O a manual. On the cover it says
|, OCOMOTI VE OPERATI NG | NSTRUCTI ONS.  Can you do that?"

"Sure. But that doesn't require much detail.’
the wi ndow, a book with the required words.

The picture appeared in

"Very good. Now can you open it?"

The cover turned, in nuch the manner of another door opening, revealing
the title page inside

"Show the contents page."”
Anot her page turned, and CONTENTS showed.

Forrest | eaned across to read it. Near the bottom of the page was a
listing for Chapter 10: STOPPING "Turn to page fifty," he said,
readi ng the indicated page nunber.

The pages flipped across, stopping at 50. But the print was too snal
to read. "Can you nake the page |arger?"

The i mage expanded, until it filled the whole w ndow, and the print was
legible. Forrest read it avidly: TO STOP LOCOMOTI VE I N I TS TRACKS, PULL
THE CORD ABOVE THE SEAT.

He | ooked up. There was the cord, that he hadn't noticed before. He
reached up and pulled it.

There was a squeal as the train hurtled to a stop. Seat belts junped
out to clasp the two of them as well as all the dunmies in the rest of
the coach. oops-he had forgotten that detail.

"You did it!" Dot cried. "You stopped the train!"
"Can you show the contents page agai n?"

The pages turned back. He found the chapter for SEAT BELTS, and turned
to that page: TO RELEASE SEAT BELT, PUSH BUTTON THEREON.

Sure enough, there was a button. He pushed it, and the belt uncl asped
hi m and di sappeared on either side. Dot did the same. "You figured it
out," she said, pleased.

"Let's get off this crazy train before it starts again," he said,
st andi ng.
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But she shook her head. "Thanks, no. This is your Challenge, not mine.
My job is on this train of thought."

He had suspected as much. "Thanks for your hel p, anyway."
"It was a pleasure. You're a nice person.”

He wal ked along the aisle to the end of the coach, where the door had
fol ded down into steps. He stepped down and off. As soon as he did,
the steps folded up again, sealing the train, and it started noving
agai n.

"Well, | guess you got through that one," D. Sire said, fading into
Vi ew.

"You can go any tine, denopness."

He waited while the train rolled out of the way. Beyond the tracks was
an open door in the wall just |ike the one Dot had pictured. He crossed
the tracks and put out a cautious hand, just in case the doorway wasn't
real. H's hand didn't bang. He stepped through. He had won the second
Chal | enge.

Suddenly he was horribly frightened. He reeled, staggering back through
the door. His fear abated.

What had happened? He hadn't seen any nonster or hurtling 10conotive or
anyt hi ng; why had he been so suddenly and awfully afraid?

"I think you have a problem faun." Sire faded out, satisfied.

He stepped forward agai n-and was bl asted by the fear. He reel ed back

again, out the doorway. It was this place: he was afraid to enter it.
But he had to enter it, because it was the only entrance to the castle
he had found.

He stepped close to the entrance, stopping just short of the fear, and
peered in. There was a snmall man, or naybe an elf, or maybe in between.
"What's this?" he asked.

"Isn't it obvious? | am LA the lost angel. | amhere to help you
enter the castle. But first you must conquer your foolish fear."

So it was the third Challenge. Al he had to do was nerve hinsel f and
go on through. It seened sinmple enough. After all, LA didn't seemto
be afraid, so probably there was nothing to fear.

He tried again, and was bal ked again. There was nothing to fear except
fear itself! He couldn't enter that chanber.

He pondered. The chanber itself nust be inbued with fear, so that
anyone who entered it was terrified. But then why wasn't the | ost ange
afraid too'? Was there sone secret way to nullify the fear? No,
probably there was a special anti-fear spell on LA, so that he was
imune. It wouldn't nmake sense to have the fol k hel ping the Good

Magi cian be afraid to do their duties

In each case before there had been a barrier or threat of sone kind, and
a person of sone type, and the person had been the key to the solution.
Could this be the case again? He thought it would nake nore sense to
have sonething entirely different, but he wasn't the Good Magician, and
didn't know how the old man thought. So maybe there was a pattern, and
the person woul d have the answer. But not anything obvious.
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VWhat would a | ost angel have to do with fear? Mybe angels were beyond
fear, so that was how he was able to be in that dread chanber. But
Forrest was no angel, so he needed something else. Still, maybe he
could talk to LA and |l earn sonething, as he had with the other two.

He | ooked in. LA was just sitting there, conpletely at ease. "I gather
that there is a way for ne to elimnate ny fear, and that you know of

it, but won't tell nme," he said.

LA nodded. "You seemreasonably snart, for a faun."

"Not everyone considers ne so," Forrest said. "I met a dansel and a
dragon, and | think the dansel liked ne, but thought | was a bit dull."

"Beauty is often in the eye of the behol der."

"She was extrenely beautiful, so | nust have been dull in contrast."
Forrest considered how to proceed. "Do you have a nmgic talent?"
"Wy yes. | can change one kind of wood to another kind of wood.

Unfortunately there is no wood here, so | can't show you."

Sonet hi ng nagged at Forrest's mnd, but he couldn't place it. So he
tal ked some nore, hoping to | earn sonething useful. "You cane to ask
the Good Magician a Question, and he gave you his Answer, and now you
are serving your years's Service for hinP"

"Exactly."

"If it is not too personal, what was your Question?"

"It's not personal at all. It wasn't a Question, it was a request. |
asked that a significant village be naned after ne. He told ne that one
al ready was, but that it was in Mindania. | suppose that's better than
not hing. "

"And for this you are glad to serve for a year?"

"It does seeminadequate. But that's what | get for wanting something
stupid. | amlearning a whole lot during this Service, and will depart
here a much wi ser creature. |If | had known how it would be, | would
have di spensed with the Question, and sinply cone for the Service."

That surprised Forrest. "lIs it the sanme with Dot, and the
psychol ogi st ?"

"Certainly. And for the mer-dragon too. And maybe for you, if you
manage to get through.”

"The dansel said he would not require a Service of ne."

Now LA was surprised. "I find that hard to believe. He always requires
a Service. It's his way of discouraging folk who aren't serious, just
as is this business of three Chall enges. Wy should you be an
exception?"

"l have no idea. Maybe it's not true."
"Who was this dansel ?"

"She called herself Chlorine. She said her talent was poi soning water.
She rode a funny | ooking dragon."
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"Ah, the dragon ass. | have heard of him They are an odd coupl e.
Wl |, maybe they know what they are doing. | have heard that good
things tend to happen when they are around, as if they sonehow reverse
the norrmal perversity of fate."

Reverse perversity? Then, for no reason, Forrest got a notion. Reverse
wood! Could that reverse the fright spell on the chanber? O course he
d ldn't have any reverse wood, but if LA cared to cooperate, he could
get sone.

"WIIl you do ne a favor?" he asked the | ost angel
"Wthin reason. Wat do you want?"
"I would l'ike you to change sone wood for ne."

"I'd be glad to. But | don't have any wood."

"But | do." Forrest renopved one of his sandals. "WII| you change this
sandal wood to reverse wood?"

LA smiled. "You are a clever one! Very well: bring it here."

Forrest started to walk into the chanber-and was i nmredi ately beaten back
by utter fear. Oh, no-he couldn't do what he wanted, because of the
thing he wanted to elim nate.

But then he found a way. "I will toss it to you."

He threw the sandal. LA caught it and held it. "Are you sure you want
me to do this? There may be consequences.”

"I''"ll risk them Change it to reverse wood."

"Very well. Done.

The sandal | ooked the sane, but when Forrest tried to enter the room he
had no trouble. |In fact he was drawn into it, delighting inits
anbi ance. Not only did he feel no fear, he felt absolutely fearl ess.

"Thank you," he said to the | ost angel. "That worked perfectly."
"Didit?"

"Sure. M fear is gone. |'mhaving absolutely no trouble with this
chamber. In fact | could stay here forever."

"That's nice." But LA seened oddly subdued.

"Well, | nust nove on into the castle proper. But I'll need ny sandal
Pl ease change it back to sandal wood now. "

"l can't do that."
"But you changed it before. Wy can't you do it agai n?"

"Because the reverse wood reverses ny talent. Now | can't change
anyt hing."

Forrest paused. The angel had warned himthat there m ght be
consequences. He hadn't paid enough attention

"Maybe | can use it anyway," he said. "Let ne put it on."

"Are you sure you want to do that?"
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"I don't have any magical talent. |'ma faun. So it can't reverse it.
If | take it away fromyou, your own talent should revert to normal, so
you' || be okay. And who knows-maybe 1'Il find sone future use for

reverse wood. So, yes, this seens the best way."

LA gave himthe sandal, and he put it on. But he felt suddenly quite
odd. Hi s hair seened | onger than usual, and his body felt different.
H s feet felt oddest of all. Wat was the matter?

He | ooked down, and saw his legs and feet. He stared. They were human!
They had five toes, and were fleshy, with solid heels.

Then he traced the lines of his | egs upward. They were human, with far
more flesh than his goat |egs ever had had, and got really fleshy near
the tops. And above that"Ch, ny," he breathed, appalled. "I'ma

nynph! "

"It seenms that the reverse wood reversed your nature," LA said.
"You are now a fine | ooking female."

"But | don't want to be a nynph!" he (she) protested.

"Then take off the sandal."

That nade sense. He tore off the sandal, threw it across the room and

felt his body reverting to normal. He was hinsel f again.
"I guess I'll have to do without the sandal," he said. "I'Il use ny
spare pair." He renoved the other sandal, put it in his knapsack, drew

out the other pair, and put them on

"You may still have a problem" LA remarked.
"Not if | stay well clear of that reverse wood. |'Il just step on into
the main castle, leaving it behind." He paused. "Unless it makes things

too difficult for you."

"Have no concern about me. |'mhere for the duration, regardless. MW
job is here; I"'ma prisoner of this chanber. Your visit has hel ped
relieve the boredom™

kay. Then | guess it's farewell, and thank you." Forrest wal ked to the
doorway into the rest of the castle.

But as he passed through it, sudden terror gripped him He reel ed back
into the chanmber, and the fear faded.

Then he realized what had happened. "The spell is reversed. Now the
chamber is fine, but I'l-n afraid to leave it."

"I know the feeling," LA said.

"But how can | see the Good Magician, if | can't |eave the room and you
can't change the reverse wood""

"It is a question."

A question he had to answer for hinself. So he wal ked around the
chanmber, pondering hard

"What, stuck again'?" D. Sire inquired nockingly fromthe doorway
| eading out to the tracks and noat.
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He had had enough. He ran to the reverse wood sandal, picked it up, and
hurled it at her. |In the course of that action he felt hinself
changi ng, and changi ng back.

The wood passed right through her. "oooh, that smarts," she cried,
fl appi ng her hands to bow the snoke away from a sandal -shaped hole in
her- m d-section.

The sandal splashed into the water of the- noat beyond her. The water
shuddered and turned to fire. There was a scream of outrage fromthe
nmoat nonster, who nust have had to scranble to land. A little reverse
wood in the wong place could be a I ot of mschief.

But Forrest's problem had been solved. The chanber was now normal, and
so were his enotions. "Thanks for your hel p, denoness," he called out
one doorway, then wal ked out the other, into the main castle.

A young worman greeted himin the ball. "Hello, Forrest Faun," she said.
"I amWra, the Good Magician's Adaughter-in-law. He is ready to see
you now. "

"Just like that?" He was surprised to have such ready acceptance, after
the conplications of the Chall enges.

"He has been nost interested in your progress. This way, please."

Magi ci an Huni frey had been followi ng his case? The Chall enges had
seened designed to confuse or discourage him

Forrest foll owed the wonman through dull passages and up a dark stairway.
He wondered how she could be so sure-footed, in such poor lighting.

Soon they were at a study so gloony that "dingy" would be inadequate to
describe it. Wthin it a gnome sat hunched over a huge tonme. "Forrest
Faun is here, Good Magician," Wra said.

The gnome | ooked up. "Thank you, dear." It was probably illusion, but
there al nost seened to be a nuance of affection when he spoke to her
"Send himin."

Wra turned to Forrest. "Go on in," she said. There was sonething odd

about her gaze, which did not quite nmeet his own.

Then he realized what it was: she was blind. That was why she was
indifferent to darkness.

Enbarrassed for no reason he could settle on, he wal ked on into the
Magi ci an's crowded study. "My Question is-"

"Yes, yes, of course,
here in a nonent."

the Magician said inpatiently. "lInbri will be

"But how can you Answer, if you don't hear ny Question?"
"I am not going to Answer, because | won't charge you a Service
Now stop wasting nmy tine."

Forrest experienced an unusual emotion. After half a pause he
recognized it: anger. "You nean | took all this trouble to cone here,
and to brave your Challenges, for nothing?"

"Not for nothing. For the Solution to your problem That requires
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nei ther Question nor Answer. The mare will clarify it in due course."

"But how can | get a Solution, wthout-?" He stopped, because he saw
that Hunfrey was paying himno further attention. The grunpy old
Magi cian was lost in his tone.

Wra reappeared. "Cone on downstairs. It will be all right. It always
is."

"This isn't what | expected."

"It seldomis.”

So he followed her back through the dusky passages.

Hello, Fat. Are you the one | amto guide' ?

Forrest | ooked around, startled. No one was there.

You ('"ai'l see nme, the voice said. | amMire Inbri, the day nale.
I ¢ n speak to you only in daydreans.

"In ny dreans?" he asked, surprised

Wra turned. "Oh, she's arrived? Good. Sit down here and talk with
her. | will return when you need ne."

Di stracted, Forrest entered the roomthe woman indicated, and sat in a
confortable chair.

I was once a night mare, but | |ost ny body and becane a day mare. | am
invisible. Wuld it help if you could see nme?

"Yes. "
Then cl ose your eyes and nake your m nd bl ank

Forrest did as asked, bemused. 1In a nonent a horse appeared in his
mnd, a black mare with white socks on her hind legs. O perhaps if I
assuned girl her voice said. The horse twi sted and changed, becom ng a
pretty young human woman. "Is this better?" she asked.

"l can hear you!" he exclained. "That is, | could before, but nowit
seens nore |ike speech.”

"Yes, it is easier to imagine a human form speaking. It is your own
mnd doing it; | nerely send the thoughts. This is a day dreamet. You
don't need to speak aloud, either; | can hear you if you just imagine
yoursel f speaking. | can use speech balloons, if you prefer."

"Speech bal |l oons?" he said al oud, then caught hinself, and resolved to
speak silently next tine.

A cl oud appeared above the young woman's head, with part of it pointing
down at the woman image. |IN THIS MANNER, the words in the ball oon
wr ot e.

"Regul ar speech will do," he said. Then caught hinself again, and added
wi thout nmoving his lips: "But tell me, what is this about guiding me?"

The dream et girl frowned prettily. "I nust performa Service for the
Good Magician. That Service is to guide you to Ptero, and safely
through it."
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"l don't know where Tero is."
"Ptero," she said, spelling it in a speech balloon

"Wherever. In fact | don't know anything about this. | cane to ask the
Good Magi cian a Question nyself, but he wouldn't even listen to it. |
have gone to all this trouble to try to help a tree, and he won't even
listen! "

"The ways of the Good Magician are often inscrutable to ordinary folk,"
she said. "Tell ne nmore of your situation."

So he told her the whole story. She was a very good |listener, even

maki ng dream et scenes to illustrate what he described. That way he
knew she understood, because he could see the details, and nake
corrections when they erred. "So here | am" he concluded. "Ready to

ask the Good Magician how to find a conpanion spirit for the clog tree,
and | guess he's nad because for sone reason he can't use ne for a
year's Service, so he won't talk to nme at all."

I mbri shook her head. "Hunfrey is old and grunpy, but he doesn't waste
energy on anger. He always has sone obscure reason for what he does. W
sinply have to figure it out. Obviously he has sonething in mind for
you, because he inforned ne that nmy Service is to help you. W just
have to understand what you are doing."

"What | want to do is find a spirit for the clog tree, so it won't fade.
| have to do it within a nonth. | don't know anything about this Ptero
pl ace. Wy should | go there?"

She considered. "As it happens, | amone of the very few folk in Xanth
who do know sonet hi ng about Ptero. Not a |ot; nobody knows a | ot about
it. But sone, because on occasion | have delivered daydreans there.
It's a very strange place."

"That expl ains why you are supposed to be the guide. But what about
me?"

"All | can think of is that the spirit you are looking for is there."
"There are peopl e there?"

She laughed, and little HA HA's went out from her inage. Wen the
denoness had made such laughter, it had been derisive; Inbri's |aughter
was friendly. "There are nmore folk there than anyone can count."

Forrest found this confusing. "How can there be nore? Any person who
exi sts can be counted."

"That's the thing. Not all of themexist."
"Now | 'mreally confused! How can there be people who don't exist?"

"It's hard to explain. Ptero is where all the folk who ever lived in
Xanth stay, and all the folk who ever will live in Xanth, and all the
folk who ever might live in Xanth. So there are a lot of folk there
But what's really strange is the way they live. They-do you know
anyt hi ng about quantum mechani cs?"

"Huh?"
"l guess not. It's a concept | picked up fromthe nind of a forner
Mundane scientist. Hs dreans were really weird! | think Ptero is a
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quantumworld. That is, nothing is certain there; everything exists in
all its possible states at once. |It's only when the folk there visit
regular Xanth that things start making sone sort of sense, for a while."

Forrest shook his head. "I don't want to go there. | just want to find
a faun for the tree."

"But maybe that faun is there."
A glimer began to form "A faun for the clog tree?"

"Since all the folk who ever might exist in Xanth are on Ptero, your
faun could be there. Then you could bring himto the tree."

The glimrer expanded. "I think | am beginning to make some di m sense of
the Good Magician's attitude. | don't need his Answer; | just need to
go to Ptero and fetch that faun nyself."

"That nust be it," she agreed. "And | nust guide you there, and through
Ptero too, as well as | amable."

"Can you get nme through it and back home within a nonth?"

"l can do whatever you wi sh. But you nust decide how | ong your search
is. 1 don't know howlong it will take to find him | have delivered
daydreams there, but | don't know the actual |andscape. | may not be
much hel p, though I will try my best."

Forrest nodded. "I'msure you will help a lot. At least | won't be
bl undering there alone." Then he thought of sonething else. "This is
your Service. Wiat was your Question to the Good Magici an?"

She snmiled wistfully. "I was foaled as a night mare in 897, and becane
a day mare in 1067. | wasn't the best night mare; | was too tender
hearted. It has been better as a day mare, because at least | bring

pl easure to dreamers instead of horror, but I'mstill not quite

satisfied. Now | would like to gallop in sonme other pasture. The Good
Magi cian will find me that pasture, after | have conpleted ny Service."

Forrest was inpressed. "You are as old as | am You were foal ed the
very year | adopted a sandal wood seedling and becane a responsible
creature. You were a night mare for a hundred and seventy years, and a
day mare for thirty years. So you are two hundred years old."

"Yes. | don't nmean to conplain, but it does get dull after a while.
Maybe I'mjust a msfit."

"Well, | hope the Good Magician has a good new pasture in mnd for you."
"I"'msure he does. Let's find your faun."

"Let's find ny faun," he agreed, feeling better. "Were is Ptero?"

"At Castle Roogna."

"This strange | and with uncountable folk is at the human capital ?"
“Inits fashion."

"Ch, you nean that's where the nmagic is to reach Ptero?"

"That is where the access is. Hunfrey will have to give you a spell to
cross to Ptero."
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"Then | had better wake up and get that spell. | don't want to waste
any tine."
"I will be with you. Just clear alittle place for me in your mnd when

you want to talk to nme."

“I will. Thanks."

He opened his eyes. There was the cell, the sane as before, but now it
didn't seemso dingy. "Wra?"

In a nonent he heard her |ight footsteps approaching. "Have you

finished talking with Inbri?"

"Yes, for now. | need the spell to-

"Here it is. The Good Magician said to give it to you when you asked
for it." She held out a tiny stoppered bottle

"How do | use it?"

"I'mbri knows. Just keep it safe. You nmay need it to depart Ptero, too.

"I'"l'l keep it safe," he agreed, putting the spell into his knapsack
"Wbul d you like something to eat?" Wra asked. "I'msure the Designated
Wfe will be glad to fix you something before you go."

Desi gnated Wfe? Forrest decided not to inquire. "Thank you, no.

Chlorine gave nme a dough nut, and | haven't been hungry since."

"They do stick to your ribs," Wra agreed. "Then | wll show you out.

She led himto the front gate. This was now conpletely clear; there was
no wall and no set of tracks. The drawbridge was down, and the noat was
calm with no sign of fire. It was evident that the Good Magician coul d
change his castle around at will. "Thank you," he told her.

"I wish you good success," Wra replied, with a rather pleasant smle
that |acked any trace of the m schief of the denbnesses. Then she

| ooked enbarrassed. "Ch, | alnobst forgot: here is your |ost sandal."
She held it out.

"But that had becone reverse wood! How did you-?"

"The Good Magician has ways. It Is a good sandal; he thought you would
need it."

Not half as much as he needed a good Answer. But he stifled that
remark. "Thank you," he said, taking the sandal and putting it in his
knapsack. Now he had a conplete reserve pair, again.

"And this," she said, holding out a piece of paper

He took it and |l ooked at it, but it had indeci pherable scribblings. "I
can't read this."

"The Good Magician scribbled it in his very own handwiting," she said,
as if that were a special thing. "I'msure he had excellent reason.
Keep it with you; it may become useful when its tinme conmes."”

What could he do? He thanked her, and tucked the paper into his
knapsack.
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Forrest set out for Castle Roogha. It was not a difficult trek, because
he was on a magi ¢ path that was supposed to lead right to it. The funny
thing was that again it was norning, though there had been no night, so
that he should be able to reach it by evening.

He wondered about that, so he tried asking Mare Inbri. He closed his
eyes briefly as he wal ked, naking a place for her to appear. "Are you
there, Inbri?" he asked silently.

"Always, as long as this Service |lasts," she agreed, appearing as the

bl ack haired wonan. Now he saw that she rather resenbled her nare form
in a pleasant way, with white socks on her feet and bl ack gl oves on her
hands. Her dress was bl ack too.

"I have noticed that it's always norning when | start wal king, though |
am sure a coupl e of days should have passed since | left nmy tree. |Is
there sone nagi c operating?"

I mbri considered. "Share your recent nmenmories with ne. Mybe | can see
what is happening."”

One hoof tripped, and he had to open his eyes. He |lost the imge of
her. This was awkward, wal king with his eyes closed. So he stopped.
"First-is it possible to see you without closing nmy eyes?"

Her voice canme in his head. "Yes, if you can concentrate. Reserve a

space about five paces ahead of you, and to the side, or wherever you

want, so it doesn't interfere with your view of the path. Think of ne
bei ng there."

He concentrated, and after sone effort nanaged to see a fuzzy region
"That's it," Inbri said. "Just keep working on it as you wal k, and
will clarify.”

He did, and she did. After a while he was even able to see her as a
human si zed person wal ki ng beside him "Can anyone el se see you?"

"No. Only you."
"It's like seeing a ghost."
"Yes. It Just requires the right concentration.”

"Now I will review nmy nenories of the day." He thought of his beginning
of the trip to the Gap Chasm guided by the Denoness Sire. Then of the
ride through the Gap, on the back of the dragon ass. Then of the wal k
to the Good Magician's castle.

"You are right,"” Inbri said. "It's always norning. The first norning
may have been the work of ConPassion, because she |ikes you. She just
wanted to give you nore tinme, after you were nice enough to kiss her
mouse, so she reset your day. Oherwise it would have been afternoon
then. The second norning started when you got off the dragon ass.

That's a strange creature; | have no entry into its | ch is funny,
because she used to be an ormind, or Ch orine's. Wi dinary girl,
rather plain and ill tenpered, actually, with dreans as foolish as

anyone's. Now, suddenly, she is phenonenally lovely and intelligent and
nice, and lives in the Nanel ess Castle with that dragon, and her- mnd
is completely opaque. It's as if she's a different person

"You nean Chlorine really does live in that castle'? | thought she was
just pretending."
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"She really does live there. The castle sits on a cloud that floats
across Xanth, so no one can see that it supports the castle. She lives
like a princess, and that dragon assunmes the formof a prince, and what
they do at night, on those air mattresses that the floating castle has,
is beyond any dream | could bring."

"Do you nean, |ike fauns and nynphs?"

She made an equine snort. "Like fauns and nynphs in nmuch the way Castle
Roogna is like a wood cutter's hut. |'msurprised that there hasn't
been a flight of storks so big as to darken the sky. They are surely in
love. | wish | had been watching when they changed; |'mfenalishly

curious about what happened. They nust have stunbled on fantastic
magi c. The oddest thing is that they don't nmake anything nuch of it.
That is, they just trundle around Xanth as a danmsel and dragon, doing
favors for folk, asking nothing in return. It is very strange."

"Yes. | thought so too. But how could they have nade ny afternoon
become norni ng?"

"That would require good illusion, or very good nagic. Maybe they have
a sprig of thyne. At any rate, it does seemto have happened: they gave
you nmore day to do your business. And nore day again, when you left the
Good Magi cian's castle. Because the Good Magici an woul d hardly bot her
to waste such magic so irrelevantly."”

"Wel |, whatever the reason, | appreciate it. It does help ne save tine,
so that maybe | can return to ny tree within the nonth."

By eveni ng they were approachi ng Castl e Roogha. Forrest paused to brush
out his hair and nake hinself presentable. After all, this was the
royal human castle, and it deserved sone respect.

When he started walking toward it again, Inbri spoke. "This tine |
caught it! It's norning again."

Startled, Forrest |ooked around. She was right: the sun was at

m dnorning level. He also felt fresh and vigorous, as if he had had a
good night's rest. "This is nice magic."

"This is very strong magic," Inbri said. "The rest of Xanth doesn't
seemto be changing. Just us. W just seemto have nore tinme, wthout

| osi ng what we have done. It is as if we weren't supposed to notice the
favor."

"Well, if it's fromthe dansel and dragon., | wll thank them when | see

them again. But now | need to find Ptero."
"I will guide you there. Go in and ask to see Princess lda."

Forrest approached the castle. The noat nonster reared up
threaten' ngly.

This one | can take care of," Inbri said. "Souffld, it's all right.
This is Forrest Faun, and he is with ne."

The nonster nodded, and sank back under the water

"1 thought you said no one else could see you."

"Only those | know well, and show nyself to. Souffld has been around a
long tine. He baby-sits the royal triplets.”
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"A nmoat nonster takes care of children?"
"There is no other place |ike Castle Roogna."
So it seened. They wal ked on into the castle.

Two girls, about six years old, ran up to them colliding before they

managed to stop. They wore matching little crowns. "Ch, goody!"
the red haired one cried. "Visitors fromafar! A faun fromnorth of
the Gap!

"And a day mare," the dark one added.

"Meet the children of Prince Dol ph and Princess Electra," Inbri said.
"Princess Dawn, who can tell anything about any living thing, so she
knows about you, and Princess Eve, who can tell anything about any

i nani mat e t hings, so she knows about ne."

"But you're alive!" Forrest protested.

"No she isn't," Eve said. "She's a spirit. She has half a soul, but no
body. She lost that in the Void in 1067."

"They really do know," Forrest said, amazed. "Il've never seen such
magi c. "

"That's because no Magi ci ans or Sorceresses ever cane to your sandal wood

tree," Dawn said.

A woman in blue jeans hurried up. "Grls! Behave!" she exclainmed. The
two little princesses i Mmediately stood back and | ooked angelic. "I'm
sorry," the woman said. "They're irrepressible. | i'mPrincess

El ectra, their nother."

"He's Forrest Faun, here to see Princess |Ida Dawn said. "And she's Mare
li-nori, who has to guide himthrough Ptero."

"Ch, you are here on business," Electra said. "Grls, tell the Princess
she has a visitor."

The two children dashed off. "Uh, thank you," Forrest said. "I didn't
mean to make a commtion. | don't know Princess Ida. |'m supposed to

go to the land of Ptero."
El ectra | ooked blank. "Go to the |and of what?"
"Ptero. Were all the mght-be folk stay."

"But Ptero ]s-" The Princess paused. "Well, I'mnot sure exactly what
it is. But it's not a place you can go to."

"But we have to go there. Because that's where I'lIl find ny faun.”

El ectra still |ooked remarkably doubtful. "I think I'lIl just have to
let Ida explainit."

"l hope soneone does. Inbri hasn't."

The Princess nodded. "I can appreciate why. Cone this way." She turned
and | ed them down the hall

The tw ns canme dashing back, their red and bl ack pigtails flying.
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"Auntie lda says to go to the Tapestry!" Dawn cried brightly.

"And she'll nmeet themthere," Eve finished, darkly. "She says this
could get comcom"

"Conplicated," Electra finished. "I'msure." She changed course
slightly, and | ed themupstairs. Forrest was mnmuch inpressed, because
this was only the second time he had used stairs, and these were nuch
broader than the ones at the Good Magician's castle.

Soon they arrived at a pl easant chanber with a nice view of the outside
moat and orchard. A wonan rose to greet them She was anot her

princess, because she wore a crown. She |ooked to be about twenty
eight, but it was never possible to be quite certain, with wonen. There
was sonet hi ng odd about her head.

"Princess lda, this is Forrest Faun," Electra said. "Mare Inbri is with

him as his guide and companion."

"Any friend of Inbri is a friend of m ne,
have a seat and tell ne your concern."

I da said graciously. "Please

Forrest took the indicated chair. "I need to find a faun to associ ate
with the neighboring clog tree. The Good Magician told me to look in
Ptero. Mare Irnbri has been there, so can show ne the way."

Imbri?" the Princess said. It wasn't exactly a question; she was
addressing the day mare. Her eyes went hal fway bl ank and she seened to
be listening. After a nonent she smiled. |Inbri nust have given her an
expl anatory daydream "Ah, | see; that's interesting."

"So if you can just tell ne where-"

Ida raised a hand in gentle negation. "I wll, but there are things you
must first understand. Consider the Tapestry."

He | ooked where she indicated and saw a | arge Tapestry hangi ng on the

wall. It was filled with intricately sewn pictures of Xanthly scenes.
They were so realistic that they al nbst seened to be noving. In fact
they were nmoving! "This is magic," he said.

" It shows all the scenes of Xanth," she explained. "In all tinmes or

Xanth, up to the present. Here is your glade."

The scenes changed, and one part expanded to fill the whole Tap estry.
It was a picture of his own neighborhood! There was his sadal wood tree,
and the nearby clog tree across the glade. He even sawthe little disk
set in his tree. "This is as it is right now" he said, amazed.

"Here is yesterday," she said. The Tapestry became bl ank. She | ooked
surprised. "Now that's odd; it has never done that before."

"Maybe it's because of what Chlorine did with ny tine."
"Chlorine is involved in this?"

He expl ai ned about the | ovely woman and the dragon ass, and how it
al ways seemed to be norning when he traveled. "I think she had
something to do with it."

I da nodded. "That would explain it. N nby has strange powers. She nust
have asked himto rerun your nornings, so you could travel better. The
Tapestry doesn't know how to account for that."
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"Maybe if you try someone el se's yesterday, like maybe ny tree's, it
woul d work better."
She smiled. "Yes, |'msure it will."

The scene shifted. The trees renmai ned, but now there were fauns and a
nynph. Soon the nynph ran away, and one faun chased her off the
picture. The other faun retired to the sandalwood tree. "You cati see
everything!" he said, twice as amazed.

"Yes, if we know where to look. But it is too conplicated to try to

wat ch all Xanth through all time, so we | ook only when we have reason.”
She turned to face him "Ptero is like that, only nore so. It would be
difficult to explore, and perhaps dangerous."

"But | have to find that faun, or the tree will fade! It was bad enough
losing ny friend, without losing his tree too."

"Yes, of course. | just want you to understand that this is no ordinary
mssion. It is stranger than anything you may have experienced."

"VWhatever it is, it is better than letting ny friend' s tree fade."
"But if you should be lost, then your own tree would fade too."
That nmade hi m pause. "Do you think that will happen?"

"I don't know. | assune the Good Magician nade sure you were capabl e of
handling the situation, to the extent anyone could be."

"No, he didn't even talk to nme," Forrest said crossly.
"Did you go through the Chall enges?"

"Yes! And then he refused to hear ny Question."

"What were the Chall enges |ike?"

He described themto her, as she seened genuinely interested, though he
saw little point in this. Still, it was best not to be inpolite to a
princess. As he described each scene, it appeared on the Tapestry, just
as it had happened.

"So in each case, there was a physical Challenge,"” she said, which you
surmounted by using the talent of a person who happened to be there."

"Yes, actually. The psychologist, the dot girl, and the wood changi ng
man. | found a way to get themeach to help ne."

"I think this is the kind of ability that would be required on Ptero,"
the princess said. "Surely this was the Good Magician's concl usion.”

"But he didn't-"

"He al ways has good reason for his actions, though they are sel dom
i Mmedi ately apparent to others. | believe he is trying to help you, in
his fashion. He did put you in touch with Mare Inbri, after all."

"Yes. But-"
"Now | think you are ready to see Ptero. It is ny noon."
“Your what'?"
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Then he saw sonething even nore surprising than the Tapestry. A tiny
bal | was swi nging around the Princess' head. It nust have been hiding
before, because until this tinme all he had seen was a flicker of

somet hing not quite there. It was about the size of a large eyeball. As
it came closer to him it brightened.

"This is Ptero," lda said. "It orbits ny head, and reacts to ny nopods.
But it is nore than just a tiny noon. It is an idea."

"I't | ooks pretty solid to ne."

"1t is, inits fashion. You see, | ama Sorceress, and nmy talent is
the ldea. Ptero is a condensation of all the ideas of Xanth, as they
were too nunerous and conplicated to fit inside my head. So it would
appear that the faun you seek is no nore than an idea, not yet
fornmulated in Xanth."

"But how can | find a faun who doesn't exist?"

"He does exist. Just not in tangible form You will have to | ocate
him and cause himto exist."

She had said this was strange. He was beginning to appreciate how

serious she was. "You nean that the idea of himis-is there in that
bal | ?"
"Yes. The idea of everything is there. It seens you will have to go

there to find the idea you need."

"But | can't go there!" he protested. "It's tiny!"

"Mare Inmbri has a spell to nake you small enough, in a manner."
He didn't nuch like the sound of this. "In a manner?"

"Your body will have to remain behind. Only your soul can go. As you
said, Ptero is tiny."

"But suppose somet hi ng happened to ny soul ?"

She nodded gravely. "This is the risk you take. | think it will be all
right, because the Good Magician evidently thinks so, but there are

al ways risks when the unknown is braved. W don't know what you may
find on Ptero. So it mght after all be best if-"

"No! | nust save that tree."

"Then we shall have to prepare you for your journey. Your body wll
rest in this roomwhile your soul visits Ptero. | wll be going around
the castle, but once you and Inbri are there, that will be no problem |
will return every few hours, so that your soul can find your body when
it needs to. And of course Inbri will be guiding you. She has visited
Ptero before, so has a small notion of its nature. But none of us wll
be able to help you if you have trouble. 1In fact we won't even know
what you are doing. The Tapestry doesn't orient on Ptero, because it
isn't part of Xanth. |It's a derivative. So you will truly be on your
own. "

Forrest swallowed. "And nobody knows exactly what [I'Il find there? But
if Inmbri has been there-"

"I went to deliver only brief daydreans," Inbri said, appearing beside
him He realized that she couldn't speak to two people at the sane
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time, because she wasn't physically real. She had to be in the dream of
one or the other, so she had di sappeared when she talked to Ida. "I had
a specific sutmmons. It was |ike going toward a light. | don't actually
know t he geography. | caught only glinpses. Enough to knowthat it's a
whole world in itself, bigger than Xanth, and nmaybe nore varied. And
that tine is strange, there."

"I"'msure Mare Inbri will be a great help," lda said

He gl anced at her. "How did you know that Inbri had finished speaking
to nme' ?"

"I waited for your blank ook to pass. It isn't polite to interrupt a
daydream "

"She says she doesn't know a whole | ot about Ptero, and that tine is
strange there.

"She will be able to locate friendly folk there, because she is used to
entering mnds. That may be your nost inportant asset. And she is
al ways good conpany, because of the nature of her business."

"Yes, of course.” But he was being polite. He had expected a conpetent
guide, and it seened that Inbri was going to be sonething | ess than
t hat .

"I"'msorry," Inbri said. "I will do ny very best. But it's true;
can't guide you perfectly. | think that | turned out to be the best of
a bad lot, as far as the Good Magi ci an was concerned. "

There wasn't much he could say to that. It would be di shonest to deny
what she said.

"I must ask you again," Princess lda said. "Do you really w sh to nmake
this excursion? Realistically, | think we have to say that your chances
of success are no better than half, and if you fail, both trees may

fade. This is at best a doubtful endeavor."

He knew she was naki ng sense. But the thought of giving up, of breaking
his promise to his friend's clog tree, appalled him "No. | nust do
it."

"As you wish. Are there any arrangements you wi sh to make before you
go?"

"No. | just want to get it done, and return to ny tree."

"Then lie on this bed, and sniff fromthe bottle the Good Magici an gave
you. Its spell will free your soul fromyour body, so that it can go to
Ptero. | will remain close until you arrive there."

"But how will you know?" Now that he had deci ded, he was finding new
things to worry about.

Inbri will tell me. She will guide you there, then nake a quick trip
to let me know. "

He was al ready beconi ng happier to have the day mare with him The
notion of losing his soul hal fway between his body and the little noon
did not appeal

He sat on the bed, then renpved his knapsack and lay on it. It was very
confortable, but he was unable to relax. This was the weirdest kind of
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journey he had never before imagined. Still, he had to do it. He
reached into the knapsack, which he now had besi de himon the bed, and
brought out the Good Magician's bottle. He nerved hinself, took hold of
the stopper, and pulled. It canme |oose with a pop, and he held the
bottle to his nose and sniffed.

Suddenly he felt quite alien. He was half caught in a cloying, clinging
swanp, truly bogged down. He fought to haul hinself free of it. He
needed expansi on room

"Be easy," a voice said. "You don't want to tear off any."

He | ooked, but his eyes didn't focus. |In fact, he didn't seemto have
any eyes. He tried to speak, but he didn't seemto have a nouth either

"Just float," the voice said. "Let your soul coal esce.”

H's soul? He followed the advice, and found that he didn't have to
struggle; he just floated out of the swanp, and as the rest of himcane
free, it drewin together so that he was a single cloud.

"Now form an eye, so you can see better."

He focused, and the eyeball forned. It focused, and he was able to see
a large whitish wall

"You are looking at the celling. Look down."

He rotated his eye, and saw his body Iying on the bed, asleep. He tried
to exclaimin surprise, but couldn't. So he forned a nouth. "Ch!" For
he realized that that was the bog he had just haul ed hinself out of.

"Now meke yourself small."

He willed hinmself snmall. That inproved his focus. He saw a horse
standi ng beside him Her hoofs were planted firmy in md-air. "Mre
Imbrit "

"Yes. Followne to Ptero." She wal ked away.

He tried to wal k, but had no legs, so he just floated in her wake. She
was going toward a huge statue. In a nmonent he realized that it wasn 't
a statue, but was Princess Ida. They were gong toward her head.

"Keep getting smaller,"” Inbri said. "W have a long way to go."

He realized that he wasn't actually hearing her, for he hadn't fornmed an
ear; he was sinply aware of her thoughts. He saw that she was getting
smal l er herself, so he did the sane.

lda's head seemed to grow enornmous. Then he saw a snall object, like a
white ball. It was comng toward them or they were going toward it.
It, too, grew, or seened to, becoming nore like a boulder. Then it was
like an island. In fact, it was loonmng |ike a noon, which was perhaps
unsurprising. Finally it seemed nore like a whole world, filling his
entire view. It was no |longer pure white; he saw that the white was in
pat ches, which seenmed to be clouds. Their designs were much nore
interesting from above than clouds usually seened from bel ow, because
they weren't flat, they were nountai nous.

Now they were falling toward the planet, and it becane ever |arger. The
spaces between the cl ouds expanded, and he could see green | and and bl ue
sea below. He realized that he and Inbri were still getting snaller,
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because Ptero was still looking larger. |t was amazing how big it
seened, as they plunged toward its varied surface.

"Time to slow," Inbri cautioned him "W don't want to |land too hard."
"But we're just souls, aren't we? W have no solidity."

"That's not true. There is a small anmount of substance in a soul, and
on a world as small as Ptero, that becomes significant. W wll be
assuning solid formthere."

He thought of the size of Ptero when he had seen it as a tiny noon
circling Princess Ida's head. Now it seemed | arger than all Xanth.

VWhi ch neant that they were so small as to be invisible specks. Maybe it
was possible for their souls to take physical formon that scale. That
was a relief, because he wasn't at all confortable as a nebul ous bl ob
that had to forman eyeball just to see anything.

He tried to slow, but it didn't work. He was plunging faster than ever
"How do | do it?"

"Just forminto a wide, flat shape, like a |l eaf or feather. Then the
air will catch you, and you'll drift down."
He tried that, but was still falling unconfortably fast. "It's not

wor ki ng very well."

"Ch, | forgot: you have a whole soul. It's twice as dense as ny half
soul. So you are twice as heavy. See if you can forminto a
parachute. "

"What kind of a parrot?"

"Like this." She becanme a kind of upside-down cup, with strings |eading
down to a lunmp of herself below. "It's a Muindane concept. The canopy
catches the air, and the blob guides it down."

He emul ated her form and it began to work. Hi's broad cloth-1ike upper
section caught the air, and dragged, and slowed the descent of the
conpact |lower part of him Even so, they were com ng down a good dea
faster than he liked. He expanded his mantle, but before it was able to
do nmuch good, he plunged into the blue sea near the white coast of the
green | and.

He descended way down bel ow the surface of the water. He held his
breath and spread his hands, trying to swmtoward the surface. Then he
heard Inbri: "Be a fish!"

Oh. He formed into a fish, and then he had no problem She fornmed into
a sea horse beside him "Swimto land. | nust tell Ida that we are
safely here."

"But-" But she was al ready gone.

So he strengthened his tall and fins and swam as strongly as he could
toward land. He hoped there weren't any sea- nonsters here, because one
of them coul d gobble himup. Though probably he could change into
sonething else, like a stink horn, and get away.

He saw the sand of the bottomrising beneath him The water was getting
shal | ow; he was nearing the beach. He was gl ad; this business of
shifting shapes did not come naturally to him though he supposed it
could be fun if he learned it well enough.
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The water becane too shallowto swmin. Now what should he do? Try to
becone a flatter fish? But it would keep on getting shallower, until no
amount of flatness woul d work.

Then he laughed at his own stupidity. He was there! He was at the
shore. He no |longer needed to be a fish. He could assune his own
shape.

He did so. In a noment he was standing ankle deep in the surf, conplete
with his knapsack. His knapsack? How had he managed to bring that
along'? He reached into it, and found everything there, including the
stoppered spell bottle and his spare pair of sandals. Apparently his
soul was equi pped with whatever his body had. That was reassuring.

Sonet hi ng plunged down to splash in the water behind him Then the
figure of a horse appeared. "I have told her," Mare Inbri said. "Now we
are safely on Ptero, and can go about your nission."

"Great," he said. "And exactly how do we do that?"
"l have no idea."

Forrest gazed at the beach ahead of them This was indeed going to be a
chal | enge

hey waded the rest of the way out of the water and stood on the shore.
Forrest splashed, while Inbri's feet noved through the water

spl ashl essly. The beach was a pretty white ribbon of sand, curving
around so as to stay between the water and the land with renarkabl e
precision. The air was confortably warm

Forrest nulled over what Inbri had said. "If you have no idea what to
do, and | have no idea, how are we going to do it?"

"Maybe we can ask soneone."

Sonet hi ng was bothering himslightly, and he nmanaged to figure out what
it was. "Wen you talk, your nouth doesn't nove."

"That's because nmares can't talk well with their nouths. They can only
neigh. So | talk in your head, in dreanmiets."

"But now I'musing ny nouth to talk to you. | can hear the sound.”
"That's because you are physical."
"Physical? But only ny soul canme here."

"The soul has a very snmall amount of substance. Just enough to nake a
solid body here, where everything is very small. So you have naturally
assuned your regular form conplete with sandal s and knapsack."

"And you have assuned yours,
hazy. "

he said, catching on. "But you look a bit

"That's because | have only half a soul, while ny mare body is severa
times as mmssive as your faun body. So | have less than a tenth of your
solidity. |If you touch ne, your hand will pass through ne." |

"I't will?" He reached out to pat her shoul der-and his hand sank into her
body with only faint resistance. He snatched it out. "Sorry."

She shrugged her shoul ders, an interesting maneuver. "It doesn't hurt.
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As long as you can see ne and hear nme, it's all right."

"I wonder-if you don't mnd-could you beconme all the way solid, here? If
you assuned a smaller forn? So you could use your mouth to speak?"

"Certainly, if you prefer." She shrank, beconming a small human worman or
girl, in a close black dress. "WII| this do?" she asked, using her
mouth. "I have only about half your mass, so | can't be any |arger

wi t hout diffusing."

"That's fine. You |look great." He neant that her formwas satisfactory
in the solid sense, but actually it was nore than satisfactory. She

| ooked just like a rather pretty girl, or a nynph, with lustrous bl ack
hair. Except for the slightly equine set of her nose, which was
under st andabl e. She was, after all, a type of horse.

Imbri took a step-and tripped, falling on her face. "Neigh!" she
excl ai med, chagrined. "I'mnot used to being physical."

Forrest realized that that nade sense. She had been a half soul

seem ngly w thout substance, for thirty years, and when she had been a
night mare before that, she had had four feet. She wasn't used to
handling a real human body. "My fault," he said. "Maybe you had better
return to mare form™"

"But | don't want to make you feel awkward because | don't talk with ny
mout h," she said. "lI'msure | can learn to handle this form if I
concentrate.”

But she had a scratch on her cheek, froma shell on the beach. That
made himfeel guilty. "I would rather feel awkward, than have you
falling and scratching your face."

She | ooked alarmed. "On! Did | do that?"

He dug into his knapsack and pulled out a nirror. He gave it to her,
and she held it up so she could see her face. "I did! Ch, that's
enbarrassing." She brushed her fingers across the scratch, wiping it
out, so that her face was smooth again. That surprised him but he
realized that since she had shaped the body to begin with, she could
readily re-shape it to elimnate an inperfection. Like nost fenales,
she was sensitive about her appearance, even in a formthat was
unnatural for her.

She returned the mrror, and he put it back into the knapsack. It
banged into something, and he realized that it was his spare pair of
sandals. That gave himan idea. "You can wear ny other sandal s!

They' Il protect you fromtripping!" He dug themout and offered themto
her .

"They will?" She | ooked dubi ous.

"Yes. They are magic. They protect the feet. They won't let you

m sstep.”
"But those are faun sandals. |'m having enough trouble bal anci ng on
these human feet; | don't think I could do it at all with hoofs. O

course |I'mused to hoofs, but only when |I have four of them"
"Sandals fromny tree fit anyone. That's their nature. Try them"

So she sat down and |ifted her knees so she could reach her feet. In the
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process she showed a very nynphly pair of |legs alnbst up to the panty
line, in nmuch the way the Denpbness Sire woul d have done on purpose. He
wondered if he should mention that, because it was clear that Inbri was
not accustoned to the ways of a physical human body. Then she got the
sandal s on, discovering that they did indeed fit her human feet-and the
position of her legs shifted so that nmuch | ess showed. He realized that
the sandal s were now protecting her feet fromharnming the rest of her

| egs by undue exposure. Because the |egs connected to the feet, and

m ssteps were not nerely of the ground. So he didn't have to say

anyt hi ng.

She stood. "Oh, | feel far nore secure! These sandals are hel ping even
now. "

He had already cone to that conclusion. "I'mglad." Actually he could

have |ived with the exposure of her legs, but there didn't geemto be
much point in saying that.

She | ooked around. "I'm supposed to guide you, and | haven't done a
good job. Mybe we can ask soneone."

That seenmed like a fair idea. "Al right. 1s there anyone to ask?"

"There are countl ess slews of folk here. |'msure one of them nmust be
close by. Let's walk along the beach and see."

So they wal ked al ong. After a time Forrest noticed that there was
sonet hing odd about the air. It snelled all right, but it had colors.
It seemed to be green ahead, and blue to their right. But there didn't
seemto be any source.

He paused, turning around. "Do you see colors?" he asked.
"Yes," Inbri said, surprised. "It is yellow behind us, and red over the
sea."

"Do you think it means anything?"
"It must. But | don't know what."

"And there just doesn't seemto be anyone to ask," he said, frustrated.
"If there are so nany fol k here, where are they all?"

l'inbri pondered, then brightened. "I think |I remenber, fromone of the
dreaners: folk have to be requested. OQherwi se they stay away. |f they
are courteous. So that no one gets crowded."

"But how do we request soneone, when there's no one to ask?"
"I think you just do it."

He shrugged. "Okay." He stood straight. "I hereby request the conpany
of soneone."

There was a sound, and in a monent a large figure appeared, flying over
the trees. It came to a solid landing on the sand before him

"Yes?" It was a wi nged unicorn
Taken aback, Forrest |ooked at Inbri. She |ooked as baffled as he.
So he turned to the unicorn. "Hello. | was just wondering-"

"Wth no introduction?" the unicorn asked. He spoke wi thout noving his
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nmout h.
"Uh, | am Forrest Faun."
"l am Kero Unicorn."
"l was just wondering-"
"What service do you have to trade?"
"What ' ?"
"You are inpaired of hearing?"
"No. | just don't understand. What service?"
"Precisely."

"l don't understand."

The uni corn | ooked nore closely at him "You are inpaired of
intellect?"
Forrest was getting frustrated. "I amjust newto this region. | don't

know what you nean."
"Ch. You nust have traveled far, to be so out of touch."

"Very far," Forrest agreed.

"l suppose | can explain that nuch without violating protocol. In this
region we trade services. So if you want to know sonething | can tel
you, you mnust trade ne a service for ny service in abating your

i gnorance. Wat service do you offer?"

This was new to him "Wat service do you want?"

"l have no idea. You summoned nme, so | assumed you had sonething in
mnd. "

"I had a question in mnd."

"That's not a service. M answer is a service. Wat other service wll
you trade for it?"

This wasn't getting anywhere very rapidly, so he tried something silly.
"An entertaining jig."

"Done. \What is your question?"
"What do the colors of the air nean?"

"They indicate direction, since we have no sun or nmoon or stars to mark
it. Blue is north, because it is cold; red is south, because it is hot;
green is To; and yellowis From"

Forrest waited, but that appeared to be the extent of the answer. So he
brought his panpipe fromhis knapsack, played a lively nel ody, and
proceeded to dance his jig. Fauns were good at jigs, so he knew it was
conpetent. The unicorn watched with seemi ng interest.

When he thought he had jigged enough, he stopped. Kero nodded,
satisfied, then spread his wi ngs and flew back over the forest.

"l guess we | earned sonething," Forrest said, watching the creature
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di sappear.

"Yes," Inbri agreed. "W learned two things: that colors indicate
directions, and that it is necessary to trade services on Ptero. So we
got the better bargain."

"Maybe so. But what is this To and From busi ness?"

"l suppose we could trade for that information. But nmaybe we'll figure
it out for ourselves, soon. Let nme see if | can trade for usefu
information."

Forrest shrugged. "I hope you can."
Inbri faced the air. "I request soneone to trade with."

A dark creature faded into view. |t was a black centaur nare. "Yes?"
What startled Forrest was that she spoke both physically and nmentally.

Inmbri's delicate jaw dropped. "You're a night mare!"
"Not exactly. Are you curious about ny derivation?"
"Yes!" Forrest and Inbri said together

"I am Chemare. It all started when my sire, who was horribly prejudiced
agai nst zomnbi es, was scheduled to have a bad dreamin which he and a
really rotten femal e zonbie drank froma | ove spring. But somehow t he

ni ght mare who was carrying the dream got confused, or maybe she had a
secret thing for the centaur, who was rather handsone for his kind, and
she fell into the dream herself and drank fromthe spring instead. The
elixir overwhel med them both, and they pronptly indulged in an encounter
of love that heated the spring so much it al nost evaporated. Then the
mare departed and the dream di ssi pated, |eaving the centaur considerably
nmore satisfied than the authentic dream would have left him In due
course the mare bore a foal with half a soul, black as night but with
the formof a centaur. That was nme. But because | derive from an

illicit dream | came not to Xanth proper, but to Ptero, where | bring
bad dreams to those 'dents who deserve them It's not the best

exi stence, but 't will resi do.

"Ch, Chemare!" Inbri exclainmed. "How well | understand. | was a night

mare for many decades.”
"I thought you | ooked sonehow faniliar. But you' re in human form

"Yes, so | can be substantial for ny conpanion, Forrest Faun, whom | am
trying to help. Wuld you like to exchange a service?"

"I would love to. But |I'mnot sure what we could do for each other
"I's there anything you need?" Forrest asked.
"No. | came only because | was closest when the call went out.

So | truly regret this, because it's so rare to encounter someone wth
experience nightmaring, but | nust go." She faded out.

"Wait!" Forrest cried, too late. She was gone.

"W are slow on the uptake," Inbri remarked. "W had better be prepared
to render some service before the next one di sappears.”

"Yes. They don't seemto wait around | ong without reason.”
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There was the sound of running hoofs. A centaur cane galloping fromthe
green direction, followed by two centaur foals. She had a white mane
and white body, but blue eyes. Forrest tried not to stare at her
rippling bare chest, knowi ng that centaurs paid no attention to certain
ef fects, but he was inpressed.

She canme to a stop before Inbri. "Hello, mare in human form | am
Ilura Centaur, and these are ny foals. W apologize for our tardiness."

"Tar di ness?"

"W were sone di stance when we heard your call, and the foals couldn't
move at adult speed.”

Forrest realized that nore than one creature had answered Inbri's call.
But Inbri was already handling it.

"I am Mare Inbri, and this is ny conpanion."
"What have you to trade?”

"A pl easant daydream"

"What do you wish in return?"

"Informati on on the person on Ptero who can best help us to find what we
seek."

"What do you seek?"
"A faun for a vacant tree."

"That woul d be Cathryn Centaur. She is the one who best knows where to
find fauns."

There was a pause. Then Inbri, realizing that she had her answer,
| ooked directly at Ilura. The centaur's eyes went blank in a manner
Forrest recogni zed. She was havi ng a daydream

He | ooked at the two foals. One was a dark furred nmale, the other a
light furred fenale. The nale was stoic, while the fenal e was
inpatiently stanping her feet. "Hello, foals. |'mForrest Faun. You
must be dissimlar twins."

The femal e | ooked quickly at him "I'min a hurry," she replied.
The nal e | ooked slowly at him "I'min no hurry," he said.
"Well, I'"msure your damwi |l be finished here soon."

The fenmal e reacted rapidly. She used a forefoot to scratch letters in
the sand. THE HURRY TWNS: | M NA AND | M NO

Ch. "M apol ogy for msunderstanding," Forrest said.
"Don't be," Imina said quickly. "It happens all the tine."
"We're used to it," Imno added slowly. "It's probably a good thing we

don't exist."

"But howcan | be talking to you, if you don't exist?"

We're might-he's, Imna replied rapidly. "It would take a freakish
set of circunstances to nake us real. For one thing, our damisn't rea
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either."

"Only our sire, Hurry Centaur, is real," Imno said tardily.

Forrest was starting to catch on. "Your sire lives in Xanth proper, and
the rest of you don't."

"That's it exactly," Imna agreed swiftly. "W can only cone to exist
if our damgets real, and encounters our sire, and perforns a certain
ritual that nakes hunman fol k unconfortable to contenplate. Al that
seens extrenely unlikely."

"I"'msorry."

"It doesn't really- natter,"” li-nino said deliberately. "There are far
too many mght-he's for Xanth to acconmodate."

Ilura had conpl eted her daydream "Cone foals; we nust be off."
"Al ready' ?" I mino asked.
"About time!" |mna said.

"I had a very nice dream of your sire,
al nost ready to consider sonething."

Ilura said. "I think he may be

They gal | oped off into the yellow color. Forrest and Inbri watched them
go. "Those were night-he's," he said.

"Yes. It's a shane they aren't real."

"How do we find Cathryn Centaur?"

"I think we just ask for her."

"Can we just ask for the faun | need?”

She turned to him startled. "W could certainly try."

He faced nothing. "I want to trade with the faun | need."
Not hi n, happened.

"l suspect he isn't close enough to hear,"” Inbri said. "Have you
noticed that all the creatures we have encountered here are equine
crossbreeds?"

"I hadn't noticed," he said, surprised. "Could it be coincidence?"

"It could be. But | think there nust be sections of Ptero for different
types of creatures, and this happens to be the equine section. That

woul d expl ain why we | anded here: |I'm equine, so was drawn here. So
there woul d be no fauns close by. Cathryn Centaur must know where they
are."

"That nmakes sense to nme. Very well, let's trade with Cathryn."

Imbri stood facing nowhere. "I would like to trade with Cathryn
Centaur."

Anot her | ady centaur appeared, energing fromthe forest. She was brown
of mane and fur, with large white wings. "Wy hello, mare," she said.
"l never expected to be sumoned."
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"Way not?" Inbri asked.

"Because there is no service anyone can do ne, so | can't trade. Didn't
you know t hat ?"

"1 amfromfar away. | know very little about this region."

"But the conventions are simlar throughout our world. You don't nean
to say-" She broke off, |ooking startl ed.

"Yes, we are from Xanth," Inbri said.

"That is extrenely unusual, as there is virtually no physical contact
bet ween Xanth and Ptero."

"But consi derabl e enptional contact."”

Cat hryn nodded agreenent. "All we might-he's long to achi eve Xanth
proper. But so few of us ever do. Now | suppose if you offer nme some
way to cro there, then we can indeed deal. But as it is inpossible to
travel there physically, | suspect that your mission is of sone other
nature."

"Yes. W need to locate a suitable faun to becone the spirit of a
vacant tree."

"Ah. That's why you summoned ne: because | know the best route to the
faunhol d. "

I "Yes." |

"I amreally sorry that we can't exchange services, because | can
certainly start you on your way there."

"Start us? You can't direct us all the way there?"

"Correct: | can't. It is beyond my range."
" Range?"
"Ch, | see," Cathryn said synpathetically. "You are fromafar, and

don't understand our system™"
"Yes, | don't. But | amwlling to trade, if it's a matter of that."

"I'mafraid it is. W are unable to interact significantly w thout the
exchange of equival ent services."

Forrest stepped into the dialogue. "There nust be sonme service you need
or desire, that we mght do."

Cat hryn glanced at him "I doubt it. | amreally quite satisfied,
apart fromny natural longing to become real. This is a pleasant enough
realm and far better than utter nonexistence. | would gladly show you

around it, [f-"

"If we could do you sone service in exchange," he finished

"Exactly. But as it is, | see no cause for further association. So if
you will excuse ne, | shall take off." She spread her w ngs.

"Walt!" Inbri cried. "There nmust be sonething!"

Cat hryn paused. "I would be pleased if there were, for you seemlike
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interesting folk, and il-n sure your need nust be extrene, for you to
make the (,reat effort to coi-timehere. But it would be unkind to
pretend there is anything feasible."

"Every creature has sone secret deep desire,"” Inbri said. "I amin a
position to know "

The centaur seened genuinely curious. "How could you be in such a
posi tion?"

"I was a night mare for a hundred and seventy years, punishing folk for
their darkest desires, and a day mare for thirty years, rewarding their

brightest desires. | have never encountered anyone who was whol |y
satisfied with his lot. Sone don't know their deepest desires, but all
have them"

"And maybe some denons prey on that," Forrest said, thinking of D. Sire.

"Then | think |I nust be the exception,"” Cathryn said, "becituse |I am
satisfied, as satisfied as it is possible for a might-be to be."

They seened to be getting nowhere. But Forrest renenbered sonething.
"The Good Magician's list," he said. "Mybe that has the answer." He
dug into his knapsack and brought it out.

Now he thought he could alnpst read the first two words of the Good
Magi cian's illegible scribble. "Dear Horn," he said, squinting. "Does
that make any sense?"

"Ch!" Cathryn said, putting a hand to her anple breast.

"You have found your secret desire," Inbri said.

"l suppose | have," the centaur confessed. "I never realized it

before. ™
Forrest put the paper away. "What is the dear horn?"

"It is a special horn that when blown will |ocate a person's True Love.
I have no True Love; | did not realize until you spoke that | m ssed
him™"

"Then we nust find this horn for you," Inbri said.

"That may be no easy thing. | have no idea where it nay be.

understand it tends to get |eft wherever |ast used, forgotten. So

t hough you have indeed discovered a service you mght render nme, | fear
it is an inpossible service."

Forrest found hinsel f becom ng canny. "Suppose we agreed to help you
find that horn. Wuld that be a sufficient service so that we could
talk freely while we were doing it""

"Why yes, | suppose it would be. But you may still be wasting your
time, because it may not be possible to find it, and in that case | wll
not be able to guide you toward the region of the fauns.”

Forrest shrugged. "We'Ill take that chance. Are we agreed?”
"Yes," Cathryn said, snmling.

"Then let's proceed. |'mnot nuch, but Mare Inbri can tune in on
dreans, and that may help, as the dear horn is surely an instrunent for
the fulfillment of dreans."”
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Both mares | ooked at him "You' re not as enpty headed as the average
faun," the centaur renarked.

"It's a luxury | can't afford at the monent. | nust save that tree, and
return to ny own tree." Forrest turned to Inbri. "Can you orient on

sonme person wti o knows where the dear horn is?"

"I"'mnot sure. But | suppose the Good Magician woul dn't have asked ne
to guide you, if he didn't think | had sonme way to do it. Let ne
concentrate." She closed her eyes. She |ooked much like a nynph that

way, except that she was clothed. "Yes-I amgetting a faint glinmering.
It's like the colors of the directions, only it's nore like |I'ght froma
distant flickering candle. | think | will be able to find it. But we
will have to go straight to it, because it's very faint, and | nay | ose

it if we delay or deviate."
"Then let's go!" Forrest said, gratified.

They set off to the north, and slightly to the east. There were
nunerous tracks, all hoofmarks. That rem nded himof the conjecture
they had nmade about regions. They had encountered only equine folk in
this region: a unicorn, a centaur, and a wi nged centaur. That could be
coi nci dence, but he doubted it, because in regular Xanth he had sel dom
seen such creatures. "lIs this equine country?" he inquired.

"Yes," Cathryn answered. "Creatures of a kind tend to congregate, being
nmore confortable with sinmilar types. There's no rule; it just happens."”

"So el sewhere there will be regions of dragons, or of elves, or of hunman
fol k' ?"

"Or of fauns," she agreed. "Actually there may be several regions of
each type, because of the tinme."

, ' Time?"
"Time is geography, so there are limts."

"l don't understand. WII | have to exchange a service in order to find
out what that neans'?"

She laughed. "No. W are in the process of exchangi ng our services
now. It is to ny interest to facilitate your search for the dear horn,
and you can surely do that better if you understand our system | had
forgotten for the nonent that you are from Qutside. Have you noticed
sonet hi ng about nme?"

He gl anced at her. "Only that you somehow seem younger than | took you
for. 1 was probably distracted by your-there are aspects of you that
resenbl e a generously endowed nynph, and-"

She | aughed agai n, maki ng those aspects shake. "I think I- night even
guess which aspects you nean. But you are not imagining it. | am
growi ng younger. | was foaled only twenty years before we net, so even

a small distance to the east makes ne noticeably younger."

"How can that be? |Is there youth elixir in the airs"

"No. It's the direction. Wen we travel into the From we becone
younger. |If the dear horn is very far in this direction, not only wll
we be in ogre territory, I will be too young to take you there. | would

regret that, because then we could not conplete our agreement "But how
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can that be? East is a direction, not atine."

"Perhaps that is true where you come from Here east is From or what
you mght call the Past. |It's all the same to us, of course, but |
suppose it mght seemodd to outsiders."”

"Are you saying that if we go one direction, we get younger, and if we
go the other direction, we get ol der?"

"That is exactly what | amsaying. So | amable to go twenty years
east, fromwhere we neet, and seventy years west. For reasons of vanity
| prefer to remain nostly in the early maturity section. Neither
extrenme youth nor extrenme age appeal to ne particularly."

He was amazed. "Does this apply to us too?"
"I should certainly think so. Do you feel yourself getting younger

"No. But | wouldn't notice five or ten years, and neither would | nbri.
We're both two hundred years ol d."

"You are that age where?"
He was nonpluned. "Wy, here, of course.”

"But you nust be five or six years younger than you were. See, | am
beconming a teen, and younger."

He | ooked at her again. |ndeed, now her breasts were snaller, her
flanks were | ess solid, and she had acne on her face. Her mane, which
had been | oose, was now bound into a pony tail

He checked hinmself. "No, | remain much the same faun as ever. But |
woul d be only a hundred and ninety or so, instead of two hundred. |
woul d have to go a long way back to get really young."

"So | gather. How far can you go in To?"
"Into what ?"
"The future.”

"Way, | don't know. It depends on how long ny tree lives. Perhaps four
hundred years."

"You are a long-lived species!"

"Well, we draw our vitality fromour trees. |If ny tree should be
chopped down, | would fade out right then."

"l see. So you should have a wi de range of geography, here on Ptero.
That is surely an advantage, in case your faun is |long renoved."

Forrest suffered a revelation. "The Good Magi ci an nmust have known!
That's why Inbri and | are the same age, and both long lived. So we can
search farther, together."

"That does seemto nake sense. Every person's territory is limted by
her life span. That is not usually a problem but | confess that at
times | do wonder at what nust be beyond ny territory." She was now
smal ler, with no chest devel opnent, and her nmane was in pigtails. "I
hope it isn't nuch farther."

Imbri, who had been wal king with a renpoved expression, |ooked at her
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"Not far now, | think. The glowis stronger. But it is stil

flickering. | don't want to pause, |est sonething happen to it."
" But we may have to pause,"” Cathryn said. "W are approaching the edge
of equine territory." | There was the sound of hoofs, and two adult

centaurs canme into sight. The hide of one was dark, with a spira
pattern of spots like thickly clustered stars. The other was the
opposite, with a white hide speckled with black dots. Both carried
bows. "Ho, ladies," the dark one called. "Are you aware that you are
near the boundary?"

Forrest saw that the | and ahead did change. They had been wal ki ng
through a fairly | evel open forest, the kind that hoofed creatures
preferred, but before themwas a tangle of oddities.

"Yes, thank you, Alpha," Cathryn said. "These folk are from Xanth, on a
mssion to locate the dear horn, which it seens is in the adjacent
territory." Then she turned to the others. "This is Al pha Centauri,
guardi an of the boundary. His nane got mangl ed by a passing gal axy, but
he i s neverthel ess one of us."

"To be sure," Al pha agreed gruffly. "But this is a bad section to cross
out. The puns have conpletely overgrown it, and are horrible."

The other centaur spoke. "You are visitors from Xanth proper?
You will be returning there in due course?"

"Yes, within a nmonth," Forrest replied.

"I amVision Centaur. | would like to exchange a service with you."
"Well, | don't know if we have anything to exchange."
"Surely we do. | have a nessage | would like you to deliver to certain

parties in Xanth."

"I can do that,"” Inbri said. "I can visit alnpbst anyone in Xanth, in ny
capacity as a day mare."

"In return | offer ny service in helping to protect you from an
i nci pient attack."

"Attack?" Cathryn asked, concerned.
"I''"ll make that deal," Inbri said. "What is the nessage?"

"It is for Jenny EIf and Chief Gmvendolyn Goblin. It is that if they
will seek out a special type of tick, the gen-e-tic, they can use it to
cause their myopic gene to recede, that is, to becone recessive. That
will render their sight normal, so they will no | onger need to use
spect acl es. "

"But this is great news for them " Inbri said. "They will not be able
to performa return service for it."

"Creatures of Xanth proper are not necessarily bound by our conventi ons.
I nerely wish themto have the information."

"I will deliver the message to them" Inbri said.

"Thank you. Now | suggest that you make a detour, because your present
course i s not wse."
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"l don't dare deviate, lest | lose the glow," Inbri said. "I nust go
strai ght ahead."

Cat hryn sighed. "Then we shall acconpany you. W don't have tine for a

gallop poll on the issue. Perhaps ny staff will help." In her hands
appeared a long stout pole. "If that is not sufficient, perhaps ny
talent will avail."

"You have a magic talent?" Forrest asked, surprised.

"Ch, didn't | nention that? M talent is blankets. They can be very
useful on occasion."

Forrest did not comrent. It was interesting that a wi nged centaur had a
magi ¢ tal ent other than flying, though of course as a m ght-be she
wasn't limted by the conventions of ordinary creatures of her kind. But
nice as a blanket could be on a cold night, he doubted it would be nuch
hel p agai nst horri bl e puns.

Al pha | ooked into the sky. "Ch, no! | fear the dragons are staging a
border raid."

"Precisely," Vision said. "I saw themfromafar."

Cathryn followed his gaze, alarnmed. "I'mtoo young to use ny bow
effectively."

"Then you and your friends had better flee Fromor To," Al pha
‘d. "Vision and | will cover your retreat."

sal Now Forrest heard the beat of a nunber of heavy w ngs. "Dragons
raid equine territory?"

"Yes," Alpha said tersely. "They have a taste for equine flesh. O
course we just dissolve and reform when eaten, but it's an exceedingly
unconfortabl e process.” He unslung his bow and nocked an arrow. "I will
hold them off. Flee-and stay out of the air."

"How can we outrun flying dragons?" Forrest asked Cathryn.

"It's a matter of nmoving out of their tine range,"” she expl ai ned,

| ooking worried. "If they are young dragons, we can nove From and force
themto become too young to fly well. [If they are mature dragons, we
flee To, hoping they will become too old to fly well."

"Unfortunately it is a mxed squadron,"” Al pha said, squintin, into the
sky as dark shapes appeared. "Sonme will follow effectively,
regardi ess. "

"I will make a security blanket," Cathryn deci ded.

"You are too young to nake a really effective one,” Al pha warned her.

"I know. But it nust do." She gestured, and somnething spread out from
her hands and fl oated above them It slowy settled, covering all of
them except Al pha. Forrest realized that her tal ent was not preesely
what he had under st ood.

I will defend the outer perineter of the blanket," Al pha said, aimng

his first arrow at the first dragon. "Stay |low, and perhaps it wll
suffice."
" The glowis flickering," Inbri said. "l amgoing on."
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"I recomrend against this," Al pha said grimy. "Attila the Pun passed
by here recently, and left a disgusting trail. It is sinply not safe.
sug est that you fly over this section, or run around it, after the
dragons depart. Especially since you are quite young, here, Cathryn,
and your friends | ook inexperienced."

But linbri was already forging into the pun region. So naturally
Foi Test and Cathryn had to follow.

"This is very bad judgnent,'
he was correct.

Al pha called after them Forrest was sure

"Well, at least the dragons won't attack us within the pun strip,"”
Cathryn said. "They don't like it any better than we do."

Forrest heard the bow twang behind them Al pha or Vision was firing at
a dragon. Could puns really be worse than dragons?

There was a rustle ahead, and sonething thunped past them It |ooked
like a man, except that it had only one armand one leg. Then it turned
its head toward them and Forrest saw that it had only half a head, with

one eye and half a nouth. "Et ut f y ay!" it screaned in half
syl | abl es.
Cat hryn raised her staff. "No, you get out of our way, half brother,"”

she retorted. Her threat nust have been effective, because the thing
ran away. Forrest saw as it retreated that it was half-reared, too. Now
they passed a sign saying MALL. It was an open section w nding through
the tangl ed puns, with shops along the sides. The central strip was
clear and firm so they ran along it rather than across it, making
better tine.

Then Inbri started pulling at her clothing. Forrest's feet felt
confined. He just had to get themout of the sandals.

"Ch, no," Cathryn exclainmed, ripping off her backpack. "A strip mall!

Forrest realized that that made sense, in a pun strip. He took off his
sandal s and backpack and felt free. Meanwhile Inbri had stripped to
compl ete nudity, and now | ooked exactly like a nymph. It wasn't so bad;
they held their things and ran on along the strip.

Anot her truncated figure ran by, going the opposite direction. This one
was female: a half sister. But while the half brother had been sliced
vertically, so that he had to junp rather than run, this one was hal ved
across the mddle. She had two nice | egs, and was topl ess. Forrest
wonder ed how the other half of her got al ong.

But his brief distraction caused himto misstep. Suddenly his foot was
in a fish-shaped blob of jelly. It slid out fromunder, causing himto
fall on his rear. He saw that Inbri had taken a simlar fall. They
were no | onger wearing their nmagic sandals, so their feet could take bad
steps. "We'd better get off the strip and get dressed again," he
called. "W need to run safely."

Imbri agreed. They scranmbled off the strip and donned their things. He
was surprised to note that she put her upper clothing on before her
sandals. But of course she wasn't really a nynph, however she m ght

| ook; she was a mare. \Wen she was in girl form she evidently adopted
the conventions of girls, and didn't |ike to show her whol e body. Yet
it was a beautiful body. Human beings had funny attitudes.
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But again his distraction caused nischief. Suddenly he was struck a

bl ow on the foot. He |ooked, and discovered that he had tried to put on
a sock instead of his sandal. The sock had punched him O rather,
socked him He tossed it away and found his sandal instead.

"W nust keep noving," Cathryn said behind him "W're off the mal
strip, but not out of the comc strip. These abysmal puns will ruin us
if we don't get clear of them soon."

Forrest massaged his struck foot, agreeing. Then he got up and foll owed
Inbri, his steps nore confident now that they were protected by the

sandal s.

They passed a big turtle. "Hey, watch where you' re going!" the creature
snapped. It was of course a shapping turtle.

"My apology," Forrest said politely, though they really hadn't gone that

close to it.

They passed a big tree with a bee sitting on its |owest branch. Suddenly
Forrest felt his eyes watering.

"A bay-bee," Cathryn cried. "It makes you cry.
di scovered that.

Agai n, he had al ready

Now he was stunbling despite his sandals, because the ground was getting
marshy fromthe tears of those who had gone before. He lurched past a

| arge plant and al nost tripped over one of its square roots. "A
pol ynom al plant," Cathryn said. "Attila really did his worst this
time."

Then several creatures charged toward them Their bodies | ooked human,
but their heads were closed fists. On sone the thunbs were on the
right, and on others on the left. Al of them ]l ooked vile.

"Knuckl eheads!" Cathryn said. "They' re not the smartest creatures, but
they're nean. Run!"

They ran toward what | ooked |ike a hanging curtain nade up of thin

slices of wood. "Avoid those!" Cathryn cried. They tried to duck down
under it, but as they did, they slid into deeper swanp and got bogged
down.

"l can't see!" Forrest cried.

"Those were Venetian blinds," Cathryn said. "They nade us-"
"I get it," Forrest said. "How do we get our vision back?"
"I think I saw sonme see weed. |If we can find that-"

They bl undered about, naking big splashes. "You won't find it that
way," a voice cane.

"Who are you?" Forrest asked, hoping it wasn't a knuckl ehead. "I amthe
anonynous turtle you passed without notice. | can direct you to the see
weeds, though | haven't seen themin days."

"Then how can you do it?" Forrest denmanded.
"l have turtle recall."

That did seemto nake sense. "Wat do you want in exchange?"
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"Something nice torecall. |I'mtired of recalling abysmal puns."

"Il doit," Inmbri said. "I will give you a dream of sweet turtle
doves. "

"Bear to your left. You were headed for the see-an-eneny, which is nore
trouble than you would care for at the nonent. Keep going. There: the
see weed is right before you."

Forrest couldn't see anything, but in a nonment he heard a pl eased
exclamation fromlInbri. Then she came to him and touched himwith the
see weed, and suddenly he could see again. She touched Cathryn. Then
she went to do her service for the turtle.

But nore B's were flying by. One stung Cathryn. "Well, you took |ong

enough to get to it," she said crossly. "In fact you didn't do it at
all! You just stood there stupidly while your friend fetched the see
weed. "

"Well, yes, | suppose-"

"Not that you ever were nuch of a creature," she continued. "I don't
know why |'m even bothering to help you in your stupid quest. You-" Then
a second B stung her. "Oh, you wonderful friend!"

she excl ai med, suddenly hugging him He would have liked it better if
she had been at her mature stage. "You're just so great to have around.
I don't know how | ever survived w thout you."

Then somet hing stung Forrest on the leg. He |ooked down and saw it was
atic marked TAC. He pulled it off, but it was already having its
effect. He was realizing howto nmanage things better. Those B's were
froma Have; their stings made fol k B-have differently. One nust have
been a B-little, and the other a B-friend.

A third B was already stinging Cathryn. She pushed Forrest away.
"B-gone!" she excl ai ned.

"Tell it to the B's," he told her. "Loudly."

Conpr ehensi on crossed her face fromupper right to lower left. She
turned to face the remaining mlling B's. "Begone!"

The B's buzzed rapidly away, heeding the voice of authority.

Cat hryn turned back to him "Ch, thank you. | really didn't nean those
things | said; it was just that-"

"You got stung," he said. "Fortunately | got bitten by a tactic, so
figured out what to do."

Imbri returned. "The turtle is satisfied," she reported. "Now we nust
nmove on; the glowis flickering again." She plunged on ahead.

They fol |l owed-and suddenly they were out of the comic strip, and the
dreadful puns were gone. Ahead of themwas a tree twisted into the form
of a pretzel. "W are in ogre territory," Cathry said nervously.

Shapes |ooned in the sky. "And the dragons are still hunting us,"
Forrest added, just as nervously.

athryn Centaur glanced at the sky. "I'Il throw a blan ket of fog," she
sai d, raising her hands.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...20-%20Xanth%2021%20-%20Faun%20and%20Games.txt (63 of 235) [1/19/03 9:08:11 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%620-%20X anth%2021%20-%20Faun%20and%20Games.txt

"You can nake anot her kind of blanket?" Forrest asked, surprised. "Not
just security?"

"Yes. M talent is blankets, not just one kind. But |I'monly about

ei ght years old now, and it won't be very big." From her hands poured
pat ches of mist, which spread out and sank around them Unfortunately
it sank too |low, so that their heads poked out, and the dragons spied
them "This is the best | can do," Cathryn said. "W' ||l have to duck
down in order to hide init."

They ducked down. The bl anket of fog closed over their heads,
concealing themfromthe air. Unfortunately it also nmade it hard for
themto see their way.

Then there was a great thudding sound. "An ogre!" Cathryn whispered,
frightened. Forrest realized that as a child she was much nore fearfu
of monsters than she woul d have been as an adult.

He poked his head cautiously up through the top of the cloud bl anket and
peeked at the sky. The dragons were circling, |ooking for their prey.
They were smaller than he remenbered, but he realized that this was
because they were now younger. As the ogre approached, huge and awf ul
the dragons peered down at him

"Stay here no, dragons go!" the ogre cried, shaking one hanfist. But the
dragons knew lie couldn't reach them They were young and foolish. One
of themflew over the ogre and dropped a ball of dung. It splatted
close, and sone of it flew out to speckle the ogre's hairy hide.

The ogre growed. It wasn't that dirt bothered him but he was not

"d enough not to know he was being insulted. Ogres were quite stup
justifiably proud of their stupidity, but there were limts. He stooped,
pi cked up a rock, and hurled it at the dragon. The dragon tried to

swerve, but the rock clipped it on the tail, knocking it upside down.
The dragon gyrated desperately to prevent itself fromfalling to the
ground, then flew quickly away. 1In a nonent the other dragons foll owed;

they didn't care to tangle with an ogre in ogre territory.

Satisfied, the ogre tranped on. He was evidently the border guard. It
was just as well, because the cloud bl anket was thinning. Soon they
woul d have been exposed, and the ogre wasn't a nmuch better bet than the
dragons, as far as their safety went. Cathryn could have spread her

wi ngs and flown away, of course, but she was too courteous to do that.

Cat hryn stood and recul | ed her blanket. The w sps of cloud funnel ed
into her hands, and the round was cl ear again.

I bri- esui-ned her determined trek. "It is getting close," she said.

"That's good," Cathryn said, because as they wal ked she was | ooki ng nore
|ike seven than eight. It was clear that she would be unable to go
beyond her limt.

They crested a hill, and | ooked down on an enornmous castle. It had no
nmoat, and evidently didn't need one, because the bashed and splintered
state of the trees around it showed it to be the home of an ogre.

VWhat el se, here in ogre country?

"It's in there," Inbri said. "The one who knows where the dear horn
is."
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"don't think there's anything in there but the ogre," Cathryn said. "I
don't think it's a good idea to go in."

" But if he's the one who knows, we'll have to ask him" Forrest said.

Qgres eat other folk, and crunch their bones,
shivering. As a child she | acked courage.

Cat hryn rem nded him

"But that's tenporary, here, isn't it?" Inbri asked. "Because all folk
are just spirits, so can't be truly killed or destroyed?"

"Yes. But it's awful getting crunched. It hurts. And if he crunches

you, you'll be gone fromthat region. You can never return to where you
di ed, any nore than you can go beyond your regions of delivery or
endi ng. "

"You nean folk can die here?" Forrest asked, al arned.
"Not exactly. We can die, but it is linmted."
"How can death be limted?"

"Limted to the region where the death occurs. That neans that though a
person reconstitutes, he can never return to that spot, or ever cone
close toit. The linmt is about six nonths on a side, Fromand To, and
equi val ent di stances north and south.”

Both Forrest and Inbri were perplexed. "But why can't a person just go
there anyway?" |nbri asked.

"He just can't. It no longer exists for him He can see the limt, but
can't cross it."

"You nean it exists, only he can't go there?" Forrest asked. "Qhers
can go, but not the one who died there' ?"

"Yes. "

They pondered that a nmoment. Then Forrest had anot her question
"Suppose | get killed by the ogre, so | can't go back there, but then
the ogre cones out here'? Beyond the six nonth range? Could | have at
hi m agai n?"

"Yes. Wen two folk fight, and one kills the other, he has to be
careful when he | eaves that area, because the other may be |l urking for

him to kill himback. Sonetinmes two enem es | eave a whol e series of
hol es in each other's existences, naking things difficult. So as a
general rule, folk try not to kill or be killed, because it's such a
nui sance. "

"What about dragons or ogres?"

"That's another matter. They are so dull that they don't worry about

such complications. Dragons don't kill their own, and don't care about
others. If an ogre crunches you once, he'll do it again. It isn't easy
to talk to an ogre; they're too stupid. | think maybe this a bad idea."

"But if we don't talk to him we can't find out where the dear horn is,"
Forrest said. "Then we won't be able to conplete our service to you,
and you won't be able to help us find faun country."

"That is true," she agreed sadly.

Forrest pondered. "It occurs to me that this is |like one of the Good
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Magi ci an' s Chal | enges. W just have to figure out the way through.”

"But we have no guarantee that there is a way through,” Inbri said.
"This isn't a carefully crafted test. This is real."

"Still, even real challenges often have solutions." He gazed at the
castle. "Maybe animal psychology will help. Wat is the basic nature
of ogres?"

"Everyone knows that," Cathryn said. "They are the strongest, ugliest,

and stupidest creatures around."

He nodded. "That's ny understanding. | hear they even have contests in
those categories. But | also hear that they' re not bad fol k, when you
get to know them "

"Who woul d want to get to know an ogre?" Cathryn inquired.

"W would,” Inbri said. "So we can ask himwhere the dear horn is.
Oh, that's right; | forgot. | don't have much nmenory at this age."
But Forrest was working on his notion. "QOgres have pride, don't they?

Suppose we chal l enged himto an ugly contest'?"

"But we couldn't possibly win that," Cathryn said. "None of us is even
renotely uglier than the handsonest ogre."

"So we would | ose," Forrest said.
"Yes. Instantly. Then he would crunch us."

But Inmbri was catching on. "Wuld he crunch folk he had just bested,
and who admitted it? Who maybe even praised his superior ugliness?"

Cathryn stared at her. "What a notion! You mean his ogre pride in
vi ctory woul d make hi m gener ous?"

Forrest nodded. "Yes. W could rally nake him proud.”

Imbri remained doubtful. "But if it doesn't work, we get crunched.”
Forrest nodded. "So | guess |'d better go 'n alone."

Both fillies reacted. "W didn't say that," Inbri protested.

"No, we didn't," Cathryn agreed.

"But it's my idea, and there's no sense in having two or three of us get
crunched, when one will do."

The two exchanged a generous glance. "W're not sure this is best,"

I mbri said.

"Consider it this way: if | get crunched, you will still be here to try
it, if you wish to, perhaps with nore success. |If it works for nme, then

I can ask the ogre to let the two of you in. So you don't need to take
the risk either way, unless you decide to."

"I hate to say it," Cathryn said. "But he's naking sense.”
"Fauns are nore sensible than | thought," Inbri agreed.

"And have nore courage than | thought."

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...20-%20Xanth%2021%20-%20Faun%20and%20Games.txt (66 of 235) [1/19/03 9:08:11 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%620-%20X anth%2021%20-%20Faun%20and%20Games.txt

"Well, we don't just chase nynphs, you know," Forrest said, enbarrassed.
"Now, how can | make nysel f ugly?"

"Wy even try?" Inbri asked. "Just challenge him and |lose. He won't
know the difference."

He nodded. "I'll do it." He squared hinself, and nmarched on toward the
castle.

"Wait!" Inbri called. "If you get crunched, where will you
reconstitute?”

He paused. "How far is half a year?"

Cat hryn consi dered. "Back about where we energed fromthe comic strip."
"Then I'Il t"'ormthere, just this side ot" it."

"Al'l right,"” Inbri said. "But be careful, Forrest."

He | aughed. "If | was careful, | wouldn't walk into an ogre's den."

He resuned his narch.

The castle | ooned |arger and uglier as he approached it. It was huge
and squat, with dull thatch for the roof, and nildew on the stone walls.
The big front door was well over tw ce his own height, made of ironwood.

He cane to a stop before the door. Entry was a daunting prospect, but
he rai sed one fist and knocked on the wood iron

There was no response. So he knocked harder. Still nothing. He
realized that the ogre probably couldn't hear him For one thing, there
was a constant runmbling or crashing fromw thin the castle, as if
somnet hi ng huge and vi ol ent were bashi ng down wal | s.

He | ooked around and saw a big bell. On it was printed the word
WEATHER. Beside it was a solid netal bar. So he picked up the ba.r,
hefted it high, and swng it at the bell-weather.

There was a | oud gong, followed by a crack of thunder. A storm cloud
fornmed over the bell, shooting out bolts of lightning. The |ightning
struck the bell, adding to the sound. Then a bucket of rain dropped
fromthe cloud and doused the bell. The sound faded, and the cloud
evapor at ed.

There was a runbling behind the door. Then it jerked violently inward,
so that the suction of the air blew Forrest inside. He stunbled and
caught his footing, hel ped by his magi ¢ sandal s.

There stood the ogre: tw ce the height of a man, hairy, and
di sproportionately nuscular. "Wo you?" the thing denanded.

"I- 1"mForrest Faun. | cone to have an ugly contest."

The ogre thought about that. Forrest knew he was thinking, because the
unusual effort was heating his head, and huge fl eas were *unpi ng off
lest their feet get burned. Then he decided to introduce hinmself. "See
me: Ogy."

So far, so good. "l'muglier than you."

O gy Ogre stared dowmn at him "Ugly faun? 'Tis to yawn."
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"Il prove it. Do you have a mirror?"
G -gy shook his shaggy head. "Mrror lack. Ogre crack."

He meant th;it his |-ace was so ugly that any mirror that reflected it
broke. This was a conplication. How could Forrest |ose a contest if

they couldn't conpare their faces'! But nmaybe they could do it with
water. "Do you have a pool ?"

"Sure, pool. It cool."

"Then let's conpare faces in the pool. Then we'll see who is uglier."

Orgy considered, and nore fleas junped off. Then he decided. "M say
okay." He turned and led the way into the castle.

Forrest followed. He noticed that nmuch of the castle was in ruins. The
wal | s had been bashed down, and the stones were scattered across the
floor. The ogre sinply kicked them out of the way, not even noticing,

t hough some were pretty solid chunks.

They came to an inner courtyard where water had collected. It was
dirty, but it would do.

Forrest bent lorward so that he could see his reflection. He |ooked
just exactly like a faun. "Ugly," he said.

O gy Ogre bent over. The water quivered and shrank away. Orgy
grimced. The water made waves as it fled to the edges of the pool
Orgy smiled. The water turned nmuddy and spl ashed right out of the poo
on the far side.

"I"'minpressed,"” Forrest said. "I was never able to make water do that.
You are uglier than | am by far. You nust be a | egend anmong your
kind." He was sincere; the ogre had truly inpressed him

"No, | amnerely an average ogre,
the conplinent."”

O gy said sadly. "But thank you for

Forrest stared. "You're not rhymng!"

"I never did rhyme. No ogre does. It is merely your perception that
changed. "

"But you still look Iike an ogre to ne."

"But now you see nme as an individual, instead of a nonster. You have

achi eved respect. So you are able to hear ne as | am"

"I never realized! Do you nean that all ogres are cultured, instead of
bei ng stupid?"

"That depends entirely on your perception.”
"I was afraid you were going to crunch ne."

"I was, until you showed that you had di scovered respect. W ogres
crunch only the ignorant." , "This is an education," Forrest said. "I'l|
never view ogres the sane a am"

"Excellent. You should have no further fear of us. But why did you
cone here?"

"I need your help. |'mlooking for the dear horn."
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"dio! You wish to trade services."
"Yes. |s there anything I can do for you?"

"I"'mafraid not. | amconpletely satisfied. | amsorry you cane here
for nothing."

Forrest had been afraid of this. "I cane here with two compani ons. They
remai ned apart, for fear of getting crunched. They mght be able to
figure out a service that you need. Then we could trade. Wuld it be
all right if they 'sined ne here?"

"That depends on their perspective. |If they are ordinary, 1'll be
obliged to crunch them Protocol., you know "

"Suppose | explain to them about respect?"

"They may not listen. Most folk are sure they know the nature of
ogres."

"But if | can make them understand?”

"Then they will be welcone to the hospitality of the castle."

"Let me go fetch them Maybe we can do each other sone good after all."
"As you wish. Meanwhile, | shall return to ny bashing."

As Forrest wal ked out of the castle, O gy Ogre waded into the nearest
wal |, bashing it into rubble with his two hanfists. The whole structure
shuddered. Such was the ogre's ferocity that it was a wonder that any
of the castle remai ned standing. Forrest realized that this was the
sound he had heard before, when he stood outside the door. No wonder it
required the bell-weather to get the ogre's attention

He went out the door, which remained open. But it swung cl osed once he
was cl ear; apparently it was set to let visitors out, but not to |et
themin. So it was a magi c door. He departed the bleak castle
environs, and wal ked on across the blasted terrain to where the two

i nai -es stood. They | ooked amazed and relieved to see him

"You may enter the ogre's den," he said. "But there is a caution.”

"That's a severe understatenent," Catliryn said. "Are you sure t's
saf e?"

]t will be safe if you have the right attitude."

Both mares | ooked at himdoubtfully. "How can attitude save a person
frombeing crunched by a nonster'?" Inbri asked.

"You have to | eave your prejudice behind, and have proper respect.
"For an ogre?" Cathryn asked incredul ously.

Forrest realized that there was a problem "He's really a very cultured
creature. You just have to see himas such."”

The two mares exchanged a Significant dance. "l suppose even a stink
horn has its culture,” Inbri remarked to no one in particular

They were | ocked into their prejudice. He had to get rid of it, or it
woul d not be safe for themto enter the ogre's den. "Remenber how you
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viewed ne, at first? As just another faun | ooking for a nynph to
chase?"

They nodded.

"Do you still view ne that way?"
"No," Cathryn said. "You have a |lot nore character than | originally
supposed. "

"So can you appreciate that originally you were operating on prejudi ce?"

"Nonsense! Centaurs aren't prejudiced." Then she reconsidered. "But |I'm
very young now, so nmaybe you do have a point."

"So can you appreciate that the ogre may have qualities to be respected,
if you viewed himwi thout prejudice?"

"An ogre?" Then she heard herself, and |aughed. "You wouldn't be
teasing a centaur foal, would you?"

"No. | amserious. It is a matter of life or crunching. The ogre
doesn't crunch those who respect him"

Imbri was havin her own problem "Respecting an ogre is an oxynoron, a
contradiction in terns. They are sheer brutes."

"Then respect his brutishness. But see himas worthy in his own right."
"Well, | suppose | can nmke the effort."
"So can |," Cathryn said. "Even if | do get crunched."

They wal ked back to the castle. They cane to a stop before the great
door. "Now renenber: he's an individual. You will know this by his
speech: it doesn't rhyne."

"Al'l ogres speak in stupid rhym ng couplets,” Cathryn said.

"No. They are nmerely heard that way by ignorant outsiders. |If you hear
hi m rhym ng, don't speak, because he'll know you don't respect him

"This is w'trd," the centaur said.

Forrest picked up the rod and banged the bell-weather. The fierce
little stormforned, and the commpti on sunmoned the ogre to the door
This time all three of them were sucked inward by the swoosh of air. The
ogre stood there, as huge and brutish as ever.

"OrQy, these are ny friends Mare Inbriumand Cathryn Centaur," Forrest
said. "Mares, this is Ogy (gre, master of this castle."

"Hello, Orgy," Inbri said bravely.

"Li kewi se," Cathryn said, looking as if she were ready to spread her
wi ngs and fly away.

"I amglad to nake your acquai ntance, fair nmares," O gy said graciously.
Imbri hesitated, then smled. "And | yours, ugly ogre," she replied.

But Cathryn kept her nouth shut. Forrest knew that was trouble. O gy
stared down at the centaur. "Please repeat what | just said to you," he
request ed.
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Cathryn took a step back with each hoof, |ooking twi ce as nervous as
bef or e.

"But all he said was-" Forrest began, but stopped when a severe gl ance
fromthe ogre cut himoff. He realized that this was a test the centaur
had to pass on her own.

"You said 'Wio cares, she nares?"

" she said. Then, after half a pause, she reconsidered. "Wit, that
isn't quite it. You said-you said you were glad to nake our
acquai ntance, and you called us fair nares."

Forrest breathed a silent sigh of relief. "Then welcone into ny
castle,"” Ogy said grandly, and |l ed the way down the hall

"You're- ight," Cathryn inuri-nui-ed as she wal ked besi de Forrest. "He
doesn't- hyne, when | listen with an open- mnd."

Forrest noticed thitt one of the w,tils he had thought was in rubhle was
actually solid. Maybe this was a difl'erent passage, though it seened
to be the only one avail abl e.

They came to a central hall that had sonme spare furnishings. "You nust
be hungry," Ogy said. "Cone sit at ny iliagic table."

Actual ly the rough-hewn tree-trunk tinber table was way too big and hi,h
for any of them But the ogre found bl ocks to put on the seats of the
huge chairs, for Forrest and Inbri, and gently lifted themup so that
they could sit at the level of the table. Cathryn was able to stand on
her chair so that her head was hi gh enough

Food appeared. Steami ng pots energed froma windowin the wall at the
end of the table and wal ked on stout little legs to the center, and a
big cocoa pot arrived sinmilarly. Plates and utensils slid along 'l they
took their proper places before each person. Then the pots unti lifted
servi ng spoons and pl opped stew onto each plate, wille the cocoa pot

si phoned steaning cocoa into each mnug.

O gy dived into his stew with gusto, slurping and splashing. But then
Forrest rem nded himnselt- about attitude, and | ooked again, nore
careful ly-and saw that the ogre was using a big spoon in the

conventi onal human manner, and neither slurping nor splashing. His
prejudice had tried to reassert itself.

They tried their own portions. Forrest found the substance in his stew
to be alnost nut-like, and quite good. The mares seened to be enjoying
theirs too.

"I'f I may inquire," Cathryn said, "what kind of stewis this?"
"Horse dropping stew," O gy said.

She blinked. The stew was brown and |unpy. Then she snil ed,
surmounting her prejudice. "Horse chestnuts," she said.

"Yes. The chests and nuts drop fromthe horse trees, and we collect the
chests and the nut droppings too."

"And the cook makes stew fromthem" Inbri said. "How nice."

Then, as they ate, Forrest got down to business. "W need to find a
service we can render Org)/, in return for information about the
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| ocation of the dear horn. Do either O you have any ideas'?"

"Not at the nmonent," Cathryn said. "But perhaps if we knew nore about
O gy and this castle, we would get an idea.”

"That is too sinple to be interesting," the ogre said.

"Even the nost stupid thing becones interesting, when there is a need,"
Forrest said.

He had uttered a magic word. "Stupid,” Ogy said. "l amas stupid as
any ogre. Very well, | will tell you about me and this castle. Two
years ago | was "just another ogre, happily bashing rocks, tying trees
in knots, and teaching young dragons the neaning of fear. | nean, it's
what ogres do. Then | happened across an odd | ooki ng horn that soneone
had left lying around. Dinmly curious, | picked it up and iffed it, but
it had no particular sme | b't 't, but it didn't taste sn particularly
edible. In short, it didn't seemto be very useful. The scorn this
horn," | said, or words to that effect; after all, there m ght be
someone listening. Then | put it to ny nouth and blew "

He paused. "Are you sure you want to hear nore? This is so stupid that
even | am being bored."

"l don't want to be a spoilsport," Forrest said, "but | find it

fascinating. Please do go on."

"Ch," Ogy said. "Wwell, it gets duller. Wien | blew the horn, it made
a noise like none other I had heard. It was, if you can imagine this,
the sound of utter longing. Wen | heard that, | wanted something so
badly that | could think of nothing else. | didn't even know what it

was, just that | had to have it. So | blew the horn again, and this
time | heard an echo fromafar, and ny |onging focused on that distant
response. So | trudged toward it, and when | began to | ose nmy way, |
blew it again, and got another echo. Guadually | realized that | was
the only one who heard either the horn or the echo; other creatures
passed paid no attention, apart fromgetting hastily out of ny way. They
did not realize that | was on a m ssion; they thought | had come to

mar aud as usual .

"l continued in this manner for sone tinme, until at last | hove into

view of this castle. The echo cane fromit. It seened to be
unoccupied, so | entered. Naturally |I bashed down a wall or two, and
found it very bashable, so | continued. It was a real thrill, once

agai n destroying sonething solid. Eventually, pleasantly exercised, |
dropped to the floor and snored valiantly for a lew hours. Wen | woke,
there was a table loaded with victuals. So | got up and gobbled them
down, then resuect- ny bashing of the walls.

"So it continued for several days, before | realized that the walls did
not stay bashed. They- estoi-ed thensel ves overnight, oi- even sooner

This pleased nme iensely, I'oi- it neant that | could bash them down
again. And indeed, so it has been ever since. Bash, eat, sleep, bash,
in a perpetual routine. | love it; it is an ogre's heaven. Since | had
no nore use for the liorn, | threwit out a window. After a t-tinme-

several nonths-1 realized that this was the purpose of the horn: to | ead
me to ny heart's delight. A perpetually bashable castle. So this is
surely the dear horn you seek, and | know exactly where | threw
it-menory being inversely proportional to intelligence-and will be glad
to tell you, if you can find any equival ent service to trade for the
information. But | doubt that you can, as | am conpl etely happy as

am "
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"It does seemas if this castle was designed with an ogre in mnd,"
Cat hryn- earked. "Perpetual bashing."

"Wth I-easting in between," Inbri agreed. "There doesn't seemto be
anything mssing."

"Yet |, too, thought | had everything | wanted," the centaur said. "Now
I realize that | sinply had not thought of my missing desire."

O gy | ooked at her. "You have a mi ssing desire?"
"Yes. That's why | seek the dear horn."
"To find your True Love?"

"Yes. A conpanion to be with, to |love and cherish and breed with-" She
paused. "Ch, that's it for you!"

O gy was taken aback. "I don't think I would be a good comnpani on for
you."
She | aughed. "Surely not. | favor intelligence and wings. | nean that

maybe you coul d use a conpani on of your own kind. An ogress."

"I"'mnot sure. She might be uglier than | am Then the castle night
like her better than nme."

"Maybe a nerely noderately ugly ogress?" Inbri inquired.
"Who woul d want a nmerely noderately ugly ogress?"

Forrest saw that this wasn't getting anywhere. But it did suggest a

line of investigation. "What about one who is distinctly inferior to
you in strength, ugliness, and stupidity, but who really appreciates

your ogrish qualities?"

Or gy pondered, and the teas began 'Linping. "There is sonething
appeal ing there."

It fell into place. They had sought to applaud the ogi-e, letting him
win an ugly contest. That had worked, in a manner. An ogress could
surely do it much better. "Soneone to admire your achievenent in
continuously bashing down the walls. Were' s the fun of a job well
done, if nobody notices?"

The fleas junped higher, as if their feet were getting burned. "Yes,
hadn' t thought of that."

"Naturally not," Forrest said triunphantly. "You are too stupid. But we
who can't conpare to you in that respect were able to think of it, and
this nmust be what we can do for you. W can find you such an ogress."

Or gy nodded, and the few remaining fleas hung on. "For that | would
tell you where the dear horn is. Find nme that ogress."

ell, if you tell us where the dear horn is, we can use it to find her.

Or gy shook his head, and the fleas were hurled into the nearest unbroken
wall. "I amtoo stupid to understand why you wouldn't sinply use the
dear horn for your own quest, once you had it. So I'll wait for you to
bring the ogress.”

The three of them exchanged a sonewhat stretched glance. Naturally it
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woul d not be expedient to question the stupidity of their host. "W'|
search for her without the dear horn," Forrest agreed.

"Do you have any notion who woul d know where such an ogress m ght be?"
Cat hryn asked with something less than full stupidity. "Ogle Ogre m ght
know. He sees everything."

"How can we find Qgl e?"

Orgy put his last renmaining fleas to flight. "He especially likes to
| ook at esthetic fermales. Mybe if you stood on a nountain and | ooked
esthetic, he would spy you and cone to ogle you."

This time Cathryn and Inbri shared a femal e type gl ance, excluding
Forrest. Then they shrugged. "Maybe so," one of them agreed.

Thus, in due course, they departed the ogre's castle on a new ni ssion
to discover a suitable ogress. They headed for the nearest barren peak
"I hope we are able to conplinment Oyl e Ogre before he crunches us,"

Cat hryn nuttered.

"If he cones to ogle you, he shouldn't crunch you," Forrest pointed out.

"And that's another thing," Inbri said. "Do you suppose all females
exi st just to be ogl ed?"

"Why no, of course not," Forrest said, taken aback. "A nunber of them
exi st to be chased and cel ebrated. "

For some obscure inpenetrabl e reason she turned a dark glare on him "He
is a faun," Cathryn rem nded her, for sonme sinmilarly unfathomabl e
not i ve.

Since they had nothing inportant on their minds, Forrest shared a
concern of his: "If | amthe size | am because of the solidified nass of
my soul, and Inbri is the size she is because of the mass of her half
soul, howis it that creatures like Cathryn and Orgy have so nuch nore
mass? Are their souls so much | arger?”

"Now that's an intelligent question,"” Cathryn said. "Just when we
t hought you had used up your supply of intelligence. No, souls don't
vary in size like that. In fact, we of Ptero really don't have souls.

They come only when we assune reality. W have inferior substitute
filler material that assunes the senbl ance but not the essence of souls.

Thus we are limted to our |ife spans, and have no existence beyond
them It is one reason each of us hopes to conme into genuine existence.
So we anass as nuch nmaterial as we require to fill out our standard
forns, and that's it."

"You nmean | coul d assune | arger size, by adding some of that filler
substance?" Inbri asked.

"You could. But why would you want to? You are pure soul now, what
hi gher aspiration can there be?"

"To be fully souled. To be fully real. | amonly a day nare; | was
fully real only briefly, when | had a mission in Xanth, and was king for
a nonent. Ever since, | have longed to be fully real again. And once |
conplete ny Service to the Good Magician, by enabling Forrest to find
his tree spirit, | will be, perhaps.”

"l envy you your chance at reality. Al of us here on Ptero hope for
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it, but nmpbst of us know that we will never achieve it."

"How do you know that any of you achieve it?" Forrest asked. "Could you
all be victinms of a cruel hoax?"

"No, we do know the chance is real, because sone of us are real. W see
them and know it can theoretically happen for others."

"But didn't you say that none of you actually have soul s?"

"I said that all of us hope for genuine existence, and gain souls only
when we assume reality. Some of us do achieve it, and the rest of us
envy them despite the inconvenience it brings them"

"1 nconveni ence?"

"There is a year-wide swath nissing fromtheir |lives, corresponding to
the period they are in Xanth. It is simlar to the excluded regi ons of
death, but broader. Because a creature can't be both here and in Xanth
at the sane tine."

Forrest shook his head. "I don't understand that."

"Neither do I," Inbri agreed.

"Well, it is rather conplicated to appreciate, until you see it,"

Cat hryn said. "Perhaps we shall encounter a living person before we
separate." | Forrest hoped so, because this was one peculiar thing she

was describing. Souled folk with mssing year-w de bands?

They reached the top of the peak, which really wasn't all that high, but
it made up for it in barrenness. As far as they could see, there was
not hi ng except dirt and rocks and stunted weeds that didn't dare grow
bold for fear of the ogres. So visibility was good, which was what they
want ed.

"Now we shall have to give himsonmething to ogle," Cathryn said
distastefully. "I understand nales |like to | ook at forbidden fenale
anatony. But centaurs, being nore sensible, have no forbi dden anatony.
So it may be up to you, Inbri."

"But I'ma mare," Inbri protested. "I assuned this formonly because
it's all that nmy half soul can substantiate, and because it facilitates
physi cal verbal speech. | wear a dress only because otherw se | would

be confused for a nynph."

"But nynmphs are mindless creatures,” Cathryn said. "Wile you clearly
have a mind."

"Not unless | speak."

The centaur nodded. "Point made. Fromafar, Ogle would take you for a
nynph, unless you are clothed. So he would ignhore you, because ogling
just doesn't work unless the subject is enbarrassed. So you wouldn't be
of interest, clothed or unclothed."

"Maybe if Cathryn put on clothing," Forrest suggested. "Since centaurs
don't normally wear anything, that nmight make her interesting."”

"l doubt it," Cathryn said. "Even straight human bei ngs, who have the
wor st hang-ups about exposure, don't worry much about children, and I am
now seven years old."

He had to admit that was true. A clothed juvenile centaur woul d not be
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worth ogling, because even an ogre would know she had nothing to
conceal. But he refused to give up on the quest. "W'IlIl just have to
establish that Inbri is an adult human fenal e, and then have her renove
her clothing."

"But that would be inproper,"” Inbri protested. "A hunan wonman
woul dn' t . "

"Precisely,” Cathryn said. "That makes it ogl eable."

The logic was inpeccable. So, reluctantly, Inbri agreed. She reforned
her dress, which was made of her own soul-stuff, so that it had a nunber
of pieces. Then Forrest and Cathryn stood on either side of the peak,
serving as an audience. Inbri, who had experience with nmale dreans,
expl ai ned what was required, so that they could nake suitable conmments
that would help attract the ogre's notice. Then Inbri stood on the

hi ghest knoll and |ifted her arns.

"Behol d!'" Cathryn said loudly. "A npdest human style fenal e worman | ady
is about to do a naughty strip tease dance, that no decent person should
observe."

"Great!" Forrest exclaimed, just as loudly. "As an inproper nale type
faun I can hardly wait."

Then I nbri began her dance. She stepped around, w ggling her bottom
She was pretty good at it; her experience naki ng daydreans nust have
hel ped. Then she ki cked one foot high, so that her | eg showed all the

way to the knee. Her sandals were still protecting her from noving her
feet incorrectly, so that she managed to show only as nmuch as she neant
to.

"Di sgusting!" Cathryn pronounced.
"More! More!" Forrest cried.

Inbri whirled, so that her skirt flared out and lifted, show ng both
knees.

"Stop this vile display at once!" Cathryn said in her best inmitation of
an adult voice. "Don't you realize that a child m ght see?"

"Who cares?" Forrest demanded irresponsibly.

There was a faint shudder in the ground. Either the earth itself was
di sgusted at the display, or an ogre was stirring far away.

Imbri took hold of the kerchief she had formed and drew it from her
head. She tossed it into the air, where it fluttered a nonment, then
di ssol ved into vapor

"I ndecent exposure!" Cathryn protested.

"Take it off! Take it off! " Forrest insisted wickedly as he sat down
on the G ound.

The ground runbl ed. Sonething huge was trudging in their direction

I mbri worked off her blouse and threw it at Forrest, who caught it and
sniffed it in as vulgar a manner as he could imagine. Actually it was a
very nice blouse, with a faint snell of fresh hay. It was Mare Inbri's
natural soul substance. Then it dissolved, because of course she
couldn't afford to get fragnented
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"Absolutely revolting," Cathryn procl ai med.

"Divine," he countered sincerely.

Imbri was now dancing in a bright red halter and skirt, and really did

| ook nice. She was small, because of her |ack of nmuch soul substance,
but well formed, and the tight halter offered a strong hint of even
better things to conme. Especially when it bounced with the vigor of her
motions. Forrest was intrigued despite knowing that this was only an
act. There was sonething about clothing that enhanced interesting

aspects into exciting aspects.

Imbri kicked up a | eg, and one of her slippers went flying. Then she
danced cl oser and ki cked off the other, and such was her position that
Forrest saw hal fway beyond the knee. That was dangerously close to
panty territory! "Awesone!"

But as he sat, half stunned by the prospect, the slipper hit himon the
forehead. It didn't hurt him it felt nore like a kiss as it dropped
and di ssol ved.

Then the ogre arrived. "Wo she nme see?" he demanded.

Startled, Forrest turned to him "You nust be Ogle Ogre," he said. It
was a good guess, because the ogre's eyes seened to bul ge hal fway out of
their sockets. There was sonething el se about him but Forrest wasn't
certain what it was.

"From dawn to dawn, nme ogre, you faun," he agreed.

"Ch, come off it, Ogle," Forrest said. "W know you don't really talk
in stupid rhynmes."

The ogre | ooked crestfallen. "Wat gave me away?"

"Nothing. It was O gy Ogre who let slip the secret. W want to nmake a
deal with you."

"I amnot interested in any deal. | canme nerely to get a closer |ook at
your danci ng mai den. She was just about to reveal sonething
interesting."

"No | wasn't," Inbri said as her blouse, kerchief, and shoes reappeared
on her body.

"Then I'mout of here," the ogre said crossly. "I can't crunch you
because you know ny nature, and if | can't ogle you, then any further
dal l i ance here becones pointless."

"He has a soul," Inbri nmurrmured. "See that faint glow"

That was the oddity Forrest had noted. What an unlikely place to
encounter a soul

Inbri reconsidered. "Suppose | dance while you negotiate with the
faun?"
gl e considered, and his eyeballs heated to a dull red. | 'Ckay," he

concl uded i n due course.

So Inbri resumed her dance, with all her clothing in place. She did not
| ook perfectly pleased, but yielded to necessity. Al so, she seened to
enj oy dancing, and m ght have done it for pleasure, if it were not for
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the ogling.

"W need to know where to find a suitable ogress to go stay with Ogy in
hi s bashabl e castl e and applaud his heroic efforts,” Forrest said.

"That would be 016 Ogress. She's not phenonenal ly ugly, but she is
extrenely enthusiastic." The ogre's eyeballs were unwaveringly oriented
on Inbri, who was twirling her skirt dangerously high

Forrest tore his own eyes away, realizing that he could probably nake a
better deal while Ogle was distracted. "Wat can we do for you in
return for this information?"

(gl e considered again. This time his eyeballs turned white hot. Maybe
that was nmostly because Inbri was drawi ng off her bl ouse again. That

m ght not seem|like nuch, but the ogre probably had forgotten that there
was a halter under it, and the centaur was frowning so determ nedly that
it was obvious that sonething truly naughty was happening. "Nothing,"
he concluded. "I don't need anything."

Forrest had a notion, based on what he had recently |earned from
Cathryn. "You like to see things," he said. "Especially things you're
not supposed to see, |ike human pantonmi mng," he continued, enphasizing
the first syllable of the last word, so that it sounded as if he were
about to say the P word. Cathryn's sudden shocked intake of breath

ai ded the effect.

"Yeah, yeah," Ogle agreed, his eyeballs bulging as if he actually had
seen the forbidden thing. It was clear that being soul ed did not change
hi s fundamental nature.

"Well, the one thing you can't see is what is within your blanked out
year."

"Yeah. | can see everything on this side, and everything on the far
side, but when | try to gointoit, | just slide right across and ny age
changes a year in a single nonment. It is exceedingly frustrating."

Now I nbri's shoes were coming off. Forrest knew that he had to get on
with it quickly, lest she be forced to show sonething really naughty.
"Well, we can go there, because we aren't you. W can tell you what is
happeni ng in your forbidden section.”

That prospect actually brought the ogre's eyes fromlnbri, which meant
that she was able to dance w thout renoving any nore itens, giving her

more tine. "But only souled folk can see souls," he said.
"I amsouled," Forrest said. "Don't you see ny gl ow?"
"So | do," Ogle agreed, surprised. He glanced at Inbri. "And hers,

too. That nakes her even more interesting. A naughty view of a soul ed
creature is nuch nore effective than of an unsouled one. So it seens
you can indeed go into ny barred region. Very well: if you will tell ne
what | amdoing in there, | will tell you where to find dd Ogress."

"Agreed! We'll go now." Then Forrest realized that it wasn't quite that
simple. "Uh, where is it?"

"R lght this way." The ogre | ed the way east.

As they progressed, Cathryn continued to grow younger. Soon she was
dancing along like a yearling foal. Fortunately the ogre stopped before
she hit the limt of her range. "Here," he said. "Right nowit's when
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| amtwenty four years old, and noving slowy forward. | don't seemto
be nmuch changed on either side of it, but | sure amcurious about what's
in there."

"W will go in and observe carefully,” Forrest said. "And when we cone
out, we'll make a full report."

"I don't think I'd have the patience for that. How about half a
report?"

"Hal f," Forrest agreed amicably. "O even a quarter, if you prefer."

"Ww  That's great." Then a sl ow thought percol ated through what passed
for the ogre's brain. "But what will | do, with nothing to ogle? M
attention span is very short."

Cat hryn stepped in. "I will tell you a foal's story | know. "The Qgre
and the Three Bares." At ny present age, it's the only one | know, but I
think it's a good one."

"I love that story!" Ogle said. "I haven't heard it since | was in ny
ogret range."

"I will refresh your menmory. Once there was an ogre who was lost in the
forest. O course he could sinmply have bashed all the trees to
sm t hereens, but of course he was too stupid to realize that."

"OF course," (Ogle agreed appreciatively.

"So he stunbl ed about until he saw this odd house. He bashed down the
door and went in, and there were three bows of really icky gruel. So
he gul ped down the first, but it was too hot......

Forrest and Inbri quietly departed as the story enraptured the ogre. It
seened that forbidden adventures were al nost as conpelling as forbidden
sights. The story wouldn't last long, so they had to get to the center
and see what there was to be seen and get back.

As it happened, there wasn't nmuch. The vegetation was nuch thicker,
because it had had a chance to grow up during the year's absence by the
ogre, but since other ogres occasionally passed this way, |arge patches
of damage remmi ned. Forrest could appreciate how Ogy Ogre liked the
perpetual |y bashable walls of the castle, because it was obvi ous that
natural terrain sinply could not stand up long to an ogre's presence.
The undergrowth gradually thinned as they progressed east, because in
that direction it had had less tine to recover

Then Forrest saw a hul king figure ahead. "That |ooks Iike an ogre, sort
of ," he said.
"Sort of," Inmbri agreed. "But it's insubstantial."

"Who ever heard of an insubstantial ogre!"

But lo, it was true. The figure was bashing a small mountain into a
mol ehill, and they could see through its outline as well as the
mountain's outline. What could this be?

"It's Ogle,” Inbri said, surprised. "See those bulging eyeballs."

She was right. The faint imge was their ogre. "And that nust be a
mountain on Xanth, because it's flat here," Forrest said, walking
t hrough both ogre and nountain.
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They paused to study the figure. Soon the ogre stopped bashi ng and
stepped up on the top of the large nolehill he had made. He turned
around, looking in all directions. Then his eyes bulged and his jaw
went slack. He remained frozen in place.

"He's ogling sonething,"” Inbri said.

"I wonder what it is?" Forrest wal ked around the figure. He discovered
that at the right angle, he could see a reflection in one of the
eyeballs. It seened to be a white square, inside of which was pink
material, bulging in tw places.

Then Forrest freaked out. He found hinself lying on the ground with
smal | pl anets spinning above his head. Inbri was kneeling beside him
trying to help. "Forrest! Wat happened?”

He tried to speak, but his nouth had not yet recovered fromthe

freakout. Inbri sat on the ground, picked up his head, and cushioned it
in her lap. She stroked his forehead, her soft hand passing pleasantly
across his horns. "It's all right," she said. "Just relax. You don't

seemto be physically hurt.”

He finally got his tongue unfreaked. "How could | be, in soul forn?" he
asked.

"Forrest!" she exclaimed. "You' re recovering!" She | eaned down and
kissed him It was a surprisingly nice kiss, and the way her soft yet

resilient blouse nudged his face enhanced the effect.

"I amgetting good care,” he said. "I can't renmenber when |'ve been so
confortable."

She hugged him in her fashion, and that bordered on delightful. "I was
concerned. You were |ooking at the ghost ogre, and then you abruptly
col l apsed. What did you see?"

Then he renenbered. "I saw the reflection of what he saw. Wat he was
ogling in Xanth. It was-"

I ' Yes?"

"A panty. In a w ndow. "

I mbri dunped |Is head on the ground. "You're not supposed to |ook! "

"I"'msorry," he said, as he waited for another tiny planet to clear
away. "I didn't know what it was, until | sawit. And it was just a
reflection, not the real thing."

"Well," she said, faintly nollified. "Just don't do it again."

He sat up, then made his way back to his feet. The ogre was stil
standing like a statue. "l guess now we know why he was bashi ng down
that mountain. It was to make a platform so he coul d see sonething
better, inside that house. Wen he saw in the w ndow"

"He saw a woman changing her clothing," Inbri finished, disapprovingly.

Suddenly the ghost ogre fell off his platform He lay on his back, and
ghost pl anets spun over his head, just as they had with Forrest. The
woman must have noved away fromthe wi ndow, breaking the freakout view.

"W have nore than enough to report, | think," Forrest said. "Let's go
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back, before Cathryn runs out of story."

"Yes," she said tightly. She was beconing nore |ike a woman and | ess
like a mare in attitude as well as appearance. Forrest wasn't sure that
was a conpl ete inprovenent.

They left the ghost ogre to recover on his own, and hurried back west.
They energed just as the centaur foal was finishing:

"And so the ogre bashed his way out of that house, and never went there
again. And he never ate icky gruel again, either."”

"Yeah, yeah!" Ogl e agreed.
"W have returned," Forrest said.

Both centaur and o re |looked at ttiem "You look as if you are
recovering froma freakout," Cathryn said to Forrest.

"And you |l ook as if you are recovering fromawful outrage," Ogle said to
I mbri .

"Ri ght on both counts," Forrest said grimy. "W saw the inmage of your
Xant hi ne sel f."
"Bashing a mountain into a molehill," Inbri continued.

"Until he could look in a window and see a panty,"” Forrest concl uded.

gl e was amazed. "I ogled a panty?"

"That is correct," Inbri said primy. "It was outrageous. You should
be horribly ashaned."

Qgle tried to wi pe the amazenent, awe, and delight off his puss.
"Horribly," he agreed. "No wonder | feel so high near that border."

He gl anced at Forrest with a wonen-don't-understand expression. Forrest
could only nod slightly hoping the females wouldn't catch it.

"So now you can tell us where Ad Ogress is," Cathryn said. As a foa
she did not seem as upset about the report as she m ght have been, but
it plainly set her back sonewhat.

"Right this way," Ogle agreed, and began tranpi ng northwest.

They followed, with Cathryn rapidly aging, and with each step her
expressi on becanme firmer. She was achieving adult fenmal e human
perspective on the report, unfortunately, even though centaurs nornally
didn't care about human hang-ups. Forrest knew there woul d be no point
in discussing the matter. The ogre was right: wonen just didn't

under stand some things. Mybe that was to prevent themfromgetting
freaked out by their own apparel

They passed the general vicinity of the knoll where they had net gl e
and went on. They entered a region of tunbled tinber trees, and there
in a crudely fashioned pig sty was an ogress. She was covered with
stinki ng nud.

"Hey, what are you doing, Od?" O gy asked.

"I"'mtrying to make nysel f ugly,"
snel I ing nud packs."

she responded dol efully. "Usng bad
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"Maybe you don't need to be ugly. These folk have a deal for you." Then
gl e, having fulfilled his part of the exchange, tranped away, | ooking
at everything except the not-ugly-enough ogress.

She noticed Forrest, Inbri, and Cathryn for the first tine. "Faun,
mar es- who cares?" she inquired

Forrest | eaned over the rail ot." her sty. "How would you like to live
in a castle with all the food you want, and an ogre who heeds your every
word and doesn't care how you | ook?"

"Me think me-oh, phooey on the rhynes! |'d love it. Wat deeply
di sgusting thing do | have to do to get it?"

"Just make sure your every word is praise for the ogre's acconplishnent
in knocking down the walls so well."

"But that comes naturally! Normally | have to stifle it, lest | be
unogressly nice."

"Come with us, and we'll take you to castle and ogre."
She lurched out of the sty, shedding squi shes of manure. "Let's go! "

"You don't even need to wear the nud,"” Forrest said.

"Excellent." She tranped to a nearby well, hauled out a huge bucket, and
doused herself with cold water. 1In a nonent she was wet but clean.

They set off for the castle. "Qut of curiosity,” Inbri said, "why is it
that Ogle stares at attractive human wonen, and their clothing, but
wants an uglier ogress?”

"I have wondered that nyself,"” 016 said. "I think there is sonething
wong with his vision, so that he thinks human wonen are sonehow uglier
than ogresses. |It's a sad case."

"Very sad," Inbri agreed, satisfied.

They reached the castle and stood at the closed door. dd glared at the
bell -weather, and it immediately sounded the alarm In a noment the
door opened and Orgy stood there.

"Are you the ogre who so successfully bashes down wal |l s?" the ogress

asked.
"Yes." Orgy | ooked pleased, for an ogre.
"Show ne how you performthis great art. | can never see enough of

superior wall bashing."

Soon it was apparent that they would get along. O gy was bashing down
walls at twice his prior pace, and O d was waxi ng ever nore delighted in
his acconplishnedt as she feasted at the well stocked table. The
visitors had fulfilled their service

Orgy paused in his bashing and pointed out through the hole in the wal

he had just made. "Fifty three of your paces straight out that way," he
said. "Good fortune on your quest."

"Thank you," Forrest replied, and the three of them stepped through the
wal | and started counting paces. It required three paces to get beyond
the castle. Sure enough, just fifty of Forrest's paces out fromthe
wal | lay a gl ow ng horn.
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Forrest picked it up and gave it to Cathryn. "Now you can show us where
the faun territory is," he said.
She considered. "No, | think not. This is nerely the nmeans to the end;

the exchange will not be satisfied until the end is achieved."

Forrest sighed inwardly. She was right. They would have to conplete
that aspect before noving on. Still, this was progress.

hey returned toward Cathryn's adult range, as she was not confortable as
a juvenile. They came to the comic strip. There was nothing to do but
pl unge on in, hoping to make it through w thout suffering permanent
damage to their dignities.

There was a wall. On it were the words PUNNSYLVANI A PUNI TENTI ARY
ABANDON SANI TY, ALL YE WHO ENTER HERE.

"W have no choice," Cathryn said grimy as she scranbl ed over
"How | hate the comic section!"”

Forrest and Inbri followed her. He was used to puns in Xanth, but here
on Ptero they seened to be festering out of control. But he knew the
strip wasn't deep; they would soon be out of it.

They al nost crashed into a billbored. It seened to have been fashioned
fromunpaid bills that had gotten bored with their inaction, so had
clunped together to forma sign saying BORING "Don't touch that!"
Cathryn warned. "You will have to pay any bill you get."

But she was too late. Forrest had already touched a corner, and a bil

had stuck to his hand. It formed into a face. "Pay me!" it cried.
"Way should 1? | don't even know you."
"Because otherwise I'Il turn you over to a collection agency." And it

i ndi cated a horrendous hooded ogre shape | abel ed YOUR MONEY OR YOUR
LIFE. It held a huge bone in its paws, which it snapped in half.

I mbri burst out laughing. "It's not funny," Forrest said. "I'm about
to get ny bones broken."

"I"'mnot laughing at you," she chortled. "I'mstuck in this arti cle.

He | ooked. She was indeed caught in a bush whose twi gs resenbled little
R's. They were tickling her unmercifully. It was an R-tickle plant.

"How di d that happen?" he asked her.

"I followed that head I|ine.
of heads on the ground.

She gestured back, where there was a line

He took a step toward her, but stunbled into a plant that | ooked |ike a
tangl e of spaghetti. "Use your noodle!" it exclained angrily.

So he did. He reached across and plucked a handful of Rs fromlInbri's
bush. "Here is your pay," he told the bill, rubbing the R s against it.

"Ch, ho ho, hee hee!" it squealed. "That's not-ha ha!l-what | neant."

"Then blane it on the Retickle bush, there; that's where | got this
ticklish business.”

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...20-%20Xanth%2021%20-%20Faun%20and%20Games.txt (83 of 235) [1/19/03 9:08:11 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%620-%20X anth%2021%20-%20Faun%20and%20Games.txt

"Col | ector-hoo hoo!-take care of it," the bill cried as it slid off his
hand.

The hooded ogre tranped to the bush and began pounding it with two
hanfists. R s flew all over. Soon the ogre was |laughing as it
flattened the bush. |Inbri escaped, but didn't nmanage to stop | aughing.

"I"mnot getting-hee hee-tickled any nore," she explained. "It's that
it serves it so right."

They lurched away fromthe bushes. Cathryn was trying to work her way
past a counter nade of packed beans. "I can't get by this bean
counter," she conpl ai ned.

A head formed fromthe counter. "OF course you can't,"” it said.
"Not hi ng gets by ne."

But Forrest saw sonething else. It |ooked |like a huge man, bigger than
an ogre, but it was standing quite still. H's feet seened to becone
roots, and his hands sprouted coin sized nmints. "Wat is that?"

The centaur glanced at it. "A Man-Age-Mnt, | think," she said

Then she brightened. She plucked a mint fromthe tree and stuffed it
into the mouth of the bean counter's head. "Take that," she said with
sati sfaction.

The bean counter beGan to fade. H's beans becane shriveled. A vile
odor of indigestion issued fromhim "Help, |'mgenuinely aging!" he
cried.

"That's because you ate the mnt," Cathryn informed him "Now you wil |
age rapidly into stinking extinction, unless you do whatever the
Man- Age- M nt pl ant demands."

"What does it demand?" the bean counter asked.

"Count its mnts," she said
" But |'ma bean counter. | don't count mnts."
"Too bad. | hope you fade out before your odor of spoiled beans

perneates the entire nei ghborhood."

"l suppose | could count sone nints,
buckl e ny shoe; three, four. "

he said dolefully. "One, two,

Then, while the counter was di stracted, they squeezed by it and out to
decent terrain. They had gotten back through the comic strip wthout
qui te going crazy.

"Sonme day |'mgoing to gather a posse and stanp out every pun in
exi stence,"” Cathryn nuttered.

They went to the section where they had first net the centaur. It was
interesting to see her age as she wal ked, progressing fromfoal to
gangly juvenile to early filly and finally to fully flushed young
femal e. Her mass changed, but didn't seemto affect her directly; she
evidently didn't have to eat to add weight, any nore than she had had to
elimnate to lose it. He knew that he and Inbri were aging the sane
anount in years, but it didn't nmake as rmuch difference to them

Then Cathryn stopped. "Are we ready for the next adventure?"
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she inquired. Wen there was no objection, she lifted the dear horn and
blewon it.

There was no sound. Yet the centaur stood as if enraptured.
"Marvel ous! " she breat hed.

"But it didn't work," Forrest protested.

She didn't even waste a glance on him "You forget that only the one
who blows it can hear it. The echo is fromthat direction." She pointed
due east.

They set off east. That was a relief, because it was open range and
ordinary trees as far as the eye could see; no pun strip to struggle
t hr ough.

But Cathryn was getting young again. That was m schief of another
nature. Suppose her True Love were beyond her range? That woul d make
himtruly inaccessible.

And that was what happened. The centaur grew snaller than either of

them and had to pause. "This is near the linmt of ny range," she said.
"I can go farther, but I won't be able to talk, because | didn't learn
until | was two. You will have to go on w thout ne."

"But we can't hear the echo,"” Forrest protested.

"You won't have to. Just continue in a straight line, and you will
encounter him He hasn't noved in sone tine, so he may be sl eeping.
Bring himhere, and your service will be conplete. I'll wait."

Forrest exchanged a look with Inbri, but since it was the sane | ook,
neit her gained anything fromit. So they wal ked forward, follow ng the
di rection.

Suppose the limt of his range is beyond hers?" Forrest asked Inbri
when they were beyond the hearing of the centaur. "So that they can
never nmneet ?"

"l don't think the dear horn works that way," she said. "The idea
"True Love has to be one you can be with. | hope."

He hoped that was true. But things were so odd here on Ptero that he
| acked confi dence.

They saw an odd region to the south. It was somewhat foggy, but they
could see a nunber of figures standing there, |ike statues. "Do you
suppose her True Love could be there?" Inbri asked.

"I't's not the right direction. But we could ask." He used a hoof to
mark a line pointing the right direction, so they could resunme trave

wi t hout going astray, then wal ked south. They entered the fog sonmewhat
warily, but it seened to be harnl ess.

Forrest approached a gl owi ng young woman. "May we talk to you?" he
asked her.
"Sure," she replied. "That's what we're here for."

"Al'l the people are here to be talked to?" Inbri asked.

"Yes. This is a section of linbo. W are the characters who aren't
even mght-he's. |'m Astride"

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pie...20-%20Xanth%2021%20-%20Faun%20and%20Games.txt (85 of 235) [1/19/03 9:08:11 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%620-%20X anth%2021%20-%20Faun%20and%20Games.txt

"But what kind of existence do you have, then?"

"A very feeble kind," the woman said sadly. "W all long to achieve
regul ar m ght-be status, but we can't until soneone takes an interest in
us and recogni zes our talents."

Imbri exchanged half a look with Forrest. Characters who weren't even
m ght - he' s?

"If we talk to you and identify your talent, will you becone a
m ght - be?" Forrest asked.

"Yes! Please do that. | would do anything to becone m ght-bereal. Do
you need a girlfriend? I'mrather metallic, but | can be very soft when
I want to be, in the manner of ny nother's side of the famly."

"I don't need a girlfriend. I|I'ma faun. | just chase nynphs. No
rel ati onships last longer than a day, and nost are nerely minutes. But
I"l'l be glad to help you. How do |I recognize your talent?"

"You just talk with me and ask me questions until you are able to figure
it out. | can't tell you, because | don't knowit, but I can tell you
anyt hing el se about me."

"How can you know about yourself, if you aren't yet real, or even
t heoretical ?"

"Well, | haven't done anything, of course, because linbo is the place of
not hi ng doing. But every person has an origin, so | have a fanly
history. | can't tell you that on nmy own, but will do so if you ask."
That seened straightforward, or at |east not too far angled. "W is

your father?"
"Esk Ogre. His father is Smash Ogre, and his nother is Tandy Nynph."

"Ch, you have sonme nynphly ancestry," Forrest said, beconing nore
i nterested.

"Yes. About a quarter. So I'msure | could run and screamin the
nynphly way, and do what nynphs do, if you are interested."”

Forrest was interested. "Can you kick your feet cutely, and fling your
hai r about?" For these were specialties of nynphs, and such actions
really delighted fauns

"I'"'msure | can. How s this?" She flung her hair so violently that her
feet left the ground, and she kicked her bare legs in a fetching nmanner.

"Wl |, perhaps-" But then he saw Inbri frowning, and realized that he
was drifting frombusiness. He was just trying to find out about this
region, in case it held a clue to the whereabouts of Cathryn's True

Love. "Who is your nother?"

"Bria Brassie. That's where | inherit ny nmetallic nature from She's
made wholly of brass, but I'monly half brass. So | can becone hal f way
hard, but that's not ny talent. I|'malso fairly strong, fromny ogre

heritage, and not too bright."

Somet hi ng connected. A bulb flashed over Forrest's head, exactly as in
Xanth proper. "I think you' re mistaken, Astrid. You are bright. Your
tal ent nust be shining."
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"Ch!" she cried, suddenly glowing nore brightly. "Yes that's it!

I know it now. Oh, thank you, faun." She grabbed hi mand ki ssed him
and she was right: she was surprisingly soft beneath her coppery sheen.
"I''"'m hal fway real now "

"You' re wel cone," Forrest said.
"Ch, | think I'll kiss you again, and maybe even-"
"There is no need," Inbri said quickly.

Actual ly Forrest wouldn't have minded, as he hadn't celebrated with a
nynph since his arrival oil Ptero. But of course Inbri was right: they
had to get on with their business.

So Astrid ran off to find her proper territory. Forrest and |nbri
returned to the line he had drawn in the dirt, to resune their quest, as
there didn't seemto be nuch help in linmbo. How could the folk there
know about Cathryn's True Love, when they had no experience as

m ght - he' s?

Before long they came to a small forest of normal pines. It would have
been better to avoid them but then they would have lost their
direction, so they went straight. Tears ran down their cheeks as they
brushed by the trunks of the sad trees. Then they entered a gl adeand
there was a juvenile centaur.

"Young," Inbri whispered. "Maybe eight years old. So he can go forward
and overlap Cathryn's range. Eight years isn't too nuch of an age
di fference. "

"Yes. The dear horn knew what it was doing." But then he had a bad
thought. "If this is the one."

"It has to be. W wouldn't have encountered himotherw se. There's
al ways reason for folk to neet, in Ptero."

That did seemto be the case. So they approached the centaur. He was
standing within a circle of fourteen crosses set upright on the ground.

He | ooked out at them "Hey, want to play crosses?" he asked.

"Actually, we have come on a nore serious matter," Forrest said. "W

woul d prefer to talk."
"Well, | want to play crosses."

Forrest saw that this was in the nature of an exchange of services.
"Suppose we talk while we play crosses?"

"Wl |, okay, | guess." He sounded just |ike a human boy of that age,

whi ch was surprising, because centaurs were generally far nore
intelligent and adult than humans. How could this be the ideal |ove for
Cat hryn, who was a true centaur in attitude?

"Very good," Forrest said, though he was afraid it wasn't. "I am
Fot Test Faun, and ny conpanion is Mare I nbrium™

"So what's your name?"

' "Ch. Contrary."
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That figured. "Well, Contrary Centaur, let's play the game and tal k.

You will have to explain the rules to ne."
So they played the ganme while Inbri quietly watched. "It's like this,"
Contrary said. "W take turns standing inside the circle of crosses.

The one outside takes a cross and throws it at the one inside, and he
can't dodge or anything."

Forrest was not especially pleased with this. The crosses were snall
but what if one hit an eye? It could hurt. "And what then?"

"That's it. Ends when we run out of crosses.”

Forrest renmined uneasy, but there was nothing for it but to play the
game so he could talk. He hoped that he could ascertain whether this
was the correct centaur, and he hoped the answer was no. "Wo starts in
the circle?"

"You do. You're the challenger.”

Forrest stepped into the center and stood still. Contrary wal ked around
outside, eyeing Forrest fromevery angle. Then he pulled a cross out of
the ground and threw it at Forrest's face.

If the centaur expected his target to flinch, maybe forfeiting the game,
he was di sappoi nted. The cross struck Forrest between the eyes. It
didn't hurt; in fact it disappeared. But his eyes felt funny.

He | ooked around. He saw two inages of the surroundings, and a | ot of
fuzzi ness. Wat had happened?

Two young centaurs trotted up. "Okay, your turn."

Forrest knew there was only one centaur. Wy did he see two? He nmade
his way out of the circle as much by feel as by sight. He saw two
Imbri's sitting just far enough fromthe pine trees so she wouldn't cry.
"What - ?"

"You' re cross-eyed," she murmured.

Then he caught on. The cross had made himcross-eyed! So he couldn't
properly focus on things.

He turned to face the centaurs. He closed one eye, and one inage

di sappeared. It would be harder to aim but he could do it; tree fauns
were good with wood. So now he could throw a cross at Contrary and maeke
hi m cross-eyed too. O were there other choices?

He decided to experiment. He pulled up a cross, ainmed very carefully,
and threw. Contrary did not flinch, and the cross struck himon the
back of the head.

Not hi ng vi si bl e happened. Then the centaur spoke, frowning.
"What you do that for?" he demanded crossly.

It had worked: now Contrary was really cross. "I want to know sonethi ng
about you," Forrest said, as he canme in to exchange places. "Do you ever
go west?"

"What's it to you, goat hoof?" the centaur denanded angrily.
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"I amnerely curious. You nust know that you will age as you go,
achieving maturity. Wy do you rermain here in your youth?"

" '"Cause | don't want to grow up!" Contrary snapped. Then he hurled a

cross at Forrest's legs. It struck one knee, and suddenly he was
crossing his knees, though he was standing. It was awkward, but in a
monent he found he was still able to nove about, if he did so carefully.

He wobbl ed his way to the outside, while Contrary stonped crossly
inside. He was catching on to the gane, but he still didn't have all
the informati on he wanted. "Wy don't you want to grow up?" he asked.

"Cause there's a stupid filly out there | don't want to nmeet. Now
throw your stupid cross."

That sounded like Cathryn. Forrest threw his cross at the centaur's
arms. It struck and di sappeared, and Contrary uttered an illegible
syl l able and crossed his arns. Wth luck, he wouldn't be able to throw
wel | .

"Whay don't you want to neet her?" Forrest asked as they exchanged pl aces
agai n.

" '"Cause | played a gane of crosses for stakes with sonmeone fromthe far
west, and he had seen ny future, and he told ne that this stupid filly
woul d conpl etely change ny attitude on everything, and get nme to liking
mushy stuff, and nmake nme a responsible adult. Yuck

So I'mstaying right here, sensibly young. Wat's it to you?" And he
ki cked his cross with a foreleg, sending it hurtling into Forrest's
t or so.

Forrest tw sted around so that his head faced the opposite way fromhis
hoofs. His body was crossed. This nade it even nore awkward to stand.
But he was still able to wal k, noving his knee-crossed | egs backward. He
was coning to the conclusion that he didn't really like this gane.

At | east now he knew the problem The 'Ilvenile centaur didn't want to
grow up. So he was able, in the unique environnment of Ptero, to avoi 'd
adul t hood. Because tine was geography, and the creatures had freedom of
geography. As an adult, in love with a responsible centaur filly, he

woul d become a responsible citizen. Children of any species |acked the
experience to appreciate the qualities and satisfactions of maturity. So
how coul d he persuade the errant juvenile to approach his later life?

Meanwhi | e he was reaching the outside, and Contrary was inside. Were
shoul d he throw his next cross? Wuld the centaur quit playing if
struck on the ear? Wuld that prevent himfrom hearing? Forrest wasn't
sure, but decided to try it. He just wanted to finish this game, so he
could recover his faculties and consult with Inbri. Mybe she woul d
have a notion how to get Contrary into his adult territory.

He oriented carefully, and threw his next cross at the centaur's ear. He
scored. But nothing seened to happen. "How are you doi ng?" he asked.

Contrary | ooked the opposite way. "Were are you?"

So that was the effect: the centaur was cross-eared, and heard things
crossed, so that sounds seened to come fromthe opposite direction

"Look away fromny voice," he said.
Contrary turned around. "Oh, yeah," he said crossly. "Crossed hearing.
I shoul d have remenbered. Well, get ready, because I'll really get you
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with the next one."

Forrest didn't |like the sound of that, but had to go back into the
circle. They had used up only six of the crosses; this game had a | ong
way to go, unfortunately.

Contrary hurled his cross. It struck Forrest on the chest, right over
the heart. The feeling was strange, but not bad; it wasn't nmaking his
heart mal function. So what was the point?

"l crossed your heart," the centaur said with satisfaction. "Now you
have to tell the truth."

"l always tell the truth,"” Forrest said, annoyed.

"Not this way. Tell me your npbst enbarrassing experience."
"l don't have to do that!"

"Yes you do. Now talk."

And he found that he did have to do it; his crossed heart conpelled him
The thing he hated nost to confess. This ganme had abruptly gotten
Wor se.

"I was in my tree when a flock of harpies passed," he said. "They were
noxi ous creatures with the heads and breasts of wonmen and the bodi es of
birds, and foul of aspect and | anguage. They liked to soil the |eaves
and branches of ny tree with their droppings, and snatch away sandal s,
for which they had no use; they just dropped themin the nearest bog. So
I did my best to drive themoff, throwing sticks and stones at them
didn't try to curse them because no one has a mouth as fow as a harpy.
They love to indulge in swearing contests, and can nmake an ogre bl ush
with a bad series of expletives. They were just out for mschief, and
just wanted to be rid of them

"Then | heard a maidenly scream The dirty birds had gotten hold of a
nynph, and were draggi ng her away. | |eaped fromnmy tree and ran to her
rescue, beating off the clustered harpies. They cursed ne so
villainously that the nearby foliage wilted and ny poor ears turned
bright red. But | rescued her, and the harpies flew away, screeching

inprecations. 'You'll be sorry!" the last one cried as she fl apped
skywar d.
eanwhi |l e the nynph was excruciatingly grateful. 'M hero!' she cried,

throwi ng her fair arns about ne and kissing nme ardently. Naturally I
returned the favors, and proceeded to that celebration for which fauns
and nynphs are justly known. She was unusually eager to conplete the
cel ebration, and | assuned it was because of her joy at her deliverance
fromthe horrors of capture by the harpies. So it was an even nore
delightful experience than usual. She kissed ne repe atedly, seem ng
unabl e to get enough, even after the culmnation. But at |ast she

rel axed, and | nade ready to return to ny tree.

"But then | saw that the harpies had returned and utterly befouled it.
Their stinking manure drenched every branch, and the | eaves were
wilting, and the sandals were rotting. M brief distraction had all owed
them free access, and they had taken full advantage of it. | |ooked
back at the nynph, and saw that she was changing form She was not a
true nynph; she had been changed by a spell of illusion, and now was
revealing her real nature. She was a harpy herself, one of the filthy
flock. 'Hee, heee, heeee!" she screeched as she spread her dirty w ngs,
whi ch had only seened |ike arns, and fl apped away.
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"I was sick. Not only had | failed to protect ny tree from befow nent,

| had celebrated with a noxi ous harpy hen. They had tricked nme doubly,
and nade ne as squalid as ny tree. O course | went to work cl eaning
the tree with buckets of water | hauled froma nearby spring; the job
took days, and it was weeks before the snell faded. But | couldn't
simlarly clean nyself. And thereafter that harpy hen would flap by and
chortle at ne, reninding me of nmy folly. It took ne half a century to
live down that humiliation, and | hoped no one woul d ever again hear of
it."

Forrest stopped tal king. He had done what he had to do, telling his
deepest shane. Because of the conpul sion of the cross, which would not

be deni ed.
"I't wasn't your fault," Inbri said. "They tricked you."
"I''l'l tell everyone!" Contrary exclained. "Wat a great story!"

There was definitely something about this juvenile centaur that Forrest
didn't like. So this time he threw his cross at Contrary's nouth.

It worked. The centaur brat got so tongue twi sted that he couldn't

speak at all intelligibly. "I think I"'mready to quit this game,"
Forrest said, getting a reasonably smart notion. "Don't you agree,
Contrary?"

" Ff t bbabbl e#ughh. "
"That's what | thought. Then we are agreed: this ganme is done."

At that point his body untwi sted, and the m ssing crosses returned to
their places in the circle.

"That's not what | said!" Contrary protested.

"Ch? It sounded like it to me. | suppose we'll have to play another
game, then.”

"You bet! And this tine I'll play to win."

"But not crosses," Forrest said. "I have a better gane in nmnd."
"There is no better gane than crosses!”

"Yes there is. Let's have a contest to see who can free nore folk in
i nbo."

"But there aren't any penalties, so that's no fun. They just run off to
their territories.”

"W can make our own penalties. |If you |lose, you nmust come with us west
untiL you reach age thirty."

"But | told you, | don't go into the green. | stay here in the yellow"

"That's why it's a good penalty. You really don't want to do it,
because you know that filly mght catch you and make you di sgustingly
adul t and responsible."

"Yeah. A horrible fate."
"And of course you might escape it, if you can run back east fast

enough. You don't have to do anything there, just go and touch the spot
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where you are thirty."

"Yeah. Then | can close ny eyes and gallop back into the From before
the fatal femal e shows up." Then he gl anced cannily at Forrest. "But
what's your penalty, if you | ose?"

Forrest gulped. "A day of playing crosses with you."

"A year!"

"A week."

"“A month. "

Forrest yielded to horrible necessity. "A nonth."

"Done! Let's go play." Then he paused again. "But howw |l we know who
Wi ns?"

"We'll take turns questioning linbo folk. Woever guesses nore talents,

so as to free nore folk, wins."
"But what if we mss?"

"If one of us m sses, he loses a point. Then the other can question
that same person, and if he succeeds, he wins a point. A two point
advant age wi ns the contest."”

Contrary renmi ned canny, seeking the catch. "How nuch tine to question
each? | nean, soneone might not be able to guess, so he would just keep
aski ng questions indefinitely."

"Good point. W need a tiner."

There's some baby hourgl asses growi ng nearby. W can harvest one that
goes for five mnutes."

"Agreed. Wien its sand runs out, time is done."

"Let's go. 1'll really enjoy tronping you at Crosses for a nonth
straight."

"l hope you know what you're doing," Inbri nurnured as they went to
harvest a mnute glass. "If you get stuck for a nonth, you'll be too

|late returning to your tree."

"I know. But we have to get himinto her range. [|'Il just have to make
sure to win the contest."

They reached the hourgl asses, which were actually the fruits of a |arge
thyme plant. They were in all sizes, fromtwo seconds to several days.
Contrary plucked one of the smallest. "This should do for three

m nutes. "

"How do you know?"

"See, it's got the nunmber on it." He held up the little tiner, and sure
enough, there was a 3 on it.

Then they went to the section of linbo, which wasn't far away. "Wo goes
first?" Forrest asked.

The centaur considered, trying to figure out where the advantage was.
The one who went first mght win and be ahead-or mght |ose and be
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behind. The confidence of youth won. "I1'Il go first."
"As you w sh."
They entered the fog. "How do we deci de which one to start with?"

Contrary asked.
"Each of you choose the subjects for the other," Inbri suggested.

Both centaur and faun were startled by the notion. Then both agreed. It
made a certain sense

So Forrest got to choose for Contrary. He saw a nunber of statues; it

seened that they weren't allowed to speak until spoken to. Maybe that

was what gave themtheir first suggestion of potential reality. One was
a hal fway handsone young man of al nost princely men. Forrest shrugged

and indi cated that one.

Contrary approached the figure. "H, you. Wat's your nanme?" As he
spoke, Inbri set down the mnute glass, and its sand began sifting to
the | ower section.

The figure came to life. "I am Crescendo.”
"Whose son are you?"
"I amthe son of Prince Dol ph and Princess Electra."

That startled Forrest, because he knew only of the twi ns, Dawn & Eve.
But he realized that a given set of parents could have additiona
children-and in any event, the folk here were nerely mght-he's, who
m ght never actually be delivered to Xanth parents. There could be
hundreds of such children; there mght be no limt.

"What's your talent?" Contrary asked.

It was a clever try, but it didn't work. "I regret |I don't knowit. |If
| did, | wouldn't be here."

"I's there anything about your ancestry that woul d suggest your talent?"

Yes. Al the descendants of Bink, ny great grandfather, have Magician
caliber talents. So | nust be a Magician."

"But that's just a nmatter of opinion, isn't it? There's no way to be
sure how a given talent will be judged."

"True. But nine should be a good one."

Forrest, watching, began to get a notion. That name, Crescendo, sounded
like growing force, or sonething nusical. When he played his panpipes,
he sonetinmes crescendoed. Could this person's talent be associated with
musi c?

"Your name sounds like a word," Contrary renmarked. "To what does it
appl y?"
"As a word? | wouldn't know. "

"Why woul dn't you know?"
"l don't know. "

"Is it because it relates to your talent?"
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"l can't say."

"If it doesn't relate to your talent, you ought to know. So it nust
relate to powerful nusic.”

"Wy, | suppose so," the figure said, surprised. Forrest saw that
Crescendo had not been able to think of that hinself, but could see it
now that it had been suggested by an outside party.

"Can you play nusic?"
"l don't know. "
Contrary | ooked at Forrest. "My | borrow your panpi pes?"

Forrest hesitated, but realized that it would not be fair to interfere.
He dug out his panpi pes and handed them over. As he did so, a piece of
paper fluttered away in the breeze; it nust have been stuck to the

panpi pes. Contrary in turn handed the pipes to Crescendo. "Play this."

The pipes began to play beautiful panpipe nmusic. But Crescendo wasn't
pl aying them he was just holding them They were playing thensel ves.

Contrary took the pipes back and returned themto Forrest. Then he
pi cked up a stone. "Play this."

Crescendo took the stone, and it imrediately played rock nusic. Contrary
gave hima cup of water, and it made water nusic. He gave hima handfu
of air, and it made air nusic. Crescendo's talent was coming c |ear.
"You have the talent of touching anything and making it nake nusic,"
Contrary said. "That's nust be close to Magician |level, considering the
beauty and power of the nusic.”

"Yes!" Crescendo excl ai med, and suddenly the very ground around hi mwas
playing earth nmusic. "That's it! Ch, thank you! What can | do for you
inreturn for enabling nme to becone hal fway real ?"

The centaur considered, but Inbri intervened. "He has done you a
service already, by giving you a point."

"Ch, yeah," Contrary agreed, renmenbering. "Depart, Crescendo; you are
free. "

The man needed no further urging. He took off at a run for wherever his
territory was. Forrest realized that the geography/tinme effect nust be
suspended for the linbo folk, until they took their places where they
bel onged. Bit by bit, he was | earningthe devious ways of the Idea

pl anet.

But nowit was his turn. Contrary wal ked anong the statues, and stopped
by one that |ooked rmuch like the last. "This," he told Forrest.

Imbri turned the mnute glass over, and the sand started sifting.
Forrest addressed the figure. "Wo are you, and what is your |ineage?"
It was best to be efficient, so as to conserve tine for nore questions.

"I am Revy, son of Magician Gey and Sorceress |vy."

Anot her Magi cian, then! Powerful magic should be easier to guess, as it
was nore conprehensive. Still, this wasn't easy. So he borrowed a
device the centaur had enployed. "Does your nhanme suggest your talent?"

"l can't answer that."
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He was getting warm \What could "Revy" mean? Revered? That didn't
seemquite like a talent. Revelry? Again, it didn't seem apt. Reverse?
Aha! "Could your talent be to reverse things?"

"I't could."
That hel ped. "Can you nmake hot things col d?"

"No." Interesting; a talent couldn't be confirmed, but it could be
denied if wong. No-it could be confirmed; the centaur had done so. It
was just necessary to find the right thing to confirm

"Can you reverse the flow of a river?"
" No. "

Hn This was trickier than anticipated. Revy could probably reverse
somet hi ng, but not ordinary things. How could it be a Mgician caliber
talent, if it was so limted? Unless "Can you reverse magic itself?"

"Yes!" Revy exclainmed with happy realization. "M father can nullify
magic, so | can reverse it. He prevents nagic from happening; | can
send it in the opposite direction."

"Good for you," Forrest said, well satisfied. "Go find your range."
"Thank you!" The man ran off.

"You're wel cone,
this.

Forrest nmurmured. He hoped he was getting the hang of

But now he had to sel ect another candidate for the centaur. What night
be tough enough for Contrary to mss, but easy enough for Forrest to
get? He wasn't sure. So he |ooked for sonething different-and found a
denmon child, The figure was male, with snmall horns, and | ooked about
five years old. O course apparent age didn't nmatter nuch, because of
the tine/geography factor. Still, this one might do. 'This."

Contrary approached the child. "Wo are you, and what is your
derivation?"

"l am Denpbs, and | amthe son of Prince Denon Vore and Princess Nada
Naga, Xanth's nobst handsonme couple. Also the brother of DeMonica, who
had t he undeserved fortune to make it to Xanth instead of ne.

"So you are not a descendant of Bink," the centaur renarked.
"Of who?"

"Never m nd. Denons generally don't have magic talents, other than
their denonly qualities, and neither do the naga fol k, because they can
already shift fromfull human to full serpent to their natura
conbination form So you may not have an actual talent."

"Ch, but | do! I'msure of it. | just don't know what it is."
"Curses," the centaur nuttered. "Then it could be anything."
"Yes. | hope you can discover it."

The centaur considered, as the sand ran through the minute glass. "Could
it relate to the changeability of your parents?"
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" Yes.
"Ha! So you can change yoursel f.?"

"Ch, sure. To hunman or naga or serpent form or any other, because of
my half denon heritage."

"That doesn't count," Contrary nuttered, disappointed. "A nagic talent
isn't quite that way. Can you affect other things with your magic?"

"I wouldn't know. "

The centaur pondered again. Forrest saw the sand running | ow.
Unfortunately he couldn't figure this one out either. "Can you take
magi ¢ away fromthi ngs?"

" No.
"Then can you give nmagic to things?"
"Yes."

That nmeant he was suddenly very close. The centaur oriented on it wth
greater precision than he had shown thus far. "Can you nmake a non-magic
object in sonme way magic?"

"Yes." |

"Li ke, for exanple, a candlestick: could you inbue it with the power to
burn wi thout using up its wax?"

"Yes! That's it! | can do that."

Contrary | ooked surprised, then relieved. Forrest realized that he had
been guessing nore desperately than was apparent, and had been | ucky.

But nowit was Forrest's turn to guess. The centaur wal ked anong the

statues, and selected a boy with a fish's tail. "This."

Then there was a sound overhead. They all |ooked up. "Oh no!"

Imbri exclaimed. "The dragons are back."

"Dragons?" Contrary asked. "Who stirred them up?"

"I think we did," Forrest said. "Wen we were headed for ogre country."

"Well, get rid of them then."

Forrest thought of something. "Inbri, can you diffuse to dreamform and
pl ant a thought in their m nds?"

"Yes. But what thought would distract them from us?"

"Maybe if you gave them sonmething el se to chase, like a wild goose
Dragons like to eat geese."

"Because they don't |ike getting goosed," she agreed. "So they try to
eat the geese first. |It's a personal thing. 1'll see what | can do."

She expanded, fading into mst as her density decreased.

The dragons had been drawi ng up their formation, about to go into
strafing node. Suddenly they hesitated. Then they w nged rapidly away.
Imbri had given thema dream of wild geese on the w ng.
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Soon I nbri reappeared, condensing into her small human form

"That should hold thema while. But we had better not dally, because
won't be able to distract themthat way again."

Forrest approached the figure Contrary had designated, as Inbri set the
m nute glass again. "Who are you, and what is your derivation?"

"I am Ni gel, son of Prince Naldo Naga and Mela Merwoman. "
"l don't know of your parents. Wlat are their qualities?"

"My father is a prince of the naga fol k, who are a serpent/hunan
crossbreed whose natural formis a serpent with a human head. M nother
is a human/fish crossbhreed, like a nermaid only better developed in
front, and able to turn her tail into | egs so she can wal k on | and.
There was sone notoriety when she was advised to put on clothing, so she
went to a pantree and harvested a panty, and freaked out every nale she
encountered. "

"Ch, that one. News of her did penetrate ny corner of the forest. So
does your talent relate to either of your parents' natural abilities,
such as changing fromhuman to serpent or fish fornmP"

"No. "
"Is'it a mnor talent, of the spot on the wall variety?"
' No. "

Forrest was getting the hang of this. The folk of |inbo knew what their
talents weren't, so it was the fast way to zero in on what they were.
"Is it a npjor talent, Magician class?"

" No. "
"Then it nust be a significant talent, neither major nor mnor."

"I wouldn't know. "

Uh-huh. "Does it relate to yourself?"

"No. "

"Does it relate to objects?"

" No. "

"Does it relate to other people?”

"I wouldn't know. "

Forrest paused. "Does it relate to anything other than other people?"
" No.

He was definitely devel oping technique. But he saw the sand running | ow
in the mnute glass. He needed to identify the talent readily. "Does it
af fect ot her people?"

"I wouldn't know. "

"Does it change their nood?"
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" No.
"Does it change their appearance?"
Ni gel hesitated. "I'mnot sure."

Now that was interesting. A qualified response. But the sand was
al rost out, and he had to get it in the next couple of questions. "Does
it change their nature?"

"Yes."

“Can it heal then®"
"No. "

"Hurt then"

" Maybe. "

The | ast gasp of sand was going. He had only one nore chance. Wat
woul d change appearance wi thout necessarily healing or hurting? So he
took a halfway wild guess: "Can it change their age?"

"Yes! | can rejuvenate others."

And there he had it, as the sand ran out. It had been a close call.
"Hey, you cheated!" Contrary protested, |ooking at the mnute gl ass.
"VWhat are you tal king about ?"

"You got an extra minute."

Forrest |ooked at the glass. It now had the nunber 4 on it. Four
m nutes. How had that happened?

Imbri had the answer: "W noved west-toward the To. So we got a little
ol der-and so did the mnute glass. So it's bigger."

The centaur nodded. "Yeah, | guess so. Maybe | got an extra mnute
too. Ckay."

Forrest | ooked for another subject. He needed to find one that woul d
stymi e the centaur, because otherwi se he would be stym ed hinsel f al

too soon. He found a reasonably pretty young woman. |t was a foolish
notion, but maybe a woman woul d be trouble for Contrary, who was trying
to avoid neeting a filly centaur. "This."

Contrary approached the woman. "What is your name and heritage?”

"I amScintilla. M father is Crony and nmy nother is Vendetta.

They don't get along too well, so I'mnot sure they'll ever get around
to signaling the stork to deliver ne."

"Too bad," the centaur said wthout synpathy. "Does your talent relate
to your name?"

" No.

The centaur continued to question her, establishing that her tal ent

af fected herself rather than others, but not in any obvious way. | ndeed,
it was not obvious to Contrary, who finally ran out of time wthout
establishing her talent.
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Unfortunately Forrest was no better. "Does your talent help you or
ot hers?"

"Not usually."

"Does it hurt anyone?"
"Sonetimes. "

"Does it annoy you or anyone el se?"
" Soneti mes. "

"Does it do anything physical ?"
"Not really."

"Ment al ?"

"Possibly."

" Enoti onal ?"

" Per haps. "

These indefinite answers were bal king Forrest just as they had bal ked
Contrary. He was unable to center on any particular talent, and tine
ran out for himtoo.

The worst of it was, they couldn't even admit defeat and ask for the
correct answer, just to satisfy their curiosity. They were left to
their infuriating ignorance.

"Whose turn is it to pick the next?" Forrest asked.

"You picked the last; nowit's nmy turn." He scouted around, | ooking for
a winner for him "This."

It was a rather hairy old man. Forrest wondered about the variation in
age anong the folk of linbo, as they were all nerely potential beings;
shoul dn't they be agel ess? But maybe they could be any age they chose,
until they reached their territories, when they could control their age
by movi ng around.

Forrest approached himas Inbri set down the tiner. "Wwo are YOQU and
what is your parentage?”

"I am Hugh Mongus, son of Scab and Svelte."
"Does your talent affect others?”

"I'n a manner."

"Does it affect you?"

"That depends."

This prom sed to be another frustrating interview Forrest soon
established that the talent didn't affect anything physical, but m ght
af fect sonething nental. "How do others feel about it?"

"That depends."

"Depends on what ?"
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"On how they feel about it."

Forrest suppressed his annoyance, because he didn't have tinme for
enotion; his glass was sifting sand. But no matter how he tried, he
coul d never pin Mongus down, and finally he ran out of tine.

Contrary, aware that he could win the contest by getting this one, did
his best, but the subject was just as balky for him "Does your talent
af fect inani mate things?"

"That depends."

"Depends on what?" the centaur asked, in much the tone Forrest had found
hi nsel f usi ng.

"On your definition of inanimte."

"You don't know what the word neans?"
"l know what it means."

"Then give me your definition."
"Anything that isn't living or noving."

"Very well. Does your talent affect anything that isn't living or
nmovi ng?"

"That depends."

"Depends on what ?!'"

"On how you see it."

"l see it the way you do! Does it affect anything that isn't living?"
Hugh considered. "Yes, | think it does."

"Good! Does it affect any living thing?"

"That depends."

"Confound it! Can't you say anything el se?"

"Not if you don't ask a nore rel evant question."

The centaur seenmed about to swell up to adult size, but then his tine
ran out. This candidate, too, had defeated both of them

Now it was Forrest's turn to choose, again. He spied a ghome womman. Did
gnhonmes have talents? "This."

Contrary approached her as Inbri set down the timer. "Wat is your nane
and ancestry?"

"I am M ss Ghoner, of respectabl e but anonynobus gnone stock."
"M ss No More?"

I"No."

"M ss Ghone?"

I No."
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The centaur | ooked a bit nettled, understandably. "Well, whatever your
nane is, do you have a magic tal ent?"
"Yes."
"Does it affect you?"
"Yes."
"Does it affect others?"
I"Yes." |
"Does it affect things?"
" No."
"Does it hel p anyone?"
' No.
"Does it hurt anyone?"
" No.
Contrary paused. "It is indifferent to the welfare of anyone?"
" Yes."
"I's it under your conscious control ?"
"No. "
"I's it apparent to others?"
" Somet i mes. "
"VWhen?"
"l can't answer that."
"Isit like a spot on the wall?"
? "No."

The centaur paused again. H's time was running out and he was getting
nowhere. Forrest was stunped too

"Does it please anyone?"
" No.
"Does it displease anyone?"
"No. "
"Confound it, woman, it has to be one or the other!"
"Does it?"

Contrary scratched his head, trying to think of a definitive question
"Time," Inbri announced, show ng the exhausted m nute gl ass.

"Dam " the centaur swore. He had |ost another, giving Forrest another
chance to win.
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Forrest tackled the subject as Inmbri turned over the glass. Since he
had no idea how to proceed, he tackled a minor irritation. "Exactly
what is your nanme?"

"M ss Ghoner."

"M ss Nomare?"
"No. "

"Can you spell it?"
"No. "

Forrest began to get a glinmering. "Does your talent relate to your
name?"

"Yes. "

"I's it that it is unspellable?"

"No. "

"So you can't spell it because that would reveal your talent?"
" Maybe. "

"M ss Gionm," he said, but realized that he had gotten it wong again.
"Mss Gione." Still not right. Then a light bulb flashed. "Is it that
no one gets your name right?"

"Yes!" she cried with realization. "M snoner."
"That nust be very frustrating."

"No, | amused to it. My | go now?"

"Yes, of course."

Then, as the woman departed, Forrest realized that he had gotten two
poi nts ahead, and won. All because he had tried to get the nane

straight, and failed. He |ooked at Contrary. "You nust go to your age
thirty."

"Dam " the centaur repeated glumy. "I should have guessed that
talent."

"This was a tougher gane than | anticipated," Forrest said. "It was

just luck that I won."
"I't's just luck when any ordinary creature beats a centaur."
"Well, let's head west."

But then the dragons reappeared. There was sonething about their flight
formation that | ooked angry. "W had better hurry,” Inbri said. "I
can't fool them again."

So they ran west, trying to find cover under stray boul ders or trees.
But the dragons weren't fooled. They oriented, and prepared to dive
down on their victins.

Contrary unslung his bow. "Run for cover; I'll hold themoff."
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"You can't stop a whole flight of dragons!" Forrest protested.
"True. But | can delay them | am ol der and stronger now. Go!"

I ndeed, he was now about twel ve; they had cone several years To. He
seened to have matured sonewhat in attitude, too

For-rest hesitated, not wanting to desert the centaur. But what el se
could he do? Then he had half a notion. Mybe there would be a hint on
the Good Magician's list of words.

He dug into his knapsack, but couldn't find it. Ch, no-that must have
been the paper that had fluttered away when he took out his panpipe!

"What's the matter?" Inbri asked. "Aside fromthe dragons?"
"I lost the Good Magician's list of words."

She | ooked stricken, but she tried to put a good face on it. "W'IlIl get
through without it."

He hoped so. They were really on their own, now

The centaur fired an arrow upward. It would have been a renarkabl e
shot, for anyone but a centaur. It struck the |ead dragon on the snout,
pinning it closed. The dragon huffed and puffed, but couldn't dislodge
the barb, and wee-wawed out of control. The flight of dragons foll owed
their | eader, making a crazy display as they all weewowed across the
sky, huffing and puffing.

Then anot her dragon caught on. Flying dragons were not known for their
intelligence, because the heat of their fire tended to fry their

i ghtwei ght brains, but they had sone experience with injuries. The

ot her dragon took the end of the arrow between its teeth and hauled it

out. That freed the | eader, who cauterized its wounds with fire, then
resumed the chase.

Meanwhil e the fugitives had run farther west, and had a lead. But the
dragons qui ckly caught up again, and there was still no cover. So
Forrest took his turn. He brought out his panpipes and played a
mlitary nelody: reveille.

The dragons were militaristic creatures. They heard the nusic and
imediately fell into formation for review. Then Forrest played a

mar chi ng tune, and the dragons proceeded to nmarch across the sky, their
Wi ng- beats keepi ng perfect step.

Then the | eader, who had been a bit distracted by the fresh holes inits
snout, realized what was happening. It roared, drowning out the mel ody.
The dragons nilled about, then oriented once again on the targets.

But the desperate fugitives had made further progress west-and caught up
to Cathryn Centaur, who had cut south to intercept them

She was about five years old at this point, with cute pigtails and a toy
bow and quiver. Her white wings, too snmall at this age to enable her to
fly, were folded, form ng a kind of cloak over her body.

Contrary, now thirteen, glanced at her with disdain. "Go away, twrp. |
have no interest in you."

She stared at him "You nean you're the one? M supposed ideal mate? A
wi ngl ess, | andbound creature? What a |augh!"
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"For sure, brat. Now get out of the way before you get toasted and
gobbl ed by a dragon."

"Don't quarrel, you two!" Forrest cried. "Can you help, Cath ryn?"
"I think so. There's a forest just north of us; run to that for cover."
She turned to show the way, her little hoofs galloping swiftly.

"The dragons will follow the sound of our hoofs, and close in on us
anyway, " Contrary sneered. But he turned to follow her, and For rest
and Inbri ran al ong behi nd.

The dragons wheeled in air and | ooped around to cut themoff. But the
fugitives had just enough tinme, and reached the cover of the edge of the
forest just ahead of the first blast of fire. They turned west to go
into the center of the wood.

Cat hryn raised her hands as if throwi ng something. "What's the matter,
twirp?" Contrary demanded. "G ving up already? Don't worry; in a no-

His voice cut off. Forrest |ooked, afraid sonething had happened, but
the centaur was still running and still talking. H's nmouth was noving,
but no sound was energing. Wat had happened?

Then a dream et voice came 4.n his head. Cathryn threw a bl anket of
silence, Inbri explained. Now the dragons can't hear us. They can't
track us by sound.

And with the cover of the trees, the dragons couldn't track them by
sight, either. Now the four of them could nake good their escape.
Cat hryn's remarkabl e talent was really hel ping.

But there were harpies in this forest. The dirty birds came flapping
down, intent on mischief. There were so many of themthat there was no
way to avoid them

Cat hryn, now a size |larger at age six, raised her hands, drawing in her
bl anket. Suddenly the harpi es becane audible. "W've got you, you
$#&'!'s," one was screeching. "W'Ill poop your faces!"

"I'"d rather face the dragons,” Contrary nuttered.

"So would I," Forrest agreed. One of the harpies |looked a lot like the
one who had tricked him a century ago, though of course she couldn't be
t he same one.

Cat hryn made a notion as of throwi ng sonmething toward the harpies. It
was anot her bl anket, but it was hard to see. |t spread out and
surrounded themwith a fine sparkling net. At that point their cursing
was silenced, but it hadn't ceased. They were all screeching worse than
ever; it just wasn't getting out.

"I threw a bl ankety bl anket," Cathryn explained. "Now their cussing is
reflecting back on thensel ves and smirching their own feathers."

I ndeed, provocative synbols were appearing, of |ightning strikes,
corkscrews, exploding cherry bonbs, asterisks, and stars. They were
striking the harpies, who were screeching worse than ever as they felt
t hensel ves tagged by their own expletives. This only intensified the
problem Scorch marks were appearing on their tail feathers.

"You can do that to harpies?" Contrary asked, amazed. "That's not bad.
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"Cee, thanks," little Cathryn said, bl ushing.

That rem nded Contrary of his objection to her. He shut up, so as not
to let slip any other conplinent.

The four ran on by, leaving the harpies to their fate. But now the
dragons could hear them again, for the blanket of silence was gone.

Cat hryn could throw only one blanket at a tine. Still, she had really
hel ped themto nove al ong.

Imbri ran beside Cathryn. "I'msure he's nuch nore mature when he's
adult. He has already shown sone begi nning signs of centaur decency."

"But the wings. He has no wings."

"Nevertheless, | think he is the one. Maybe we can verify it with the
dear horn."

Cat hryn nodded as they ran. She lifted the horn and blew on it.

Forrest heard nothing, but the filly nodded again. "It echoes from
him™"

"I't nmust know," Ilnbri said.

"l suppose.” But the filly seened anything but certain.

The dragons were reorienting on their sounds. But now Cathryn had to
draw in her |ast blanket, because she couldn't maintain it at a
di stance, and the harpies were escaping too. They were horrendously

furious. "Wait till we catch up with you!" their fow -nouthed | eader
cried. "W'IIl tear you to quivering stinking bits!"
A dragon, swooping down to spy out the fugitives, heard. It roared. It

t hought she was screeching at the dragons! Soon several nore dragons
came swoopi ng down, ready to avenge their honor. Dragons and har pies
didn't get along too well together at the best of tinmes, and the dragons
were in no nobod to be insulted. So they shot fire first and saved the
questions for later. But the harpies were in no nood to brook
interference either, and this was their forest.

Forrest and the others ran on, not staying to watch the devel opi ng fray.
But they heard the roars and curses as it worked its way into something
the forest would probably remenber for a long tine.

They energed fromthe forest. They were at this point a fair distance
west, and Contrary was a stallion in his twenties, readily taking the

| ead. Cathryn foll owed, now comng into her teens. Her w ngs had
grown, and she was using themto add to her forward velocity. Then cane
Forrest and Inbri. They had been running for sone time, but Forrest
didn't feel really tired; apparently soul -bodies didn't fatigue the sane
way physical ones did. So while the centaurs had to hold back sonewhat
to keep fromleaving the two nore human figures behind, it remained a
fast pace.

Contrary put on a spurt and cane to a |line marked 30, stepped across it,
and stopped. He was now a fine mature figure of a centaur, mnuscul ar and
handsonme. "There is ny nmark," he said. "I have crossed it. Now | nust
flee before | get trapped." He turned as the others were catching up

Cathryn drewto a halt. They knew this was the turning point in a
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second way. |If the stallion passed her and escaped back to his
chil dhood, she would never see himagain. But how could she stop hin®

Contrary took a step back. Forrest saw that the centaur's eyes were
closed. He was refusing to ook at the filly. So that was how he
proposed to avoid the dread confrontation! |If he never saw her in her
mat ure aspect, he couldn't be inpressed by her.

"Look at ne," Cathryn cried. "You owe ne that nuch, | think."

"No | don't," Contrary retorted. "I made a deal to cross ny thirtieth
year. That was all." He took another step

"VWhat can | do?" the filly asked, defeat | oom ng.

"Kiss him" Inbri said succinctly.

Cathryn smiled. "I'Il give himfair warning." Then she called to the
stallion: "If you don't open your eyes and look at ne, |'Il intercept
you and ki ss you."

Contrary took another step. Cathryn took two steps. She could travel
faster with her eyes open than he could do safely with his eyes cl osed.
The stallion heard her hoofbeats, which she was taking pains to nake
loud. His fine centaur mind processed that information, and he realized
that he would have to conpromise. "Very well. One |look. Then |I'm gone,
and you can't inter--ept ne."

"Agreed. But | will throw one bl anket at you."
He | aughed. "A blanket of silence? Do your worst, foal."

Forrest realized that the stallion had not gotten a good. |ook at her
Since the forest, and retained a nental picture of her as six or seven

That was an under st andabl e but foolish error

Contrary faced Cathryn and opened his eyes. His jaw dropped slightly.
Forrest |ooked at the filly, to see what the stallion saw. She was now a
| ovely full-breasted, |ong-maned, white-w nged centaur filly with a deep
brown hide and flowing tail. She was panting slightly with her recent
exertion. |f she had been a nynmph, she woul d have been stunningly
attractive. She was surely sinmlar for a centaur'

Then she threw a bl anket. Again, Forrest didn't see it directly, but
the scintillation of the air indicated that there was something flying

toward the stallion. It reached his head.
Contrary blinked. H's eyes lost focus. "Wuat's this?" he asked,
conf used.

"A bl anket stare," Cathryn said.
"A blank stare? | don't understand."”
"That is its effect. Wiy are you fleeing nme?"

He | ooked at her again. "lI'mdrawing a blank on that. 1s there sone
reason?"

"There may be. Wy don't you bl ow this horn?" She stepped forward,
offering it to him

He | ooked puzzled. "Wat horn is this?"
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It will show you by its sound where your True Love is."
He frowned. "Is that a chall enge?"
"Is it?"

He took the horn and blew it hard. There was no sound-but then he

stared at Cathryn in a new way. "You are the one," he said in wonder.
"You really are the one! | will sacrifice anything for you."
But now it was Cathryn who wasn't sure. "If only you could fly,"

she said regretfully.

"Who said | can't fly?" And suddenly fromhis body two massive bl ack

wi ngs unfol ded. Wat they had taken for his body color was actually the
hue of the flattened wings. "I never had use for them before, for they
woul d only have taken nme where | didn't want to go, but now | want to
fly with you, you fantastic creature, forsaking my prior childishness."”

Now it was Cathryn's jaw that dropped. "The dear horn did know, " she
breathed. "It really did!"

Contrary dropped the horn. "Come fly with ne, my sudden | ove. W have
nmore than geography to explore."

"Ch, yes! But first | must guide ny friends to the territory of the
fauns, or as close as | can get to it."

"W will do it together," he said graciously. "And to hurry it up, we
had better give thema ride there."

"Yes," Cathryn agreed. Little hearts were form ng around her head; she
was falling in |ove.

Forrest picked up the dear horn and put it in his knapsack. Then he
clinmbed onto Contrary, behind the huge wi ngs, and Inbri nounted Cathryn.

"It's funny to ride an equine," she said. "I'm equine nyself."

"The faun region is To," Cathryn said. "I don't know whether it's
within nmy range, but I'll do ny best to give you good directions if it
isn't."

The two centaurs gall oped west. Then they spread their wi ngs and | eaped
into the air, surprising Forrest. This was indeed faster; he saw the
ground passing rapidly behind. But as they gained el evation, the ground
became smal | er and passed behind nore slowy, as if annoyed at being
negl ected. The nixed fields and forests gave way to ni xed nountai ns and
val | eys, and then to m xed ponds and islands. The |andscape seened to
be just as varied here as it was on Xanth.

After a time the two centaurs glided back to land. "W're getting a bit
old for this," Contrary explained. Then Forrest saw that the creatures
hi de had becone nottled with age. He was now nearing the old end of his
life, and was slowi ng dowmn. Forrest |ooked across at Cathryn and saw
she had aged too. They had cone a long way in a short tinme.

Then the centaurs stopped. "This appears to be ny Iimt," Contrary
said. "I don't want to becone so feeble that | fall."
Forrest hastily dismounted, and so did Inbri. They were in rolling

country, and ahead, oh dread, was a comic strip.
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"The faun territory is farther away than | thought,"” Cathryn said with
regret. "But | can tell you who can take you farther: the human
princess twins, Dawn & Eve. Continue straight To until you conme to
Castl e Roogna, and seek themout."

"But we are already in Castle Roogna," Inbri said. "Ptero is a noon
circling Princess lIda's head."

"Perhaps in that larger frane. But it is here, too, and this is the one
you need. W have set you due Fromit, so you can't miss it if you stay
on course. And if you return this way, send a signal and we will cone
to pick you up again."

"Thank you," Forrest said. He realized that Cathryn really had been a
big help; they had | earned a whole | ot about Ptero in her conpany.

"Ch-one nore thing," she said. "You have been nore than acconmpdati ng
in our exchange of services, and | have not been able to conplete ny
exchange service adequately, so | feel | should provide you with

somet hing extra. Here is one of my blankets that a passing Mgician
obligingly canned for ne." She held out a small tin can

"But | thought you had to invoke your spells yourself, and that they
fade after a while."

"True. But this canned spell is special, thanks to the preservative
properties of the can. You may invoke it at any tine sinply by saying
"I nvoke' while holding it before you. It is a blanket of obscurity."
"scurity?" Inbri asked. "What effect does that have?"

"I't nmakes you unlikely to be noticed," the centaur explained. "It wears
of f after an hour, but you can invoke it again thereafter. It takes the
same time to recharge: an hour. So don't try to invoke two bl ankets at
once. | realize that this isn't nmuch, but | have nothing better to give

you. Please accept it with ny thanks for your assistance to ne." |

"Of course," Forrest said, noved by her gesture. "I'msure it will be
useful if we have to pass by a nonster. Thank you."

"You are nopst welcone." Cathryn's old eyes were bright. It seened she
had appreciated their association

Then he and Inbri turned to the west for the next leg of their journey.
It was bound to be an adventure of its own.

0 either side they could see nice solid |and, but straight west was a
bog. It was tenpting to deviate, but then they might lose the line to
Castl e Roogna. So they went straight ahead, splashing into the shall ow
water. Forrest hoped that the puns would not be too bad this tine.

Fortunately the I and soon rose up, restoring their firmfooting. But no
sooner had they set foot and hoof on it when two odd birds marched up
"Who are you?" the birds denmanded in unison

"W are visitors fromafar, in search of Castle Roogna," Forrest
answered. "W are naned Forrest and Inbrium?"”

"W are a pair o' keets," the birds answered. "Peet and Deet. Wl cone

to Canary Island."

They didn't | ook nuch |ike canaries to Forrest, being nore |ike smal
parrots, but he didn't conmrent on that. "Thank you. W hope just to
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cross it quickly and go on our way."

"Do that. We don't |ike Iandbound folk to stay long." Wth that the two
bi rds marched on.

They came to a tree. It was huge and gl obular, with feathery |eaves,
and it was right in their way. The trouble was, it was also astride the
only feasible path | eading due west. To the south was a section of what
| ooked a lot like slow sand, which would take forever to cross, and to
the north was a simlar patch of what |ooked |Iike quicksand, which had
risks of its own. "I wish we could just go right through this tree,"
Forrest said.

"Maybe we can clinb over it," Inbri said.

Then the tree opened a huge round eye. That was followed by a second
eye, and a beak just belowit, that they had taken for a broken off
limb. "Hooo!" it hooted.

"It's an oW !" Forrest exclaimed. "A huge ow!"
"An oW tree," Inbri agreed

Then the oW spread its wings and took off. "Well, this is Canary
Island,” Forrest said, bermused. "W have to expect birds, even if they
aren't all canaries.”

Several white birds flew overhead. Their bodies were in the shape of
the letter C "GCqgulls,” Inbri said, identifying them

A ball of blackness approached. Forrest paused, not sure whether it was
dangerous, but then he saw it was in the shape of a bird of prey. "Onh,
it's just a night hawk," he said. He stepped aside to let it pass, then
st epped back onto the path when the |ight returned.

But another bird flew up. "What a weird set of characters,” it said,
eyeing them "You are absolutely |aughable. Haw haw haw "

"And a nockingbird,” Inbri said. "One of the nore obnoxious avians, but
harm ess. "

They ignored the nocki ngbird, and of course that disconfited it so that

it flew away. But another bird flewin to perch before them "Wuat are

you fools doing here?" it demanded harshly. "You don't belong here! Go
away! Go away!"

"W are only crossing the island," Forrest expl ai ned.
"You are polluting it with your foul presence!" the bird raved.

"Get off our land! Go away! Go away!" The bird continued to shout at
them going on and on.

"Now | recognize it," Inbri said. "It's a rave-on."

Then a harpy appeared, dripping wet. She snelled terrible. "You're one
of the canaries?" Forrest asked, surprised.

"I"'ma waterfoul ," she answered.

"l shoul d have known," he said, hurrying by.

They passed a large trunk. A bird was pecking a big hole init. The
monent it spied them it flewto a branch above them and pecked a shower
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of sawdust and bits of bark, so that they were dirtied. "Hey, what are
you doi ng?" Forrest demanded, annoyed.

For answer, a snelly bird dropping canme down, just m ssing his head.
"That's a peccadillo,” Inbri said. "A bad nannered pecker."

Then there was the nelodious cry of a lady bird to the north, and the
peccadillo flew off to have sonething to do with her. "They especially
like the ladies," Inbri explained, with what might possibly have been
the hint of a smrk.

At |last they got off Canary Island, and the edge of the comic strip was
there, so that they returned to regular land. "I can see why not many
folk care to cross the boundaries,"” Forrest said. "Those puns don't
really hurt you, but they're annoying as anything."

"l understand that sone folk like them™" Inbri said.
"Who would li ke anything Iike that? Mndanes?"
"Maybe. Mindania is a strange, repressed place.”
"I't nust be, to have folk who |ike such junk."

The new region was hilly, and it was inpossible to keep to a straight
line west. But they oriented as well as they could, returning to the
correct direction and conpensating for their deviations, hoping they

were close enough to find the castle.

They were rewarded: they crested a ridge, and there in a colorful valley
bel ow was a picturesque castle. "There it is," Forrest said, relieved.

Inmbri wasn't so sure. "That doesn't | ook |ike Castle Roogna."

"Things are different, here on Ptero. Maybe the castles are different
too."

"Maybe, " she agreed doubtfully.

They trekked on down the slope and reached the bow -shaped val |l ey where
the castle stood. The trees closed in around them each a distinct
color: brown, including the | eaves; green, including the trunk; yell ow,
blue, or white. They were pretty, but so thick that the castle was now
hi dden, with no clear path.

Then Forrest noticed that one white tree had a brown trunk. It was
conparatively nornal. He went to that tree, and spied a blue tree with
a brown trunk. Between themran a straight brown path. "This nust be

the route," he said.

S.o they followed the path. It turned at right angles, then turned
again, refusing to be rounded. But it stayed between the brown trunked
trees. So they followed it, despite its constant square turns, and in
due course it brought themto the bank of the square npat around the
castle.

Fromthis vantage, the castle was nuch larger than it had seened from
afar. It had nassive white stone walls, red roofs, and three squared
towers rising above the second story. The drawbridge was up, and the
nmoat was deep. There seened to be no way in.

"This seens less |ike Castle Roogna," Forrest admitted. "The |andscape
is different, and there's no princess in blue jeans to greet us."
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"I't's the Good Magician's castle!" Inbri exclaimed. "It's always
different, and always a Challenge to get into."

"Three Chall enges,"” he agreed, renmenbering. "So we did go astray, and
came to the wong castle."

"I"'mnot surprised. The path across Canary |sland was sonewhat crooked,
and there were distractions. Then we had to guess at the direction when
we passed the hills."

"l suppose we'll just have to retrace our steps and try to find the
right direction."”

They turned-but now the magi c path was gone. The forest had closed in
solidly behind them Forrest had experience with trees, and could see
i medi ately that these ones had no intention of allowi ng themto pass
back through; branbles, thorns, stickers, nettles, and sharp pointed
pl ants festooned the regi on between trees.

"It was a one way path,"” Inbri said. "I should have thought of that.
I"mnot used to being solid."

"l shoul d have thought of it too," Forrest said ruefully. "I'm supposed
torelate well to trees."

"Well, we'll just have to ask the Good Magician the way to Castle
Roogna. "
Forrest eyed the noat. "Does that nean we'll have to get through three

Chal | enges, and pay a year's Service?"

She nodded. "I'mafraid it does. Unless we can talk himinto letting
us through without all that."

"Well, he didn't charge me before. I'mstill not sure why."
Inbri | ooked thoughtful, but didn't coment.

So they addressed the Challenge of getting into the castle. There was
no sign of a noat nonster, but they didn't trust that. So Forrest
experinented: he picked up a pebble and flipped it into the snooth
wat er .

Enormous teeth snapped out of the water and caught the pebble before it
spl ashed. Then the water was still again. |t had happened so quickly
that he wasn't sure he had actually seen it, but he concl uded that

swi mmi ng woul d not be a good idea.

"W might dissolve into floating souls, and condense again on the other
side," Inbri suggested.

"I"'mnot sure that's in order. | think we should stay with the rul es of
this realm while we are init."

"l suppose so. | suppose dissolving into vapor m ght count the sane as
getting crunched by an ogre, and prevent us fromreturning to within
hal f a year of this spot."”

"That, too," he agreed. He had actually been thinking of the ethics of
it, assuming there were any. Physically it seemed possible; after all

she had dissolved to send the dragons their distracting dream But it

seened unwise to tenpt the limts.
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He couldn't reach the drawbridge fromthis side, so couldn't cross that
way. The noat | ooked way too deep to fill in, even if he had a shovel,
and the bank seemed too solid to dig anyway. But if this was |like the
castle in Xanth, there would be a way. He sinply had to find it.

He | ooked around. There was a brief cleared area around the npat,
before the trees socked in tightly. There was roomto wal k. So he
wal ked around the larger square, to see what he coul d see.

Imbri walked with him "I never had to worry about npats," she said
apol ogetically. "I just trotted across them being insubstantial."

She | ooked at the nearest tree. "l don't suppose you could cut down a
tree to nake a bridge or raft?"

"Cut down a tree?" he asked, horrified. "Aliving tree? | could never
do that! | ama tree protector.”

"Sorry. | wasn't thinking. But maybe if there is sone deadwood?"
"That would be fine. But | don't see any."

"Neither do |. But what's that over there?"

He | ooked. "An upside-down bush. Someone nust have pulled it out.

Maybe we can help it."

They went to the bush, which was in an enbarrassing predicanent: its
roots were in the air, and its | eaves hal fway buried in the ground,
though it was a living plant. Forrest lifted it carefully, and set it
down the right way up while Inbri used her hands to scrape dirt in
around its base.

But the nonent Forrest |et go, the bush flipped over, spraying dirt, and
was upsi de down agai n.

They contenpl ated this phenonmenon. "It can't live and grow that way,"
Forrest said. "It's a regular plant. It needs earth on its roots and
sun on its | eaves."

"What would make it reverse itself |like that?"

"Reverse," he murnured, an idea homing in on him Then he lifted the
plant up again. "D g down deep: there may be a piece of reverse wood
there. "

Imbri dug in the earth, and in a monment found it: a fair sized stick
She set it on the ground, and the green grass turned red in its
vicinity. Then she dug out a place for the bush, and Forrest set it in.
She packed the earth around it, and this tine it stayed put.

"I"'msure it will be nore confortable now," Forrest said, satisfied.
"You really do have a feeling for plants,” Inbri said.

"Yes. It comes fromassociating so long with atree. | don't like to
see green growi ng things abused. That's why |I'mon this quest, after

all."
"Yes." She | ooked thoughtful again.

"We'll have to put this reverse wood where it won't do any nore
m schief,"” Forrest said. He picked up the wood. It didn't affect him
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because he had no magic talent to reverse. O course reverse wood was
funny stuff; sonmetines it did reverse things in unexpected ways.

Then anot her notion hovered around his head. "Inbri-do you suppose
there could be any magic in that water?"

Magi c?" she asked bl ankly.

"Let's find out." He tossed the stick into the water in front of the
lifted drawbridge

Then water quivered, then solidified. It wasn't frozen, just solid.

Forrest set one foot on it, then the other. The water was now | i ke
ground. Its natural liquidity had been reversed, in this section

Imbri joined him "You solved it!" she exclainmed. "I would never have
t hought of that."

"I alnost didn't," he admtted. "But usually things are as they are for
a reason, at |least around the Good Magician's castle. |'mglad the
reverse wood didn't turn the water into fire."

They reached the inner bank. But the drawbridge remained up, and its
pl anks bl ocked off the nmain entrance. So they wal ked to the left, which
had the green haze of To, and rounded the corner of the castle.

There was an odd procession of people garbed in black. Several of them
were carrying a large |l ong and evidently heavy box, which was cl osed.

"What is this?" Forrest asked, perplexed by the scene.
“I think I know, " Inmbri said. "It's a funeral."

"A funeral ? Who died?"

"I don't know. But that |ooks like a coffin.”

"I don't want to get mxed up in death!"

"Then this nust not be the right way."

They backed off, and went into the yell ow haze of From They rounded
that corner.

There was an anmazi ng assenbl age of big white |ong-1egged birds.
"Storks!" Inbri exclained, identifying them "Wat are they doing

her e?"

"Same thing the funeral is doing here," Forrest suggested. "Wen we

wal ked around outside the noat | didn't see either. They appeared after
we crossed the noat. |t's another Challenge."

"It nmust be a Challenge," she agreed. "But a strange one. What are we

supposed to do with either a funeral or a group of storks?"

"I wonder. There nust be something. Do you suppose we coul d question
t henP"

"l suppose we could try. They will cooperate to exactly the extent they
are supposed to."

So they stepped around and hailed the nearest stork. "WIIl you talk
with us?" Forrest inquired.
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"Sorry, don't have time. |'mtoo busy watching the screen for blips.
"Blips?"
"Signals. If |I miss one, the supervisor will pull ny tail feathers out.

One feather for each blip | mss. That hurts.”

"Wl l, could we help watch your screen while we tal k?"
The stork considered. "It's highly irregular."
"But not forbidden," Forrest said. "W'IlIl help, and the supervisor can

pul | out one of our feathers, or whatever, if we nmiss any."

"Very well,"” the stork agreed. "Hello: | am Stanley Stork. You are?"
"Forrest Faun and Mare |nbrium™
"Inbri for short,” Inbri said.

They joined himat the screen. This was a |arge square panel with a
bl ack background. "What's a blip?" Inbri asked.

"Three little points of light. There's one now." Stanley pointed with
the tip of his wng.

Forrest saw them Three bright specks, like stars, in a row, noving
qui ckly across the screen fromleft toright. 1In a nmonent they were
gone; it would have been easy to nmiss them "Wat are they?" he asked.

"A signal. | have to record its exact azimuth and el evation, and rel ay
the information to Central Processing." The stork used the tip of his
beak to peck at several nunbers on a keypad.

"There's another," Inbri said.

Stanl ey | ooked up quickly. "Oh, thanks. | would have missed that while
I was recording the other." He punched in nore nunbers.

"VWhat kind of signals are they?" Forrest asked, still perplexed.
“You know. Orders."

"Orders for what?"

"Babi es, of course. That's the only product we carry."

At last it dawned on him Signaling the stork! This was the recelying
end of those signals.

"Do you get nany signal s?" Inbri asked.
"Just the right nunmber. The problemis the infernal bogies."
" Bogi es?"

"The irrelevant signals. There's one now." On the screen was a pattern
of two dots. "Only one in ten is valid. The others are spurious. W
have to weed them out."

"How does soneone send a bogi e?" Forrest asked, fearing that he knew the
answer .

"By going through the notions at the wong tinme, or not conpleting
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them" the stork said. "O when they aren't qualified. Denpnesses do
that a lot, and nynphs. They think its funny to initate the procedure,
when they aren't on the list for deliveries.”

That was what he had feared. Al his celebrations with nynphs were just
cluttering the stork's screen. He felt guilty.

"The valid ones are bad enouch,"” Stanley said, catching another blip.
"If those idiots had any idea how hard we have to work to prepare a
delivery, and get it exactly right. | mean, suppose we delivered an
ogret to a human femal e? Think of the notoriety that woul d cause. But
no, they keep signaling nerrily away all night, as if it's nothing at
all."

"How are babies actually nade?" Forrest asked. "I nean, once a valid
signal cones."

"Well, it's conplicated. We-" Then the stork glanced warily at him
"Are you cleared for restricted informtion?"

"l guess not."

"Then nove on. |'m busy enough as it is."

Stanl ey seemed to have a case. "Sorry," Forrest said, sonewhat |anely.

They noved on. Qher storks were busy handling paperwork and sorting

and wrappi ng babies. There was a | oadi ng dock where storks hooked their
| ong beaks into the top loop of the slings holding the babies, and with
much | abor took off on their delivery routes. It was a very busy scene.

They reached the far corner of the castle, and saw the strai ght and

narrow | edge crossing the back side. "There nust be sonme way to get
into the castle," Forrest said. "But between the funeral and the
storks, | don't see it."

"I don't either," she agreed. "We really don't belong to either the

beginning or the end of life; we're in the broad m ddle section. Should
we cross to the other side and check out the funeral again?"

"I"mnot sure what good that would do. |If only there were sonething
hal fway between the extrenes!" Then he paused. "Do you think it could
be literal ?"

"Literal ?"
"Hal fway between the two sides of the castle.”
"That's so stupidly sinple it can't be right."

"Right," he agreed, renenbering how sinilarly stupidly sinple the
solutions to the Challenges of the Good Magician's castle in Xanth had
been. Yet none of them had been obvi ous ahead of time. Magician Hunfrey
just seened to have a way of nmking ordinary folk feel stupid.

They wal ked down the far side of the castle. There, hal fway, was a
smal |l door. They tried it, and it opened. They had found the way in,
passi ng the second Chal |l enge.

Inside was a | arge chanber with a raised stage at the far end. There
was pai nted scenery, and several people before it. A man was directing
the exact placenent of the scenery, and giving the others adnonitions
for their performances. It was a rehearsal for a play, and it was just
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begi nni ng.
"I"mnot sure we belong here," Forrest said.

The Director turned. "Be silent and sit down, or I'I|l throw a curse at
you."

"Curse fiends!" Inbri whispered. "Don't annoy them"

Forrest had heard about the curse fiends. They lived in a castle under
Lake Ogre Chobee. They all had the same talent, that of throw ng
curses, and they put on plays. They didn't like interference or
competition. Sensible folk stayed well clear of them

He | ooked at the door, but it had closed and barred itself. They would
get hit by a barrage of curses if they tried to get out, because the
door would surely nmake a | ot of noise, disturbing the play. That was
the way of such things. So he |ooked for the nearest chair, and | nbfi

| ooked al so. They would have to watch the play rehearsal. Maybe they
could get away when the interm ssion cane.

There were two enpty seats in the audience. Unfortunately they were not
together. So Forrest had to sit between two young nmen, while Inbri sat
bet ween two wonen.

"Hello," the man on the |left whispered. "I amJustin Case. M talent
is to always have just the thing soneone needs."

"Hello," the man on the other side whispered. "I amhis twi n brother
Justin Tine. M talent is to have ny brother present just when he is
needed. "

"I am Forrest Faun. My talent is to care for ny tree."

"Well, that is surely a worthy endeavor," Justin Case said in a
di sparaging tone. "At least it lacks the frustration | experience. |
al ways have what others need, but never what | nyself need."

"Qur talents don't work on ourselves," Justin Tine explained. "I am
never in tinme to do nyself any good, and | don't help ny brother
either."

"I amsorry to hear that," Forrest said. "I can see that it nust be

very frustrating."

"Yes. We'd give anything to have even one bit of selfish good fortune,
like marrying two | ovely young wonen and living happily ever after."

Forrest wi shed he could help them and wondered whether he should give
themthe dear horn to use. But then the stage was called to order, and
the play began, so that had to wait.

An ol d man stepped to the center of the stage. "The Curse Fiends
present Raven, a play in one act by Sofia Socksorter, the Good
Magician's wife." fle stepped away.

A young nman canme on the stage and stood before a painted mountain. "I
am cal |l ed Son," he announced. "I amthe unacknow edged son of Magician
Gey and Sorceress lvy." He |ooked at his feet. "It seems they took too
long to marry, so when the stork brought ne, they weren't ready. So

was raised in an orphanage, with no proper nane. But now | am ei ghteen,
and ready to claimny heritage. But first | nust perform sone
significant service for the King, so that | may earn ny recognition. |
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also want to prove that ny talent of the ability to mani pul ate people's
mnds is truly Mgician caliber, because soneone clainms that it's not;

that ny nother |Ivy Enhanced it to nmake it seemgreater than it is. So
now |l will go to Prove Myself and Seek my Fortune." Son marched in the
direction marked To, which was his near future.

Meanwhil e the light on himfaded, and another brightened on another part

of the stage, showing a painting of a fancy castle. |Inside the castle
sat a man on a throne. The man wore a crown. "I am King Dol ph," he
announced. "I amthe human ruler of Xanth. M talent is to assume any

forml wish to." He suddenly turned into a dragon, then into a nale
harpy, then into a unicorn. He returned to man form "But today | am
receiving visitors, in case any nmenber of ny kingdom has a coment or
complaint."” He glanced to the side. "Queen Electra, who is here?"

A wonman wearing blue jeans and a crown appeared. "It's a nman who cl ai ns
to be your real father."

"This should be interesting. Send himin."

El ectra pushed an el ectric buzzer. A buzz sounded, and a door opened. A
man entered the royal chanber. He |ooked somewhat scruffy "So you claim
to be ny true father?" King Dol ph inquired. "Don't you know that | am
the son of King Emeritus Dor and Queen Eneritus Irene? That was

est abli shed | ong ago."

"No it wasn't," the man said. "You were delivered to me, but | was busy
cutting magi c canes, so | set you under a cabbage leaf in the Castle
Roogna garden and went on with ny work. Before | could return for you
Queen Irene discovered you, and clained you for her own. There wasn't
much | could do, because | had to deliver nmy |oad of canes to the |oca
store imediately or | wouldn't get paid for them By the tine | had
done that, | had forgotten all about the matter. But now | have
renenbered, so | have cone to fetch you home and put you to work cutting
nmore canes, so | can retire."

Ki ng Dol ph did not |look entirely pleased by this news. "It is true that
I was found under a cabbage |eaf, but that's because the stork was
unable to get into the closed castle."

"No it wasn't,"” the man insisted. "It's because | put you there. My
wi fe was nmost upset when | nentioned it this norning, and insisted that
| set the matter to rights inmrediately."

"I will have to ponder this,"” King Dol ph said. "Come back next week."

My wife won't like the delay."

"Here is a pretty bead. Gve her that to distract her." King Dol ph
pl unged his hand into the Royal Treasury and fished out a sparkling
bead. He gave it to the nan

"CGee, she'll like that," the man said, departing with the bead.
"Next," King Dol ph said in a businesslike manner.

"That will be Son," Queen Electra said. "He just arrived." She pressed
her buzzer.

Son entered. "And what can | do for you?" King Dol ph inquired politely.

"I am your unacknow edged cousin Son. | want you to send ne on a
significant quest, so | can prove nyself and claimny rightful heritage
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as a nmenber of the royal famly and maybe marry a nice princess."

"That's a worthy ambition," King Dol ph agreed. "Very well: go find out
whet her the man with the bead really is ny true father."

"Ckay. I'll go to Stork Headquarters and check the records."”
"Do that."

Son exited. The light faded on the King and foll owed Son. He wal ked
slowy across the stage, and the scenery moved past himin the opposite
direction, showi ng his progress. But before he got to the Stork Wrks

he encountered a pretty girl. She had |ong dark hair with a matching
dark tenper.
"l say," Son inquired, "are you by any chance a princess?" For he had

al ways been intrigued by dark-tenpered girls; there was just sonething
about them His attitude on stage showed this clearly.

"No, | amnerely Raven, an ordinary person whose talent is to change the
color of ny eyes to match ny noods." Her eyes brightened as she spoke.

"Too bad," he said with real regret. "For | nean to marry a princess."
"Too bad," she agreed, her eyes darkening noodily. "For you are a
handsonme man with the | ook of a Magician about you. | nmean to marry a
Magi ci an. "

"Well, maybe you'll find one. Are you going ny way?"

"I believe | am Shall we travel together until we separate?" Her eyes
turned hopeful bl ue.

"That works for ne." So they wal ked together, and the scenery noved on
behind themto show their joint progress.

"Shall | tell you ny abbreviated life history as we travel ?" Raven
inquired as the scrolling scenery threatened to becone repetitive, and
therefore in need of distraction from

"I amalways interested in the life histories of pretty girls," Son
said. "Even if they aren't princesses."

So she told himher story. "My nother wanted ne to be a powerful
Sorceress. She wasn't nuch inpressed with ny eye colors." Her eyes
turned notley dull depressive browmn. "So she nade a deal with a denon.
The denon gave ne a bottle on a cord around nmy neck. It enables ne to
take snatches of other people's talents and store theminside the
bottle. Then | can use these sanples of magic."

"Ch, | say nowcould | use any of those talents? | can think of sone
that would be really handy."

"No," she said regretfully, her eyes turning a gloony gray. "There is a
spell on it which allows only ne to use it. In return for this bottle,
whi ch does on occasion give me Sorceress-like powers, ny nother agreed
to give the denon her other child to be his slave. She believed it to
be a good bargain, because she had no other children."

"One can never be certain of such a thing," Son said. "I amthe
unacknow edged first son of Magician Grey Murphy and Sorceress |vy, and
now | have returned to nake ny status known. | amon a quest to

ascertai n whether King Dol ph has an unacknow edged f at her.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi...0-%20Xanth%2021%20-%20Faun%20and%20Games.txt (118 of 235) [1/19/03 9:08:11 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%620-%20X anth%2021%20-%20Faun%20and%20Games.txt

"That's fascinating," Raven said, clearly unfascinated. Her eyes turned
di shwater dull. "I amnow sixteen, and | have a |l ovely sister named
Robin. | amafraid that the denon is going to take Robin away to be his
sl ave, especially if she grows up to be as pretty as | am She is
fifteen, and shows every sign of it. So | amtraveling to Castle Roogna
to seek help.”

"But | just cane from Castle Roogna," Son said

"Why didn't you say so?" Raven denmanded angrily, her eyes turning
snol dery.

"You didn't ask."

"Ch. Well, | suppose | had better turn around and go the other way."
"But you can't do that!" Son protested

"Wy can't | ?"

"Because | have fallen in love with you."

Thi s nmade her pause. "But |I'mnot a princess," she protested.

"But you are beautiful."

"True," she said reasonably. "But however persuasive that may be, it
still doesn't nake ne royal, unfortunately."

"Yet if | successfully claimnmy heritage, and amrecogni zed as a prince,
and nmarry you, then you will becone a princess," he pointed out with a
certain appealing | ogic.

Raven's eyes turned specul atively bright. "I suppose if you prove to be
a Magician, it would be feasible. You are, after all, a handsone nman

"Good. Let's get on to the storks."

"The storks!" she exclainmed, alarned. "I wasn't ready to go quite that
far, that fast. | think signaling even one stork is a very serious
thing, especially before marriage."

He realized the nature of her confusion. "I amgoing to Stork
Headquarters, to check the records of deliveries, to ascertain whether
Ki ng Dol ph was delivered to Dor and Irene, or to an anonynbus cane
cutter. For some reason, the King wi shes to know "

Raven's eyes blushed beet red. "Ch! |[|'mso enbarrassed. | thought you
meant - "
"Well, | certainly wouldn't mnd summning the stork with you, so if you

prefer to take it that way-"

"No, | think I'll quit while |I'm ahead," she deci ded, her eyes beconi ng
a peaceful green. "Let's go question the storks."

So they continued on to the Stork Wrks, which were exactly as Forrest
and Inbri had seen them The stork in charge of Records didn't want to
show them to unaut hori zed personnel, but Son used his talent to chance
its mnd and satisfy it that they were authorized. They |ooked on the
page listing Dol ph. "Delivered to Ruben and Rowena, cane cutters," it
sai d.
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"Ch no!" Son said, somewhat dismayed. "I fear | will have bad news for
ex- Ki ng Dol ph. "

"I fear | have even worse news for him" Raven said faintly.

He | ooked at her in surprise. "Wat could be worse than suddenly never
havi ng been a ki ng?"

"Suddenly being enslaved to a denon."
He stared at he]- in wild surmse. "You nean?"

"Yes! Ruben and Rowena are ny parents. He is ny Long-lost brother |
never knew | had."

"But howis this possible? Dolph is thirty years older than you are.

Raven's eyes turned a nonplused color. "Wy, | never thought of that.
They aren't old enough. This whole scene is inpossible."

"Cut!" the curse fiend director cried. "This is all wong. Howdid
that ending get in the play?"

"I"'msure | don't know," Raven said.

"Look, Madane Take, you spoke the line. You-" :, My name is M ss Take,
the actress said primy.

"Well, this is all your fault, Mss Take! You got the line wong."
"Don't yell at my sister like that!" another curse fiend exclai ned.

"You are the one who cast her in that role."

"As a favor to you, Qut Take," the Director retorted. "Nowwe're in a
prinme picklenment. Tonorrowis the show, it's too late to get another
actress.”

"Well, if you were a better director, you' d have had an understudy."
The director pulled out two handfuls of his hair. "Ch, we '"ts ne!

The shame of it! The play won't go on!

There was a silence. Slowy Forrest realized that this wasn't really a
curse fiend play rehearsal, but a Challenge: he was supposed to figure
out what to do. That neant that there nust be something, if he could
just conprehend it.

He was getting half a notion how these things worked. The el enents of
the Chall enge were always in plain view, it was just a matter of

under standing their rel evance. There usually wasn't rmuch that was
extraneous; nost of a given setting was pertinent. That meant that the
pl ay, the audi ence, and the chanber all related. But how?

Suddenly he had it. "You can fix the play!" he called.

The Director whirled to face him "What interference is this?"

"I am Forrest Faun, and | have a notion how you can fix it," Forrest
said, standing. "But it may seem unusual ."
"No idea is too unusual, if it saves the play. Wat is it?"

"My neighbor on ny left nust marry the actress for Raven."
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"What are you tal king about, you foolish faun?" the Director demanded.
"The private lives of the actors and audi ence have nothing to do with
the play!"
"Yes they do," Forrest said. "Your play went wong because the actress,
M ss Take, has a talent that is bound to foul it up. Since it is too

| ate to change the actress, you rmust change her name, so that it no

| onger has a bad effect. As it happens, Justin Case here can do that by
marryi ng her, so that her nane becomes Ms. Case."

"But he doesn't want to marry a failed actress."”

"Speak for yourself, Director,'
beautiful woman, in or out of the play.

" Justin Case said, standing. "She's a

"But she wouldn't want to--"
"I'd do anything to save ny role," Mss Take said.

The Director nodded. "Very well, then, but be quick about it. W'II
have to stage another partial rehearsal, to be sure it's straight."

"But how can you marry and | eave ne al one?" Justin Tinme asked. "After
have so loyally gotten you where you needed to be, at just the right

time?"

"That's right," Justin Case agreed. "You deserve a lovely actress too."
Forrest thought quickly. "lIs Raven's beautiful sister Robin a character
in the play?"

"Yes, of course,"” the Director said. "She has to be saved fromthe

dread denon."
"Then she can marry Justin Tine."
"But Mss Informwouldn't-"

"Speak for yourself, Director," a lovely young woman sai d, wal ki ng on
stage. "Let me get a look at this man."

Justin Tine stood. He was a handsone nman, appearing alr"ost agel ess.
M ss Informnodded. "He'll do."

"But if you are only fifteen-" Justin Tine began doubtfully.

"That is ny role age," she replied with a smle. "l amactually
slightly older, and a good deal nore experienced."

"CGood enough!" Justin Time agreed.

"Then let's get this done with," the Director said. "The four of you
stand before nme."

The two nmen and two wonen lined up before him "By the allthority
vested in me as Almghty Director, | now pronounce you nen and w ves.
Now get on with the play."

The nmen quickly kissed their brides and returned to their places in the
audi ence. "Pick it up fromRaven'. "Yes' " the Director directed.
"G ve her the cue, Son."
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On the stage, Son stared at Raven in wild surmse. "You nean?"

"Yes!" she replied, striking her dramatic pose. "Ruben and Rowena are
my parents. He is ny long-lost brother | never knew | had."

"But howis this possible? Dolphis thirty years older than you are."

"That's right. There nust be sonme mistake. Let's look at that record
again."

Son peered at the stork records. "Ch, now | see that it is m smarked.
There's a note: ERROR PROPER PARENTS ARE DOR & | RENE OF CASTLE ROOGNA. "

"Ch, that's arelief," Son said. "I liked King Dolph. 1'lIl be glad to
bring the good news to him" He paused. "But then why did your father
say that the baby was his?"

"viously he lied, because he wanted a son instead of only daughters."

"That nmakes sense,"” Son agreed.
"But what about ny sister, whomthe denon will now claimas his slave?"

Son | ooked grim "I shall have to fight him so as to keep your famly
happy. "

"But you can't fight a denmon!" Raven protested.

"You forget ny talent of manipulating nmen's nminds. He's nale, so nmaybe
I can change his mnd." He struck another pose. "Denobn, cone here!"

There was a gout of fire and a puff of snoke. Wen it cleared, there
was a horrendous figure of a denon. "Wo calls Denon |ze?"

"I do," Son said. "I shall not let you nake a slave of this woman's
lovely little sister."

"Lovely sister?" the denon asked. "I thought it was a vastly ol der
brot her."

"No, that was a clerical error. Raven has no brother, only a sister."
"Hm \What does she | ook |ike?"

"Here is her picture," Raven said, holding it forth.

D. lze peered at it. "That could be airbrushed. She's probably really
ugly.
"She is not! Here, I'll conjure her in person, and prove it."

"You can conjure?" Son asked, surprised.

"I't's one of the pieces of talents | have saved in nmy bottle," Raven
expl ai ned. She brought out her bottle and popped the cork. "Sister
Robi n, come here," she intoned.

A bird with a red breast flewin. |t |anded on the floor and becane a
beautiful young woman. "Yes, sister dear?"

"Denmon |ze here thinks you're ugly," Raven said.
"Real | y?" Robin turned to the denon, inhaling.

"Not really," lze said quickly. "You are truly lovely."
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"And he plans to nake you his slave," Raven continued sourly.

"Real ly!" Robin said, frowning. "Does that nean | won't be able to | ook
for a nice nan to marry who will have the talent of changing form and
flying with me?"

"I can do that!" lze cried, changing into a green jay. "Suddenly I
don't want to enslave you, to ny surprise; | want to nmarry you, you
| ovely creature,"” the bird said.

"Cee-that's nice.'
fl ew away.

Robi n changed into her bird form and the two of them

"Well, | guess that solved your problem" Son said. "And King Dol ph's
problem Let's go back to Castle Roogha so | can gain ny recognition as
a Magician."

"You changed |ze's mi nd?" Raven asked, inpressed.

"Yes. It really wasn't difficult, when he saw how pretty she is.
hope you don't mnd having a denon in the famly."

"Well, it does seembetter than the alternative. And it does seemli ke
a Magician caliber talent. Let's go to Castle Roogna."

They linked arns and wal ked of f stage.

"That works for nme," the Director said. "Be here tonorrow for the
official production." The nmenbers of the cast scattered, and the two
actresses went to join their husbands. Meanwhile the Director's roving
eye fell on Forrest. "Wat are you waiting for, Faun? Go on in to see
the Good Magician." And a door opened beyond the stage.

Forrest and Inbri wal ked up to the door and through it. "You figured it
out," Inbri said admringly. "You're a pretty smart faun."
"No, | just caught on to how these Challenges work. In real life

probably woul d have flubbed it." But he was pleased with her
appreci ati on.

An ol d, dull worman approached themin the next chanber. Assorted socks

were tucked in her apron pockets. "So you repaired ny play!" she said.
"Thank you. | am Sofia Socksorter, Designated Wfe of the nonent."
"Uh, yes," Forrest said. "W cane to-"

"OfF course. Hinself will see you now. Just follow the trail of socks."

They followed the trail of socks. "He always had troubl e keeping track
of his socks," Inbri murmured. "That's why he married Miundani a's best
sock sorter. But even she can't keep up on a bad day."

"So | see-and snell."

The trail led up to the Good Magician's cranped study. There was

Hunfrey, as before, hunched over his nonstrous tone. "Uh-" Forrest
began.

The gnome-1ike figure | ooked up. "Yes, yes, of course. Your Service
will be to serve as adviser to the princesses Dawn & Eve, to enable them

to save the Human territory from marginalization. The nmagic path wll
take you directly to Castle Roogna."
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"But | haven't even asked ny-"

"You came to ask the way to Castle Roogna," Hunfrey said irritably. "I
have Answered." He returned to his tone.

They had been summarily dism ssed. Again. But it was true: they had
only sought the way. And for that they had to pay the equivalent of a
year's Service. It didn't seemquite fair.

They went back down the dingy winding stairs. "How can Hunfrey be here,
the sane as ever?" Forrest asked |nbri.

"He sips youth elixir to maintain his age at about one hundred," she
rem nded him

"No, | mean shouldn't he be banned from Ptero, since he's a real person
i n Xant h?"

"Only a year, | think. The rest of his |life is unobstructed, as with
Qgle QOgre. "

"Ch, yes, | suppose so. It's strange, seeing soneone | net there,
here. "

"Yes. But it will be stranger seeing Dawn & Eve."

Sof i a gave them lunch, and showed themto the nagic path. "Be sure not
to stray fromit," she warned. "There are dragons out there."
"W will stay on it," Inbri prom sed.

"Hi nsel f does appreciate what you are doing, even if he doesn't show
it," Sofia said. "If not for you, those two foolish princesses would be
of f | ooking for husbands."

"I'sn't that normal, for human bei ngs?" Forrest asked.

"Not when their territory is being marginalized. Save that, and then
they can do whatever else they want."

"But | don't even know what the term neans."”

"I"'msure you will find out. Now off with you; the matter is urgent."
She shooed them out the door and toward the magic path. "This realmis
as strange as Xanth," Inbri murnmnured.

"It's stranger,"” Sofia called after them

She was probably right.

he path brought them safely and conveniently through the forest. But it
was a fair distance, just as it was in Xanth, so they stopped at a rest
station as night came. They knew that night had nothing to do with the
progress of the sun across the sky, because Ptero sinply used the light
of Xanth. Sonetines when Princess Ida put her head in shadow, the scene
di mred.

Forrest wasn't sure whether he should be tired, but when darkness

cl osed, he found he wanted to sleep, so that was all right. Sleeping
was no nore unnatural here than eating; it seemed they could take or

| eave either, depending on the local circumnstance.

"What does it feel |ike, being solid?" he asked Inbri as she settled
down beside him "I nmean, |I'mused to it, but you aren't.”
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"Especially not in girl form" she agreed. "But | find | amgetting
used to it, and at times | rather like it. | ameven beginning to fee
solid girl enotions."

"Ch? What are they?"

"Appreciation for the beauty of the forest, and the niceness of folk
like Cathryn. Even things |like eating and sl eeping are interesting
experiences. "

"l suppose so. This world of Ptero seens all right, as | become
accustomed to it."

"Yes." Then sl eepi ness overtook him and he faded out.

He woke later, feeling a nmotion near him He discovered that it was

Imbri, putting a conventional blanket on him "You |ooked cool," she
expl ai ned.
He had i ndeed becone cool, but the blanket fixed it. "Thank you."

"You are wel cone, Forrest."

He started to drift back to sleep. But then he realized that she had no
bl anket of her own. "Aren't you cool too?" he asked.

"It does not matter."

"Yes it does. Isn't there another bl anket?"

"I found only one. Use it, and sleep in peace."
"But you nust be sleepy too. You should have it."
"But then you would be cold."

Forrest pondered briefly. "W could share it."
She hesit at ed.

He had been afraid of that. "If you are concerned that | view you as a
nynph-"

"No, it is clear that you do not. You are a far nore responsible faun
than | expected.”

"Caring for ny tree has made nme that way. Please do join ne, Inbri; we
are both warm and the blanket is |arge enough for us both."

"Thank you." She dissolved her clothing and joined him

After an astonished instant, Forrest realized that she did not care to

sl eep under a bl anket in her clothing; it wouldn't feel confortable. So
she had elimnated her dress. |t nmade sense. But in that instant she

had i ndeed | ooked exactly |ike a nynph. That had an effect on himthat
he hoped he could conceal fromher. He did not want her to think that

he had tried to deceive her

She settl ed down beside him Her body touched his at shoul der and hip.
She was soft and smooth and warm Just like a nynph. But she was not a
nynph, he rem nded hinmself forcefully. She was a mare in girl form and
an intelligent and thoughtful creature, not interested in nynphly
pursuits. So he faced away from her and did his best to ignore her
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presence.

It took sone tine, but at last he did manage to sleep again. But |ater
he drifted awake to discover her nestled against his side, her nynphly
attributes very soft. He didn't dare nove. But he wasn't quite sure he
dared sl eep again, |est he dream of chasing and catching a nynph, and do
somet hing that would appall her. He wished he had anticipated this
situation, and avoided it. Yet at the same tine he also liked this
unexpected contact with her. He knew that his awareness of her had
changed in a way that could not be undone. She was still Inbri, his
hel pf ul conpani on. But now she was al so somewhat nmore than that-in a
way he nmust not allow to show.

Forrest lay awake, struggling to adjust his thoughts, but they woul d not
fit back into their former sinplicity. He knew Inbri as a person, not a
nynph-but now he wi shed she could be both. That was of course

i mpossi bl e.

So it was a long night. But in the morning he was not tired or |ogy;
apparently in this state he did not really need sleep. It was just a
conveni ence during darkness.

As the light brightened, Inbri stiffed and woke. She stretched, rubbing
against him then sat up. "Onh-of course,” she said, glancing at him
"W shared warnth. For a noment | wondered what | was doi ng under the
bl anket with you."

"Just sl eeping,"” he said.

"Yes. Thank you." She stood, |anced down at her bare body, and
concentrated. Her dress formed from her substance, covering her. "I
feel like a Sorceress when | do this," she confessed. "But it's really
not magic, just reshaping of my soul material."

"Yes." But how different it was to see that nude body, when he knew she
was not a mndl ess nynph. That awareness should have caused himnot to
care how she | ooked, but instead it made him care even nore. Last night
he had wi shed she could be both nynph and friend, the two aspects
separate, taking turns; now he wi shed she could be both at once. That
was a significant change in concept: the idea of celebrating with a rea
person, a friend, instead of doing the mndless thing with one, and
respecting the other. A human wonan coul d have fit that description, as
humans had minds and bodies, but Inbri was not human and she had no
body, except in the present rather special situation. So it was
pointless to dwell on it.

"You seemrather thoughtful this norning,” Inbri remarked. "Did you
sl eep wel | ?"

What could he say? The truth was not appropriate, but he did not |ike
the notion of deception. So he hesitated.

"Ch, you didn't!" she said, in brief anguish. "I shouldn't have taken
part of your blanket! You |lacked roomto sleep freely. | nust have
tossed and turned and poked you in the night."

"No, no, that's not it," he protested. "You were perfect."
"I didn't poke you?"

"Not exactly." This struggle to find a conmprom se between accuracy and
discretion was awful. It was not an exercise normally required of tree
s '
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pirits.

"I don't understand. Did | poke you or didn't 1? Dd |l disturb your
sleep or didn't [?"

Forrest decided that evasion was untenable. He would have to be
forthright, and take the consequence. "You did poke nme, but it didn't
hurt. You did disturb ny sleep, but not because of any restlessness on
your part. You slept quietly."

"But | poked you with ny el bow?"

"No. "

"My knee?"

"No. "

"l don't understand. Wat did | poke you wth?"
"Your-" Still he hesitated.

She | ooked down at her body. "I don't see how" Then her human nouth
turned round. "M maidenly boson? | poked you with that?"

Forrest felt hinself blushing, a thing he had never done before.

Possi bly no faun had managed it before.

"Ch, Forrest," she said, chagrined. "I never thought-1 look |like a
nynph, don't I! And you're a faun
"Yes." Now it was out.

"And you had to hold yourself back frombeing a faun. Al night."
"Yes."

"I would never have-if | had realized-this isn't nmy natural formit just
never occurred to ne that-"

"It doesn't matter," he said, wanting to get off this enbarrassing

subj ect .
"Yes it does! | have treated you with discourtesy, and caused you
distress. | don't know how | can make up for that. | should have

understood-it's so obvious in retrospect-"
"Please. It's not inportant. Let's just resume our trek."

"I was just so thoughtless! No apology can be enough. But | nust do

sonet hi ng-" Then a new expression crossed her face. "Forrest, | keep
forgetting that I'msolid, here on Ptero. Even when that makes
mschief, | forget that it can also abate it. | can be a nymph for
you. "

"No. | don't want that."

"No, really. It is no affront to ne. W animals don't take such things
seriously. | can play the gane perfectly, if you will just tell nme how.

Let's see-nynphs run and screamcutely, and kick their feet, and fling
their hair about, and pretend to signal the stork." As she spoke, she
di ssol ved her dress, ran around in a little circle, kicked up one foot
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and then the other, and flung her lengthening hair in a full circle.
Then she tried a cute scream "Eeeeeek!"

"No!" Forrest cried. "Stop it!"

She stopped i mediately. "I'msorry, Forrest. Do | have it wong?"
"No. | just don't want you as a nynph."

"But you said-in the night-"

“You're not mndless.”

"Ch. But | can pretend to be."

"l would know better."

She nodded sadly. "So | can't be a nynph for you. Al | can do is
frustrate you."

"Yes."
"I truly apologize, Forrest. |If there is any other way | can make it up
to you-"

"No. We nust get on with our nmission."
"Yes, of course," she agreed, chastened.

So they resuned their trek. But in his mnd he saw her again and agai n,
acting exactly like a nynph. He had wanted so much to play that game
with her! But to have her pretend to be mindless, and believe she was
satisfying him when what he truly wanted was-no, he couldn't accept
that. Neither would he ask her to do it while not pretending to be a
nynph, because that would inply some actual conmtment on her part, and
he had no right to desire that. She was just with himon an assignnent,
to help himfind a faun for a tree. Wen this quest was done, she would
be free to go her own way, her service to the Good Mgician fulfilled.

"Forrest, | see you are still depressed," Inbri said as they wal ked. "I
know it's nmy fault. | wsh-"

"No. It's nmy fault." And he knew that was the truth. He had no right
to soil her innocence with his unrealistic desire. "I want to speak no
more of it."

"Of course," she agreed, chastened again.

No danger threatened themon the way, because the path was enchanted.
The scenery was nountai nous, but the path wound around, renaining al nost
|l evel, so that this was no problem They could adnire the viewwth
impunity. Only when there was no alternative did the path clinb to any
hei ght .

In due course they cane to Castle Roogna, which was in a forest in a
valley. The path had clinbed over a ridge, and the valley was |aid out
for their view, like a large picture. But there was sonething wong
with that picture. "Wat are all those |lines?" Forrest asked, startl ed.
"I don't renenber seeing them" For the valley was crisscrossed with
long colored lines that extended fromhillside to hillside, as if some
giant had drawn themwith a pencil. Only the area i medi ately around
the castle itself was clear of the |lines.

"I"'msure they weren't there in Xanth," Inbri agreed. "But of course
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this isn't Xanth; it's a smaller replica."

"Still, we haven't seen such lines el sewhere in Ptero. | don't think it
can be normmal . "

"Do you think it could relate to the problemwe are supposed to sol ve?"
she asked. "Marginalization?"

"Marginalization," he repeated, pondering. "They do look a bit |ike
margins. As if sonmebody drew sone lines to mark off the valley, then
drew some nore lines 'ns'de those, and nmore farther inside, |eaving |ess
space in the center. It renminds me of a gane | used to play as a faun."

She | aughed. "You aren't still a faun?"

Actual Iy, he wondered. The fauns of the Faun & Nynph Retreat were

shal | ow creatures, intent on only one thing, and the nynphs provided
that. The fauns who |left the retreat and sought useful enpl oynent
becane deeper, but not by a whole lot; it was just that they now
realized that the pursuit of nynphs was not the only thing, though it
did remain the main thin . Those fauns who chose to associate with
trees becane deeper yet, but still were not by any nmeans really serious
people. On this quest Forrest had become far nore thoughtful than ever
in his |ife before, and the episodes on Ptero had accel erated that
change. Right up until last night, when he had actually held back from
doi ng what was natural, and this norning when he had declined Inbri's
offer to play nynph, despite considerable tenptation. No faun he had
ever heard of would have done that. So he was certainly no |onger a
nornmal nenber of his kind. But that was too conplicated to go into
right now. "Wen | was young."

"What was the ganme?"

"W played it with stone knives. W cleared a patch of dirt, and took
turns flipping our knives into it so that they stuck point first. Then
we extended the direction of the bl ade each way, making a |line that
divided the patch into two sections. Woever nissed the clear patch, or
didn't get his knife to stick in the ground, lost his turn. The clear
patch kept getting snmaller as it got subdivided, until finally it was
too small to hit. The last one to get his knife into it was the

wi nner."

"But what was the point?"

"Just to win. W had to have sonething to divert us when there were no
nynphs in sight. That was it."

She gl anced sidelong at him "Your horizons have broadened since then."

If only she knew how far! "Yes. Anyway, a gane would | ook |ike that
valley. It was hard to get the knife to fall just the right way, and it
got harder as the game progressed, so that usually just a slice was
taken off the edge of the remaining patch. |If this is a gane, it's
about three quarters through.”

"What kind of creatures could play such a gane with the human territory
of Ptero?"

"I nvisible giants?"
She nodded. "If it is such a game, what does the w nner get?"

"Castle Roogna," he said. "And with it, doninion over all the human
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bei ngs of Ptero."

She nodded again. "And you have to hel p Dawn & Eve save the human
territory frommarginalization. Now | think we know nore about the
nature of the threat."

"Marginalization," he repeated. "Pressing in of the margins. Unti
there is nothing left in the center. That seens |ike sonething that
needs to be dealt with."

"Yet the King would be a Magician," Inbri said. "Howis it that he
could not fight this incursion?"

"Somet hi ng nmust have happened to him W had better get down there
qui ckly, before it gets any worse."

"But won't the giants see us, and stop us fromgetting there? Especially
if they shoul d suspect our m ssion?"

"Yes. So we'll use Cathryn's blanket of obscurity." He reached into his
knapsack and brought out the little can

"You are getting smarter all the tine. | wouldn't have thought of
that."

"Pl ease don't conplinent ne."
She | ooked at him surprised. "Wy not, when it's true?"

He woul d have bitten his tongue, but it was too late for that. So he
told the truth. "Because | already care too nuch for you, in your
present shape, and that just makes it worse."

She stared at himin astonishnent. Then she | ooked thoughtful. "I w.
"I'l try to be nore careful.”

He held the can in front of him "I invoke you."

Not hi ng happened. But that was the way it was supposed to be. He put
the can away, and they started down the hill

At the edge of the forest they cane to their first line. They halted
just short of it. The thing was green, and marked the ground without
actually cutting into it, in the manner of a shadow. It crossed rocks

and trees the sane way. It wasn't visible in the air, but its dark
green |ine showed against the | eaves and branches above it, indicating
that it was a vertical plane. "Do you think it's safe to cross it?"

Forrest asked.

"Wth the conceal nent of the blanket, it should be. But naybe we should
move carefully, and not tal k nmuch, when we cross."

"I agree. 1'Il go first."
"\ 2"
"Because if it is dangerous, | don't want you hurt."
"But the quest is yours. | should be protecting you, not you me."

Her | ogic was good, but it wasn't enough. The thought of her in danger
because of himwas not to be suffered. "Please Inbri-let nme go first."

"You idiot!" she cried.
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That startled him "What?"
"Did it ever occur to you that | mght feel the same way about you?"
He considered. "No."

"I know I'mjust a day mare, but | have feelings too. | don't want you
to be hurt any nore than you want ne to be hurt. And what would | do if
I didn't see you safely through this quest?"

She was right. "I apologize, Inbri. Suppose we take turns trying the
danger ous thi ngs?"

"Al'l right. | apologize too. | shouldn't have bl aned you for caring
for me." She stepped forward and crossed the I|ine.

Not hi ng happened. Apparently it was dangerous in itself, or the bl anket
of obscurity was protecting them Forrest stepped across. There was no
sensation. It was just a marking, not an actual barrier.

Forrest breathed a sigh of relief. "I think we'll have to cross severa
more lines, but it seenms to be safe.”

I mbri nodded, and they continued toward the castle. They did cross
other lines, each a different color, without trouble. He wasn't sure
whet her this was because of the obscurity spell, or the enchanted path,
or because the lines weren't actually dangerous. He didn't like the

i dea of wasting nmagic, but he didn't like unnecessary risk either. Unti
they understood exactly what was happeni ng here, they had to be careful

The path | ed through the great orchard, where pie trees and shoe trees

and many other types were cultivated. It passed a cenetery with a sign
sayi ng BEWARE OF ZOWVBIES. It led up to a deep noat where an ol d noat
monster eyed themwarily. |In short, things were conpletely ordinary,
near the castle. Even the nonster was famliar: "Hello, souffle!™ Inbri
cal | ed.

"But this nonster is too old to be that one," Forrest said.

"You forget we have cone far west, into the To," she remnded him "Folk
are older here. " She went up to pat the nonster on the nose.

But Souffld shied away, not recognizing her.

"You're in the wong form" Forrest murnured.

"Ch, yes." She faced the nonster. "In my natural form!l |ook Iike
this." She fuzzed out and assuned her mare form It wasn't dense, but
it was clear enough to see.

Souffld' s eyes brightened. Now he recognized the day nmare. He |owered
his head as she returned to girl form and this tine suffered hinmself to

be patted on the nose. "I have only enough mass to be this form" she
expl ained. "Besides, |I'mtraveling with Forrest Faun, so it's easier to
be two footed. But |I'mstill Mare Inbri."

They crossed the npat and canme to the castle entrance. A worman cane to
meet themat the gate. Something was orbiting her head. "Princess Ida"’
Imbri cried.

"Do we know each other?" the princess inquired politely.

"I"'mMare Inbrium in human form because that's all the mass | have.
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This is Forrest Faun. W net a few days ago, in Xanth."

Forrest nodded as he was introduced. But he wondered, because this
worman was ol der than the one they had net before.

"I"'msorry, but I don't renenber. About what age was | then?"
"Twenty eight, | think-the same as Princess lvy."

"That explains it, then; that is in our blanked year. Until that
passes, we won't know what happened therein."

"Bl anked year ?" Forrest asked.
"Renmenber Ogle Qyre," Inbri murnmnured.

Now he understood. The year surrounding their "present" existence in
Xant h.

"What year is it now?" Inbri asked.
"We are forty now. Twelve years after that."

That expl ai ned why she | ooked ol der. But there was al so sonethi ng odd
about her moon. "Wen we nmet you, your noon was round," Forrest said.

Princess lIda smled. "O course. M present existence here is a
derivative of that reality, so ny noon differs." She angled her head so
that the nmoon swung into full view. "This is Pyramd."

Now he saw that the nobon was not round, but triangular. O at |east had

a triangular outline. It seenmed to have four sides, each triangular. It
rotated around three, while the fourth faced down, beconi ng the base of
the figure.

Forrest found this a bit hard to assimlate. "Is-is it also a world in

its own right? The way Ptero is?"

"OfF course. Though we don't know what is on it. No one has been there
But we suspect that the ideas that never were are there."

"That nakes sense," Forrest agreed.

"And what brings you folk of Xanth to our realn?" Ida inquired politely.
"W seldomif ever have visitors fromthere."

"Forrest has a quest to find a faun for a neighboring tree," Inbri
expl ai ned.

"Ch, you will have to go farther To for that; the faun territory is
t here.

"But nmeanwhile I'mon a mission for the Good Magician," Forrest said. "I
have to advi se Princesses Dawn & Eve, to help them save the hunman
territory from marginalization.”

"Ch, that's wonderful! W were so afraid that help would not cone. Now
I'"m hopeful that it will be all right."

"But | hardly know what to do."

"The Good Magici an woul d not have sent you unl ess he were sure you could
do the job. Qur situation is verging on desperate. There are so few of
us left."
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"So few?" Inbri asked.
"Conme, you nust nmeet King lvy. She will help explain."
"Ki ng who?"

"King Ivy. She had to take over when King Dor was lost. Right this
way. "

"But what of King Dol ph?" Inbri asked.

"Ch, he's not until later. But he's |ost too."
"Lost ?"

"There are only six of us here now. Ah, here we are.”

They had arrived at the throne room Sure enough, a worman of forty sat
on the throne. She rose to cone to themas they entered.

"King Ivy, this is Forrest Faun, and Mare Inbrium from Xanth,"

Princess lda said. "They are here to enable Dawn & Eve to handle the
mar gi ns. "

"What a relief!"” King Ivy said. "Conme, we nust have a banquet."

"But is this the time for that?" Forrest asked. "I nean, if the

situation is serious-"

"We can talk best then," Princess |Ida explained. "Everyone gets
together for a banquet.”

Soon they were at the banquet hall. The other nenbers of the castle
arrived and were introduced: Consort G ey, a handsone man just beyond
forty, Princess Electra, who was 872 or 38 dependi hg on whet her

chronol ogical or normal living time was counted, and her daughters Dawn
& Eve, who were a buxom ei ghteen. Dawn had flanme-red hair, green eyes,
and wore bright clothes. Eve had jet black hair and eyes, and wore dark
clothing. Both were startlingly beautiful

"When | nmet you two, a few days ago, you were six years ol d"$ Forrest
sai d, benused

"Yes, that's our blank year," Dawn agreed.

"So we don't renmenber you
i nteresting person."

Eve said. "But we're sure you're an

"Grls, don't be too forward," their nother Electra warned them
"Ch, pooh!" Dawn said. "He's a faun."
"I't'"s inmpossible for us to enbarrass him" Eve agreed.

Then they both | eaned forward over the table, so that their ddcoll etages
fell open, flashing four inpressive hem spheres. And for the second
time in his life Forrest bl ushed.

"Grls!" Electra exclainmed indignantly.

"See?" Dawn asked her sister as they straightened up. "I told you it
was possible to enbarrass a faun."
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"You win," Eve agreed. "But we probably couldn't do it again."

"You won't!" Electra cried before they could do it again. "You'll have
to excuse ny inpetuous children."

The two girls shrugged in unison, |ooking halfway snug. Forrest found
hi nsel f becoming a trifle nervous about having to advise them Wile he
was trying to show them what to do, what would they be showing hinfP It
woul d have been easier to work with the two six year olds, whose
naughti ness woul d have been nore |imted.

The banquet was good, with slices of buttered breadfruit and chi pped
pot at oes, and pitchers of drink. Forrest spied one whose | abel seened
to say Boot Rear, so he poured hinself a nug of that, as he l|iked forest
products. He took a sip, and it was very good. But Dawn, sitting
across fromhim |ooked alarmed. "You're drinking Toot Rear?"

oops-had he taken the wong drink? He had seen only the latter part of
the label. The last thing he wanted was to enbarrass hinself at the
King's banquet! But then he saw that the pitcher did say Boot, not

Toot. Both girls, seeing his face, burst out |aughing. They had fool ed
hi m

El ectra glared at them and the two subsided. This was surely going to
be a | ong assi gnnent.

"How can we hel p you performyour Service?" King Ivy inquired as they
proceeded to dessert.

"I admit that | have no idea how | should proceed,"” Forrest said. "I
don't think I have any qualifications."

"Ch, you are surely qualified," Consort Gey said. "The Good Magici an
al ways knows. You just have to discover how you are qualifi ed.

"But | don't even know anythi ng about human wonen, |et al one princesses.
How can | presune to advise then?"

"Your authority derives fromthat of the Good Magician," lvy said. "The
twins may pout-" As she spoke, Dawn & Eve pouted prettily. "But they
know the mission is quite serious, and will do their best. They know
that this is the only way to save their father, Prince Dol ph." And at
that the twins were abruptly serious.

"Can you tell ne just what the situation is? W passed a nunber of
lines as we approached the castle, but don't know what they nean."

The King sighed. "They nean that the hunman sector of Ptero is being

mar gi nal i zed. Sone hostile force is laying siege to us, and has already
limted us to the i mMmediate region of the castle, so that we can't range
through our lives and be-1one young or old as we choose. This neans that
| am stuck at age forty, which is definitely not confortable for a
worman, and so is my sister Ida. But that's the least of it. Al the
human beings of this territory have been lost to the margins, so that
only the six of us you see here remain. Soon all of us will be gone, if
you are not able to guide the twi ns successfully."

"Al'l are gone?" Inbri asked, appall ed.

"Al," lvy said firmy. "At first we sent folk out to try to deal wth
it, but none of themreturned. Even Magicians and Sorceresses were

|l ost. Qur daughters Mel ody, Harnony, and Rhythm are gone, and ny
grandparents Magician Trent and Sorceress Iris, and Grey's parents
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Magi ci an Murphy and Sorceress Vadne. They went out and got caught by
the margins.”

"The margins," Forrest repeated. "Those are the |ines?"

"Yes. They appear suddenly, and whatever is caught within themis |ost.
Sonetinmes we can see their forns faintly within their enclosures, but we
can't reach them"

"You can't cross the lines?" Forrest asked.
"W can't cross. They are like glass walls, inpenetrable.”

"But we crossed themw thout difficulty."

"They seemto be one way walls," Gey explained. "M talent is to

nul l'ify magic, but | have not been able to nullify the margins. | think
it is because they are nerely the effects of some distant nmagic, which
can't reach. Sinilarly Eve's talent is to know anything about anything
i nani mate, but she can't discover anything about the nmargins. So it may
be that they aren't really there, though their effects certainly are.
Did you try to cross any margi ns the other way?"

Forrest exchanged a chagrined glance with Inbri. "No. It didn't occur
to us. But still, how can folk be trapped behind the walls, then?

Way don't they cross in toward the castle?"

"When the margins are laid down, they seemto exert control over

what ever they enclose," Gey said. "The inanimate things remain as they
were, but the aninmate things becone ghostly. You are the first folk to
pass through them and reach us, since the narginalization began a few
weeks ago. On occasion we have seen birds fromel sewhere fly in, but
soon they drop into a narginalized segnment and beconme ghostly."

"But then that should have happened to us, too," Inbri said.

"W woul d have thought so," lvy agreed. "But we are very glad you got
t hrough. "

"The bl anket!" Forrest exclainmed. "It nust have hel ped."
"Bl anket ?" Princess |da asked.

"He has a bl anket of obscurity that Cathryn Centaur gave us," |nbri

sai d.

"Cathryn!" Eve said, her dark eyes brightening like stars. "Is she al
right?"

"Yes, she's fine," Inbri answered. "She's the one who told us to cone

to you twins. But how do you know her, since you |live beyond her [imt
of old age?"

Eve smiled. "Qur Fromlimt cones close to her To limt. W used to
expl ore that way, and we net her. W were so small that we had gotten
| ost, but she called out to us and directed us back To, so that we were
all right."

"So we like her, and feel that we owe her a service," Dawn said. "But we
have found no way to render it."

"That nust be why she sent us to you," Forrest said. "She knew that you
woul d hel p us in our search, since she couldn't."
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"Sear ch?" Eve asked

"I amlooking for a faun for a tree in Xanth. That is what brought us
to Ptero. Everything else constitutes the conplications of that
search. "

"Things do get conplicated," King Ivy agreed. "By any chance, did the
Good Magi cian in Xanth send you to Ptero?"

"Yes," Forrest agreed. "And the Good Magician in Ptero sent us-" He
paused. "Wy, he nust have chained hinself, | mean, made a chain from
hinself to hinself, to get help to you from Xant h!

He sent us to his other self, here, and then-
confused by the conplication of it.

He paused, nonentarily

"It isn't easy to fathom Hunfrey's ways," Gey agreed. "But they always
make sense at the end. | came to appreciate that during the years when
I worked for him"

"But I'mstill just a faun," Forrest said. "I can't do any speci al
magi c, and | don't know a whole lot. How could | possibly succeed,
wher e Magi ci ans and Sorceresses have fail ed?”

"If the Good Magician believes you can succeed, then |'msure it's
true," Grey said. Then he | ooked thoughtful. "Tell nme, Forrest: do you
happen to know Princess lda's tal ent?"

"Yes. It's the ldea."
"Too bad," King Ivy muttered.
"What ?" Forrest asked, startl ed.

Gey raised a hand. "My wife was thinking of something else. Alow ne,
if you will, to explore this just a bit further. Do you know how lda's
tal ent actually works?"

"Yes. Her moon is a solidification of all the ideas associated with

Xanth. It's where they are stored. That's why we are here: in pursuit
of an idea. The idea of a faun who can associate with my nei ghboring
tree."

Ivy | ooked up, seem ng interested.
"And that is the extent of it?" Gey asked. "It's just the noon?"

VWhat was the point of this? "Yes, as far as | know. Am| being stup
"d about sonet hing?"

"By no neans," Grey said quickly. "No one can be expected to know what
he hasn't seen and hasn't been told."

"l suppose so," Forrest agreed. He glanced at Inbri, but she averted
her gaze. That bothered him He |ooked at the twin girls, and they
averted their gazes too. "There is sonething, isn't there!"

"There is sonething you don't know, but it is no fault in you,'
said carefully.

G ey

"So why don't you tell ne what it is, so | won't be so stupid?"

"You are not stupid, you are nmerely ignorant of sonmething, as anyone in
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your situation would be. | shall be glad to tell you, but I would like
to establish something first."

This was getting annoying. Forrest didn't |ike games where everyone
el se knew what he didn't, and shared a snug superiority because of it.
"Establ i sh what ?"

"I would like to ascertain whether you agree with nmy point about the
Good Magi ci an. "

"That it isn't easy to fathomhis ways? Yes, | agree."

"And that since he seens to believe that you can succeed in this mssion
to Ptero, it nust be true.”

"Yes, | suppose, though he seens nore devious than he has to be."
"So you too believe that you will succeed."

VWhat was with all this circuitous dialogue? "Yes! | don't know how
I"ll succeed, but | probably will."

"I"'msure you will," lda agreed.

"Thank you, Princess." Forrest turned his attention back to Magician
Consort Gey. "So what is it I don't know, aside fromhowto |live up to
the Good Magician's expectation?”

"The rest of the nature of Princess lIda's talent. It is true that it is
the ldea, but that is not the whole of it. It is that anything she
accepts as true, is true, and she is glad to agree with the beliefs of
others.™

"That's nice," Forrest said, glancing at Ida. "But isn't that true of
anybody? | don't accept anything as true that | know is not true, after
all."

"But you could be nistaken."
"Yes. Anyone could."
"Princess lda is never m staken."

This was odd. "But anyone can be confused, or have wong information,
at sone point."

"Not lda. When she accepts an idea, it is true. That is her talent."

"But-" Forrest | ooked again at the princess. "No offense, Princess. But
so what ?"

"Since she agrees that you will succeed in your mssion, you wll

succeed," Grey said. "That is her talent. Her reality becones our
reality."”
A pal e gl eam dawned. "As a Sorceress, she mmkes things cone true,"

Forrest said. "That really helps. But why didn't she just decide that
one of you could overcome this marginalization? Wy bring an ignorant
faun into it?"

"Because the idea has to cone from soneone who doesn't know her talent.

Forrest pondered that. Al of them obviously knew Princess Ida well.
Even Inbri had known the Princess before. Only Forrest hinself hadn't
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known her talent, though he had thought he did. So only his own beli ef
in the success of his mission counted. His ignorance had been his
greatest asset. "So now | wll succeed," he said slowy. "But what |
believe after this won't count, because now | know the true nature of
Princess lIda's talent."

"That's it," Grey agreed. "But it is enough. That assurance guarantees
not only your personal success, but the salvation of the whol e human
compl enent of Ptero. Until this point, we have had to face the prospect
of extinction."

Forrest was anazed, and not conpletely pleased. "So | was sent here
because of what | didn't know, so that you coul d persuade ne that |
coul d succeed, so that it would beconme possible for ne to succeed,
thanks to Princess lda, so that you could escape your fate."

"Ch, don't be so poopy about it," Dawn said
"We'll make it up to you," Eve added. Both of theminhal ed.
"You will not!" Electra snapped.

They burst into mirth. Even Forrest had to |laugh at that. The prospect
of working with them was beginning to seemnot so bad. At |east they
were cheerful, and surely their talents were worthwhile.

"So now it seens we all know where we stand," King Ivy said. "W have no
better notion than you do how to proceed fromhere, but we will give you
any support you need."

"Thank you," Forrest said. "I suppose | should consult with the girls
and see if we can develop any strategy for dealing with the margins."

"Sure, let's go to the bedroomright away," Dawn said brightly.

"I''l'l turn down the sheets," Eve agreed darkly.

"Grls!" Electra said severely. "Wen | was your age, at |east | had
sonme manners. "

"Mom when you were our age, you were narried," Dawn said. "And
exploring tfle Adult Conspiracy."

"And in blue jeans, too," Eve added. "Wile we wear dresses.”

She spun about, causing her skirt to rise dangerously. "Nowit's our
turn, while we're lush and full."

"Of all the ages to be stuck in," Electra nobaned. "You're inposs'ble.

"Ch cone on Mom" Dawn said. "You enjoyed signaling the stork to order
us. Admt it."

"Maybe the Tapestry room" Inbri suggested. "If it's not being used. So
you can show us exactly where things are."

"Ch, we can do that w thout the Tapestry," Dawn said serenely, tugging
at her blouse. Eve tugged at her skirt. But this tine King Ivy added
her glare to that of Electra, and the two decided to behave.

They went to the Tapestry room Forrest was al nost afraid that he woul d
see hinself lying on the bed there, but it was enpty. The four of them
sat on the bed, facing the Tapestry. Forrest found hinself flanked by
Dawn & Eve, their soft hips touching his. He was unconfortable, but
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pretended not to notice. He knew they were having innocent fun with
him and didn't nmean what they hinted.

"Can the Tapestry show the margi ns?" he asked.

"Sure," Dawn said. She was usually the first to speak, and Eve the
|last. "There they are."

A pattern of lines appeared on the picture. They crisscrossed the
valley, fornming a giant circle. Castle Roogna was in the center of the
portion that renained clear. The lines extended out to the pun strips
that bordered the human territory, and stopped there. None seened to be
near the Good Magician's castle, however.

"So the attack is limted to the human region," Forrest said, trying to
proceed intelligently despite his continuing awareness of the naidenly
hi ps touching him He tried to think of the girls as the little ones he
had first seen, but it just didn't work; they were big girls now

"Yes," Eve agreed sonberly. "Even the margins can't stand the puns.

"Imbri and | thought the pattern resenbles a ganme played by invisible
giants," he said. "Tossing knives."

"Ch, you're so smart!" Dawn excl ai med, nudgi ng him

He was determined not to be falsely flattered. "Do you have invisible
gi ants here?"

"Sure," Eve agreed soberly. "But they haven't done anything like this
before. ™
"In any event, they wouldn't have magic like this," Inbri pointed out.

"Who woul d have magic |ike this?"
"W don't know, " Dawn said.
"Maybe an evil Wzard," Eve added.

"Not a Magician or Sorcerer?" he asked.

"W don't think there are any left," Dawn explained. "So it nust be
somet hi ng non- hurman. "
Forrest nodded. "That nmkes sense to ne."

Both girls turned their heads to look at him "You nean you're taking
one of our suggestions seriously?" Eve asked.

Forrest was taken aback. "Shouldn't |? You both know nore about this
situation than | do."

"Nobody ever took us seriously before,"” Dawn said.

Forrest began to get a glinmer why they tended to m shehave. "I'm
supposed to advi se you how to handle the marginalization. | can't do
that if | don't take you seriously."

The two exchanged a gl ance, on either side of his face. It brushed his
head, feeling like a caress. "You'll actually pay attention to our
i deas?" Eve asked

"Yes, of course. What are they?"
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"We think the Wzard nmust be hiding in the hills sonewhere, in an ugly
castle, hating human bei ngs because he's not pretty like us," Dawn sai d.

"And he's casting out margins to hemus in so we can't escape, so he can
destroy us all," Eve said.

Then we should find himand stop him" Forrest said. "But how?"

"You got through the lines," Dawn said. "So maybe you can take us
t hrough, so we can sneak up on him"

"But the lines are one way."

"We can't be sure of that,'
that way."

Eve said uncertainly. "Maybe it just seens

"But if even Grey Murphy couldn't dent them"

"W think maybe the Wzard is watching, and does sonething to strengthen
a margi n when one of us approaches it, to make us think we are trapped
nmore solidly than we are," Dawn said eagerly. "Maybe if we could go to a
line without being noticed, we could get through it, or do sonmething to
it."

"Well, if my blanket of obscurity hel ps-"

They cl apped their hands in perfect unison. "Let's try it!" Eve said
"The worst we can do is fail."

"By all means," Forrest agreed, pleased with the progress they were
making. The twins were no longer trying to distract him they were
genuinely interested in the project.

They went downstairs and to the front gate. There Forrest brought out
the canned bl anket and invoked it. Nothing seened to happen, but he
proceeded with confidence toward the margins.

They stopped before the nearest |line, which was red. "When Inbri and
came through, the lines were visible, but we couldn't touch them" he
said. "But we didn't try very hard. If your theory is right, we should
be very quiet and careful, because the spell of obscurity may not be
very strong. | don't know how far out it reaches, so we should remain
cl osely grouped, too."

They clustered in close, the twins touching himon either side, but this
time they were not trying to tease him "It nmight also be that it's the
mar gi ns thensel ves that react when peopl e approach,” Dawn said. "So that
you got through because they didn't know you were chall enging them"

"That nmakes even nbre sense to ne," Forrest said. "The |lines are here
all the tinme, and if they have any awareness-"

"The inani mate does have awareness,"” Eve said. "I can talk toit,
though not the way Grandpa Dor can. | will try to fathomthe nature of
the margins, if | amable to get close enough to nmake contact."

"You couldn't touch it, before?" Forrest asked.

"I't was just a blank nothing," she said. "I reached out my hand, and it
stopped as if neeting a wall, but there was nothing there. | can tel
anyt hi ng about anything inanimate, but this wasn't a thing, it was a
force. | couldn't reach its substance, if it has any."
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"Let's see if we can cross the line," Forrest suggested. "Then let's
explore it fromthe other side. But if we do succeed in crossing it,
don't nake any exclamations of joy or victory, because that night
attract the attention of whatever brings down those birds who fly in. W
don't want to be trapped as they were."

The two girls shuddered together. "We'Ill be very subdued,” Dawn said.

"Il go first,'
then Inbri."

Forrest decided. "Then you follow ne, Dawn. Then Eve,

"But shouldn't soneone renmain on the other side, in case we are
trapped?" Eve asked. "So she can tell the others what happened?”

Forrest nodded. "Good point. Mybe Dawn should be | ast, so that both
of you aren't at ridk."

The tw ns exchanged another glance. Forrest noticed that their glances
were identical, except that one was bright and the other dark, and net
exactly in the center of the space between them Then Dawn nodded.
"When there is sonething animate to check, I'll cross first," she said.

For-rest reached across the space over the line. A faint shadow showed
on his arm but there was no resistance. He stepped across, and stood
on the other side.

Eve tried it next. She reached to the invisible wall, and found
not hi ng, so she too stepped across. She | ooked back at her sister. "Can
you hear me, Dawn?"

,,Yes," Dawn agreed. "So we're doing it."

Imbri crossed. "Now let's see if you can analyze it fromthis side,"
she sai d.

Eve squatted so that she could touch the line on the ground. "It's
still not-wait, it's very faint, but I can feel something. It's not the

thing, just the energy fromit, which piles up at the ground. It-it's
because it isn't projecting up fromthe ground, it's com ng down from

above.
"Down from above!" Forrest echoed, surprised. "But there's nothing up
t here!
Imbri | ooked up. "Nothing except Xanth. |Is this an idea coning from

Princess lIda in Xant h?"

"She woul dn't do anything nmean like this," Dawn said. "W know her;
she's nice."

"Then it nust be from sonmewhere else," Forrest said. "Can you trace
it?"

Eve noved her hand. "Maybe. |It's energy, but |I can feel the slightest
tingle. It seenms to go straight up fromthe shadow on the ground.

"If it cones from above, it must cone from somewhere,” |nbri said.
"Ptero is turning, so shouldn't the shadow be novi ng across the ground?”

The other three | ooked at her. "It should," Dawn agreed. "So maybe it
isn't comng from above."

"But it is," Eve said. "l can tell."
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"Maybe not from beyond Ptero," Forrest suggested. "Could it curve or
bend?"

"That's it," Eve said. "l can tell now, it turns a corner. | can fee
that much fromits nature. A corner that way." She closed her eyes and

poi nt ed.
"That's toward Castle Roogna!" Inbri said.

"The eneny nenace is in Castle Roogha?" Dawn asked, appalled. "But
that's us."

"Coul d you have an eneny in your nmidst?" Forrest asked, feeling a chill.

"No," Dawn said. "There's only King Ivy and Consort Gey; they would

never betray the human territory. After all, they govern it. There's
mom she' d never do it either. And Aunt lda is Ivy's twin sister; she'd
never do it. It isn't the two of us, either. And there's no one el se

in the castle, now, we know. "
Forrest got a weird notion. "There could be others."

Eve | ooked at him "W have explored every cranny of the castle, with
our magic. There's no one."

"Have you explored Pyram d?"

Both their mouths dropped open. "Pyramid!" Dawn said. "It's a whole
separate world in itself! Anything could be there."

"Including even an evil Wzard," Eve agreed. "W never thought of
that."

"It's Forrest's business to think of it," Inmbri said. "He must be

right. We have seen how nmuch there can be on a seemngly tiny noon.
Ptero is such a noon. Pyramd is another, and there could be anything
at all there. Including soneone who wants to take over Ptero. Your evi
Wzard."

"I't could be," Dawn breathed. "That woul d explain everything. But what
can we do about it?"

"W can go to Pyramd," Forrest said

"But can we?" Inbri asked. "You and | came here by | eaving our bodies

behind, and letting our souls beconme solid. But our souls wouldn't fit
on Pyramd. And what of Dawn & Eve? Their souls are nostly tied up in
their living year in Xanth. How could they go?"

Forrest pondered. "Dawn & Eve nust have snall soul fragnments here-nmaybe
about the same anmpbunt as we have, relative to Ptero. Enough to aninmate
their bodies on Pyramd."

"That's true," Dawn said. "Souls are living, so | know. W have just
that much. But what of you two, who are all-soul here?"

"We' Il just have to | eave nost of our souls behind," Forrest said. "And
use just enough for Ptero. 1t should be simlar to what we did in
Xant h, | eaving our bodies lying in the Tapestry room"

The other three nodded. "I think we shall have to go to Pyramid," |nbri
said. "But first we'll have to tell the others."

"Momis not going to like this nuch," Eve said darkly.
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"But she'll get used to it," Dawn said brightly. "She always does."

Forrest and Eve stepped back across the margin, and the four of them

wal ked back toward Castle Roogna. Forrest was pleased with the progress
they had made, but nervous about what might be in store for them This
m ssion had just becone nore conplicated than he had expect ed.

ou want to go where?" Electra demanded, appall ed.

"Mt her, we already explained," Dawn said, as if the woman were slow in
intellect.

"It's the only way to deal with the marginalization," Eve conti nued.
"The margins are comng fromPyram d, so we have to go there to stop
them "

"But it's just a decoration spinning around Princess |da's head!

How coul d any of you fit there?" But the question was rhetorical,
because her next question was "Suppose you don't return?”

"I fear it is arisk they will have to take," King Ivy said. "The
alternative is to allow ourselves to be nmarginalized out of existence
Renenber, they are going to succeed."

"Forrest Faun will succeed," Electra said. "That says nothing about ny
daughters. "

"But his mission is to advise themhow to acconplish it,” Gey said. "So
if he succeeds, so do they."

"Yes, I"'msure they will," Ida agreed. "And | confess to being curious
about who lives on Pyramd."

El ectra seenmed to have sonme continuing m sgivings, but she knew that the
alternative was just as bad. They went up to the Tapestry roomwith
Ida, and the four of themlay down on beds there. "I wll guide Dawn,"
Imbri said. "And Forrest will guide Eve. It will be sonmewhat strange
at first, but that will settle down once we are on Pyranmid."

"I't should be fun," Dawn said bravely, but she | ooked a smi dgen
uncertain.

"If nothing goes wong," Eve agreed, |ooking two sm dgens uncertain.

Forrest was not at all certain that nothing would go wong, but he
didn't care to say that. He hoped that Ida's belief in their success
woul d nake it true, but he had not seen her talent in action. So he
proceeded with the program He sat up, dug out his bottle, and took it
to Dawn. "Sniff this," he said, hoping that it worked the same way as
it didin Xanth. He pulled out the stopper

Dawn sniffed. A strange |ook spread across her features. She closed
her eyes and stopped breat hing.

Forrest brought it to Eve. She sniffed, and faded simlarly out. Then
he | ay back on his own bed, the sane one he had used in Xanth, and
sniffed it hinself.

Soon he was floating, as before. But this tinme it wasn't his sou
| eaving his body, exactly; it was a tiny part of his soul detaching
itself fromthe main mass, and carrying his awareness with it.
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"This way." It was Inbri's voice, directing Dawn. She had not had to
use the elixir, perhaps because she was | ong accustonmed to soul form

Forrest concentrated, and forned his own eye and ear and nouth.

He oriented oti Eve, who was lying there with a haze drifting above her
Rat her, she was the haze, floating above her unused body. The body was
dark and | ovely, but |ooked dead. "Forman eye," he told her. "Pul
yoursel f together."

The ni st quivered and coal esced. A bul bous eye developed in its top
"That's it," he said encouragingly. "Now forma nmouth and ear."
Slowmy these things formed. "This is weird," the nouth said.

"I't will becone fanmiliar, once we land on Pyram d," he told her

"See if you can formyour own shape as we go. In a noment we'll join
Imbri and Dawn, and fly to that world."

She shaped up, getting the hang of it, and became a sonewhat tenuous
naked woman.

"You can use your substance to nmeke clothing," he told her, realizing
that she was now going into what amounted to full-soul status. "Just
concentrate on it the same way."

"Ch." A clunmsy dress formed around her.

"Now follow nme." He nmade sure her eyeballs were ainmed in his direction,
and started noving toward Inbri and Dawn.

Dawn had nmade simlar progress. Her formwas lighter in color, with an
ill-fitting white dress, but her face was recogni zably her. Wen Eve
caught up, the two gazed at each ot her-and burst out | aughing.

"Easy," Forrest cautioned them as they threatened to fragment into
cl oudl et s.

The two managed to stifle their mrth. Actually it was probably a good
thing, because it nmeant they were adapting to their situation

"This way," Inbri said. She was in her mare form She started trotting
up a steep invisible hill.

They followed, using their legs to run up the sane hill. "Make
yourselves smaller as you go," Forrest said, doing it hinself. "Keep
condensi ng. "

Soon Pyramid cane into sight above and ahead. It |ooked |ike a distant
moon with a sharp triangular outline. It expanded as they contracted,
until it resenbled a close planet. Then it |ooked |like a huge turning

world. Each of its faces was a different color: blue, red, green, and
the bottom was gray.

"This is wild," Dawn remarked appreciatively.
"And perhaps fun," Eve agreed.

They oriented on the mddle of the triangle they were headed for: the
blue face. "Forrest, maybe you should use the obscurity spell again,"”
I mbri suggest ed.
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Good idea. He reached back into his knapsack and brought out the can
"I nvoke," he said. Nothing happened, but it was probably working. Now
no evil w zard would notice their |anding, maybe.

"ooooh, we're falling!" Dawn cri ed.

"But we can control it," Inbri said. "Just focus on slow ng, when you
wish to."

They came down onto a |and that was surprisingly ragged, considering the
evenness of the outline. There were nountains and ravines and tilted
plains, with | akes splashed between. But what was Mst renarkabl e was
the color: it was all in shades of blue. Forrest hadn't marvel ed about
it before, being too distracted by the problem of |anding safely. But
now he realized that even the clouds they had passed were blue. So this
was no special effect, like the blue sky of Xanth; it was the color of
the substance of this world on this side.

"I don't think we're on Ptero any nore," Dawn nmurmured. "That isn't the
blue of North; it's all over."

"The magi ¢ of Pyramid nust be different fromPtero, just as Ptero's

magic is different from Xanth," Forrest said. "It may take us a while
to adapt."

"I"'mgetting dizzy," Eve said. "The idea of not know ng the direction
by color is awmful! How will we know From and To?"

"There may not be any,’
linked, on this world."

Forrest said. "Age and geography nmay not be

"oooh, ugh!" Dawn said.

"I hope | don't get sick," Eve added.

"You may be feeling blue," Forrest said.

Both girls glanced at himsharply, and he realized that he had said
sonet hing funny. He had been thinking of the |oneliness of |eaving one
world and trying to adjust to another, but he doubted that they would
bel i eve that.

They had | anded on a field between mountains. |t was covered with blue
grass and blue flowers. It was also tilted: when they stood, they were
at an angle to the plain. But they were safely down. [Inbri retained

her mare form evidently she had enough soul nmass to assune her natura
mode on this world. She was a glistening blue-black, with a sleek hide
and nice nane and tail.

Dawn knelt to check the grass. "This is natural and friendly," she
reported. "It will produce seeds for us, if we're hungry."

Dawn got down beside a rock. "This is natural and friendly too," she
said. "It will make itself soft if soneone wants to sit onit."

So far, so good, Forrest thought. G ven a choice, he preferred friendly
t hi ngs.

Then a horde of little creatures cane charging across the ground toward
them They were like squirrels, except that they ran on their hind two
| egs. They were |ight blue.

"Are they friendl y?" Forrest asked, worried.
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"The grass says no," Dawn said.

"The rock says yes," Eve said.

Forrest nmade a quick calculation. "Does that nean that they eat grass
and don't eat rocks?"

"Yes," they said together.

Then the creatures were upon them They forned circles around each of
the four visitors, chirping avidly. They all stood perpendicular to the
pl ane, in contrast to the visitors.

"These are lings," Dawn said as she touched one. "A variety of a broad
speci es that appears in many places. There are Earthlings, Xanthlings,
Prerolings, and Pyramidlings. They can make the inpossible possible.
They are wi despread on Pyrami d. They noticed us because we stand skew
and aren't blue."

Forrest was inpressed. Her talent went beyond what he had inagi ned.
"Maybe we need to change, so that we aren't immedi ately obvious to folk
we m ght not want to be obvious to," he said. "Also, | had better renew
the spell of obscurity; it nmust have worn off."

"But if the magic is different here, the spell won't work," |nbri
pointed out. She didn't use her nouth; she used a dreamet. Evidently
she was able to do nultiple dreanm ets here, having nore than enough sou
to go around, so they could all hear her at once.

"Unless the lings really can do the inpossible," he replied. "Can they
make us bl ue?"

"Yes," Dawn said after a nonent. "And they can nake us tilt with the
|l and, the way they do. But there's a cost."

"There always is," Inbri nuttered.
"What cost?" Forrest asked warily.

Dawn touched the lings again, trying to understand. "Whoever gives
anyt hing away, on this world, gains equivalently." She | ooked up. "Does
that makes sense? It seens inpossible.”

"And they are creatures of the inpossible," Forrest said. "So it nust
be true. So maybe we don't want to accept anything until we understand
its consequence. If the giver gains, what does the receiver |ose?"

Dawn's brow furrowed as she concentrated on the little creatures. "The
receiver gets smaller," she said. "The giver gets larger."

"Weird," Eve said.
"How nuch | arger and snaller?" Forrest asked.

"Not a lot. But some. For an individual gift. Those who give a |ot
can becone giants, eventually. But those who accept a | ot can get

rather small in time, and even di sappear."”

"Then let's choose carefully," Forrest said. "I think we do need to
merge with the natives, and if the obscurity spell doesn't work-" He
paused. "Can they fix that? It seens inpossible, so-"

"Yes, they can," Dawn sai d.
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"Then let's accept three things fromthem the ability to stand at right
angles to the terrain, as they do, and blue color, and a working
obscurity spell. | don't think we need nore. After all, Dawmn's & Eve's
talents are working, so naybe our direct personal nmagic isn't lost."

"They' |l do it," Dawn said.

The lings closed in around the four, and suddenly they all changed col or
and tilted to conformto the terrain. The lings |ooked a size
| arger-and nmaybe the four visitors were a size smaller.

Forrest brought out his canned spell and invoked it. Then the |ings
|l ost interest, roam ng on across the field, nibbling on stal ks of grass.
So the bl anket of obscurity was working again.

The four surveyed each other. Their tilt did not seem odd, because now
they matched the lay of the land. But their color was sonething el se.
Dawn's red hair was now purple, and her white dress was pale blue. Eve's
bl ack hair was m dni ght blue, and her dark dress was perhaps two hours
off mdnight, while her skin was Iight blue. Mare Inbri was al so

m dni ght blue. Forrest was nediumblue, his furred | egs darker than his
upper torso, and his hoofs darker yet.

,"Actually, we don't ook bad," Dawn said, smling. Her teeth were
metal lic blue.

"And now we fit in," Eve agreed. "This isn't so bad, so far."

"So far," Forrest agreed. "But we know there are nean fol k here,
because of what they're doing to Ptero, and we don't know their full
powers. That's why |I felt it was worth a price to becone hal fway
anonynous. "

"So now that we're hal fway anonynous, what next?" Inbri asked.

Forrest found decision nmaki ng awkward, but that was his job now, so he
pondered briefly. "W need to find the source of the nargins.

I think the blue ones nust conme fromthis side of Pyramid. Maybe the
center.

Dawn nodded. "Mkes sense to nme. So let's go to the center. Do we
know whi ch way that is?"

Eve knelt down and touched the ground with one hand. "Yes. That way."
She pointed a direction

"You can tell direction by feeling the ground?" Forrest asked.

"I can tell anything about anything inanimate. The ground is inanimate.

So | just selected for its orientation. The center of this face is that
way. "

"You girls really do have form dable talents,” he said. "I didn't
realize how useful such magic could be."

Eve | ooked at Dawn. "He appreciates us. Shall | blush, or shall you?"
"I't's ny turn, | think," Dawn said. Whereupon she turned as red as her

hair. But since her hair was no |longer red, but a shade of blue, her
bl ush was blue too. However, it was a redder shade than the rest of
her.
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Forrest wasn't sure whether they were teasing himagain, and deci ded not
to inquire. They might decide to make hi mblush again. They were being
hel pful now, but they remained m schievous girls.

They set off for the center of the blue triangle. However, they soon
encountered a body of water. It was on the slope, and it sloped the
same way, but this no | onger seened odd, because the four of themwere
oriented at the sanme angl e.

"Ch, good, I'mthirsty," Dawn said. "Is it safe to drink?"

Eve lay down at the edge of the water. She touched its surface with
one finger. "How come you got to be the one to blush?" she demanded
suddenly. "lI'msure it was ny turn."

Dawn was evidently surprised. "Well, you can have the next turn. |
didn't realize-"

"And how cone you rate the bright red hair and green eyes, while I'm
dull shades of black?"

"Well, we're both blue now, but-"

"And how conme you al ways get to speak first, and | always have to be
second? Ever since we were children-"

"Eve, | don't understand-"

"The water!" Forrest exclained. "It did sonething to her."

Dawn nodded. "Eve, what's with the water?"

Eve concentrated. "This is the jealous sea. It nakes anyone who dri nks

it or touches it jeal ous.
startled. "Ch, no!"

Then she heard hersel f tal kbing, and was

"Ch, yes," Dawn said. "That's why you're suddenly jeal ous of ne, when
you never were before. That water's no good."

"Right," Eve agreed. "Still, | don't see why you-" Then she stifled
hersel f, realizing what was happeni ng.

"W had better not drink this water," Forrest decided. "We'll wa Ik
around it. There's bound to be other water."

"This way," Inbri said in a dream et, and trotted around to the side.

Soon the jeal ous sea gave way, and they came to another |arge body of
bl ue water.

"Should | try this first?" Dawn asked.

"Ch, nowyou're trying to do nmy work," Eve grunped. She squatted at the
edge and touched the water

Then she stood. "I feel |ike doing sonething new," she said. "Forrest,
| ook at this." She pulled off her blue blouse. She dropped it, and it
di ssolved into soul substance as it left her hand. She was left wearing
a blue bra that hardly seemed up to the chore of containing her bosom

"That nust be the Indecen Sea," Inbri said, catching on to the synptom

"You bet it is," Eve said, pulling off her skirt and letting it dissolve
simlarly. She wore a blue slip that seenmed hardly better than nothing.
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Forrest had been slow to react, but now he turned to face away from her.
He had had enough trouble when Inbri was in girl form the last thing he
needed was trouble with an indecent princess.

"What, don't you |like ne?" Eve demanded, comi ng up behind him "Let's
do sonething really outrageous."”

"Let's go find another sea!" Dawn cri ed.

"Why? | like this one." Eve put her arnms around Forrest from behind.
"Hey, | asked you a question, Forrest Faun."

"I think you're beautiful," Forrest said, struggling to free hinself.

But the nore he struggled, the tighter she clung to him and the nore
her body fl attened against him She wasn't small, the way Inbri had
been on Ptero; she was al nbst his own height, and al nbost his mass, but
the distribution was way different.

"Let go of him sister dear, or I'll-" Dawn started, tugging at Eve
"You'll what, sister dear?" Eve demanded chal |l engi ngly.
"Il jump in that water!"

Eve paused. Then she let go. She knew that if Dawn junped in, she
woul d suddenly be twi ce as indecent as Eve, and therefore tw ce the
competition. She didn't want that.

Forrest took advantage of his release to nove quickly away. Eve's
i ndecent proposal had interested himnore than he dared adnmit. He
needed to stay well away fromher, until the effect of the water passed.

I mbri approached him "Maybe you should ride ne," she suggested in a
dreani et

"Thanks." He hopped onto her back. She was big and solid enough now so
it was no problemfor her, and this would keep himpretty nmuch out of
the Princess' reach. That was of course why Inbri had suggested it.

They noved on, |eaving the Indecen Sea behind. They hurried, because
all of themwere getting thirsty, and they didn't want to give Eve any
time to think of anything else to do. As it was she renai ned without
her outer clothing, and was trying to catch Forrest's eye. It was
obvious that the effect of the water had not yet worn off.

Then they cane to a large blue rock. It extended to the edge of the
sea, so that they had either to splash through the edge of the sea to
get around it, or nmake a | ong detour the other way.

They stopped before it, considering. "Maybe we could clinb over it,
Forrest suggest ed.

"Maybe you could," Inbri said. "But | would have to change form?"

Whi ch woul d put her back in girl form He knew she had adopted her
natural formso as not to tease himany nore. Her shape shifting
ability seened to be pretty much Iimted to going between her two
"natural" fornms. He preferred to keep her as a nare. "Maybe we could
make a ranp hi gh enough to cross it," he said.

But there was nothing fromwhich to make a ranp. So Eve approached the
rock. "I'Il find out if there is any good way to get past it," she
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said. "But first, how about a little kiss, faun?"

That was nore m schief. Forrest faced away fromher. He didn't want to
of fend her, but he knew that it was only the water that nade her so
f orwar d.

"Well, maybe after | get the answer,"” Eve said. She bent over to touch
the rock, after nmking sure that Forrest was |ooking. Her slip was
becom ng shorter as tinme passed. She was getting smarter about

heri ndecency.

Her hand passed through the rock. She fell into it and di sappeared.
"Hey!" she cried. "This isn't real rock. 1It's shamrock!"
Dawn tittered. "You nust be lying, then."

"I't's not that kind of shamrock," Eve retorted. "But you can lie if
you want to."

"Very well. | don't want to kiss someone all over his fur."
"Neither do I," Eve said. "I really hate the notion."

"Enough lying," Dawn said. Then she walked into the rock to rescue her
sister. In a nonent they both energed. "W can walk right through it,"
Dawn cal l ed. "Come on."

I mbri wal ked cautiously forward, carrying Forrest. The blue darkness of
the rock closed about them In a nonment they energed fromthe other
si de.

And there ahead of themwas a third body of water. Forrest hoped that
this one was good.

Eve wal ked toward it. "Are you sure you shoul d-?" Dawn asked nervously.

"Better than you risking it," Eve said, flopping indecently down on the
ground with her |egs spread. Forrest managed to avert his eyes just
before disaster.

She touched the surface. A beatific smle crossed her face and drifted
sonme di stance beyond. "Ch, | feel so relieved!"

"What is it?" Dawn asked.
"It's a Mer Sea," she said in kindly fashion. "It forgives everything."
"Then we' d better drink it," Inbri said.

Forrest junped off her back, and they went to drink. As soon as he
touched the water, a marvel ous feeling of conpassion washed through him

Eve approached him "Forrest, | apol ogize for ny unfortunate behavior.
I really should not have-"

"That's all right," he said quickly. "It was the water."
"Yes. But you still |ook doubtful."
41t, s just that, if you don't mnd-"

"Yes?"

"If you would put your clothing back on."
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"Oh." |t nust have been her turn to blush, because she did so to the
wai st before reform ng her outer apparel

After that they wal ked nore confortably on toward the center of the
triangle. But the blue | andscape darkened. Night was com ng. That
probably nmeant that Xanth was darkening, and with it Ptero, and with it,
Pyramid. It had nothing to do with the spin of this world. So they

| ooked for a suitable place to spend the night.

The darkness wasn't conplete. This was awkward, because the bl ue
| andscape renmai ned sonmewhat strange to their eyes, and nmde rel axation
for sleep difficult.

"That | ooks like a nightshade tree," Inbri said. "That should help."

Sure enough, under the blue tree there was a pool of darkness. It was

m dni ght bl ue-bl ack, the same as Inbri's hide, and inpenetrable. Beside
it was a sweetgumtree. So they picked a nunber of the | eaves and

twi gs, which were made of sweet gumwith a slightly woody flavor. This
was enough to satisfy their incidental hunger. Their renewed thirst was
satisfied by several small |ocal ponds which turned out to be teas:
serendi pi, sereni, punctuali, joviali, and naugh. They were especially
tenpted by the last one, but after the experiences of the seas,

concl uded that discretion was best. Farther along they spied calam,

adversi, frail, and ponposi, which were worse, so they gave up on their
search for anything better. They drank the sereni-tea and soon rel axed
into sleep in the pleasant darkness of the nightshade. Inbri remained

in her mare form needing no blanket, while the girls lay close together
and were warm That |eft Forrest alone, thinking thoughts that nade him
feel guilty. It had been bad enough when Inbri was in girl forny now
there were two genuine girls.

Next norning they took turns bathing in the pool with punctualitea, then
pronptly got on their way. This was just as well, because the terrain
becane nmuch rougher. They were no longer walking tilted, relative to
the | arger | andscape, which suggested that they were approaching the
center of the blue triangle, and Eve's testing of the ground verified
this. But this |evelness of the underlying | and seened to encourage the
surface features to splurge, and the | andscape was |ike tunbl ed bl ue

bl ocks | eft by a giant. They had to scranble over and under and around,
and squeeze through reluctant crevices, so that it took themnnost of a
day to travel what m ght otherw se have been a two-hour wal k

Then, as they finally cleared the blue blocks, they cane to a jungle

i nhabi ted by cat people. Fortunately Forrest had renenbered to reinvoke
the bl anket of obscurity, so the cats didn't notice them That was just
as well, because when they changed fromcat to people form and various

conbi nations of the two, they probably wouldn't |ike being spied on

"But maybe | can approach one separately, and get her advice on the

| ocal situation," Dawn said brightly. "Because there nust be sonething
to send out the blue lines, and we had better know what we are | ooking
for before we blunder into it."

The others agreed. But when Dawn | ocated an isol ated bl ue cat woman,
and approached her, she had a problem "Please, niss-can you tell ne
about this region?"

The wonman ignored her, and went about her business of scratching out
bl ue catnip.
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"I just want to know what is ahead," Dawn said, trying again. "ls there
any special danger?"

The cat wal ked away.

"I't's the blanket of obscurity,"” Forrest said, catching on. "It nmkes
you unnoti ceabl e."

Dawn sighed. "That's right. And |I'msure it has protected us from nuch
m schief. But howcan | talk with this feline?"

"Just touch her and learn all about her, dummy," Eve said.

A dimbulb flickered over Dawn's head. She touched the cat wonman's arm
"She is Catrina," she announced. "O the category of Feline Fol k who

cater to the cataconbs. She had a whole collection of cat conbs she has
made for the ones who live in maze-like tunnels. On occasion she brings

sone conbs to the Blue Wzard's castle. It's very forbidding, and no
one can get in who isn't invited. |It's guarded by all manner of
nonsters."

"You can tell all that fromone touch of the cat woman?" Forrest asked.

"Yes. It's part of everything about her. But | can't get beyond her

personal experience. She's never actually been inside the castle, and
knows not hing about its content. But she's afraid of the Wzard, who

has gi ven so nuch away that he has becone enornous."

Forrest took a nonent to work that out, renenbering that on this world
creatures gained size and power by being generous. "But how can he give
so nmuch away?" he asked. "I nean, where does he get anything to give
away? It nust conme from sonewhere."

"From Ptero," Inbri said in a dream et.
"That's right!" Eve agreed. "See if he gives away any talents.”
Dawn checked. "Yes, he has given away nmany tal ents-and | recogni ze sone

frompeople | know on Ptero. One cat woman got the talent of changing
things to strawberry jam for all that it conmes out blue. Another got
the talent of Charisma, which becones purrsuasion; now she is queen of
the cat people. Another got the talent of spell-checking."

"Hey, isn't that ComPewer's talent?" Inbri asked.

"No, his talent is changing local reality to suit hinmself," Forrest

said. "But checking spells-that's a strong one. |If that belonged to
one of the folk captured by the margins, it is becom ng clear where al
the magic is going. The Blue Wzard is getting it and giving it away to
add to his power."

"Anot her got the talent of changing the color of the sky," Dawn
continued, checking the cat wonan. "So she can nake it any shade of
blue. Another got the talent of throwing his voice with his hand, so he
can nake it go anywhere."

"So the Wzard is stealing talents fromPtero to give away hers," Inbri
said indignantly. "How can he get away with that?"

"Apparently Pyramid's rules don't take account of the outside realm"
Eve said thoughtfully. "So he has a dandy way to beconme all-powerful."

"And there nust be other Wzards on the other faces of Pyranm d," Forrest
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said. "Doing the sanme thing."

"And we have to stop them" Dawn said, letting the cat woman go on her
way. "Does anyone have any idea how?"

There was a silence that bobbled around fromone to another. None of
t hem knew what to do.

Which neant it was up to Forrest. "l suppose we shoul d approach the
Bl ue Wzard's castle and see what we can do," he suggested feebly.

"Now | amjust a na:fve girl," Eve said. "Wth barely a notion of the
Adult Conspiracy, and no experience." Her sister smrked at that. "But
even | know that we'd probably get hauled in and executed without
trial."

"I couldn't have said it better, even if you did usurp ny turn,” Dawn
sai d.

"I't wasn't your turn. You spoke |ast before ne."

"But this is a new subject. | always comrent first on new things."

"Grls, girls," Forrest said, finding hinself shoved into a role their
not her had pl ayed on Ptero.

Both turned to him their notions so well coordinated that he knew he
had been had. Inbri faced away, letting himhandle it in his own
fashion. "And what are you going to do about it?" Dawn inquired. "Spank
us?"

"Shall we hoist our skirts for it?" Eve continued. "So you can smack
our pan-"

"Grls!" he cried in boldface. Then, nore quietly: "After this mssion
i s done, and your friends have been saved, and we are no |longer in
danger of being executed, then you may tease ne as nuch as you want, and
maybe even nmake ne blush again. You are both extrenely attractive young
worren, and | ama faun, and | would love to play ganes with you in ny
natural fashion. But at present we are in danger, and any m stake we
make coul d cost us not only our lives, but inperil the fate of all the
human fol k remaining on Ptero. So though you may regard ne as
unqual i fi ed, and perhaps | aughable, | hope you will allow ne to do the
best | can in the role that the Good Magician requires of ne. That is
to guide you to success in saving yoL,r land from narginalization."

The two exchanged a glance. Then they turned together to | ook at
Forrest. Al four of their eyes were bright. "W apol ogi ze nost
abjectly," Dawn said. "W were indeed forgetting our nission." She
wi ped a tear fromher right eye.

"But we ask you to understand that we do take the m ssion seriously,"”
Eve continued. "W tend to joke around when we are under tension,
because it is better than crying." She wiped a tear fromher left eye.

Forrest was chagrined. "I didn't realize. | apologize for-"

"W will behave fromnow on," Dawn said. "Until the mssion is done."

"But thereafter,” Eve said, "we may indeed tease you in fun, and play
with you in the manner of nynphs."

"That isn't necessary," he said quickly. "I never neant to suggest-"
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"W are of age," Dawn said

"And we are |l earning respect for you," Eve added.

"But -"

"So now we will apol ogize to you in the manner of the gourd-"
"And | eave you with a noderate notion of what we have in mnd."
"But the gourd apol ogi es are excessively-" he began, al arned.

But he was cut off by Dawn, who stepped into him enbraced himclosely,
and kissed himw th such passion that his head seemed in danger of
floating away. It was as if the sun were rising and blinding himwth
its warm delightful light. Then she released him and Eve hugged him
so firmy that he needed no eyes to appreciate her every contour, and
ki ssed hi meven nore passionately. This tinme it was as if the sun were
setting and carrying himinto the |ovely enconpassi ng ni ght.

Then she | et himgo, and he stood stunned, with little suns and nobons
circling his head. Dawn had prinmed him and Eve had wi ped hi mout.

From what seenmed |ike a far distance he heard them speaking again. "W
do like you, Forrest," Dawn murrmured in his left ear

"And when we do show you our panties, we won't be fooling," Eve nurnured
in his right ear.

Then they ki ssed his pointed ears, sinultaneously.

Forrest found hinself lying on the ground, with little hearts and
pl anets spinning crazily over his face. The girls were fanning himand

brushing off his fur. "l guess we overdid it," Dawn said. "He
fainted."
"But we'll be nore careful fromnow on," Eve agreed.

"W had better change to blue jeans."
"And not too tight."
"But once this is done-"

"We' Il show himeverything."

Thi s had gone on nore than | ong enough. Forrest opened his eyes. "I
think I"'mall right," he said. "I-"

"W doubl e-teaned you," Dawn said. "W apol ogi ze."
"No!" he excl ai med desperately.

They both laughed. "Not gourd fashion, silly," Eve said. "W've
al ready done that." Then they hel ped hi mup. They were now i n baggy
blue jeans and blue plaid shirts that cut their feminine appeal in half.

Since there were two of them that was still nore than enough

" We thought you were being gallant,"” Eve said. "Now we realize that
you really do like us, as we |like you."

"I"'ma faun," he repeated. "I like nynphs. Recently | have been

learning to like real folk too. But I'mnot used to the enptions."
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"So we gather," Dawn said. "You have surely had far nore physica
experience than we, as delicate maidens, would care to inagine. Wile we
have had nore enotional experience than you have been equi pped to
comprehend. It will be fun merging experiences, in due course.”

"But it is true that we face what may be a deadly chall enge, here,”
Eve sai d.

"So while maybe we shoul dn't have teased you," Dawn said, "we do fee
that you were being na:fve about the approach to the Wzard's castle."

"And while we don't want to interfere with your role as assigned by the
Good Magi cian," Eve said, "we hope you will reconsider."

"I think | had better," he agreed ruefully. "Suppose we approach the

castle cautiously, staying out of sight, and see what we can nake of
it?"

Imbri returned to the dialogue. She had been so still that he had
al most forgotten her. "The girls can explore the castle to a degree
wi t hout even approaching it."

"That's better,"” he agreed. "If we can find soneone who goes in and out
of the castle, or some object that has been inside-"

"We can watch and see,"” Inbri said.

So they made their way on toward the castle. Forrest refreshed the

bl anket of obscurity; that was proving to be a big help, because they

m ght ot herw se al ready have been noticed and surrounded by the Wzard's
m nions, if he had m nions.

The castle was a huge, grimstructure of nottled blue. There was an
odor waiting fromit. "I know that snell," Inbri said. "I have
encountered it on the noon. Blue cheese!"

"But isn't that squishy?" Dawn asked.

"Not when it's old enough. The cheese of the nmobon ranges from al nost
liquid brie to rock hard cheddar. Any cheese gets firmwhen exposed to
the sun for a few years."

"And nmagic could stiffen it," Eve said.

A guard marched around the castle. He didn't see or notice them thanks
to the obscurity and their care in hiding, and passed quite close. "Look
at that!" Dawn whispered. "Hs hand is netal!"

"Silly-that's a hand gun," Eve pointed out. "It makes sense for a
guard.”

The man marched on past them and Forrest saw that his hand really was a
gun. He wondered what happened when the man wanted to shake hands with
anyone.

A light came on at the side door of the castle. It was a special shade
of bright blue. "Ch, | wouldn't want to snear that U traViolent |ight
bul b," Eve said. "Those are nmean when nessed with."

Then the door opened and a man energed. He was carrying a bag of
somet hing. He walked to a pit sonme distance fromthe castle, and tossed
the bag in. Then he returned and reentered the castle.
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"Garbage!" Dawn said. "Ugh!"

"But it's been inside the castle," Forrest pointed out. " So-'
"Ugh!" Eve said.

"Wl l, maybe it's not a good idea."

Eve sighed. "No, it nakes sense. It's just not very romantic."

So they circled the castle at a distance, until they cane to the pit. It
had every type of refuse, and it stank. But they clinbed down into it,
| ooking for the nost recent bag.

"Ah, here it is," Eve said, putting her hand on it. "Recently carried
by Jan Itor. It contains trash and kitchen | eavings collected by the
ni ght watchman, A Lert. They are fromall over the castle.”

"Just what we need," Dawn said. "I know you'll just |ove sinking your
hands in all that, sister dear."

"Wth luck, sone of it isn't dead yet, sister dear," Eve agreed,
wrinkling her nose. "So you will also have the pleasure." She opened
the bag and pulled out a tube. "Toothpaste that pastes the nouth
closed. No wonder they threwit out."

Dawn spied a large ant struggling to escape the bag. She let it walk on

her hand. "This is a de-odor-ant. It can nmake a person | ose the sedse
of snmell. | guess they threw it out because they like the snmell of blue
cheese. "

Eve pulled out an old pen. "This is what is left of an invisible ink
pen," she said. "Oiginally the pen held several large ugly aninmals,

but each animal used up sonme of the ink, and the pen gradually shrank,
until it was too small to be of use."”

"What about the |layout of the castle?" Forrest asked. "Is there a

secret entrance? We.-e does the Wzard stay?"

In due course, piecing through the thrown away junk, they were able to
work out a fair notion of the castle plan. The Wzard lived in the

hi ghest chamnber, through which the blue lines passed. The lines
actually seenmed to come from bel ow, however: the dungeon. That was
entirely sealed off fromoutside, and only the Wzard had access from
inside. There was no refuse fromit; evidently it had its own interna
garbage dunp. So the riddle of the lines remined.

"W need nore information than we can get fromoutside," Forrest said.
"But if even the servants don't know what's in that dungeon, who el se
will know?"

"Only the Wzard," Inbri said. "And he keeps the secret, so that no one
el se can steal talents fromPtero and give them away for power."

"But someone el se nmust know," Forrest said. "Because there are three
other Wzards with the secret."”

"And they used it to make thensel ves suprene in their triangles," Dawn
sai d.

"And they won't tell us either," Eve agreed.

"W need a better idea," Inbri said.
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Sonething flirted with Forrest's attention, and slid away. He pursued
it, and managed to nab it before it escaped. It was an idea. "ldeal" he
exclainmed. "lda-her talent is the Idea. WMaybe she would have an idea.”

"But lda's far away," Dawn said.
"That is, her head is-and huge," Eve agreed.

"No-1 nean the lIda who nmust be here. Your world of Ptero orbits Ida of
Xanth; this world of Pyramid orbits Ida of Ptero. So there nust be an
Ida here with another world, and maybe she woul d know the secrets of the
worl ds."

The girls exchanged another glance. "This is weird," Dawn said.
"But maybe true," Eve said

"And worth a try," Inbri said. "If there's any chance she's here, and
she woul d know -she's a nice person, and surely would help us."

They clinmbed out of the pit and wal ked away fromthe castle. They found
a lake that didn't have any objectionable magi c and washed up. The
girls sinmply waded in with their clothing on, and after a startled
monent Forrest realized that since their clothing was part of their

soul -stuff, it didn't matter

Then they pondered how to locate Ida. "I can learn rmuch fromliving
folk," Dawn said. "But it's sort of random finding out whether they
know a particul ar person could take a long tine."

"Same for the inanimate," Eve said. "I could see whether a rock had
ever seen a particular person pass, but first 1'd have to go through its
entire list of people, which could be hundreds. And it m ght not
recogni ze a particul ar person anyway; rocks aren't very smart."

"Grandpa Dor could make themtalk," Dawn said. "That made it mnuch
easier."

"OfF course we had to watch our skirts when Grandpa Dor was around," Eve
said. "Any rock we stepped over would blab about what it saw. "

"Unl ess Grandma | rene was there,’
into silence fromfar away."

Dawn said. "She could glare a rock

:, We miss them" Eve concl uded sadly.

"I think we'll have to ask soneone," Forrest decided. "That neans
letting the blanket of obscurity wear off."

"Which in turn is risky," Inbri said.

"I knowit. So maybe the three of you should remain protected by it,
while | stay apart, so | can becone evident alone."

"Maybe you should ride me, so that if there is trouble, | can gallop
away with you."

Forrest thought of protesting, but realized that she wanted to take the
sane risk he did. "Good notion." He | ooked around. It seened to be
getting late in the day. "Let's find a place to sleep, and in the
morning the girls can take the canned bl anket spell while we go out."

They | ooked for a good place to settle. Soon they found a small range
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of blue nountains. Very small: they were hardly wai st high. But the
m ni - peaks shoul d serve to conceal themfromthe view of the main path,
when they | ay down.

But as they approached the range, it got up and wal ked away. Astoni shed,
they watched it depart. Then Dawn | aughed. "A nmountain goat!" she
said. "I should have recognized it."

They found anot her place, near blue berry bushes, which nade it handy
for supper. As they ate, the wind cane up, whistling softly through the
trees. It nade a sad nelody. "I always liked the blues," Eve remnarked.

But as darkness closed, the tenperature dropped. Forrest realized that
he hadn't thought to bring a second blanket. So he dug out the one he

had and gave it to the girls. "This will do for the two of you," he
sai d.
They | ooked at him "I wish this wasn't a serious nission," Dawn said.

"Because then we could share the blanket with you," Eve said.

"I"'msorry too," he said. "But | will join Inbri." For Inbri in mare
formwas both warm and safe. So things worked out after all

He | ay down beside Inbri. "You really are a nice person," she murnured
in a dream et for him al one.

"No I'mnot. | really wanted to sleep with them"

"I know you did. Right between them Knowi ng that they would probably
di ssolve their clothing under the blanket, just as | did. But you
refused to do it. That's what nmakes you nice, just as you were with
me. "

"But | should not even be wanting to do such things!"
"You are a faun. It's your nature."

"And what of you?" he demanded. "What do you think, when you see ne
reacting to those pretty girls?"

"I't makes me feel less guilty for what | did to you."
"You didn't do anything to ne!"
"Yes | did. And | will make it up to you, when |I figure out how "

"You know | can't really do anything with those girls. They're
princesses.

"They are of a slightly different culture than the one we encountered in
Xanth. Maybe it's all right for themto play with fauns, if they want
to."

"l doubt their nother would approve."

"Mt hers never do. 1In the old days | delivered thousands of bad dreans
to worried nothers. They think their daughters nust be pristine and
never do what the nmothers did when they were young. So the daughters
simply don't tell their nothers." She chuckled, in the dreamet. "Now
that Queen Iris has been rejuvenated to her twenties, she doesn't tel
her daughter Irene, who woul d Not Approve Iris's present activities.
Fol k sel dom approve the fun others have."
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"Still-"

"Forrest, those two girls know their own mnds, and they know your
nature. |If they decide to celebrate with you, you should feel free."
“Well, | don't feel free. | nean, | would love it, but | don't think
it's proper.”

Her dreani et inmage shook her head. "Because you have been placed in the

rol e of adviser, which inplies parental authority. So you act as a
parent woul d, though you wi sh you could act as a normal faun would."

"That's it!" he agreed as a bulb flashed over his head. "How well you
under st and. "

"Well, | have had sonme experience in dreans, and what you feel for the
girls is a dream™

"Thank you, Inbri! You have helped me to clarify nmy mxed feelings."

"Maybe that's what |I'mhere for." The dream et inage wal ked across to
the fading bulb and planted a kiss on it. Forrest felt the kiss on his
face.

He was startled. “Inbri-"
"I will change to naiden form if you ask ne. | know ny own nind too."

Suddenly he was horribly tenpted. Inbri was definitely of sufficient
age and experience, and she surely did know her owmn mind. But he had to
demur. "l- can't ask you to do that."

"I know, Forrest, | know. You don't feel free to be a faun, or free to
make commitnents of that nature, so you are caught in a personal |inbo.
I wish | could free you fromit. And | will, if I ever find the way.
Meanwhi l e, | respect your stance, and | respect you."

"Uh, thank you."
"Whuld it help if I sent you a wish-fulfillnent drean"

"It mght. But | think | need to focus on ny m ssion, now, and not
wast e i nmagi nati on on anything else."

"Then I will send you a dream of deep sleep."

In his mnd s eye he saw a pale blue cloud floating toward him The

wor ds DEEP SLEEP were enbossed on its surface. It |oomed |arge,
snelling of gentle nusic, and enconpassed him and he sank into it with
relief.

He woke nuch refreshed. His head was against Inbri's gently heaving
side. Dawn & Eve were up and picking blue berries, wearing blue skirts
and slippers. In a nonent they spied his flickering eyelids and canme to
join him

"Have a berry, Forrest,"
besi de him

Dawn sai d, plunping hersel f down crossl egged
"Yes, they are very good," Eve said, doing the same. Their firmlegs
showed wel | beyond the knees. Wre they teasing himagain?

He opened his nouth to say, "But | can pick ny own berries.”
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But before the first word popped out, Eve | eaned dangerously forward and
popped a berry in. It was delicious. He chewed it, then opened his
mouth to thank her-and she popped i n anot her

He gave up the unequal struggle, and ate the berries he was given. There
was sonething to be said for being catered to by willing maidens.

But they had a day ahead of them Forrest dug into his knapsack and
brought out the canned blanket. "Don't invoke this until after Inbri
and | are out of range,"” he told them "And don't do anything too wild;
we don't know the linmt of the obscurity."”

"Yes, Master," they said together, and |aughed, their tightly bl oused
bosons heavi ng.

"And get out of those nuisance clothes before sonething freaks nme out."

They gl anced down, startled. "oops, we forgot," Dawn said. Her pale
bl ue bl ouse rippled and becane a heavy blue plaid shirt.

"We just naturally dressed our usual way, when we woke," Eve said. Her
bl ue-black skirt twisted and fornmed itself into baggy dark bl ue jeans.

"After just naturally sleeping nude."
"And dreaming of fun with a faun."

Then they stood, together. Dawn's |ight blue skirt changed to pale blue
jeans just a bare instant before it would have shown Too Mich, and Eve's
dark bl ouse changed to a dark shirt just a transparent instant after it
had shown Mdre Than Enough

They were definitely teasing him Apparently they just couldn't help
thenselves. He would sinply have to try to ignore it. He w shed

hi nsel f success. Already he was wondering just how blue their panties
m ght be.

Then he mounted Inbri, and she wal ked out onto the path. She didn't
hurry, because they weren't trying to go anywhere, just to neet soneone
they could ask directions of. He glanced back, but didn't notice
anyone. Good; that meant that the girls had invoked the bl anket of
obscurity, and unless they did something foolish, |ike dancing naked and
scream ng, he wouldn't notice them

Soon they approached a woman who was wal ki ng along the path in the
opposite direction. "Hello," Forrest called, hoping that this was the
right way to address a Pyram d native

She | ooked sharply at him "Do you want something fromme, faun?"

He rem nded hinself that the folk here always | ooked for chances to get
ahead by giving things away. "Yes, actually."

"Who are you and what do you want ?"

This seemed surprisingly easy. "I am Forrest Faun, and | want to |ocate
Princess lda."

"W don't have any princesses here."
"Maybe she's not a princess here. She has a nmoon orbiting her head."
The woman shook her head. "Never heard of her. So | can't help you. So

I mght as well harass you."
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"Harass ne?"

"I am Polly Mdtph, and | can change nyself into what | can imagine.
Today | amirritable, so | shall becone a dragon and gobbl e you and your
stupid horse up, hoping you don't taste too bad." Her face stretched out
to becone a dragon's snout, and her body burst out of its clothes to
becone serpentine.

"But we haven't done anything to you," Forrest protested.

"Precisely,"” the dragon said, snapping at them

Inbri |eaped into the air to avoid the teeth. She |anded at a ful
gal l op, getting out of there.

Unfortunately Forrest wasn't used to riding, and wasn't ready. Wen the
mare shot forward, Forrest didn't. He landed on his butt in the path.

"Well, now," the dragon said. "You're too small for a dragon, but just
right for a griffin." She warped into a griffin.

Forrest scranbled to his feet and ran. But the griffin's beak darted
forward and caught his tail. H's hoofs were noving, but he wasn't
getting anywhere.

Imbri turned and came chargi ng back. "Naaaay!" she neighed. She
| eaped, her forehoofs aiming for the griffin's body.

"Curses," the griffin nuttered, in the process rel easing Forrest. Then
it twisted into a flying snake and wiggl ed out of the way.

Inbri | anded and gal |l oped on, unable to halt on such short notice. But
she had given For-rest the reprieve he needed. He ran after her, hoping
to get enough of a lead so that the nonster couldn't catch him

But Polly norphed back into the griffin, and took flight. Forrest heard
the wi ng-beats as she gained on him

Then, suddenly, he collided with sonething remarkably soft. He | anded
in atangle of linbs. He blinked, and saw what he hadn't noticed
bef ore, though she was up against his chest: "Dawn!"

"Hey, | finally got your attention," she said, drawing her face fromhis
ear and fluffing out her red hair.

"But the griffin-"
"Has lost track of you," Eve said.

He | ooked at his |legs, and discovered what el se he hadn't noticed: they
were tangled up with another girl's legs. "Eve!"

She drew her face fromhis belly and fluffed out her tangl ed bl ack
tresses. "l really didn't think we would get to this stage until after
the mission," she confessed.

"VWhat are you girls doing?"

"W are saving you fromgetting chonped," Dawn said, prying her
flattened bosom from his chest.

"Wth the help of the blanket of obscurity," Eve said, unw apping her
cranped | egs from his thighs.
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"Because we really don't want you to be hurt."
"Even if you would sinply be |aunched back to Ptero."

"Because wi thout your guidance, we would not be able to conplete our
m ssion."

"And we really do like your conpany."”

By this tinme they had unstuck the rest of thenselves fromhis body. Both
girls were disheveled, but still pretty in a wild sort of way.

"Uh, thank you," Forrest said, realizing that he could i ndeed have been
gobbl ed and bani shed fromthis region for whatever period was required
by the framework of Pyranmid. They had saved himfromthat by
intervening in the only way they could, considering that he was not
aware of their presence: by tackling himand bringing himinto the
coverage of the bl anket.

Dawn gave hima direct green eyed gl ance, as bright as sunshine. "You
are wel cone. "

Eve gave him a sidel ong bl ack eyed gl ance, as nysterious as night.
"I't was our pleasure."

Forrest tried once more to get through to them "You know, your teasing
ways are very difficult for me to handle."

Dawn shook her head. "Sonme of what you take for teasing is nerely our
natural flair."

Eve frowned. "And in this particular instance, we were not teasing. W
really did want to save you, and we really do |ike you."

Forrest was nonplused. "I mean, you really are two very |ovely and
provocative young wonen, and |-"

"W know," Dawn said seriously. "W know our nature, and what kind of
reaction is to be expected froma male of any type."

"And we are ready," Eve said, just as seriously, "to nake absolutely
pl ai n our readi ness to accompdate that reaction, in due course."

Every tinme he tried to reason with them it just got worse! "But | told
you, this mssion-"

"W understand,"” Dawn began

"But we are falling 'n love with you,"

I ' Eve concl uded.

Then tears dropped fromall four of their eyes.

Forrest's jaw dropped. "But you were just flirting, and | knew that. It
wasn't serious. You are princesses, and |I'mjust a faun."

"W are girls who have never been certain whether any given man's
interest in us was because of our royalty," Dawn said.

"Or because of our physical appeal," Eve conti nued.

"Or our Sorceress caliber magic."
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"Or our novelty as morning and evening twns."
"And we cared for none of these kinds of interest, in thenmselves."
"W wanted to be val ued for ourselves."

"But | do know of your royalty, and appreciate your beauty, and your
magi ¢, and your novelty," Forrest protested. "I amfascinated by all of
them So | amno better than any of those you have encountered. And
amjust a faun of no particular autho.,ity or ability. So-"

"So you have no anbition with respect to us," Dawn sai d.

"Just a healthy desire to celebrate with us in your quaint fashion," Eve
sai d.

"And acconplish your mssion."

"And go your way."

"Yes. | can't remain in your world. | nust returnto ny tree. And
since | know that true human beings don't believe in dalliance for its
own sake, | amtrying to avoid it."

"Which is our point," Dawn said. "You know us, and appreciate all our
poi nts, yet have no ulterior notive."

"You are the first male outside our famly," Eve said, "whom we can
truly trust. Therefore we |ove you."

"But trust is only one elenent of a neaningful relationship," he
protested. "And it is a property of fauns to nake the femal es they
touch want to celebrate. So your enptions nmay not be genuine, or at
| east not natural."

"But we are young and fickle, and our love will not endure."
"So we hope to indulge it with you during this w ndow of opportunity."

"And then we will go our separate ways," Dawn sai d.

"And remenber each other with a certain wistful fondness," Eve said.
"Wth delight in the menmory of the experience."

"Which was our very first of this type."

"And no regrets.”

"And no regrets.”

Forrest was overwhel ned. Maybe they were influenced by his faunish
effect on females, but they had understanding too. "This-this is not an
offer I can decline. But while we are on the nission-"

"I't would be an abuse of the trust placed in all of us to play certain
fauny ganes," Dawn sai d.

"And such faun & ganes might interfere with our pursuit of the mssion,"”
Eve agreed.

"So for nowwe will pretend that this dial ogue has not yet occurred."”

"But we will never doubt that it will occur in due course."”
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"Uh, yes," Forrest agreed. He was deeply touched, but knew that this
was no time to be distracted fromthe mssion. "Were's |Inbri?"

They | ooked out at the rest of the region. Polly Morph, in whatever
form was gone. Inbri was wal king along the path, |ooking around as if
seeki ng somet hing she had | ost.

Forrest disengaged fromthe girls and approached the nmare, hoping that
the spell of obscurity was not actually on him since he had not been
present when it had been invoked. He needed to be visible to Inbri.

"Hey!" he call ed.

She whirled, orienting on him "Were were you?" her dream et query
care.

"The girls haul ed ne under the obscurity bl anket."

"But you were gone for sone tine."

"W had somet hing we needed to work out."

" Cho"

"They are in tenporary love with nme."

"oh "

"They don't get to neet many mal es who don't want sonething fromthem"
"Don't you want sonething?"

"Not hing that would di m nish themor commt them "It seens.”
"And did you get it?"

"Not yet. Right now the nission is nore urgent."

Imbri mght have inquired further, but at that point another creature
appeared on the path. Forrest quickly nmounted Inbri so that they could
appear as faun and horse, and they wal ked toward the new arrival. It
didn't resenble Polly Mrph, fortunately.

In fact, it didn't resenble anything Forrest renenbered seeing before,

anywhere. It seened to be a mass of curving projections, sone furry,
sone bare, sone pointed, sone floppy, and sone vaguely |ike nothing
speci fic.

"Hel |l o!" Forrest call ed.

The thing cringed away. "Don't yell!" it exclained from sonewhere
within, faintly.

"Sorry," Forrest whispered. "l just wanted to ask-"
"No, no, questions are too loud," it said, sidling away.

"Just what kind of creature are you?" Forrest asked, mldly annoyed.

"I'mall ears," it said, disappearing around a curve.
"That's true," Inbri said in a dreamiet. "Now | recognize the different
shapes of ears. It must be very sensitive to sound."
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"Maybe we'll have better luck with the next one," Forrest said.

"And here he comes," Inbri said. "Maybe this tine | should try
addressing him"

"My technique hasn't been getting us far, for sure.”

The nman | ooked to be about thirty two, wearing an el egant bl ue roya
robe and a blue crown. He was sniling, and | ooked friendly.

"Hello," Inbri said in a dream et directed to both Forrest and the man
He | ooked at her, startled. "Wy, it's a night mare!" he excl ai ned.
"Fornmer night mare, now a day nare," Inbri's dream et figure clarified.

"How did you recogni ze me?"

"Ch, | have had many deliveries! | was originally froman awful place
call ed Mundania. | have ny Mundane nane to prove it: Todd Loren."

"Mundani a! How did you get here?"

"I'"'mnot sure, but |I think it was ny imagination. | dreaned of a
special world, where | was a royal character and could do nagic, and
suddenly | was here, with ny talent of being able to direct wind to bl ow
to particular places. It may not be nuch, but |I enjoy it."

"Do you happen to know a wonan call ed |da?"

"The one with the noon?"

"That's the one. Can you tell us howto find her?"

"No, but | can direct you to her. Just follow that gust of w nd."

Todd gestured, and wind stirred up sone dust, becoming visible as a

fuzzy ball.

"Thank you!" Inbri's dream et figure cried as they pursued the wi nd.
"You are welcone. |'malways glad to gain size."

"That's right," Forrest said as they noved on. "Folk grow and gain
power as they give things away. But | don't think I |ost any mass."

"I did, because the favor was to ne," Inbri said. "But |I have plenty of
mass, now. If | lose too much, 1I'll have to resunme mai den shape, is
all."

"l hope you get it back, when we | eave Pyram d."

"Pyramid is so small that whatever we | ose here is surely unmeasurable
el sewhere. "

He realized that this was probably the case. This was the noon of a
nmoon, as it were, and its entire mass was nmuch | ess than that of either
of their condensed souls on Ptero.

They followed the wind along the path, glad that it wasn't zoomn ng
wildly cross-country the way nost winds did. Forrest hoped that Dawn &
Eve were keeping up, because the wind didn't pause.

But then it did pause. It hovered in place, barely hanging on to the
bl ue dust that nade it visible. It was beside a young woman. Her hair
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and eyes were a silver shade of blue, and there was even a sprinkling of
bl ue snow on her head. She was pretty, but |ooked hard.

"That's not lda," Forrest murmured.

"There must be a reason the wind is waiting," Inbri said in a private
dreanlet. "W had better inquire."
"Il doit." He |l ooked at the woman. "Hello."

She | ooked coldly at him "Do |I know you?"

"No. And | nean no harm But we are following a wind, and it is
pausi ng by you, so | wondered whether there is a reason. | am Forrest
Faun, and this is Mare Inbri."

The wonman turned deep blue eyes on him "I amthe Lady Wnter,
ot herwi se known as Wnter Lee Cheryl Jacobs. | don't know why | am
here, but | don't think it is to dance with the wind."

"That name-are you Mindane?"
"Yes. At least | was, before | canme on this trip."

"Maybe that's why the wind is pausing. It was sent by anot her Mindane,
and nmaybe it's curious, because there can't be many Miundanes here."

" Anot her Mundane?" Wnter asked, interested.
"Yes. A nman. He wears a crown. He seened nice."

"Maybe | should neet him At |east he would understand why | find this
pl ace so strange."

The wi nd divided, and one gust swept back up the path. "Just follow
that wind," Forrest said. "It should lead you right to him"
"Thank you," Wnter said, smling so brilliantly that it seened |ike

sunrise. She followed the gust.

"Hey-1 feel heavier," Forrest said, surprised.

"You just did someone a favor," Inbri said. "I think the wind did
recogni ze her as a Miundane, and felt an affinity because Todd Loren was
Mundane. They should |ike each other: he's mature and nice, and she's
young and pretty."

"l guess so," he agreed.

The half gust of wind resuned its notion, and they followed it as the
path wound around blue hills, across blue fields, through blue forests,
past blue | akes, and under blue skies. Then it paused again, by what

| ooked |i ke a cenetery.

"This is just a field full of crosses," Forrest said. "They nust be
mar ki ng graves." Indeed, there were big crosses and little ones, each
one carved fromwood and slightly different fromall the others. Sone
were fairly straight, but others were curvaceous. |In fact they seened
to be about as individual for crosses as people were for people. Forrest
had a vested appreciation for wood, and found it intriguing in its own
right whatever formit mght be carved into, but he didn't recognize
this particular variety.

"But in Xanth graves aren't marked by crosses," Inbri said.
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"This isn't Xanth. |In fact, it isn't even Ptero. Wo knows what the
rul es may be on Pyram d?" He was suspicious, because of the way the
crosses had been used in Contrary Centaur's gane on Ptero. If these were
anything like that, he wanted no part of them

"Maybe so," she agreed. "Let ne send a dreamnl et down to see whet her
there's a body."

"Dream ets can expl ore?"
"Not exactly. But | can send themto anyone, including the dead."

She concentrated, and he saw a dreamlet in a little cloud float down and
di sappear into the ground below a cross. |In a nonment it bobbed up
again, its dreamfigure |ooking perplexed. "No, there's nothing there,"
Inbri said in a separate dream et to Forrest.

"So they are just stuck in the ground," Forrest said. "They aren't
alive. | suppose Eve could tell us all about them if she were here."

"Perhaps we should wait for the girls to catch up. 1'd like to be sure
they are all right, as long as the wind is willing to wait."

"All right. It does seemto be a smart gust." At that the swirling w nd
dar kened, blushing; though it could not speak to them it evidently
under st ood what they said.

That gave hima notion. "Wile we wait, Qust-is there anything to eat
around here?"

The gust swept across to a billboard on the far side of the field. It
had a painting of a grand assortment of berries. Al were in shades of
bl ue, of course, but seenmed to be of many varieties. They |ooked

del i ci ous.

"But this is just a picture,"” Forrest said.

The gust brushed up against the picture, and it al nost seened that sone
of the berries nmoved. So Forrest reached out to touch a berryand it was
round, not flat. He picked it and put it to his nouth. "A bill-berry!"
he exclainmed. "I should have known."

Imbri trotted over. "Bill-berries? They are very good for you."

She put her nouth to the billboard and took a bite of berries. But then
she spat sonething out. "I got a billfold by accident,” her dreanl et
figure said, nmaking a face

Forrest saw the oh ect on the ground. It was a wad of fol ded paper,
gray on the front, green on the back. It did look inedible. Apparently
the billboard wasn't perfect; there was sone contam nation

Sonet hi ng tapped himon the shoulder. He junped. There was a vague
fermal e shape snelling faintly of norning. "Ch-Dawn," he said, relieved.
"l hadn't noticed you."

"Because of the blanket of obscurity," her voice breathed in his ear. "I
can see you quite clearly."

"And so can |," Eve's voice murnmured in his other ear. Then they both
ni bbled on the tips of his ears.

"Stop that!" he excl ai ned.
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Imbri | ooked around. "Did | swish you with ny tail? | didn't mean to.
"No. The girls are here."

She squinted. "Wy so they are. That obscurity is effective. Now that

I know what to |ook for, | can see them"

So could Forrest. "Eve, would you check one of those crosses and |earn
what it's all about? The wi nd brought us here, so there nust be some
reason. "

"I'"l'l be glad to." Her vague form ki ssed his cheek and depart ed.
"That wi nd nmust |ike you," Dawn said, Kissing his other cheek

"I think it's just doing its job. Maybe it appreciates the way |
cooperated with it to send Lady Wnter to Todd. It has been very
hel pful . "

"Eve is signaling. W had better go there."

Forrest |ooked, but no | onger saw Eve. The bl anket had covered her

"I''"l'l lead you," Dawn said. She took his hand in hers, squeezing his
fingers in a way that rem nded himexactly how fermal e she was. These
girls m ght be young, but they had | earned a good deal already.

In a few steps they approached a gradually clarifying figure holding a
cross. As Forrest concentrated, Eve became recogni zable. "These
crosses enable folk to cross things," she said. "Eyes, T's, nobuntains,
rivers, people-anything."
"Then they could be useful," Forrest said, relieved. The function of
Pyram d crosses was different from Ptero crosses

"Indeed. They are put out here for anyone to take and use. But when
one is used, their nmaker gains the benefit of a given favor, and the one
who uses them | oses mass. So we don't want to take too many."

"Can one cross enable nore than one person to cross sonething?"

"A big one can. A small one is limted both in person and distance.
Four small ones woul d enabl e four people to cross one nmountain, while
one big one night enable all four people to cross a whole range of
mountains. But the big one will exact a greater anount of nass, so we
don't want to use any of them nore than we need to."

"Suppose we take several crosses, but don't use then®"

"Then there is no price. It doesn't matter where the crosses are, only
how t hey are used."

"Then we should take a fair collection of them and not use them unless
we have to," he decided

"How intelligent," Eve said.
"Are you trying to tease ne agai n?"
"No, just to rem nd you."

He wal ked among the crosses. That was when he di scovered that he was
still holding Dawn's hand. She had not remi nded him He let go,
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enbarrassed, and heard her obscure chuckle. "I think we should each
carry two snmall ones and one big one. Can we do that? | nean, | have
roomin my knapsack, but do the rest of you have a way to carry things?"

"Sure," Dawn said. "In our purses."

"And | have a pack," Inbri said.

Forrest | eaned down to take a cross, but now Eve's hand stayed him "I
woul dn't," she murnured

"Wy not ?"
"Because that particular one is nade of petrified wood."

Forrest froze. Then he noved his hand very slowy down, barely touching
the cross. Fear coursed through him It was true; this cross nade
anyone who touched it terrified.

"But | mght be able to use this too,"
monster | couldn't escape."

he said. "If | got caught by a

"But how can you take it with you, if it frightens you?" Inbri asked.

"I't shouldn't frighten me once I'mnot directly touching it." He reached
into his knapsack and pulled out a handkerchief. He wapped this around
the cross so that he could pick it up without touching it. The
handker chi ef was thin, so his fright was there, but he was able to
handl e the cross until it dropped into his knapsack

"That was a brave thing to do," Dawn said, taking his hand again."

"No it wasn't. | was scared, but | knew there was no danger."

"I't's not handling danger, but handling fear that nakes a person brave,
isn't it?"

Forrest hadn't thought of it that way. "Maybe. But it had to be done,
if I wanted that cross."

They each took two small crosses, which disappeared into their various
packs and purses without trouble. But the large crosses were too bhig to
fit. Finally Eve found one folding cross, and they fit that into
Inbri's pack, which was |arger than the others. That would have to do

Now the wi nd, having dallied all this tine, amusing itself by whirling
up dry blue | eaves and grass and naki ng funnel -shapes of them resuned
its forward progress. They followed. The blanket of obscurity was
fading, so that the girls rermained fairly clear

The path | ed past several huge blue bee hives. They had been
constructed in the shape of wooden boats with closed tops, and these
were arranged in a giant senmi-circle. The bees were very |arge, and
they were flying in with blue books.

Forrest paused to take in this scene. "I never knew that bees collected
books," he said, surprised.

Eve went up cautiously to touch one of the fancy hives. |t seened that
enough of the bl anket of obscurity remained on her to keep the bees from
bei ng di sturbed. Then she |laughed. "These are Ark-hives," she
expl ai ned. "Where the bees store books, so they won't be lost. That

must be why these bees are so |arge; they are constantly doi ng good
deeds for this region, by saving all these good references."
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They went on, hurrying to catch up with the gust. But now they cane to
a wide blue | ake, and the wind was noving right across it, toward a bl ue
i sl and.

Forrest considered the water. "Do you suppose we could sw nmP"

Eve touched the surface with a finger. "I think not. This water
contains all manner of horrible blue nonsters.”

"Then this nust be what we have the crosses for. W had better each use
one small one, saving the other for the return trip."

They dug out their small crosses and held themup. "Uh, how do they
wor k?" Forrest asked, bel atedly.

"Just describe where you wish to cross, and say 'invoke,"

Eve said.
"To that island,” Forrest said, looking at it. "lnvoke."

Suddenly he was there, and the cross was gone. He felt lighter, though
that m ght have been his imagination. He turned to | ook back-and the
others arrived. They nade streaks as they crossed the water in half an
i nstant.

"That was fun," Dawn said.

"But we don't want to do it too nmany tinmes," Eve said.

The wind was waiting for them They followed it along a winding path to
a blue ridge of mountains. On the ridge was a house built of blue
stone. As they approached it, a wonan energed. "Aunt l|da!"

Dawn cried, going up to hug her

"You haven't changed at all," Eve said, doing the sane.

Ida returned their hugs, then inquired, "You seemlike such fine girls.
Do | know you?"

orrest approached. "I nust explain. W are fromthe world of-of Ptero.
Do you under st and?"

"Ch, ny, yes! But | have never had visitors fromthere before. How
nice."

"l am Forrest Faun, and this is Mare Inbrium and these are Dawn & Eve,
t he daughters of Prince Dol ph and Electra.”

"I amso glad to neet you."
"Do you have ni eces here?" Dawn asked.
"I don't think | do. But this is not the same world as Ptero."

"Yes," Eve said. "W have been trying to get used to its rules.
We have come to stop its Wzards from hurting our people on Ptero."
"Ch, are they doing that? | didn't know "

"I"'mafraid they are," Forrest said. "W hoped that you woul d know how
to stop them"
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| da shook her head. This caused her nobon to wobble and careen into
view. Apparently it had been hiding behind her head until now.

"Look at that!" Dawn excl ai med.

"A doughnut!" Eve said.

The noon zi pped back into hiding.

"Pl ease don't use that word," Ida said. "The correct termis Torus."

"Ch, we're sorry," Dawn said, blushing a nodest bl ue.

"Extrenely sorry," Eve agreed, blushing an i nmodest blue. "W're so
i gnorant."

Forrest knew that this was at least in part an act, simlar to their
flirtation with him but it was nevertheless inpressive. The twins were
very good at manners.

"Well, | suppose you couldn't know," lda said. "Being from another
world. "

"Yes, but we want so nmuch to |earn," Dawn said.
"And never to nake the sane m stake again," Eve said

Ida gl anced at Forrest in a way that indicated that she was not being

much fooled. "At any rate, | was saying to nmy regret that | don't know
the answer to your problem The Blue Wzard has confined ne to this
island, to keep ne, as he puts it, out of mischief. | amsurprised that

you were able to locate ne so readily."

"W asked around," Forrest said. "W thought that since you have the
Sorceress talent of the lIdea, you m ght have an idea about how we night
proceed. "

"Why yes, of course."
"You nean you do know how to stop the W zards?"
"No. But | do know how you shoul d proceed."

They | ooked at her bl ankly.

"You see," lda explained, "I know where the answer is to be found. |
don't have it, because | can't go there." Her eyes fixed nonentar. "ly
on her noon.

Ch, no! "On Torus?" Forrest asked weakly.

"Yes. I'msure that the Ida who lives there has the answer. That's why

the Wzard confined me: to be sure that no one had access to ny noon
And no creature of this world is able to come here; a powerful spel
repels them But perhaps he didn't reckon on visitors from another

world."
It was beginning to make sense. "W are certainly fromother worlds,"
Forrest said. "The girls are fromPtero, but Inbri and | derive

originally from Xanth."

"Xanth? What realmis that?"
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Forrest exchanged half a glance with Inbri. Ida didn't know about
Xanth? "It is a larger land,” Inbri said in a dreamet. "On it is
Princess |da, about whose head Ptero orbits."

"Fascinating! And what |arger |and does Xanth orbit on?"
"Larger |and?" Forrest asked bl ankly.

"Since Pyramid orbits the Ida on Ptero, and Ptero orbits the Ida on
Xanth, what land's |da does Xanth orbit?"

Forrest found his jaw hanging as low as Inbri's jaw, which was
surprising, because her mare's mouth was | arger than his. "Wy, we
don't know, " he said.

lda smled. "Maybe after your mssion here is done, you can descend to
that world and find out. | wonder whether it's an infinite
pr ogr essi on?"

"l wonder too," Inbri said.

"But now you will want to visit Torus," lda said. "You will have to

| eave much of yoursel ves here, however. Fortunately | have roomin mny
house. But | amobliged by our nature to take some of your nmass for the
favor of facilitating your trip. Unless you can do ne a return
service."

"We hope to free you fromthis island, and free Pyranmid fromthe tyranny
of the Wzards," Dawn said.

I da shook her head. "These are hopes rather than realities."

"W can tell you all about what we find on Torus," Eve said. "So that
you will know it as well as if you had been there yourself."

Ida smled. "Nowthat is a service no one else can do ne, that | would

very nmuch value. So though | may gain sonme of your nmasses when you go,
you won't miss it because your bodies will be asleep, here. And you
will recover it when you tell nme about Torus. Do cone this way."

She led theminto her blue stone house, which was neatly kept. There
were two beds there, and a couch. The girls lay on the beds, and
Forrest took the couch, and Inbri lay confortably on the floor. Then Ida
sat between them in her chair.

Forrest brought out his bottle. He gave each girl a sniff, and |lay back
on the couch and sniffed it hinself One by one they dropped into
unconsci ousness, as their soul fragments drew free.

The process was becomng nore famliar with experience. This was the
third tinme for Forrest and Inbri, and the second time for the girls.
Efficiently they waited up, formng into floating shapes, naking
eyebal | s and ears and nouths. Soon they | ooked reasonably |ike
thensel ves. Then they flew toward Torus, condensing as they noved.

The worl d | oonmed | arger, its doughnut shape beconmi ng dranatic.
Where should they land on it?

Inbri seenmed to know, so they followed her horse form She headed first
for the center of the hole, then to the inner surface. The world was
vari egated, which was a relief; that neant that they woul d not be
confined to shades of a single color
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"I amorienting on Ida's identity," Inbri said in a dreamlet. "It is an
ability of night mares, to |ocate the sleepers who need their dreans.

it's not very accurate when folk are awake, so it didn't help on
Pyrami d, but | think we'll be reasonably close to her when we |and."

They were drifting toward a forest. In the forest was a glade, and in
the center of the glade was a single large tree. That did seemlike the
best place to land, as their navigation was a bit unsteady and a cl ear
spot was best.

I ndeed, they cane down somewhat hard, having m sjudged the oddly
contoured terrain of Torus, which curved away to east and west and
upward to north and south. Inbri |anded solidly on her four hoofs, but
Forrest fell on his back, and the two girls tunbled in spreadlinbed

di sarray that would have been enbarrassing if they hadn't been in bl ue
j eans.

As they got to their assorted feet, they discovered that the gl ade was

not nearly as nice as it had seenmed fromafar. It was bare of grass,
and littered with bones. "Wat kind of place is this?" Dawn asked
nervously.

Eve touched a bone. "Uh-oh," she said. "This bone belonged to an

ani mal that was eaten by a tangle tree."

"But that means-" Dawn said, |ooking quickly around.

Now they all saw it: the single tree in the center was the |argest,
awful l est tangle tree Forrest had ever seen. It had an enornous nunber
of tentacles, and these were now quivering as the tree realized that
prey was near.

"W have about half an instant to get out of here," Forrest said,
starting to run

But a tentacle |ashed out and struck his knapsack. There was a dragon
claw on the end that hooked right in. 1In only a quarter of an instant
Forrest was hauled into the air.

Inbri galloped over. "I'll rescue you," she cried in a dreamet. "I'l
bite through the vine before it hauls you into the maw. "

"You can't!" Dawn cried. "That tentacle is antiored with dragon scal es!

She was correct. Inbri reared up on her hind feet and cl anped her teeth
on the tentacle just over For-rest's head. There was a clang as enanel
ground agai nst metal. Then Inbri dropped down, unsuccessful

"Get away fromhere, the rest of you!" Forrest cried.
"Not while you're in trouble," Eve said. "W'Il stop it somehow "
"You can't stop an arnored tangle tree!"

But the two girls, heedless of their own safety, drew two sharp little
knives he hadn't known they carried, and reached up to stab at the
tentacle fromeither side. One nust have gotten a point past the arnor,
because suddenly the tree squealed in pain or outrage, and the tentacle
haul ed Forrest up twice as high. Then two nore tentacles whi pped out
and wrapped around the girls. They screaned as they too were haul ed
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into the air.

"oooh, this is worse than | thought," Eve cried, as she reached up to
touch a netal scale. "The tree has eaten nany dragons, and saved their
scales to make it inpervious."

Dawn reached up simlarly. "And it has healing elixir in its sap, so
that it heals as fast as it is injured.”

"Look at that trunk!" Eve cried. "It has mrrors to make it al npst
invisible."

"And it has the strength of a sphinx," Dawn said, gleaning nore
information fromthe living part of the tentacle she touched.

"If the trunk is also protected by dragon scales,” Eve said, "then it

can't be burned, even by sal amander fire."

"And it has a voice, and can talk," Dawn sai d.

"For sure," the tree said. "Now which of you del ectabl e creatures shal
I chonp first?"

"None of them " Inbri cried in a dreamet. "I'Il kick your bark in.
"Ch, sure." Three nore tentacl es whipped out and w apped around the

mare. Soon she was dangling in air too.
"I''"l'l send you Torus's worst dream " Inbri threatened.
"l am Torus's worst dream"

Then Forrest got hal fway smart. He reached into his pack and brought
out the canned bl anket of obscurity spell. "Invoke!" he cried.

The bl anket waited out and covered himand part of the tentacle that
held him The tree for ot about both. The tentacle went linp, letting
Forrest drop to the ground.

"Ha ha-the faun got away!" Dawn cried gleefully.

"What faun?" the tree demanded.

"The one you caught," Eve said. "Now you can't eat him"

"Il find himM" And the tree wenched its roots fromthe ground and
began withing across the glade, searching for its mssing prey. It shot
tentacles out to circle the edge of the glade, so that no one could
escape, even if unseen

Al four of them stared, astonished. "This truly is the worst tangle
tree ever," Inbri said.

Now a tentacle reached into the tree's central foliage and brought out a

sword. "Where are you, faun?" the voice rasped. "Cone taste this stee
I liberated froma human fool who attacked nme. He didn't taste very
good, but | love his sword."

That sword was whi pping around so swiftly that Forrest had to stay well
back to avoid it. Even if the tree couldn't locate himdirectly, it
knew there was a faun sonewhere, and was bound to get himeventually. He
could feel the nmerest tingle of the blanket covering him and realized
that he could nove it about if he handled it carefully. That expl ai ned
Cat hryn Centaur's throwi ng notions; she really did have hold of her
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bl anket s.

Then Dawn tried a new tack. "I know all about you, tangler," she
called. "You lied. You' re not Torus's worst dream \hat about the

CGol em Ki ng?"

The whol e tree shuddered. "I will eat you first, you inpertinent
creature," it said. "You look delicious." The tentacle started to sw ng

toward the trunk

"I amdelicious," Dawn retorted. "But you don't deserve )the, because
the Golem King is worse than you, and he should get ne."

The tentacle hesitated. "You're bluffing," the tree said. "You don't
know anyt hi ng about the Gol em King."
Forrest nade his way toward her. |If he could throw the bl anket over her

before she got eaten, the tree would | ose track of her too.

"Yes | do!" Dawn said. The tree didn't know that she was reading all
this information fromits own partly living wooden flesh. "The Col em
King can nake golens in a second. He can nake golens |ike people, and
like tangle trees, and |like dragons, and he can make themlife size or
ghat size. He's a golemhinself-and so are you, you big fake!

"Ai eeee!" the tree screaned.

"And if he ever got hold of a pretty living girl like me, he wouldn't
eat ne, he'd marry ne," Dawn concluded triunphantly. "Because he's

|l onely down in the earth region where he |ives, because nobody el se wll
go there. He's cunning and can change his forminstantly, but he has no
conpany, and that's what he wants nost of all. So when he finds out
that you caught ne and ate nme, instead of turning ne over to him he'l
destroy you with one flick of his finger. O maybe turn you into a
golemprivy potty."

"Or a gol em sphinx dropping," Eve added, tittering.

It al nost worked. The tree shuddered, and the three captives were

| onered toward the ground. But then it recovered some of its wooden
cunning. "But 1'll make sure he never finds out. 1'll gobble all of
you down i medi ately and bury your bones where they'll never be found."
The tentacle started noving agai n.

Forrest |eaped the | ast few steps toward Dawn, and flung the bl anket
over her head. He couldn't see it, and hoped it didn't hang up on the
tent acl e-vi ne hol di ng her

Then she dropped slowy to the ground. It had worked! The tangler had
forgotten about her.

"o0000, thank you!" she exclaimed, kissing himfirmy on the right eye.
"I was afraid you wouldn't be in tine."

"You were great," he said. "You nmade it pause |ong enough."
She kissed himagain. "Say, | have an idea-"

"Not now" he cried, realizing that her contact with himwas affecting
her in the usual way. "W have to save the others."

"Ch, yes," she agreed, renenbering. "I'Ill help."

They ran after Eve as the tangler hesitated, realizing that it had been
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about to do sonething but not renenbering quite what. Forrest realized
that the bl anket of obscurity must work as much on the mnd of any
person or creature who night notice, as on the folk being covered. It
was an excel l ent spell.

They held two ends of the blanket, and tossed it over Eve. |n a nonent
she dropped to the ground, joining themin their coverage. "Get Inbri,"
she said urgently.

I ndeed, it was time, for Inbri had been carried al nost to the gaping
wooden maw in the trunk of the tree. The mrrors had been noved aside
so that its conplete horror was evident.

The several tentacles holding Inbri swung her back and forth, getting
ready to heave her into the naw. Forrest and the girls ran close and
heaved the bl anket with all their force.

It sailed over the mare and into the maw. Ch, no!

The maw creaked closed. There was a crunching sound. The bl anket had
been consuned.

Now t hey were exposed. The tree becanme aware of all of them
"There you are!" it creaked. "Now
"Has it been an hour?" Inbri asked.

"I don't think so." For it took an hour for the canned bl anket spell to
recharge. They had to find their own way out, if they were going to.

"It seens to be in doubt," Inbri renmarked. "Let nme see if | can peek
into its vegetable brain."

They waited, while the tentacles flailed. "Wy isn't it attacking us?"
Dawn asked, shudderi ng.

"Maybe the bl anket tastes funny," Eve said.

Then Inbri had it. "It's forgotten its nouth!" her dream et excl ai ned.
"It can't eat us because it has |ost track of how "

"The bl anket saved us after all," Forrest said, relieved.

They wal ked slowy out, and the tree ignored them obsessed with its own
problem It knew it wanted to do sonething, but couldn't figure out
what it was. Its wooden nmind wasn't very sharp, and it couldn't focus
well on nore than one thing at a time. So they were escaping. But it
was no sure thing.

They nade it to the edge of the glade. The tree was still distracted.
They breathed a collective sigh of relief.

"And let's stay clear of the Golem King, too," Dawn murnured.

Forrest | ooked around. The gl ade was surrounded by thickly neshed
thorny branbl es, except for several paths. Above |oonmed the vast shape
of the other side of Torus, curving around and downward north and south
like a nassive rainbow. It nade himfeel dizzy, as if he were about to
fall upward toward it, so he pulled his eyes back to the ground. The
girls, following his gaze, |ooked simlarly giddy.

"Just out of curiosity," Dawn began
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"Way didn't you use the petrified wood cross to scare the tree of f?" Eve
fini shed.

Quch!  He had a ready answer: "l never thought of it."

"Neither did the rest of us,"” Inbri pointed out.

They followed a path out. It was intended to bring prey into the
tangler's glade, but it was a two way track. It led, in due course, to
a village.

"Do we want to meet any peopl e?" Forrest asked the others.
"Has it been an hour yet?" Dawn asked.
"Alnost, | think."

"Then maybe we can use it if we get into nore trouble. Let's talk with
the people. | can learn alot if I can touch one of them"

That seenmed good, because though Ida should be reasonably nearby, they
had no idea in which direction. The villagers m ght know.

They wal ked on in. There was a banner flying in the center. It said
HOLLOWDAY

"A holiday?" Inbri asked. "They don't seemto be celebrating."

Eve approached a wan villager. "Excuse ne sir,"'
"What are you cel ebrating?"

she said prettily.

He gl owered at her. "Nothing!"
"But you have the big banner up."

"It's Hollow Day. It's enpty. W have nothing to do on it. W hate
it."

"Then maybe you should find sonething good to do,"
woul d brighten the day."

Eve suggested. "That

"Li ke what?" the nan demanded grunpily.
"Li ke hel ping a group of strangers to find Ida, the lady with a noon."

He considered. "Very well. Take that path." He pointed out one they
woul dn't ot herwi se have noti ced.

"Thank you so kindly,"
she bowed slightly.

Dawn said, flashing hima snmile and a bit nore as

"So very very kindly," Eve added, doing nuch the sane.

"It doesn't matter," the man said. "W exchanged." He faced away from
them "Hey villagers! W have sonething to celebrate!"

There was a cheer.

Forrest and the others noved on along the path. "Do you think this is
really the way?" Forrest asked. "I don't want to be unduly suspicious,
but - "

"He was telling the truth," Inbri said in a dreamet. "I can tell, when
a person isn't guarded. They really were |ooking for sonething to

cel ebrate.”
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"And couldn't think of it thenselves," Dawn said, shaking her head.

"This is a very small world," Eve said. "Maybe they don't have nuch
sense. "

"Which is our good fortune," Forrest said.

Soon the path brought themto a large | ake or small sea. It curved up
at the end and down at the sides, in the manner of this world. They
stood at the bank and gazed across it. Barely in sight was an island
"On Pyranid she was on an island,” Inbri remarked. "Do you suppose it's
t he same here?"

"I't could be," Dawn said brightly.
"Or it mght not be," Eve said darkly.

Forrest sent a grizzled glance at them "You girls are not being really
hel pful . "

They exchanged one of their own glances. Forrest wasn't sure why, as
they pretty well knew what was on each other's m nds before they spoke.

"Shoul d we be hel pful ?" Dawn inqui red.

"Maybe i n exchange for a kiss," Eve answered.

"No physical contact!" Forrest cried.
"Aw, " they said together

"W do have a mission," Inbri renminded themwth just the nerest hint of
annoyance suggested by the background i mage of her dreamlet: a horse
kicking two girls in the rear so hard that they went flying through the
air toland with a doubl e splash in the | ake.

"I think that neans no kiss," Dawn said with faintly feigned regret.

"We' Il have to help wthout repaynent," Eve agreed with nock irritation

"It's your turn."

"It's ny turn.” Eve wal ked to the edge of the water and poked her finger
in. "This is the Sarah Sea, containing the Isle of Niffen, which is a
large island with white beaches and lush, colorful foliage. Sparkling
streanms run in all directions, and there is one huge flat rock right

smack dab in the niddle of the island. |It's inhabited by unicorns,
dragons, Pegasus, griffins, mermaids, elves, w nged goblins, harpies,
geni es, and assorted crossbreeds, all living in harnmony. Especially

Niffy @iff, who is half dragon, half Pegasus, with a unicorn horn from
somewhere in her ancestry. They don't much trust strangers, because
once hunters came in an ugly little boat, wanting to capture and kil

the people and animals and beild a squat commercial tourist hote
instead. Fortunately Niffy and his friend iffy put on their scariest

costumes, snuck up on the hunters, cried. "Neee
1999hhhoooooouuuuu! '!'" and scared them out of their skins, saving the
isle." She stood and cane to take Forrest's hand.

Forrest was inpressed. "You can tell all that, just from sticking your
finger in the water?"

"It's ny talent,” Eve said. "Just as ny sister could tell all about
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every nynph you ever chased and caught, just fromtouchi ng one of your
fingers. Including the one who turned out to be a harpy. But of course
she woul dn't tell anybody about that, or about the way the | eaves of the
negl ected tree got disgustingly soiled with-"

"Thank you," Forrest said tightly. "Your talents are indeed inpressive.
So is lda on that isle?"

"oops, | didn't check for that." Eve let his hand go, knelt, and stuck
her finger back in the water. "Yes, she lives on the flat rock, and

goes each day to fetch water fromthe nearest sparkling stream"”
She stood again, and took his hand again. What was she up to now?

"How do you know about the living creatures on the Isle?" Inbri

inquired. "lIsn't that Dawn's tal ent?"
"Not exactly," Dawn said. "Qur talents overlap somewhat. So when
tell everything about sone living thing, | also know what it is wearing,

where it lives, and what the weather around it is, even though these are
i nani mat e, because they relate to the creature I'mexamning. Sinlarly
Dawn knows about the living things that relate to the inanimate thing
she is examning. So if | touched a pool, and she touched a fish in the
pool, we would both | earn nost of the sanme things."

"That does nmake sense," Inbri agreed.

Forrest didn't comment. He was enbarrassed because of the discovery of
just how rmuch the girls had fathomed of his past history. He had thought
of them as provocative but essentially innocent creatures; now he knew
that they knew everything they wanted to know, of whatever nature.
Probably the dread Adult Conspiracy of Silence had never had nuch effect
on them though they woul d have been careful to seem properly innocent.

"So what should we do now, adviser dear?" Dawn asked brightly.

Now t hat we know where Ida is, Forrest darling," Eve added darkly,
giving his hand a tweak.

"W go see her,'
crosses.”

he said gruffly. "We'Ill have to use our other smal

"oooh, suppose we get trapped on the Isle of Niffen," Dawn said.

"And there's nothing to do but live there forever and raise our
children," Eve said.

"VWhich we will no doubt have to signal the stork for nmany 