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S

he approached the Good Magician's Castle on foot an obscure worman of indeterminate age in a
fl owi ng robe, steadying herself with a staff She | ooked neither |ovely nor regal, wthout being
deficient in either quality She earned a |large book in the crook of her |left el bow

The castle was obviously not expecting visitors The drawbridge was up, |laundry was hanging froma
wi ndow, and the npat nonster was snhoozi ng

The wonman was unperturbed She touched the surface of the water with the tip of her staff, then
stepped onto the nmpat She wal ked across, her slippers denting but not penetrating the surface
Smal | ripples travel ed out across the noat

The nmpat nonster woke with a start as a ripple gently lifted his nose He blinked then coiled into
action He raised his head high, opened his jaws, and oriented on the figure He inhaled, ready to
breathe tierce water vapor on the trespasser

"Rel ax, Souffle," she said
The nonster blinked, then sank back down into his snooze w thout even a snort

The woman reached the i nner bank and then the front door It was | ocked cl osed She touched it with
her staff, and it opened She wal ked into the castle There was no clanor of discovery, whoever el se
was in the castle remai ned unaware of the intrusion

She nmade her wy t hr ough the dusky recesses, mounted the
10 Pl ERS ANTHONY

crooked stairs, and wal ked into the dingy office. There was Good Magi ci an Hunfrey, poring over his
huge archaic tone

"Isn't it about tine?l" she inquired.

The gnoneli ke man's near ear twitched. He raised his head and focused a bleary eye on her. One or
two synapses connected. "OCh, hello, dio," he said.

"And a simlar greeting to you, Hunfrey," the Miuse of Hi story responded. "Now |'m sure you have
the matters well in hand, but thought | should verify the details, purely as a courtesy. | do have
an interest in the cases."
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The Good Magi ci an pondered, evidently sorting through his volum nous but dusty menory, unti
several mnore synapses fell into line. "I shall attend to it."

"OfF course." Clio was too polite to suggest that he might have forgotten the matter. "lI'msure it
will be a fine occasion. Are the invitations in order?"

Hunf rey | ooked bl ank

Clio gave the shadowy ceiling a you-nmen-are-all-alike glance. "lInvitations," she repeated. "How
el se do you suppose the participants will know about the nain event?"

"l nvitations,
conpet ence

he agreed, finally getting it. But his aspect seened to be a trifle deficient in

"Assign Jenny ElIf to do them"
A rheuny eyeball wi dened in dull surprise. "But—

"Who el se?" she inquired rhetorically. "She's surely conpetent. Now do you have any proper notion
of the other assignments?”

Hunfrey started to turn the pages of the vasty old tone before him

"Forget the Book of Answers," Cio snapped. "This needs to be nore flexible than that. Ask your
Desi gnated Wfe to nake them She will have proper taste and finesse."

"Wfe," he agreed, relieved.
The Muse of History turned, about to | eave, then paused. "I trust | will see you there."

Hunfrey | ooked as if he had swallowed a stink horn. He hated to go out in public. But now he had
no choice. "Yes."

Aio conpleted her turn and stepped out of the dismal study. Only then did she allow a small smle
to hover in the vicinity of her lips. A person who did not know better m ght have supposed t hat
she enjoyed disconfiting the notorious Good Magi ci an.

BLACK DREAM
B
reanna felt fortunate. It was partly her appearance, which was filling out nicely: she had

| ustrous black hair to her waist, and gl owing green eyes. Her dark skin fairly shone. That was
because she was a bright healthy girl of the Black Wave, and proud of her heritage. She should
real ly be something, she thought, when she finally turned sixteen

She turned away fromthe mrror pond and | ooked for a blackberry pie to eat before dawn. And that
was the main thing: alone anong the teens of her village, she had a magic talent. Normally only a
baby delivered in Xanth had magi c, but she was special. She bl essed the day she had discovered it,
for it had changed her life. She had cone to the Land of Xanth with her Wave six years ago when
she was nine, and thought she woul d never have nagic. How wonderfully wong that had turned out to
be!

Her talent was to see in blackness. That was why she now went about by night, and slept during the
day. It was just so rmuch nore interesting at night, when other hunan fol k were sl eeping, and the
wei rd creatures of darkness were abroad.

Oh, yes, there was danger. But she had obtained a safety spell that warned her of any direct
threat to her tender flesh, and that was enough. She hoped. She hadn't renewed it recently, so the
spell mght be fading. She was able to nove quickly and silently and | ose herself in the night,
foiling nmost nonsters. She al so had a sharp dagger, which she hoped she woul d never have to use as
other than a threat.
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Meanwhile the lure of the nysteries of darkness drew her to ever farther explorations.

There were no pie trees close by, but she did spy a tart bush. Tarts were a bit sharp on the
tongue, but woul d do. She picked a black raspberry tart and bit into it, and it was fine. She
found a coffee tree with a cup of black coffee, and that was fine too. At hone she wasn't all owed
to drink coffee yet, but that was yet another adventure of going out on her own: no one told her
what not to do. Her folks were so dull that they could see only nmundane things, despite living in
a magi ¢ real mnow. They woul d need special nmagic gl asses to see nost of the nmagic of Xanth.

Breanna really didn't m ss Mindania. Xanth was so nuch nore interesting. Oh, there were dangers,
but they were nostly nmagical, instead of dreary things |ike robbers and drunk drivers. She m ght
have |iked to have sone chewing gum but here it was as apt to chew the person as to be chewed.

She saw what | ooked like a barrister bloom Maybe if she wore its flower, it would enable her to
argue her case better at honme. It had a nice daisy-like flower. But as she touched it, sonething
awkwar d happened. She junped back. Oh, now she saw that it was a different plant, a bare aster

She woul dn't want to wear one of those flowers. She cane to a river that seened a bit too wi de and
deep to wade across. Fortunately there were big banana plants, or plantains, growi ng by its banks,
with the biggest fruits she had seen. Magic could be very good for plants. So she grabbed onto an
old plantain and managed to haul it down. She wedged it open and scooped out the remant of its
pul p. Now she had a banana boat. She used an old stemas a paddle, and noved across the water.

Anot her craft cane floating down the stream It was snmall, and had two hulls, and several cats
were on it. Ch—a catamaran. It figured. It had a sail, but one cat was busily shredding it with
its claws. Then the cat spied Breanna, and dived down out of sight, terrified. That one woul d be
called Fray D. Cat, she was sure.

She | anded, and saw a big dog house with a small pup tent beside it. That too figured: big dog.
little dog. Things tended to be literal, in Xanth.

She saw a bright rift formng in the east, and realized that it was the first crack of dawn. N ght
was over, and soon |ight would spil
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through the crack and inundate the region, flooding it with day. So it was time for her to sleep
She | oved her talent, but it did have the small disadvantage of maki ng dayli ght unconfortably
bright for her. She acclimatized when she had to, but preferred not to bother. Al so, she got
tired, after being active all night. So now she sinply slept in the daytime, when away from hone.

Unfortunately she wasn't sleepy yet. Oh—because of that coffee. She should have renenbered that it
had a mild wake-up spell. That was why her folks didn't let her drink it: they said she was enough
of a handful by day, and they didn't need to have her active by night too. How little did they
know But though she hated to admt it, their rule would have hel ped her in this case. How coul d
she get her rest? She | ooked around. She saw a large dried fish nounted on a pole. Birds were
comng into sit onit. That was a perch; it was a favorite resting place for birds. But she was
no bird.

There was a conmotion, and several small netallic objects ran by. They | ooked |ike keys for doors,
still new and shiny. GCh—those would be | atchkey kids, running hone. As she herself should be
doing, if she weren't too ornery to give up her adventure. She saw them charge up to a big block
mar ked WRI TER. What were they doing around a witer's bl ock? They clinbed up on top of it, where
there was a board. They settled down confortably on that board, each little key evidently having
its own spot. Wien every key was in place, the block put down wooden pegs and wal ked away.

"Ch, | get it," Breanna said. "The key board unlocks the witer's block." But her problem wasn't
bei ng bl ocked, but needing to get some sleep

She saw a spreadi ng tree whose branches mght offer a decent place to be. But then she recognized
it as a sycanore, and the last thing she wanted was to get nore and nore sick

Then she renenbered sonething she had seen nearby; dark gl asses. They were supposed to have a
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spell to put folk to sleep. So she wal ked back to the spectacle bush she had passed recently and
checked it over. Sure enough, one of its offerings was a handsonme dark pair. And, conveniently

cl ose, was an open shelter with what | ooked |like a confortable bed under a pl easant canopy. Nobody
was using it, so she would borrow it for a few hours.

She |l ay down on the bed, put on the dark gl asses, and cl osed her
14 Pl ERS ANTHONY
eyes Immediately she felt the magic taking hold, and sank into a |ovely dark sl unber

Suddenly Breanna coul dn't breathe, something was covering her nouth and squi shing her nose She
struggl ed, reaching wildly with her arms—and di scovered that a head was resting on her face It was
a man In fact, he was kissing herl

She grabbed him by the ears and heaved himoff her innocent |ips She tried to scream but first
had to inhale, and in the tinme it took to do that she was sitting up so violently that her dark
gl asses fell off Blinding day assaulted her eyes, and she had to squeeze themtightly closed Wen
she shut her eyes, her nouth shut too, stifling her scream She had never thought to practice
scream ng with her eyes

cl osed

By then she realized that naybe a screamwas not in order Who was this man who had taken such
advant age of her1? It might be better to find out before she took further action. After all, men
did have their points, and it behooved a girl not to throw them away carel essly

She squinted, letting only a little light in The nan was standing there, a somewhat hazy outline
He didn't | ook dangerous at the nmoment. "Who are you9" she denmanded "Wy did you nol est ne9"

"I amKing Xeth," he replied in a sonmewhat scratchy voice "I kissed you awake

"1 know thatl What nade you think | didn't want to sleep in peace7" She was irritable, because of
her rude awakeni ng from sl unber Her systens were not yet back on track

"You are in the Pavilion of Love Hi s speech was slightly slurred, but she could nake it out Her
vi sion was inproving as her eyes acclinmatized to the daylight

"The what 9"
He pointed to a sign beside the bed It said PAVILION OF i OVE

Br eanna drew a bl ank "What's that7"

"When a woman wants to marry, she sleeps in the Pavilion ot Love," he explained "Only a man of
good appearance, character, and breeding can enter If he chooses her. he kisses her awake | was so
glad to find a sl eeping beauty instead of a sl eeping bag "

Thi ngs were begi nning to cone together, but not in a way that reassured her "But |'mnot ready to
marry anyonel" she protested "I"'monly fifteen "
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"1 amthirty,"’
will make a good wife

he responded "I |ove your lustrous black hair and gl owi ng green eyes | am sure you

Breanna realized that she had blundered into real nmischief "It was a nmstake |I didn't see the sign
| was just resting | can't marry you " She got off the bed and began sidling away

"I will marry you and nmake you queen of the zonbies,
alive, soit will be along tinme before you rot’

he said "You are young and healthy and fully

Br eanna wanted nothing so nuch as to get well away from here, but this made her pause
involuntarily "Queen of what9"
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"The zonhies W felt it was tinme to have our own kingdom so we held an el ection, and the
heal t hi est zonbie won Me But it is a condition of kingship that | narry, so as to sumon a
suitable heir and continue the line That's why | cane here, to find a wife "

"You—you're a zonbie she asked, newy appalled Her hand cane up to wipe frantically at her nouth
Her lips didn't feel zonbied, but she wanted to wash themten tinmes as thoroughly as possible Was
it contagi ous9

"Yes, of course How else could | be king of the zonbi es9"

"This is absolutely inpossible

"By no neans My nother is Zora Zonbie, who narried the living nan Xavier forty years ago It took
thema while to summon the stork, because not all of her necessary innards were healthy, but—

"I don't want to hear itl1l" Breanna shrieked Actually she had not neant that she doubted himto be
a zonbie, she could now see that there were some saggi ng places on him incipient flesh rot, and
the reason for his slurring was apparent a mushy tongue She had neant that it was inpossible for
her to marry him She wasn't ready to marry anyone, |least of all a zonbie

"There is no need for you to hear it, if it bores you," Xeth said equably "' Come with ne nowto
Castl e Zonbi e, where the wedding will be organized You will want to neet your new subjects "

"No | won'tl" she cned "I won't marry you' I'mjust a girl Aliving girl I'"'mgetting out of here
Now at |ast she suited action to word, and charged out of the pavilion

"But it has been decided," he protested "You slept here I kissed you All the zonmbie wonen will be
j eal ous of your lustrous long hair and firmflesh "

"Let them be jeal ous of sonething el sel" she flung back "Fi nd
16 Pl ERS ANTHONY
another girl! I'msure one will cone to sleep in the pavilion soon. |I'mgone!" She dodged behind a

beerbarrel tree and kept going.

"No, you are the one," Xeth called after her. "I loved you the monent | entered the pavilion, as
its magi c decrees. | |love your burned black color. I love your high enmotion."

She was running, but not out of range of his voice. "Wat do you know of ny enotion?"

"That is nmy talent: mnd reading. | may fudge the details sonmewhat, but the power of your enption
conmes through delightfully. | can tell that you have very strong feelings for ne."
"That's because | loathe the very notion of being close to you!" she shot back

"Yes, you love the notion of being close to ne," he agreed. "It will be a perfect marriage."

She suspected that there was a bit of rot in his ear, too, but she didn't stay to argue the case
She tried to sneak behind a small tangle tree, but he still pursued her. "Wy don't you marry a
ni ce zonbie girl?" she denmanded over her shoul der

"Because they are all too rotten," he said with considerable accuracy. "While that is no fault
ordinarily, it is a fact that the storks don't like to deliver babies to zonbie wonmen. That's why
it took ten years to persuade the stork to deliver me to ny nother. So | need a |living wonman, just
as ny nother needed a living man. You are just perfect."”

He had given her much too good an answer. She could not refute it logically. So she tried to do it
enotionally. "lI'mnot perfect! I'mtoo young and i mature and unready to settle down. | don't |ove
you. "

"You will surely grow older and nore mature, and learn to settle down. You will be a fine
inspiration for our corps d' esprit, our undead arny. And | know where there is a fine | ove spring.
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The one where ny nother |earned to | ove ny father."

He was still out-arguing her. If there was one thing she detested worse than a zonbie, it was a
smart zombie. So she let fly with the truth. "I don't want to marry a zonbie!l" Then she ran as
fast as her healthy living legs could propel her, and soon left himout of sight and hearing.

Soon she got smart. She knew he would follow, so she couldn't
ZOVBI E LOVHR 17

rest until she was so far away he would never find her. After that, she would figure out what el se
to do.

She slowed, so as to |l et sone of her breath catch up with her, and picked her way carefully, so as
to |l eave no obvious trail. \Wen she came to a stream she waded through it, pausing only to wash
her foul ed mouth out several times. She followed it upstream then followed a dragon trail for
several paces, before doubling back and wading farther upstream If the zonbie thought she had
gone that way, he would encounter the dragon. She wasn't sure how dragons felt about zonbies, but
at least it would be a distraction.

At | ast she spied a branch hangi ng over the water. She reached up to catch it, and haul ed herself
up and into the tree. She made her way to a branch on the opposite side, and dropped off into a
gully that led away fromthe stream It should be just about inpossible to track her this far

But just to be sure, she clinbed another tree, and hid herself carefully am dst its thick foliage.
She would wait here until the end of the day, very quietly.

She was tired, after all that fleeing. She took a good grip on the branches, and rel axed,
physically. She was too excited and horrified to relax mentally. She let her ears be her eyes,
listening for any untoward sound.

Al'l too soon it came: the clunsy crashing noise of a zonbie in a hurry. She peered out between the
| eaves, just to be sure. Yes, it was a zonbie, not Xeth, but another one, somewhat farther gone.
He was headed in her direction.

How coul d he know? He wasn't even followi ng her trail! Wat gave her |ocation away?

Breanna decided to find out. She knew that the average zonmbie wasn't phenonenally smart, because
its brain was rotten. "How did you know where | an?" she call ed

"Wee cah feeel yooor maghic," it answered. It was not able to speak as well as Xeth, being farther
gone. "We are aall |oooking."

"You can feel ny magi c? What nagic?"
"Your maghic tzalent."

Breanna waited no nore; the thing was getting too close. She lurched out of her tree, dropped to
the ground, and set off running again. Now she knew two things: they could feel her magic, and
t here
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were many zonbi es out |ooking for her Maybe that wasn't surprising, since Xeth was a zonbie king
Maybe t hey cast about aim essly—that wasn't hard for a zonbie to do—ntil one of them happened to
come within sensing range of her Then he oriented on her magic

She saw anot her zonbi e ahead of her She dodged to the side, but found the way bl ocked by a five-
si ded obj ect She recognized it a penta-gone Anything that touched it would be gone, nobody knew
where, and she didn't want to risk it So she sl owed, and stepped very carefully around it

The zonbi e behind her was | ess careful It blundered right into the penta gone—and suddenly was
gone That was a relief

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2022%20-%20Zombie%20Lover.txt (7 of 208) [1/19/03 9:09:59 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2022%20-%20Z ombie%20L over.txt

But now Breanna had bl undered herself, into a bog She was in danger of getting her black shoes al
gooky So she had to pick her way through it, going from humock to humock

There was a huge fat nonster Breanna squi shed to a stop, concerned about just how dangerous it
m ght be So she asked it "What are you?"

The nonster oped its ponderous and nottled nmouth and spewed forth an answer "I am a hippo-cnt
"Are you dangerous9'1

"No | ama harnless friendly |ovable cuddly creature But Breanna had an intuition that all was
not quite right Then she nmade the connection hypocrite One who said one thing but did another She
couldn't trust it

But nmaybe she could use it "Well, there's areally tasty norsel of a man followi ng ne" she said,
sidling around the creature "Too bad you're so friendly and harm ess, because he woul d have made a
nice neal for you " She found firmer footing beyond a humock, and was satisfied that she could
make a good run for it if she had to "Too bad," the hippo agreed, and shifted its bulk to bl ock

t he passage of the next person passing this way

She nmoved quietly on She was getting tired, and hungry, but all she saw was sone shorteni ng, and
she knew better than to eat any of that She didn't want to be any shorter than she was She woul d
avoi d | argening too, neither food appealed to her Then she spied a variety of pie tree bearing mun
dani sh, those were tastel ess, boring pastries but she was used to themfromher own termin
Mundarma, so could handle it She picked several and chewed on them as she went Where could she go
where the zonbies could notl Her m nd was
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bl ank So Breanna just kept running, fearing that wherever she stopped, a zonbie would close in on
her What an awful mess she had gotten herself into' All because of that inviting bed in the
pavilion

She was getting hot as well as tired The sun was glaring "I knon | was stupidl" she yelled at it
Mol lifed by her adm ssion, the sun eased its glare

She cane across a small village marked Norfol k Maybe sonmeone here woul d hel p her "Hey, can you
bl ock of f zonbi es9" she called to the nearest nman, who was digging in a garden

He paid no attention Irritated, Breanna ran on to where a woman was washing clothing in a stream
"Can you help nme7" she asked But the wonman didn't even glance at her

She cane to the far edge of the village The sign there said You
ARE NOW LEAVI NG | oNOREFOLK ~ GOOD RI DDANCE TO YQU
Ch, that was why they had ignored herl She nust have nisread the first sign

A side stitch caught up with her The only way to get nd of one of those was to slow down until it
zoomed on ahead, for they were speedy things Wen she slowed, Breanna's mind began to work a bit
better She got an idea maybe the zonbies couldn't go into the Regi on of Madness She coul d maybe
hide there, it wasn't far away That was fortunate because she was getting too tired to continue
much | onger

There was a small patch of it north of the Gap Chasm though its main nass was south That little
patch shoul d be plenty But what was the fastest way to it7 She wasn't sure, and didn't have much
time But she saw a fully living man wal ki ng al ong, so she approached him"H 1 |I'm Breanna of the
Bl ack Wave "

He shook her hand "I am Ayitym | absorb one property of anything | touch " His skin turned dark
like hers

She wasn't certain whether he would be pleased or annoyed, so she didn't nmention it "I1'm] ooking
for the Region of Madness | know it's close by but—=
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"I don't want to go anywhere near that he exclainmed "It would make me mad " He hurried away

That wasn't nuch hel p But she saw anot her nan, so approached himsinilarly "H |'m Breanna My
talent is to see in blackness "

"I amTyler | have a different tal ent each day

20 Pl ERS ANTHONY
She was inpressed. "That nust be some fun." "No it isn't, because | can't choose them and they
are small. Today | have the talent of growing warts on little toes. Do you want a wart?'1

Breanna's toes cringed. "No thanks! 1 want to find the Region of Madness. Do you—
"Right that way," he said, pointing.

She changed course, and wal ked swiftly toward the nearest | oop of madness. She knew its nature,
because her girlish curiosity had I ed her to explore sone of its fringes. It was really weird
there, and she didn't care to get far into it. But maybe it would be worse for the zonbies than
for her. She hoped.

She spied a man wal ki ng the opposite way. He | ooked rather dazed. Beside himwas an old snal
white dog who seened | ess confused. The dog paused as they cane together, |ooking up at her
showi ng a black left ear, and a curled furry tail.

"You | ook Mundane," Breanna said. "H . |'m Breanna." The man becanme aware of her. "I'mWIIiam
Henry Taylor, and this is ny daughter's dog 'Puppy.' | don't know what |'m doing here. | was just
so sick, for so | ong—and suddenly everything changed." "I know how it is," Breanna said. "But

guess if Puppy found your way out of the nmadness, he knows where you're going. So maybe you shoul d
keep going that way."

"l suppose so." he agreed. "[ hope ny daughter is all right." They went on

Breanna felt a bit guilty for not trying to help himnore, but she was afraid the zonbi es woul d
catch up with her at any time, while they wouldn't bother M. Taylor

She saw a ragged doll. But then it noved, startling her. "You're alive!"
"Not exactly. I'mRicky. I"'ma golem" "Ch. a doll who has been ani nated."

"More or less." He noved on before she could ask himto verify that she was going the right way to
i ntercept the madness. But she was pretty sure she was cl ose; the scenery was begi nning to think
about | ooking weird, and she had been neeting weird peopl e.

She cane to the fringe and plunged in. The weirdness closed in, and for once she welconed it. Let
the zonbies try to orient on her
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magi ¢, when it was overridden by the magi ¢ anmbi ance of this section

Then, hal fway satisfied that she just night maybe be safe, she dropped to the ground and rested.
She was so tired that she fell alnpst imediately into a daze

""Why child, whatever is the matter?"

Breanna | ooked up. There was Day Mare Inbri, her friend. Inbri had once been a night mare, but had
gotten half a soul and turned too nice to handle the ugly job. Now she had beconme a tree nynph,
and kept nice conpany with a tree faun. She was pure black; that was what had first attracted
Breanna. What could be finer than a black mare? "Ch, Inbri! I"'min trouble,"”

Inbri formed a dream et image of a pretty black young wonman in a lovely black gown. She al ways
knew how to relate. ' 7 can tell that, dear. | felt your enpotion fromafar. \Wat trouble?"
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"I did sonmething ever so stupid,” Breanna wailed. "I slept in the Pavilion of Love, and a zonbie
king ki ssed me. Now he wants to nmarry ne."

"But didn't you see the sign?"

"l cane to the bed just before dawn, fromthe other direction. I wasn't |looking for any sign. |
had been exploring all night, using nmy talent—and now the zonbies are orienting on it to find ne."
That gave her an idea. "Say, maybe if | got rid of the talent, Xeth wouldn't be able to find nme!"

"But you can't do that, " Inbri protested

Still, Breanna had hold of a desperate notion. "I love ny talent, but | hate being chased by
zonbies. If that's the price of ny freedom well maybe it's a necessary sacrifice. Can you take mny
talent and put it back where you found it?" For that was how she had come by it. Breanna had been
born (not delivered) Mindane, and conme to the |and of Xanth with her Wave. No Mindane had nagic.
But the day mare had befriended her, and given her the talent she had found, and they had been
friends ever since, all six nonths. So she was the only original Black Waver to have nagic. The
chil dren who had been delivered (not born) since then did have black magic talents, but none of
them were over six years old.

I mbri shook her head. ' '"No, | can't do that. You had better go to the Good Magician for an
Answer .’
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"But he charges a year's service for an Answer—and often it's so cr>ptic that it doesn t do nuch
good anyway |'mtoo young to suffer through that

"Nelertheless | think it is \our best chance " "He'll probably just tell me to accept ny fate

" /] he does it will surel\ be the correct course

"But |1'm desperatel If that zonmbie catches ne, he'll marry nme and make ne queen oi the zonbi es—and
I"'monly fifteen' It's a fate worse than death " That was literal, for zonbies were nmade from dead
peopl e Death was bad enough, but to be forced to drag about alter death was surely worse And to
have to sunmmon the stork with a zonbi e—absol ute ugh' She'd rather be chewed by a werewol f or
sucked by a vanpire any day

"/ knowthis is awful, ' Inbn said 'But | can't take \our talent bac k
"Way not? |I'moriginally Mindane The nmagic can't stick to me very closely "
"/ amnot free to explain

"But the zonbies are after nel"

I mbn sighed "/ kno\\, dear, and it is indeed awful I amnot sawng that | dont want to help \ou I
amsaying that | can't—and | can't tell \ou wh\

Breanna began to cry She was ashaned of herself for doing it, but just got overwhel ned

Inbri was just as sensitive to that as a man woul d have been, to the girl's surprise "Ma\be | can
conprom se

Breanna bri ght ened "You can9"

/ \\ill tell \ou what 1 can't tell \ou, ma dream-but then | nust take back the dieam So "“ou will
not renmenber it "

" But how can that help ne9"

/ can explain everything, in the dream so \ou understand Wen \ou do and agree that \ou need to
ask the Good Magician, “ou will wake fromthe dream and renenbei onh that when \ou knew the whol e
stor\, \ou agreed Then "ou will be willing to do it, and know that |I can t help \ou, though |I want
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to

This was al nost as weird as the madness But what did she have to lose7 "Wat if | don't agree9"
she demanded That \\ould be dangerous
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Weirder yet Breanna knew I nbn was her friend, and trusted her So there had to be sonething But
what ever could it be7 "Ckay Gve nme the dream”

"First | will rehearse the sequence as \ou experienced it Then | will fill in the parts \ou did
not see "

"Ckay " Breanna was really curious now

The forest faded, to be replaced by a scene from Breanna's nmenory There she was, wal ki ng out from

the Bl ack Village, perturbed about the unreasonable restrictions her Mindanish parents still put
on her Here she was, just fifteen, and still not allowed to date a boy and close the door Or to
wander out into the distant forest alone They still treated her like a child

She wi shed she could go far away, and have sone fabul ous adventure, free fromparental restriction
Maybe even visit the shore, and see the sea She had heard of a city there called Attle, where rude
creatures retorted "Attle be the dayl" to any expression of anmbition She'd love to tell off those
creatures of Sea Attle She'd Iike to eat a sea-nmint, and see whether it really stuck the nouth
tight shut

She started to get angry Wiy couldn't she go and do these things> Wat right did anybody have to
tell her no9 It made her so bl ankety mad'

She realized she was on a special path, with another path crossing it Oh—she had bl undered onto a
cross wal k No wonder she had gotten so suddenly cross She stepped off it, and her tenper subsided
Still, she felt that sonme of her ire was justified It was high tinme that the Black Village started
spreading out and interacting nmore with the rest of this magic |and, which really had so nuch to
of fer

Then she saw the beautiful black horse "Ch, you lovely creaturel” she breathed
Mare Inmbrfs head turned "You can see mer' she asked in a dreaniet
"Of course 1 can see you' You're pure black You're the prettiest horse | ever saw May | pat you9"

"/ suppose, ij \ou want to I mon was plainly taken aback

Breanna approached She patted the nare on the shoulder "I didn't even know there were horses in
Xanth," she said "Or are you a unicorn, with your horn hidden""

"I"'ma—well, it is conplicated '
24 Pl ERS ANTHONY
"Ch, tell nme!" Breanna pl eaded

"/ was a night nare for two hundred years, then a day mare, and now |'ma tree nynph, but | can
assune nv old formwhen | want, and be solid, and make sone dreams. My tree gives ne that power. |
forgot I was solid; that's why | thought you couldn't see ne."

Breanna was intrigued. "Did you have a night foal ?"
"Not yet. But maybe now that I'msolid, it will happen. I would settle for whatever 1 could get,""'

They tal ked, and soon Breanna told Inbri all about herself too. Then they parted, but agreed to
nmeet again, for they |liked each other. It seened that girls and horses were attracted to each
other just as strongly in Xanth as in Miundani a.
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A week |ater Mare Inbri asked Breanna if she would like a magic talent. "Oh, yes, |I'd love it!"
Breanna excl ai ned, liking this nental gane.

"I'f you could have any talent you wanted, what would it be?"

Breanna t hought for a long tinme—at least a mnute. "Not a big one, not a snall one. One that's ne.
Only | don't know ne well enough yet."

"What about the ability to conjure any kind of seed?"
"I suppose that's okay, but I'mno gardener. |I'd rather change the world."

'Or perhaps the ability to choose the breed of your future children

"Future children! I"monly fifteen. | don't want to even think of having children until I'm an
ancient old woman of twenty five."

"What about transformation of the inani mate?"
"I al ready have enough trouble with living things. Wiy should | want to ness with dead things?"
"Then maybe the power to create a small void?"

That was tenpting. "Like the big Void, only under ny control?" But in half a nonment she
reconsidered. "No, it would be too dangerous. | might forget and sit init, and be half-reared."

Mare I nbri considered. "How about the ability to project a spot on a wall?"
"A bl ack spot? Maybe, but spot-on-the-wall talents are a dine a dozen."

"This is a special spot. It's actually a picture. It inproves with tinme, getting |larger and nore
detailed, until it is a very nice inmage. "
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"Maybe so. but its not ne."

"Hearing froma distance?"

"That's not ne either."

"Then perhaps the ability to conjure a gevser at any spot?"

That was intriguing. But a nmonment's thought danpened it. "Still not nme. What would | do with al
t hat spouting water?"

Imbri swi shed her tail. One night al nbst suspect she was beconming a smdgen inpatient. "Wat would
you consi der to be you?"

Breanna had wor ked out her answer, "To see in blackness. That would be ideal."
' 7 think | have found a talent like that. | want you to have it.'

Breanna | aughed. "But talents don't just lie around waiting for folk to take theml You have to be
born—+ nean, delivered with them"

"There are nmany kinds of magic in Xanth. Cone with ne, but don't tell anyone what you see.

"I prom se," Breanna agreed, intrigued. O course she couldn't get any magic talent, but just
imagining it was fun

"You will have to ride nme," Inbri said. "lIt's sone distance."

Breanna was delighted by the prospect. "Ckay. But though |I | ove horses—especially black ones—+'m
not an experienced rider."
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"There will be no problem

So Breanna clinbed onto Mare Inbri's back, and the horse took off. She gall oped sonewhat faster
than the wind, seemng to pass right through trees, and the girl was entirely at ease, not even
close to falling off. That was part of the nmagic of it. Sonmetinmes they even seened to be flying
through the air.

Still, she had a doubt to work through. "Do sone talents |lie around, waiting for folk?"

"In a manner. For exanple, there's the C Tree. Its seeds do mar-velous things. If you need a | ot
of water, you can invoke a C big enough to sail a ship on. O you could put a C on your eye and C
much farther than before. O if you are afraid of failure, you can put a C seed in \our nouth and
suck-seed. '

"I C " Breanna said. "I nmean, | sea—er, see. But that's not the sane as a talent, because you are
usi ng sonething else.”

" '"The right C might give you the talent of Cing better than ever

Breanna shrugged. "l suppose so. Though if | tried to hide one in nmy bosom it mght Ctoo nuch.
I'"d rather have an innate talent."

Then, suddenly. Mare Inbri stopped. They were in a towering cas-
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tie As Breanna slid to the ground, amazed, the |oveliest wonan she had ever seen appeared Her hair
was | ong and pl easantly greenish and the rest of her would nake a professional nodel jeal ous
"Hell o, Breanna." she said "I amChlorine This is ny friend Ninby " She gestured behind Breanna.
and when Breanna turned, there was a huge dragon with a silly donkey head Breanna started to
giggle, but managed to stifle it down into half a peep

"Ni mby would like to share your dreans," Chlorine said "Is that all right with you7"

"You nean, this dragon will appear mny dreanms9" "Not exactly He will nerely watch

"Well, whatever, it's okay with ne My dreans aren't nmuch " "Thank you," Chlorine said

Then Breanna was riding on | nbn again, back the way they had conme She wasn't quite sure how that
had happened, but dreams did tend to be discontinuous, so she wasn't concerned

VWhat did concern her was the | ateness of the hour She realized that the day had passed w thout her
noticing, and darkness was closing "I'll be late getting hone," she said "I'll catch heaven "
There were tinmes she needed to swear, but that could get her into trouble, so she substituted

wor ds

"There will be no trouble," Inbn's dreanml et inage said "Look around you
Breanna | ooked—and realized that she could see everything She
coul d see in blackness

That was the beginning of her wonderful private |ife She never told anyone el se about her visit to
the nmysterious castle with the beautiful woman and ugly dragon, or about her brand new tal ent The
castl e scene was probably just a daydream but the talent was delightfully rea

"That's the way it was," she agreed as the nenory dream ended "You, or nmaybe your tnends, found
the talent for me But why can't | give it back?"

A new dream fornmed This was of Inbn, grazing by a clog tree Near it was a sandal wood tree, where a
faun danced and pl ayed pan pi pes Then I mbn changed to nynph formand went to tousle the taun's
hair, and he patted her pert bare bottom Cbviously the two got al ong well
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A dragon appeared—the one with the silly donkey head On its back was the fair Chlorine They
stopped before the faun and nynph "Ninby wants to dream " Chlonne said

"Dragons can dream ™ Inbri replied

"But denons don't
"Denons7" the faun asked

"Yes, Forrest WIIl you keep a secret7"

Forrest and Inbri glanced at each other "/ think \\e had better ' Inbri said
"Nimby is really the Denon X(AAN)Ih "

Bot h faun and nynph | aughed, thinking this a joke Then the dragon transformed into a huge gl ow ng
denon figure, and the scene turned inside out After a nmonment the scene returned to normal, with
t he dragon back There was no further | aughter

"You are the expert on dreams, Inbri,"” Chlorine said "Can you teach Ninby to dreanv By hinself,
wi thout having to view it as done by nortal s9"

I mbn was plainly awed "/ don't know No denpbn has e\ei dreaned The\ don't have the nortal coil ? for
it The} don't know what |iving enptions are So there's nothing for dreanl* to fi\ on

"Living enotions," Chlonne said thoughtfully "Like |love7 '

"Yes, that especially Denons think Iole is silh OF course N nby— She framed the word with a
pecul i ar enphasis now that she knew what it signified "Ninb\ is not just am denon So pos-sibl\—=

"Nimby loves He learned it from Mindanes, anong ot hers

"Ch Then ma\be he should start |o |earn dreaning fiom Mundanes too They are | ess conplicated than
magi cal creatures If he could follow the dreanms of one, perhaps a \oung one he night be able to
pick up the essence | can't deh\ er a dreamto one who doesn : know howto do it It's like Io\e
\ou can't acconplish it until \ou learn how " Inbri glanced at Forrest Faun, and a little heart
flew across to bop himon the nose He sniled

"The Mundane family we know returned to Mundama,' Chlonne said "Fresh Mundanes are hard to cone by

"/ know one, " Inbri said "She has been m Xanth al nbst half her |ife, but she renenbers Mindama "
"Bring her here "
28 Pl ERS ANTHONY

"But is it wise to let a Mundane know N nby's true nature?" "It isn't wise to | et anyone know
Ni mby's true nature,"” Chlorine said firmy. "W have told you only because we need your informed

hel p. "

"Make her a deal.1' Forrest Faun suggested. "G ve her what she npst wants, if she will share her
dreanms with you."

"What woul d she want ?" Chl ori ne asked.

"What woul d any Mundane want ?" the faun asked rhetorically. "A magic talent, of course. Don't tel
her who Ninby is, just nake

t he deal ."

Chlorine | ooked at Ni nby, who wiggled a long ear. She returned to Inbri. "Bring her to the
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Namel ess Castle."

Inmbri resurmed nare formand gall oped swiftly away. Chlorine nounted N nby, and both vani shed.
Forrest waved at the space where they had been, and retired to his sandal wood tree.

The scene faded. Breanna was back in her regul ar daydream facing Mare Inbri. "Now you know how
you cane by your talent. The Denbn gave it to you, in exchange for sharing your dreans."''

"But | haven't seen that dragon in any dream " Breanna protested.

"He nerely watches without interfering. If he disturbed your dreans, they would no | onger be
i nnocent. It has been effective; he is slowy |earning how to dreamon his own. But it would be
inmpolitic to renounce the deal now.'

"Well, he can keep sharing, if that's what he wants," Breanna said, though she felt nore than a
sm dgen queasy about having such a creature there. Some of her dreans were rather personal. "Just
t ake

back the talent."

"Denons don't work that way. He would not feel free, if he voided the talent. In anv event, it's
not snart to jostle any denon, and especially not this one. He has nore power than all of Xanth
put together. In fact the whole of the magic of Xanth is nerely the incidental |eakage fromhis
body, in much the way heat |eaks fromnortal bodies. It is best to stay entirely out of his
notice, if at all possible, like a flea on a dragon. Chlorine interprets for him so that the mere
power of his attention does not obliterate nuch of the surrounding | andscape. So it is best by far
to let things be as they are—for all of

us. "'
"But he is already noticing me. if he is sharing ny dreans,"
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Breanna said. "And now that | know his nature, how can | avoid noticing hin®"

"Precisely. That is why you nmust not know. Your dreans nust continue as they have been. He
observes themwith onl\ a fraction of his attention, and that won't change if \ou don't change.'

Now Breanna understood. "1 guess you're right. 1 can't give ny talent back. So |I'd better just go
see the Good Magician."

"Yes. He al ways does deliver, and the deals folk make with himare always worth it, even if they
don't think so at the tine."

Breanna si ghed. "Okay. | agree. Take back the dream"

She cane out of her reverie. She knew that she had just had a phenonenal dream and | earned
sonet hi ng that shook the very foundation of Xanth. but she couldn't renenber what it was. Only
that now she knew that it made sense to keep her talent and go to see the Good Magi ci an Hunfrey
for sone other solution to her problemwth the zonbie king. She had agreed to relinquish the
dreanm she remenbered that nuch

"Sleep here," Mare Inbri's dream et inage said. "/ will keep watch for the zonbies, and advi se you
if they cone."’

"But don't you have to go honme to Forrest Faun? I'Il|l bet you had to censor that dreamwith himin
it to avoid violating the Adult Conspiracy."

"Of course. But | can remain with vou for a while. Forrest understands, and so does ny tree. \Wen
ni ght cones, you can go to the Good Magician's castle. You will be able to avoid the zonbi es,

because you can see better in blackness than they can. | would carry you there nyself, but it's
too far fromny tree. | have substance only within a certain range of nmy tree, for it is what
provides that for nme. But | will help guide you and warn you, in ny soul-mare form and you wll
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get there safely."’

"Thank you." Breanna said. She felt better about the prospect, though she didn't know why. Then
she |lay down and sl ept.

2

WE THREE KI NGS

0

h, you're going to get it!" the floor said. "Queen Irene is | ooking for you."

_ "Then nmaybe she had better find me," King Dor replied, unperturbed. He was used to being
addressed inpertinently by various things, because that was his magic talent: to talk to the

i nani mate, and have it answer. Such things tended not to be very smart, but they were observant.
"Where is she?"

"Do | look like the Book of Answers?" the nearest wall demanded flatly. "How should |I know?"

Dor rephrased the question. "Wen did you | ast see her?" "Ten minutes ago." The inanimate did have
to give a straight answer if it had it, when he asked directly. "Wat direction was she goi ng?"
"Toward the library."

He went to the castle library. Queen Irene was just watering the flanme vine she had grow ng there,
to make light for reading. It was curled in a rising spiral, with hot little |eaves, and the
flower on the end was a ball of rose-like petals of red flame. Unfortunately it hated water, so
tried to burn anyone who watered it. Irene was the only one who could do it, and it wasn't always
easy. The plant wasn't smart enough to realize that its roots needed water if it was to survive.

"Need any hel p, dear?" Dor inquired. Hs wife's talent was growi ng plants, and she coul d nake
anything grow to any size in a hurry. But that did not necessarily make the plants tractable.

Irene turned to glance at him She had been a | uscious young
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worman, but now she was safely mddl e aged and rat her beyond | us-ciousness. It would not be politic
to nention that, however. "Yes. Can you distract it a nonent?"

Dor focused on the clock sitting on the far side of the vine. "lIs that a tine fly flying toward
you?" he asked it.

"Atinme fly!" it cried, alarmed. It was an alarmclock, that got alarmed by the silliest things.
"Don't let it near nme! It will foul up nmy mechanism™

"l think the fish tank just got it," the shelf said. The fish tank in the nei ghboring aquarium
swung its turret around, searching for the fly. It rolled forward on its treads, but no fly was to
be found. It fired off a watery shell, annoyed.

"Maybe it's a sapphire fly," the aquarium said.
The flame vine's flower whipped around, because those bright little flies were its kind. They set
fire to the sap of plants, which made them unpopul ar wi th nost other types.

During the flane vine's distraction, |Irene whipped the spout of her watering can in and delivered
a good dollop to its soil. Then she drew her hand away before the flame could return to burn her
"Thanks," she sai d.

"Ch, she got you good, flanebrain," the pot said. "Don't you ever |earn?"

The flame vine took aimand scorched it, but the pot only |aughed. "I was fired | ong ago, tender-
root. That's why | sought work here. You can't hurt ne."
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"Ch, stop all this quarreling," |rene snapped.
"Who says?" the pot dermanded netal lically.
"I say. O I'll use the hair spray on you."
"You woul dn't dare!"

I rene brought out a bottle and pressed the top. A jet of hair shot out and formed a cl oud around
the pot. Soon it got worse: the hair formed into choking tangles. "Ch, ugh!" it exclained,
coughi ng. "What a hairy ness!"

Dor smled. It was never wise to call his wife's bluff. She did not |ike back talk

I rene brought out a hare conb. "After this perhaps you will behave," she said as the hare tackl ed
the worst of the tangles, clearing the pot's surface.

"Yes," the pot agreed, chastened.
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Irene noved on to the mniature hackberry tree. It bore small axe-shaped berries that waved about,
trying to hack things. Her watering can had many little dents fromprior tines.

Dor | ooked in the aquarium It was a fish bow, and inside it pin and needle fish stood on their
tails, waiting to be bow ed over.

The floor tile Irene stood on spoke up. "Ch, guess what |I'mseeing!" it chortled. "Feet, ankles,
cal ves—

Irene lifted a foot and stonped on it warningly, and it shut up. She knew how to handl e the
i nani nat e.

"1 understand you are looking for nme," Dor said. "Was it for a kiss?"
"That, too," she agreed, kissing him
"Qoooo!" the ceiling exclainmd. "Look what she did—and at her age too."

Irene shot half a glance at the ceiling, and it went silent. She didn't |ike discussion of age.
"We have news that the zonbies are all stirred up. M. E brought it to our attention.™ M. E was a
man who | oved enigmas. In fact he could sniff themout fromafar. He never solved them he nerely
called themto the attention of others who were likely to be willing to undertake that chore.

"Zonbi es?" he asked, intrigued.

"Peopl e are getting annoyed. Do you think we should check into
it?"

Dor considered. This was her way of saying that the nmatter needed i medi ate attention. He was
bored with the dull palace routine anyway. "I will see to it imediately. You can keep an eye on
t he ki ngdom for an hour."

"Or a year. Zonbies aren't necessarily nice creatures,"” she said. "Except for Zora. | wonder how
she' s doi ng?”

"She's rotting," the nearest table suggested.

Dor ignored it. "I think she had a son sone tinme ago. But you're right: nost zonbies are a bit
ugly. Maybe | shoul d take Dol ph along, for quick transportation.” Their son Dol ph's talent was
changing into any other living creature; when he becanme a roc bird he could carry others swiftly
and far.

"Maybe your father, too," she suggested. "He and Chanel eon just got youthened, and | think he's
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still getting used to it."
Dor renmenbered. Hi s nother Chanel eon varied with the phases of
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t he nmoon, beconmi ng beautiful and stupid, or smart and ugly. She had been rejuvenated too, but was
currently in her ugly phase, and not nuch conmpany for anyone. "Yes; it will do himgood to get out
for an afternoon.”

Irene waited, as if he had said something stupid. Usually when she did that, she had reason. So he
ponder ed.

The nearest book hel ped him "You nust be m ssing sonething really obvious," it said. "Maybe you
shoul d read a good book."

Suddenly it came to him "They've been what ?"

"Yout hened," she said with half a snmile, or slightly nmore. "lInstead of being eighty one, now he's
twenty one. Physically. And Chaneleon is a child of sixteen."

He was stunned. "Why? | thought they were getting ready to fade out."

"Nobody knows. There were two doses of youth elixir in the package the Good Magician sent to Jenny
ElIf this norning, and they were marked for them So now they are both young agai n. Younger than
their grandchildren.™

"The Good Magi ci an al ways has a reason," Dor said. "But he never gives away anything free. Do they
have sone arduous service to performfor hinP''

"Surely so. But no one has been told. Jenny EIf has a huge chore to do, with instructions. Maybe
you shoul d ask her." Wi ch was her way of saying that she wanted very nmuch to know, but didn't
deign to inquire directly.

"I will,"” he agreed. "Right after | |locate Bink and Dol ph. W'll check with Jenny, and then go out
and check with the zonbies.”

I rene nodded, and continued watering her plants.

Dor went out |ooking for his son Prince Dol ph first. Dol ph renained slightly awkward at age twenty
four, despite having been married to Princess Electra for nine years and having two bright
daughters delivered. His magic was first rate, however, and he was of am able disposition. Still,
it seemed better that his nore savvy ol der sister lvy become the next King of Xanth, when the tine
came. Dor hadn't said anything about that, yet, but eventually he would have to.

The inanimate things and surfaces around himdirected himto the kitchen, where Dol ph and El ectra
were showi ng their daughters Dawn and Eve how to rmake punwheel cookies. The children were six,

goi ng
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rapi dly on seven, and already seenmed to have the hang of handling the required puns and wheel s.
El ectra was 874 or twenty seven, dependi ng on whether reckoned by date of delivery or anount of
active living; she had taken a long nap in the nmiddle of her life. The twins were cute in
proportion to their mischief, which was considerable.

El ectra was clean in blue jeans, but Dol ph and the girls were covered with punwheel dough. It was
cl ear where the conpetence lay in that famly.

"The zonbies are roam ng Xanth," Dor said to Dol ph. "I thought you and 1 and your grandpa Bink

could go out and find out what's agitating them"

Dol ph | ooked at Electra. "Go ahead," she said. "I think we girls can handle the rest of this by
ourselves." She gl anced sidelong at him "But perhaps you should wash and change. You woul dn't
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want to make a bad inpression on the zonbies."

Both girls giggled. They were simlar in a famly sense, but differed in detail. Dawn was red-

hai red, green-eyed, wore bright clothing, was nornally bright, and her talent was to tell anything
about anything living. Eve was bl ack-haired and -eyed, wore dark clothing, was nore sonber, and
could tell anything about anything inaninmate. Dor wasn't sure which of themwould relate better to
a zonbie, because it wasn't quite clear which category zonbies fit into.

"Til do that," Dol ph agreed. He left the kitchen

"We' Il neet you at Jenny Elf's room" Dor called after him Then, to Electra: 'Tin glad he nmarried
you. "

El ectra blushed, and the girls giggled again, well understanding her natural nodesty. Electra had
never aspired to be a princess, but had |loved Dol ph fromtheir first magical neeting. Her innocent
ways still clung to her on occasion

Dor went in search of his father. Bink was an oddity in Xanth, because everyone knew he had

Magi ci an-cal i ber magi c, but few knew what it was. Wen there was sonet hing especially tricky or
dangerous to acconplish, Bink was usually the one to tackle it, and often acconplished it by a
series of weird coincidences. Apart fromthat, he was as anmiable as his grandson, which nade him
easy to get along with.

Bi nk and Chanel eon were in a guest room having evidently cone to Castle Roogna for the youth
poti ons. Maybe they knew why they had been sel ected. Dor knocked on the door
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"I't's King Dor," the door called to the fol k inside.
"“Come in. Dor," Bink's voice called.

Dor opened the door and stepped in. And stood amazed.

Before himstood a |ad of twenty one, and a girl of sixteen. The |ad was handsone and nuscul ar
The girl was ugly. Both were in ill-fitting clothing; indeed, the girl was in the process of
pi nning the boy's trousers so they would fit better

"I think this is the wong room" Dor said, enbarrassed.

"No it isn't, son," the wonman said in Chaneleon's voice. "Don't stand there with your nouth agape;
cl ose the door behind you."

It really was true. These were his parents, youthened by—

"Sixty years," Chanel eon said. "W each took the sane dosage. W& have no idea why the Good
Magi ci an sent the elixir, but concluded that he nmust have good reason. He has not made any
requi rement of us, as yet."

"But he surely will, in due course," Bink added. "I must say that apart fromthe awkwardness of
ill-fitting clothing, it feels rather good to be young again. There's a certain vigor | had
forgotten.”

"Why did you cone, Dor?" Chanel eon asked. She tended to be abrupt in her smart/ugly phase, having
little patience with the slower intellects of others. She was nore popul ar when in her
| ovel y/ st upi d phase.

"I came to ask Bink if he would Iike to go out with nme and Dol ph to question the zonbies, who are

stirred up. | thought a three generation excursion mnight be fun."
"Good idea," Ghanel eon said. "Go ahead, Bink; you're not much help around here. |I'Il fix your
other clothes and mine in the interim" She paused. "lIncluding a show dress for ny other phase."

Bi nk nodded appreciatively. Chanel eon had been generally acknow edged to be the | oveliest wonan in
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Xant h, when young and in phase, and even in age she was el egant. Now she was young agai n. Dor
found it awkward thinking of his parents having romantic interests, but realized it was possible
His nother's conbination of traits at the far end—extrenme beauty and extrene stupidity—nade her a
very fine romantic prospect. The extrenes would be nmuch sharper, now that she was a teenager.

Well, soon they would return to the North Village, and he could put that awkward aspect out of his
m nd.

Chanel eon worked swiftly with needle and thread, and Bink's trousers assunmed a better fit. "Let's
go," he said, with the seeni ng aban-
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don of his youth He tended to grow nore interested in traveling away fromthe hone, when Chanel eon
was in her smart phase, but of course it would not be kind to specul ate why

"First we nust check with Jenny Elf," Dor said as they wal ked down the hall "Maybe she has the
answers to several questions "

"Good idea," the youth agreed It was just about inpossible to think of himas an aging father
Dol ph appeared, in newer and cleaner clothing "I'mready, Dad," he said "Wo's your friend7"
"Your granddad," Bnk said

"My what 17"

"This is Bnk," Dor explained, understanding his son's confusion "He has been youthened to twenty
one "

"But that's younger than | anl" Dol ph protested
"Physically,” Bnk said, smling
"You do sound like himBut why9"

"We hope that Jenny will know, " Bnk said "She was the one who got the package with the potions
Maybe the other papers in it will say "

Jenny EIf was in an office chanmber on the namfloor, |aboring at a desk On her left was a huge
pil e of envel opes, and on her right a snmall pile of addressed envel opes Before her, on the desk,
was her cat, Sammy She | ooked up wearily as they approached She was a snmall girl, with pointed
ears, freckles, big spectacles, and four-fingered hands She had cone to Xanth by accident, at the
age of twelve, when sonme kind of hole had appeared in the fabric of whatever, and been stuck here
since It had been nine years, because it happened just before Dol ph and Electra married

"That's a big pile of papers," Dol ph said synpathetically "Can | help you with any of thend"

That was one thing about his son, Dor realized his synpathetic nature If anyone had a problem
Dol ph al ways wanted to hel p out He and Jenny had been friends since they net

"1 wish you could, Dol ph, Jenny said "But the instructions say that all of the invitations mnust
be witten in the sanme hand and that s nmine They all have to be done in two days too, so | nust
keep at it " She shook her nght hand and little sprigs of tiredness flew out fromit
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"Invitati ons9" Bnk asked
Jenny glanced at him startled "Wy you're Bnkl" she said 'T didn't recognize you "

"Chanel eon and | took the potions as soon as we got to our room" Bnk said "They worked "

"So | see She concentrated, and recovered the question "Yes, these are wedding invitations

"Weddi ng9" Dor asked, surprised again "Wwo is the groond"
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"The note says he is no one we know But he is a prince or king, who will marry a comon girl and
meke her a princess or queen It is schedul ed to happen here at Castle Roogna in just one week, so
everything nust be ready by then, and the invitations have to go out in time to bring all the
participants "

"Who is invited7" Bnk asked

"Everyone, | think OF course | haven't |ooked at all the nanes on the list yet She indicated a

I ong scroll "Some of them have assignnents too "
"Assi gnnent s9" Dor asked

"Matron of Honor—things like that That's Electra "
"Are any of us on that hsf7" Dol ph asked

"l don't know "

Then Sammy Cat noved his paw It | anded on one section of the list "Ch, thank you Samy," Jenny
said Her cat's talent was to find anythi ng—except home That was part of the reason Jenny was stuck
here in Xanth Sanmy had | ed her here, but couldn't |ead her back

Jenny checked the list where the paw was "Yes, here it is King Dor is to be in |oco Father of the
Bride "

"But ny daughter lvy's already married he protested

"I'n loco" Bnk remi nded him"That neans instead of Maybe her real father can't do it, so you wll
fill in"

"Ch " It was obvious in retrospect

Jenny read farther "Bnk is to be Best Man "
"But | don't even know the groonl" Bnk said
"And Dol ph is an Usher Head Usher "

"Ckay," Dol ph agreed "I guess | can handl e that
"What about you, Jenny9" Dor asked "Since you're doing all this work "
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The girl's eyes widened m surprise "I didn't think to | ook Sammy9"
The cat lifted a paw-and set it down again, off the |ist

"But you can find anything," Jenny rem nded him
Dor caught on, unpleasantly "Not if it's not there | fear you aren't invited, Jenny "

"Not invitedl" Dol ph said angrily "She has to do this mountain of work, wearing out her poor
little hand—and she's not even invited7"

"It's all right," Jenny said quickly "My birthday is on the sane day Sammy and | will have a
chance to cel ebrate by oursel ves'

A gl ance bounced back and forth between the three nmen "It's not fair," Dol ph said "She's not a
sl ave She should at |east be invited "

"Maybe there's a mstake," Dor said "W can ask the Good Magician "

"No, please don't bother him" Jenny said "Really, 1 don't mnd helping |"msure it will be a very
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ni ce wedding "

Anot her gl ance bounced around between them Then the desk spoke "It had better be

Dol ph still wasn't satisfied "Jenny, | don't need to be an usher for sonebody | don't even know
I"I'l join you for your birthday instead W've been friends for a long tine " He stroked Sanmy,
whi ch was proof of what he said because the cat did not accept the touch of just anybody

The girl was plainly touched She blinked back a tear "That's very nice of you, Dolph It's true
that you and El ectra have been very kind to ne But it's not right to go agai nst sonething the Good
Magi ci an has set up There is surely excellent reason for you to be Head Usher Sammy and | will be
just fine "

"She's right, son,"” Dor said "And you don't have to choose one or the other The weddi ng won't take
all day "

"It's at three in the afternoon," Jenny said

"Then let's have your birthday in the norning," Dol ph said "I know Electra will want to be there
too And Che Centaur, of course, and Gaenny CGoblin " They were Jenny's closest friends, though
Gnendol yn was now Queen of Goblin Muntain, making the goblins behave Che was tutor for Sim the
Si murgh's chick, who would sonme millenniuminherit the position of Wsest Bird in the Universe
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If Che came, so might Sim and that would go far toward nmaki ng the occasion significant Every

wi nged nonster in Xanth was pl edged to protect Che, and every living thing was pledged to help Sim
and hi s guardi an nanny Roxanne Roc Che Centaur was destined to change the history of Xanth, by

i nfluencing Sim and no one could be sure what events they attended m ght thus become truly
significant

"So will Irene and I, ' Dor said, sharing his son's disquiet about the way the girl was being
snubbed He didn't care who el se attended, he woul d be there regardl ess

"And Chanel eon and |," Bink said

Jenny had to blink back several nore tears She renoved her gl asses and dabbed at her eyes with a
hanki e "Thank you That would be nice But | had better get back to work on these invitations, so as
to finish themin time "

They needed to | eave before Jenny's tears overflowed and fell on the invitations 'Next week," Dor
said firmy, guiding his son and young father to the door

"It still bothers me," Dol ph nuttered as they wal ked down the hall "How conplicated would it have
been to add her nane to the hst> The Good Magician couldn't have |orgotten her, because he's
meki ng her do the handwiting chore '

"He's a century old," Bink renmi nded them "And not known tor manners Maybe he figured that doing
the invitations was enough of a privilege for her "

Dol ph snorted

Dor renenbered sonmething "Didn't Jenny get a gene-tic to fix her eyes so she wouldn't need those
spect acl es9"

Dol ph smiled "Yes But she has worn those spectacles so |long that she forgets to take themol f'

They wal ked on out of the front gate There in the moat was Souffle Serpent Dor glanced at himm
surprise "I thought you were on duty at the Good Magician's castle," he remarked

The npat nonster hissed The surface of the water translated "Who do you think brought the old
ghone' s package to Jenny El f7"

"Well, when you return,” Dol ph said hotly, "tell himwe don't like the way he snubbed Jenny Elf,
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after—'
"Don't do that, ' Dor said quickly "I msure it was just an oversight
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Souffle hissed again "H s Designated Wfe nmade the guest |ist and assi gnments MareAnn Except tor
Jenny to do the invitations That was Clio the Muse of Hi story who decided that "

"MareAnn was Hunfrey's first love, who couldn't marry himuntil last, |let she lose the ability to
sunmon uni corns, " Bink said "She knows how it feels to be |eft out She shouldn't have left Jenny
out "

"Om ssions happen," Dor said "W will do what we can for Jenny Now |l et's focus on our mission the
zonbies "

"W need a nane tor our group,"” Dol ph said

Dor hadn't seen the necessity, but hunored him "W three kings

"But I'mnot a king," Bink protested

"You' re the father of a king, and Dol ph is the son of a king," Dor said "That's cl ose enough

Bi nk shrugged "It will be nice to be a king for a few hours, even if in nane only "
"I'"l'l change into a roc bird and carry you up high so we can spy the zonbies," Dol ph said
"Don't drop us," Dor said, smling He knew his son would be carefu

Dol ph wal ked out beyond the npat, so as to have room and suddenly he was a nonstrous bird
"Squawk' " he call ed

"He says to get your sorry donkeys over there," a nearby rock translated hel pfully "And don't soi
his feet "

"W suspected it was sonething like that,"” Bink nurnured The inani mate sonetines overstated the

case, not having much judgnent

Each ot themtook hold of one of Dol phl s huge I egs and sat on his feet Dol ph took two steps,
punped his enornous wi ngs, and | aunched into the air Soon they were spirahng into the sky, making
Castl e Roogna | ook snal |

Dor had sel dom flown, so was intrigued by the patchwork of Xanth that spread out bel ow them He
recogni zed the good Magician's Castle to the east, and the Gap Chasmto the north, and the Isle ot
View to the west Much of the rest was forest and nountain and | ake, as it should be

1 There's one Bi nk called, pointing slightly south Dor realized that he was doi ng what he was
supposed to, watching for zonbies, instead ot getting distracted by the scenery

ZOMBI E LOXTR 41

The roc headed down, and soon |anded in a gl ade near the slogging creature The two of them
di smounted fromthe teet, and then Dol ph reappeared

But by the tinme they |anded, the zonbie had di sappeared However, there was a femal e centaur
practicing her archery, so they approached her

"Hello," Dor said "W three kings are |ooking for a zomnbie

She glanced at them"Hello | am Crdy Centaur A zonbie passed this way two nonents and an instant
ago, bearing north "

"Thank you
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"You are wel come " She | oosed her arrow, and it neatly severed the stem of high root beer mug The
roots cushioned its fall so that it did not break or spill, and she was able to pick it up and
drink fromit

"No one can shoot an arrow as well as a centaur,"” Bink remarked as they wal ked north

The zonbie was typical of its breed, which was to say |oathsone It had evidently once been a human
man, but it nust have rested in a grave with some anbitious worns for some tine, because now halt
its face had rotted away and its clothing was in a simlar mess It shambl ed al ong, |eaving
decayi ng chunks of itself behind Mdst zombies did that, it wasn't clear why they didn't soon
degenerate into nothing Probably their substance was magically regenerated at the sane rate it

sl oughed off, so they were in a steady state

Dor tackled the ugly business "Excuse nme, zonbie
cared to

he said, stepping as close to the thing as he

"Zzure," the zonbi e agreed
"Way are you and your kind wal ki ng around Xanth r

The thing considered It took zonbies tine to think, because their brains were rotten "Xxeth." it
said after a deconposing pause

"Can you el aborate7" Bi nk asked
"Nnooo " It shanbled on, as if searching tor sonething

Dor shrugged "I think we need to find a fresher one

Dol ph changed form and they got aboard his teet They flew across Xanth until they spied anot her
likely figure Three figures, in fact, suitable tattered They cane down for a landing on the beach
on the southern shore of Xanth They wal ked toward the place where the figures stood
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But what they had taken to be tatters of clothing and odd bits of flesh turned out to be three
wonen with veils and ruffles The first woman spied them "Ah, you are the men who have cone to
marry usl" she excl ai ned

"W are7’ Dol ph asked, perplexed

"Aren't you9" she asked, coming up to enbrace him"l am M ss Conception Do you wi sh to kiss ne
before or after the weddi ng9"

"But I'malready marriedl" Dol ph protested

The second worman approached Bink "Yes, he is eager to be married," she said "And | hope you are
too, even if you do seema bit young for mte | amMss Interpret "

"I'"meighty one," Bink said
"Now | know I misheard that' You can t be over twenty one "

"Sonmething is not right about this,
wong with you too7 I am M ss

the third woman sai d, approaching Dor "Is there sonething

G vings "
"I'mafraid there is," Dor said "W are |ooking for zonbies "
“Your taste in wonmen is weirdl"

"I mean that we wi sh to question zonbies W thought you were—that is, that you | ooked |ike—= He
realized that they m ght not take kindly to the conpari son

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2022%20-%20Zombie%20Lover.txt (24 of 208) [1/19/03 9:09:59 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2022%20-%20Z ombie%20L over.txt

"Like girls ready to marry," Mss Conception said "Of course And you are right Let's do it right
now, and summon | ots of storks "

"Wwl" her veil said "That should be fun "
"We are all marriedl " Dol ph said desperately

"Yes, you all want to get nmarried," Mss Interpret agreed, staring blissfully into Sink's young
eyes "It's so nice that we are in agreenent |I'msure you will mature in due course "

"In a pork s eye," d tassel said

"But you do look a bit old," Mss Gvings said to Dor

"He certainly does," the ground said "Any day now he'll start to totter and dodder '

"This is all a msunderstanding," Dor said hrmy "W three kings are nerely trying to find out why
the zonbies are stirred up "

"You are kings>" Mss Interpret asked, delighted "What a great narriage this will bel"

"W can visit Castle Zonbi e on our honeynoon
know "

M ss Conception said "The Zonbi e Master should
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"The Zonbie Master'" Bink exclained "Wy didn't we think of that9"

"Because your hearts were set on marriage," Mss Interpret said reasonably "But as soon as the
cerenony is done, we can set out for there W want you to be happy "'

"I don't think so," Mss Gvings said regretfully "I fear we are confusing things These nen
nm stook us for zonbies "

"M stook us for zonbies'" Mss Conception exclained "Does a zonbie have this9" She lifted her
tassel ed bl ouse and showed her bare but heal thy upper torso

"Wwl" a nearby stone said "She nust have nynphly ancestry | haven't seen boobies |ike that since
that flock of dodos waddl ed by"

"That's boobs, you boob'" another stone said "You got rocks in your head9"

"What ever," the first said stonily

Meanwhi | e, Dol ph stared He was still young enough to really appreciate such a sight ' Maybe not as
full or firm for a zonbie," he said His eyeballs were beginning to gl aze

"I shoul d hope not How about this9" She tugged at her skin

Dor knew he shoul d do something, but his own eyeballs were | ocked, and he knew that Bnk's were too
It wasn't possible for a man to | ook away from such a sight voluntarily The effect was simlar to
that of the hypnogourd And if she showed her panties—

"This is really getting interesting," a piece of deadwood said "What does she have under there7"

Then a bug happened to fiy by just at eyeball height, interrupting Dor's view He clanped his eyes
cl osed and turned his head away, so as not to get caught again

"That's fine," Dor said quickly, before she could freak anyone out and have her will of himHe

st epped between Bink and the sight, freeing him Then he did the sane for Dol ph, and took the young
man by the shoulders turning himaround ' No zonbie can match any of you, |I'msure," he said over
his own shoul der "W are sorry we can't marry you, but we nust be on our way W have pressing

busi ness el sewhere "

"I knew there was a catch," Mss Gvings said ' There always is
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"Yes, they are surely a great catch," Mss Interpret agreed.

"But you haven't seen what else," Mss Conception cried. "You can't conceive what—
"We're | ooking, we're |ooking!" several stones said.

Dor bustl ed Dol ph away. "Don't |ook back," he warned. "You have no business being anazed by
anyt hi ng not offered by your wife."

"Ch, yes," Dol ph agreed, renenbering.

"Now take us to Castle Zonbie."

Dol ph changed to roc form and in a nonent they were up, up, and away, Wi nging toward the Zonbie
Master's edifice.

"Squawk, " Dol ph renmarked sadly, glancing down at the three forlorn figures bel ow

"Yes, | know," Dor agreed. "But we were really not eligible. I"'msure they will find three other
men, in due course, and nake themvery confortable, after their glazed eyeballs heal."

"1 wonder if their dialogue is entirely innocent?" Bink asked. "It is alnost as if Mss Conception
acted only when their words were

not enough."

"She may i ndeed have had a concept," Dor agreed. "As it was, only an unlikely coincidence enabl ed
us to escape." As he spoke, he realized that it had been exactly the kind of coincidence that
happened around his father. Could there be a connection? He wasn't sure. In fact the frustrating
thing about his father was that he had never been able to be sure.

Now Castl e Zonbie hove into view It was rather battered and worn | ooking, as if chunks of
corroded bl ocks were falling off. The npbat was a puddle of slime. This could not be from

i nattention, because a zonbi e gardener was working there. He was carefully raking nore dirt into
the water, to be sure it was properly foul

They | anded just beyond the decrepit drawbridge. Dor hesitated to cross it, lest the wormeaten
pl anks give way and dunp himinto the

muck bel ow.
Bi nk considered. "I suspect that magi c makes this | ook worse than

it is," he remarked.

"No doubt," Dor agreed. "Maybe sone illusion, or sone debilitating spells. Either way, | wouldn't
care to chance it without testing it."
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"Il test it." Bink, with the carel essness of his new youth, went right ahead and crossed wi t hout
trouble. So Dor and Dol ph foll owed, now assured that the planks would hold. But Dor made a nental
note: he would have to watch to make sure his father didn't do sonething nore foolish than risking
a nmere dunking in sline. Youth had its liabilities.

They came to the inner portcullis, which was badly rusted. A zonbie guard challenged themwth a
corroded spear. "Halsh!"

"Hey, who you talking to. wornface?" a paving stone denanded.

"W three kings have cone to speak with the Zonbie Master," Dor said.
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"Heesh nough inn."

Dor was getting the hang of zonbie speech. "He's not in? Then nmay we talk with MIlie the Chost?"
Actual |y she hadn't been a ghost for fifty five years—the sane as Dor's age, coincidentally—but
for about 807 years she had been a ghost, so her friends still thought of her that way.

"Ghoo onn inn."

"Thank you." They wal ked on into the castle proper

The interior was a good deal nicer than the exterior, because this was MIlie's domain, and she
was no zonbie. The floors were clean, and there were curtains on the portals. Even the air was
fresher. Castle Zonmbie showed the fallacy of judging a thing by its exterior; it was actually a
ni ce residence.

"Cet a load of this," a stone lintel remarked appreciatively. A woman was approachi ng them

"Ch, hello!" MIlie exclained. "How nice to see you again. King Dor and Prince Dol ph and— She
paused.

"Bink." Bink said.
"Ch, you've been youthened!" she exclaimed, delighted. "Chanel eon too?"
"Chanel eon too," Bink agreed. "She will be lovely, in about two weeks."

"Cone in and have sonme tee and crunples,” MIlie said, ever the graci ous hostess. She was now in
her early seventies, in terns of active living tine, and in her eight hundreds chronol ogically.

Li ke El ectra, she had taken a number of centuries out, remaining her then-age of seventeen. She
was still a lovely woman. Her tal ent was sex
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appeal , and age had masked but not abolished it. Dor remenbered how she had been his baby-sitter
when he was twel ve, and how her beauty and talent had affected himthen. He was still a little bit
inlove with her, but he had it well under control. Her present physical age hel ped.

Her tee and crunples were delicious, of course. The tee was in cups shaped like the letter T, and
the crumples were twi sted and crunched bits of pastry that |ooked like failed efforts but weren't.
They were appropriate for a place in which zonbies thronged. "And to what do | owe the honor of
this visit?" she inquired.

"Actually, we came to see your husband," Dor said. "But perhaps you can help us."
"Jonathan is away right now Wat is your need?"
"We wi sh to know why the zonbies are stirred up and wal king all over Xanth."

"Ch, are they? | didn't realize. | haven't been out recently, because we don't like to |eave the
castl e unattended. What are they doi ng?"

"Just wal ki ng everywhere. They don't seemto be doing any harm but ordinary fol k are bothered,
you under st and. "

She sniled, and Dor felt the lure of her again. What a creature she had been, in her physica
twenties, when he was in his inpressionable childhood! "I understand. | do | ove Jonathan, but
sonmehow | never quite becane accustonmed to his business of naking zonmbies. OF course it's not the
zonbies' fault that they are rotten; some of ny best friend are zonbies. But they do | ack socia
grace."

That was a substantial understatement. "Yes. We would like to ascertain what is rousing them so
as perhaps to put it to rest."

"Quickly," Dol ph said.
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"OfF course," MIllie agreed. "But | really can't think what the matter m ght be. The zonbi es have
been doing well recently. They even elected a king fromtheir own nunber, so as to formtheir own
ki ngdom He is Xeth—Zora and Xavier's son."

"Xet h!" Dol ph exclainmed. "That's what that zonbie was trying to say."

"He is a fine figure of a man now. you would hardly know he is part zonbie. But he's a responsible
person: he would not try to stir things up in the living world. Not w thout considerable reason."
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"A zonbie king," Dor said thoughtfully. "He could stir themup, if he did have reason. Perhaps we
should talk with him™"

"l don't know where he is. Jonathan knows where all the zonbies are; that's part of his talent.
But he is away, in a manner of speaking, and | don't know how soon he will be back."

"W have an inportant wedding to attend to in a week." Dor said. "We really need to get this
strai ght ened out soon."

"Ch, | see." Wonen related well to weddings. "But it would be very difficult to find Jonathan
right now "

"Exactly where is he?" Bink asked.

"That's conplicated to explain."

"W will try our best to understand,” Dor said firmy

"I will try, then. O course you know about Princess lda's noon."
"Ptero," Dor said.

"Last year we learned that it is nore sophisticated than we supposed. It is actually the
mani festation of her talent of the Idea. All the folk who ever lived on Xanth, or ever will live,
or ever mght exist, are there, in their soul formns."

Dor was startled. "All the fol k? But what about those of us who are here, now?"

"You are there too, only with the current year of your lives absent there. And tinme is different
there; tine is geography. But that's only part of it. There is an aspect of lda herself there, and
she has her own noon. And on that noon is another |da, wth—=

"Pl ease,"” Dor said. "My conprehension is being strained. What has this to do with your husband?"

"Each little nmoon is different," she explained. "Wth different magi c. Jonathan thought there
m ght even be a zonbie world. If so—=

"I see. That would be the perfect place for the zonbies to be. Especially if they had a ki ngdom
Their own world!"

"Exactly. So Jonathan is exploring to see if he can find such a world. He does what he can for his
flock."

"Maybe the zonbies are looking for it too, in regular Xanth," Bink suggested.

"No, | don't think so. They were supposed to wait."
"How long will it be before the Zonbie Master returns?" Dor asked.
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"I don't know. He said to wake himup if he is gone nore than three days, and it's only been one
day."
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Al'l three of themdid a quick reassessnent. "He is sleepwal ki ng?" Bi nk asked.
"No, just sleeping. In our bedroom 1 check on himoften, just in case."
"But then how can he be exploring worlds?"

"He made an arrangenent with Princess Ida and the Night Stallion to explore themin the dream
realm" she explained. "It's nore conveni ent that way, and safer, because he can't truly be | ost
or hurt, and he can search nore efficiently."

Dor was having trouble with conprehension again. "But if he's only dreaming, it isn't real. So
what ever he finds won't actually be there."

"Ch, no, it's real. He's not real, while there, but the worlds are exactly as they are. | think
It is a controlled dream relating to reality. He just won't be able to take anything fromthere,
except information."

"He's like a ghost," Dol ph said. "You must have thought of that."

"Why yes, | did," she agreed. "I have had experience. He seens real while there, and can talk with
the people, but can't stay. If he gets chonped by a dragon, he'll be gone, though, and will wake
on his own, and maybe unable to return. So |'msure he's being very careful. | understand that

there are remarkabl e sights there."
"There are sonme here in Xanth too," Dol ph murnmured, rubbing a bit of glaze off an eyel ash

"I don't think we can wait two days," Dor said. "W need to get the zonbies settled well before
the big weddi ng. Could you wake himearly?"

"Ch, | wouldn't do that!"™ MIlie said, horrified. "He said not to disturb himfor anything short
of an energency, because he mi ght not be able to find his way back to a choice site if he doesn't
have tinme to mark the way."

"Mark the way?" Bink asked. "How can a dream be narked?"

"It's part of the magic the Night Stallion Ient him He can draw a glow ng chal k |ine around
sonething, that will stay in place after he |leaves. So he can return later and nake sure it's what
the zonbies want. But he can mark only one place at a tine, so he has to be careful."
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"Could we go after hin" Dol ph asked. "So we can find him and ask him w thout interrupting his
sear ch?"

"Way, | hadn't thought of that.” MIlie said. "I suppose if you sniffed the sleep spell, you
could.”
This, weird as it was, seened to be a way. "Is there enough of that spell for all three of us?"

"Ch, yes, we have plenty of it."

"But how would we find him in that dreamreal n?" Dor asked.

"Ch, that wouldn't be hard. He | eaves glowing footprints. That's so | can find him if | need to."
"Then why couldn't he follow his own footprints, on another visit?" Dol ph asked.

"They won't stay after he goes. So he has to renenber the way, and mark his place."

"Then perhaps that is our best course,” Dor said. "W can find him ask him and return in tine to
get the zonbies settled."

MIllie had no problemw th that. "You can use a guest chanber,"” she said. "I will bake nore
crunples for your return.”
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That seened |ike an excellent arrangenent.
3

SOLI TAI RE FOR Two

B

reana woke at dusk, refreshed. It was time to go see the jood Magician, since she was now
satisfied, for no sason she knew, that this was her only feasible escape fromthe zonbies. So she
qui ckly ate some hasty puddi ng she found, and set her "ace toward the darkest east.

"There is an enhanted path leading to Magician Hunfrey's castle,” Mare Inbri aid. "But the zomnbies
seemto be able to wal k those paths, so thd's not safe for you. However, | know of another path
that is privaly enchanted, that should do about as well.

"What's a privae enchant nent ?"
"One that's noiqgfficially sanctioned by King Dor. This one was set up by Com Pasion, and—
"I's this a dragoi or tangle tree?"

" 'Oh, no, nothir<> like that. Com Passion won't hurt you. In fact Forrest Faun and | are her
friends; we visit her sonmetines to play-dreans vs. realitie. But you won't have to enter her cave;
just keep on going toward tie castle. You should be there by dawn.

"Ckay." Breana started wal ki ng.
Inbri trotted alng beside her. "It's right this way, beyond the
Jackpot there.

Breanna saw a nan sitting on a big glowi ng pot. She paused. "I know the centaursire open about
natural functions, and rmaybe sone other folk are too,but I'd prefer to wait until he gets off the
pot."

Imbri made a | aghing neigh. "He's not having a function! He's
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gi ving away noney. Everyone who passes himhas to take some, to get on the path.

Sure enough, as they approached Jack reached down under hinself, into the depth of the pot, and
pul | ed out a handful of grubby coins. Inbri took one in her nouth, and Breanna took another in her
hand.

"But what's the point?" she asked as they stepped onto the path.

"Jackpots just like to give away lots of nmoney." Inbri still held the coin; she wasn't speaking
with her nouth, but with a dreani et

"I can see that. | nmean, what's the noney for? No one buys anything in Xanth, does she?"
Imbri considered. "Well, you might encounter a slot nmachine sone time. They eat coins.'

Br eanna nodded, and put the soiled coin in her purse. She didn't like dirty noney, but perhaps it
woul d be useful sonetine.

Inbri's ears perked up. "Oops, |'m being summoned. | have to go see about a daydream | still do a
few of themfor ny friends.

"You did sonme good ones for nme, | think," Breanna agreed. "Thanks for everything." She waved as

the mare faded out.
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The path was cl ear enough, and Breanna wal ked swiftly along it. Soon she cane to a sign narking an
of f shoot: COM PASSI ON. That was the maker of the path, who evidently lived in a cave. But it
wasn't necessary to go into the cave, so she wal ked on hy.

But then she saw a ragged shape ahead. It was a zonbie! They had found her again.

Breanna hardly took tine to think. She turned about and ran back along the path. But soon she saw
anot her zonbie coming fromthe other direction. She was trapped between them

She turned at the sign and ran into the cave. At least it wasn't supposed to be dangerous, and
maybe it would provide a place to hide fromthe zonbies. It was dark, but of course that was no
problem for her. She saw several jars of currant jelly, and realized that there must be sonething
el ectrical nearby.

She saw a box of sone sort on a pedestal of sone sort. A screen on the box lighted. Wrds
appeared: cffle//, aw.

VWhat was this? There didn't seemto be any danger, but she didn't feel exactly at ease either.
This cave was spooky. But with the zonbi es outside, she would have to bear with it. That neant

dealing with this Com Passion character. "I'm |l ooking for—=
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fleal the screen printed Ur/aMf//xa ne a

Breanna suffered a flash of lealization that illum nated the cave tor half a split second This was
Com Passi on herself A screen machine And she expected a little gift It would be best to oblige

her But what did she hale) Only one thing she could spare

"I't's \ery small, and sonmewhat dirty/1 she said apologetically She fished out the com

f7jfy fdffjfd £t>u i $/ad&>ategi// J7 /ere i/ There followed a rowot little hearts V ¥ ¥ VV V
Breanna | ooked toi a place to set the coin fa c tf te aw xrtwje Com Passion printed

Breanna | ooked around nervously There was a nouse in this cave9

Then the cave shi nrered, and becanme a regul ar room A door opened, and a young brown wonman wal ked
in "l am Muwuse Tenan," she said "I normally sleep in ny nouse pad "

Oh Breanna handed her the coin Tenan took it and set it on a shelt Then she turned again "Wat is
it that you wish of ny nis-

tress >"
"I —1 don't understand "
Tenan frowned "Wat word do you not understand9"

"It's not that | nmean, | didn't cone here to ask for anything | just —well, it gets conplicated
to explain "

"You do not understand our natures7 *
"Yes | think that's what | don't understand "

"This is the cale of Com Passion, a machi ne who ean change reality in her denmesnes
"Ch, | hope she's not nmean'" Breanna blurted Then she tried to take it back T mean —'
The screen appeared JVr/ meffj? rs f/lenra# (/)fMvte.J J/Ffa frwfrfw

Breanna felt e\en nore stupid than before "I apol ogize

"I am her nouse,' Tenan continued Com Passi on | oves people, but can't nove her body, so | do what
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needs to be done Inreal life |l amlike this She shi mered, and becane a real brown nouse |t

squeaked
"Eeeekl" Breanna screaned, stepping back

The wonman reappeared "Precisely So Com Passi on enhances ne to resenble your toimNormally folk
conme here to ask sone tavor of ny mistress, tor which they nust pay an equitable price Therefore
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we inquire what favor you desire, and what you are prepared to do in return

"I +— Breanna haul ed herself sonewhat together and tned again 'Tmon ny way to see the Good
Magi ci an, who can maybe tell nme how to stop the zonbies fromchasing ne When they were about to
catch me, | ducked in here Unless you have sone way to get rid of them | don't think | have a
favor to ask of you "

"My mistress can give you a charmto nake you invisible to zonbies But it lasts only a tew hours,
so is a tenporary expedient Probably it would suffice to get you to the Good Magician's castle "

"That's greatl1l" Breanna exclainmed "Yes, | would |ike that
it "But | don't know how | can pay for it "

Then she renenbered the other part of

Tenan considered "A | ove spnng flows through ny mistress' cave Therefore she is very affectionate,
and craves conpany | have becone overly famliar to her, and ny intellect is not great, so she
wi shes for nore She is lonely and bored Have you any relief for that?"

"But | can't stay forever and talk to a screenl" Breanna protested

"I'n ny mstress' experience, nost human bei ngs have areas of expertise or know edge that can be
diverting Is there anything you m ght teach Com Passi on that woul d nake her |ess bored or
| onel y>'

"Not unless she likes playing cards," Breanna said, |aughing ruefully

" Car ds9"

A notion coal esced Cards could be really useful for boredom So rmaybe that wasn't such a far out
i dea "Suppose | taught her sone card ganmes9 Ones she could play by herself, like solitaire9"

"Can you denonstrate such a ganme9"

"Sure " Then she reconsidered "Except | don't have a deck of cards They don't play cards in Xanth
It's a Mundane gane "

"Descri be them"

"Well, there are fifty two of themin a pack, in four suits Spades, Hearts, Dianponds, and C ubs
Each suit has thirteen cards, going fromAce—that's one—+to King On the backs there is some design
or picture '

As she spoke, the imge of the cards appeared Breanna tned to take one, but her hand passed
through it it was illusion So she asked

54 Pn RS ANTHONY

Terian to lay them down on a table which obligingly appeared. Terian was able to handl e the cards
as if they were real, because Terian herself was nostly illusion in this form Probably Com
Passi on could nake her solid, but illusion was nore energy efficient. Soon they had a pack of
cards on the table, with a picture of Com Passion on the back, and the suit designs on the front:
shovel s, little beating hearts, scintillating dianmond genms, and cudgels. Mare Inbri evidently
served as the nodel for the queens, and a faun Breanna didn't recognize stood for the kings, while
the jacks had bl ack faces and | ooked |i ke Breanna. They were ready to play.
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"I know only three solitaire ganes," Breanna said. "But they're pretty good. First there's

Kl ondi ke. Deal out seven cards in a row, with only the first one face up." Terian did so. "Then
six nmore, starting with the second row, only the first face up. And so on, until there are seven
face-up cards. Now you try to find aces and set them above, and build on themby suit right up to
the king. You can build down fromany card in the tableau, like putting that red four on that

bl ack five." Breanna continued her instructions, and found that Com Passion was a very quick
study; nothing needed to be repeated.

"Now you just keep playing, until it stalls out,"
a while. It's hard to win unless you cheat."

Br eanna concl uded. "Wich it usually does, after

" Cheat ?"
"Break the rules."
"But how can it be a gane with no rul es?"

Breanna realized that the nachine was wired to be honest, and didn't understand di shonesty. "It
can't be," she said. "So go ahead and play."

There was a pause. "My nmistress is not an original thinker," Terian said after a nonent. It seened
that she had direct communication with the machine. "And | lack the intellect on my own. You wll
have to direct the play."”

"But it's easy to play," Breanna said. "Just not easy to win."

"Perhaps if you direct a game through to victory, ny mistress will then have a sufficient sense of
the whole so as to be able to play variations herself."

"Well, 1"l try, but it will probably take several ganes."

"Shall we say that when you have played a ganme through to com
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pl etion, your service is conpleted?" Terian inquired. "Then | will give you the spell, and you nay
proceed on your way." "OCkay." It seenmed a fair bargain.

So they played several ganes, with Breanna directing them But every one bl ocked up before
victory. She w shed she had chosen an easier game to w n.

Finally she broached the natter. "Suppose | teach you another card gane, one that's nore w nnabl e?

Wuld that be all right?" "That would be satisfactory,” Terian agreed. "Ckay. Here's one | |earned
of f my conputer in Mundania." She paused, realizing that Com Passi on was a conputer. So this
should be good. "It's called Free Cell. It's alittle Iike Klondike, and a little different. Deal

out eight rows of cards, face up, and keep dealing nore, overlapping themuntil they are al
there. You want to build up on the four aces, sanme as in Klondike, and you can build down wth
alternating colors too. You have four free cells where you can park cards." She continued, and
Terian laid out the cards and played according to directions. "Every game is supposed to be

wi nnable, if you play right, but it's usually too conplicated for me. But maybe you, with your
| ogi cal m nd—=

"W nust see a ganme played through to victory first," Terian remnm nded her.

So Breanna tried, but gane after gane bl ocked up. She knew she was meking nisplays, but couldn't
help it. In fact, as tinme wore on, she was getting worse. She wanted to quit—except for the
zonbi es out si de.

"Suppose | teach you anot her gane?" she suggested desperately. The night was passing, and she was
getting nowhere swiftly.

"That woul d be satisfactory," Terian agreed, exactly as she had before. Breanna could see that it
really was true that this conputer and nouse set |acked originality.
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So she proceeded to her third and last game. "This one's called Accordion. It's pretty sinple to
pl ay, but alnost inpossible to win." She quailed inwardly as she said it. But since she was
messing up on the theoretically w nnabl e gane, maybe she would luck out and win this one. It
wasn't much of a hope, but what else was there? "It's called that because it tends to expand and
contract, |like an accordion." She paused. "Do you know what an accordion is?"
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"No,"'1 Terian said.

"I't's a nusical instrunent that you punp like a bellows. Do you know what a bellows is?"
"Yes. "

Breanna was | earning caution. "Wuat is your definition?"

"A person who shouts loudly."

Just so. "There is another type of bellows: a device that punps air by flexing in and out. It's
used in Mundani a."

Terian nodded. "Secondary definition noted."

"And the accordion has a keyboard on one side, and harnony notes on the other side, and—well, it
doesn't matter. Deal out the cards face up, a row of about six, face up."

"About six?" Terian asked. "Surely it nust be exactly six."
"Not according to fuzzy logic. Uh, do you know—+
"There is a colony of warm fuzzi es nearby. They are not known for their logical abilities."

Breanna decided to avoid further anal ogies. "Never mnd. What | nean is that you can deal out four
five, six, seven, eight, or any nunber; it doesn't have to be six. That's just for convenience."”

"A span of four to eight cards when inconvenient," Terian said, getting it straight.

Breanna | et that pass. "Now you play by nmatching up the cards by suit or nunber, the first or
third fromthe right." Terian | ooked bl ank, so she noved right on into a denonstration. "Deal the
cards;

I"lI'l show you."

Terian dealt six cards: The Queen of Hearts, Two of Dianonds, Nine of Cubs, Six of Cubs, Ten of
Spades, and Ace of Spades.

Qv 24 9* 6* 10A AA

"Now see, you can put the six of clubs on the nine of clubs, because the suits match and the nine
is right next on the left," Breanna said. She paused. \Wen nothi ng happened she said, "Put the six
on the nine." She kept forgetting howliterally these folk took things. "And put the Ace on the
ten. Now you have four piles and four suits; you can't do any nore. So now deal out another card
on the right."

The next card was the Two of Hearts.
QV 24 6% A* 2V

"Now this is nice, because you can close it up some nore. Put the Two of Hearts on the Two of
Di anonds, because the nunbers natch
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and the dianond is the third card to the left; remenber, you can nmatch either the first or third."
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"l renmenber." Terian said. She noved the card.

'"Now you can match the two hearts, because they are next to each other. Do it. Myve the whole
pile; the buried cards no | onger count."

Terian did it.

2V 6* AA

"So you see, we have boiled seven piles of cards down to three. Now deal out sone nore cards."
"How nmany cards?"

Breanna tried not to roll her eyes. "Three nore."

Terian dealt out the Four of Dianponds, Jack of Spades, and Ei ght of D anonds.

"See, now the accordion is expanding again. W don't do anything. Deal a couple nore."

Terian dealt the Three of Hearts and Seven of Di anonds.

2V 6* A* 44 JA 84 3V 74

"See, still nothing. | hate it when they alternate like that. Sometines | wind up with half the
deck spread out. Anyway, the object is to finish with all the cards in a single pile. Two piles is
a very good score, three or four piles is still credible, and beyond that is pretty nuch of a
washout." She grinmaced. "I wash out a lot."

They pl ayed the game on through, and sure enough, finished with nine piles of cards. They played
again, and finished with five piles. Athird gane was fifteen piles.

Breanna was about ready to tear her hair, but refrained, because it was really nice hair. "Look, |
can't seemto win a gane for |ove nor nmoney, and | need to get on nmy way. |Is there any other way I
can get that zonbi e-no-see spell ?"

"You are offering |ove or noney?" Terian inquired.

Qops. "Not literally. It's zonbie love |'mtrying to escape, and noney isn't nuch use in Xanth. |
mean, is there any other deal | can nmake with you, since this one isn't working out?"

There was the barest pause. "W are intrigued by these games. Find another person to play themin
your stead, one who can play one through to victory. At that point we will give you the spell."

"But how can | find anyone el se, when | can't even go out of this cave for fear of the zonbi es?"
"W will lend you the spell for that purpose.”
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That was so | ogical that Breanna knew she woul d never have thought of it. "Ckay. But how can you
be sure | won't just bug out?"

"Do what to what?'1

Qops again. It did sound as if she meant to pull an insect fromits hole. "How do you know | won't
run off to the Good Magician's castle the noment | have that spell, instead of finding you another
pl ayer ?1'

"You wi |l do what you agreed to do."

She realized thai a machine had little concept of dishonesty. "Ckay. |I'll go find sonebody. Seens
fair to nme."

Terian lifted her hand, and in it appeared a nmarbl e-sized gl obe. She gave it to Breanna. But as
Breanna took it, it faded out. Had she somehow broken it?
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"The spell is now part of you, and will carry through the night," Terian explained. "If you are
unable to find a suitable player by dawn, return here and we will provide another spell for the
next night."

Breanna hoped she could do it nuch faster than that. "Ckay. |'ll see you soon, one way or
anot her . "

She wal ked out of the cave. Al npst imedi ately she saw the zonmbies mlling about. Maybe they knew
she was in the cave, and were waiting to nab her when she energed.

She nerved hersel f and wal ked down the path toward the zonmbies. If they gave even the slightest,
t eeni est, weeni est sign of seeing her, she would bolt back into the cave as fast as her fine black
| egs woul d

carry her.

But the zonbi es gave no sign of being aware of her. They seened to be patrolling, shuffling back
and forth, dropping putrid bits of thensel ves behind. Yuck!

She timed her route to pass between the two of themwhile they were both wal king away fromthe
i ntersection of paths. She got through, and was on her way beyond wi t hout their noticing.

Then she reconsi dered. How did she know t he spell was worki ng? She m ght have slipped through on
her own nerit. She had better make sure.

She nerved herself again, and turned back. Now the two zonbi es were approachi ng each other on
their route. She could see the route, because it was narked by bl obs of decayed flesh. They were
definitely

on guard duty.
She wal ked toward them "Hey, you rotters!" she called.
ZOVBIE LovtR y9

There was no response. The zonbi es shuffled past each other and wal ked on out toward the ends of
their routes. So she went to the center and stood there, waiting for their return. She was
terrified, but she made herself stand there. She had to know.

They turned and shuffl ed back. Their faces were blank masks of disgusting deconposition. It was a
marvel they could see anything, with those putrefied orbs.

"Hey, foulface!l" she called to one. "Can you see ne?"

The zonbie ignored her. He continued to shuffle toward her. She realized that they would collide
if she didn't get out of the way. So she noved clear, just in tinme, and the zonbi es passed behind
her.

"Have you sheen anyshi ng, Seynour Bones?" one inquired of the other
"Noshing, Rick R Mrtis," the other replied.

Sati sfied, Breanna proceeded on her way. Now whom could she find who |liked to play cards? There
m ght be a small problem because no one in Xanth knew about cards. But surely many fol k were
bored, and this was a good treatnent for boredom

Anot her problemwas the fact that it was night, which was her prinme tinme but was sleep tinme for
others. But there should be a few folk active.

Sure enough, soon she spied the light of a lanp, and by the |anp a young man was putting handful s
of dirt into a bag. "Hello," she said by way of introduction

"That is a pointless interjection,"” he replied, not |ooking up
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"What is?" she asked, vaguely nettled by his attitude.
"Your stupid salutation."”
Breanna had never been a person to accept rudeness unchall enged. "Wo says it's stupid?"

"l do. I am Smart Alec. | always know a detail others don't think of." He paused reflectively. "I
can't think why |I'munpopul ar.™

"Cee, it sure beats ne," she retorted sourly. "What are you doi ng?"
"Tm coll ecting magi ¢ dust, as any idiot can plainly see."

"That |l ooks just like ordinary dirt to nme. Did you get some in your nouth, to make you talk
dirty?"

"I"'mnot talking dirty, I amnerely making statenents about the incapacities of others who
evidently don't realize how dull they are.”

Breanna had had just about enough of this. She was ready to bl ast
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himw th sone real information on dullness, but renmenbered her m ssion Maybe he would like to play
cards So she stifled her justified retort and tried to sotten himup tor the kill, as it were

" Thank you for explaining about the magi ¢ dust But howis it you know that this particular dirt is
magi ¢, and what do you want it for9"

"All dirt in Xanth is magic," he said in superior fashion "It is what carries the magic It
emanates fromthe center of Xanth, and slowly spreads out, and the nmagic di m nishes as the dust
thins This is near the center of Xanth, so should be pretty strong I'mgoing to take it to
Mundama. where it should enable magic to be operative "

"That's a great idea'" she said, putting nore enthusiasminto it than she felt She had |ived years
in Mundama, and doubted that anything could budge its dreariness "How would you like to play a

great new gane9"

Now at |ast Alec glanced at her, appraisngly She wasn't entirely easy with the places his gaze
| anded "Very wel |l Take off your

cl ot hes

VWhat a jerkl "Not that kind of a game I'"'monly fifteen "Ch Then you woul dn't know about that
sort of thing " Actually she did know, but preferred not to tell himthat "This is

a card gane It—=

"Forget it I'"'mnot interested " He focused on his dust

Intated anew. Breanna wal ked on If this was the kind of reaction

she was likely to encounter, her quest was nore difficult than she had
bel i eved

Then she thought of a way to get something useful fromthis jerk She turned back "I1'Ill bet you
don't know who woul d want to play

a card ganme "
"Com Pewter " he said, and ignored her

Com Pewt er She had heard of himHe was a nachine |i ke Com Passion, who resided in a cave and coul d

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2022%20-%20Zombie%20Lover.txt (37 of 208) [1/19/03 9:09:59 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2022%20-%20Z ombie%20L over.txt

change his local reality Wiat better partner could she possibly find7 Smart Al ec had known the
answer, and had done her a huge if inadvertent favor

But Pewter lived far away, south across the Gap Chasm not ac tually all that far fromher honme in
the Bl ack Village How coul d she

get there quickly9

Wel |, maybe the same way she had gotten here But first she had to prepare Could Pewter's
activities possibly be construed as censorshi p7 I n Mundarma t hat was the suppression ot certain
political

/OVBIP- L()\FR 6/

ribald, or otherw se objectionable speaking or witing and it happened a | ot No natter how

i nnocent or well neaning the expression there was bound to be sonebody who found it of fensive and
wanted to abolish it dictating that only that particular person s beheis and expressions were
truly free In Xanth it was brought bv the Censor Ship, a dread craft whose docki ng nmeant awf ul

m schief for those in the vicinity She recall ed when the Bl ack Wave had suffered sone of its

ef fect They had nanaged to escape it, fortunately, but all of themrenmenbered That was why they
had made it a point to get on good terns with the De Censor Ship Wierever that went, it abolished
the evil suppression ot the other ship, and even nulled the dread Adult Conspiracy ot silence So
the DC Ship wasn't wel come in nost quarters, because the Adult Conspiracy was al nost universal in
Xant h, even dragons and ogres honored it But because the Bl ack Wave had emni grated trom Mundama si X
years ago, its elder children nostly knew the secrets, and weren't affected Breanna herself
under st ood perfectly how to sunmon the stork She just didn't nuch care to do it yet, and not ever
until she found sonmeone really worthwhile Meanwhile it was convenient to pretend that she was as
i nnocent as a regular Xanth juvenile The words "I'monly fifteen" scared off just about any pushy
mal e Except, unfortunately, one whose brain was rotten, like a zonbie king So she had no fear of
the De Censor Ship, and in fact it could be useful on occasion It was just a matter ol proper
managemnent

She concluded that Pewter's habit of revising reality could indeed be called censorship, because
he didn't allow opposing folk to have their say Therefore his activity should be of interest to
the Ship And that was all she needed

She cupped her hands around her nouth "Fee Fo Fi Hp— snell Censorshipl" she called

Imedi ately the lights of a ship hove into view It was nagic and could sail through |and rather
than water That was because it was the opposite of the Censor Ship which sailed on water

"Hell o there Breanna agirl in a sailor hat called

"Hel l o. Tsunamni. Breanna replied Tsunami s magic talent was |iquidation, which was why she was a
vital crew nmenbei She could turn any solid to water, and back again Wthout that the ship would
becone | andbound in a hurry

What have you found'' Tsunanmi asked as the ship sloshed to a

62 Pl ERS ANTHONY

stop beside Breanna. She felt the land naking little waves; it was
wei rd.

"I just realized that Com Pewter is guilty of censorship,” Breanna said. "1 want to go there and
renonstrate with him"

"Then get aboard," Tsunam said, rolling down the gangpl ank

Breanna went aboard. The ship turned and picked up speed. It did this by using Nots: if it was Not
here, it must be There, and so it noved there. But if the skipper said Not again, it had to nove
on to another there. It was said that a speed of thirty Nots could get it just about anywhere in a
hurry.
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Indeed, it was soon Not in northern Xanth, and was crossing the Gap Chasm This was interesting,
because it couldn't cruse in air, so had to sail down the chasmwall, across the bottom and up
the far wall. "Not here, Not here," Tsunam kept saying, and the ship kept gaining velocity inits
hurry to obey.

Breanna spied a |line extending across the chasm "Wy not use that as a guide to cross nore
qui ckly?" she asked

Tsunam | ooked. "Ch, no, that's a tine line. Follow that, and it takes you back in time."
Breanna nodded. "I guess we don't need that right now "

Tsunam | ooked ahead. "Ah, there's Cappy. H's reports are always

useful . "

Br eanna saw a nondescript nman standi ng near the ship. "Reports?"

"Yes." Tsunam called out to the man. "Hey, make us a report!”

The man cl apped his hands together. Instead of a clapping sound, they nade a report: "The weather
is fair on this day." He clapped them again and made another report: "The Gap Dragon is foraging

at the far end of the chasmat this hour." He clapped a third tine: "Three kings are traveling to
Castle Zonbie to inquire what is stirring up the zonbies."

"I could tell themthat!" Breanna excl ai ned.
"Thank you!" Tsunam called, throwi ng C appy a kiss. He caught it and bowed.

They sailed on up the far side of the chasm then resunmed nornmal travel across the |and. "On,
there's a lady bug,” Tsunam said, pleased.

In a noment the lady flew | ow and | anded on the deck. She fol ded
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her bug wi ngs and her glossy shawl covered them It was brightly colored, with spots. "May | ride
with you a while?" she inquired.

"Certainly," Tsunam said. "I |love |lady bugs. You are all so pretty."

"Thank you. | have never sailed on a ship before. This is fun." She | ooked around. "I am Lady
Chelle." But soon she tired of the novelty, lifted her shaw clear, spread her insect w ngs, and
flew away.

"They never stay long," Tsunanm said, a trifle sadly. "Sonetinmes whole flocks of bird-w nged
humans pass by, but they don't have much interest in sailing when they can fly. They can change
into birds when they want to."

Soon t hey were approaching Com Pewter's cave. "Not beyond the cave," Tsunanmi said, and the De
Censor Ship sloshed to a sudden stop, naking the Iand ahead of it forminto a wave.

Breanna stepped off. "Thank you. | don't suppose you'd care to wait while | deal with this?" She
was concerned about getting back to Com Passi on.

"I"'mafraid we can't," Tsunam said with regret. "W just got another call, and nmust tend to it
i mredi ately. Nothing is nore inportant than opposing the Censor Ship."

"I understand." She would just have to figure out another way, when the time cane.

The ship turned and sailed back north, |eaving a wake that caused the | and on which Breanna stood
torise and fall gently. As the ship disappeared, the effect subsided, until the Iand was as solid
and steady as it had ever been.
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Then the ground shook in another fashion. Trees crashed in the distance, and nonstrous footprints
appeared, comng this way. Breanna renenbered that there was an invisible giant who herded
visitors into Com Pewter's cave.

"It's okay," she called. "I"'mgoing in to see Com Pew er anyway."

The shaki ng stopped. "Oooga," the invisible giant called, sounding Iike a fog horn. Indeed, a bit
of fog drifted down.

"Right." she said.

A hugely toothed creature | oonmed up before her. It wore a vest on which the word MEGA was pri nted.
It roared and opened its nouth,
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ready to take a big bite fromher tender flesh. Several similar creatures were beyond it, guarding
the cave entrance. How could she get inside?

Then she caught on. "You're nega bites!" she exclained. ''For Com Pewter!"

Abashed at being fathoned, the creatures retreated. Breanna wal ked qui ckly by them and entered
the cave. She knew it might be hard to | eave again, but if her mssion were successful, Pewer
woul d be glad to let her go. She hoped.

The cave was quite dark, and she liked that. She proceeded confidently until she came to the
notl ey collection of junk that was the body of the machine. "Hello!" she called.

The screen lighted. PRETTY BLACK G RL FAILS TO SCREAM AND FLEE, it printed
"You don't need to change ny reality," Breanna told it. "I'mhere on business."

This surprised Pewter. She could tell, because his screen blinked and went fuzzy for three
quarters of an instant. BUSI NESS?

"I think you are guilty of censorship, and | want you to stop it."
The machi ne seened to be set back, i HAVE NEVER BEEN ON A SHI P.

"1 nmean that you change reality, so that others don't get their fair say. That's what they try to
do in Mundania. | want you to stop it at once."

G RL CHANGES SUBJECT.

That was exactly what she neant, but now she couldn't say it. However, she wasn't annoyed, because
that was only her pretext for getting a ride on the De Censor Ship. She had made an honest
attenpt, and now could get on with her main business. "|I have cone to teach you a great new gane."

The screen forned an eye. The eye ran over her formin much the way Smart Alec's eye had. i AM
UNABLE TO PLAY SUCH GAMES, TO

MY REGRET.

"Why do you nal es have only one thought in your head?" she demanded rhetorically. She had m xed
feelings about such | ooks. On the one hand she resented being sexually appraised, as if her body
was the only reason for her existence. On the other hand, she was pleased to be noticed. So her
protest was a matter of formas nuch as substance. "lI'mgoing to teach you a card gane. It's from
Mundani a. so you haven't encountered it before. Do you have a nouse?"
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A nouse appeared by her feet. "Eeeek!" Breanna screamed, stepping back. She couldn't help it;
surprise appearances of mce always set her off. She knew it was ridiculous, and that the nouse
woul dn't hurt her. In fact she had once had a pet nouse that contentedly wal ked and pooped on her
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hand. But her reaction was hard-w red. "Change form"

The nouse was replaced by a troll. "That's worse!"” she cried, now nore sensibly alarned. "Trolls
eat girls. O worse."

"Pl ease, you misunderstand," the troll said. "I am Tristan Troll, doing service as Pewer's nouse.
| never ate girls. In fact | got into trouble with ny village for letting a girl go."

Hi s voice was very cultured and reassuring. Breanna decided to trust him for now It wasn't as if
she had much choice, if she wanted to acconplish her mission. "I'Il need you to deal the cards."
She gl anced at Pewter's screen. "Make the senbl ance of a table, and fifty two cards with synbol s
on them" She described the deck, and soon Tristan was holding it.

In due course she had denonstrated the three types of solitaire, but of course succeeded in |osing

all the ganmes badly. "I wish | could win one for you, so you know how it's done," she said. "But
for now you'll have to take ny word that it can be done."

"Of course it can be done," Tristan said. "l didn't realize that that is what you were trying to
do."

"You can play one through to victory yoursel f?" Breanna asked, amazed. "I thought your |ack of

originality prevented you."

"I't mght prevent Pewter, but | have an intellect capable of original thought.” The troll sml ed,
and the expression no |onger seened as horrible as it might have. "In fact it used to get ne into
serious trouble.'

"I know how that is," Breanna said ruefully, "I get in trouble all the tine."

Tristan dealt out the cards for Free Cell on his own, and played quickly and accurately, naking it
| ook easy, and soon had won the garne.

"You really are smart!" Breanna said. "I could never do that."

"I amnot that smart,"” Tristan said. "But ny creativity, buttressed by Pewter's logic, nakes this
feasible. This is a straightforward exercise of alignnent."

This was a great break. "Okay. Now | am here at the behest of
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Com Passi on, who needs a partner to play these ganes through to victory."

VHO? t he screen asked.

"She's a conputer, like you, only fermale," Breanna explained. ''And she's bored and |onely."

"1 know how that feels," Tristan said.

She was actually devel opi ng sone synpathy for the ugly male creature. "Nothing wong with you that
agirlfriend couldn't cure."

"No female of nmy kind will associate with nme. That is one reason | accepted this position."
i CAN MAKE THI S FEMALE ASSCCI ATE W TH YOU, Com Pewter offered
"No!" Breanna cried, suddenly really truly awmfully alarmed. "I'monly fifteen! I"'monly fifteen!"

I CAN STORE HER IN THE BACK OF THE CAVE FOR THREE YEARS UNTI L SHE COMES OF ACE. THERE | S PLENTY OF
GRUEL AND WATER TO FEED HER.

"No!" Breanna screaned. "You can't—

FEMALE | S SI LENT.
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She was unable to speak. What an awful turn this had taken! She was escaping the zonmbie only to be
caught by a troll.

"Let her go," Tristan said. "If | believed in abusing children, | would never have gotten in
trouble with ny kind. She has come on legitimte business, and should be allowed to conplete it."

The screen made a flicker of resignation. FEMALE RESUVES DI ALOG

Breanna was free to talk again. She wanted to protest that she was no child, but thought the
better of it. She really appreciated the troll's decency. "So Com Passi on needs a partner to play
cards with. | thought you mght like to do that." She hoped.

"This is interesting,
link."

Tristan said. "W did not know of this entity. Perhaps we can set up a data

"I guess. |I'mnot exactly sure how you do that."
"By changing reality," the troll said. "I can work it out in theory, and Pewter can inplenent it."
GET THE GUJI, Pewter's screen printed.

Tristan went to the back of the cave, and came back with a double handful of goo. He lifted it

high, letting it stretch down in a gooey sheet along the wall. "This is a graphical user
interface,” he explained. "It hel ps show what you are dealing with."
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"Uh, sure," Breanna agreed faintly as the goo covered the entire stone surface, making it glisten
Tristan stepped back, wi ping his hands. "The GJ is in place," he reported.

Suddenly the wall of the cave becane a huge wi ndow. There were Com Passion and Muse Terian
gl anci ng across in surprise.

"I have found you a solitaire partner who can play to victory," Breanna said, not letting the
monent escape. "This is Com Pewter, and his troll-npuse Tristan."

ffijp s€s>a'x//r. Passion's screen printed.

"Tristan, if you would denonstrate a Free Cell win for Com Passion ..
The cards appeared, and the troll swiftly dealt and played and won.

Terian assuned girl form and cl apped her hands. "How thrilling!" she exclained. "Now we can do it
too. "

Tristan gazed at her, his eyes traveling down in an hourglass pattern. It was true: Passion's
mouse did have that type of figure, in her nynphly aspect. The germ of a notion wiggled into
Breanna's m nd.

Soon Terian was dealing and playing, buttressed by Passion, and won.

"That's very nice," Tristan said, still gazing at Terian

Terian smiled at him "Thank you."
Breanna realized two things: one was that there night be a future
* A c?

in the interaction of the two nice, because though they were of different origin species, they had
simlar positions and would surely understand each other. If the one was |onely, surely the other
was | onely too. The other realization was that the two conputers woul d have no further reason to
associ ate, once both knew howto win all the types of card ganes. So they would separate, that
bei ng the | ogical uninmaginative course, and Com Passion would be lonely again. Her nice nouse
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woul d be lonely too. Breanna deci ded that she ought to do sonething about that. She had a ronmantic
nature. After all, Tristan was smart and decent, and Terian was lovely in her human i nmage; what
nmore was required?

"Solitaire can be interactive," Breanna said, renenbering. "For exanple, Kl ondike: deal two decks
opposi te each other, and either player can play on the other's ace piles. Woever finishes first
wi ns, and you can't be sure who that will be."

The two tables nerged at the interface, with Tristan at one, and
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Terian at the other, facing each other. Terian's decolletage seened to be | ower than before,
especi ally when she | eaned forward, and Tristan seened to be standing taller. They dealt out their
hands of Kl ondi ke and pl ayed rapidly. Soon they were playing on each other's aces. The cards had
no trouble crossing the barrier of the screen, as they were nere i mages thensel ves.

Bot h games bl ocked up. That was the thing about Klondike: nuch of it was the luck of the draw, so
that no anpbunt of skill or strategy could prevail. But Breanna seened to renenber that Double
Kl ondi ke was nore w nnabl e than Single Klondike.

They played again, and this time it was evident that there was going to be a victory. Tristan was
| eadi ng.

Br eanna t hought of something. She squatted down by Pewter's screen. "It mght be nore interesting
if you arrange to |ose,"” she murnured.

A question mark appeared on the screen

"Trust ne," she said.

Tristan had surged ahead, and was about to place his final card on a pile. But he hesitated, and
Terian was able to place her last card first.

"Ch, you let me win," Terian said, blushing. "How romantic!" She threw a kiss at him The kiss
passed right through the interface and | anded on his nouth.

Tristan stepped back, |ooking stunned. Pewter's screen becane a series of exploding spirals
interm xed with hearts, spades, dianonds, and cl ubs.

"OF course you know that was really Com Passion kissing you," Breanna nmurnured to the machine. "In
her fashion. She's very romantic. |If you want nore of that son of thing, you have a notion howto
behave."

The screen slowy coalesced into a single large heart. Pewter was definitely interested. Meanwhile
the two mice were staring at each other in wild surnmse. H's nouth was open in awe, and her bosom
was gently heaving. They might have wildly different origins, but they were indeed well matched in
the context. If the machines wanted to find out what |ove was |like, they had only to give their

hel pers | eeway.

Br eanna | ooked across to Com Passion. "I think I'll go now | think |I have fulfilled ny
comm tment. "

ZOVBI E LOVER 69
e/ear air/. Passion's screen scripted.
/ /> rt&a a /aiw, c#me fo ne.

"Thank you," Breanna said, gratified. She caught Terian's glance and wi nked, and was pleased to
see the | ady nouse blush. Yes, this was definitely working out.

She wal ked out of the cave. She didn't care if there were zonbies in the vicinity, because she
knew she was now nmuch closer to the Good Magician's castle than she had been, and could reach it
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bef ore dawn, and the zonbi es wouldn't even know she was there.

Yes, taken as a whole, this night was well worthwhile. Breanna set her face east and began to
wal k.

4
DREAM CHASE
T

he three kings followed MIlie up the winding stairway. This gave them an excellent view of her
posterior, rem nding Bink forcibly of her talent of sex appeal. In this rejuvenated state he
noti ced such things, and it tended to catch himoff guard. He wasn't eighty one anynore,
physically. So, to avoid the enbarrassnent of an untoward thought, he focused his attention

el sewhere.

He heard a faint noan. He woul d not have been aware of it, had he not been trying to avoid what
was in front of his nose. He had not heard a noban quite like that before, and it bothered him

4' What is that?" he asked.

"I'f you don't know, you're a lot less man than you look," the stair right under MIlie' s runp
sai d.

"I heard sonething," Bink said quickly. "Like a npan, to the side."

MIlie paused. "Ch, that's the blob. The zonbies brought it in, and Jonathan tried to rescue it,
but all it does is suffer.”

"It suffers? Maybe we could give it some healing elixir."
"W tried that, but that doesn't seemto be the problem W don't know what to do."

"Maybe | should look at it." Bink's interest was only partial, but he had to finish what he had
started.

"By all nmeans.” MIlie led the way down a side passage, to an end chanber.
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There it was, as described: a blob. It m ght have had the size of a man if shaped that way. but it
just hunkered down into a quivering nmass. There were splotchy colors on its surface. Overall it
wasn't very appealing.

"Hello," Bink said. "Are you sentient?"

The thing nerely groaned again. Bink wasn't sure how it groaned, as it seened to have no nouth.
But of course the inanimate had no trouble speaking in Dor's presence, not needing any nouth
either. Al things were possible, with sufficient magic.

"I't does seemto be alive," Dor said. "But without eyes or ears or whatever."
"1"d be mserable too, in that state,” Dol ph said.

The matter continued to bother Bink. "If it's not injured or unhealthy, this nust be its natura
state. But it obviously isn't happy. Could it be sonething that's gone wong? That was neant to be
a reqgular creature, but didn't get there? Maybe if we could figure out what it is nmeant to be, we
could help it."

"That would be nice," MIlie agreed. "W hate to see it suffer, but we don't feel free to throwit
out."
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There was nothing to be done here, so they noved on. Bink tried to put the matter out of his
t houghts, but it kept bobbing back into them I|f there was no other way. he would go to Good
Magi ci an Hunfrey himself and ask what to do about the blob. But right now he had to solve the
zonbi e probl em

They reached the spare room It was nicely set up, with three beds. "Here is ajar of the sleep
spell,” MIlie said. "Just sniff it and sleep. It works inmediately. | will close the jar.
Renmenber: follow the footprints."

They lay down, each on a bed. MIlie brought the jar to Dol ph. He sniffed, and his head dropped on
the pillow, snoring. She brought it to Dor, and in a noment he too was asleep. Then she canme to
Bi nk. "Maybe if you let the blob sniff it, the npaning would stop," he suggested.

She brightened. "I1'Il try that!" She held forth the jar.
He sniffed.

Xanth was without formand void. He was zooning through that void at a horrendous rate, seeing
cl ouds of surplus dreanstuff all around him Then he slowed, and found hinself standing in what he
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recogni zed as the Castl e Roogna Tapestry Chanber. There was the splendid Tapestry, whose ani mated
pi ctures showed any aspect of the history of Xanth the viewer cared to watch

There was al so a ghost hovering beside it. The ghost saw hi m and spooked, fading out of sight with
a soundl ess excl amati on.

"That's a new one," Dor remarked. "People spooking ghosts."”
Bi nk | ooked around. Dor and Dol ph stood beside him So they were all present, in the dream

In a noment Princess Ida, who was Princess Ivy's twin sister, entered the room She paused near
t he door. The ghost hovered near her. "I amtold that sonmeone is visiting here in a dream" she
announced. "So | will sleep, and join you in a monent."

"The ghost brought her!" Dol ph said.

"The Castl e Roogna ghosts are shy, but friendly," Dor said. "As a child | used to know t hem
better."

Ida sat in a chair facing the Tapestry, and | eaned back, closing her eyes. In a nonment her even
breat hi ng showed that she was falling asl eep. Then a second version of her appeared, standing
before the sleeping figure, only this one was awake. "Ch, hello, brother," she said, spying Dol ph.

"I didn't know you could dreanm " Dol ph blurted. "I nean—

Ida smled. "W did not have the advantage of growi ng up together, Dol ph," she said. "Maybe that
was just as well; | don't think you would have survived two el der sisters." She glanced around at
the others. "Hello, Father Dor. Hello, G andfather Bink."

"Hello," Bink answered awkwardly. He had never quite gotten used to the notion of having twn
granddaught ers. That was because there had been just Ivy as a child; only when she was an adult
had the twin sister the stork had misplaced finally found her way to claimher heritage, at age
twenty two. lda was a nice person, with the extrenely powerful but devious talent of the |dea:
what ever idea she had that originated with soneone who did not know her talent, was true. Now it
turned out that her cute little moon, Ptero, was a function of that talent. So Bi nk knew that I|da
was legitimate, but still he tended to think of her as unrel ated.

"I gather you have cone to visit the worlds of maybe," lda continued, glancing up at the little
gl obe that circled her head, even in the dreamstate. It was obviously a dream nobon, because the
real one
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was visible hovering by the sleeping Ida's head. "I nust advise you that we now know of four
nmoons, and there nmay be nany others. They are Ptero, Pyram d, Torus, and Cone. The rules of nmagic
differ for each one, and nost of their inhabitants never existed in Xanth. You will be able to

| eave any of themsinply by waking up, as can the Zonbie Master, who passed this way before you."

"W are looking for him" Bink said.

"Ah, that explains it. You will be in no danger, but if you suffer what would be death in rea
life, you will |ose the dream and wake up i mredi ately, and be unable to return w thout going

t hrough the whol e process again. So it is best to be careful. | will guide you to Ptero; after
that I will wake up and go about ny business, but the dreamworld will exist independently,
because you are dreanming it. Once all three of you leave it, it will fade. If you need to go to
the other worlds, you nust find the Ida who resides on each. You will not need to have her sleep
because the entire derivative structure already exists in the present dream just go on as you
need to. | hope your mssion is successful."”

"Thanks, Sis," Dol ph said, kissing her on the cheek. "Have a nice day when you wake up."

"When this is done, | hope one of you will cone to tell ne what you found," lda said. "I can't go
to those worlds, even in ny dreans, unfortunately, so | am dependent on others to | earn about
them | am nost curious."

"We' Il do that," Bink prom sed.

"Thank you. Now you must focus on Ptero, and think small. Very small. Mke sure you stay together
because it is easy to get lost there. Tinme is geography; east is Fromand west is To. But you wll
not be affected by the tinme, because you are not really there. In fact you will have to form your
bodies fromfiller material, as the natives do, in order to interact. Nothing you do there will be
per manent, because this is only your dream"

"W understand," Dor said. "W just need to talk with the Zonbie Mster."

"Good fortune." Dream|da stepped back toward her body. "Orient on Ptero.'
around before her head.

The tiny nobon swung

"Let's hold hands," Dor suggested. "So we don't get separated."
They linked up, and focused on the noon. Bink tried to think small
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and suddenly the nmoon was growing It seemed to swell to the size of an apple, then to a bowing
ball Then they seenmed to be floating toward it

He | ooked down The Castl e Roogna chanber was gone, they were in enpty sky, dropping toward the
di stant planet Their velocity increased Suddenly the world was | ooning scanly close Too close It
was no |onger a ball, but a broad | andscape, w th mountains and hel ds and | akes

"Qops," Dol ph said

Then they plunged into the ground Darkness cl osed around them Their inpetus had carried them down
into the rock

"Maybe we can rise a bit," Dor suggested

Bi nk concentrated on rising, as did the others In a nonent they burst out of the ground and sail ed
up into the sky

"We're ghosts,"” Bink said, renenbering "W need to get sone substance Sone filler

They were hovering in a cloud Dol ph reached out and grabbed sonme cl oud-stuff, pressing it into his
body That seened to work, so Bink and Dor tried the sane The nore stuff they pressed in to
thensel ves, the nore solid they becane, and they began to fall But they were able to control it,
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so that they finally made a soft landing in a forest

Bi nk dusted hinself off, and patted firmthe |last of the filler He felt nuch like hinself Dor and
Dol ph seemed sinilar

"Now we need to find the Zonbie Master's footprints,” Dor said

They | ooked around, but there was no sign of glowing footprints They had probably gone astray in
the course of their inexpert |anding Even in dreans, things needed to be done approximtely right

"I'l'l change formand fly up and see if | can spy them" Dol ph said "If ny talent works here

"I't should," Dor said "W should be at least as talented in our dreans as in our reality But don't
| ose track of us "

Dol ph becane a hawk noth and flew up, conbining the flight powers of the one and the sensitive
antenna of the other

"So this is a dream" the ground said

Dor gl anced at Bink "It seens ny talent too is present "Sure it is,

can tell you where those footprints are straight north '

the ground agreed ' |

"Which way is north'
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"Toward the bl ue

Bi nk | ooked around The air seened to be bluer in one direction, and redder in the other Cold north
and warm south All right

They wal ked north In a nonent the hawk noth descended It |anded, and Dol ph reappeared "You're
going the right way," he said "I saw a trail of footprints there

"W are on our way," Bink agreed

"I also thought | saw sonmething following us, but | couldn't nmake it out'

"How coul d anything be followi ng us9" Dor asked a bit sharply "W are in a dream and on a uni que
world "

"Maybe a creature of this world," Dor said uncertainly "But maybe | just imagined it

"We' || keep alert," Dor said "Just in case

That made sense But privately Bink wondered Dol ph had his juvenile confusions, but paranoia wasn't
one of them They didn't know what kinds of predators this world had So he deci ded to hang back a
bit, so that if anything cane on them from behind, he would be the first one it encountered It

woul dn't be able to hurt him and the effort m ght give warning for the others They had been
assured that they couldn't really be hurt while in this dream but if they got sufficiently nessed
up, they would be forced to wake up and | ose their place here

Soon they found the trail glowi ng footprints headed west That neant toward the future, assum ng
t hat nade sense

"Say," Dol ph said "It's green that way He | ooked back "And yell ow to the east'’

They checked Agai n Dol ph's younger nature had picked up on sonething the elders had m ssed So they
couldn't get confused about whether they were traveling into the future or the past, the colors
ahead woul d warn them That struck Bink as a nice feature of this world

They followed the prints, which seemed to know where they were going They |led past a small vill age
There was a gnome working outside his house "Hello, hello, it's great to see you'" the gnone
exclaimed in friendly fashion "Haven't we met before9"
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"I don't think so," Bink replied, as he happened to be closest "I am Bink Who are you'"
"well o
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44 \Mhat ?"

"No. Well. That's ny nane. Everyone knows ne."

"Gnormre Well," a nearby rock said hel pfully.

Anot her gnome energed fromthe house. "And this is ny neighbor Metro," Well said. "Metro Ghone
keeps track of ticks and | ocks."

"That seens useful,"” Bink agreed. He knew that ticks could be real mischief if not supervised. A
friend had once eaten an em tick by accident, and gotten really sick. Another had been bitten by
a psycho-tic, and gone crazy. A third had run afoul of a spasnmo tic, and convul sed. "Wat ticks
are you wat chi ng now?"

"A group of across ticks," Metro answered. "They are useful for word puzzles. Do you need any?"
"Not at the nonent, thank you."

"So can | help you with anything?' Well inquired, in the manner of an old friend.

"We're just follow ng these footprints."

The gnome | ooked. "What prints?”

So it was true: others could not see them "Magical prints that only we can see," Bi nk expl ai ned.

"Well, | wouldn't recommend goi ng that way,
is only old age."

Gnone said. "There's a bad comc strip, and beyond it

"W can handle it," Bink assured him

"You nust |ove punishment. | couldn't stand it."

"What's so bad about a comic strip?" Dol ph asked.

Both gnones rolled their eyes. "You' re new here," Metro said.

"Maybe sone things you just have to learn for yourselves," Wll said.

They went on, and cane to the edge of what seened to be the conmic strip. Beyond it things | ooked
wild indeed. But the footprints went there, so they foll owed.

When they stepped across, they found thenselves on a path | abel ed PSYCHO. They followed the prints
along it. It wound crazily around, seemng to go nowhere in particular. It passed a huge feline
creature who seenmed to have no eyes, so they thought it safe to tiptoe by. Then it yawned, and
there were eyes in its nouth: eye teeth. They hurried on, before the eyes could focus on them

There was a sign sayi ng BOALI NG That seened safe. Then a bow flew by Sink's head. Soneone was
throwi ng bowl s at thenl

They ran on, escaping the bowls. There was a cat staring at them
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It scanned Bi nk, then Dol ph, then Dor, as if it could see their innards: the process was
di squi eti ng.

"It's a cat scan, dumy,"” a little figure with a big nouth said, and ran on
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Next were several little dogs running in circles. "Lap dogs," the figure said. "Doing their |aps.

Beyond them were other dogs that just lay in the way. There were too nany to step over, so Dol ph
bent down to lift one out of the way. "Quch!" he exclainmed. "It's burning hot!"

"Hot dogs," the running figure expl ai ned.

There was a cacophony of barking as nud puppies fornmed from nearby nud, and suds puppies forned
from soap bubbles. Then it stopped as a hush puppy conmanded sil ence.

"What gives with all these animal s?" Dor denmanded.
"It was just raining cats and dogs," the big nouth answered.
"I think I'mbeginning to appreciate why we were warned agai nst the comc strip," Dor nuttered.

They managed to get beyond the aninmals, but were not clear of the strip. Dol ph saw a purse |ying
in the path, so he bent to pick it up—and it exploded, spattering himwith dirt. "That's a

di sperse, dummy." the nouthy figure said, chucking. "So now are you going to try to play the

| ute?"

Sure enough, there was a stringed musical instrument there. "Let ne try it,"” Bink said, and picked
it up.

The strings of the lute snapped free of their nmoorings and tried to wap thensel ves around him

But he happened to be standing beside a wall of colored blocks, and the strings got tangled around
the bl ocks instead. Suddenly the bl ocks noved, manifesting as a big snake conposed of bl ocky
segrments. It | ooped away, dragging the |lute.

"Si dewi nder captures disso-lute,” the figure said gleefully.
"We've got to get out of here!" Dol ph cried. "Let's follow that snake."

They charged after the sidew nder, but it swerved back into the center of the strip. They were in
danger of losing the footprints, so they stopped and | ooked for them

The prints led to the side, but that trail was blocked by a big picture of a collection of pins,
| abeled TING "We'll have to nove that out of the way," Dor said.

"Uh-uh-iih!" the running figure said. "This is a pain-ting."
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"'Just what are you?" Bink denmanded of the little creature.

"I thought you'd never ask! |I'ma running commentary. If you think |I'm bad, you should neet ny
cousin the running gag. You can get rid of himonly by telling | ane jokes, so his legs stop
wor ki ng. "

"So can you tell us howto get out of this comic strip?" Dol ph demanded. But the commentary had
al ready run away.

"There's an open space," Dor said, peering to the side.
They made for it. It turned out to be a square section paved with linoleum It | ooked harm ess.

Then a wil d-eyed wonan appeared with wild roses in her hair. Her body was |uscious, but there was
sonet hi ng dangerous about her. "Hi! |'m Meriel Maenad. Do any of you want to indulge in floor-play
wth me?"

"No!" Bink said quickly. He knew about the naenads; they were bloodthirsty wild women who | oved to
tear men apart, literally.

"Just as well," the running commentary renarked, reappearing. "Those who indulge on that floor get
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tranpled by the famlies of their partners, who don't rnmuch Iike them"
"How do we get out of here?" Dol ph denmanded, but again the commentary had run off.

Then a | arge serpentine head | oomed over them ' That |ooks like a hydra," Dor said nervously.
Sure enough, in a nmonment several nore heads appeared.

The first head's nouth opened. Fire shot out, just missing them "That's a fire hydrant!" Bink
cried. "Run!"

They ran so fast their surroundi ngs becane a blur. Their feet stepped on egregi ous puns, getting
all pungent. Bink was di sgusted.

Suddenly the surroundings cleared. They were out of the comc strip.

They eased to a halt. "Now | know what Gnhone Well neant," Dol ph said. "I don't want to go through
that again.”

"At least the regular |landscape is relatively clear," Dor agreed. "But have we lost the trail?"
They | ooked around. Soon Bink saw the footprints energing fromthe strip and proceedi ng west.

Bi nk, lagging back a bit, heard a faint stirring in the comc strip. Then there canme the voice of
the running comentary. "And anot her
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foolish travel er braves the ticklish zone.
was being unwillingly tickled.

There was the sound of stifled |aughter, as if someone

Was that coincidence, or was there really soneone or sonething follow ng then? Bink deci ded not to
say anything until he had nore definite evidence.

"This is slow," Dol ph said. "Why don't | assume roc formand carry us swiftly along it?"

"And fly over any other comc strips," Dor agreed.

That woul d get them well ahead of any pursuit. Bink thought with satisfaction. If there was any.

Dor becane a roc, and they got onto his huge feet and caught hold. Then he spread his w ngs and
took off, flying low Bink saw the footprints beconm ng a streak, because of the speed. They were
traversing a great plain. This supposedly tiny world was huge, fromthis close.

There was a bank of clouds sheltering a storm They veered around it, and passed a rai nbow Dor
poi nted: "Look—ai nbow trout!"

Sure enough, there were pretty fish swimm ng in the rai nbow.

They passed over another comic strip, and Bink realized that these were the boundaries between
regions of Ptero. They were surely effective; no one would cross such strips carel essly.

The footsteps passed through the strip and emerged on the other side, unchanged. The Zonbi e Master
nmust have had a cast-iron sense of hunor.

They crossed a forest, catching glinpses of the prints under the trees. Then sonething faniliar
| oomed ahead. "Castle Roogna!" Dor exclained. "How can it be here?"

"Al'l the creatures who ever were, will be, or night be are here,
that all their houses and architecture can be here too."

Bink reminded him "So | suppose

Dol ph cane to land before the castle. He mssed by a little, and al nbst wound up in the zonbie
graveyard. "Hey!" a man cried.
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"Sorry about that," Bink called.

Dol ph managed to clear the graveyard and | and safely. They got off his feet, and he resuned
manform "So is this really Castle Roogna?" Dor asked

"Sure it is," the man answered. "Wat did you think it was, an outhouse?”
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"W were nerely surprised, for we know of a simlar castle far away."

The man approached. Then he did a doubl etake. "Wy you're Consort Dor! | didn't know you were out
t oday. "

"Consort Dor?" Dor asked bl ankly.
"Have you | ost your nenory? King Irene's husband."
"l suppose | have," Dor said, evidently taken aback. "lrene is here?"

"Of course. If you've lost your nenory, |1'd better introduce nyself. |'m Zafar the zonbie | over;
tend their graveyard while they rest.”

"That's good," Dor agreed.

"I've got sone forget-ne-not extract," Zafar said. "It nullifies the effect of a forget spell.
Maybe that will help you."
Dor shook his head. "I don't think so. But thanks."

Zafar returned to the graveyard. The three ki ngs exchanged nost of a glance. They shrugged.
The footprints led on in. They foll owed.

A huge head rose out of the npat. It was Souffle Serpent, the nmpat nonster. He | ooked at the three
with surprise, as if also not aware that they had gone out, then nodded and sank back under the
surf ace.

"Way do | think this is about to be strange?" Dor inquired rhetorically.
"Because it is," Bink said. "Even for a dream"

A wonan cane to neet themat the front gate. She was about twenty seven, and was so |ovely that
the halls brightened as she passed.

Bi nk stared. It was Chanel eon

She recogni zed himat the same tinme. "Ch, Bink, you fook el even years younger! How did you do it?"
Then she stepped into him enbraced him and ki ssed him

Bi nk' s head orbited another realm as it did when she did that. But he knew this couldn't really
be her. Because she had not entered the dream and gone to Ptero. And she was the wong age: not
her real seventy six or her youthened sixteen. And she was in the wong phase, at the hei ght of
her beauty, instead of ugly or just this side of ordinary. So how could this be?

Dor and Dol ph stood notionless and silent, as confused as he was. Chanel eon was, after all, their
nmot her and grandnot her.
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She drew back half a notch. "Ch, Bink, |I've missed you so! | didn't expect you back unti
tonorrow. Let's go up to the bedroomright now "

And she was in her stupid phase, so didn't have the wit to be discreet. How could he explain, if
he figured it out hinsel f?
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He gl anced at Dor, desperate for guidance. Dor was their son. He should know. But he | ooked bl ank

Meanwhi | e, Chanel eon was tugging himtoward a stairway. He tried to hang back, but couldn't. "Ch,
go on up," a stair told him "You're only young tw ce."

"We'll neet you—after," Dol ph called hel pfully.

After a few confused nmonents, Bink found hinself in their chanber. Chanel eon cl osed the door
pushed himonto the bed, so that he had to sit, then sat on his lap. Her bottom was marvel ously
soft. She wapped her arns around his head and pulled himin for a wel com ng hug. Her divinely
firm bosom pressed agai nst his face. She snelled of heaven. His senses nelted into one great
blissful mass of joy.

But she couldn't be his wife! The real Chanel eon was back in Xanth, in Castle Roognha, naybe in
this very chanber. But it wasn't the sane castle; it couldn't be.

She got up and began renoving her clothing. "T can't get over how young you | ook," she breathed.
"Al nost the way you were when we were first youthened. You | ook wonderful." Her dress came off.
She was one of those wonmen who | ooked better with every gl ance.

If he didn't do sonething soon, he would lose all control. H's twenty one-year-old body was eager
to sumon a battalion of storks in a quarter of an instant. He | oved Chanel eon, and desired her
especi ally when she was like this. But how could it be?

She stood before himin bra and panties, not only unbearably |ovely, but excruciatingly sexy. He
was in danger of freaking out. Only his real nental age of eighty one enabled himto tide through
t he sight.

Bit by bit, he worked it out. Al the people and creatures who ever existed or mght exist were
here on Ptero. That included all of the Xanth fol k. So Chamel eon was here too. She really was his
wife.

She took off the underwear. His eyeballs were heating; he had to blink repeatedly to prevent them
fromfrying.

But she was older. No | ess desirable, but older. Tinme was supposed
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to be geography here, or vice versa; people could be any age. So she was twenty seven, here in
Cast| e Roogna.

And this wasn't even the real Ptero, but a dreaminmage of it. So this was a dream Chanel eon, not
the real one of either Ptero or Xanth.

She started to undress him Her touch was wonderfully gentle yet comnpelling.
It still felt Iike adultery.

"Chanel eon," he said. 'There' s—there's sonething I nust say."
"Can't it wait?" she asked, drawing off his shirt.
"Chanel eon. |'mfrom Xanth."

"We're all on Xanth. in our off year," she said. She started work on his trousers.

"I mean |'mnot fromPtero. I'mvisiting fromXanth. |'mnot—not the Bi nk who's due back
t onorr ow. "

"I don't understand," she said. "Can you stand up, so | can get these off?"

"Chanel eon, please! W can't do this."
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She paused. "W can't? But it's so nmuch nore fun when we're young."
"Chanel eon, | love you, but I'mnot the Bink who Iives here. It would be wong to—

She began to get the nessage of rejection. Her eyes turned noist, making himfeel unbearably
guilty. "You don't want to?"

How coul d he expl ain? The smart Chanel eon woul d have understood the noment she saw their age
di fferences, but this was the stupid one. Alternate worlds within worlds were beyond her limted
conpr ehensi on.

He tried another tack. "Chanel eon, suppose | was soneone el se who just |ooked |ike Bink but wasn't
him Wuld you still want to do this?"

She struggled with the concept, but it was too much. So she kissed himinstead.

Bi nk gave hinself up for lost. He still felt it was wong, but he |oved and desired her so nuch
that he couldn't fight it any |longer. He knew she was conpletely innocent of bad intent; she |oved
himand wanted him and that was the whol e of her present understanding. Wuld her opposite phase
be angry, when she cane into play? O intrigued?

ZOWBl f ¢ LOVFR 83

Chamel eon got back to work on his trousers. Bink offered no further resistance.
Then the door opened and a man entered. "Hello."

"Hel l o, Bink." Chanel eon said w thout | ooking, recognizing the voice.

Then, slowy, the realization sank in. She paused. Then her head turned.

There was Bink, thirty two years old, her true husband. "I had some |ucky breaks, and nmanaged to
get back a day early," he said.
"Yes, | know," she agreed. "W're— She paused again, her head slowy turning back to the Bink on

t he bed.

"Yes, there are two of us," Bink-21 said.

"So | see," Bink-32 agreed.

Chanel eon's head turned back and forth between them "I don't understand."

Now Bi nk-21 coul d expl ain again, knowing that there was soneone present who woul d understand. "1
amthe Bink fromXanth. | amvisiting Ptero in a dream |I'mnot really here. Except in spirit. So
I think I should turn the bed over to the real Bink at this point."

But now Bi nk-32 protested. "I'mthe drean"

"I"'msure you're real," Bink-21 said. "But ny inmage of you is in a dream Just as |'mreal, but
not really here. Since Chaneleon is a dreamtoo. she's yours."

"She is a dream" Bi nk-32 agreed.
"A perfect dream And | love her. But | have ny real Chanel eon back on Xanth."
"There's anot her woman?" Chanel eon asked plaintively.

The two Bi nks exchanged a glance. "No." Bink-32 said. "There is only you, Chanel eon. And two of
me. So one of us will go, and the other will be with you."

She smiled. "That's nice."

Bi nk-21 got up and hastily donned his shirt. "I think nmy talent is operating. It will not allow ne
to be harned by magic. Since at |east one of us is nme, the other can't do anything harnful to the
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one. So it enabled you to get home in tine."
"Yes," Bink-32 agreed. He took off his shirt.
"W nust tal k, when we can,"” Bink-21 said.
"Yes. Soon." Bink-32 lay on the bed.
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As Bink-21 went out the door Chamel eon was resum ng where she had | eft off Her contusion had been
abated That woul d not have been the case with a smarter woman Bot h Bi nks understood that Neither
could stand to cause her the slightest pain He closed the door behind himand headed for the
stairs

He had done the right thing Yet there was that in himthat al nost wished that his other self had
been too late

He turned a corner and saw sonething just vanishing into a chanber, as if hiding He renenbered the
suspi cion that something mght be following themCould it be doing so even here in Castle Roognha7
No surely it was just a castle servant getting out of the way, or naybe a shy ghost

Downstairs he found two Dors and one Irene in ani mated di al ogue Foi a nonment he couldn't tell them
apart Then one Dor spied himand smled "How was it, father9

"I didn't—+ nean—

Suddenly that Dor and Irene burst out |aughing "Fooled you," he said "W're the natives

Bi nk | ooked at the other Dor, who nodded Then he saw that the natives |ike Bi nk-32 and Chanel eon-
27, were older He was sixty six instead of fifty five, and she was sixty five He shouldn't have
been fool ed "You aged well,"” he admtted

Then two Dol phs came down the wall, with one matronly Electra and two stunning young wormen The
worren spi ed Bi nk and charged hi mtogether One was a redhead with green eyes and bright clothes,
the other a dark haired, dark eyed creature in black clothing They enbi aced himfromeither side
Who were they

What a handsonme young man you are," the redhead said, kissing his right cheek
1 Yes, just right for us,' the jet blackhead said, nibbling on his left ear

Finally he put it together Dol ph—El ectra—el even years hence—tw n seven yeai-old daughters who
woul d now be ei ghteen Each "Dawn and Evel ' he excl ai ned My great grandchil dren

They | aughed t oget hei Aw, he caught on. Dawn said "Now we can t show himthis' She | eaned
forward just enough to provide a glinpse ol her fine cleavage inside a bright halter She had
evidently inherited an aspect of Chanel eon
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"Or this," Eve agreed lifting her short skirt just enough to show the edge of a dark panty on a
firmbottom There was anot her aspect

"Grls'" Electra cried, appalled "Behave yoursel vesl"

They | aughed again, hardly chastised "What brings you here, Great G andpa9" Dawn asked innocently

"If it's not to sneak peeks at your demure descendants," Eve added m schievously

"It's to talk with the Zonbie Master," Bink said "The traveling one" Then he paused wi th anot her
realization "But you already know this, because you have just touched ny flesh and ny cl ot hi ng,
and your talents are to know anything about anything aninmate or inanimte '

"Shux," Dawn said, pouting cutely "He's getting harder to tease
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"But maybe worth the challenge," Eve said

"You girls were sheer nischief when you were seven," Bink said "I think you' re worse now "

"Thank you," they said together, blushing with pleasure

"But we shall have to let our visitors go on," Irene said "Before their trail gets cold The Zonbie
Master didn't pause here long, and he's still a day ahead of them"

"Where did he go9" Bink asked

"To Pyram d," Dawn said

"We've been there," Eve said

"Wth a nice faun," Dawn agred

"Wth whomwe really had fun," Eve concl uded

El ectra | ooked about ready to expl ode "Teasing," Dawn said quickly "Nothing nore

"Unfortunately," Eve said

"But we hel ped himsave us all fromdread margi nahzati on

"And clued himin on his true |love Mare | nbri

"So would you like a pair of guides9" Dawn asked, inhaling showing a pair

"Real ly friendly gui des who can show you—' Eve spied a deadly gl ance coming her way from her
nmot her, and changed course before it reached her skirt "The lay of the | and9"

"What woul d your boyfriends think of that'" Irene inquired nusingly
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The girls instantly sobered. "W'IlIl just tell you what to expect,"
Dawn sai d.

"Each triangular face of Pyranmid is a different color," Eve said. "Wen you cross fromone to
anot her, your orientation is still fixed by the first, so you can no |onger stand up."

"You can get help to change," Dawn said. "But whoever hel ps you gets bigger, and you get smaller.”
"This is weird," Dol ph said
"But I'msure we'll manage," Bink said.

"And if you happen to go on to Torus, that's where doing a favor nakes you |l ove the one you do it

for," Dawn said.
"So you have to exchange favors within the hour, to avoid love trouble," Eve said. "If you want
to."

"But what about tine and geography?" Bi nk asked.
"The rules are different for each world,"” Dawn expl ai ned.

"So is the terrain, and the people," Eve said.
Dor shook his head. "This nmay becone nore of an experience

than we anticipated. "
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"We can provide you with a place to sleep, where your bodies wll
be safe," Dor-66 said.
"WIl we need them since we're already dream ng?" Dor-55
asked.

"Ch, | suppose not. But first we should check with King Ivy." "How did Ivy cone to be king, and
not Grey or Dol ph?" Bink

asked.

"The others were |lost during the narginalization, so it fell to her," Dor-66 said. "After that, it
seenmed easier just to leave it that way."

"Here she conmes now," Electra said.

I ndeed, a forty-year-old worman wearing a crown was approaching. She did | ook |like an ol der version
of Sink's granddaughter

"King Ivy," Dor-66 said. "These are three visitors from Xanth, who are here in a dream
G andf at her Bi nk, who has been severely yout hened. Father Dor, eleven years younger than | am and
Son Dol ph, simlarly younger than our Dol ph."

"I am pleased to nmeet you," lvy said gravely. "You all seemoddly fanmliar."

"So do you," Dol ph-24 said.

"This will get in nmy way." |lvy said, renoving her crown and
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handing it to her father, Dor-66. Then she stepped into Dol ph-24 and hugged himclosely. "I |ove

you. little brother." After that she hugged Dor-55 simlarly, and finally Bink. "You seem even
younger. Grandpa," she nurnured in his ear

"I was just rejuvenated,"” he said. "It still seens strange." |vy stepped back, took back her
crown, donned it, and becane suitably sober again. "You will want to go on to ny sister lda." she
said. "Please cone this way." She evidently had been briefed on their business.

They followed her to the Tapestry chanber. There was Princess Ida, with her nobon—and sure enough
it was the shape of a little pyramd, with four triangul ar faces.

"These are the Xanth originals,” Ivy said. "They need to | ocate the Zonbie Master."

"I will be glad to help," Ida said. "The Zonbie Master's experience clarified the way. You wll
not need to sleep, as you are already asleep in your own realm Sinply think small, and you wll
fade fromhere. If you need to find ny next derivative, she lives on the blue face."

"Thank you," Dor said. He glanced around. "You have all been nost kind." He hesitated. "Wuld it
be permissible to visit again, when we are not on pressing busi ness?"

"Certainly," King Ivy said. "W would be glad to talk with you, as we have no know edge of events
in your year of animation."

"You can't just go back in tine to when you were that age?" Dol ph asked.

"W can travel there, but nust skip over the year during which you live," she said. "W becone
younger as we go toward From but for ne the year when | amtwenty nine does not currently exist;
I go fromthirty to twenty eight. My nenory takes a simlar skip, so that | can't recall what |
did that year. Next year the following year will be mssing fromny experience. Sinmlar is true
for all of us."

"Weird." Dol ph said.
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"I"'msure that we would find it as odd in Xanth," King |lvy said.

Bi nk wondered whether it could possibly be stranger yet on Pyram d. They woul d soon be finding
out .

Then the three kings held hands, faced Pyram d, and thought snall
5
GOOD MAG Cl AN

t dawn Breanna reached the vicinity of the Good Magician's Castle. She could tell, because there
was a N —sign saying VICINITY OF GOOD MAG Cl AN'S CASTLE. But then the path petered out, |eaving
only interspersed forest and

field.
She stopped at the end of the path, perplexed. How could this be
the place, if there was nothing here?

She ticked off possible reasons on her ringers. One: this was a fake sign, and this was not the
right vicinity. But everything el se suggested that it was right, because she had seen ot her signs
saying things |like CMC NEXT LEFT, GMC obvi ously being the abbreviation for Good Magician's Castle.
GVC HALF HOUR S WALK. This was an enchanted path, so the signs should be accurate

Two: maybe the castle had noved. But then there should be a forwardi ng address or detour sign
There wasn't. Three: this was a challenge. But in that case—She paused, her refutation foundering
before getting established. She knew that chall enges could be anything, and were generally
tailored to the fol k who sought to bother the Good Magician with their stupid Questions. She was a
person who liked to be forthright, to go straight to the person she wanted, to tackle a problem
directly. Wat could be a bigger challenge for her, than not to be able to find the

one she sought?

""Very well, Good Magician," she nmuttered. "You want to play
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Hide & Seek. I'Il play your stupid gane. But |'ll bleeping well expect value for ny effort." She

had | earned not to try to swear; she could do it, being originally Mindane, but nasty effects
tended to occur as the surroundi ng atmosphere of the Adult Conspiracy tried to suppress it. The De
Censor Ship couldn't be everywhere at once, unfortunately, so until someone—aybe Breanna herself,
i n due course—npbunted a successful canpaign to suppress the Adult Conspiracy, it remained in
force. Native Xanthians were inducted into the Conspiracy as they cane of age, and thereafter nade
180-degree turns and supported what they had opposed as children. It was |udicrous hypocrisy. But
Breanna wasn't native, and there was nothing for her to learn that was going to blow her mind. It
had been bl own before she was six years old. when she got into her cousin's porno collection. So
she woul d not change sides when she passed eighteen. Then, armed with the awful power of adult
initiative, she would see what she wanted to do.

Al'l of which was halfway irrelevant at the nonent. Right now she had to find the castle. So how
shoul d she go about it?

First, she had to figure out just where the castle was. Had it been buried underground? She didn't
see any sign of heavy construction. O course with magic there nmight not be any telltal e narks.
Still, that seemed like an awful |ot of trouble just to make one m nor questioner pause. So
probably the castle hadn't been buried or noved, just hidden

So how was it hidden? That was easy: with illusion. Illusion was cheap and versatile and

effective, sort of the basic currency of Xanth. So the castle nust be right there, somewhere in
front of her, but made to look like part of the forest. The path probably went right to it, but
illusion covered the path, nmaking it |ook Iike untouched forest floor. She could probably wal k
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right along the path, feeling it with her feet.

She tried it. Sure enough, there was a path where it |looked as if it ended. Her feet becane
invisible at the ankles, so it |ooked as if she were ankle deep in forest loam 11I1usion covered
reality.

She conti nued—and suddenly stepped off the hidden path and | ost her bal ance, alnost falling. The
path had curved, while she hadn't. So she backed off, |ooked around, and found a stick she could
use as a cane. Then she wal ked into the illusion again, tapping ahead of her in the manner of a
blind person, making sure the path was there before she stepped on it.
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Then it ended, again. She tapped all around, but there was no continuing path. Yet she was sure it
was t here, because she had been right about the illusion; why have illusion cover a few feet of a
path that ended soon anyway? So what was goi ng on?

A nonment's thought brought an answer: it nust be nore illusion. Illusion wasn't linmited to sight;
it could be sound or touch too. So now the illusion had been expanded to touch; she could no
| onger

feel the path.

So what could she do? Walk through the area in a criss-cross pattern, hoping to bunp into the
castle? She'd probably just fall into the nbat and get gobbled by the nbat nonster. So that wasn't
the best idea. She needed a way to penetrate the illusion, to know exactly where the castle was,
even if she couldn't see or feel it.

This was a real problem Her experience seeing in the dark had gotten her used to never being
blind. Now, suddenly, she was really sightless. The good nagician had targeted her pretty well,
findi ng her weakness, that she hadn't realized until now

She woul d have to do sone heavi er pondering. She sat down in the illusion, seeing her bottom
di sappear, and | eaned back against a tree. And fell flat on her back. The tree was illusion
She scranbl ed back to her feet, dusted herself off, and wal ked back beyond the fringe of illusion

Then she sat down again and | eaned against a real tree. She closed her eyes, trying to nmake her
brain work better. But she seened to have run out of creative notions.

"Hello."

Breanna | ooked up w thout opening her eyes. There stood a black horse. "Ch, hello, Inbri. Did you
bring me a daydreanf"

Mare Inmbri assumed worman form so she could talk nore readily. "I'mactually on business for that
other party |I had to attend, and saw you here. Are you all right?"

"Mxed. I'min the mddle of a challenge, and it's getting the better
of nme."

"Ch, this is your challenge? | thought it was nine. O Justin's.

The invisible castle.

"Well. | thought it was mne. Wio's Justin?"

"Justin Tree. He was a nman who opposed the Evil Magician, the

vear Chanel eon was delivered, seventy six years ago, and was transformed into a tree. He's been
there by the North Village ever since."
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"The Evil Magician?" Breanna asked bl ankly.
"That's what he was called. Later he assumed power, and became known as King Trent, now retired.

"King Trent! Hm| have heard of. The transforner. But why didn't he transform Justin back into a
man?"

"Justin didn't want it. He was satisfied as a tree. For one thing. he would be pretty old now, as
a man, but remains in his prine as a tree. But still, he misses the adventure of being a nman, of
traveling. fighting, loving, and so on. So he would like to have that. But he wants to remain a
tree.

Br eanna shook her head. "How can a tree have an adventure?"

"That's what he wants to ask the Good Magician. So | agreed to carry his dreamto Hunfrey. But |
can't find the castle."

Breanna | aughed. "Now wouldn't that be an irony. If | struggled to conquer a challenge that wasn't
even neant for me. O you did. O Justin Tree did. So how do we know who it's for?"

Imbri | ooked thoughtful. "It might be for all three. A general purpose challenge, and the one who
gets past it and the others gets his Question Answered.'

"I don't want to conpete with anyone. | don't want to freeze your friend out by taking it nyself,
or to get frozen out. Does it have to be one or the other?"

"I"'mnot sure. Sonetines two or nore folk cone as a group, and the challenge applies to all of
t hem

"Then maybe we shoul d cooperate. Conbine our resources. Can Justin do that, if he's not really
her e?"

"Yes, because | amcarrying his dream Hi s body isn't here, but his mind is. In fact, if he has to
handl e chal |l enges, he "Il need hel p, because he can't actually do anything here. "

"Then why don't | be the body, and he can be the mi nd? Because |'m sure stymied on this invisible
castle. If he can help ne here. maybe | can help himon the next challenge. And when we get in. we
can both demand Answers."

Imbri flickered, and Breanna knew she was checking with the tree. "Yes, he agrees. | told him of
your situation with Xeth Zonbie, and your desire to escape. He understands. So | will put vou in
touch with each other, via ny dreans.'

Then Breanna saw a tree. It was growing in a glade near a village.
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and it was a handsome specinmen of its kind, whatever kind that was. This was Justin. "Hello. | am
Breanna of the Bl ack Wave/

A face formed in the foliage, making the whole tree seemto be a head on a trunk of a neck. This
was Inbri's design. "Hello | amJustin Tree " H s voice in the dream seened vaguely archaic and
vegetative

"So you want to tackle this challenge together? I'm stunped. Uh, excuse the expression."
The face smled. "No problem May | use your eyes?"
"That depends. | need them nysel f."

"I merely wish to ook through them to see what you see, so | can assess the problem | nerely
need you to look in directions | request, on occasion "
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"Ch. kay. As long as it doesn't hurt."

"I't would be a shane to hurt such a pretty young wonman

There was sonething about this tree she Iiked. He seened not to be aware of her col or or her age,
and he didn't mind associating with her gender. "So where do you want ne to | ook?"

"Perhaps | should explain | have had sone tine viewing a forest scene, and have | earned sonething
about it There is the phenonmenon of parallax, in which distant objects seemto change their
positions as the viewer noves "

"Ch, sure, that happens all the tine," Breanna agreed. "So what?"

"I't may be possible to use it to penetrate the illusion Because illusions are normally two
di mensional, while reality is three dinensional "

"Well, | guess so. But if you |look through ny eyes right now, you'll see that it's bl eeping
convincing illusion.” She opened her eyes. "I don't care whether it's one di nensional or ten
dimensional. it's covering up what 1 need to see.”

"Yes, | do see But if we can define exactly where the illusion is, we should know where the castle
iS n

"I don't get it. But if you have a way, go to it."

"If you will walk back and forth while looking in the direction you think the castle is. | can
test nmy theory "

So Breanna got up and wal ked back and forth, staring in the direction the path went before it
faded. It seenmed pointless, but she had nothing better to offer
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' Yes Justin said. '/ see it" "See what?" "The lack of parallax

"I guess I'mnot seeing what you're seeing." "Let me help you Wal k again, and attune to ny vision
" She tried, though nmystified. And suddenly she saw what he nmeant. The distant trees were shifting
their positions in nmost of the forest, but in one area they weren't. They | ooked just the sane
fromone angle as from another. Like a picture, whose perspective didn't change. "That's the
illusion!'" she exclained. "That unnoving picture!"

"Yes, by elimnation So now we can define it by continuing parallax, reducing the area of search

"You're pretty smart." she said admringly.
"No, just old, with tinme to think "

She wal ked back and forth, and soon narrowed the "picture" down to an area just about the size of
a castle and noat. Then she used her cane to probe ahead, and wal ked to the edge of that region
When she got there, her cane cane up agai nst sonething solid. It was a |low wall. She poked beyond
it, found footing, and stepped over.

The illusion vani shed. The Good Magician's Castle stood there in all its glory. They had conquered
the illusion.

Curious, she stepped back over the low wall, which was evidently there to prevent anyone from
bl undering into the noat. The castle disappeared, and the picture of forest returned. She stepped
back inside, and the castle returned. That was the inner limt of the illusion. All she had had to

do was find her way through it; it didn't work fromthe inside. Just as a person couldn't |ook at
a painting fromthe back of it.

"Well, that wasn't so bad after all," Breanna nurnured. "Thanks to your insight, Justin."
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"And your sight, "he replied, seem ng as pleased as she was. "Were's Mare | nbn' 7"
The mare appeared in a day-dreamiet. "/ am here, maintaining the contact between you
"Ch, okay. You just faded out."

"lIt's nmy nature, except when I'mwith m free and faun. Da\-dreans seldomlast |ong.'
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That made sense, naybe. Breanna wal ked toward the drawbridge, which was down. But as she did, the
ground becane sticky. At first it was just a nuisance, but with each step it got worse, until she
could hardly drag her feet up. She was stuck to the ground.

"I think we have encountered the second challenge," she nmurnmured. "I"'min a sticky situation."

Can you back out and circle around the bad patch?" Justin asked. She tried, but now she was
conpletely stuck. "No. Like a fool, | barged right in until it was too late."

"Li ke anyone encountering the unexpected," he corrected her. There was just sonething about this
tree that appeal ed. Her fol ks were quick to rebuke her when she nessed up; Justin rmade her action
seem reasonable. "So what now? Do | take off ny shoes and junp?" "And get your pretty feet dirty?
No, there nmust be a better way, if this is a challenge Let me ponder "

Meanwhi | e, sonet hi ng happened beside the drawbridge. The lid of a |large container slowy lifted.
There was a picture of a skull and crossbones on the box. "This is not a good sign," Breanna
muttered, feeling a chill. Was a nobnster going to cone fromthat crate to gobble her. since she
couldn't get away?

A skul|l appeared, followed by a skeleton. It |ooked around with its eye sockets, spied her, and
rattled forward. It stopped just beyond the sticky section. "Apop Tosis at your service," it said.

Breanna was terrified, so she bluffed. "Not at ny service. Whatever you're selling, | don't want
it."

"Skel etons aren't generally dangerous," Justin said. "They |lack desires of the flesh "

That hel ped. "What do you want ?" she demanded, still not exactly

settl ed.

"I see you are in a sticky situation, so | have cone to help you."

"I don't think I want— she started.

But Justin was nore cautious. "This nmust be part of the challenge It is better to hear himout"
"To be inpolite," Breanna inprovised. "How do you want to help

me?"

"Let me make myself nore confortable," Apop said. He brought out a bottle |abel ed Boot Rear and
lifted it to his jawbone. There didn't seemto be any fluid in it, but suddenly he sailed into the
air.
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flying apart. The bones fell to the ground in a pattern, formng a rocking chair with the skull on
the seat. "I always carry sone boot rear with ne," he explained. "So | don't have to depend on
soneone else to boot me in the rear so that | can change configuration."

"Good policy," Breanna agreed guardedly. "I'mnot exactly in a position to boot anybody's rear
right now " Skeletons were not her favorite conpani ons, though they weren't as bad as zonbies. At
| east they weren't rotting.
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"Now | will ask you three questions." Apop said. "If you answer themwell, you will get out of
your sticky situation. But if you don't, you will find it enbarrassing."
"Yeah, sure,"” she nuttered.
"First question: Are you a bigot?"

"What the bleep kind of a question is that?" she denanded, outraged. "Of course |'mnot! How coul d
you even suggest it?" But as she spoke, sonething awkward happened. Her clothing was shrinking.
Her blouse felt tight, and her skirt was riding up on her hips.

"What is happening?" Justin inquired.
"Can | talk to you silently?" she subvocalized.

"Yes, we are dream connected, so | can hear whatever you direct to nme, as well as what you hear
fromoutside | heard the skeleton's question But then you started wiggling, and | don't know why
I amunable to fathom your actual thoughts, so that you retain your natural nodesty "

He couldn't read her mind. That was a relief. She also |liked the way he phrased her desire for
mental privacy. She had never been to a court, but suspected Justin was courtly. "Because ny
cl ot hi ng suddenly shrank," she said silently. "Maybe it got wet."

"Maybe, " he agreed. "Meanwhile, |I'mnot sure you gave a satisfactory answer to the question "
"It was a | ousy question!”

"Perhaps it is intended to make you react negatively "

"Well, it succeeded! It's outrageous to suggest that | could be a bigot. I'mblack!"

"/ hadn't realized But does your color rel ate9"

"Sure it does. I'ma victim not an oppressor."

"/ fear | ambeing slow in conprehension Wiat is the definition of bigot?"
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"I't's a person who is utterly intolerant of any differing belief or opinion. W were up against it
in Mundani a. That's one huge reason

we |eft."

"Then your answer nust be no The penalty nust be because you objected to the question rather than
answering it"

He had to be right. She had I et the question blow her equilibrium like an idiot. "For sure." She
faced the skeleton. "No, | can't be a

bi got . "

Apop didn't answer. But her clothing shrank another notch. Her blouse was constricting her
breat hi ng, and in danger of tearing, and her skirt was becoming a mni.

"My clothing's still shrinking," she told Justin, alarned.

"There nust be a connection to your answer to the question
penalty for what is considered an unsatisfactory answer"

the tree concluded. "Perhaps it is a

"1 don't give half a bleep what a stupid skeleton thinks is unsatisfactory," she retorted. "He has
no busi ness asking such a question."

"Now | don't wish to be offensive,” Justin said carefully. "But it strikes nme that if the skel eton
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desires a certain answer, and can nake you unconfortabl e when you don't give it, sone
consi deration may

be required "

"Meaning |I'mstuck here, literally, and getting ny undies in a knot,
so |'d better watch nmy nmouth."
"I"'msure they are very nice undies "

"You didn't tell ne anything useful.”

"Perhaps sone finesse is in order Mdre than one answer nay be acceptable, or perhaps nore than one
phrasing "

"Ckay, I'lIl try." She took a breath and spoke al oud again. "Maybe it depends on your definition of
bigotry." Her clothing didn't tighten, but neither did it |oosen. "Maybe every person is a bit
bigoted in sone respects, and not in others. Maybe | amtoo. But | don't want to be."

Now her clothing | oosened. "By bleep, Justin, you were right again! | gave a nore reasoned answer,
and ny clothing relaxed. This is weird, but who's to argue with what works?"

"Most situations nmerely respond to the proper key, if it can be found," the tree said.
The skel eton spoke again. "Second question: What is your fondest

wi sh?"
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"That's easy: to be a queen, with all the privileges thereof."

Her clothing withed warningly.

"lsn't that zonbie you encountered a king?" Justin asked. "So that if you married him you would
be a queen?"

Breanna felt an awful sinking sensation. She hadn't thought things through. "Yes. Scratch that
answer. | don't want to be a zonbie queen.” She addressed the skeleton. "I want to get away from
that zombi e who's chasing ne. That's why |I'mhere.” But her clothing tightened again.

"Hey, wait a mnute!" she cried. "Who the bleep would want to nmarry a zonbie? |'ve got a right to
get away." But her clothing tightened worse than before.

"Perhaps a zonbie night see that as bigotry," Justin said.

"Wel |, who cares what a bl eeping bag of rot cares! It isn't as if he's a person.”

Then she paused. "Hoo, boy, | just heard nyself talking. That's the way the bad whites tal ked
about us, in Mundania. The bigots."

"But you aren't a bigot

"I"'mnot quite so sure, anynore. | nmean, how do | know that zonbie king isn't a decent person
apart from his physical condition? All | could see was his rot, and | freaked out."

"Well, zonbies are not fun to be around "

"Neverthel ess, in retrospect |I'mnot exactly proud of ny reaction. | still don't want to narry

Xeth, but | think | could have been nore polite about it."

"Fortunately you are already past the first question There should be a better answer for the
second one, though "
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"There sure should be." She faced the skeleton again. "I think that wasn't ny fondest w sh. |
think I need nore tol erance. To maybe grow a bit in attitude. So maybe at some point |'Il talk
with the zombie, and explain nyself better. | guess what nmy fondest wish really is, is to be al

that | can be, in every way | can be, including understandi ng and open- mdedness. "
Her cl othing | oosened entirely.

"You sure put me on the right track," she told Justin. "The funny thing is, | believe it. | wasn't
reacting well before."

"Third question,” Apop said. "lIs the Adult Conspiracy worthwhil e?"
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"Brother," she nuttered. "Am | ever going to flunk this one!" Then she faced the skel eton. "No.
it's worthless. It's stupid, pointless, inconsistent nonsense. It exists only to browbeat
children.”

Her clothing tightened so nuch that her blouse pulled out of her waistband and threatened to
uncover her bra, and her skirt was trying to expose her panties. It was really trying to enbarrass
her .

She | aughed, al nost hysterically. "1 just caught on! These are enbarrassi ng questions. Entbare-ass-
ing. | should have known there'd be a dirty pun in this."

"You may have to stop opposing the Adult Conspiracy, "Justin said. "It can be vicious

"Dam it!" she cried aloud. "This is too much! I'mnot going to lie and say the Adult Conspiracy
is good. It's a cheat and a shane. and it shoul d be abolished. And that's the way 1 truly feel
And | don't care if ny knickers twist right off my little black nule. I nean ass. So there!"

Now her bl ouse shrank to the size of a handkerchief, and her skirt al nost disappeared. The nagic
was calling her bluff. She stood there in awful squeezed exposure.

"I don't care! | don't care! What you want ne to say is wong, and | amnot going to say it. And
now that | think of it, why the hell should |I even be enbarrassed by a bare ass? What is wong
with the human body the way God made it? Only a bigot would think it's obscene.” She ripped off
the rest of her clothing, which was painfully tight, and stood naked. "I have been catering to
that stupid Conspiracy, and it's tinme to stop. | renounce it. If that neans | flunk this stupid
test, well that's tough, because | think I'mon the side of the angels. So there."

"Well spokenl" Justin said. "/ never had the courage to say that " "WlIl, sonmeone had to. Even if

— She stopped. "My feet! They're unstuck!"

"And the skeleton is departing You did not fail the test, you passed it By asserting your true
belief, instead of allowi ng the bigotry of others to govern you "

"Cee, | guess | did," she agreed, berused. "So | guess we got through the second chall enge. Just
when | thought it was lost."

Not wasting the nonment, Breanna marched on to the drawbridge. half expecting it to rise just
before she got there. But it didn't, so she
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set a cautious foot on it. and when it didn't turn out to be illusion or worse, she wal ked on
across the noat.

There was a space between the nmpat and the castle wall, and in this space were several |arge hoops
with what | ooked liked two puffs of cotton tied to themon either side near the top, and three
strings with three colored beads and three brightly colored feathers on each. N ne beaded straps
reached inward to support a leather disk that filled nost of the interior. The whol e was hung by

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2022%20-%20Zombie%20Lover.txt (64 of 208) [1/19/03 9:10:00 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2022%20-%20Z ombie%20L over.txt
anot her beaded strap.
"What are those things9' Justin asked.

"I don't know. They | ook somehow fanmiliar, but | can't quite place them It's alnpst as if |'ve
seen sonething like themin Mindania, but | can't think where. | suppose they could be a nodern
art exhibit."

"/ doubt that they are nere decorations Could they be a chall enge™"

Breanna considered. "In a vague way, they remi nd ne of spider webs. But there are no spiders on
them so | don't think they are traps. Just to be sure, | won't touch them 1'Il walk around
them" She proceeded to do that.

Inside the ring of hoops, she turned. "So that was no sweat. Wat next?"

"/ don't know," Justin said. "There doesn't seemto be nuch point to this excursion | doubt it's
worth the effort”

"You're right," she agreed, surprised. "Why am| going to all this effort to see the Good Magi ci an
anyway? It isn't as if | have anything to make of ny life."

"Ch, | thought you wanted to be all that you could be, and abolish the Adult Conspiracy "
"\ 2"

"Because it's stupid, pointless, inconsistent nonsense?"

"Well, sure, but soneone else can tackle it. |I have no anbition."

"/ don't care nmuch about having an adventure, either Maybe we should just |eave off and forget
about foolish dreans '

"Yeah." She wal ked back to the drawbridge and started to cross.

"Wait, "Justin said. "Not that | care, but | wonder if there isn't something wong here Howis it
that we both had such high anbitions a nonment ago, and now don't9"

"W just canme to our senses, is all."
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"Maybe, but I'mnot satisfied with that | distrust sudden changes, maybe because they can be bad
for foliage W ought at |east to understand the change What |led us to our sudden revel ati ons of
poi nt| essness9"

"Dreans are foolish," she said. "They just lead to mischief. So sensible folk ignore them and get
on with life. Not that there's much point to that, either."

"/ agree Still, | notice a change in you You were full of fire and verve, and now you seem if you
wi || pardon the expression, nundane "

"Well, I"man inmigrant from Mundana."

"Breanna, | amstill not satisfied You were a pleasure to associate with, and now it doesn't seem
to matter"”

"Well, so were you, and now you're just a vegetable."

"W were two interesting folk, and now we're dul "
i t O <">7? *>

So?
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"Doesn't that bother you9"
"Way should it?"

"/ don't know, but somehow | feel it should "

"Well, let's go hone and forget it." She reached the far end of the drawbridge
Still, he seened to lag. "Were's Mare | nbn9"
"She nust be here, because we're still connected."

"W, she finally connected us directly, so that she wouldn't have to medi ate every exchange She
was trotting along in case we needed other assistance She didn't say she had to | eave "

"That's right." Breanna | ooked around. "Inbn! \Were are you?"

There was no answer.

"This bothers nme increasingly," Justmsaid. "Do you suppose sonethi ng untoward happened to her9"

"I don't care if its toward or away, this makes ne nervous." Breanna turned and wal ked back across

the drawbri dge. "Maybe she got lost."

"That's inpossi ble She knows all of Xanth "

She spied the circle of disks again. Something clicked. "Uh-oh."

"What is it9"

"Now | renmenber where | have seen such things before. They're dream catchers."
"Dr eam cat chers9'
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"Native Americans made themto catch bad dreams, so folk could sleep in peace."
"l nmbn used to be a night narel”

"That's mny thought. If she went near one of those things—

"We nust find her "

"Yes." Breanna went fromone disk to another, |ooking closely at each. Soon she found her: caught
in the mddle of the hoop, four feet, head, and tail bound to the rim "Inbri!"

But the mare was silent. She struggled to turn her head, but even this was difficult. She was
fairly bound, physically and nmentally.

"When she was caught, we |lost our dreams," Justmsaid, working it out. "W nust free her"

"For sure." Breanna reached out to untie a knot. But her hands passed right through it. In fact
t he whol e dream catcher was illusion, for her. But not for Mare Inbrium

"/ think we have discovered the third challenge,
dreans "

Justin said gravely. ' It is to recover our

"Right on. But |I can't touch either the dream catcher or Inbri. Wat do we do?"

"The prior challenge was nostly yours,
because | amthe imuaterial person here | nust find a way

Justin said thoughtfully. "/ suspect this one is nine

"Well, do it quickly, because Inbri |ooks unconfortable." Indeed it nade Breanna hurt to see the
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di sconfort of the nare. She had never liked to see aninmals m streated, particularly horses, and
Imbri was the best horse of all. It was also weird to realize that Breanna's own anbition had been
driven by her dreans, and that when Inbri had been caught, Breanna's life, and Justin's too, had
lost their point. So they had personal reason to rescue the mare, apart from basic decency. It
seened that all dreams had been caught, hers and Justin's, and if they freed Inbri they would know
how to free all the dreans. But regardless. Inbri had to be saved.

"/ think | need to know nore about dream catchers,’
nati ves9"

Justin said. "You say they are nade by nundane

"Native Americans; that's not quite the sane. | don't think they're really mundane."

"This is a type of magic | haven't seen before Could one of those fol k have cone from Mindana9
"Sure, why not? | did."
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"And if he found hinself in a strange |land he m ght seek the advice of the Good Magician, and be
required to undertake a year's service Wich could take the form of naking big dreamcatchers to
protect the castle from night nares

"It works for ne."
"Do those things need any kind of maintenance9"

Br eanna pondered. "I don't know, but 1 don't think so. |I think they are nade once, then hung up
and they just keep on working. But | really don't know nuch about them | always thought they were
superstition.”

"Could it be that they didn't work well in Mindani a, because they grew old and were not restored
to optimum power 9"

"Coul d be."
"So that perhaps these nust be serviced every day or so, to be at full strength "
"Sure, why not. But what's your point?"

"Maybe we could rescue I nbn when the naker cones to refurbish the dream catchers Each one nust be
deactivated for a tine so he can work on it"

"Maybe, " Breanna agreed doubtfully. "But |I'mnot sure how we can—
"/ wonder whether dreans are inpossible for us, at present9"
"l can still dream" Breanna said sharply. "I just don't want to."

"Here is what may do it If we can craft a dream of our own, we may be able to use it to free Inbn

"How can we do that?"

"If we can dreamthat a day or nore has passed, the one who services the dream catchers may think
that it is tinme to go over them already. Wien he works on this one, we can rescue |nbn You nust
hi de, of course, so he doesn't see you and realize what we are doing "

Breanna was doubtful, but had no better idea herself, so went along with it. They found a nook or

a cranny in the wall, and she scrunched down pretty nuch out of sight. She concentrated, and with

Justin's help imagi ned that the day was passing, and night falling, and day coni ng again. She got

into it, and soon it seened that tine really was passing swiftly. She tried to inagine that it was
happeni ng to the whol e castle.
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"He's coming,"” Justin said.

Sure enough, there was a man with reddish skin, wearing a feather tucked in a band around his
head. He approached the dream catcher

"What have we were?" he asked rhetorically. "A night mare? Wll, just let nme you |lead you to a
safe stall." He reached out and touched the dream catcher, and Inbri suddenly dropped to the
ground.

He was going to take her away, captive! "No you don't!" Breanna cried, junping from her hiding
place. "That's m mare!"

The man | ooked at her. His nouth dropped open. Then she renenbered that she had | ost her clothing.

No wonder he was staring. But it was too late to do anything about that. "Cone, Inbri," she said,
and led the mare to the castle wall. Her hand passed right through the horse, but Inbri cane al ong
with her.

Suddenly Breanna's dreans were back. She wanted to destroy the Adult Conspiracy. She wanted to be
free and successful and beautiful and all the rest. She had anbitions. She had dreans.

"You did it'" Justin said.

She had, she realized, freed Inbri. They had broken the dream catcher spell, freeing all their
dreanms. They were now beyond the dream catchers. The day nare m ght not be able to pass them
wi t hout getting caught, but she had no need to go near them again.

"Yes, | think we got past the third challenge," Breanna agreed, satisfied.

"Thanks to your state of exposure, which | had forgotten

"So had |I," she confessed, trying to force a blush by her dark conplexion. "You know, | do object
to the Adult Conspiracy, but | still amnot confortable going around naked. People m ght stare, as
the red man did. Wuld it be hypocritical for nme to put sonething on, now that we're through the
chal | enges?"

"By no neans The full name is 'The Adult Conspiracy to Keep Interesting Things from Children ' By
asserting your freedomfromit, you nerely establish your right to say or do what you wi sh You nmay
go clothed or unclothed as you choose Considering the weather, which | think is a trifle cool it
makes sense for you to wear sonething for the time being '

Once again, she found she liked his attitude. The region wasn't cold, but it renai ned a dandy
pret ext.

As it happened, there was a small |ady slipper plant grow ng by
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the castle wall, with a pair of delicate slippers that just fit her. Near it was a cowslip plant

with a ripe slip, so she harvested that and donned it. It fit a bit snugly, but covered the
essenti al s.

She found a shiny facet of the wall and peered at her refection. It showed her that the fit was
nmore than snug; the slip clung to her upper and nether sections in a way that nmade them bul ge and
seemtwi ce as promnent as they really were. "I look like a com" she excl ai ned.

"That does seemto be the penalty for wearing a cowslip," Justin said. "But if you will accept the
vi ew of one whose days of being a human nan are rather |ong gone, the reflected viewis not an
unattractive aspect."

She reconsidered. If he thought it was all right, nmaybe it was, even if it did nake her | ook way
ol der than fifteen. "I guess it will do."

She went to the entrance. A woman was just approaching it frominside. The woman |istened, then
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turned her head toward Breanna, her eyes seeming not quite to focus. "Hello, Breanna and Justin,"
she said. "And Mare Inbri. | amWra, the Good Magician's daughter-in-law. | will show you to his
study. "

"Thank you," Breanna said, surprised. "How do you know our nanes?"

"The Good Magi ci an saw you coning, and told ne. He assunes you know the price of an Answer." Wra
gl anced at her, but again her gaze nissed by a vague anount.

As usual, Breanna spoke before she thought. "Are you blind?"
"Yes. But | know this castle well, and will get you safely where you need to be."

"Ch, | didn't nmean that you couldn't— But it was already inpossibly awkward, so she cut her
| osses and shut up

"She's not upset,” Inbri nmurnmured, assuming girlformin these closer quarters. "She's Hugo's wife,
and is one of the few folk for whom Hunfrey is genuinely fond, though he doesn't speak of it. She
knows, though. " Then, after a pause: "/ need to go now. | think the Good Magician will take care
of you."

"Sure, thanks," Breanna said. "You' ve done nore than enough for ne."
Mare Inbri faded out.

Breanna foll owed Wra through the I abyrinth of the castle, up a
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tightly winding staircase, and to a dingy cubby where a century-old gnome pored over a huge
archai c tonme. "Good Magician, here are Breanna of the Black Wave, and Justin Tree of the North
Village, here to ask you Questions."”

The gnome | ooked up. "State your Questions."

"Justin Tree wishes to have a nice adventure, w thout changing frombeing a tree," Breanna said.
She paused, in case Justin had a correction to nake. He didn't. "I want to find out how to escape
the zonbies."

The Good Magician's gaze was disconcertingly Iike Wra's, and Breanna realized that he was | ooking
through her to Justin. "You could have an adventure as a tree if a dragon were to toast your
foliage."

" '"Not that kind!'"' Justin protested. ' 'A human type adventure.'

Breanna started to translate, but the Good Magician raised his hand. "Rhetorical. | know the kind
he wants. His best Answer requires the service of another person.” Now his old eyes focused on
Breanna. "That person is you."

"“Mel

"He nust vicariously share the adventure of a person in human form w th that person's consent.
The best person, considering availability, conpatibility, and interest of adventure, is you. But
there are two constraints. You are beneath the age of consent, which neans indoctrination into the
Adul t Con—

"No I"'mnot!" she protested. "I reject the Adult Conspiracy."

"Therefore that is not an issue,” he continued, unsurprised. "The other is that you are fenal e,
and may not wish to share your feelings with a male nmind. It is ny policy not to require unkind
service for an Answer. Therefore if you wish to decline, and to perform sone other service for
your Answer—'

"No, that's okay," Breanna said. "I was just caught off guard. Justin's okay; | like him He can
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share ny adventure if he wants to." She found the decision surprisingly easy to nake. It was

al rost as if she had thought sonething like this out before, and agreed. It wasn't as if she

pl anned to do anything she m ght be ashanmed of. She realized that Justin had been not only hel pfu
on the chall enges, but nice conpany. He didn't act superior, the way too nany ol der folk were too
likely to do, and he didn't cone across as prejudiced agai nst
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the Bl ack Wave. She liked him It was weird, because she hadn't been | ooking for any friends anong
whites, males, or trees, but there it was. There was just something about him Mybe it was his
archai c courtesy.

"Then that will be your service, which will terminate in a year or by nutual agreenent.'
refocused on Justin. "Your service will be to be on call indefinitely as a consultant for
sel ections, challenges, and solutions."

H s eyes

"You need hel p on such things?" Justin asked, surprised. Breanna repeated it al oud.

"It takes tine to research and deci de which querents are worthy, and to devise and institute
chal | enges that will discourage those who are not serious without elimnating the worthy," Hunfrey
sai d. "The services of those who assisted before are concludi ng. Things have becone awkward, and
we stand in need of intellectual assistance. It will not be necessary for you to | eave your tree
site or to interrupt your personal adventure; the work is intellectual."

"/ will be glad to do it," Justin said. "It will make ne fee! useful again."

Breanna realized that the Good Magician respected Justin's intellect in nuch the way she did. The
tree-man was smart and bal anced. Maybe his tine as a tree had filled out his intellect.

Hunfrey focused again on Breanna. "You can escape the pursuit of the zonbies by going to the Isle
of Wonen. This isle is not easy to |locate, so you will be guided by one who knows the way. Wra
will introduce you, and give you what you need."

"Cee, thanks," she said. But the Good Magician had al ready tuned her out, and was back in his
t ome.

"This way," Wra said, and |l ed the way back down the stairs. Breanna suspected that there was
plenty yet to discover. But that was okay, because not only was she about to escape the zonbies,
she had gai ned a good compani on

"Thank you," Justin said.

6
WORLDS BEYOND KEN
J

ol ph still found it strange, becom ng snmall enough to enter a world he knew was the size of a

| arge cherry. In fact, since they were already on a world that size, this one was that nuch
smaller. It nade his inmagination begin to shrivel, so he tuned that out and just focused on where
t hey were going.

The four-sided triangle that was Pyram d expanded. It was rotating, and he saw the triangles
change fromblue to red to green. He didn't see the fourth side, until he realized that it was at
the bottom and was sonber gray, maybe because it didn't see nuch light.

The pyram d expanded, and sone of the detail on the sides cane clearer. There were nountains and
val l eys and plains and | akes, just as on Ptero. But everything on the blue side was a shade of
blue, including the trees and houses. Everything on the red side was simlarly a shade of red,

i ncluding the lakes and clouds. It was rather pretty, in its nmonochromatic way.

Then the nearest face becanme too big to see around, and it was |like dropping onto a map. It was
the green side, which would have seened natural if its sky wasn't green too.
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This world's Ida was supposed to be on the blue side, but the green side was where they were
| andi ng. Actually they didn't know that the Zonbie Master had gone on to that lIda, so they needed
to find his footprints and follow them as before.

This time they made a better |anding, and dented the ground only
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alittle. They let go each others' hands, dusted thenselves off, and | ooked around.

They stood in a green glade surrounded by a green jungle. A green |ake was to one side. Between
them and the | ake was a patch of green sand. There was no sign of glow ng footprints.

4 ' Maybe that sand will know, 1' Dor said. He wal ked across toward it.

"Don't step on ne," the sand said. "I'ma sand trap.1'

Bi nk picked up a green stone and tossed it into the sand. A sand bar junped up and snapped across,
pinning the rock. "Ch, you tricked ne!" the sand said.

"Have you seen a stranger pass by here?" Dor asked.

"No." Then the sand reconsidered. "But would you like me to help you | ook?"
"Yes. "

"Done." The sand patch became a size |arger, and Dor becane a

size smaller.

"Qops, we forgot," Dol ph said. "Things that do favors grow, and the receivers shrink."

"I''Il survive," Dor said. "lIt's only filler material."
"Still," Bink said, "we had best be careful."
The sand hunped up and forned into a green man shape. "Sandy Sandman, at your service," it said.

Dor, though slightly diminished in size, had not |ost his commpn sense. "Since you have agreed to
hel p us search, and been rewarded, part of that service should be sone advice on how to get al ong
here, so that our search doesn't get messed up."

Sandy considered for a nonent and a half. "Yes, | suppose that's right. The first thing you should
do is get your color right, because anyone can see you're not green."

It was true. They were the only un-green things in view "How do we do that?" Dor asked.
"Wash yourselves with some green water, of course.”

So the three of them stepped around the sand trap and knelt by the |ake. They scooped out handfuls
of green water and spread it on thenselves. Wen that wasn't very effective, they sinply waded
into the | ake, and cane out green

G een bubbles forned and rose to the surface around them As each got there, it popped. "Wo are
you?" one asked. "Wy are you here?" another asked. "Were are you going?" a third one asked.
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"I gnore them" Sandy said. "They are just pop quizzes."

Bi nk energed fromthe water and spied a green mint plant. He was about to pick a mnt to eat when
Sandy spoke again. "Don't. That's a govern mint. If you eat of its fruit, you will have so swear
all egiance to it."
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"This is a dangerous place," Bink remarked as the other two canme out of the water

"Now we can ask the ants," Sandy said. "They get around a lot."'
fuzzy eyes. "There are sone, but we don't want to ask them™

He peered down with his sonewhat

"Why not ?" Dol ph asked inpatiently. "You can translate what they say."
"I't won't work," Sandy said.

But Dol ph got down so he could spy the ants. "Hey, you!" he said to the nearest. "Have you seen a
f orei gner pass?"

The ant waved its antennae. "He says far pastures are always greenest," Sandy transl ated.
"But that's not relevant."

"Exactly. It's an irrelev ant."

Ch. So Dol ph focused on the next ant. "Foreigner?" The ant waved its feelers.

"Native," Sandy transl ated.

"Nat i ve?"

"Foreigner," Sandy said. "That's an ant-onym It always says the opposite of what it hears."

Dol ph was getting inpatient again. He spied a third ant. He opened his nouth.

"I wouldn't," Sandy war ned.

Dol ph paused. "Wy not?"

"That's an ench ant. It will enchant you if you let it."

Anot her ant glowed brightly. "What about this one?" he asked.

"That's a brilli ant. It is very bright, but won't speak to those it deems dull, which is everyone
el se."

' Then what kind of ant will do?'' Dol ph asked, beginning to think about becom ng annoyed.

"Areli ant. Maybe several reli ants. You can depend on them But | don't see any of those here."

Dol ph decided to give up on this approach. "I'm going to change form and | ook around nyself." he
sai d.
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"Take us with you,'" Bink suggested.

So Dol ph became a green roc, and they got on his feet.

"That's inpressive magic," Sandy remarked.
" Squawk. "
"Thank you," Dor translated. "And thank you for your help. W

are goi ng now. "

Sandy nodded and waved. As Dol ph took off, he saw the sand man settling back into his confortable
sand trap. He had indeed been hel pful, and had earned his extra size.

He al so saw a stir of notion, as if sonething were nearby, perhaps following them But he kept his
beak shut, because probably it was just his imagination. In any event, they would soon | eave it
far
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behi nd.

Dol ph rose high enough to get a good view of the surrounding | andscape—and in a nonent he saw a
glow. He circled down. Sure enough, there was a trail of footprints. They led up to the edge of
the green |l and and crossed over the sharp bend.

But when he tried to fly across that boundary, he suddenly went out of control. He found hinself
tilting at an awkward angl e.

"Get back over the green!" Dor cried.

Dol ph, gyrating wildly, managed to cross back, nore by chance than design. Then he straightened
out and was flying | evel again. "Squawk?" he denmanded.

"I'"'mnot sure what happened," Dor said. "Maybe we had better land, and | can ask sonething
i nani mate. "

So Dol ph located a landing field simlar to the first, conplete with a | ake and sand pit. The | ake
went right up to the boundary, where it nmade a sharp angled turn and becane | evel blue water on
the ot her

si de.

"l don't want to | ose any nore nass than | have to," Dor said. 'Til see if | can nake a deal, fair
exchange. "

"What woul d sand want?" Bi nk asked, bemused. "Apart from nore nass?"

Dol ph changed back into manform He saw that the sand was laid out in tw colors, with bands of
very light green on the edges, and a band of dark green in the center

Dor approached the sand. "Hello," he said, not stepping init.
"Hello," it responded. "Wat do you want ?"
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"l need sone information. Do you need anyt hi ng?"

The sand heaved and hunped and forned into a person-like figure. A female one, with a |ight
cl ot hi ng and dark body. She wore a conical hat and hi gh-heel ed shoes. "How about a man?" she
asked, and cackl ed.

She was a sand witch

"I know where a nice sandnman is," Dor said. "H s nane is Sandy. | don't know whether he has
romance in nind."

She cackled again. "He won't have a choice. Just tell me where."
"I'n exchange for some informati on we need,"” Dor said. "So nobody changes size."
" Done. "

"He is by a snmall lake in that direction,” Dor said, pointing carefully. "W flew the distance in
an instant, but it mght take an hour by foot."

“I"1l find it. What do you want to know?"
"How to cross over to the blue side without |osing our balance."
"You want to orient for Blue?"

"Yes, | think that's what we want to do."
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"The lings can help you," the sand witch said. "They can do change magi c. They nake the inpossible
possible. But it will cost you sone size."

The three men exchanged gl ances. Then Dor nodded. "We'll have to pay it. Were can we find these
lings?"
"I will summon them" She faced toward the edge, put two fingers to her nouth and nade a sandy

whi stle. "Hey, Bluelings!"

In a noment there was a scurrying and chirping, and a swarm of squirrel-like creatures that ran on
two legs. They lined up and peered over the edge.

"Make your deal," the witch said, and set off in the direction Dor had indicated. She had an
interesting stride, with sand shifting forward to forma newleg while the trailing |leg
di m ni shed.

"W want to turn blue and stand straight on the blue side," Dor said. "Can you do that for us?"
The Iings seenmed to understand. They chirruped excitedly.

"Deal ," Dor said. He wal ked up to the edge and stepped over. As he did so, he turned blue and
tilted at right angles to the new plane. He al so grew anot her size smaller.
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Bi nk crossed over, and changed simlarly. This tinme Dol ph saw that the |ings nearest him becane
slightly |larger.

Then Dol ph crossed. As he did so, he felt that sane inbal ance. H s body was al nbst horizontal to
the bl ue | andscape, and he couldn't seemto right it. Then he saw his hands turn blue before him
and he strai ghtened out and becane vertical. He also felt hinmself shrink a size. The |ings had
done it, for the usual paynent.

But Dol ph was curious, so he tried to step back to the green side. Now his body oriented al npst
hori zontal again, making it inpossible for himto walk. It was clear that a blue side person could
not make it on the green side, and vice versa. So they probably didn't m x nmuch. Such were the

rul es of the nagic of Pyramd

He crawl ed back to the blue side intine to see the lings running away. They had done their job
and had their payment. It was a fair deal. This was a fair world, just awmfully different.

He changed back into roc form and the others sat on his feet. He ascended, this tine having no
difficulty, and circled to pick up the trail of footprints. He was careful not to try to cross the
boundary between faces. This side was all in shades of blue, of course. Soon he spied the prints,
and fol | owed them

They |l ed past blue hill and dale, through blue forest and field, by blue nmountain and | ake, until
they led to a blue isle with a bluestone ridge, up to a bl ue house.

The bl ue door opened, and Princess Ida came out to neet them She |ooked to be forty, the sane age
as the one on Ptero. But the noon that circled her head was a different shape. This one | ooked
like a little doughnut.

"You nust also be visitors to this realm" she said.

"W are,1'" Dor said. "I amKing Dor, from Xanth. This is nmy father Bink, and nmy son Dol ph."
"Are you sure they aren't both sons?"

Bink smled. "I was recently youthened fromage eighty one to twenty one."

"Ch, then perhaps you know Jonat han, who passed by here a few
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hours ago."

"Yes, we call himthe Zonbie Master," Dor said. "W are |ooking for him W have been foll ow ng
his trail."

"l can help you find him But there is a conplication.”
ZOVBI E
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"Who cares?" the blue pavenent asked.

"That's nmy talent,'
bei ng asked. "

Dor said quickly. "To converse with the inanimate. Sometimes it speaks without

"Ch. That's certainly interesting magic." She did not seementirely thrilled.

"Dawn and Eve told us that the nagic on each world is different. On this one the person who does a
favor gains size."

"Yes. | thought you shoul d understand that, before you accepted any favor."
"So | et's exchange favors," Dol ph said. "Wat can we do for you?"

"What | want nost is information about the other worlds. | now have freedomof this world, or at
| east the blue face, since the nice faun and mare abolished the evil Blue Wzard, but in the
process | have learned that there is an enornous anmount | don't know. "

"We can tell you all about Xanth," Dol ph said.

"But we need to travel on, to catch up with the Zonbie Master," Dor said.
"Perhaps if you can tell me how those delightful twin girls are doing."
"They' re both eighteen, and very pretty,"” Dol ph said.

"Well, yes. | believe they will be that age as long as they remain in the place they are. Did they
manage to solve the faun's probl en?"

"Faun?" Dol ph asked, perplexed. She had nentioned a faun before.

"Last year Forrest Faun passed by here, with Mare Inbriumand the twin girls. | think they were
taking rather a shine to him™"

Dol ph | ooked at the others, who were sinmilarly blank. "I guess we don't know that faun. But we
know that Mare Inbri becane a tree nynph and is happy. And Dawn and Eve seemto have boyfriends
now. "

Ida smled. "I think you have answered ny question. Now |l will tell you what | |earned about
Torus. On that world, the giving of favors does not change a person's size, but incurs a burden of
enotion. The giver cones to like or even Iove the recipient. So you will want to be very careful."

"That is a good caution," Dor said. "W shall be careful, even if this is a dream"
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"1 think you would not care to be bound into love with a dream figure you hardly knew "
"Agreed " Dor said "Especially since we are all married "

"1 understand that nmy anal og on Torus lives on an island in a | ake,

much as | do "
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"He probably went to her,'1 Dol ph said "Because he's | ooking

for a zonbie world "

"Yes | hope he finds it

Then they |inked hands and focused on Torus Soon they were flying toward it, seeing its geography
It was weird, because its mountains and | akes and forests and fields wapped all around it, even
on the side facing inward It seened to Dol ph that it nust be really odd living there, and being
able to | ook up beyond the sky and see the rest of that world

Dor turned to Dol ph "Maybe we can sinplify things, if you become a roc now, and fly across instead
of landing "

"Great ideal Grab onto ny feet" Dol ph changed, and they clung to his feet He | evel ed out as he
approached the surface, peering down to search for the glowing footprints

Soon he saw them and followed themimediately to a |ake, and an island Just like that, they had
found the pl ace

But he al so saw another faint stimg, as if sonmething watching themwhile trying to remai n hi dden
Yet how could anything be following themfromworld to world9 Dol ph punped his wi ngs and fl ew
faster, to nmake sure to leave it well behind

He | anded before a nice little house with a pleasant garden The others got off his feet, and he
changed back to hunman form The footprints led up to the house Ida cane out Her nbon was a little
cone "What, nore visitorsQ"

she inquired

' W are | ooking for Jonathan, the Zonbie Master," Dor said "W are fromhis world, and need to
talk to himW believe he has

gone on to Cone

"He has," she agreed "He promsed to tell ne about it, when he
returns "'
"May we have your pernission to go there too'" "Ch | don't own Cone' | amnerely its location Wy

don't you lust go there w thout exchanging any favors with me'
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"That may be best," Dor agreed

The |inked hands again, and focused on Cone In half a nonment they were on their way, beconing
small, falling toward it They were getting better at this

Dol ph assunmed the roc bird form and earned the others on his feet while he searched for the trai
Soon enough he spied it

But he couldn't followit fromthe air, because it disappeared beneath a dense forest So he cane
down for a landing at the edge of that forest Soon the three of themwere afoot again

The trees were huge They stared up, awed The trunks gnarled upward, intersecting each other
soneti mes spiral mg around each other, form ng dense knots of wood hal fway between the ground and
the distant crowns And on these knots were houses It seenmed that the natives were tree dwellers

A creature spied themand flew down It |ooked |ike a dragon, but it had feathery wi ngs |ike those
of a harpy, and the head of a goblin It [ anded nearby and stared at them "Wo the AAAA are you'"
it demanded

Dol ph bristled He assuned the formof a sphinx, because it was |larger than the challenger and
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could also speak with a human voice "Wo wants to knowd"

This evidently inpressed the creature, for its tone noderated "I am Drarphn, a dragon-harpy-gobl m
crossbreed "

"You nust be very unusual " "No, I'mordinary W are all crossbreeds here So pay up "
"Pay what 1"
"The thunb tax, of course One blurse for each thunb "

"Bl urse

"Don't you know anythi ng9 A bl essing-curse Blurse Sonething useful that still sticks you with its
point If you want to enter this forest, all of you nust pay "

Dol ph | ooked at Dor and Bnk "W have six thunbs between us How many bl urses do we have9"
"Burn his wings oft so he can grow cl ean new ones,"” a rock said

"That's one Dr ar phn agr eed

"It is9 1 nean, for sure " Dol ph knew that his strength was in form changi ng, not brains, but he
was finally catching on Bl essings and curses conbi ned Wshes that did good and ill together
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"That s an interesting unit of currency " Dor remarked "Who asked you, roval bl ockhead7" anot her
rock asked "That's another, ' Drarphn agreed "Royal ty and stupidity conbi ned

This was getting easier, thanks to Dor's talent "Go stifle in a bed of sweet roses, ' Dol ph said
"Co soak your head until it swells into |leal beauty Find a really pretty girl who hates you And
collect so many thunb taxes that you can't sit down for a week "

' Thiee, tour, live, six." Drarphn said, counting on his toes "Very well, you may enter Evil Prine
Forest" He spread his wi ngs and

fl ew away

They followed the prints into the torest The forest Evil Prime closed over and around them It got
so thick that they couldn't see the way through, despite the footprints

"W can't pass," Dor conplained, wedgi ng ahead
"Can," a \oice cane
"Can't can't.' a halt buried stone retorted

A long vine dangl ed down before them It sprouted many | egs instead of |eaves, and the | egs began
to dance "Can can," it sang And the way opened up sonmewhat

"A chorus vine," Bink said, recognizing the species "Thank you, vine, you have nice |egs

The vine turned fromgreen to red It appreci ated bei ng appreci ated

But soon the way becane inpassable The glowing footprints dis appeared, they had | ost the way
Dol ph | ooked up "There seens to be space higher up," he said "Maybe | can fly us through "

"There's no roomfor a roc bird here,” Dor pointed out

Dol ph consi dered "Maybe there is roomfor a small one |I'll beconme a nidget roc " He did so, and
there did seemto be just enough roomtor his wings if he chose his route carefully He was still a
pretty big bird
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The others got on his feet, and he flew up They seenmed much heawer, but he realized that was
because he was so much snaller It was all he could do to stay airborne

He nade it through the | abyrinth of the levels of the torest, and out the other side And al npst
stall ed out

The worl d had ended
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Then he realized that it was nmerely the rimof Cone The forest filled in right up toit, and
halted at the end, where the world turned inside

And inside was filled with a vast sea It stretched all the way across the interior ot Cone,
filling it The water took off at right angles to the rim and as he flew over it, this becanme the
| evel surface There was no problem of orientation of the kind they had encountered on Pyramd
when they turned the rimof Cone, gravity turned too

He rounded the corner and flew | ow over the water Al around the great circular rimhe saw a
flurry of activity Apparently visiting the shore was great sport for the inhabitants

Sport9 Suddenly he realized that the activity consisted of couples summning storks Right in the
open, splashing in the fringe of the water, in sight of all the other couples There were children
wat chi ng too Apparently the process wasn't secret, on this world Could there be a special |icense
right by the shore7

He flew back the way he had cone, peering closely He could see the footprints enmerging fromthe
forest—who knew what route the Zonmbi e Master had taken'—and going into the water So flying over
this tilted sea was pointless, they needed to get below the surface Could they do that9 How woul d
t hey breathe

He glided down and nade a | anding on the water He gave the others tinme to get free, then changed
into a sea serpent He held out his flippers so as to support them so the three of them could
consul t

"Those prints go down the inside wall of the cone," Dor said "That's where we'll have to go
"Hi sss," Dol ph said

"How wi | we breathe9" the surface of the water translated helpfully O course Dol ph hinmself could
breat he, because he had gills, but the others couldn't change form

Dor considered "Since this is a dream we may be able to breathe under water Evidently the Zonbie
Master did Let's try it "

The two nmen put their faces in the water and breathed Sure enough, they had no trouble It would
ha\e been a different story, had they been real, but dreans had special privileges

Dol ph put his head under Dor faced him"You mght as well carry us down, however, it will be
faster than wal king W don't know how far the Zonbie Master went
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So they clung to his fins while Dol ph carefully dived below He Iound the flowing prints, and

foll owed them He saw that there were creatures living along the cone wall, and they had houses and
gardens and paths For them that was |evel ground, though it was actually at right angles to the
upper surface of the sea and opposite to the outside suitace they had first |anded on So Cone had
its own rules of orientation. different fromthose of the other worlds

The prints seened to be heading down toward the very conic inside tip of Cone Dol ph increased his
speed, naking the trail a blur In that manner he passed hills and val es and nountai ns, al
popul ated h\ assorted cieatures This seemed to be a world of crossbreeds, so that the dragon-harpy-
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goblin was indeed typical There was no counting the nunber of conbinations there seened to be,
apparently any creature joined with any other, and the stork delivered constantly changing
conbi nat i ons

That made hi m pause Di d Cone even have storks9 It m ght have sonme ot her neans of delivering babies
Maybe it had a different Adult Conspiracy to conceal the details That was an interesting notion He
renenbered when he had married Electra, and neither of them had known the secret of stork
signaling What a night they had hadl By the time they figured it out, he had realized that he

| oved El ectra, and no | onger wanted to marry | ovely Nada Naga He had been satisfied evei since

El ectra had turned out to be the perfect wife for him

At last they neared the inner tip of Cone And there where the cone surface of this world cane
together in a point, was a house The prints led up to it

They stopped outside it. and Dol ph resuned manform They were right he had no troubl e breathing
without his gills

The door opened, and |da energed She | ooked forty, apparently their ages were fixed by that of the
Ida on Ptero, whose age changed with her geography Dor suspected that woul d be disquieting, not to
have control of one s age

But there was sonething wong with her After a nonent Dol ph figured it out her body was human, but
she had the head of a horse She was a crossbreed, like all the natives of this world But it had to
be her, because there was a noon orbiting her head

Dor stepped forward "W are visitors from Xanth several |evels down W are |ooking ior the
Zonmbi e Master "
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"Why yes, he did pass this way, two hours ago, ' she said 4He went on to Dunbbell " Her equine
nmout h seened to have no troubl e speaking She had delicate gills in her neck

"To stupi d9'' Dor asked sonewhat bl ankly

"My noon
dunbbel

she expl ained, angling her head to showit It was a tiny object in the shape of a

"Whuld it be all right with you if we just went right on there9 W need to talk to himand return
to our own world "

"We are actually dream ng this/' Bink explai ned

"Of course | can see that you are not crossbreeds, and that you breathe without gills Straight
species are very rare on Cone " She paused "But | wonder whether | mght ask a favor of you
before you go on "

"Ch, is this a world where favors carry burdens9" Dol ph asked, intrigued

"No, not at all It's just that recently a misfit begged ny help, and | thought it possible that
you mght be able to assist "

"What is it9" Dol ph asked He knew t hey needed to keep noving, but he was curious

"On this world, folk live either on the outside, or the inside," lda said "This is the inside,
under the water Qur magic is so construed that only couples that straddl e the two environnments can
summon the storkfish "

Dol ph nodded That explained all that activity at the edge of the water Land folk making trysts
with sea fol k

"I'n each case, babies are delivered to the couples If the baby has lungs, it goes with the |and
parent If it has gills, it goes with the sea parent But on rare occasion there is an error That is
the cause of ny concern '
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"But suppose the parents aren't together when the baby arrives9"
I da | ooked blank ' Not together9 '

"I'n nine nonths, they could lose track and be far apart

"N ne nmont hs9"

"The time it takes the stork to deliver

| da shook her head "There nust be considerable bureaucratic delay myour realmHere delivery is
within two days, or there's an investigation The couples remain together until the storkfish
arrive with the bundles "
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This world was nore different than it | ooked! "So one was m s-delivered?"
"No. One was—defective.”

"Defective?"

"Unsuitable for Iife on Cone."

"But what kind of crossbreed wouldn't fit on a world like this?"

"Let nme introduce you to Aurora." lda turned her head. "Dear, would you pl ease cone out?"

The door opened again, and a very shy girl swamout. Her eyes were downcast as if she was ashamned.
It was hard to see why, as she was in her upper section a beautiful figure of a human fenale, and
had a nice tail. She was a nernmaid. She had red hair, brown eyes, and white w ngs.

W ngs?
As usual, Dol ph blurted out his question before he thought better
"How do you fly in water?"

Aurora blushed. "Not very well," she confessed.

Enbarrassed, Dol ph tried to nake amends by assuming the formof a nmale of her persuasion. He
becane a winged nerman with gills. He spread his wings, and found that they dragged heavily in the
wat er .

"l see.™
"How did you do that?" Aurora asked, amazed

"I't's ny talent,'
want . "

Dol ph said, balancing awkwardly on his tail. "I can assune any living form|l

"Then why don't you assunme the form of a handsone nman?"

Then it was Dol ph's turn to blush. He hadn't realized that he was unhandsone. El ectra had never
told him "I guess | didn't think of

it."

"Ch, | didn't nmean—+ nean—+'msorry. I'mnot socially clever
| haven't had nuch experience.”

"I know the feeling," Dol ph said, sniling ruefully.

She snil ed back, as ruefully. "Yes."
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"How do you think we night hel p?" Dor asked |da

"I gathered from Jonathan that your home world is oddly m xed," |da said.
surface, on which [and and wat er

That you have just one

coexist."
"True. But—

"I'n such a realm a wi nged mermaid night be able to flourish. She might live in a lake, and fly to
ot her | akes, holding her breath."
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"She m ght even be able to breathe in the air," Dol ph said. "By flying through thick clouds. They
al ways have water hidden away."

"That sounds wonderful ," Aurora said.

"I't does seemfeasible," Dor agreed. "But this is a dream How could a dreamnative travel from
here to our world?"

"I have pondered that," lda said. "Between the tinme when | |earned of your world from Jonat han
and your arrival. She can't travel there physically, but if there were sone native creature who
was wWilling to accept her spirit, it might work."

"l saw a winged nernai d once," Dol ph said. "At Chex's weddi ng on Mount Rushnpbst. But she has
| ungs."

"Still, she m ght show ne around,” Aurora said. "If | could get there.'
"I really don't think— Dor began.

"What is needed is a creature who is unsatisfied with its formand nmnd," lIda said. "Wio would be
happy to let Aurora define those. And perhaps there is such a one.™

"Even if there were," Dor said, "it would be back on Xanth, while Aurora is here. 1 don't see how
they coul d get together."”

"I'"'mthinking of the one who has been follow ng you, by some wild coincidence."
The three kings hurled a glance around. "Something has been foll ow ng us?" Dor asked.

"Yes. One of ny friends told ne that three foreign nen were com ng, followed by sonething el se
We're not sure what that is, but it seens to be very unhappy."”

"A nmonster?" Dol ph asked, gl ancing back nervously.
"I don't know. But perhaps we can find out. Here it cones now. "

The three of them | ooked back together. There was a stirring in the water, and a vague shape
appear ed.

"The bl ob!" Dol ph excl ai mred. "The one that was noaning in Castle Zonbie."

"I told MIlie to give it some sleep potion," Bink said. "That must have enabled it to join our
dream "

"So it followed us, hoping for help," Dol ph concluded. He had sonmehow suspected that G andfather
Bi nk woul d be invol ved, when |da spoke of wild coincidence.

"Do you think it would |ike to becone a wi nged nermai d?" |da asked.

122 Pl ERS ANTHONI

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2022%20-%20Zombie%20Lover.txt (81 of 208) [1/19/03 9:10:00 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2022%20-%20Z ombie%20L over.txt

"Maybe 1 can ask it," Dor said He assuned the formof a blob Now he didn't have a nmouth, so
wasn't sure how to speak He roll ed across and touched the other blob with his surface "?" he
i nqui red

"1" the blob replied
He returned to his normal form unhandsone as that was "I think

it says yes

"But still, we are in a dream while the blob is in Castle Zonbie,"
Dor said "I don't see how*
"I't you will return to your bodi es when you wake," lda said reasonably, "wouldn't the blob do the

sane when it wakes9 And it Aurora is with it, wouldn't she be carried there too9 Then she could
give it live definition in her nature "

The t hree men exchanged anot her wonder i ng gl ance They
shr ugged
Aur ora approached the bl ob She reached out one hand, tentatively She touched it "Onh, | like it,"

she said "It's just m serabl e because when the storkhsh— nmean the stork—delivered it, it had not
been shaped into a creature It was left as it started, raw material So its nother dunped it in
the forest, throwing it away, where the zonbies

found it""
"You can tell all that, just fromtouching it9" Dol ph asked

"Yes Because our sprits are merging It will be glad to have ny tenplate And | will be glad to go
toits world | think I can manage to formlungs as well as gills, in that context " As she spoke
her hand was sinking into the bl ob

"Then when you get there, tell MIlie the CGhost what happened." Dol ph said "She's not really a
ghost, she's the Zonbie Master's wife She's nice She'll help you find suitable water "

"Thank you Aurora's arm had di sappeared to the el bow Now she stepped the rest of the way in, and
di sappeared into the bl ob

| da wal ked over and cl apped her hands over the bl ob "Wakel"
she said sharply

The bl ob quivered as if surprised Then it taded But as it did, it assumed the tormof the w nged
mer mai d

| da | ooked at them "Thank you so nuch |'m sure Aurora will be nuch happier in your world Now
pl ease do go on to Dunbbell "

They |inked hands and focused on that little world Soon it ex
LCl MK 123

panded, until it was a massive planet with two centers, connected b> a bar Dol ph becanme a ful
sized roc bird and sailed down, |ooking for the glowi ng footprints

"I presume the inhabitants of this world are not very smart ' Dor remarked
"Zonbies aren't snmart either,"” Bnk said "Maybe this is the one "

Dol ph fl ew down to one of the swollen ends ot the world and circled it, descending ever closer
peering down As with the othei noons, there were varied features of the terrain and signs of
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habi tati on As before, he soon got used to the notion that this was a tull-sized world with its own
identity It was nind-bogghngly tiny in one sense, but full-sized in another

He spied a glow He circled down, and sure enough, there were the prints They started at the mddle
of the bul ge, and went toward the connecting rod He foll owed

It was weird flying | ow overland as the rod canme into view over the horizon Now it |ooked like an
i mpossi bly massive and tall tower rising fromthe plain, with a ball balanced on its end But as he
followed the prints to its base, his orientation changed, and he was able to turn the comer in
flight and follow them al ong the rod. which now seenmed | evel rather than vertical Only on Pl anet
Pyram d, it seenmed, was personal orientation fixed by its plane of origin on the others the change
was automatic This was easier

The tracks led to a neat house in the center of the bar Dolph glided to a landing in a nearby
hel d, and changed back to human form "Good job, son," Dor said "W are naking better progress

They approached the house There was |Ida, exercising in her gai-den She was human rather than
crossbreed, but was remarkable in another way she was nassively nuscular In fact she was lifting
solid hand weights that were shaped exactly like the planet itself

"Hello," Dor called
She turned "OCh. you would be the next group,"” she said
"Yes We are |ooking for the Zonbie Master ™

"You missed himby an hour He went on to Pincushion
vi ew Sure enough, it |ooked just |ike a pincushion

She angl ed her head, bringing her nmoon into

"Why are you exercising9" Dol ph asked
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"Ch that's right, you are fromanother world I don't know how nagi c works there but here it is
directly related to physical strength So we all are concerned about our devel opment” She heaved
t he wei ghts over her head, showi ng massive arm nuscl es

The men exchanged yet another glance They had thought the inhabitants woul d be stupid Instead they
were fitness freaks lIda | ooked as if she could pick any of themup with one hand

"If it's all right with you, Dor said cautiously, "could we—9"

"Ch. by all neans, go ahead," |da agreed

They focused on the pincushion It expanded, or they shrank, and soon they were flying toward it
This world was perhaps the oddest one yet, because it seenmed to be a soft central blob from which
hundreds of enornously long, thin pins projected

Somewhere in here was the Zonbie Master's trail But where7 The pins were like a forest, with many
of them hidden by the ones in front, fromany perspective

"Maybe he | anded on the cushion, and we can pick up his trail there," Bnk suggested

So Dol ph found a hal fway clear place and fl ew down to the base The pins crowded in so thickly
there that he had to fold his wings and drop the last part of it But the surface was a soft
cushion, so they weren't hurt

They made their way through the forest From here each pin was much larger in dianeter than it had
seened fromafar, as thick as a thin nountain Wen they brushed too close to any, its orientation
took over, causing themto rotate so as to stand on its surface There were no people here, either
they lived under the cushion, or up along the pins

Then they found the pnnts, and followed themto a pin They boarded that pin, and wal ked along its
endl ess length Now the pin seenmed |level, and the others near it seened |evel too, pacing it like
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di sconnected horizons to the sides and above
"W need to find a faster way to travel," Dor said

"I can't fly, because ny roc wi ngs would bang into the neighboring pins Dol ph said Actually
that was a slight exaggeration, the other pins weren t that close But the area seemed so
constricted it nade himnervous, he preferred plenty of roomas a roc "W didn't bring any trave
spells along," Bnk said
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I"lIl ask around, ' Dor said He faced down " Hey pi n what's the best and fastest way to
travel along you?" "Password7" the pin asked 'Wat do you mean, password7"

"I ama protected PIN | give access only via the right password Dor paused Then he said. "Very
wel | PASSWORD " ' Thank you The best and fastest ua> to travel along me is to get the flew "'

Dol ph realized again that the inanimte wasn't very smart Wen it heard the word "password" it
assuned that this nust be the correct one

"Tell me about the flew," Dor said

"When you catch it, it nmakes you sneeze and fly for two mnutes
"Where can we find it9"

"Just stand in the breeze and suck in whatever's there and soon a flew bug will fly by Make sure
you are facing backward "

So the three of them faced back toward the base of the pin and breat hed deeply Soon Dol ph saw
alittle bug flying along, so he sucked it in Inmrediately he sneezed so violently that he shot
back ward along the pin Before he slowed, he sneezed again, and again By the time the paroxysm
abated he was far al ong out of sight of the others He gasped for breath and w ped his tearing
eyes, that had been fast travel, but not the nobst confortable

He heard a distant explosion It repeated several tinmes Then Doi cane sailing backward al ong the
pin comng to rest just beyond Dol ph He too was gasping and tearing, but otherw se all right

Finally Bk cane along, propelled by sinilar jets of air

None of themreally liked this node of travel but it was effective So after they had recovered
their breaths, they intercepted nore flew bugs and did another hitch of sneeze travel Severa
bouts of this brought themto the end of the pin

Thi s was expanded and rounded, and on its knob was a nice little house There was a tall, thin Ida
"Yes. | know," she said ' He passed this way half an hour ago Just go on to Spiral "

They |inked hands and oriented on the spiral -shaped noon spiraling around her head It expanded
until it becane a scintillating pattern of sparkling lights These spiraled inward toward a bul gi ng
center that glowed nore brightly There were al so streaners of dust that obscured parts ot the
whol e, but it was nevertheless |ovely They centered on
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one ot the outer ends ot a band, and searched for the glowing prints Wen they weren't evident,
Dol ph flew to the next spiral, and there he spied t hem

He flew on along the band, not caring to cut straight into the center lest he lose the trail, it
was not obvi ous, because of the conpeting brightness of the spirals Soon he cane to the bul ging
center and there was lda's house She seened to be a central figure of whatever world she existed
in That seenmed to make sense, as each world depended on her, in its fashion

He | anded by her house She energed inmediately "Wiy yes, your friend passed by here just fifteen
m nutes ago Go on and find himon Tangle "'
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They oriented on her noon, which did indeed | ook like a tangled blob of string or spaghetti It did
not clarify as they swooped down on it, it seened inpossible to figure out all the intricacies of
its convolutions The prints could be hidden anywhere in this mass

Dol ph flew around and around the thing, but couldn't locate the prints They could be in the inside
of it, following a string that passed through the center

"Let's try the center first,’
be going, as this obviously isn't a zonbie world

Dor suggested "That's where Ida is likely to be, so is where he'l

Dol ph flewin to the center, where the worst tangle was Sure enough, there was a nice little
house, and the footprints led up to it He landed, and they approached This Ida |ooked heavyset,
as if she had eaten too nuch pasta "You missed your friend by five mnutes,” she said "Go on
after himon Mtes "

Her nmoon was a snmall cloud of dust They oriented on it, and soon were approachi ng what turned out
to be a cluster of little stones O nedium stones O larger stones O great rocks OF planetoids In
fact, the swarmwas nade of hundreds ot rocky bits each | arge enough to support a village

How could they find footprints, when there was no | and between

rocks9

"Go to the center Dor reconmended "Maybe we can catch hi m before he reaches Ida

Dol ph flew toward the center of the swarm But betore he reached it, he saw a glow ng footprint He
veered toward it, but soon found that the trail abruptly ended
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"He nmust have junped," Dor said

Dol ph saw that the last prints were opposite another planetoid, so he flew across to that one

Sure enough, the prints resumed He fol | owed them around the rock—and there, suddenly was the
Zonbi e Master He was about to junp toward another rock "WAitl ' Dor cned "W need to talk to
you'" Surprised, the Zonbie Master waited Dol ph |anded nearby, dis covering that his weight was
very snall here, and changed form Then the three of them approached Jonat han He | ooked extrenely
ol d, but that was because he was Dol ph suspected that the Good Magi ci an gave hi m doses of youth
elixir to prevent himfrom beconing too old He was al nost nine hundred years ol d chronol ogical |y,
and some where around one hundred physically, because he had spent eight hundred years as a zonbie

"Hell o Dor and Dol ph," he said "And—9" "Bink " Bnk filled in "Chamel eon and | were just

yout hened " "How have you cone to enter my dreand” "W needed to talk with you, so MIlie let us
sniff the sleep potion," Dor said "The zonbies are all stirred up in Xanth and we need to know
why, so we can get themsettled before the big weddi ng Wddi ng guests don't nuch |ike zonbies "
"Weddi ng9 Who is getting married9"”

1 'We don't know, but Jenny EIf is witing a huge pile of invitations and nany of us have
important roles init "

"That's interesting Unfortunately | don't know why the zonbies are stirred up It is not by any
design of nmine | had noticed the etfect, and nade inquiries, but had not received news by the tinme
| started this excursion to |ocate a zonbie world When | do find the world there should be no
further problem?™

"But how can the zonbies reach it7 ' Dol ph asked ' They can't go physically, can they9 *
"They won't have to They can dreamtheir way to it, once | find the way '
" Zonbi es dr eand”

"Of course And they sleep quietly in their graves while dreanming Unlike living folk, they can
remain asleep indefinitely without dete norating nore than usual "
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"That does seemlike a good solution to the problem"” Bink said "Do you think you will find a
zonbi e world soon'
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"I certainly hope to. There seens to be an endl ess chain of worlds, and since they enbrace all the
real ms of maybe, one is bound to be suitable. | mean to locale it, mark it, and establish a direct
route to it. Then nost of the zonbies ean get to it within a couple of days."

Dor nodded. "That's not the information we were seeking, but it seens just as good. So we can go
hone and report that probably the problemw || abate before the wedding."

"That seens likely." the Zonbi e Master agreed.

"Then we had better let you be on your way, and we will return to Xanth and nake our report."
"Tell MIlie |I am naking progress,” the Zonbi e Master said.

Dor nodded. Then the three of themlinked hands, and focused on waking up

7

ROAD TO THE | SLES

T

hey canme to a slightly larger chanber where a worman worked. She was tall, shapely, and veil ed. She
spi ed Breanna and Wra, and spun about to face them "So you dare enter ny lair, ny foul feathered
fiend!" she declaimed. "This tine you shall not escape ny love!" Her hair rose up on its own, and

turned out to be composed of little snakes that hissed in tinme to the speech

Breanna hal ted, taken aback. What had she done this tine?

But Wra was unperturbed. "Mther Gorgon, this is Breanna of the Black Wave, and Justin Tree." She
turned to face Breanna. "And this is the Gorgon, the Good Magician's Designated Wfe for this
month. She's an actress in the dreamrealm?"”

"Rehearsing a role,"” the Gorgon agreed. "In a really bad dream™

Ch. "But what's bad about |ove?" Breanna asked.

"The sight of the Gorgon's face turns living folk to stone," Justin nmurnured.

"Love is wonderful," the Gorgon said. "But in this case, | shall bare ny face and kiss the
m screant. So will ny snakes. He will wake scream ng."

"1 hope he deserves it," Breanna said, slightly shaken

"Ch, he does, he does," the Gorgon said with satisfaction

"Mot her Gorgon, Breanna needs protection,” Wra said.
"Don't be silly, child; no one will hurt her here."

Wra was clearly no child, but it was also clear that the Gorgon |iked her. "She must travel with
Ral ph. "
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"Ral phl" the Gorgon exclained indignantly "He's the one this dreamis for' He is nasty, rude,
schem ng, selfish, stubborn, cruel, hateful, dirty, and generally reprehensible Wy would anyone
travel with hind' 1
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"Because he knows the way to the Isle of Wnen

"Ch. that." The Gorgon sighed "Then she had better have the protection racket'' She reached into
her anple bosom and pulled out a tiny toy tennis racket "Keep this on you at all times, child,
especi ally when you sleep,” she said, offering it to Breanna "It will protect you from al
physical harm™"

"Thank you," Breanna said, accepting it She | ooked for a pocket, but her slip had none She al so
realized, belatedly, that when she |lost her clothing she had al so | ost her knife That nade her
feel naked in another way

"It you are going to travel, you had better dress the part," the Gorgon said She studi ed Breanna

fromunder her veil "You are full fleshed, but | think one of Wra's dresses would fit you well
enough "
"I will fetch one," Wra said i mediately She hurned out

"Meanwhil e you are surely hungry," the Gorgon continued "1 have sone CGorgon-zola cheese " She
lifted a plate fromthe table

"Thank you," Breanna said, taking a chunk She bit into it, and found it very good

"1 am serious about wearing that racket," the Gorgon said. "Ralph is the kind of jerk who doesn't
pay much attention to the Adult Conspiracy "

Don t protest Just m advi sed Ask her what she neans
It seenmed apt "What do you nean, Gorgon9"

"You | ook to be about fifteen, so | can't be too specific But some ilk aren't much concerned if a
girl is underage He might try to sunmon the stork with you "

That was specific enough "I wouldn't like that," Breanna agreed "But you say this little racket
will protect nme9"

“I't will, dear But only if it is on your body Make sure not to lose it

Good advicel "I will nake sure," Breanna agreed

Wra returned with a nice blue dress Breanna put it on over her head, and it did ht well enough
though it bound here and there It had zi pper pockets, so she put the little racket into one
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"You may be in doubt about the protection," the Gorgon said "Perhaps you should test it "

She was indeed in doubt "Test it9"

"Try to hurt yoursel f"

So Breanna tried to bend one of her own fingers backward It wouldn't bend She tried punching
the wall, not hard It didn't hurt She punched harder Still no effect So she put all her force
into it Her fist nade a hole in the wall, but she felt no pain, and her hand was uni njured “"This
is neat," she said appreciatively

Wra said, "you can strike soneone el se But you probably won't have to, because

"If you have to,
he will not be able to strike you Not with any effect

"Thank you." Breanna repeated Now she truly appreciated the protection racket

"However, you could be abused slowy, so do not depend on it overnuch," the Gorgon said "It is an
ener gency neasure "

"Abused sl ow y9" There was no answer / think she nmeans seduction Justm sai d
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"Ch " Now she understood, and realized why the Gorgon would not say nore She did not know that
Breanna was already party to aspects of the Adult Conspiracy

"But you nust be tired," the Gorgon said "I understand you traveled all night "
"Well, that's what | do My talent is to see in the dark, so | nornally sleep by day "
"You may use ny room" Wra said "I don't need it by day "

Breanna was indeed tired "Thank you," she said once nore, as Wra | ed her to another chanber
She lay down on Wra's nice bed and di sappeared into sl eep

In the late afternoon Justnis voice woke her You may want to clean up for dinner he suggested
di plomatically

Not only that, she was ht to burst She headed for the bathroom Then she paused "Do you have to be
with ne all the tinme*"

/ believe | can return ny consciousness to nmy tree-self for a while if you wi sh
"Wthout Mare Inbn's help9 And if you get there, could you return here9"

/ am not certain he said uncertainly
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She reconsidered. "Don't risk it, Justin. If you don't know how girls do it by now, it's tinme you
| earned. Stick around." She resumed her trip to the bathroom It wasn't as if he were physically
present, after all.

Thereafter, she found a basin and pitcher with water, and a sponge, so she stripped and washed up
It was good to get clean, after her wearing night and norning.

"You still here?" she inquired as she found a towel and dried off.

"Yes," Justin said. "But if you prefer nme to depart—

"No, it's too risky, and by now you've seen it all."’
have a girlfriend, when you were in manforn?"

She was struck by another thought. "Did you

"/ regret | did not I was not-—handsone

"Handsone is as handsone does," she said, repeating an anci ent outworn adage.

"/ did not acconplish nuch, either That's one reason | found | was satisfied to be a tree

"I think that's sort of sad, no offense. You should have had sonme decent human experience, before
you | ost your chance.” She found a mrror on the wall, and checked herself init.

"I't might have been nice, had a gtr! |ike you been interested," he said. "As it was, | did not
have nuch to regret |eaving "

She hel d her pose a noment |onger, knowing that he could see her clearly in the nmirror, because he
saw through her eyes. "You would really have liked a girl l|ike ne?"

"Ch, indeed, were she but of age "
"l am of age, by ny definition," she said hotly.

"/ apologize | forgot Yes, | would have liked a girl like you very much

She had been thinking of color and formrather than age, but concluded that he had answered those
too. She was pl eased. She wrapped the towel around herself and returned to the bedroom
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Anot her dress had been laid out for her. together with appropriate underclothing. The Good

Magi cian's fol k were good hosts. She got dressed, and found that this outfit fit her perfectly.
Soneone nust have judged her neasurenments by the fit of the slip and other dress, and nade

al terations.

She touched up her hair, then went to the door. Wra was there. "If you care to join us for
di nner, you are wel cone."

ZOMBIh LOVfcR 733
"I'"'mfam shed." The cheese had been good, but hardly enough to sustain her

There were the Good Magician, the Gorgon, Wra, and a nondescript man who turned out to be Hugo,
the son of Hunfrey and the Gorgon. His talent was sumoning fruit, but it didn't work well, so
that nuch of the fruit was spoiled. So their fruit was from el sewhere, fortunately.

D nner was fornal, with elegant plates, goblets, and di shes. Breanna suddenly realized that she
wasn't up to this. She had never been at a formal dinner before. She didn't know the etiquette.
She was sure to mess up

"How do | get out of this?" she asked Justin desperately. "I'mhungry as all get out, but I'ma
dunce at this sort of thing."

"As it happens, | amfanmliar with the protocol,” Justin said. "It was one of those usel ess things
| learned If you care for guidance—

"Yes!" There was a great answer.

And so he guided her through it, telling her which piece of tableware to use when and how, and to
sip rather than gulp, and tear bread in half before buttering, and all the rest, and she behaved
perfectly. She discovered a certain grace in the procedure, and by the end of the neal she was
actually enjoying it. The food was very good too.

They had recovered her knapsack, and stocked it with extra food. Breanna was not used to such
ki ndness, and didn't know what to say. But Justin stepped in with advice, and she was able to
thank them all graciously.

At dusk Ral ph arrived. He was a slovenly-looking man in runpled clothing and a sneer. "So where's
this nymph | have to guide?" he demanded.

Br eanna opened her nouth, but Justin intercepted her retort before it got out. "Don't get into a
war of words with this dragon dung," he advised. "You will only be dragged down to his |evel"

So she stifled it, and nerely said "Here I am"
He | ooked at her contenptuously. "A black brat."
Al ready she was getting to dislike him But all she said was "Let's go-"

They left the castle together. Breanna touched the pocket to feel the outline of the racket,
maki ng doubl e sure it was there.

"So what's this nonsense about traveling in the night?" Ral ph demanded A/ith a sneer in his tone
"Afraid to be seen by day?"
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She opened her mouth, but again Justin got to it first. "Don't |et himengage you in argunent He's
just trying to nmake you react, so you will be in his power."

He was right, "Trust a man to know the ways of a man," she said silently to Justin, but with a
mental picture of a smle so he would know it wasn't serious.
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"You are young, but you are pretty,
This is not the kind of adventure we want to experience

he said seriously. "They were wise to give you the racket.

"For sure."

"You too stupid to answer?" Ral ph dermanded.

"I just happen to prefer night for traveling," she said al oud.

"So you can di sappear in the darkness?"

He was trying to needl e her about her dark skin. "Yes."

"You must be good at that."

"Yes." If she had had a cherry bonb, she woul d have stuffed it into his smrk

They wal ked on for a while. Ralph had a magic lantern so he could see his way. Breanna of course
did not need it, but she did not see fit to informthe man of that.

Unfortunately, he soon thought of it for hinmself. "So what's your talent?"

Now she had to tell him or balk. That would get theminto another verbal tussle. "How can | avoid
telling hinP" she asked Justin.

"It is best not to he, because that puts you on his level But if you refuse to tell him he wll
simply keep badgering you until you do tell Perhaps challenge is best ask himhis own talent”

"What's yours?" she asked Ral ph
"I'f I show you nmine, will you show nme yours?"

There was sonet hing about that phrasing she didn't nmuch like, but it seened a fair deal. It wasn't
as if she were protecting life and death infornmation. "Okay."

"Well, | can't."

"Huh?" she asked, and immedi ately wi shed Justin had intercepted that crude utterance
"That's why | canme to the Good Magician. To get ny talent."

"But your talent's always with you," she protested.

"Not in this case. Do you want the whole story?"
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"He's up to sonething,' Justin warned. "I can tell by the sneakmess in his manner | think he wants
to |l earn nore about you, so he's telling you nore about him So as to get the two of you
nformationaliy closer But he really doesn't care about your character. '

"I'msure," she agreed sourly. "But he's got nme curious. What's the harmin it?"

"There nore he |earns of you, the better he will be able to exploit your weaknesses, so as to have
his way with you "

"Way? What way?"

"Stork summoning, for one thing "
“I'n his foul dreams!"

"To be sure.™

"But if the racket protects me from harm—= She paused, suddenly al arned, renmenbering the Gorgon's
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veil ed warning. "That is considered harnP"
"Unwi I I'ing stork sunmoni ng? To be sure Especially considering your age, no offense "
"Ckay, so | should be safe if | resist it, and | will. I'mgoing to go for the information."
"As you wish | admit to being curious mnmyself"
"You seemto be a young wonman of many dark silences,"” Ral ph renarked.

There were sonme verbal digs again. Dark silences for a Black Wave girl. "I have a snmall brain. It
takes tinme to process big questions.”

He [ aughed, not nicely. "Few things are nore appealing than a stupid girl. So have you decided, or
do you need anot her hour?"

She wanted to let himhave a dragonfire blast of invective, but stifled it with Justin's help.
"Tell ne your story."

"When | was young, | seened to lack a magic talent. At first folk thought | was nmmgically

obnoxi ous, but various tests denonstrated that ny personality was entirely natural. So obviously
il was the others who did not appreciate ny charmand intelligence. Maybe they resented ny
delightful nature."

"What a | oad of sphinx manure!'’
"That must have been it," Breanna agreed al oud.

"I'n due course | tired of trying to discover ny talent on nmy own," Ral ph continued. "So 1 went to
see Magician of Information. The chall enges were horrific, but | denolished them by detonating
cherries
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and pi neappl es, and managed to get inside The stupid sluts of the household woul dn't speak to ne.
so | forged on up to the gnarled old gnone's cell and demanded ny Answer " What cheek

"That must really have inpressed him"

"Hunfrey | ooked up with his fried-egg orbs and grunped, T know why you're here, and |I'm not going
to help, so you might as well go away now '

"T was of course funous, with considerable justice T can think of only two reasons why you won't
help me," 1 informed himforth-rightly 'You are either jealous of nmy talent, or incapable of
di scovering it Both choices show that you are nothing but a pretender and a fool' "

The effrontery of this idiot is phenonenal

"You sure told him" Breanna agreed al oud She di scovered that she was after all enjoying this
exchange It was nice seeing Justin get worked up

"But the over-the-hill Magician responded with faked patience 'l know all about your talent, young
man It is currently residing safely in Mundama with a little boy naned Lija | suggest that you
count your dubious bl essings and go hone

Bewar e Breanna he is wal king too close to you

"I noticed," she replied nentally "I want to see if this racket works "

" "What are you tal king about, old man?' | denmanded righteously 'How can sone hond little brat in
Mundama have ny talent9 No one in Mundanma has any nagic, as you would know if you weren't in your
dotage That's why we call it Mundana Even the ogres know that' '

if | had a nouth I would vonit
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Breanna kept silent She had a nouth, but it was only a giggle she had to stifle Ral ph's sel
descri bed arrogance was a thing al nost ol beauty

"Cbviously he couldn't refute nme, so he changed the subject 'Not all magic is good magic,' he
uttered

"What are you tal king about, inbecile7' | denmanded reasonably
He is putting his arm around you
ZOvBIl f ¢ LOVFR 137

"I know He stinks But | want to be quite sure |'mprotected, in case he ever catches ne ol f-guard

'"Sone magic that is too dangerous or unpleasant for Xanth is sent to Mundama, where it can be
safely di sposed of,'" he said 'It is the best way to handl e toxi c waste Sonehow your particul ar

tal ent was strong enough to survive in Mindama despite the extrene thinness of magic there It took
up residence with a small boy

"So nmy talent is strong enough to survive in Mindamal' | gloated 'It nust be Mgician caliberl
No wonder you're jeal ous, you decrepit has-been | knew | was destined for greatness | don't want
some fool Mundane getting the benefit of nmy talent How do | get it back9' "

He is trying to squeeze your pert poster/or

"I can't feel a thing

"You are not listening,' Hunfrey said, seem ng suddenly weary ' Sonehow | am not surprised But
trust ne you do not want your talent back My best advice is to | eave well enough al one

"Sure you would say that, you feeble freak But I"'mnot going to let you get away with it Tell ne
holv to get what's coming to nel' "

Now he is trying to squeeze the left portion of your bosom There was a nore specific word for the
region, but Justin was too polite to use it

"No force is comng through It's as if ny dress is arnored "

"You woul d be better off going to Denon University, crashing Professor Grossclout's |ecture on
nmonst er evol uti on, and nooning himAt |east then your end woul d be roasted rapidly Now go away '

" "Not until you get ne ny talent back, you stunted fraud | DEMAND My TALE- NT1'

"Finally I got through to the dimvtted nidget 'Very well, if that is the way it nust be,' he said
grudgingly T will arrange to return your talent to you But it will take time to acconplish
Meanwhi | e you nust render ne your Service '

" Til do that, you overcharging charlatan Wat do | have to do

"Return in two days to guide a dansel to the Isle of Wnen

"And so you see nme here, guiding you." Ralph concluded his narrative "But before you tell ne
your story, how about a kiss9" Tell himnol
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"Arls have such quaint ways of saying yes." He put both arnms around her, hol ding her securely,
and brought his face down toward hers.

"l said no, you brazen creep! Let ne go."

But he held her tightly. "One little kiss, to warmthings up," he said, his nouth bearing down on
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hers.
"I"'monly fifteen!" she cried, turning her face away.

"What delightful youth.” He lifted her up so that her feet |ost purchase with the ground, then
dropped down to the ground with her. "Let's get that dress off you before it gets dirty." He
reached across to get hold of it.

"If you are quite satisfied that he won't let you go voluntarily, it may be time to fight back
Justin renarked.

" |_bv\pn

"Remenber, he can't actually touch you, he's just clasping the entire protected package But you
can touch him"

"Say, that's right!" Breanna's arns were pinned to her sides, and her |egs were caught under his,
but her head was | oose. She renenbered how she had punched a hole in the wall. Wuld it work the
same way with her head?

"You want a kiss?" she said, forcing a smle as she turned her face back to his.
"Sure, before we get on to the main business."
"Then take this." She lifted her head, ramm ng her face into his, hard.

She felt nothing nmuch, but his head rocked back, and a bit of blood appeared at his nose. She had
banged it with her forehead. It was a dent rather than a smash, but surely painful

He I et go of her, grabbing his face. "Oooo!" Then he fished for a handkerchi ef.

Now her hands were free. She remenbered a trick she had heard about, to stop the close approach of
an unwanted face. She extended one finger and put it sidew se under his sore nose. She pushed up
and i nward, and his face noved back because of the disconfort. In that manner she shoved hi m of f
and got to her feet. "Oh, was that kiss too hard?" she asked with nock solicitation. "Wnt

anot her ?"

"Nooo!" he noaned, rolling away. It really wasn't that rmuch of an injury, but maybe he wasn't used
to getting pushed back.
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"Maybe sone other tine."

"/ suspect that suffices You have made your point"
"Yeah," she said with satisfaction

She waited while he got the handkerchief and tended to his nose. Then she pretended i nnocence.
"Let's get on to the Isle of Wnen. Maybe you'll feel better by then."

He stared at her, but evidently decided to let things be for the noment. He didn't know about the
protection racket; nmaybe he thought she had gotten in a lucky blow. So he mght try again. But
probably not right away. Meanwhile, she had truly verified the power of the racket. Now she felt
safe. As long as she didn't cooperate, she could not be danmged.

They resuned their wal k, and Ral ph did not try to put his hands on her again. Soon it got dull.

"I didn't tell you about ne," Breanna said, preferring any kind of dialog to silence. "I have this
talent of seeing in the dark, so | nostly amup by night and sl eep by day."

"That explains that."

"But | got kissed by a zonbie prince who found ne sleeping. Now he wants to marry nme, so |'m
fleeing. That's why | went to the Good Magician, and why |'mgoing to the Isle of Wonen. | shoul d
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be safe there.”

"1 doubt it."

"You do? Why?"

"What will you do for ne if | tell you?"

Justin cut in. "Don't aggravate hi mneedl essly He m ght renege on his conmitnment to get you to the
isle "

Probably good advice. So she stifled her natural retort again, and tried to be polite. "I don't
want to kiss you. | don't want to do anything with you except get where |I'm going. So you can tel
me what you want to, or let it be, as you prefer.”

"There is sonething about that isle you really should know. But you ought to be a bit nore
friendly."

"Sorry. No touching."
"As you wish." His | one suggested that she was naking a m stake, but she didn't trust his notive.

They conti nued noving. Breanna refused to |l et himknow how he had piqued her curiosity. Was he
faking it, or was there really something at the Isle of Wnen that woul d make her regret going

140 Pl ERS ANTHONY
there9 She was annoyed that he was still trying to pressure her for sonething he knew wasn't
all owed At least he wasn't still trying to grab her

They passed a hat rack with several nice hats just ripening Intrigued, Breanna picked a nice bl ack
one with a white frill on the top resenbling a cresting wave "A bl ack wave hat," she said, putting
it onlt fit perfectly

Ral ph didn't comment, but Justmdid That does seemto match your nature It is becom ng
"Becomi ng what 7" she asked, al arned
He | aughed Attractive It makes you | ook cute

"Cute | can live with "

Then Mare | nbn appeared 7 | earned about Lija, she said

"Who?"
"Elijah The bov v*ho got Ralph's talent / can give \ou the whole stor\ in a daydream
"Greatl Let's have it "

The surroundi ngs nostly di sappeared, though she continued wal king on automatic pilot, and
Breanna' s awareness devol ved on drear Mundama There was a region shaped |ike a new jersey, and a
town, and a house Inside the house was a fanmly with a daddy, a nomy, an eight-year-old boy named
Lijd, and his sister Rachel, who was there for himto quarrel with By day he had a snile nearly as
bright as the sun, and things were great But everything changed at night

The nonent bedtinme arrived, Lija's smle vanished Hs head hurt H s neck, shoul ders, back, or
knees ached Hi s belly cranped, his chest felt heavy, and his breathing got wheezy Al the nmisery
he had avoi ded during the day closed in victoriously at night So of course he was unable to fal
asl eep without a heroic struggle by his parents

When norning came, Lija would be perfectly fine and ready for a full and active day But when
bedti ne returned, so did his problens Lija called his condition the Bedti mne Booboos Hi s parents
had their own nane for his condition, but they were very careful never to use it in Lija's
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presence

Daddy and Monmy tried to be supportive and understandi ng, but they soon reached the limts of
their patience Sonetinmes they would not smile reassuringly when they placed a cool wet cloth on
hi s head
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Sonetimes they muttered under their breaths when they massaged his sore |inbs and back Once they
even grunpily ordered himback upstairs to get his own cool cloth and then put hinself back to bed
and go to sleep

Poor Lijal Not only was he feeling terrible every night, he was also mtrouble with his fol ks But
there seenmed to be nothing he could do about it The Booboos never |et himgo

One sumer evening as Lija made his nightly announcenment that he was once again suffering from
Bedt i ne Booboos, Momry, for no reason at all, got angry "I'mreally tired of these Booboosl" she
yel l ed "Every night, the sanme thing over and over again' Your head aches or your throat is sore or
your stomach hurts or whatever you can think of to avoid going to sleep "

Now t hat was an unki nd accusation "I don't do it on purpose,” Lija protested in a sad, small voice
"I really don't feel well I can't help it if I can't go to sleep "

"I don't understand your condition, Lijal" Momry continued "It seens so convenient that the only
thing it interferes with is bedtime You are fine all day long, and then at bedtime you are
suddenly sick " It was alnost as if she were suspicious ot sonmething "It's like a magic
transformation, one mnute well and the next mnute sick, and I think you—=

Momy paused abruptly in the middl e of her tantrum She sat down quietly on the bed next to him
| ooki ng very thoughtful They sat in silence while they pondered the situation

"Lija," MMy whispered slowy "I think you have a magic talent

"l do'" he asked in wonder

"Unfortunately, | think your nagic talent is the Bedtine Booboos

"But this is Mundanal" he rem nded her, as if anyone could ever forget the dreary reality even for
an instant "There's no nmagic here " Wich was ot course the problem

"There's a little bit ot nmagic," she rem nded hi m back "Renenber the beautiful rainbow, that stops
you fromever catching up to it So you nust have gotten sone of the ugly nagic "

It did make sense, but Lija was definitely not pleased "It's not fairl" he grunbled I'mthe only
kid outside of Xanth with a magic
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talent, and | get a stupid onel Now |I'm stuck with Bedti ne Booboos forever unless | can get rid of
this talent "

"I"'mafraid so," Mormy agreed "Believe nme, | am as annoyed as you are She seened really sincere

"What do people in Xanth do to free thensel ves of stupid tal ents9"

"They move to Mundanmm, and their nagi c di sappears

"Ch, greatl | already live in New Jersey' There is no place nore nmundane than here So what do
do—npve to Xant h9"

"Nol" Mommy cried in alarm"If your talent is this nuch trouble in mundane New Jersey, imagi ne how
much stronger it would be in magical Xanth'"

The family tried to figure out how Lija had acquired his unwanted tal ent Lija supposed that it was
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the result of a mixed-up delivery by a really confused, overworked, and directionally inpaired
talent-distributing stork His sister Rachel defended the stork by clainmng that the talent was
correctly delivered, it was just that Lija was ac tually in the wong place Daddy proposed t hat
when the denons were di sposing of unwanted talents, one of them escaped to Mindama where it hid in
Lija Mommy suggested that perhaps a large giant wal king cl ose to the Xant h/ Mundana border was
struck by a sudden sneezing fit The poor man sneezed so hard that his talent flew out and went
flying into Mundama, where it finally |landed on Lija

Unfortunately, not one of themthought of toxic waste disposal Since no one could deternine either
how the tal ent had cone, or howto nake it go away, they resigned thenselves to living with it as
best they could This was, after all, drear Mundana, where such things were comonpl ace

The daydream ended "But why is Ral ph determined to get his talent back9" Breanna asked | nbn

"He doemt kno\\ its nature He thinks amtalent is, better than none The Good Magician tried to
warn him but he \vouldn t listen

"I know " Breanna smiled privately "I think | won't tell himl'll bet it's ten tines as bad in
Xant h, because the magic is so much stronger'

"Yes He will have to sleep in da\tinme, as \ou do because he \\ill not be able to settle down a!
all a! night "

"I't couldn't happen to a nore deserving | out

"The Good Magi ci an ha\ sent the Denpness Metna to see the Demon E(A/R)[i] Hunfre\ kno\\s the Denon
will gne an\ help

ZOMRI F LOVER 743

needed to get rid of an\ v/ra\ magic, because he hates haling his realmpolluted Mfantas\ He wll
arrange for the fanmil\ to \\infl\ng tickets to Florida so Lija can go to the ven spot that

corresponds with Ral ph's house mthe North Village Then the Demon E(A/R)'IH will exorcise the
talent, and it will be driven back to its natural honme in Xanth In Ralph He will have his w sh

"WIIl he ever Breanna said zestfully

"And Lija will at last have peace "
"Yeah And Ral ph will be really proud and happy Right up until bedtine "
"What's that9" Ral ph asked.

She nmust have forgotten hersel f, and spoken aloud "Dream Mare I nbn just visited me She says the
Good Magician is even now arranging for your talent to be returned to you, in all its awesone
power "'

"It's about tinme," he said srmugly "I thought that old fraud could cone through if given sufficient
nmotive " He glanced at her "Are you sufficiently bored yet9 Are you getting notivated for
sonet hing interestingl"

The jerk never gave up "I |ike being bored She was speaking figuratively, of course

They kept wal ki ng, follow ng the enchanted path, naking good tinme Ralph did not try to grab her
agai n, and she began to regret the way she had banged hi m Maybe she coul d have just told him NO
clearly, and it would have been all right.

/ don t think so Justm said He does not deserve the benefit of the doubt
"How can you be sure9"

/ don t wish to appear condescending but | ama male and have had time to think | can appreciate
your desirability as a wonman and the ruthless nature of sone nen You are young and have a certain
nai vete about adult relations
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"l do not Please | amtrying to protect you fromexploitation

"You're trying to invoke the Adult Conspiracy'" Perhaps it will be possible to nake a
denonstration You allowed nme to be present when you perforned certain natural functions Wuld you
wi sh to have himwatch simlarly?

" Nol What has that to do with the price of beans in Mindama r'
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" Beans?'

"Just an expression. Ralph isn't going to watch ne pee, okay? He's not a tree."

He nodded, nentally. "Trees do collect urine Here is what | propose tell Ralph you need to take a
confort break, so need privacy for a time Then spy on him|l think he does not appreciate the
extent of your ability to see in the dark, so you will be able to hide fromhim"

"This is pointless!"

" If | amcorrect, he will try to sneak a peek at you Then you will know that you were not at
fault when you struck him"

She considered. "Okay, |'Il give it a try." Then she spoke aloud: "Ralph, | need a bit of privacy.
Suppose 1 head off to behind that bush, and you wait here, okay?"

"Very well,'
it.

he agreed, and found a rock to sit down on. He set his lantern on the ground beside

"See?" she said silently. "He's not going anywhere."
"Yet."

How coul d he be so sure? She wal ked to the bush, and around it. She set her black wave hat on the
bush, marking her presence. She ducked down as if squatting, then ran quickly and silently behind
the nearest tree. She peered past its trunk

The first thing she saw was that Ral ph was no longer sitting on the stone. He had left the |ight
there as a seening indication of his presence, but he was already circling around behind trees and
bushes, hiding while closing in on her bush. As Justin had surm sed, Ral ph thought that the
darkness covered him not realizing that she could see as clearly as if it were daylight.

"He is finding a vantage where he can | ook behind your bush," Justin said. "So he can see you with
your dress up "

"Sheesh, Justin, you were right! He's trying to sneak a peek at panties, and worse."
"Yes Such sights fascinate nen

"Even you, Justin?"

"Even |. despite ny age and | oss of rnanform"

"Except that you didn't try to sneak. You offered to return to your tree."

"Yes But | did not insist on departing, when you generously let nme stay for the occasion '
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"Well, | thought of you as a tree."

"/ ama tree with the spirit of a nman

Ral ph, discovering that the spot he spied on was enpty, and that he had been had, quickly returned
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to his stone.
"Actually, | do need to do it," she said.
"/ will depart to—=

"No, we've already been through that. Just don't conment. |'Il pretend |I'malone." She found a
pl ace and squatted. "Anyway, you see through nmy eyes. If I don't |ook, you don't see. right?"

"That is correct However, you did stand before the mrror, when—'
"l was showing off. That's different."

He was silent. She quickly did her business, then returned to recover the hat, and wal ked back to
the stone where Ral ph sat as if he had never noved.

She deci ded not to make an issue. "Thanks," she said dryly as they resumed wal king. And to Justin
"You proved your point. | was naive. This guy's a turd."

"So he is. Fortunately your racket and sone common sense precautions will protect you "

"I must adnmit, | amconming to see sone use in the Adult Conspiracy. It protects innocents |ike ne
fromcharacters like him At least it's supposed to."

"Few things are entirely good or entirely evil," he agreed di plomatically.
"Maybe it didn't protect ne because | renounced it. | guess | couldn't blame it for that."

"You must do what you deem proper Sonetines that incurs a penalty, but it remains your proper
course "

"So maybe 1'lIl go easy on abolishing it entirely, until | know what parts of it ought to be saved.
Ref orm rather than abolition."

"That seens sensible "
"You' re awful agreeable. How cone you never tell nme |'mbeing a foolish child?"
"/ wouldn't think of saying thatl"

"Cone on, Justin. You have to have been tenpted. What hol ds you back?"

"All ny life, as a man and as a tree, | have been a sensible, principled individual That has
turned out to be suprenely dull You in
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contrast, proceed fromone fascinating dilemma to another As an adventure, it is nmarveious "

"And you wanted adventure,” she concluded, seeing it. "My crazy ideas and m stakes nmake ny life
interesting. Got it."

"Integrity requires nme to nake one additional confession

"Way Justin, you nmust be blushing, because | feel the heat on ny face. Wat arc you tal king
about ?"

"/ amdiscovering that despite the extrene difference in our situations, and the |ikelihood that
in due course we will separate and never again associate, | feel a certain appealing pleasure in
that association, and | prefer not to jeopardize it "

"Way Justin—are you saying you |like ne?"

"/ was trying to avoid saying that
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"And your tree bark was getting shrunk into knots," she said, renmenbering her session with the
enbarrassi ng chal | enge questi ons.

' Yes

She | aughed al oud, causing Ral ph to glance warily at her. So she nade sure her next statenent was
silent. "And | |ike you too, Justin. Even though you're nothing |like any conpanion | woul d have
chosen for nyself."

' Soneti nes odd associ ati ons occur"”
"For sure." Pleased, she let it be.

By norning they were near the west coast of Xanth, because the enchanted path facilitated travel
Breanna had never seen the sea before, and was anmazed. "So nuch water!"

"This is as far as | need to take you," Ral ph said. "The Isle of Wnen is one of the occasiona
i slands off the coast. It interfaces with Xanth one hour a day, so you nust watch for it and cross
over to it then."

"How do | get to it? | wouldn't care to try to swimout there."

He sneered. "True. The sea nonsters woul d gobble your delicate dark flesh in a nmonment. You have to
take the boat. It is there by the paradox."”

"The what ?"

"The paradox. | don't know why it's called that. Wen you sec the isle, go down to that dock you
see there and get in the boat. It will take you across."

"That's all there is to it?"
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"That's all there is to getting there. That's not why it won't help you escape the zonbie prince."
"And you're not going to tell me why."

"Not unless you care to purchase ny favor with a little favor of your own."

"Meani ng you want to get your hands on ny black panties, and have nme not fight."

"Precisely. Are you interested?"

"No. "

"Then | amthrough with you." He turned and wal ked away.

"I'mglad to be rid of him" she confided to Justin. "But he did get to ne on that business about
why the isle won't help nme. | was alnost tenpted to let himtouch me, and hope that the protection
racket stopped himfromgoing too far. But | wasn't sure it would protect nme. if | wasn't

fighti ng—you know. "

"/ admit there could be doubt, if you were indicating that you liked his attention | believe that
was the warning the Gorgon was obliquely rendering | think it was best not to risk it, because if
the racket did prevent himfromconpleting his vile design, he probably would renege on giving you
the information."”

"Yeah, you're right for sure. But it still bugs ne."

"It bothers me also But perhaps we shall ascertain the information via some other source

"Well, let's go down and | ook at that dock. | want to know what's what before | do anything el se
foolish."
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They wal ked to the dock. It seened to be an ordinary wooden pier, with a small boat at its end. A
pie tree grew beside it.

"There is sonmething mssing," Justin said. "There is no paddl e
"Say. that's right! How am| going to paddle it to the island?"
"Coul d that be what Ral ph wasn't telling9 The | ocation of the paddle?"

"Dunno. He acted as if | would have no trouble nmaking it to the island, but then wouldn't find it
hel ped. "

"True Perhaps there is a paddl e hi dden under the dock ' She bent to peer under it, and saw a
sheltered spot with several pillows. "Say! Soneone slept here."

"It does look like a confortable spot to take shelter from wet weather,"Justin agreed.
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"And it's dawn, and I'mtired. So why don'l | eat one of those pies and turn in until the island
shows? |'l|l paddle the boat with ny hands if | have to, if it's not too far." Then she

reconsidered. "Only | mght sleep through, if it's only here for an hour."

"/ can wake you each hour, so you can look to see if it is here

"You can do that? Wen do you sl eep?"

"/ do not require sleep in the same way you do, in ny vegetative state

"Ckay. Maybe nake it every half hour, so | don't catch the isle at the end, and maybe it vani shes
before I can get across to it."

" Agr eed

She harvested a chocolate pie, ate it, and found a nearby nil kweed. She disliked eating anything
as white as nmilk, but sone sacrifices had to be made. Then she craw ed in under the dock, set her
hat aside, arranged the pillows, got herself confortable, and closed her eyes.

"Breanna "

She came awake, startled. "Ch, is it tine to |look? It seens like only ten mnutes."”
"It is ten minutes Ralph is stalking you again "
"He is? How can you tell?"

"/ hear himwi th your ears | have had decades to attune to normal environnental sounds, and can
recogni ze a human footstep ani dst background noise "

"Cee. What should | do?"

"Be ready to resist if he grabs you So that your racket is quite clear that you need protection

"CGot it." Breanna feigned continued sleep, but was as tense as a spring. Now that Justin had

al erted her, she did hear the faint scuffling of hunman feet. So that rat was still trying to nab
her for underage sex! Well, this tine naybe she would bash his nose right out the back of his
skul | . She had been a bit regretful for hurting him before, but this was just too much. She was

sorry she had | ost her dagger

He cane to the dock. He nust have been watching her throughout, so as to know exactly where she
slept. He figured that if he grabbed her while she was still asleep, he could nail her before she
wor ked up a sufficient protest. Well, he had a surprise com ng

He reached the dock, and paused. She realized that she probably
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shoul d have scranbl ed out fromunder before he arrived, because here there was very little roomto
fight. But it was too late to do it now. Suddenly he caught hold of her feet and pulled her out.
No subtlety at all; he was just grabbing and hauling. As her |legs came out, her skirt scraped up
around her hips. He shifted his grip to her thighs and haul ed again, getting her all the way
clear. Then he bent over her and put his hands on her chest. He knew exactly where to grasp, damm
hi m

Breanna did it w thout even thinking. She brought up one foot and planted it in his belly, while
cl ampi ng her hands on his hands so that he couldn't nove them away. Never mind where his hands
were: they woul d be gone soon enough. Then she shoved hard with that anchored foot. It was an
adaptation of the stomach throw, that she had | earned as a child in a Mindanian judo class. It was
performed when Tori, the thrower, was on his back, and Uki, the throwee, was standing or |eaning
over. Just like this; it was a perfect defense for a girl on her back. She knew she was show ng an
awful lot of bare leg, but he wasn't in any position to gawk.

He went flying up over her head, his pinned hands beconming the fulcrum He did a forced sonersault
and | anded with a hard whonp on the dock. Only then did she release his hands. It had worked!

But as she scranbled to her feet, sonething weird happened. Ral ph went sliding down the dock and
| anded with a thunk in the boat at the end. Then the boat took off, without paddles, as if it had
a hidden notor. It cruised into the water, heading straight out to sea.

"Hey!" Ral ph cried. But there was nothing he could do. The boat was taking himwherever it was
going, and it wasn't stopping.

"Well, that answers the question of propul sion.”
paddl e "

Justin remarked. "It's magic, it requires no

"But where is it going?"
"Surely to the Isle of Wnen "

"But the isle's not there yet."

"So | see Yet the craft is obviously going somewhere"

"Looks nmore like nowhere to ne."

"Evidently the boat isn't smart enough to realize that its destination is absent It assunes that
anyone who enters it is ready to travel There nust be another dock on the isle to receive it, when
the isle is there "
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"Yes. And when the isle isn't there, the boat just goes right on, looking for it. So it really is
goi ng nowhere fast."

1 That would seemto be a paradox a boat going sonewhere in a hurry yet goi ng nowhere

"Paradox!" she cried, a light flashing over her head. She |oved that incidental magic of Xanth.
"That's it!"

"/ beg your pardon?"

"That's the magi c pun. Ralph said this dock is called Paradox. That's pair o' docks, with the boat
goi ng between them That's all it knows to do—+to shuttle back and forth. But when one dock is
mssing, it's got nowhere to go, so it goes nowhere. Somewhere becomes nowhere. Paradox."

Justin's astoni shnent washed through her. "/ believe you are correct, Breanna There nust be a pair
0' docks, or there is paradox And Ral ph is caught init"

"Yeah." She watched as the boat sped out to sea, becomng smaller as it gained di stance. A pair of
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arns was waving frantically over it. She didn't have nuch synpat hy.

"Had you set foot on the dock, that m ght have been your fate," Justin said, shaken

"Yeah. So | guess Ral ph did us a favor, showi ng us exactly how it works." She stretched.
"Meanwhile, |'mgoing back to sleep.”

"To be sure

"I'f I can relax enough, after that fracas. My heart's still pounding."

"/ could sing you a |ull aby
She | aughed, then paused. "Are you by any off-chance serious?"

Yes / used to be a fair singer, though that was not considered a nasculine trait | often inagi ned
mel odi es of nature, as a tree, with associated images | think | could do it in ny mnd, and you
could hear it and see, if you wi shed "

"GCee Sure. Gve it atry."

He began to sing, and it was marvelous. It was as if the forest itself were serenading her, wth
the sound of wind through trees, the novenent of birds' wi ngs, the swishing of the tails of fish
in arunning stream and even the gentle drifting of clouds against a deep blue wel kin. Sound and
i mge were one, and wonderful Iy soot hing.

"That's really great, Justin! Can you do it until | fall asleep?"

" Yes, | can do it indefinitely I amglad to have an appreciative audi ence
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"And thanks for alerting nme about Ralph." "You are nore than wel come | would not want anything

untoward to happen to you

"Me neither." Then she thought of sonething else. "Can you show me your tree again? | mean, the
forest, and all, sure, but your own special tree specifically?"

"Certainly A nodified picture fornmed in her mind, with the tree centered.

"Thanks. Now I'm sure of it. You' re cute too." She felt her face heating, and knew he was bl ushi ng
again. Satisfied, she sank back into sleep

8
| SLES OF WO
D

or woke. He was on the bed in the chanber of Castle Zonbie. On adjacent beds his father and son
were stirring.

What a chain of worlds they had seen! He ticked themoff on his nmental fingers and toes: Ptero,

Pyram d, Torus, Cone, Dumbbell, Pincushion, Spiral, Tangle, and Motes. That was nine in all, each
seeming as big and conpetent as Xanth, despite being inpossibly small. And perhaps an infinite
nunber beyond them that the Zonbie Master was still touring.

Dor put his feet on the floor and stood up. Actually this was no worse than orienting on another
dream worl d. This just happened to be the real one. O was it? Could the Land of Xanth be on a

gl obe or other shape orbiting the head of sonme giant Ida? The notion was nind boggling, so he set
it aside.

The door opened, showing MIlie. "I thought | heard stirring," she

sai d.
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"Yes, we are back," Dor said. "Jonathan says he is nmaking progress, and hopes soon to find a
suitable world for the zonbies. He is on the ninth derivative at the noment, a cluster of floating
rocks called Motes. So we shall return and report that the zonbies should be out of the way by the
date of the wedding."

"That's good,"” MIlie said. "But there is another problem The bl ob—
"Has becone a winged nermaid,"” Dor finished for her
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"How did you know?"

"Her nane is Aurora. She couldn't nmake it on her own world, so has nerged with the blob to give it
identity and form She should do well enough in Xanth."

"That's the problem she has no idea where to go, and | don't know what to tell her. She is asking
for the three kings."

Dor gl anced at the others, then nodded. "I suppose it is our responsibility. W had better talk to
her before we go hone." He paused, seeing the jar of sleep potion. "You say you have plenty of
t hat ?"

"Ch, yes," MIlie agreed. "Wuld you |like to take that jar with you?"

"Yes, just in case. One can never tell when something like that m ght be useful."

MIlie picked up the jar and brought it to him Dor put it in his pocket. "Thank you."

"But renenber," she warned him "This is not for ordinary sleeping. It's for the dreamworlds."

"Yes. | will use it only when warranted."
"You had better," the jar said fromhis pocket.

They went to the other chanber. There was Aurora, sitting on the edge of a wooden tub, soaking her
tail in water. She was of course beautifully bare.

"Ch, you are here!" she cried, spying them "See—+ did manage to get lungs, so | can breathe your
air." She inhaled, and her chest inflated, causing Dor's eyes to | ock. She spread her w ngs and
flew across to plant a kiss on Dor. "You nmust tell me where that other winged nernaid is!"

"Actually 1 saw her only once, at Chex Centaur's wedding," Dol ph said. "Fifteen years ago. She
woul d be of mature age by now. "

"That's all right. She will surely know the scene."” Aurora stood on her tail, keeping herself

upri ght by flapping her wings at half speed. She was a npbst scenic female figure, with sightly
attributes, in utter contrast to the former aspect of the blob. Dor was privately anmazed that the
sanme flesh could assune such different forns. This wasn't the kind of nmagic transfornation Dol ph
did: it was a given nmass reshaped. That nade it speci al

"We can ask some regul ar nermaids," Dol ph suggested, trying
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wi t hout success to west his gaze away tromtwo attributes "They should know where the w nged
ones are "

Dor nodded W will take you to the nearest nertol k col ony and

i nquire

"Ch, thank your' she exclaimed, and kissed himagain, mthe
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process squi shing an attribute agai nst him

"I amglad that is settled,”" MIlie said, with a section of a rem niscent snile "But first you
nmust have nore tee and crunpl es,

have them ready

Dol ph | ooked at Aurora "I know you can fly, but | think | had better carry you, when we travel,
because 1'll be flying high and tast, and | amianihar with the terrain "

"I'msure you know best," she said denurely

In due course they exited the castle, and were ready to travel But with three folk to carry, Dol ph
couldn't use the roc form So he became a | arge six-w nged dragon, and they straddled his
serpentine nmid section Aurora had no | egs, so couldn't straddl e, so she sat side ways while Dor
hel d her securely in place around the wai st

Dol ph took oft He spiraled up into the sky, avoiding passing clouds Wth each beat of those great
wi ngs, the dragon body lifted powerfully, and they felt extra weight, and Aurora's attributes
pressed down agai nst Dor's arm Then on the return stroke the dragon seened to be floating, and
everyt hing becane |ight Dor hoped that no one el se was aware of his arm He wouldn't care to try to
explain his inpressions to Irene

"Do you have denobns here9" Aurora asked, glancing around "Yes, many In fact Dol ph's ex-fiancee
Nada Naga married Denmon Pnnce Vore, and they have a two-year-old daughter nanmed Denon-

ica
"What happened to them during the Time of No Magi c9”
"How do you know about that9"

"Cone is part of Xanth too, indirectly Qur history and fol klore say that all magic derives from
the Denon X(A/N)th, and that when he departed for a day, so did nost of the magic W were

prot ected, because our nested worlds were stored in a special cell in the nanel ess Castle that
didn't let its nagic escape O course that's just our legend there may be no such place on your
world "

"There is such a place," Dor reassured her "So it could be true I wondered where Ida s noon
was, before it joined her "
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"But | should think it was a difficult tinme for unprotected denons who can't exist w thout nmagic

"I't was," Dor agreed "I believe they becanme dust devils as they do in Mundama Then they recovered
when t he nagic returned

"That's nice It wouldn't be the sane wi thout denpbns

Dor hadn't thought of it that way, but found hinmself agreeing Mdst regul ar denons were nui sances,
but sone were inportant |ike Denon Professor Grossclout, and sone were intriguing, |ike Denpness
Me tna in her several guises

Soon they spied a river conplete with merfol k sporting in a pool Dol ph spiraled down and nade a
good landing in an adjacent field They disnounted, Dor set Aurora on her tail, and Dol ph changed
back to manform

"I hope | didn't bruise your poor arm" Aurora said, concerned
"No problem" Dor said gallantly

They approached the river The head of a |ion popped fromthe water, spied them and roared
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"Ch, go chonp yoursel f, mane brain," the river bank said

The sea lion bared its teeth, but there wasn't nuch it could do about a section of ground After a
monent it bashed the water with its paws, then turned tail and di sappeared with a flash of its
fl ukes

"The sea lions aren't dangerous if you don t invade their territory,'
have to watch out for the ant |ions They can pursue you on land "

Dor said to Aurora "But you

"We have uncle lions on Cone," Aurora replied "They re really fierce

They wal ked downstreamto the pool There were no nertol k show ing "It's all right," Dor called
"It wasn't a real dragon just a transformed Magician W are nen, and one ner-person

A bl onde head popped out of the water One eye was aittully covered by a trailing tress "Menl
Hello—+"'m Ash ' She lifted in the water just enough to show her own attributes

"Three kings " Dor assured her "W are | ooking tor—A redhead appeared "Kings' |'m Cedar
You are | ooking tor brides9" She lifted a bit farther tromthe water

This was getting dangerous to eyeballs "No W just want to—A dark gray-brown head appeared "l
m Mahogany W don t do one splash stands Not even tor kings " She lifted so high that her snug
little waist was visible
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* W're not |ooking for splashes," Dor said "We're | ooking for
wi nged nerfol k "

"Now there's nothing they can do, that we can't do just as well."
Ash said, inhaling "Except fly "

Dor indicated the nermai d bal ancing beside him "This is Aurora She is newto Xanth, and needs to
find her owm kind Can you hel p

us>"

They considered "Well, there's Erica," Cedar said "She hangs

out around Mount Rushnost with the other w nged nonsters."” "That's where 1 saw her," Dol ph agreed
"She has a portable pool table for her tail," Mahogany said "That sounds ideal," Dor said They
turned away fromthe pool "Are you sure one of you wouldn't like a trial splash7" Ash called

after them

"Al nmost sure," Dor called back "Thank you for the information
"Hey, want sonething nice9"

A surly-1ooking man approached

he inquired

"Go away, BB " Cedar cried "They don't want what you give

Dor paused "What does he give9"

"He has the talent of bad breath," Cedar said "If he breathes on you, your own breath gets stinky
awful " Dor quickly turned away from BB Then Dol ph changed, and they boarded, and flew up "Wl

no wonder'" Cedar excl ai ned "Look how he's hol ding

her "

"But we can do that too," Mahogany said "Just as bouncily too "We don't exactly have brass
ears," Ash agreed Then the di stance becane too great, and their follow ng words were | ost Dor was
relieved And glad that his father and son couldn't see how he had to hold Aurora He couldn't risk
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letting her fal
But what did brass ears have to do with anything9 Dor coul dn't
figure it out
"You | ook perplexed," Aurora nurnured
"I didn't quite hear what they said It sounded |ike 'brass ears,"
but =

She | aughed, which really bounced her attributes "Not brass ears Brassieres Clothed girls use
them it they need to At |east they do on Cone "
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"Ch " Dor felt himself trying to blush
"Coni ¢ bosons are popular in sone circles," she continued "But we nerfolk haven't telt the need "

"There is no need," Dol ph agreed fervently Aurora renmi ned curious about Xanth "I see sone boys
dancing ' she said "Wat is the dance and why are they so ragged7'

Dor | ooked down "They are poor boys, so they are doing the Oiver Twi st, the poor boys' dance

"Ch Is there a version for poor girls9 | might try that" She bobbed in place, banging his arm sone
nor e

"Maybe Erica will know " It was all he could think of to say, lanme as it seened Aurora was a nost
di stracting arnful

They canme to Mount Rushnobst This was a nountain with al nobst vertical sides and a broad pl ateau on
top Dor al nost thought he could see huge faces in the rock but concluded it was inmagi nation or
illusion

There was a snall gathering of wi nged nonsters on the plateau They were all fenale Three were
wi nged centaur fillies, another was a girl with reptilian wi ngs, and anot her was—yesl-a w nged
mer mai d The group of them stood beside a living roomthat retreated as it saw the strange group
descendi ng Living roons were confortable, but nore nervous than inanimate roons The | adi es were
hol di ng sun gl asses, and those cups of light really brightened the prem ses

The dragon | anded at the edge beside a patch of flowers Dor recognized the |arger ones as nax
muns, and the small ones as nmini muns They woul d nake those who sniffed them correspondingly |arge
or small So, like npbst of Xanth's plants, they were best left alone unless a person really
understood their nature

Dor changed, and they approached the w nged nonsters "Hey, what are you nen doi ng here7" the
centaur dermanded "This nmeeting is limited to nmaidenly winged nonsters "

"Ch, you're in for it now" the ground said "You hal\e trespassed on a private gathering "
The centaur gl anced down, startled It seenmed she wasn't used to hearing the inani mate speak

"Qur apologies." Dor said "W'Il |eave as soon as we can That's ny tal ent making the ground speak
ignore it But we have a nmidenly w nged nonster with us who needs help " He indicated Aurora
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The girls | ooked. "Ch," the centaur said. "Well, in that case we'll let you go with ninor
penalties/' "Penalties?"

"Now you're really going to get it!" the ground said zestfully. "You're not supposed to be here,
consi dering your nal eness and | ack of wi ngs. Do you deny it?"
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The three nen found thensel ves unable to deny either their male-ness or their |lack of w ngs.

The centaur nodded, having won her point. "lI'mKarla Centaur. | was transfornmed froma regul ar
centaur. This is Serena." She indicated the girl with reptile wings. "She's of mixed parentage.
Love spring, you know. "

"Love spring?" Aurora asked.

' The water nmakes any male and female fall instantly into ferocious romantic |ove," Dor
expl ai ned. "Except if one is a child; then the love is parental ."

"Ch. Like the shoreline of Cone, the conic section, where the land fol k neet the sea fol k for
|l ove. That's nice."

Karla indicated another w nged centaur. "This is Chea Centaur. She was rescued froma tangle tree
by Che Centaur. Her fol ks were fromthe gourd realm so she gave hima gourd-style apol ogy for
taking his time, and he turned bright red and flew away. It seenmed he m sconstrued her
intentions.” And one nore w nged centaur. "This is Sharon Centaur, transforned from human to help
shore up the new species, but she's still |learning the nuances of centaurism" And the w nged
mernmaid. "This is Erica, one of the few of her kind. W are here visiting the virgini tree and

di scussing ways to avoid it in the future. W think maybe the lips plants will help." "Lips

pl ant s?" Dor asked blankly. "Loose lips sink slips," the ground said.

Karla indicated a patch of plants in pretty colors. "I'll show you." She picked a flower. It

| ooked like a bright red pair of lips. She touched it to his face, and the |lips kissed him "This
is atw-lips plant. The others are nore potent: the three-lips, four-lips, or five-lips. W have
to take good care of them because when a |ips plant dies, it beconmes a zonbie plant which sucks
the soul fromunwary travelers, called |ip-o0-suction.”

"That sounds al nost as bad as the banana cream pie tree, which
ZOVBI E LOVER 759
creans anyone who picks its pies,"” Dol ph remarked. "Not all plants are friendly."

"Now for your penalty for intruding here," Karla said. "Each of you nen nust be kissed by one of
us." "That doesn't sound so bad," Dol ph said.

"Just wait," Karla said with an obscure snmle as several of themapplied red balmto their lips.
Then Serena the winged girl flew up to kiss Dol ph, and Sharon Centaur approached Bi nk, and Karla
hersel f | eaned down to kiss Dor

Her |ips touched his—and his head seened to explode. As the dust cleared he found hinself sitting
on the ground, heart-shaped clouds dissipating around him and ebbi ng waves of delight spreading
across his face. He was unhurt; in fact it had been a remarkably pl easant experience. He | ooked
around, and saw Bi nk and Dol ph sitting sinmlarly, and |ooking sinilarly dazed

"Lip bonb," Karla explained. "Do you think it will free us from mai denly bondage to the virgin
tree?"

"Surely it will, in due course,” Dor agreed, getting up. Meanwhile Aurora and the ot her w nged
mermai d, Erica, were talking as they dipped their tails in a table whose surface appeared to be
wat er. Then Aurora turned to Dor. "Yes, she will help nme get established here," she said. "Thank
you so much."

"Then | think we can get on hone now," Dor said. "W trust that you ladies will treat Aurora with
consideration. You will find the story of her origin to be quite interesting."

"Ch, Cone is dull,” Aurora protested. "It's just land and sea. It's this odd Land of Xanth that is
interesting." "That's what yoooou think," the ground said. "All right," Karla said. "If you are
sure you wouldn't |ike another kiss. W do have nore |lip bonb."

The three nen backed away. "Thank you, once was enough,"” Dor said politely. He tripped over a
couch potato he hadn't seen, and landed flat on the couch. At least its pillows were better than
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the hard ground.

Dol ph transforned to the dragon, and they quickly boarded. He flew off the brink and was
imMmediately high in the air. But his flight seemed sonewhat unsteady, and that nade Dor nervous.
That |ip bonb hadn't worn all the way off yet; his nouth felt outsize. "Mybe
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we shoul d pause for a drink of water before flying hone," Dor suggested.

Dol ph flew down to the nearest little streamand |landed with a jar. Yes, he was definitely
unst eady. Dor kicked the jar aside and stood up. Dol ph resunmed nanform Then they went to the
stream and drank. The water was deeply refreshing.

A cute little fire-breathing puppy canme boundi ng al ong the bank. Every tinme it barked, another
little puff of fire and snoke cane out. Then a catfish lifted its head fromthe river and hissed.
Dor nodded; he |oved seeing natural creatures playing.

Dol ph seened to be steadier. The water had washed out the lingering effect of the bonb, so that he
could focus on sonething other than a passionate kiss. There should be no further danger of
crashi ng

in flight.

Now t hey were ready to go hone and report that the zonbie probl emwould probably abate by the
weddi ng day. But Dol ph paused before changing form "Were are we goi ng?" he asked.

"Hore, " Dor said.
"Uh, yes. But where is hone?"

Dor opened his nmouth to answer, but then paused hinself. ' 'Wiy, | seemto have forgotten. That
bonb nust have blown it away." He | ooked at Bink

"I don't renmenber either," Bink said. "It should be a harnless | apse, because— He broke off,
shruggi ng.

Because he could not be harned by magi c, Dor suddenly realized. That was the explanation for al
the weird coincidences. He could be harned by nonnagi cal things, or enbarrassed by nagic, but not
harned by nmagic. That was why they didn't have to worry nuch about magi cal dangers. But sonething
magi cal nmust have happened, because all three of them should not have suddenly forgotten where

hone was.

"l don't think it was the bonmb," Dol ph said. "Because 1 renenbered where hone was, until just
now. "

A dark suspicion envel oped Dor. Suspicions cruised around |ike invisible blobs, and when they

caught a person, they were awful to get rid of. "This streamwhere does it flow fronP" For it

occurred to himthat the riredog and catfish m ght not have been playing. They m ght have been
trying to warn folk anay fromthe river, too late.

ZOMBI E LOVER 161

They traced it back, and discovered that it issued froma forgotten crevice in the nountain. "The
Ri ver Lethe flows deep underground,” Dor said. "This could be a tributary stream The way that
wat er wor ks, whatever you speak of just before drinking it, you forget. They sonetinmes use it to
cure children who have sonehow | earned forbi dden words. And | spoke of going hone."

"That's right!" Dol ph agreed. "So we forgot where it was."

"An amusing yet harm ess loss," Bink said ruefully. "But perhaps we can get around it by flying
hi gh and | ooki ng around. We shoul d know honme when we see it, and we can see all of Xanth from high
enough. "
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"Good notion," Dor agreed. "If that fails, we mght gel sonme reverse wood, and use it with another
drink of lethe. Then the water would serve as a nenory enhancer."

"Or it mght reverse the liquid properties of the water, and dry us out," Bink said. "Reverse wood
can be treacherous stuff.”

Dor nodded. "W had better stick to our search, so as not to conplicate our situation nore than it
is."

Dol ph | ooked around. "I wonder where this river goes? | don't renenber any |ethe water on the
surface."

"I't's not the kind of thing a person renenbers," Bink pointed out.

"To the Forest of Forgetful ness,"”" a nearby stone said. "Nobody who goes there renenbers the
experience, so word doesn't get around."

Dor was intrigued. "There could be really interesting things there."
"But we don't want to go there," Bink said. "W have already conplicated our situation enough."

So Dol ph transforned into the roc bird, and they got on his feet, and he flew up. He spiral ed high
in the sky, so that they all could | ook around. Al of Xanth was |aid out bel ow them But Dor

still had no idea which part of it was his hone.
"There's the Gap Chasm ™" Bink remarked. "I renmenber the first time | encountered that, just after
I met Chameleon. | had to go down and cross on the bottom where the Gap Dragon roaned. | net

Donal d the Shade, and kissed his wife and told her where the silver oak was."

"I"mglad you net Chanel eon," Dor said. She was after all his nother. "But do you renenber where
horme is?"
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"Then it was the North Village, but 1 don't think that's where we were about to go
farther "There's Castle Roogna Ch, didn't we have adventures there'"

He peered

"Yes, of course,"” Dor agreed, becoming inpatient "But right now we need to find hone

"Wherever it is," Bnk agreed He peered again "There's the Isle of View, where Dol ph was married "

"Squawk1l" Dol ph agreed

"He says it was sone wedding night," a metal button translated "Neither he nor Electra knew how to

sunmon the stork "

"Well, | suspect they finally figured it out," Dor said "They have a fine set of daughters in Dawn
& Eve " For a nonment he pictured themas they were at eighteen, on Planet Ptero Wuld Xanth be
ready for themat that age 7

They circled around Xanth, noting the fanmiliar |andmarks, but found no sign of home That menory
had been cl eanly erased

"Maybe we can ask soneone," Bnk suggested "There should be sonme person in Xanth who knows where we
live now ' *

T agree

So Dol ph fl ew downward, and found a | andi ng spot near the west coast He settled beside a |arge
envel ope—whi ch suddenly sprouted antlers and feet and bounded away

"I guess it was really an antel ope," Bnk remarked "There are sone odd aninmals in the backwoods'
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Dol ph changed back to manform and they | ooked around Nearby was a man readi ng a book, so they
approached him"Hello," Dor

sai d
The man | ooked up "Wo are you9"

"I am King Dor | wonder if—

"Sure, and |'ma dragon ass," the man said sourly "Go away and let me practice

"Practice what7" Dol ph asked

"My talent, dumry | can bring characters and itens out of these scenes in books See7" He reached
into the page of the books he held, and brought out a scarlet pinpernel flower "I'mtrying to find
sonet hi ng useful "

"Good luck." Dor said, and they noved on He appreciated the man's frustration, useless talents
abounded in Xanth
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They saw a young wonan danci ng She seened to repeat the sane notions over and over "Doesn't that
get dul I 7" Dol ph inquired

She never paused "It's supposed to repeat, idiot," she replied withenngly "lIt's a re-done-dance

They went on They cane to a nan concentrating on a rock "Hello," Dor said, somewhat wanly "I'm
Ki ng Dor™

The man | ooked up "Oh, really9"
"Yes, really, you jerk," the stone he held said

That seened to be persuasive "And | amyour lowy rebellious subject, Phil Istne,
"What do you want from ne7"

the man replied

"Some information, if you please Can you tell nme where 1 |ive9"
Phil stared at him "You don't know9"

"It seens | drank sonme |ethe water, and forgot where home is," Dor said, enbarrassed "But surely
you know where it is "

"Surely | do," Phil agreed "And 1'IIl tell you, for a return favor
Dor was wary ot such things, but had to ask "What favor7"

"Well, you see ny talent is nolding things into other things, like this " Phil nmoved his hands
over the rock, and it becane a |loaf ot bread He bit a chunk fromit and chewed, showing it was
r eal

"Hey, watch who you're chew ng on the | oaf protested

Phil passed his hands over it again, and it became a nodel house "But my girlfriend isn't

i npressed So now | need a new girlfriend, and all the others around here are taken Except the ones
on the Isle of Wonen So why don't you go and fetch ne one of those, and I'Il tell you where your
horme is "'

Dor's mistrust of this continued "Wiy don't you fetch her yoursel f9"

"Because only wonen and royal nmen can go to that island I'mnot royal But you are, so you could go
There nust be a wonan there who would like ny tal ent
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"It's a good talent," Dor agreed "Were is this Isle of Wnen9'

"Just ol fshore But there's a problemIt's one of several Isles ot WO, and it's hard to tell them
apart "

"Well, we can ask,’ Dol ph sai d

"And they only interface with Xanth an hour a day So if you get the wrong one you have to leave it
and try for another "

"I think we can do that," Bnk said
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"Ckay. Fetch me that woman, and 1'll tell you where to go hone."

It seemed a steep price, but at least it was sure. "Agreed/1 Dor said.

They wal ked to the shore—and suddenly an island appeared. So Dol ph changed to roc form and they
flew across to it.

The trees seened to be covered by vines. "Those | ook |ike bo-vines," Bink remarked. "And | see cow
pi es on the ground.”

"Maybe those are bull pies," Dor said. "There's a bull sleeping nearby."
"A bull dozer," Bink agreed.

A flock of ungainly birds spooked as Dol ph | anded on the beach. They had the heads of cows. In a
monent a swarmof flies with the heads of bulls took off after them

"Cow birds and bull flies," Dol ph remarked as he changed back to manform
Frogs with the heads of bulls snapped up the flies as they passed. Bullfrogs, obviously.

The conmmotion woke the sleeping bull. It got to its feet, put down its head, and charged. Its
horns dug into the ground, pushing up a nmound of sand and dirt. It left a cleared path behind it.

Several nen came running down that path. But they had the heads of cows. "And here cone the
cowboys, " Dol ph added. "Wth their bulldogs." Indeed, the dogs were bull headed.

"This is udder nonsense," Dor said, disgusted.

One of the cowboys stepped into a bully pulpit and Iifted a bullhorn to his nouth. "MOOOOO " it
cried. "We have a bulletin."

The three kings retreated. This clearly wasn't the Isle of Wnen. In fact it wasn't even one of
the Isles of WO, because these were all bovi nes.

A bull whose head was a whip appeared. It snapped its head back and forth, and the whip cracked
sharply.

Suddenly they were in a stanpede. Water plants with the heads of bulls were charging past them
spooked by the bul Il whip. "Bulrushes," Dol ph said, identifying them Then he changed to roc form
and they got quickly off the island.

Al ready another island was in view, so Dol ph veered to intercept it. "Wait!" Dor cried. "How can
we be sure it's an Isle of WO, instead of an Isle of BO?"

ZOMBI E LOVER 165

Dol ph veered again, this time toward shore. He spied sonmething and | anded. There was a wooden sign
beside a dock with a small boat:

BOARD FOR BO
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"Well, it's a board," Bink said. "But | would have trouble figuring out what it neans."
"What does it nmean?" Dor asked the board.

"I't's clear enough, knothead," the board said. "The boat takes the traveler to the Isles of BO
Get aboard when you're bored. What part of that don't you understand?"

"The Isle of Bovines," Dor agreed. "Suppose we want to find the Isle of Wnen?"

"Go to the sign for WO, nush-brain. Isn't it obvious?"

"In retrospect," Dor agreed wi thout rancor. The inanimate tended to | ack social graces, but by a
simlar token was unable to tell alie: it was too stupid.

They wal ked al ong the beach. Soon they came to another sign: COME FOR CO "That's not the one,"
Dol ph remarked with two-fifths of a snmile. "W' ve already seen the cows."

The next sign said DOMLOAD FOR DO Then ENTER FOR EOQ, FORGE FOR FO, and GO FOR GO

"Let's skip sonme signs," Dol ph suggested, and becane a six-|egged horse. They got on, and he
gal | oped past fifteen signs. They stopped at the sixteenth. Sure enough: WORK FOR wo.

They | ooked over the sea. There was an island. Dol ph quickly assumed wi nged formand carried them
across to it.

This one was heavily wooded with everblue, everyellow, and evergreen trees. A thick forest
extended from beach to beach, and there were wood thatched houses nestled under the trees. They
| anded on the beach, which appeared to be composed of sawdust rather than sand. They approached
t he nearest house, wal king al ong a wooden boardwal k. Dor knocked on the wooden door

It opened, and a wooden man stood there. Hi s body was formed of polished planks, the |inbs
fastened by wooden pegs. Woden eye-
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| ets peered at them "Wat7" he inquired sonewhat woodenly His jaw had a wooden hinge
"I's this the Isle of Wnen9" Dor inquired.

"OF course knot," the man said, and cl osed the door

They exchanged three thirds of a glance "It occurs to nme that there might be nmore than one Isle of
WO, as the man said,"” Bnk remarked "This may be the Isle of Wod "

"You bet it is, fleshface," the door responded

"I never realized that there were so many isles off Xanth," Dor said as they wal ked back to the
beach

"That's probably because they aren't here all the time," Dol ph said "If each surfaces for only an
hour a day, there could be— He paused, counting on his fingers, but he ran out of them before
comng to a concl usion

"We assumed that the other isles were for the other letters,” Bnk said "Apparently there are a
nunber for each letter "

"Worse," Dor agreed "Sonewhere el se there nust be Isles of WA, W, and W Xanth rnust be rnuch
bi gger than we thought "

"As well as much snaller, considering lda's noons," Bnk said "Perhaps it is just as well that we
are naking this journey of exploration This is know edge we might find useful "

"Yes," Dor agreed as Dol ph becanme winged to take theminto the air
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There was anot her island nearby, so Dolph flew directly for it Its vegetation | ooked oddly woolly,
as if a giant sweater had been pulled across it Wen they |anded, the beach was as soft as a
wool en mattress

Rat her than waste tinme, Dor addressed the island inmediately "Wat isle is this9"
"The Isle of Wol, bone-skull,"” the mattress replied

Wthout a word, Dol ph changed back, and they took off There was another close island, so he | anded
on that This one seenmed ordinary, except for a nuted wailing sound associated with it

There was a child gathering shells on the beach "What isle is this9" Dor asked him

"The Isle of We," the boy replied tearfully

"Thank you They departed

The next island was overrun by small furry animals Soon they ascertained that this was the Isle ot
Winbat s They noved on
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When they | anded on the next, they saw a huge statue at its near end The statue was a word In fact
it said WORD As t hey approached, it spoke "In the beginning was the Wrd "

On the next, everyone was too busy working to answer any ques tions, but they got the news from
the inanimate the Isle ot Wrk

The next turned out to be a huge worm coiled into island shape But the one after that was worse
the Isle of Wirse Then there was one whose beach was conposed of precious stones of every type
the Isle ot Worth And one that was so narvel ous that they stood and gazed at it in wonder the

I sle ot Wonder

At last they returned to the sign on the mainland "There just seemto be nore islands than we can
fathom" Dor said, dispirited "I'"msure that any of themare worth appreciating on their own
terms, but howw Il we ever find the one we want' There may be hundreds, and the Isle of Wnen may
appear and fade while we are checking sone other Isle of WO "

"I hate to say it," Bnk said, "but | think we may need to ask soneone el se where it is
Dor shrugged "Let's see who we can find "

They | ooked around, and saw the dock not far fromthe sign It wasn't anything fancy, but seened
servi ceable, and there was a boat at its end

But before they could check the dock, three humanoid figures appeared "There's soneone to ask
Dor said

"l don't think so," Bnk said "Those are zonbies "

"Well, we can try," Dor said He wal ked to intercept the zonbies, who were shanbling toward the
dock "Hey, zonbies'"

They paused One turned its weathered head "Yesh7"
"I am King Dor of the living humans Do you know where | |ive7"
"I anm Dropsy Weere yooo hvze9"

Dropsy That sounded fenal e, and now that he cane close, he saw that it was indeed fenmal e Portions
of hei showed that would have | ocked his eyeballs, had they not been decaying "Do you know where |
live'" he repeated carefully

"Yooo hvze | hvzng deadth She gestured to her two conpani ons "Zeeze Dee
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" Dee7"
"Dee Conposed andz Dee Ceased Zhey deadth too "
Dor realized that he was not getting through, and probably woul d
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not be able to; the zonbie's brain had rotted too far. However, he did not want the zonbies going
to the sane dock that the three living folk were about to check out. "1 talked with the Zonbie
Master."

"Zj onat hzan!"

She understood that rmuch. "Yes. He is looking for a world for you. A zonbie world. You should go
home, so you can go there when he finds it."

"Zzonbi ee worl z?"

"Zonmbi e world. New honme. Go there." Actually they would not be going there physically, but would
lie in their graves and dreamof it. But that was too conplicated to explain.

Dropsy exchanged a worny gl ance with her conpani ons. "Ggo honee.™

"CGo hone," Dor agreed. He knew the Zonbie Master would be calling in all the zonbies when he
returned, so this would give these three a head start.

They turned and shuffled toward the east. He had succeeded in getting themto | eave the beach

They waited until the zonbies were out of sight, then resuned their own trek toward the dock. From
a distance it had seened ordinary; fromup close it seened routine. But one never could tell,
because even the dullest things could harbor magic.

Dol ph peered under the pier. "Say, now," he murrmured. "A sleeping beauty."”

The others joined him There was a pretty Black Wave girl of fifteen, sound asleep in a pillowed
nook.

"Do you think she knows?" Dol ph asked.

"She might," Bink said. "Because she is evidently waiting for sonething. Maybe she's a woman goi ng
to the Isle of Wnen."

"Then we shoul d ask her,"” Dor said. "But she's asleep."
"Well, kiss her awake," the dock said. "That's what you do with sleeping beauties."

"Perhaps if | were young and single," Dor said. "But | ammddle aged and narried, so | don't fee
free to disturb her."

Dol ph sighed. "We're all married, so none of us can wake her," he said with regret. "We' |l just
have to wait. She is pretty, though.” "You're all hopeless,” the dock said. "If | were a living
man, | would know what to do with a pretty sl eeping naiden."
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"If you were alive," Bink said, "you would soon devel op sone notion of the constraints that life
and ethics place on individuals."

"Aw, spoilsport!"

Dor studied the girl's face. "Yes, she rem nds nme of Irene when she was that age, with the
appeal i ng health and vi gor of youth."

"And she reninds me of Chanel eon when she is al nost at perihelion," Bink said.
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"I wish we could wap up our mission and get on hone," Dol ph said. "Werever that is. | mss
El ectra.”
"Perhaps the maiden won't sleep long," Bink said. "W shall just have to see. Meanwhile, we can

settle down for sonme rest ourselves; we have had a busy day."

They | eaned agai nst posts of the dock and rel axed. It was reasonably pleasant here, Dor reflected,
and the mystery of the maiden was intriguing.

9
SERI QUS SEDUCTI ON
w

ake, Breanna, but feign sleep for the nonce
being "

"What's a nonce?" she asked sleepily. "For the tine

"Bei ng what ?"

There being three men approaching It is too late to escape wi thout being spied, so | think it
best to remain stii!"

"Ch." She kept her eyes closed and her breathing even. She was under the dock, and possibly in
danger. "I don't think I could escape three nmen, even with the protection racket."

"Precisely Unl ess they believe you are sleeping, and then you nove very suddenly | should be able
to judge when the nmonent is propitious "

"Ckay, I'lIl fake it. But | hope it's a false alarm"
"So do |, Breanna "

They waited while the nmen approached. "Say, now, a sleeping beauty," one said.

Breanna tensed, but forced herself to seemrel axed and asl eep. But as the dial ogue of the three
men proceeded. Justin suffered a revelation. "/ know these nmenl" he exclainmed. 7 have heard their
voi ces before, when they visited nmy tree They are Magician Bink, his son King Dor, and grandson
Prince Dol ph "

"Royal ty!" she exclained silently.

"I ndeed They are all Magicians, and good fol k W need have no fear of them"
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"What they're saying is interesting. W is Chanel eon at Perihelion?"

"Chanel eon is Bink's wife She vanes with the cycles of the noon, alternately extremely smart but
physically ugly, and extrenely lovely but very stupid He is saying that you rem nd himof her of
the latter stage "

"I'"'mnot stupid!"

"No one inplies that you are, Breanna Just that you are beautiful"
She reconsidered. "I think | like this man."

"He is eighty one years old, and his wife is seventy six "
"Ch, ugh!"

"Still, | believe it is tine for you to wake W need to check for the island
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"Cotcha." Breanna stirred, sighed, stretched, and slowy flickered her eyes open. She hoped t hat
she resenbled a truly beauteous enchanted | ovely maiden i nnocently awakeni ng.

"She's waki ng!" one of the nmen excl ai ned.

So far, so good. Breanna | ooked at the nen as they cane to | ook at her. One was a mature fifty
five, but the other two | ooked to be twenty four and twenty one. That didn't conpute. How coul d
they be three generations?

"/ recognize King Dor and Prince Dol ph But the third—why it's Bink, as he was when youngl He nust
have been yout hened "

" Eut hani zed?" she asked, al arned.
"Yout hened Made young again By about sixty years, it seens "
"Mss," the elder nan said cautiously. "Do you know where the Isle of Wnen is?"

"He is King Dor "

Breanna sat up and worked her way out from under the dock. After all, it was |ess than enchanting
to have mainly her feet visible. Her skirt slid up sone, but a little of that was beneficial. "Wy
yes, King Dor," she said. "I amgoing there nyself."

"Excellent. May we go with you?" Then the man di d adoubl et ake. "You recogni ze ne?"

She wasn't ready to tell them about Justin Tree. Just in case. So she evaded that. "I shoul d hope
so." She | ooked at the prince. "And you are Prince Dol ph." And at the third nman. "But maybe not
you. "
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"I amBink," he said He didn't add nore, which neant that he wasn't telling her everything either
Ckay

"I am Breanna of the Black Wave |'mfleeing ny zonbie |o\er
and—'

Al'l three men junped "The zonbies'" Dol ph exclaimed Breanna was surprised "You know about thenl"
"We are trying to find out about them" Dor said "They have gotten all stirred up, and we need
to get themsettled "

"They're stirred up because the Zonbie King Xeth kissed ne awake and wants to marry ne," Breanna
said "I told himlI'monly fifteen, but that doesn't bother himHe likes ny firmliving flesh So
I'mfleeing, and the zombies are chasing ne, and the Good Magician says | can escape them on the
Isle of Whnen, so that's where |I'm

going "

"But if you escape them they will continue to be stirred up," Dor said "We need themto settle
before the big wedding "

" "What big wedding r'

"The one at Castle Roogha next week W don't know who is getting nmarried, but we all have
important roles to play in it W suspect it is a royal occasion, for it will be a prince or king
marrying a conmon girl W don't want zonbies attending "

"For sure," she agreed
A horrible thought has occurred to ne Justin said Coul d that be your marriage to Xeth?

"No'" Breanna cried
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I mredi ately the men crowded solicitously around her "Are you all right9" Dol ph inquired anxiously

"Il+4'"mall right, | guess 1 just had a horrible thought Suppose—suppose the royal groomis King
Xet h—the Zonbi e7 After he catches

me9"

Al'l three had the grace to | ook appalled "Ch, Breanna, we wouldn't want that." King Dor said "W
must hel p you escape "

"W saw sone zonbies a while ago/' Prince Dol ph said ' They nust have been | ooking for you

"For sure," Breanna agreed weakly "1 had a spell to make them not see me, but that nust have worn
of f by now, so they're picking up ny scent again They can feel ny magic talent of seeing in black
ness They honme in on it So | have to keep running But | can't run
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Irom here, because | have to be here when the Isle of Wnen cones

"We\'e been looking tor it all day
you find it7"

Pnnce Dol ph said 'W keep finding the wong islands How can

"I't's supposed to be the island we can see fromthis dock | didn't realize there were severa

Ki ng Dor nodded "We have been traveling north along the coast Maybe we were sinply in the wong
position to see the right island "

"And |' m supposed to take the boat," Breanna continued "Were you using a boat7"

"No," Prince Dolph said with three-fifths of a smle

"Maybe the isle won't show, unless soneone's by the right boat," she suggested

Ki ng Dor nodded ' That seens possible So we will wait here with you for it
But then four figures showed up Breanna recogni zed theminstantly "Zonbies'"

"More zonbies," King Dor agreed, |ooking "Qthers nmust be orienting on your talent We night hold
them back a while, but perhaps you had better get in the boat now, so as to be out of their reach

"I can't do that " she protested "The magic is wong when the island' s not there Paradox—eh, never
mnd 1 nust wait "

Ki ng Dor | ooked at Prince Dol ph "Can you stop themw thout hurting thenmd"
"I can carry them away, two by two "
Ki ng Dor nodded "Do that Bink and I will try to stall the other two "

Then the prince disappeared, and a roc bird appeared in his place Breanna was so surprised her jaw
dr opped

The roc bird spread its wings and | aunched into the air It swooped toward the zonbies It caught
two in its huge claws and carried themaway But the remmining two canme straight on

"Why—why don't you want to hurt then¥" Breanna asked

"They mean no harm" the young-looking Bink said ' The Zonbie Master is our friend Hi s creations
dont try to hurt living folk, and we don't try to hurt his folk We just prefer to exist apart
fromthem™
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How wel | she understoodl But the zonbies weren't letting her live apart fromthem

The two nmen stepped out to intercept the two zonbies "Wat is your business here9" King Dor
demanded of them

"Bzeenna," one replied, spitting out part of its tongue
There was no doubt of their mssion to fetch her back to Xeth
"She does not wish to go with you," King Dor said "You nust |eave her alone "

"Bzeenna," it repeated It tned to push on past King Dor spread his arns and bl ocked it

Breanna shuddered The thought of physical contact nauseated her She was comi ng to understand that
the zonbies were entitled to their own lifestyle, if that was what it could be called, but she
couldn't stand to be part of it

Several nore zonbies were converging fromother parts of the beach, and the roc bird wasn't back
yet Now she was surely done forl The island is appearing Justm said

"The Isle'" Breanna repeated "OCh, thank you, Justml"
Bk turned to glance at her "JustnBb"

In her excitenent she had spoken the nane al oud There was no help for it now but to tell the rest
of it "He's a tree He's with ne, sort of He gives nme good advice "

"I know Justm" Bnk said as he fended off his zonbie ' 'W have been neighbors for along tinme "
True Justm sai d
"Well, the Isle of Wonen is appearing,” Breanna said "We'l|l have to get in the boat together

think there's room"

The roc bird reappeared King Dor signaled it, and pointed to the boat The roc nodded and canme down
for a landing Prince Dol ph reappeared "Zonbies all over," he reported "Dozens of them"

"Maybe we better link hands." Breanna said "The dock—ust |ink hands'"

Ki ng Dor and Bnk shoved their zombies back, then turned and took the hands of Breanna and Prince
Dol ph Toget her they stepped on the dock The zonbies foll owed, not yet quite there

Suddenly all of themwere sliding along the dock as if it were a slippery chute They sail ed off
the end and | anded together in the boat The boat bounced, then started noving
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Two zonbi es stepped on the dock, and slid along it They fell into the water behind the boat They
spl ashed hel pl essly Breanna al nost felt sorry for them

Water cant kill them Justm said They are already dead They will wade back out

Breanna was relieved She was getting nore insights into zonbie nature than she had ever cared to
have, but slowy the recognition that they were after all people of a sort was gai ning ground She
could al most wi sh themwell —+f only they woul d | eave her al one Dropsy—what kind of a woman had
she been, in life9 Wiat kind of a woman was she now, apart from her awful undead status9

Meanwhi | e the boat picked up speed It had no paddl es and no engine, yet was propelling itself
snoot hly through the water The dock was shrinking behind, and the Isle of Wnen was expandi ng
bef ore

The young-seeni ng Bk | ooked over the side "What propels this boat9"

"I don't know," Breanna said ' In fact, I'mnot sure why this boat is here When | went to sleep it
was gone "
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"I't nust have returned while you slept," King Dor said reasonably

"That's for sure," the boat replied "I dunped that nean nan on the Isle of Blobs and cane back to
hone base "
Breanna | ooked around, startled "Who said that9”

King Dor smiled "My talent is to talk to the inanimate, and have it respond The boat responded "'
She | ooked at the boat "Oh Yes Can | ask it a question9"

"Go ahead, black beauty,"” the boat said

"What makes you go
"My duck feet, dumy Wat el se7"
"The inanimate is too stupid to be polite,” King Dor remarked

"Yeah," the boat agreed with gusto "So | can peek up under your skirt and blab the col or of your—

"Stanp on it," King Dor advised

Breanna |lifted one toot and stamped hard on the deck The boat was silent But she wapped her skirt
nmore cl osely about her |egs, so that nothing was visible frombelow The irony was that she was
proud of the black underwear she wore, but she was not about to have a piece of wood think it was
getting away with a sneak peek
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"/ had forgotten what fun Dor's talent is," Justin remarked. "G rls do have to watch their skirts

"What do you nean, 'fun'?" she demanded silently.

"No offense intended, Breanna, but seeing under skirts or into shirts is one of the great male
pasti nes Your best strategy is to pretend to be unaware of it That preserves your innocence even
i f sonething accidentally shows "

"Even underage skirts and shirts?" she asked sharply.

"You are very mature in outl ook and poise. They obviously regard you as a young woman

She pondered, and concluded that that was best. Justin had once again found a persuasive way to
frame his insight. It wasn't as if she didn't already know that nmen were hopel essly juvenile in
certain respects. "Ckay. Anyway, it was the boat that tried to peek, not the nmen."

"They are all honorable. Still, it is probably best not to put themin an awkward situation Their
good wi ves woul d be upset”

"For sure." She kept her knees together.

"It is nevertheless a fault that can give wonmen great power over nen The sight of an uncovered
bosom—=

"You nean breasts?"

"To be sure And the surprise glinpse of well-filled panties can freak out an arny Keep that in
m nd for energencies.”

"I''"ll do that," she agreed.

Meanwhi | e the boat was rushing toward the island. Breanna decided to risk another question to the
boat. "Who set you and the dock up here?"
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"The wonen of the Isle, dodo. So princes can cross."
What a contrast between Justin Tree and this dead wood! "Princes?"

"Only women and princes can cross to the Isle of Wonen, idiot. Because it is entirely popul ated by
wonen who want to marry princes and spend the rest of their lives in confortable |eisure. Everyone
knows that."

"Now that's interesting." Bink said. "Qur group just happens to consist of a wonan and three kings
or princes."

"Darn right, stupid. Oherwise |I'd have dunped you on sone other isle. Those are ny orders."
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"So it wasn't just timng that nessed up Ral ph Justin said. "He wasn't a prince or a wonan

"For sure he was neither princely nor female," Breanna agreed sourly.
"Maybe t he boat knows what Ral ph wouldn't tell you

"Say, yes! I'Il ask." Aloud, she said: "Boat, do you know why the Isle of Wnan may not hel p ne
escape the Zonbie King?" But as she spoke, she got it: "King! He's a king! So he can follow ne!"

"For sure, splinter-head," the boat agreed smnugly.

Ki ng Dor shook his head. "If the Good Magician told you that the Isle would solve your problem
then it will. He always knows."

"But sonetines a person has to help herself somewhat, also,” Bink added. "Perhaps Hunfrey neant
that you could find the solution to your problemon the Isle of Wnen. You assuned that the Zonbie
King could not follow you there, but that's not the rationale."

"That rmust be it," she agreed. "So nmy quest is not yet done. But howw Il | know what to do there,
to save nysel f?"

Ki ng Dor considered. "You are helping us to reach the isle, so perhaps we can help you to fend off
the Zonbie King. Actually that may hel p put the zonbies to rest before the weddi ng, so we may have
a comon mission after all."

"W do want to nake sure that the wedding is not yours," Bink said.

"These are good nen," Justin rem nded her "It woul d be expedient to accept the offer with thanks "

"CGotcha." Aloud, she said: "I thank you nost kindly for the thought. Justin Tree appreciates it
too."

"That's right," King Dor said. "Justinis with you. But if |I may inquire, why is this?"

"He wants to have an adventure, but he's getting sort of old to return to hunan form So it's a
deal: | got ny answer in exchange for giving Justin a ride in ny head. He sees and hears what |
do. It's a vi—vi—

"Vicarious "

"Vicarious adventure for him Too bad it's fromthe fermal e perspective."
"By no neans, Breanna | am enjoying the experience "

"But he says he doesn't nmind. And he does give good advice."
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"Surely so," King Dor agreed ' | amglad he has this opportunity to experience human Iife anew "
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The boat caught up to the island shoreline, but didn't slow Suddenly it rose fromthe water Al
five occupants (counting Justm were astonished "How can a boat go on land' " Prince Dol ph asked

"Wth duck feetl" Breanna said, realizing She | eaned over the edge to peer under the boat Sure
enough, there were multiple pairs of orange webbed feet

"But where is it going?"
"To the paired dock, blockhead," the boat replied "So the wonmen can check you out "

The boat ran on, carrying theminland The island seemed ordinary, with trees, fields, and houses
There was a well-worn path with no obstructions for the duck feet They pattered swiftly al ong Vel
now we know why there were no paddies Justm sai d

They came to a pond By the pond was a dock like the first one The boat ran into the water and
paddl ed across, coming to a halt by that dock

"I't seens we have arrived," Bnk said, standing and stepping onto the end of the dock King Dor
fol | oned

It was Breanna's turn She stood, then hesitated To get on the dock she would have to take a w de
step, giving the boat a chance to peek and nake an enbarrassi ng renark

"I believe the step is steep,1' King Dor said "Dol ph, if you would lift the [ady up—=

"Ch, sure," Dol ph said "By your |eave, mss He put his arns under Breannal s shoul ders and
knees, and lifted her sedately up He passed her up to King Dor, who set her onto the dock

"Awww, " the boat said, before Prince Dol ph stanped on its hul

At the end of the dock a small group of wonen stood Breanna hadn't noticed them before, they nust
have amved in the past nonent

"Hello," a lovely young womman in furry halter and shorts said "I am Voracia | will be your guide,
until you marry appropriate wonen and depart the Isle You are of course three princes "

"Three kings," King Dor said "However, we have not conme here to find wives, as we are already
married "

"What 7" she asked, horrified She | ooked severely at the boat Didn't you verity marital status'"
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The boat sank sonmewhat in the water "I forgot "

Voracia was grim"Well, you're here now So you will sinply have to provide three ot us with
princely husbands in lieu of you Only when you have acconplished this will you be allowed to | eave
the Isle "

Ki ng Dor evidently was not accustoned to being addressed in this manner "I think we shall |eave
when we choose to | eave, when our mission here is done "

"No you won't The boat won't take you

He gazed at Voracia "W can fly fromhere "

"No you can't

Pnnce Dol ph assuned the formof a winged nman "I think we can,'
| can assume "

he said "This is not the only form

Vor aci a frowned "l suggest that you try it

Prince Dol ph spread his wings and flew up into the air He spiral ed high, |ooked around, then flew
back down to the ground "Xanth is gonel" he exclai ned
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"Gone7" King Dor asked

"We have erased the interface between Xanth and the |Isle of Wnen,'
nowhere, because you will have nowhere to go—dntil we restore the interface

Voracia said "You will go

"So there, nunbskulls'" the boat exclained from behind them "Ha, ha, hal"

Breanna felt guilty for getting theminto this ness "This isn't right,
hel pi ng ne "

she said "They're just

Voracia turned to her "And whom m ght you be*7"

"Breanna of the Black Wave |'m here to escape being married to a Zonbie King "

"Zyzzyva can handle that FlII call her
"Who is Zyzzyvanh'1l

"She's our zonbie menber She—=

"No wayl" Breanna cried "I'mnot going near any nore zonbies' I'mtrying to get away fromthem"

Voraci a shrugged "Well, then, let's get you settled Then we can see about the three princes here

"Three kings," King Dor said

"\What ever Maybe we can persuade you to dunp your present wives and marry three of us That \\ould
settle your accounts nicely " | don't think so," King Dor said
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Voraci a gazed at him "Not even if | show you ny talent?' "

"Don t ask her talent. Justin warned.

"What's your talent9" Prince Dol ph asked, once again seem ng to speak before he thought. Breanna
knew how t hat was.

"This." Suddenly she was standing before themin lacy white bra and panti es.

This is m schief"

"For sure." Because all three nmen froze where they stood, staring at the wonan. Breanna had to
admt that Voracia was inpressive; both itens of apparel were very well filled.

"You will have to rescue them'

"Right." But then she discovered sonething weird: her own eyes were fastened on Voracia. They were
starting to lock in place. "Hey! Wat's going on here? |I'mnot fascinated by the sight of a
wonman' s undi es. "

"You're not nmale "
"Ch, no! You, Justin?"
"Me," he confessed. '/ see though your eyes Wen you focused them on—=

"Ch, for screaming out |oud! Look away, Justin."

/ can't But you can They re your eyes

Oh. He was right about that. She wenched her eyes away, and felt Justin's presence relax. He had
been a tree for a long time, but recent experience nust have attuned himback to the human state,
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maki ng hi mvul nerable. Now it was up to her to rescue the others simlarly.

Breanna stepped in front of King Dor, breaking his line of sight. She put her hands on his
shoul ders and turned himaway fromthe conpelling sight. He rel axed; then she stepped in front of
Prince Dol ph. Wen she had himfree, she did the same for Bink

"What's the matter?" Voracia asked, soundi ng concer ned.

"As if you didn't know " Breanna snapped, turning back to face her. "You stunned themw th your
unmenti onabl es. "

"But | was only showing ny talent." the girl protested. "Wich is to change ny bra and panties to
any style or substance." Her outfit turned into blue halter and shorts, then into striped tank top
and slacks. ' "Wien 1 was a child, not so long ago, | thought | had no talent, because | didn't
wear those particular itens. Then one day—'

"You mean those are the sane things?" Breanna asked, anazed.
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"Yes. | can even turn theminto arnor."” Now she wore woven netal uppers and lowers. "But that's
sort of heavy, so nostly | keep it sinple.”

The kings were turning around again. "So your halter and shorts were actual |l y—=" Prince Dol ph
asked, his eyes starting to sweat.

"Yes. It's all the sane.
any nonent.

Voraci a appeared in a string bikini whose strings threatened to snap at

"Cet a load of that!" tfoe nearest stone exclaimed. "You can string ne along any time, honey.7

"Don't do that!" Breanna cried as Prince Dol ph began to fall like a petrified tree. "You're
freaking himout."

"Ch." Voracia changed to a jacket top and heavy culottes. "I didn't realize. |I've been so I ong on
the Isle of Whnen, seeing no nen, | just forgot. Wien he asked ny talent, | just—+'msorry.” "I'm
not," the stone said. "I wish | were a stone man." "1'm happy the way | am" Voracia's halter

said. "What?" Voracia asked, |ooking around.

"It's ny talent,’
it."

King Dor said quickly. "I talk to the inanimate, and it tal ks back. Just ignore

"Ch, how delightful! But | apologize for showi ng you anything you woul d rather not have seen. |
meant no harm"

She seened genui nely penitent, though Breanna had about a forty percent share of doubt.

"/ understand wonmen try things on nen, just to nake sure they work," Justin said. "So it may be
hal f i nnocent "

Breanna t hought about the way she had sort of shown off to Justin, before the mirror in the Good
Magi ci an's castle. Just because she could get away with it, being physically al one. She had
clained to be infornmal because they were sharing awareness, but there had really been nore to it
than that. Part of her wanted to hide her assets; another part wanted to advertise them "I
guess, " she agreed. Then, aloud: "Well, if you are to be their guide, keep it in bounds."

"I't's alnost |ike an aspect of the Adult Conspiracy Bounds have to be set, to protect the innocent

Good point. It wasn't always best to do what a person could do. just because she had the chance.
The sensitivities of others had to be considered.

"Here is howit works,'" Voracia said. "Every worman on this
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island intends to marry into royalty. Unfortunately there are many nore of us than there are roya
visitors, so we have set up a roster based on a conplicated set of rules it would be tedious to

el ucidate. Those at the top of the list get the first choices, and as they get placed, others rise
to take their places. So at present | am nunber one on the list. Thus | get to associate with the
prospects, and to interview them to see whether any are right for ne."

"Well, they aren't," Breanna said. "So you can just forget about that aspect." She realized that
she was starting to pick up words |ike "aspect" fromJustin Tree. She liked his influence; it made
her seem

nore adul t.

"We shall see." Voracia's outfit turned nonentarily translucent. Breannal s doubt about her
i nnocence increased to sixty percent. However, it wasn't convenient to challenge it right now
"But first, as | said, we should get you settled, Breanna."

"Transl ati on she wants you out of her hair, so she can be free to vanp the kings without
interference."”

"For sure." Aloud, she said: "Thank you.'
agenda.

Voracia wasn't the only woman who coul d mask her private

"Let's see that string again," the stone said. "I want to develop a

String Theory."

"You will have the house left by the | ast woman who trapped, 1 nean succeeded in finding her
prince. It is a good residence. Right this way." She turned and wal ked away fromthe pond.

Most of the other women had faded back. But two remained. "Ahem" one said assertively.

"Ch, how nice to see you, Claire," Voracia said with artificial sparkle. Her clothing turned snoky
for an instant. "Translation Get lost, Claire This hunt is mne " Breanna giggled, then quickly
stifled it. "You're a good judge of women, Justin. That's exactly the way it is."

"Since there are three prospects,” Caire said firmly, "three of us nay see to their welfare.
Since | am nunber two on the list, | qual-

ify."

"Do you ever!" the stone agreed.

"And | am nunber three," the other wonan said. "So | also qualify."
"Yes. of course,” Voracia said. "Thank you so rmuch for rem nd-
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ing me." Her outfit flashed netallic with spikes. She turned back to the kings. "Normally we see
only one nmale visitor at a tine, so it has been a while since the protocol has been invoked. Three
of you are entitled to three guides. This declarative female is the Denoness Claire."

"So very pleased to neet you," D. Claire declared. "Especially if any of you have an inclination
to be blissfully freaked out for days at a tine. | can be extrenely accomobdating when | wish to
be. and I would wish to be for a prince." Her body seened to expand here and here, and contract
there, becom ng suggestive of an hourgl ass.

"W really have no wish to be— King Dor started. But Claire's whole form body and cl ot hi ng,
turned snmoky, and the snoke coal esced to forma tightening body stocking around a body no norta
worman coul d match. King Dor's eyes and jaw began to gl aze.

"Stop that!" Breanna said, stepping between them "This isn't the tinme." Not that there would ever
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be a tine.

"My apology," Caire breathed. She was very good at breathing. Her garment thickened just enough
to enable the nen to resunme their own breat hing.

"l love the view fromhere," the stone said. It was on the ground near Claire's feet.

"These wonen are danger ous,
escape "

Justin observed. "They have no intention of letting three kings

"And this is Nefra Naga," Voracia said, indicating the other wonan.

"Real |y dangerous Prince Dol ph al nost married a naga princess

"Hello," Nefra said. She had very dark brown hair framing a small heart-shaped face with | arge
aqua eyes. She wore an aqua dress trinmmed with dark brown, so as to accentuate her features. "I
was at your wedding, Prince Dol ph."

Prince Dol ph | ooked startled. "You were?"

"I thought you were going to narry ny cousin Nada Naga, who didn't |ove you. but instead you
married El ectra, which | think was a good decision."

"You were there," he said, still surprised. "I didn't know she had a cousin."

"I was young. Nada's Aunt Nera fell in love with a human type guy naned Nathan, and I'mtheir
daughter Nefra. Because | am part
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human, | have a magic talent, along with the normal naga abilities. | have the talent of
switching. 1

"Swi tching? You nmean with a switch?"

She | aughed. "How clever! No, | can switch any two things, including talents." She | ooked around.
"Like this." She gestured, and suddenly the rock switched places with a snall nearby tree. "Hey!"
the rock cried out. "I can't see the sights fromhere." "You have al ready seen nore than enough of

Voracia and Claire's legs,"” Nefra said. "You don't need to see mne."

"I didn't want to see your legs. 1 wanted to see your tail." "If | assumed snake form now, |
woul dn't be able to return to human form wi thout showi ng way nore flesh than I ought," "Yeah," the
stone agreed.

Nefra returned to Prince Dol ph. "So you see, | have no designs on you or your father or
grandfather. But if | amnot your guide, | will be replaced by someone who does have such designs.
So | thought it best to keep ny place."

"Nefra is all right,"” Justin concluded. "I guess so," Breanna agreed with | ess conviction. "I
think you're here under false pretenses,"” Caire nuttered darkly. "I was alnost related to Prince
Dol ph by narriage,"” Nefra said. "I'mnot going to betray a fanmily connection."

"Exactly."

"Now i f we can resume travel," Voracia said with a slight edge.

"The house is this way." She wal ked al ong a path.

Soon they cane to a pleasant little log cabin in a glade. "Oh, that

| ooks sweet," Breanna said, falling instantly in love with it.

"Go on in," Voracia said, "See how you like it. In due course

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2022%20-%20Zombie%20Lover.txt (125 of 208) [1/19/03 9:10:00 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2022%20-%20Z ombie%20L over.txt

soneone will cone to explain the intricacies of our listing systemto

you. so that you can get in line for a prince to marry."

"But I'monly fifteen," Breanna said. "I don't want to —" "Maybe best not to tell themthat,
Justin warned. "Lest they evict

you fromthe island
Good point. "Don't want to be pushy," she concluded. She opened
t he door and entered the house.

It was snmall but beautiful inside. There was a table with two chairs, a pretty rug on the floor, a
nice little kitchen alcove, a bathroomalcove with a basin and potty, and a bedroomwi th a queen-
sized bed. "Wav so bis. for one personl'" she asked Justin
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"One established way for a wonan to prevail on a man to marry her is to share her bed with him
Therefore it needs to be | arge enough for two "

"Ch," she said, blushing. "I knew that."

Stairs led up to a storage attic where there was a chest with extra bl ankets. There was a wi ndow
opening onto the back, with the island shore in sight.

Al inall, it was very nice. She would like it here. But first she needed to figure out howto
prevent Xeth Zonbie fromcom ng to share that bed with her. The zonbies had traced her to this
area, and surely Xeth was on the way now. The boat would bring himhere, because he was royal. So
she m ght not have nuch tine. Maybe just one day, until the isle interfaced again wth Xanth.

But the three kings had agreed to help her solve this problem Muybe they could share the house
with her, until the crisis passed. She would go out and invite themin. She would be glad to give
them t he bedroom and she could take the attic.

She opened the door and stepped out. And | ooked around, di smayed. The three kings were gone.
Everyone was gone.

"But they wouldn't just have deserted nme |like that, would they?"

"Of course not," Justin said. "But | think | can fathom what happened The wonen of the Isle
preferred to be free of you, because you interfered with their designs So when you were out of
sight, one of them showed her panties, freaked out the men, and carted them off to another section

"But what of Nefra Naga? She had no designs on them™

"So she said She m ght have sinply been trying to reassure you and the kings, the better to close
the trap Such subterfuge is not beyond the capacity of the gender "

"Transl ati on: wormen can be bitches,"” she said bitterly.

"Perhaps | am bei ng unduly suspi ci ous

"No, | don't think so. | just got nyself suckered." She | ooked around. "But they can't have gone
far. I'Il1 get out there and find them"

Then she glinpsed sonething wal ki ng through the forest. A shiver of sheer horror ran through her.
"Justin! |Is that what |'mafraid it is?"

He | ooked through her eyes. "I very nuch fear it is. A zonbie."

"He's here already!" she yel ped. "They nust have sent the duck
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boat back for himinmedi ately."” She dived back into the house and sl amred the door. There was a
set of braces and a bar on the inside. She slammed the bar into place, |ocking the door.

Then she ran for the back door, and barred it too. But by that time she heard sonething at a
wi ndow. She ran up and slanmmed shut its inside stormshutter, and barred it. Then she hurried to
do the sane

for the other w ndows.

Br eat hl ess, she surveyed the situation. The house seened to be secure for the nonent. But she was
trapped inside it. "How am | ever going to get out of here?" she asked. "To get sonmething to eat?
To dunmp the potty? | don't want to be a prisoner here forever!"

"/ am not sure Perhaps the kings will realize your predicanment and

cone to your rescue

"If the greedy wonmen don't keep them perpetually freaked out until they forget they're already
married. That Voracia has the potential, and that Denpbness Caire's no slouch either. And if Nefra
Naga's in on it too, they could be lost."

"/ do fear the possibility It my be that they will need your aid
nmore than you need theirs "

"Ch, damm, Justin, this is awful! This island was supposed to be
the answer, not the problem"

"Agreed This is nmore of an adventure than | anticipated "

Then she heard sonething at the door. It was a faint bunping or
scratching. It was the zonbie, trying to get in.

She went to the door. "Go away! Go away! |I'mnot going to marry

you! "

The reply cane faintly: "Listen. W nust talk.”

"We've already talked! | won't marry you! Go away!"
There was a pause. "I'mnot the king."
"So you're one of his minions. I"mnot going with you. Go away!"

Anot her pause. "1 am Zyzzyva."

"That's the one Voracia nmentioned The zonbie femal e who |ives
on the Isle "

"I don't care who you are!" she yelled at the door. "Go away!"
"You are beconing hysterical"”

"I have a right to be hysterical!" Breanna screaned. "The zonbies
are going to get ne!"

"There nmay be another interpretation
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"I don't want an interpretation! | want no zonbies!"
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"Breanna, think for a noment All the wonmen on this island want to marry princes Wio would Zyzzyva
want to marry?"

"A zonbie prince, of course. She—~ Breanna froze. "Ch, my. Justin! Is it possible?"
"/ think you should talk to Zyzzyva and find out She m ght be your salvation "
"But | don't want to get near any zonbie! They freak ne out."

"/ appreciate your concern | was not overly fond of them nyself, when | was human But | think this
could be what the Good Magician had in mind Not your physical escape from Xeth, but your enotiona
escape If he found another |ove "

"I think you're making sense. But | just can't bring nyself to—oh, God, I'"'ma bigot, aren't I! |
hate this." She discovered that her face was wet with tears. "What am | going to do, Justin?
just can't face her."

"Perhaps | can face her WIIl you let ne use your nouth?"
"My nout h? You nean |like ny eyes? You could tal k' 7"

"/ think so If you allow it "

"Try it," she said, and rel eased her nouth.

"Hello," her nmouth said. It sounded |ike someone el se.

She grabbed it back. "You did it! You can talk!" Then she let go again

"I can talk," he agreed. "So | can talk to Zyzzyva. If you allowit."

"If you can take care of this, you can have any part of ny body you want."

"But you will have to let her in," he said.
Br eanna nerved hersel f. Then she wal ked to the door and unbarred it. She pulled it open

"Pl ease cone in, Zyzzyva," Justin said. "W shall talk."

"Thank you." The zonbi e woman stepped inside. She was in nuch better health than Breanna expected;
her decay hardly showed. That neant she had been caught soon after dying. Zonbies seened al ways to
be decaying, but actually remained as they were when zom bi ed. That should nmean, in turn, that her
brain was pretty healthy too Her clear speech suggested that.

"Offer her a chair by the table You can sit with the table between you."
Breanna was surprised for half an instant, then realized that of course
he could still talk in her mnd too. And she would nuch rather have

the tabl e between herself and the zonbie, than nothing between them

She wal ked to the table, pulled out a chair, and | et her nouth go.

"Please sit down," Justin said. "There are things we nust explain."

"Thank you," the zonbi e repeated. Now Breanna noticed that the
woman wore a netallic skirt and arnored halter, and there was a

smal | hel net on her head. A short sword hung by her right side. She
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was a warrior |ady! She nust have been killed in battle. No wound
showed, but maybe that was cl osed up when she got zonbi ed.

They sat at the table. "I amJustin Tree," her nmouth said. "1 amw th Breanna of the Black Wave.
She was ki ssed awake by King Xeth Zombie, but that was a confusion. She does not wish to marry
him The Good Magician Hunfrey sent her to the Isle of Wnen, where she is supposed to find her
reprieve. Do you understand?"

"Yes," Zyzzyva said. "That is why 1 canme here. 1 was a warrior lass, but | died in action. The
Zonbi e Master found ne al nost i mediately, and revived me as a zonbie. | decided 1 wanted to
settle down and live as normal an existence as 1 could. My talent is consistency, and | wanted to
settle down inlife, so it remains nmy anbition in half-life. But no ordinary man woul d consi der

me. So | came here, hoping for nmy chance. But | amlowon the list." "So you would like to marry
King Xeth?" "Yes, that would be ideal. But | fear sone other woman will get himfirst. | know that
he wants to marry a living wonan, and all the others here are fully alive. But I amthe best
preserved of zombie wonmen, so T think |I could acconplish what he wi shes. So when 1 |earned that he
m ght be com ng here—'

"l doubt many other wonen would care to narry a zonbie," Justin
said. "Even a zonbie king."

"Some might. But if | could somehow intercept him and persuade him then he would never come
here." Zyzzyva hesitated. "Unfortunately, as a warrior maiden | was never very good at romance. So

it might not work."
"1 could teach you!" Breanna burst out, grabbing possession of
her rmout h.

Zyzzyva gl anced askance at her. "Your voice seens to have changed. Perhaps ny perception has
deteriorated.”

"No it hasn't." Breanna said. Now that she had actually done it,
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she found it wasn't that hard to talk to the zonmbie. After all, she had talked to Xeth. "Justin
was speaking for me, because |—well, never nmind. | see you are a person, different fromne, but
still a person. Sone folk don't like to associate with me because of my color, and | don't Iike
that, but | guess |I have nmy own prejudices. But if you can win Xeth's love, and narry him then
I"lI'l be gloriously free. | think I can tell you howto do that. After all, he is a man." "I would

be nost grateful if you would."

"Conme on," Breanna said, getting carried away. "Mst of what you need to knowis this: nen like to
see where they shouldn't. So if you can show hi myour—you do have panties?"

Zyzzyva stood and lifted her netal skirt. Under it she wore metal panties.
"WIIl they do?" Breanna asked Justin.
"Yes, | believe so. They are quite conpetent. Now pl ease avert your eyes."

Oh. Breanna pull ed her eyeballs away. Obviously the panties were conpetent. They shoul d have that
much nore effect on a zonbie male. "Okay, the other part of it is how you act. You have to sort of
look himin the eye and smle, and tell himhow handsonme he is. And if he grabs for you, the way
men do—+et him" "But | always slew any man who grabbed for nme." Wich was surely part of her
problem "Control the inpulse. This tine you want to—to let himhave his way with you. Then he'll
be yours forever. That's howit's done."

Zyzzyva hesitated again. "l spoke sonewhat blithely of intercepting and persuadi ng him but that
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was nmy militaristic nature tal king of a canpaign. Now that | contenplate actually doing it, | am
afraid." Breanna stared at her. "You' re human!"

The wonman sniled wanly. "I ama human zonbie. My living capacities are only slightly dinnished.
Unfortunately ny living liabilities also remain. | fear that | will—=will—= "WIIl nmess up?"
Zyzzyva nodded. "So maybe this is not a good idea. |"msorry | bothered you." She turned toward

t he door and took a step

"No you don't!" Breanna cried, going after her and grabbi ng her hand.
Zyzzyva whirled. A short sword appeared in her other hand. It
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glinted as it swng toward Breanna's neck. Breanna froze, horrified, unable to react in tinme to
save hersel f.

The bl ade stopped just short of her flesh. "Ch, I'msorry.'1l Zyzzyva said. "l reacted
automatically. You must never grab a warrior."

"Uh. I'msorry." Breanna said, shaken. "I—+ just— just didn't want you to go. Because | stil
think I can show you how to do

it."

"Do you really? Despite seeing how | react when touched?" "That's rough, | confess. But there nust
be sone way. Justin, what

do you t hi nk?"

"Perhaps if she could still think of it as a military nmaneuver The
correct reaction could win the day "
"What correct reaction?"

"Perhaps a passionate kiss

"Now | gotcha." Breanna returned her attention to Zyzzyva. "He says you can still be mlitary. You
can still react when touched. But instead of cutting off his head, kiss him Can you retain your
refl exes

to do that?''

The wonan consi der ed. "Different situations require different reactions. 1 should be able to do
that. It's as if to vanquish him ny weapon is a kiss instead of a sword."

"Right! Think of himas a demon. |If you cut off his head it will just turn snoky and reform But
if you kiss him you score."

"I will try," Zyzzyva said bravely.

"Rehearsal may be in order”

"Lets rehearse it." Breanna said. "Fortunately we've got a nan here. Justin can use ny body and
grab you, and you ki ss himinstead

of killing him"
"But it remains your body. You don't want to be kissed by a
zonbi e. "

That set her back. But Breanna hardly hesitated. "I'd rather be
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ki ssed by one than marry one."

So they tried it. Breanna stepped outside the door, then came back in. "I amKing Xeth," her nouth
procl aimed. "I am | ooking for Breanna of the Black Wave."
The arnored wonan turned to face the intruder. "I am Zyzzyva.

You are really handsone."

Justin | ooked past her. "Where is Breanna?"
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"She is nmodeling for you at the nonent."

" Cops "

"Let try it again," Breanna said. "This tine don't forget to bat your eyes and show your panties."
"Hit nmy eyes?"

"Sort of blink themat him Like this." Breanna denonstr at ed.

"1 will try," Zyzzyva agreed, abashed. "Eyes, panties."

Justin entered again. "I am Ki ng—

"Hel l o, handsone." Zyzzyva lifted her skirt.

Justin's eyes | ocked on. He strode across the room and grabbed her by the shoul der

Zyzzyva drew her sword. Then she froze. "Darn!"

"Practice makes perfect,"” Justin said with Breanna's nmouth. "That's why we have rehearsals: to
ensure that the real case is perfect."

The zonbi e wonan nodded. "Not this,"” she said, sheathing her sword. "This." She stepped into
Breanna and ki ssed her firmy on the nouth.

Breanna froze. She had never been kissed like that by a wonan before. Justin took over. He reached
down and stroked the woman on the bottom Breanna felt Zyzzyva stiffen, then relax, accepting it.

They separated. 'T think we are maki ng progress,"
let's see if we can do it w thout m scue."

Justin said. "That was very nice, Zyzzyva. Now

Bot h wormen were silent, so Justin acted. He wal ked toward the door and opened it.

There stood Xeth Zonmbie. Ch no! Breanna, freaking out, lost volition. But Justin handled it. "Cone
in," he said, and stood aside.

"Thank you," the Zonbie King said. He stepped through the doorway.

There before himwas Zyzzyva. She | ooked startled, but quickly recovered her nmilitary discipline
"Hel | o, handsone," she said, smiling.

Xeth hesitated. "Wio are you?"

"l am Zyzzyva Zonbie." She batted her eyes fetchingly. Then, renmenbering, she lifted the hem of
her skirt. "I would like to marry you."

"So far, so good "
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"I amKing Xeth Zonbie," he replied, advancing with his eyes fixed on that hem L'You seem
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remarkably well preserved."

"l was zonbied only mnutes after | died. | amthe healthiest zonbie fenale."
"Your flesh does look firm" He reached for her, but hesitated.

"Still, I don't think any zonbie femal e can—

She stepped into himand kissed him Now his hand fell to her bottom exactly as Justin had
denonstrated. Zyzzyva nelted agai nst

hi m

"Perfect," Breanna said silently.

The two zonbies ended their kiss. "You are strangely attractive," Xeth said. "But | need a living
wonman, to—

"I can do it!" Zyzzyva said passionately.
"But 1 am pronised to—=
"l release you!" Breanna cri ed.

Still he was doubtful. "I don't know—

"The bedroomis this way," Zyzzyva said, urging himtoward it. "I have so nmuch nore to show you."
She touched her netal bodice.

"Let's | eave the house to them" Justin said.

"For sure," Breanna agreed. She stepped outside the open door, and closed it behind her. She felt
wonderfully free.

10
GALS GALORE
B

i nk wat ched Breanna enter the house. He was sure she would find it satisfactory; it |ooked very
nice fromoutside. So she would have a place to stay. But they still needed to prevent the Zonbie
King fromcoming to the island.

"W have sonething to show you," Voracia said.

Bi nk |1 ooked at her. She stood with Denoness Claire and Nefra Naga. They were all remarkably |ovely
young | adi es.

Then, acting in concert, they acted. Nefra changed to her serpentine formand slithered out of her
dress. Then she changed back to human form stunningly naked. Claire's clothing turned snoky and
drifted away in the breeze, |eaving her voluptuously nude. And Voracia's outfit reverted to its
natural state of pink bra and pink panties, both tightly filled to overflowing. Al three of them
had perfect figures. Al three smled and batted their eyes and nade a synchroni zed high kick with
one bare leg. Then all slowmy turned around in place, displaying every facet of every curve.

Bi nk was freaked into immobility. He had been married a long tine, and seen XanuYs npbst beautifu
wonman in all states of dishabille, but this sudden surprise frontal assault by three lovely
creatures caught himunprepared. It was a case of instant overload and nmale circuit bl owut. He
knew t hat his son and grandson were in the same state. The wonmen of the Isle had sprung their trap
the nmonent the three kings had been deprived of the protection of the girl

"Take themto the retention pool," Voracia said wi thout nmoving fromBink's | ocked view

Wnen appeared fromall over. Bink couldn't |look directly, because he could not turn his head, but
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his peripheral vision showed them and he heard them behind. None crossed in front of him for
that woul d have interrupted the freaking view

He was tilted onto a cart and pushed still standing along the path, follow ng the three exposed
wonen. It was clear that this procedure had been carefully choreographed; there were no m stakes.
Probably they had used it on other reluctant nmen. It was a system designed to see that no living
prince escaped the island w thout being firmy nmarried to one of its wonen.

In due course they reached the retention pool, which seemed to be an enpty cavity covered by a
flickering layer of light, Bink felt a prickling across his body as that nenbrane passed across
him Then he felt quite peaceful, as if all were right with the universe. But he still couldn't
take his eyes off the three exposed wonen wal king in front. They were just as fascinating from
behind as in front. That was the magi cal thing about wonen: they could capture the male attention
fromany angle. Only their normal use of clothing allowed any nen to function with reasonabl e

ef ficiency.

At the bottom of the pool the wagons stopped. Then at |ast the three wonmen covered up. Voracia's
bra and panties thickened into halter and shorts and | ost much of their conmpulsion; D. Caire's
formwas shrouded in snoke that becane an appealing but not overly ex-posive dress; and Nefra
donned her nornal cl ot hing.

Bi nk rel axed and rubbed his smarting eyes. He saw after images of flexing buttocks. He had had an
overdose, and it would take his orbs tine to recover fully. He | ooked around.

He was in a half formed chanber whose walls rose only to waist height, demarking rather than
enclosing it. Init were two chairs and a bed. Nothing el se. He saw that Dor and Dol ph were in
simlar

chanbers.

He wal ked to the half doorway, but stopped. It was open, but sone invisible panel bal ked himfrom
| eavi ng. He wal ked around the chanber, and found that sinmilar nmaterial enclosed it. He clinbed on
a chair and reached upward. Sure enough, there was an invisible ceiling. He

was confi ned.

He was not unduly worried, because he knew that these magical constraints could not harm him But
Dor and Dol ph did not have his kind of protection, so it was better to share their fate for now
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Vor aci a approached the chanber. She wal ked through the doorway with no trouble. She sat on one of
the chairs, gesturing himto the other, "I have decided that you, being the youngest, are ny nost

appeal i ng prospect," she said.
"1''m not young."
She shrugged, meking her halter ripple. "Have it your way. Marry nme, and we will |eave the Isle of

VWnen forever."

"I"'malready married. You know that."

"You will have to renounce her. | will be your wife fromhere on."
"Never . "

Her halter fuzzed into the bra, which of course it was all the tinme; only its appearance changed,
to make it | ess evocative when she wi shed. Her short trousers renai ned. Thus her body was not
compl etely conmpel ling, but was a good deal nore than indifferent. "There are certain things you
must understand, Bink. No man | eaves the Isle without marrying one of us; the only uncertainty is
which one. If | amunable to persuade you, the others must have their turns. You will renain here
until you accede to one. Your best course is to make an early agreenent, so as not to be confined
for a tedious period."
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"I married Chaneleon fifty six years ago. She has been an excellent and loyal wife. I will not
renounce her."

She eyed himcoolly. "Fifty six years. That is a very long tine for a man who is twenty one years
old."

"I was youthened. | amactually eighty one years old."

Voraci a shrugged. Her bra becane translucent. He tried to keep his eyes clear of it, but they were
magi cally drawn to that translucency. "Then you are old enough to be realistic about your
prospects. | doubt that you will encounter a better prospect for a wife than ne."

"I won't encounter any prospect. 1 amalready married."

Her bra becane fully transparent. His eyeballs creaked in their sockets as he tried vainly to

wench themaway. "I have a certain anount of tine to make ny case with you. If | do not succeed,
I will have to give way to the next woman, who is D. Claire, unless she has already nmarried one of
the others. | think you would prefer me, all things considered, to the denpbness. For one thing,

only my clothing changes, not my actual body. You might find that reassuring.
br eat h.

She took a deep

Fortunately Bnk's nmouth was not incapacitated the way his eyes
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were. "It is not a question of preference. | amnot marrying any of

you/'

She sighed. That was a consi derabl e effect, considering her bare-seenming front. "I see |I shal

have to use stronger persuasion."” She stood and stepped toward him

Bink tried desperately to | ook away, but his eyes were glued to her front, and their surfaces
woul d have peeled off if he hauled on themtoo hard. He tried to stand, but she got there first
and sat on his | ap. She put her hand under his chin and lifted his head. He tried to resist, but
felt strangely weak. "There is a peace spell on the retainer pool," she explained. "You can nove
and speak, but you can't becone violent or resistive."

"But that will not nake nme narry you."

She angl ed his head until she could kiss him He tried to deny it, but the fact was that her lips
were very nice. He was lucky that these wonen hadn't discovered |ip bonb. After a nmoment she broke
it off. "Nowif you care to, we can adjourn to the bed, where | will delight you excruciatingly.
Then you will be obliged to marry ne, having by your action renounced your prior wife. That is
really the easiest way to do it."

"Tmnot going to do it." But it was very hard to be sure of that. Wuld his talent consider
seduction to be harnful ?

"I'f you resist ne. and the other wonmen, we will then conmence the second round. You will be given
food and a pitcher of water. You may eat freely, but when you drink, you will commt." "Why?"

"Because the pitcher will contain |love elixir. Wiatever worman is with you at the tinme you drink
wi Il becone the object of your insatiable affection. But she nay not be your best partner. So you
will be better off to choose for yourself, before thirst chooses for you."

They really seened to have it figured out. But they did not know that his talent was to be

i nvul nerable to harmby magic. His talent sel domshowed itself directly, but it was always
effective. It had nade it plain in bygone tinmes that the | oss of Chanel eon was consi dered harm So
there woul d be sonme unusual coincidence that freed himfromthis marriage trap. Assuning his magic
wasn't satisfied to have himbe seduced and be quiet about it. That notion continued to unsettle
hi m
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And of course, he renmi nded hinself again, his talent did not necessarily protect his two

conpani ons. They were both younger than he, so probably nore vulnerable to the tenptations of
reveal ed flesh. Thus it was probably better not to wait for his talent, but to find sone better
avenue for all three of themsoon. He had to keep reviewing that, |lest the distractions of the
flesh make himforget. Voracia's firmly heaving flesh was al nost touching his face, and that was
about as distracting as it could be.

"If you do not respond in a monment, | will change ny |ower garnent," Voracia murmured. It was no

enpty threat.

But what better avenue was there? He was trying to think, but that invisible bra right under his
nose was beguiling hi msonething awful

"You asked for it," she said, and her trousers shrank into a tight blue panty. Hs eyes couldn't
move, but her plush bottomwas on his lap, and he could feel the change of color as well as of
mat eri al .

But her ploy failed, because now he was unable to nove or speak. He just sat there, staring.
"Time's up," a voice fromoutside the chanber call ed.

"Curses!" Voracia cursed. She reformed her outfit into sonmething relatively demure and got off his
| ap. "Renenber: you can still ask for ne, if you wish."

Then she was gone, and Caire was there. She did not sit on his lap; she sinply picked himup with
denon strength and laid himon the bed. She began to unbutton his shin

"Cbj ection!" soneone called. "Wnan is not allowed to undress prospect. She has to persuade himto
do it himself."

Claire | ooked furious, but desisted. She |ay down beside him and kissed his face. Her |ips made
his muth seemto float up to the ceiling and burst into a spectacular array of flying colors.
"You surely know how nmuch fun a denobness can be, when she wants to be," she said. "And when you
marry me, | will get half your soul, which will make nme have some decency and consci ence, so that
I won't |eave you or otherw se enbarrass you when you annoy ne. So | can give you continuous
del i ght unmatched by any ordi nary worman, who woul d of course in time grow old and wrinkl ed." She
ki ssed himagain, as her dress fogged into nothi ngness.

"Sorry," Bink said, when she allowed himto speak. The rest of himfelt as if it were floating up
torejoin his lips. "I'"mnot marrying you,"
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"Not even if | let you do this?" she inquired, taking his hand and bringing it to her bare breast.
"Cbjection!" a voice cried. "She's not allowed to make himdo that! He has to do it for hinself."

Claire's eyes fired out tiny sparks, but she let go of his hand. "So do it for yourself," she
suggest ed, inhaling.

Sonehow he managed to resist her charns, though it was teasingly difficult. She Ieft himquivering
with frustrated | onging, but did not break his resolve. It had been shaken and dented and battered
and ki ssed, but not actually broken.

Then she was gone, and Nefra was with him He took sonme solace in the realization that this neant
that neither aire nor Nefra had prevail ed agai nst Dor or Dol ph either. But the two other Kkings
were surely weakening. There had to be a better way out!

"I" msorry | had to deceive you," Nefra nmurnured as she lay beside himw thout clothing. "But we
had to get that Black Wave girl out of the way; she was interfering.”

That rem nded hi m of Breanna. "Wat happened to her?" he asked.
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"Prince Xeth Zonbie arrived. None of us high on the list wanted him so we guided himinnedi ately
to the house so that he could win
Br eanna. "
"But she was trying to escape hinl" he exclained. "That's why
she cane here!"
"Well, she let himinto the house, and they have not energed, so perhaps she changed her mnd."
"You betrayed her too!" he accused her
"l love it when you show enotion,"” she said, and planted a fierce kiss on him
"It's negative enpotion."

"That's all right, 1'Il take that for now Wuld you like to rape ne? That counts the sane as a
seduction. | pronise not to resist effectively."”

"Just get out of here!" he gritted.

In tine she did. She was replaced by a nore ordinary girl, fully and decorously clothed. "I am
Loni ," she said. "Wat color do you

think ny hair is?"
Surprised by this approach, he sat up and studied her hair. "Brown.
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No. red. No, green. No— he was confused. "I can't decide what color it is."

"That's nmy talent: folk can't agree what color ny hair is. | admt it's not nuch of a talent, but
by the sanme token | amno threat to you. If you marry ne | will obey you in all things, and do ny
very best to please you always. | would just love to be a princess." "I"'msorry. I"'mnot free to

marry anyone."

Her face clouded up, and so did her hair. "But—but this is my only chance! It may be nonths before
anot her prince conmes to the Isle!"

Bink realized that she was young. He put his arm around her heaving shoul ders, trying to cheer
her. She turned into himand gave hima wet kiss. And he realized that whatever her age, she was
just as determined and artful as the others. So he steeled hinself and resisted her bl andi shnents
of whatever nature.

The next worman was snmall and elfin, "I'"mone of the Brown Knees," she said. "See?" She spread her
knees as she sat on the chair. Sure enough, they were nice and brown. But in the process, she
showed hi mwell up under her short skirt, and he knew that she, too, was doing her best to seduce
himin a hurry. He managed to blink his eyes closed just before they reached the freakout region

The next was Mol ly Coddle. "I just love children!" she said brightly. "I hope to get a dozen
delivered."

There had to be sone way out of this! But the wonen were addressi ng hi mcontinuously, using every
kind of artifice, and he couldn't concentrate.

"I am Lasha Lamia. | can create cloudstones." She denonstrated, form ng a stone so light that it
fl oated, yet was hard enough to use for construction. "I could help you build a nice, |ight
castle, that you could pick up and nove when you wanted a change of scenery." She | eaned forward,
showi ng the scenery inside her |oose bl ouse.

It was neverendi ngl He was hol ding out, but how |l ong could Dor or Dol ph survive? Especially Dol ph.
who really was as young as he | ooked.
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"Whof! I"ma real bitch."
He | ooked startled. It was a dog—a talking femal e dog. "How did you get in here?" he asked.
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The dog becane a cat. "I told themyou mght Iike a pet feline. How do you like ne? | am Catrana
I"1l purr if you stroke ne."

He stroked her, and she purred.

Then she becane a teakettle dragon. "1 can be any creature you like," she hissed. "Marry ne, and
be perpetually entertained."

Ch—anot her denpness. "Sorry, | don't need to marry a tal king pet.”

"Ch, phooey," she swore. "It worked for ny friend Vera Sinilitude, with her two dogs Disa Pointer
and Up Setter." She started unlacing her bodice. "I'll never disa point or up set you."

The next was tall, thin, and ugly. "I amTipsy Troll. 1 know you won't like ne, so I'll shut up

for my tine and give you a chance to rest."
"Bl ess you!" he exclained, and kissed her

She was so surprised she fell backwards onto the bed. This wasn't artifice, because she |ay
absolutely still and silent, letting himrest.

Now t hat he had a chance to think, a good thought cane: what these wonen wanted were princes or
kings. But there weren't enough in all Xanth to acconmpdate themall. But there were enough in
another realm Ida's nobons. Because every person who ever existed, or would exist, or mght exist
was there. There shoul d be hundreds of perfectly good princes who would | ove to have experience
with women of real Xanth. If there were just sone way to nake contact.

And there was! Dor had saved that jar of sleep potion. They could go to those dream worlds and
find princes, and—and what? The princes would not be able to | eave their dreamrealm and the
wonen woul d not be able to go permanently to Ida's noons. Unless the Zonbie Master found a way for
his zonbies to go, and—o, because the zonbies' bodies would remain buried in Xanth. Real folk
couldn't be buried like that. They woul d have to sl eep on beds, and wake every so often to eat and
exerci se.

Ti psy got up. "My tine is done," she said sadly. "I hope you enjoyed your respite."

She was a decent woman. Suddenly he wanted to do sonething for her. He couldn't marry her, but
maybe he could help her. "Don't go," he said.

"Ch, but | have to. My time is up, and the Vine cousins are next." "Vine cousins?"
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"Clinging and Bo Vine. They—

"Stay," he said firmy. "I can't marry you, but nmaybe | can find a prince for you. And the others.
I want you to stay and help ne work this out."

"But | can't. My turn—

Bi nk faced the door, and saw the line of wonmen waiting there. "Tipsy Troll is staying with nme, for
now. We're looking for a way to find princes for all of you. Now back off, or 1 won't do it."

Surprised, they backed off. Bink turned back to Tipsy. "Here's the thing: 1 know where there are
hundreds of princes, and | know how you can neet them But | don't know how you can marry them"”

"Ch, we'll nake themmarry us, if we catch them At |east those of us with formnidable figures
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will." She glanced disparagingly down at herself. "Were are they?"

"On lIda's noons."

She | ooked bl ank. "Where?"

"Princess |Ida has— He paused, realizing that this could get conplicated, and they might not
believe it. "I'll show you. Then you can tell the others. Go to King Dor and ask himfor the jar
of sleep potion."

She nodded. She left the chanmber, and returned soon with Dor hinself, and his worman of the noment:
Davi na. She | ooked, reasonably enough, |ike the nei ghbor woman. Then came Dol ph, w th his wonan:
Fi ona. She | ooked like the girl next door. But surely she was old enough, or she wouldn't be here.

"I realized what you were up to the noment she asked for the sleep potion," Dor said. "And | knew
we had to cone with you, so as to be together and stay out of mischief. But the wonmen won't let us
go alone.”

Bi nk nodded. "W can do it with six people. | don't think there's alimt on the size of dream
parties. Then the wonmen can report on what we find."

Dor | ooked at the bed. "We'll need nore space to sleep.”
"Exactly what is happening here?" Davina inquired suspiciously.

"He's got an idea," Tipsy said eagerly. "To find hundreds of princes. | believe him"
Fi ona shrugged. "I can live with an idea |ike that."

Wth that reassurance, the others soon dragged three beds out into
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the mam area ot the pool and put themtogether Then the three nen |ay down on them and the three
wonen insisted on |ying beside each of them

Dor handed the jar to Voracia G\e each of us a good sniff of this, then close the jar And | eave
us alone until we wake This may take a tew hours, but may be worth it "

Except for the problemot the inpermanence of contact, Bnk thought He would have to discuss that
with the others while they travel ed But right now they had to handl e the practical aspects ot the
visit "You three wonen-hol d our hands when you see us in the dream This will be a wild trip for
you '

Voracia unscrewed the lid and gave them sniffs Each in turn sank i mediately to sleep Bnk was the
| ast

When he slept, he found hinself floating above the pool The others were waiting tor him They al

I i nked hands, and floated rapidly toward Castl e Roogna On the way Bnk started to explain "W are
going to visit some very snmall worlds But each is as big as Xanth when we get there They are very
strange Stay close to us, and don't get alarmed Renenber, we are all dreanming "

The three wonen nodded, already inpressed "It was never our intention to let you out of our
sight," Fiona said

The ghost at Castle Roogna spied them and sumoned Princess |da, as before She smiled and went to
sl eep, and they honed in on

Dream Ptero
"Ooool ' Fiona exclained as they fell toward the rapidly swelling
globe "It's grow ngl"

"Magic is difterent on this planet,"” Dor warned them "Don't accept any favors fromthe natives, or
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you' Il be di m ni shed

"No, that's Planet Pyranid," Dol ph reninded him"On Ptero they exchange favors

"Nobody wants to exchange tavors with me anyway," Tipsy nut tered Bnk was to the right ot the
others and she was holding his right hand, so was at the end of the line

You don't seemthat ugly," Brnk said Tmsure that by troll standards you are beautitul "

"Not so |l monly half troll, actually, nmy |lather was human He caught my nother in a net and
trussed her up and signaled the stork \\ith her and then departed She was tunous, but by the tine
she got
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free of the net there was nothing to do but go hide under a bridge The stork found her anyway, to
her chagrin |'m honely by both troll and human standards and not wel come anong the trolls because
ot nmy polluted ancestry So | thought |I would marry a human nman, but di scovered that they didn't
want me either So I figured no one would notice on the Isle of Wnen, because there are so few nmen
seen there anyway '

"So you were just going through the notions, pretending to want a prince," Bnk said

"We'll, 1'd marry a prince if he wanted ne But let's be realistic If a regular man doesn't want
me, why should a prince9"

Bnk saw her point Still, she seenmed |like a nice girl, when all owances were nade "You're half
human9 Do you have a nagic tal ent9"

"Yes, but it doesn't do ne any good It's the cold shoul der "
"You mean you can ignore peopl e9"
"No, | nean | can nake ny shoul der cold Feel it "

Bk | et go of her hand and touched her shoulder It was cold "I suppose that woul dn't make you
confortable to sleep beside," he said

"Well, it's not cold all the time, only when | turn it on

"Can you nake it hot to009"

"No, only cold I sel dom bot her
"Does it make you shiver9"

"No, that doesn't bother nme But | guess the heated exchange from ny shoul der nakes ny heart hot
and | hate being hot-hearted while col d-shoul dering folk "

The ground of Ptero was now rushing up, and they had to concentrate on their |anding But Bnk
continued to think about what he had | earned Ti psy had a warm heart, which no one appreciated She
had al ready done hima favor by giving himtime to think instead of constantly trying to seduce
hi m She wasn't pretty, but she would be good for any man who cared about character nore than
appearance That was of course the probl em he knew of no nen |like that Even he hinself |iked
Chamel eon nuch better when she was beautiful than when she was smart

They | anded The girls were surprised "There's no bunpl" Dav-ina cried
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"This is a dream renenber," Dor renminded her "But it will become nore solid as you get used to it
"I think it's fascinating," Fiona said "I love dreaning like this "
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"Now where can we find sonme princes9" Dol ph asked

"We'll have to ask," Dor said with regret "That neans exchanging a favor

"Maybe that tower will know, " Tipsy suggested, pointing to a nearby tower that seened to be made
of eyeballs

Dor considered "I wonder whether eyeballs are animate or inanimate7 | can talk to themit they are
the latter "

They went to the tower, which turned out to be huge Big solid eyeballs braced the four corners of
the base, and smaller ones were piled up to a towering top, where a single nonstrous eye stared
around.

"You can talk to it and see whether it answers," Bi nk suggested

"What are you9" Dor asked it
"I amthe Eye-full Tower," it replied "I see everything "

"Can you see where a nunber of princes are9"

"Certainly Do you want to know where they are9"

"Yes"
"What service will you exchange for that information9"
"Well, | can talk with the inanimte "

"1 can see that, old nan Now what will you exchange9"
"What do you want 9" Dor asked

"I want to get rid of that club soda that |urks too close "
They | ooked, but saw only a sparkling pool "Were9" Dor asked

"Go drink sone soda and see

"Frn thirsty," Davna said She knelt and dipped a little cup into the soda She sipped it

Suddenly she was flat on her back Fiona rushed to help her sit up "It clubbed nme," Davma said
dizzily Tiny planets whirled around her head

Now Bnk appreciated why the Eye-full Tower mght not appre ciate having the pool so close Any
spl ashi ng woul d get an eyebal I cl ubbed

But how could they nove a pool' It happened to be in a hollow, with the land rising in all
directions

"I could push it sonewhere,"” Dol ph said "I'f it were solid "
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"I can nake it solid," Tipsy said

Dol ph | ooked at her "How can you do that9"

"Like this " Tipsy rolled back her sleeve so that her shoul der showed It |ooked faintly bl ue,
oddly She lay down so close to the edge that the bare shoul der overl apped the pool She angl ed her
body so that the shoul der touched the surface of the liquid

A film appeared on the pool, spreading out fromthe point of contact Soon it thickened "Hey, |I'm
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col d1" the pool protested

"That's ice Bnk exclainmed "Fromthe cold shoul der

The ice reached across the pool and penetrated to its base "I think it can be noved now, " Tipsy
gasped

Dol ph changed into a bull dozer, perhaps inspired by the one they had seen on the Isle of Bovnes,
put down his horns, and pushed. The ice slid out ot the hollow in one thick disk Dol ph shoved it
on across the landscape, until it went over a ridge and slid down the far side, away fromthe

t ower

"Now, if you care to tell us where those princes are— Dor said

"Fair enough Follow the direction ot ny gaze to the horizon There you will find Prince Town, where
all the unenpl oyed princes are getting educated But you will have to cross nore than one conic
strip on the way "

"Thank you," Dor said He oriented on the direction the towering eye was | ooking

But the others were not quite ready Fiona had gotten Davna to her feet, and the tiny planets had
faded But Tipsy remmined on the ground Bnk went to her "May | hel p you up9”

"Don't touch my shoul der," she gasped "You'll freeze

So he reached down and put his armaround her waist It was quite warmHe lifted her. and she fel
agai nst him Her chest was burning hot No wonder she was gasping It had been a consi derabl e heat
exchange

"How can | hel p you7" he asked, concerned

"No. I'Il be all right when | even out " But she seened to be in real distress That amount of heat
exchange nust have stressed her systemto the breaking point, even in a dream

"How can | hel p you7" he repeated
She bl ushed, but that might be another effect of the heat "If >ou could stand to—+o kiss me—
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He ki ssed her. Heat flowed fromher face to his, warm ng himthroughout. It wasn't physical heat,
but enotional warnth. Because her heart was hot. She needed rel ease fromthe agony of unrequited
war m heart edness.

He hel d her while her body returned to normal. Her shoul der warmed up and her bosom cool ed. "Thank
you," she murrmured at | ast.

"Thank you," he replied. "You enabled us to get the information we need."

They set out for Prince Town. Dol ph could have changed formand carried them but mght have
confused the direction, so they stayed on the ground.

Soon they canme to a comic strip. "I think we had better mark our direction carefully and fly over
this," Dor said grimy.

"Why?" Davi na asked. "It |ooks |like an innocent border."

The three nmen sent a glance circling around. They shrugged. Some things were best |earned the hard
way.

They stepped onto the strip. There was a pretty flower in the shape of a stomach. "Ch, what a
pretty posy!" Fiona said, learning forward to sniff it.

"Wait!" Dor said sharply. "Wat is that?"
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"That's a cute gastritis," one of several nearby crosses replied. Each of themwas garbed in a
dress. "Sniff it and you'll have one heaven of a stomachache.”

Fi ona jerked her head back. "Thank you for the warning, cross dressers," she said.

Suddenly a swarm of bright red ants crossed in front of them Werever they stepped, fire broke
out. "Those fire ants are ringing us with fire!" Dol ph cri ed.

They retreated—and fell with several splashes into a foul pond of soapy water. "What is this?" Dor
demanded as he struggled to get out of it.

"Lake Hogwash," the pond replied. "To wash pigs |ike you."

There were even toys floating in the dirty water. Bink grabbed one that was in the shape of a
word: LET. It was attached to a string that disappeared into the murky depths. "What are you?" he
asked.

"I'sn't it obvious, sewer-breath? I'ma Toy Let."

It figured. But it could be useful. Bink jerked hard on the string.
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There was a | oud sucking sound, and the | evel of the hogwash descended.

"What did you do?" Tipsy asked as she fought to stay clear of the small whirlpool that was
f orm ng.

"I flushed the Toy Let."
Soon they were standing around the drain in the bottom Al the hogwash has been fl ushed.

They | ooked for a way to clinb out of the enpty pool. Dol ph felt among several disks that were
perched near the edge. "Quit that, you bleepity bleep!™ a disk swore villainously. It was of
course a di sk cuss.

Fi ona found a way that |ed through another pool, one that had not drained. But she hesitated to
try it. A nunber of small bug-like creatures floated in it. "Wat are you?" she asked it.

"I'ma sep tic tank," it replied.

"Those are sep tics!" Bink said, recognizing them "They live in sludgy bays. They'll suck out our
mnds in the filthiest way."

They finally found a shall ow section and hel ped each other out. Here there were a nunber of

el astic | oops. Wenever soneone picked one up, it played nusic. Since they were easy to pick
up—they stuck to shoes and cl ot hi ng—soon there was a di scordant nedley. "I hate rubber bands," Dor
nmut t er ed.

Bi nk came up against a clunp of big-leafed plants. They bore fruit that hung down and pointed up
"Eat nme!" the fruit begged.

Ti psy reached for one. "I am suddenly hungry,"” she said.

Bi nk stopped her. "Wait till we get out of the comic strip. Those fruits will drive you crazy."
"Why? What are they?"

"Bananas. "

Meanwhi | e Fi ona had brushed a huge toad. "QOooo, |I'mgoing to fight the whole world!" she cried,
| ooki ng for a weapon

Dol ph grabbed her and | ooked at her hand. "I thought so: you've got warts."
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"Let go of nme!" she raged. "I have battles to fight."

But Dol ph got a piece of cloth and scrubbed at her hand until the warts cane off. Then she
rel axed. "Those were WARts," he expl ai ned. "They nake you go to war."

"Ch," she said, abashed.
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Ti psy saw a nice-looking pillow. "Muybe I'Il sit on that and rest," she said.

"First et me check," Dor said. "Wat are you?"

"Sit on me and find out!"

"Don't get fresh with ne. Wat are you?"

"Amw. |'ma pun cushion.”

"I don't think you want to sit on that," Dor told her

Bi nk kept his nouth shut, though he was curious what woul d have happened. It m ght have nade jokes
about getting to the bottomof things. O bad snelling puns night have erupted beneath her

The far side of the comic strip was close. They lunged for it, but a nasty little canine creature
grow ed and nenaced them "Pay no attention to it," Dolph said. "That's a pet peeve. My sister Ilvy
used to have themall the tine."

They charged by the peeve and burst out of the strip. They were in sad shape, with their clothing
stinking wet and torn. The three girls had their hair straggling in assorted tangles, and their
faces were snudged

"W need to get cleaned up," Fiona said. "I see a pool over

there."
"Way cl ean up?" Dor asked. "This is only a dream"”

The girls circled a glance that said "Men!" Then Fiona spoke again. ' "All the same, we want to be
cl ean—+n and out of the dream"™

"That's a cess pool," Dol ph said innocently.

Fi ona | ooked as if she had gotten another wart. But Tipsy spied a better prospect. "There's a
well."

They considered the well. "Wat kind of well are you?" Dor asked it.
"Mdas well,"” it replied.
"M ght as well," Dol ph agreed, and started lowering its bucket so as to haul up sone water

But Dor was nore cautious. "Wat does your water do?"
"“I'f you touch it, it turns you to gold."

Suddenly the girls lost interest in the well. "But we still nust clean up," Fiona said
desperately.

Then Bink saw a big bow. It had huge pretty colorful |oops of ribbon, and several big arrows. "I
believe that's a rain bow " he said. "That should do it."
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He picked up the bow, and fitted a white arrowto it. "I forget which color does what," he said,
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"But we can try themall." He |ooked at the girls. "You'll need an enclosure."
"Why?" Davi na asked.
"So you won't freak us out as you strip to wash.”

She nodded. "Point nade. If you freaked out, we might be stuck here with no escape. But what is
there to make an encl osure?"

"What is there?" Dor asked the surroundi ngs.
"Ahem" It was an oval sign

"Cont ent ahead?"

"Go find out," the sign said.

So they wal ked in that direction, and found a huge tent made of corn. It had a nunber of sections,
and it was possible to draw on the corn silk strands to open the top to the sky. "This will do,"
Davi na said. "It's corny, but sufficient.”

"But there's no water," Fiona protested.

"The rain bow arrows will make rain," Bink explained. "I'll fire themover the tent. Just say
when. "

The three entered the tent. In a nmonent itens of their clothing were strung up over the edge of
the encl osure. "When!" Davina call ed.

Bink fired the white arrow. As it passed over the tent, a sprinkle of rain canme fromit.
"I's that the best you can do?" Fiona call ed.

Bink fired the blue arrow. A mild shower descended

"That's better,"” Davina said. "But we could use nore."

So he fired the red arrow A wld torrent poured fromit. "Eeeeek!" the three cried. "It's cold!"

One of them junped so high that enough of her showed to put a tenporary freak on Bink's left eye.

Dor and Dol ph were watching too, but neither conpl ai ned. Bi nk wondered which one they had seen. It
wasn't the kind of thing he felt free to inquire about.

P w
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Soon they were done. Their clothing remai ned wet, but it was cl ean
"Now it's your turn." Fiona said. "We'll fire the arrows."

So the three kings had to go in and strip, and soon they were drenched by the rain arrows. But
they got clean. They put the wet clothing back on and energed.

Ti psy | ooked at them "That's better. Now we can neet the princes.”
Davi na turned to Dor. "The next comic strip we conme to—fly over
it!" she said severely.

The men sniled. The point had been nade.

They got their direction and resuned travel. Wen they canme to the next comic strip boundary, they
made sure of their direction and then Dol ph changed formand carried themall over it.

Finally they came to Prince Town. This was protected by thickly tangled ivy vines, sone of them
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| eagues long. Dol ph flew themover, and they landed in a nicely laid out pattern of streets,
bui | di ngs, and parKks.

"G rls ahoy!" sonmeone shout ed.

I medi ately they were surrounded by princes. They ignored the kings and focused on the wonen. But
soon that focus narrowed to Davina and Fiona; dull Tipsy had been tuned out.

She rejoined Bink. "Even in a dream | can't get the attention of a prince," she said with
resi gnation.

"But you're a fine person."
"I think we've already been over that."

"A problem has occurred to ne," Dor said. "How can |iving Xanth wormen marry dream princes? The two
realms don't overlap in

reality.”

"That bothers nme too," Bink said. "I was hoping we would figure

out a way."

"I can think of sonmething that mnight work," Tipsy said.

They turned to her. "If you can do that, we'll be in your debt," Bink said.

She snmiled sadly. "But you can't marry me, even if you wanted to. So forget it. Here is ny notion
maybe we don't need to have the realns overlap. All we need is to have plenty of that dream ng
potion, so the wonen of the Isles can visit Prince Town whenever they want. They can marry princes
here, and do whatever they want with them and when they want to rest, they can sinply wake up and
be where
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no man can bother them Mst of them would appreciate that, though they wouldn't say so in mxed
conpany. "

Dor nodded. "That sounds good, for the wonmen. But wouldn't the princes object?"

"I think they would be glad to see the wonen any tine the wonmen appeared. Apparently they are a
Il ong way from Princess Town. And they probably need tinme for their studies. So they might |ike
hal f tinme too, especially since the wonen would be coming with romance in mind. | understand that
men do have other interests, like jousting and ganbling and watchi ng nynphs run, that they don't
necessarily care to share with wonen."

Bi nk nodded. "Astute assessnent. Let's put it to the princes. Wuld they like part-tine narriages
to lovely wonen?"

They discussed it with the princes, and it turned out that the princes were indeed interested,
provi ded they got to pick the wonen thensel ves. Davina and Fiona al ready had comitments from
suitable princes. In fact they were not yet ready to wake; they had hot dates in m nd

So Tipsy Troll returned with the three kings. They sinply went outside of Prince Town, held hands,
and concentrated on waki ng up.

They woke in the retention pool. Davina and Fiona renai ned asl eep. But Tipsy was able to nmake the
report. "In short," she concluded, "every woman can have a prince in a dream marriage, w thout

|l eaving the Isle. The princes are eager to neet all of you. Al you need is the sleep potion and a
place to lie down."

The others were not convinced. But they released the three kings to roamthe Isle while the natter
was being settled. Wen Davina and Fi ona woke, they woul d conpare notes.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2022%20-%20Zombie%20Lover.txt (145 of 208) [1/19/03 9:10:00 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2022%20-%20Z ombie%20L over.txt
But Bink hesitated as they departed the pool. "Wat of you. Tipsy?" he asked. "There doesn't seem
to be nmuch for you in Prince Town."
"There's not nuch for me anywhere," she said sadly.

An idea had been simering in the background, and now it noved hesitantly forward. "Wuld you
consi der marrying a non-prince?"

"I''d marry anyone who wanted ne. But no one does."
"How about a man who nolds things into other things?"

"Sure." It was significant that she didn't qualify her agreement, or ask whether the nan was
handsome or nice.

"I know a man who wants a wife. In fact he agreed to tell us

p
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sonet hing we want to know, if we bring hima wife fromthe Isle of Winen. His nane is Phil |stine.

He's not a prince."

"But he wasn't thinking of a troll.1'

"But | think he mght settle for one, with a bit of managenent."
"Al right."

"Then stay with us. W nust find Breanna and nake sure she's all right. Then, when the wonen are
satisfied with the dream princes, we can |l eave the Isle, and take you along."

They set off on the path toward the house Breanna had entered. But before they had taken nany
steps, there was Breanna herself coning toward t hem

"Are you all right?' 1 Bink and Breanna call ed together. Then they
| aughed, together.

11

| SLE OF WOLVES

[

came out of the house, and you were gone," Breanna told the three kings. "I was afraid sonething
had happened to you."

"Somet hing did," King Dor agreed. "But we worked it out. Wat of you?"

" Somet hi ng happened to ne too, but nowit's all right. King Xeth has found a good zonbie worman to
marry, and they are addressing the stork now So | don't have to stay here after all."

"We'll be glad to take you hone when we | eave," Prince Dol ph said. "Wich should be soon.™

"Thanks! |'mglad things are okay." Then she noticed that there was another person with them
"Hello. |I'm Breanna of the Black Wave."

"I'mTipsy Troll. I'"'mgoing with themtoo."
Breanna was surprised. "Not—=2"

Ti psy | aughed. "Not married, no. But they think there's a man there who will marry ne."
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"Ch. kay." And of course she had known that none of the kings would have nmarried any wonan of the
Isle.

"l ndeed they would not,"
they care to tell it,"

Justin Tree said, "But | suspect that they have quite a story to tell, if

Breanna nade a nental note to be sure to ask for that story, when the occasion seemed propitious.

Then she thought of something else. "Justin, | guess ny adventure is just about over, now that
|'ve es-
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caped marriage to the Zonbie King, thanks to your help. So | guess that neans we'll be purling

conmpany soon."

"/ confess that is a sad occasion for ne You have been fascinating

conmpany "
"And you have been great. 1 really needed your gui dance."

"But of course you have your own life to live now, and do not need any further intrusions

"l guess." But she was dissatisfied. "Justin, 1 know you have had enough of teenage girls by now"

"As if there could ever be enough of them"

"Do you think maybe—+ nean, if you don't have sonething better to do—you could maybe, sort of,
well, stay around a little longer? O course you don't have to—

/ do not wish to inpose, Breanna | fear ny presence limts your lifestyle You have given ne a
fine adventure, and | can't conplain "

"T wish you'd stay." She felt his surprise.

"You are not nerely being polite9 The Good Magician did say a year, or until we nmutually agreed to
end it, but of course | would not hold you to such a term"

"I"'mbeing nore |ike desperate. | think I don't want to go back to nothi ngness just yet, and
that's what it'll be. But maybe I could sort of hang around with the three kings a while | onger
and that's bound to be interesting. But | don't really know them and you do, so if you could tell
me what to do—=

"/ would be glad to, Breanna | amgratified that you are not yet tired of ny presence "
"I"'mnot tired of it! | couldn't've made it w thout you."
1/ thank you for that sentinent"

They wal ked to the dock. There was the duck-footed boat. "WII you take us back to the nminl and?"”
Dor asked it.

"Sure, when the wonen say it's okay. Wien the Isle interfaces
again."

"But that won't be until tonorrow," Breanna protested.

"No, that's the automatic cycle. The wonmen can change it when they want to. to let an inpatient
prince in, or to take a nmarried one out with his bride. W can go when Voracia says it's okay. She
shoul d be along in due course.”

ZOwBl h LOVFR
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"That's great," Breanna said, though she was speaking nore for the kings than for herself. This
did not seemlike a bad isle, now that she had settled with Xeth.

They sat down to wait for Voracia. And while they rested, they exchanged stories. Justin's surm se
turned out to be correct: the women had pulled a dastardly stunt, and only sonme good breaks and
good thinking had gotten themout of it. Exactly as it had been for Breanna herself.

Voracia canme down the path. "We're setting up the interface," she told the boat. 'Take t hem back
to Xanth." She glanced at Tipsy. "You' re going too?"

"Yes. They think there's a man for ne.

"Good for you. We've got dream princes galore. Davina and Fiona confirned it, and will show us the
way there.”

They got into the boat, and it paddl ed across the pond and ran up onto the path on the other side.
They were on their way.

They reached the shore, and the boat splashed into the sea. There was Xanth, as she gathered it
had not been until the wonen set up the interface.

"Now may be a propitious tinme to raise the natter Ch. Yes. "Uh, you said you woul d take nme hone."
"Yes, of course." King Dor said.

"Could you nmaybe wait on that? | nmean, |I'mgrateful, but 1'd sort of like to stick around with you
a while, if that's not too nmuch trouble."

Ki ng Dor gl anced at the others, who nodded. "Certainly, Breanna. You have been of real help to us,
and we appreciate it. W suspect that our own adventure, such as it has been, is about done, but
you will be welcone to remain with us until it ends."

"Cee, thanks." She stifled a tear; she really appreciated their generosity. They were all good
men, as well as being kings, unlike that bad Ral ph

They reached the other dock and di senbarked. There were a few zonbi es wanderi ng desol atel y around.
"QOops, there's something | should do," Breanna said.

"W can keep you fromthe zonbies," Prince Dol ph said. "W'll sinply fly away fromthem"

"No, I'mtired of running from problens." Breanna wal ked bol dly

216 Pl ERS ANTHONY

up to the nearest zonbie. "Hello. |'m Breanna, the one you've been chasing. But you can go hone
now, because your King Xeth has found |ove with Zyzzyva Zonbie instead, and will marry her
They'l|l be returning here in a day or two, | think. Do you understand?"

The zonbi e seened surprised. "Underzdand," he repeated after a suitable pause for cogitation

"Good enough. You stay here to wel conme them when they conme."” Then she extended her hand.

After another pause, the zonbie extended his hand. Breanna grasped it firmy and shook it,
not hard. It felt somewhat sliny, but she gave no sign of disgust. She had conquered her fear of
zonbi es. "Good for you, Breanna!"

Then she returned to the kings. "Okay, that's done." Dor was tal king with the duck-footed boat. He
| ooked up as Breanna returned. "We have made a deal. It will be days before Para needs to service
the Isle of Wnen, because their interest is now on dreans. Voracia will call if the boat is
needed sooner. So we will exchange conveyances."

"So the boat is Para, with the two docks,"” Justin remarked appreciatively. "There can be nore
meani ngs in a nane than one expects." "Yeah, every time you figure you know sonething, there's
nor e
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you don't know. "
"I don't understand," Tipsy said. "1 thought that nman was near
here. "

"No, he's sone distance south," Bink said. "But we feel there is one thing you need before you
meet him So we shall fetch it now"

"I don't nean to be any trouble," Tipsy said.

"They don't consider it trouble," Breanna said.

"They're nice people." She had cone to know the troll-woman somewhat while they waited to cross
back to Xanth, and knew she was warm hearted. "You hel ped them they' re hel ping you."

Ki ng Dor, Bink, Tipsy and Breanna got into the boat again. Prince Dol ph changed into a roc bird.
He caught up the boat in his huge talons, spread his w ngs, and took off. Breanna saw that it was
definitely easier to be carried in the boat than it woul d have been to be clutched by bare cl aws.

"Wheee! " the boat exclainmed, wiggling its feet. "I've been on |and and sea, but never in air
before."
ZOWBI E LOVER 217

"Me too," Breanna agreed, peering down as the land fell below "And ne," Tipsy said, |ooking down
the other side. "It looks just like a map."

"We're going to M. Rushnost," Bink explained. "For sone |lip bonb."

"A bonb!"

"You put it on your lips, and when you kiss a man. it just about knocks himout, in a pleasant
way. We think that with that, you will be able to nmake an inpression on Phil Istine.”

Ti psy | ooked at Breanna. Breanna shrugged. "I haven't encountered this."

"/ have. Long ago. It is a good ploy."
"But Justin says it's good," Breanna said.

Soon they cane to a towering nountain. Dol ph-roc glided to a landing at the edge of its upper
pl ateau. He set the boat down, changed to manform and junped in as the duck feet got moving.

"We are | ooking for Karla, Sharon, or Chea Centaur," Dor said. "Or Serena girl."
"CGo that way," the ground said, its voice noving in a particular direction.

They went that way, and cane to an early evening fire where three wi nged nonsters congregated. Al
of them were centaurs, and fenal e.

"What, are you nen back again for nore punishnment?" one of the centaur fillies demanded.

"I" mnot a man, and neither is Tipsy Troll," Breanna said before it occurred to her that silence

m ght be better.

"You're not wi nged, either," the centaur said di sapprovingly.

"Karla, we cone to ask another favor,'
Ti psy. "

King Dor said quickly. "We'd like to get sone lip bonb for
The centaurs consi dered. "What use would a troll have for that?"

"She did us a favor, and now we want to help her get married. She's a good person. W think the
lip bomb will enable her to make a suitable inpression.”
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"Very well: we will give it to you. But you nust denonstrate it on your two girls, so that they
understand its nature."”

"You mean, we nust don it, and kiss our conpanions?" Prince Dol ph asked.

"Exactly."
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King Dor | ooked at the girls. "I don't know* But Breanna was curious. "Sure one of you can kiss
me," she said. "I'll know you don't nmean it, so it's no violation of the Adult Conspiracy, if that
matters. "

The ki ngs | ooked doubtful, but didn't argue. "All right," Tipsy agreed uncertainly.

Karla brought out a jar of red stuff. "Cone here. King Dor," she said with a typically centaurian
obscure snile. She took paste on her fingers and carefully smeared it on his Iips. Then she did
the sane with Bink. "Now kiss them"

The king and the prince turned. Bink approached Tipsy, and Dor approached Breanna. "1 apol ogi ze
for the necessity," he said.

"Ch, at |east pretend sonme enthusiasm" Breanna said naughtily. "It isn't as if | haven't been
ki ssed by a king before."

He took her in his arms and put his lips to hers. It was sort of pathetic, that this m ddl e-aged
man t hought his kiss could have any real effect. Then her nouth detonated, and she woul d have
fallen spinning to the ground, except for the fact that he was firmy supporting her. Stars and
pl anets careened in circles around her head. The experience was devastatingly pleasant.

She found herself linp in his enbrace. "Do what you want with nme," she nurnured blissfully.

"Have no fear of that." he replied. "It is only a denonstration, as we agreed." He set her on her
feet and | et go, and she was able to stand sonewhat unsteadily.

"That lip bonb is remarkable stuff," Justin remarked. "Now | appreciate nore fully why they
believe it will help Tipsy Troll."

"For sure. If Xeth had used it on ne, we'd be married by now " She | ooked around. Tipsy Troll was
saggi ng against Bink. with little hearts floating up fromher head. Ooviously his kiss had been
just as potent. "That's sone stuff," Breanna repeated, awed.

Karl a handed Tipsy the jar. "Now you know what to do with this," she said. "Go get your nan."
"Now | know," Tipsy agreed dizzily.

"W thank you very kindly," King Dor said. "Perhaps you fillies can cone to the big royal wedding
next week at Castle Roogna." "Ch? W is getting married?" "W don't know But it will surely be a
nmonent ous occasi on. "
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"We |i ke nmonentous occasions,” Karla said. "But we don't have invitations."

"I will try to get sone made up for you," King Dor said. "W'Ill give themto you when you arrive."
The centaur frowned. "That's not exactly the way it is done."

King Dor shrugged. "I'ma nman. | don't know any better."

"True. W'll try to attend.”

"Ask Serena, Erica, and Aurora to cone too," Prince Dol ph said.
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"We shall."

They got into the boat, and it ran toward the brink. The centaurs waved farewel|l, evidently
intrigued by their node of transportation. The boat charged right over the edge and dropped toward
the distant ground. Tipsy and Breanna screaned.

Then Prince Dol ph changed form his feet grabbing the sides of the boat while his great w ngs
spread and took up the slack. The fall became a rise. They were on their way.

"That was fun," the boat said. Breanna stonped a floor panel

Ki ng Dor and Bi nk brought out handkerchiefs and wi ped the remaining lip bonb fromtheir faces.
Breanna touched her own lips, where a trace of bliss Iingered. She had had no idea that sonething
like that existed. It was a devastati ng weapon in the war of genders, usable by either side. As it
was, she had half a crush on King Dor, despite his advanced age.

They flew down to the ground sonewhat south of the Isle. They | anded, and Prince Dol ph resumed
riding in the boat. Soon they came to a man contenplating a | oaf of bread. As they halted by him
the bread becane a statue of a w nged dragon

"Phil Istine," King Dor said, stepping out of the boat. "W have brought you a wife fromthe Isle
of Woren. "

Phil's eye fell on Breanna. "A black beauty," he said. "But isn't she about three years young?"

"Not nme. white trash." Breanna retorted. "Her." She indicated Tipsy, who was carefully applying
lip bonb.

"Atroll noll?" Phil demanded incredulously. "I meant a human-type wonan."
"She is half human,"” Bink said. "And a nice person with a warm heart. '
"l don't care about her heart! She's a troll!"
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"At least give her a try/' King Dor suggested. "Kiss her."

"Way should | kiss a troll? It's no deal/'

"Then |l et her kiss you," Bink said evenly as Tipsy got out of the

boat .

Phil did not |ook pleased, but couldn't refute the |ogic because there wasn't enough to refute. So
he stood disdainfully while Tipsy approached himand planted a hot kiss on his |ips.

It was something to watch. The man fell back, spun three times around, and fell on the ground,
leaving a trail of heart-shaped cloudlets. It would have been comical, if Breanna hadn't
experienced such

a kiss herself.

Ti psy went to help himsit up. "I'msorry. 1 didn't nean to— "Ckay, you'll do," Phil said. Then
he glared at King Dor. "But still, she's a troll. That's only half a loaf. So I'Il give you half a
| oaf in exchange: "Il just tell you who el se knows where you live. Go to the king of the

werewol ves, in the Isle of Wlves."

King Dor did not |ook pleased, but Breanna saw that there was a certain logic to Phil Istine's
deci sion. Tipsy was a nice wonan, but she was a troll. Wth the help of the lip bonmb she woul d
surely nmake Phil about as happy as he deserved to be. Meanwhile, this neant that the three kings
woul d need to visit another interesting place, and that Breanna woul d be able to enjoy their
adventure a while | onger.
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Breanna went to Tipsy. "Could you spare a little of that lip bonb? 1'd like to have it for an
ener gency. "

"Certainly." Tipsy found a packet and scraped sone of the red stuff into it.

"Thank you." Breanna put the packet away. King Dor returned to the boat. "Can you take us to the
Isle of Wlves?" he asked with resignation

"Sure. It's not far fromthe Isle of Wnen." "Very well. Please take us there now. "

They got in the boat, and it padded toward the water, ran in, then paddled swiftly north.

Br eanna | ooked back. There was Tipsy troll, waving. Breanna waved back, feeling a lunp in her
throat. They had gotten Ti psy what she npbst desperately wanted, a husband, but had they done right
by her? The wong man would be worse than no man at all, as Breannal s experience wi th Ral ph had
shown.
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"Suppose Phil mistreats her?" she asked Bink. "I nmean, sone nmen are brutes.”

Bi nk nodded. "I have a sinilar concern, though her talent of the cold shoul der could set him back

if that proved necessary. That's one reason | decided to fetch the lip bonb. Can you inmagi ne ever
m streating a man who ki sses you with that?"

She pondered that. "No, | guess not. Wien King Dor kissed me, | would have done anything for him
She glanced in the king's direction, "Still would," she murnured.

Bink smled. "The effect slowy fades. | was first kissed by Sharon Centaur, when we delivered
Aurora Wnged Mernaid there. | always liked centaurs and have had good relations with them but I

never saw them as ronmantic objects. That is— he paused, awkwardly.
"l understand,” Breanna said. "No storks."

"Yes. But when Sharon kissed ne, | just wanted to please her. It wasn't the sane as love elixir; I
wasn't in love with her. But she seened infinitely desirable, and if she had wanted to sumon the
stork, | would have found it harder to resist than | did when the Isle of Wnen tenmpted ne. Wen |
saw her again, | felt a thrill, as if we had been |overs, though we had not. If one kiss had such
ef fect, what would several have? So | think Phil Istine will never mstreat Tipsy."

Br eanna nodded. "You're a lot older than you | ook, and narried, and Sharon is of a different

speci es, but that bonmb got to you. I'mtoo young and King Dor's too old, as well as being narried,
but if it were just the two of us in this boat, 1'd be growing up real fast. So you're right:
Tipsy's safe with Phil. I'mglad of it, because she's a good woran."

"Yes. Actually all the wonen of the Isle are good, just desperate. They treated us fairly by their
lights."

"Just as you treat others fairly." she agreed. "You know, it's just chance that | met up with you
but I"'mglad | did, and not just because it's a nice adventure. I'mlearning a lot."

"It may not be just chance,"” he said.

"What do you nmean? | was trying to escape Xeth Zombie, and you were trying to find your way hone.
Nei t her of us knew or cared about the other. | was even asleep when you arrived. So our paths
crossed randonmy."
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"Let ne see if | can explain. My life is |l ess randomthan it seens.
because of my talent/'

"What is your talent, if it's okay to ask? They call you a king, which neans you nust have a
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Magi ci an-cal i ber magic talent, but | haven't seen anything, no offense.”

"My talent normally conceals itself fromothers," Bink said. "If | amable to tell you about it,
it will be because you have sone need to know. It is— he hesitated, as if afraid sonmething was

going to stop him "That | cannot be harned by magic." He | ooked surprised. "And you nust indeed
have a need to know. "

"I don't need to know anything. I'mjust foolishly curious. Do you nean that if someone hurls a
bad spell at you, it won't [and?"

"More than that. No magical creature will do ne harm no magic plant will hurt me, no magic of the
inaninmate will act agai nst ne. But because soneone might find a way to circunvent or nullify ny
talent if its nature were generally known, ny talent conceals itself. So it usually acts
indirectly.”

"Fascinating," Justin Tree renarked.
"Suppose a dragon chonps you? That's pretty direct, and you'd
need direct protection."

"Yes. So the dragon will not try to chonmp nme, or if it does try, sonething seem ngly coincidenta

will interfere so that it doesn't happen. Another dragon mi ght appear on the scene, distracting
it, or it might fall in a hole it didn't see because it was | ooking at me instead
* 9 *

of the ground,”
"But then how can you tell that it is your talent protecting you?
That it isn't all just coincidence?"

He smiled. "It protects me through coincidence. And few fol k ever suspect. You can test this. Try
harmi ng me nonmagi cal ly. "

Breanna was abashed. "Ch, | woul d never—
"Not seriously. Just enough to ascertain that you could do it if you
wanted to."

"Ckay. |I'mgoing to push you out of the boat." He was beside her on the seat. She put her hands
agai nst his shoul der and pushed. He tilted. She pushed harder. He was in danger of falling over
into

t he water.

She desisted. "I guess | could do it, if you didn't tight back.”
"Now try to harmme nmagically."

"But 1 don't have any— Then she renenbered the protection
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racket. Was it still working? She tried bangi ng her hand agai nst the wooden seat, lightly, then
harder, then harder yet.

"Hey!" the boat protested. "You're going to damage ne!"

"Sorry, Para." The racket was working, because she had suffered no pain. She | ooked at Bi nk and
raised her fist. "I have this magic protection, so | can hit w thout being hurt. Are you sure—=2"

"Yes. Try to hit nme."
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"Ckay," she said dubiously. She ained a blow at his nose, but pulled her punch w thout touching
him "Bink, there's nothing stopping ne. | can't do this to you."

"Do it," he said firmy.

So she aimed for his cheek and tried a Iight blow It landed. "Bink, | tell you, there's nothing
stopping nme. | don't dare try to really—=

"Let me try it," Justin said.

"Ckay." She relinquished control of her armto him
Her armlifted, formed a tight fist, and shot directly toward Bi nk's nose.

The boat suddenly swerved, causing the fist to mss, and she sprawl ed hal fway across Bink's |ap
"Sorry," the boat said. "There was a piece of sharp weckage | didn't see until the | ast nonment,
and | had to swerve. Usually I'"'mnore alert."

Br eanna pi cked hersel f up, unconvinced. "That was sheer coincidence."
"/ don't think so '

"Let me try again." She addressed Bink, putting her right hand behind his head and lifting her
left fist. "I'"'mgoing to hate nyself in a noment," she said grimy. "But |'ve got to know. " She
shot her fist forward at his nose.

A large soft ball flew between them Her fist punched into it, and it pressed agai nst Bink's face,
cushioning the blow so that he wasn't hurt. Were had the ball cone fronf

A snout poked out of the water. "May we have our ball back, miss?" the sea creature inquired.
"Sorry it got in your way."

"Who or what are you?" Breanna asked it.

"I ama manatee," it said. "I was just playing a ball game with ny fanmly."
Three nore snouts appeared. "I amhis wife, the wonanatee," a | arge one said.
"I"'mhis son, the boyatee,” a smaller one said
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"I"'mhis daughter, the girlatee," the smallest one said.

A fifth snout appeared, rising into an aninmal head. "And |I'mthe Seal of Approval," it said.

"Fam |y games are good. You wouldn't want to interfere, would you?"

"Ch, of course not," Breanna said, enbarrassed. She tossed the ball down to them

The seal caught it expertly on its nose and flipped it to the nearest tee. The fam |y gane resuned
as they swam away fromthe boat.

"Don't forget what you were doing," Bink rem nded her gently.

Breanna considered. "I don't see how coi nci dence could stretch that far. That ball had to be
del i berate."

"Yes. Not by the tees or you. By ny talent."

"Ckay, so you can't be harnmed by nagic. But that doesn't change the coincidence of our neeting. |
coul d have cone here any other

day.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2022%20-%20Zombie%20Lover.txt (154 of 208) [1/19/03 9:10:01 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2022%20-%20Z ombie%20L over.txt

"On the contrary,"” Justin said. "You were traveling because the zonbie kissed you. The three kings
were traveling because the zonmbies were stirred up | ooking for you. The events are connected."

"1 believe that we were required to interact," Bink said. "There nust be some devi ous magica
threat to my well-being, so ny talent is acting to turn it aside by seemning coincidence. So it put
us together, and is keeping us together. This adventure is clearly not yet finished."

"So ny whole adventure is just to help you avoid sone nagical threat?"

"Not necessarily. My talent may sinply be borrowing fromwhat is nbst convenient. You were in the
vicinity, so it arranged to have you join us. You certainly were helpful in getting us to the
Isle, and in shielding us frominitial problems with the worren of the Isle. There may be nore

com ng. "

"Well, if that's why I'mhere, | like it," she decided. "But what could threaten three Mgicians?"

"I't may not be a physical threat." Bink said. "It could be sonething that | need to get done, |est
| be truly pained by failure to do so. | don't know what that m ght be, but perhaps it will be
apparent after it has been acconplished." He paused, thoughtfully. "For one thing, Chaneleon and
wer e yout hened by sixty years, and there was surely reason for that. There nust be sonmething | can
acconplish as a young nman that | could not as an old one. | adnmit it's nice to be
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young agai n, physically, but so far | have seen no real justification for it.

"It is a good quest/on. Youth is not granted to folk just because they may want it. If it were,
every living person would be perpetually young."

"I don't know. Being young doesn't seemall that great to ne."

"It is the nature of life to have unrealistic dreanms You should enjoy your youth while you have
it."

"Maybe so." But she was unconvi nced.
"Land ahoy!" Prince Dol ph called fromup front.

"That's the Isle of Wlves," the boat said. It noved to shore, waddl ed onto the beach, and
stopped. "King Wlverton's den is down that path.”

"Thank you," King Dor said as they di senbarked. "I hope our trade of conveyances was worthwhile
for you."
"It certainly was," Para replied. "I loved flying. And it was nice being able to talk aloud. And

peering up under girl's skirts."
"I kept my skirt close and tight!" Breanna retorted hotly.
"But Tipsy Troll didn't, and her | egs were pretty good, considering."

"Wel |, good |uck peeking under other skirts," Breanna said, nollified. She was di scovering that
this particular game could be fun to play, so her outrage was nostly for show

They wal ked down the path, and the boat waddl ed to the sea and paddl ed snoothly away. On inpul se
Breanna turned and waved to it, and saw it rock fromside to side, waving back

"You are beconming nore solicitous of others, including the inanimte," Austin comrented.
t 4 O *Ill II> n
So?

"/ favor it."
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Suddenly a wol f appeared. Its fur was netallic. It screeched to a stop when it saw them the
squeal cane fromits four paws scraping along the ground. Then it becane a man. He was furry
enough on the body to remain fairly decent. "Wo are you, and what do you want here?" he demanded.

"W are three kings and a young wonan, come to see King Wl -verton."
"How did you reach this isle? The interface is off."
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"W were conveyed by Para, the web-footed boat, fromthe Isle of Wrnen."
"You coul dn't have gotten away fromthere unnmarried."”

"We are married. The wonman is beneath the age of marriage."

"Ch." The werewol f reconsidered. "T am Wl fram Follow ne." He resuned wolf form and | oped back
down the path.

Soon they eane to a hill. A sign labeled it Wl verton Mountain. This was evidently the hone of the
ki ng wol f.
Sure enough, a large wolf energed froma den as they reached the top of the hill. He becane a man.

"Why, you are King Dor of Xanth," he said, surprised. "The one who nakes things talk."
"You bet, bushytail!" the nearest stone call ed.

"Yes," King Dor agreed. "W accidentally drank some | ethe water, and forgot where our hone is. If
you woul d be so kind as to tell us—=

"I'"ll be glad to—after you do a service for ne.

"Li sten, furface— Breanna started.
But Justin cut her off. "We are on their Isle It is best to honor their conventions "
"OF course," King Dor said snmoothly. "Wat can we do for you?"

"You can talk my son Jereny into doing his duty and starting training to assunme the kingship when
1 pass on to that great other hunting ground."

"He doesn't want to be king after you?" King Dor asked, surprised.
"He is in a nottled funk, and doesn't want to do anything."
"Well, we'll talk to him" King Dor agreed

King Wl verton led themto the nottled funk, which turned out to be a grove of nottled funk trees.
"He is in there."

Breanna snelled a strong, unpleasant odor: the snmell of the funk bloons. It nade her feel sad. She
knew t hat no funks snelled good, but nottled funks were the worst.

They entered the grove, and soon di scovered Jereny WIf, in wlf form asleep on a bed of funk
berries. The snell was verging into stench. "Hello," King Dor said.

"Go away," the funk bed said.
Prince Dol ph assuned the formof a wolf. "Wof!" he said.
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Prince Jereny opened one eye. It was obvious that he was a prince, because there was a smal
gol den crown on his head. "Wof!" he retorted negatively.
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So Bink tried. "W'd like to talk to you."
The face of the wolf becane hal fway hunman. "What you would |i ke has no bearing."”
"Let me try," Breanna said inmpulsively. She got down and planted a hot kiss on the face.

The eyes wi dened. The humanity spread fromthe face through the rest of the body, making himinto
a |l arge and sonmewhat clunsy person. He still wore the crown. "Ww " Jereny said as a vaguely heart-
shaped cl oudl et di ssi pat ed.

"/ think sonme of the Iip bal mrenained," Justin remarked.

"Serves himright."

Jereny gazed at Breanna. "How old are you. Bl ack Wave mmi den?"
"Fifteen, of course. What's it to you?"

Jereny sighed. "Too young."

"Too young for what?" she demanded, though she had a pretty good idea.
"Too young to be ny ideal nate."

"1"mnobody's ideal mate, and |least of all yours. |'ve already been through all that with one
king. Wiat kind of a girl do you think | anf"''’

Jereny assunmed wolf formand stared at her. Then he returned to human form "I think you are an
assertive runaway from your home village, with the talent of seeing in blackness, and a tree in
your mnd."

"He knows!" Justin exclaimed, amzed.
"How do you know t hat?" Breanna denanded, shaken

"I'n ny natural forml can read mnds," Jereny said. "Unfortunately, | can't do it in manform I
constantly seek a way to have that part of ny tal ent expanded. Do you know a way?"

"No! And | don't want you poking around in ny nmind, so kindly remain in manform"

"You have spirit, and you're cute. | wi sh you were the one."

"Well, I"'mnol. So why don't you do what your father wants and go into training for kingship?"
"Because of the curse."
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"What curse?" Nobody el se seened to be tal king, so Breanna figured it was up to her

"It is conplicated. 1

"Wel |, naybe we can hel p/

"I doubt it. But you might as well know Wen | was young | roamed out fromthe isle, across the
continent of Xanth, heedless of anything. | had no fear of nonsters, because | could read their
m nds, and evade them before they could close on ne. So | was sonewhat reckless, and | fear in
retrospect, at tinmes obnoxious."

"Express synpathy, now that you have himtal king W need to know his problem™
"Well, we all get that way at tines," Breanna said.

"But | was chronically that way. Finally it caught up with ne. In ny brash ignorance | tranpled a
private garden of boysenberries and girlsenberries, ruining the crop. An old Curse Fiend Wnan
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canme out, saw the damage, and cursed ne."

"The curse fiends all have the sane talent they can blast a hole in the ground or kit! trees or
bl ow people into oblivion with their curses."

"That must have been painful,"” Breanna said.

"This wasn't a normal curse. She was one of their ranking people, and had perfected a worse
curse."

Breanna had an idea. "Can you project your thoughts too? So you can show ne exactly what
happened?"

Jereny assuned wolf form Then, suddenly, Breanna found herself in the tranpled berry patch, with
little boysen and girl senberries squished all around her, their juice on her fur

The ol d Curse Fiend appeared. "You despicable creature!" she shouted. "You have ruined nmy crop
May you be cursed to suffer as you have nade nme suffer.”

"How s that?" Breanna Werewol f asked.

"These berries would have brought delight to courting couples, enabling themto recognize their

i deal partners. So you will suffer the same |oss of delight. There will be only one perfect life's
conmpani on for you, a foreign woman, but you will not be able to find her. She will have to find
you, and you will know her only when she declares her |ove for you. But she will not know that you
are her ideal mate, so will not look for you. And when she passes the age of twenty one wi thout
finding you, the two of you will never get together, and you
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will be dooned to be with sone | esser creature, knowi ng that you mi ght have had perfect happiness,
but forfeited it by being thoughtless and stupid. Now depart, you cretin; the curse is conplete."

Breanna departed, her tail between her |egs. She knew that every word of the curse was true.

"That is one awful curse/ No wonder he is dejected Wiy should he want to be king, know ng that he
wi Il never have his perfect |ove?"

She came out of it, and was herself again. The three kings were | ooking at her. "Jeremy has a rea
problem " she said.

The werewol f, back in human form nodded agreenment. "I have | ooked everywhere, but found no
perfect woman. Ch, there have been nmany who expressed interest in ne, but when they did, | know
they were not the one. They just wanted to be princesses or queens. | want the one who will |ove
me for what | truly am not caring about ny status. | nust find her before she passes twenty one,
or lose her forever. And | can't find her."

"But that's not the curse,” Breanna said. "She has to find you."

"l have searched by ranging widely, telling wonen of the curse, so that if any should be the right

one, she will be encouraged to cone to nme. That is how | have tried to nullify that aspect. But it
has all been for naught. | fear ny true |love has already passed the critical age, and | am forever
| ost."

"This /s a negative assunption He is clearly in this funk because he has given up hope of success

"Ckay. Jereny," Breanna said in businesslike fashion. "Either she's over twenty one and it's too
late, or she isn't. There's no point in figuring she's over, because that's hopel ess. So you have
to figure she's under, and you can still find her, or rather, have her find you. Because that's
the only way you can possibly win."

The werewol f prince gazed at her somewhat hopel essly. "What can | do, that | have not already
done?"
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"Let's get sone basics established first. If you find your true love, will you agree to start
training for the kingship?"

"Yes, of course. | have nothing against it. It's just that without nmy true I ove, | have no
anbition for anything else.™

"Ckay. So as | see it, maybe you just need to nake yourself nore attractive to that ideal girl.
VWhich is funny, in a way."

"Funny? |' m depressed. "
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"Not funny you; funny thought. | just cane fromthe Isle of Wnen, where | was hel ping a | ady
zonbie learn to be nore appealing to a king. Now | have to show a prince how to be nore appealing
to a lady. I'mno expert, either way, but at |east the |lady zonbie did get the king."

"If you can enable me to get ny true love, | will be forever in your debt."

"Actually, I"'mjust trying to help the three kings. They've had a whole | ot nobre experience with
wonman than | have."

Bi nk | aughed. "But we |ack one prime prerequisite: we are not fenale."
"Whi ch may be why you are here The distaff perspective is required "
"The what perspective?"

"Femal e. "

"Ch. Well, I'I'l do nmy best." She addressed Jereny again. "Now this perfect woman is foreign. That
means she's not a werewol f?"

"At least is not a werewolf of the Isle of Wlves, though | have checked the | ocal bitches too."

"The | ocal whats?"

"A female canine is a bitch It is not a termof disrespect in this context

"l knew t hat,"
dul | human."

she said, renenbering. "So she could be a different type of crossbreed, or even

"She could be anything," Jereny said. "That's what nakes the search so difficult."

"For sure. But can we assune that she will have a human form or can take that form when she wants
to?"

"l don't know. "

"Well, let's assunme it, because that nakes it a whole | ot easier. Because what little | know about
wonen is all human. | can't help you learn to inpress a bi—a nonhunan fenale."

"That makes sense,” King Dor said. "And perhaps the conventions for different species are simlar
enough in essence to nake it relevant."

"Let's hope," Breanna said. "Ckay, so lets see if we can nake you so appealing to wonen that the
right one is bound to take notice. It would be better if we had a real wonan, but | guess we'l
have to
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make do with what's available. Wiich is a sinmple girl. If you can inpress ne. you can probably
i mpress her."
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"I have inpressed nany wonen," Jereny said. "But none would have noticed ne if | weren't royal."
"Precisely. So let's pretend you are a conpletely ordinary werewolf. Ditch the crown."

Jereny lifted the crown fromhis head. He buried it out of sight in the funk. "Now | am just
anot her werewol f."

"Right." Breanna | ooked around. "Help nme, guys. Wat comes next?"
"Per haps you should be a woman passing by, and he tries to inpress you." King Dor suggested.

"Ckay. Inmpress ne, Jereny." Breanna wal ked just outside the glade, turned, and wal ked i nnocently
back in. The three kings faded circunspectly into the background.

Jereny becane a huge wolf and rose up with a horrendous grow .
"Eeeeeek!" Breanna screanmed. "The big bad wolf is going to eat nme up!"
The wol f becane the man. "No go?”

"No go," Breanna agreed. "I mean, inpress me as a man. Like for a date." She wal ked out of the
gl ade, and back in.

"Hel l o, luscious maiden," Jereny said. "Have a date." He proffered a thyne berry.
Breanna al nost fell over | aughing.
"I made an error?" Jereny asked, annoyed.

"My fault, | guess, for using a Mundane term | neant a date, as in boy and girl go somewhere
t oget her and do sonething fun together."

"But you are too young for that."
"I don't nean storks!" she exploded. "lIsn't there anything el se on a man's m nd?"
"Shoul d there be?"

"At ease, Breanna It was a natural m sunderstanding on his part, and he reacted appropriately He's
a decent sort

So she stifled her natural reaction, and used the occasion for sone necessary education. "Sone
subtl ety nay be in order here. Men may think that storks are in constant need of summoni ng, but
wonen have ot her things on their mnds."
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"They do?'1 The werewol f seenmed anmzed.

"Definitely. So get the stork out of your mnd. Anyway, we're play-acting here, so nmy age is
irrelevant. So don't think of storks, not because |I'mtoo young, but because no wonan thinks of
themuntil late in the game. Make her |ove you, then maybe she'll think of the stork. Eventually."

"Actually, the wonen of the Isle of Winen seened to think of nothing but storks, according to the
report of the kings."

"They were trying to nab a king. That's different.1'

"/ suppose it is. | seens to be true that men have storks, or at |east the act of summoning them
on their mnds nore than wonmen do."

Jereny shook his head. "This is nore difficult than | ever inmagi ned. How can wonen exi st w thout
constantly thinking of storks?"

"We have disciplined mnds. So just try to figure out sonmething that you and I mght like to do
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toget her that has nothing to do with storks."

The man pondered, and cogitated, and thought, and considered, and reflected. Sweat forned on his
br ow.

"You stunped him™

Breanna al nost |aughed. "I guess |'d better give you a hint. How about taking a nice walk
t oget her ?"

"Wher e?"

"Anywhere. It doesn't matter. The point is just to be doing it."

"This is strange indeed."

"Aren't there any interesting sights on the Isle of Wlves?"

"Well, there's the quandary."”

"So let's take a wal k and go see that."

"If you insist. It's really not nuch, especially with the nasses."

"You aren't making this very interesting," Breanna said. "Wat nasses?”
"The mass confusion and nass hysteria. People go near them and—=

"I get the picture. Are there any other |ocal sights?"

"There's the ink well. W draw buckets of ink up, and ship themto all other parts of Xanth."

Breanna nade a gesture as of tearing her hair. "None of this will do. We'd better stick to boy-
girl. Suppose we just walk around in a circle and make interesting conversation?"
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"But you said that girls don't think of anything interesting.”

Br eanna opened her nouth, but Justin intercepted her expostul ation before it got out. "He neans
your refusal to think of stork summoni ng. Change the subject.”

Good advice, again. "I think I"'mjust going to have to tell you some things to talk about. But
that means | won't be able to judge how inpressive it is. W need another girl."

"One who doesn't know | ama prince," Jereny agreed.

"For sure. Okay, first off, you'll have to notice how pretty I am"
" But —
"l don't nean nme personally! | nean any worman. You have to conplinent her. You have to scratch for

nice things to say about her. If she's got distinctive features, you notice them Whatever they
are. Even if they're really not nuch. Now try noticing ne."

He studi ed her head. "You have lustrous long black hair."

She cl apped her hands. "That's it! You're naking ne be flattered, and that nakes ne |ike you
better. Try again.”

He | ooked at her face. "You have gl owi ng green eyes."
"Ri ght on!"

He | ooked at her mid section. "You have a nice little—
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"Nuh-uh! Of limts. There's nothing in that region you' re supposed to notice."
He | ooked at her chest. "You—=
"Nol

"But there's not nmuch else to notice."

"Then get creative. And after that, with luck, she'll ask about you, and you nust tell her
sonet hi ng noody and feelingful, evoking her sympathy, and then follow up with whatever seens apt.
Just keep the dial ogue going nicely, and she'll get interested in you. Then if she's the one.

you're hone free."
"I never did any of this before."

"Which is maybe why you never got anywhere. Let's see what el se we ean armyou with." She | ooked
around. "Any of you have suggestions?"

"The weat her?" King Dor asked.

"Ckay, Jereny, if there's awkward silence, and you can't think of anything else, talk about the
weat her. Not bad weather; interesting weather."”
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"This all seens horribly far-fetched."

"Wonen have far-fetched nminds. Now let's reviewthis, to be sure you have it straight. Then we'l]l
have to go out and test it on a real wonan."

They worked on it, and bit by bit he seened to be getting it. But Breanna was really worried about
whether it would every play in real life. This prom sed to be a long, grueling. and probably
fruitless exercise. Meanwhile, she was tired; she normally slept in the daytinme, and she hadn't
had much of a chance yet today.

12
I MPROVPTU | NGENUE
T

hey seened to be maki ng progress, but Dol ph was bored. Teaching Jereny Werewol f to inpress wonen
favorably mi ght be a positive step, but the chances of himbeing able to inpress the right one in
time seened renote. How |l ong would it take? Days? Weks? Months? They couldn't afford the tine.
They had a big wedding to get back to, back home—wherever that was.

He stepped back out of sight, then becane a small bird and flew up to take a | ook around. The isle
was quiet; it was |late afternoon and the wol ves were nostly snoozi ng.

He flew toward the mai nl and—and there was Para, the duck-footed boat, paddling toward the isle.
Riding init were Jenny EIf and Sammy Cat. He knew what that nmeant: Sammy could find anything
except hone, so the two had been sent out to find the three kings. To remind themto get on back
hone instead of dawdling. The three were nore than ready to go hone, the nonent they coul d!

He was going to fly down and introduce hinself, as Jenny was his friend. Then he thought of
sonet hi ng: Jenny could be their ingenue! She was fenale, and of age, and didn't know what they
were doing. So he had better not tell her anything; he would warn the others, and thus give Jereny
sone real practice

He | ooped down, and soon returned to the funk grove. He resuned his natural form The awful snell
of the grove hit himanew, he had becone acclimatized, until he got a breath of fresh air. "Jenny
Elf's com ng." he announced.
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"Sent to find us," Dor said. "She will know where our home is.'
"Yes." Bink agreed. "But we can't ethically |leave until we solve Jerem>'s problem™
"I was thinking that Jenny could help in that. She can be the ingenue."
"The i ngenue!" Dor excl ai ned.
Breanna gl anced across at them "What's this?l’

"Qur friend Jenny EIf is comng," Dol ph explained. "She nmust hal\e been sent to find us, because
her cat Samry can find al nost anything. She can be the ingenue, because she won't know that Jer-
eny is a prince. He can try to inpress her."

"I's that fair?" Breanna asked. "To put one of your friends in that
position?”

"You think I'mgoing to chonp off her arn?" Jereny demanded.

"No. It's just that—well, | suppose it's all right." She turned to the werewolf "But nmake sure you
renenber that you're just practicing. You don't actually want to sumon any storks. You want to
see what works, so that you can go out and maybe win your perfect |ove."

"l understand," the werewolf prince said. "If | can inpress her. naybe | can yel nanage to break
the curse."

"Meanwhi | e, what about the rest of us?" Dol ph asked. "Wn't we be in the way?"

"W can go eat, take a nap, or whatever else we fancy," Dor said. "But soneone should stay, just
in case."

"I"'mdead on ny feet," Breanna said. "1 just want to sleep."

"You can have ny bed, here." Jereny said. "I'll go neet her outside the grove."

"She'll be looking for us, so we three kings had better neet her," Dor said. "But then we can nove
on. So why don't you go with us, Dol ph. then change form and keep an eye on Jenny." He gl anced at
Jereny. "It's not that we don't trust you, but if there is awkwardness, this ensures inmedi ate
contact with us. Probably there will be errors, and we'll have to explain things to Jenny. |'m
sure she'll cooperate; she's a \ery nice girl."

"That's good. |'m suddenly very nervous. 1 have conme to know Breanna, but this is a stranger. A

t housand things could go wong."

They organi zed and started out of the grove, whil e Br eanna

pl unped hersel f down, put her head on her crossed arns, and \\ent to sleep
Jereny gl anced back. "Breanna is nice too. I'msorry she's not the one."

"She's a good girl," Bink agreed. "Made better, perhaps, by Justin Tree's presence."
"I't nust be nice to find such conpani onship."

"Maybe it will happen for you."

"Especially if you learn how to inpress woren," Dol ph said.

They energed fromthe grove. Their tinmng was right: Jenny ElIl and Sammy Cat were just arriving.
The el f girl was winkling her nose as if she snelled sonmething horrible—the nottled funk, of
cour se.
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"Ch, there you are!" Jenny cried. She ran up to hug Dol ph. She was so small she seened |like a
child, though he knew she was twenty; usually he didn't notice. "You have to conme back now. They
are setting up weddi ng rehearsals, and you have parts to play."

"W will, soon," Dol ph said, "But right now we have sonething else to do. Wuld you nmind waiting
with Jereny?" he gestured to the werewol f, who | ooked tongue-ti ed.

"Ch, sure," she agreed. "Just don't be too long. | pronised to bring you back to Castl e Roognha
within a day."

"Cast| e Roogna?"

Jenny lifted a brow. "You know. Home."

"Hone!" Dor exclaimed, remenbering.

Jenny | aughed. "You couldn't have forgotten, could you?"

“I"'mafraid we could have," Bink said. "W drank sone | ethe water by accident."
"Ch, that explains it! W didn't know what was keeping you."

"We will return shortly,” Dol ph said.

The three of them wal ked on, |eaving Jenny with Jereny. As soon as they went around a bend in the
pat h. Dol ph becane an invisible winged man and | ooped back. He had al ways been able to change
fornms, but as he had grown ol der and gai ned experience, his talent had broadened and deepened,
until now he could do nmuch nore. For exanple, he had |l earned to assune other human forns, so that
he coul d make hinself more handsone or nuscular, or smarter. He seldomdid it, because Electra

i ked himjust the way he was natural h.
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but he could do it when he had reason. Now he had reason: he wanted to retain his full human
intelligence, which could get cranped in small-headed bird form yet be able to nove silently

wi thout |eaving footprints. So this formwas good for that, and he would change it when he needed
to.

He flitted back to eavesdrop on Jereny and Jenny. He felt a bit guilty for not telling Jenny what
was going on, but if he had done so, that woul d have spoiled Jereny's test. He would tell her
everything as soon as it was feasible.

The two were standing in the very kind of awkward silence that was supposed to be avoi ded. Dol ph

came up behind the werewol f. "Conplinment," he whispered.
"You have nice spectacles," Jereny said.
"Ch, they're just froma spectacle bush," Jenny said. "I can't see very well w thout them"

There was nore silence. "Try again," Dol ph whispered.

"You have nice hands."

Jenny held themup. "You like four fingers?"

"Four fingers!" he said, anazed.

Wrse and worse. This wasn't working.

"You didn't know?" Jenny asked. "Then why did you comrent ?"

Jererny stared at his feet. "I'msorry. | was trying to say sonething nice, but I'mnot good at
it."

" Sonet hi ng ni ce? Wy?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2022%20-%20Zombie%20Lover.txt (164 of 208) [1/19/03 9:10:01 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2022%20-%20Z ombie%20L over.txt

"Do you really want to know?" he asked, dejected.
"Yes, of course."
"I't's sort of conplicated."

"Life often is. Tell ne.

"I"'mtrying to learn how to i npress wonen, because | am cursed not to recognize my true |ove unti
she comes to ne. only she won't knowit so won't cone, so | need to be interesting enough so
she'll want to."

Jenny digested that. "I guess it's a start. But | should think you would fare better just by being
yoursel f."

"But I'mjust sort of dull and clumsy, in this form"

"This forn? What other form do you have?"

"I'"'ma werewol f."
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"A werewol f!" Jenny excl ai med, delighted. "That's wonderful!"
"It is?"

"I always |iked wolves. I'"'ma wolf-rider."

"You ride wol ves?"

"Well, | did back hone. But | never met any wolves here in Xanth. so | couldn't ride. Anyway, it
isn't as if | could ride just any wolf."

"It isn"t?"
"No, it has to be a wolf friend. That's—waell, it gets conplicated to explain."
"I'n my wolf form 1 can read ninds. May | read yours?"

"A telepathic wol f? Certainly; why not? | have nothing to hide. and you can get the concept nuch
nore quickly and conpletely."

Jereny changed to wolf form Jenny smled and stroked his fur. She was a small girl, and he was a
big wol f, so his head was as high as hers. She showed no fear at all; instead she was plainly
delighted to be in the conpany of a wolf.

Dol ph shook his invisible head. Suddenly this was working out, but not in the way expected. Jereny
hadn't inpressed her by his attenpted conplinments, but by his basic nature, which Jenny happened
to like. Did that count?"

Jereny resuned manform so he could talk. "Your Wrld of Two Mbons—how wonderfully strange,"” he
said. "I had no idea you were such a renarkabl e person, with such an exotic origin."

"Ch, I'mnot renarkable or exotic." she protested. "I just came to Xanth by accident, chasing
Sammy Cat. |'mstrictly nothing nuch.”

"Not as | see it." Jereny hesitated. "I am strong enough to carry you. Would you like to ride nme?
In ny wolf form | nean?”

She cl apped her hands. "Ch. yes\"

"I"ll go very slowy, so you won't fall off."
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"Don't worry about that, I won't fall off. An elf never forgets wolf-riding."

Jereny resuned his wolf shape. He started to he down, so Jenny could clinb on him but she didn't
wai t. She | eaped, and was on his back, holding on to the long fur of his collar. He started to
wal k, slowy, but she showed no sign of unsteadiness. So he noved faster, and she had no trouble.
He was evidently reading her mind, and knowi ng that she was all right.
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Then he broke into a run. Dol ph changed to invisible wolf form and foll owed. They charged al ong
the path and on to the beach, where the wolf did his utnmost, running swiftly along between the
wat er and the jungle. Jenny never wavered; Dol ph could see her smiling.

After a while Jereny slowed, then stopped, and Jenny slid off. "Ch. thank you so much!" she cri ed.
"That was the npst wonderful experience |I've had in years!"

Jereny resuned man form "It's nice being appreciated like that. You really do know how to ride a
wol f."
"Yes, we are made for it. That's why we are small, so as not to be too nuch of a burden."

"You were no burden."”

Jenny turned and hugged hi m around the neck and shoul ders. Then she drew back, abashed. "GCh!
forget you had changed form Huggi ng wolves is natural, but—=

"I know what you nmean." He changed back, and she hugged hi m agai n.

Then she drew back. "What's this about the curse? | nean, how do you know there's only one wonman
for you?"

Jereny resunmed man form "It's all part of the curse. If | don't find her before she passes twenty
one, I'll never find her at all. So the three kings and Breanna are hel ping ne | earn how to—wel |,
never mnd."

"No, it's all right. You were supposed to practice on nme?"

"Yes," he said, abashed.

"Wl |, then you should do it. Your wonan nust be growing older all the tine. You need to get it
strai ght as soon as possible."

"You don't m nd?"

"Jeremny, for a wolf-ride | would do anything. Practice on nme all you want; | want to help you."
"Ch, thank you, Jenny. This will help a lot." He paused, |ooking down at his feet again. "I'm
sorry | was so clunsy. | nean, conplinenting your hands when | hadn't even really seen them But |

do think they are nice hands."
"Four fingers and all?"

"l felt those hands grip ny fur as you rode with perfect balance. | don't care how nany fingers
you have; they're great." He took one of her hands and kissed it.
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"Ch." Jenny bl ushed.

"Sorry. | got carried away. | do clumsy things when—=

"Ch, stop it. I'mnot enbarrassed, |I'mtouched. Nobody ever did that to nme before."

Jereny | ooked around. "I suppose we shoul d get back to the glade before the kings return and m ss
us."
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"l suppose.”

But he didn't change form and she didn't nmake any notion. They wal ked al ong, | ooking out over the
sea. Dol ph wondered whet her he should join them but decided to remain hidden

"You said a nanme | didn't recognize," Jenny said after a bit. "Agirl?"

"Breanna. She canme with the three kings. She was trying to teach ne to be charming. It wasn't
wor ki ng very well."

"How did they get together with her? She's not of Castle Roogna."

"I didn't nmean to snoop, but | did pick up sone things fromher mnd. She was chased by a zonbi e,
and | think the kings hel ped her escape. She hel ped themtoo. They were on the Isle of Wnen, and
those wonen don't like to let royal nen get away unmarried."”

"But they are married already."

"Those wonen don't like to take no for an answer. They would have tried to make them renounce
their existing wives and nmarry Isle Wwinen. Anyway, the three of them and Breanna got away and cane
here. My father nade themtry to help ne, before he would tell themwhere their hone is."

"Well, I"'mglad | got to neet you. | didn't know where they were, but Sammy found them"™ Jenny
froze. "On! | |ost Sammy!"

"He nust be with Breanna. W'd better return now. "
"Yes."

He changed, she junped on, and they raced |ike the wind back the way they had cone, w th Dol ph
fol | owi ng.

They reached the grove as Bink and Dor were returning. "Look at that!" Dor exclaimed. "He's
carrying her!"

Jereny halted, and Jenny slid off. They were simlarly abashed. "I know we shoul d have been
practicing manners," Jenny said. "W just got carried away."

"We didn't know you could ride," Bink said.

"I can't. Except for wolves. I"'ma wolf-rider. Wien | net Jer-
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eny—Il'msorry. | just got carried away. Literally. We'Il practice now "

Jereny assuned manform "It was ny fault. When | |earned her nature— He skuffled his feet.

"I'"ve got to find Samy."
Dol ph.

Jenny said, walking on into the grove. Jereny followd, and so did

Sure enough, there was Breanna. asleep, with the cat snuggl ed up against her. The girl's eyes
opened as they approached. "Hello, Jenny," she said.

Jenny was surprised. "Have we net?"
Breanna sat up. "Not exactly. Justin knows you."
"Justin?"

"Justin Tree, of the North Village. You have visited him Hys mindis with me now, and he
identifies folk for nme."

"Ch. | didn't nmean to disturb you. | had lost track of Sammy Cat, so | thought he m ght be here.”
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Breanna | ooked at Sammy, who was now stretching. "Yes. he joined ne in a cat nap. He's good
conpany."

Dol ph realized that Samry had been | ooking for a nap, so had found the cat nap

"We' Il get out of your way," Jenny said.

"No, |I'mokay. That nap will hold ne for a while. | can sleep at night if | have to. W need to
get Jereny trained."

"Yes." Jenny agreed. "But now that | know his nature, | relate to himas a wolf. That distorts ny
awar eness. "

Breanna smil ed. "Sonething al ways nmesses up. | know how it is."

"Maybe it's part of ny curse," Jereny said.

Both girls laughed. "We' Il just have to beat your curse,” Breanna said. "Now let's see how you

i mpress Jenny, as a nman. Wat do you do9"

Jereny turned to Jenny. "You have nice ears." Then he did a doubl et ake. "Oops."
"They're pointed," Jenny said. "You hadn't noticed?"

He nodded. "As | said, |I'mjust sort of clumsy in manform™

"You're going to have to learn to notice things.'
conpliments.”

Breanna said. "So you can make accurate

They continued to practice. Dol ph. bored, wandered away. He was in invisible wolf form so he
changed to visible wolf form so that he could relate to the wolves of the isle.
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He spied a wolf racing in fromthe beach. The wolf | ooked worried and di sgusted. "Wat's the
matter?" Dol ph growed in wolf-talk as the ot her passed.

"There's a zonbie werewolf conming to the islel | must tell the king, so we can repel it," the
ot her growl ed, and raced on

The werewol ves didn't want a zonbie werewolf? It occurred to Dol ph that Breanna m ght be
interested in that, after her experience with zonbies. He trotted back to the funk grove.

"I think you're getting it," Breanna was telling Jereny. "But Jenny's right; she's not right,
because she sees you as a wolf prince."

"Prince?" Jenny asked, startled.

"Oops, | nessed up," Breanna said. "Again."

"Yes, | ama werewolf prince," Jereny said. "W didn't tell you, because | was supposed to inpress
you as a nan, not as a prince. Instead | inpressed you as a wolf."

Jenny | ooked crestfallen. "I guess that nmeans you won't be free to—I| nmean a prince has better

things to do than carry around stray elves."

He put his armaround her. "Jenny, | love carrying you! I'll be glad to do it any tine. | never
bef ore encountered anyone who could ride Iike that. O anyone who val ued ny wol fi shness rat her
than nmy princeness. | want to be your wolf-friend."

She shook her head. "Princes have duties. They have to learn to be kings. They can't just run
around with friends and explore Xanth." She | ooked at Dor. "lsn't that so?"

"That is so," Dor agreed. "And this is why we are trying to help Jeremy. He nust abate his curse
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so he can be ready to be a king, in due course."

"But | don't care about being king," Jereny said. "Not if | have to narry the wong wonan. |'d
rather be a wolf-friend, and range all Xanth."

"That woul d be second best,"
your true |ove."

Jenny said, a tear in her eye. "W can't let it happen. You nust find

Then Breanna noticed Dol ph. "There's a strange wolf here."

Dol ph changed form "No, it's just me. | just learned that there's a zonbie werewol f coning to the
isle, and the other werewolves don't like that."

"The zonbies have a right to exist too," Breanna said hotly. "So they're a bit different from
others; so's everybody. |I'mblack, Jenny's
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an elf, you' re a shape changer—e're all different in our special ways. They should let it cone
here. "

"I thought you nmight feel that way." Dol ph said.

"Let's go talk to King Wl verton," Breanna said. "I think |'ve done nore than enough m schi ef
here. You folk can practice better without ne."

"That's not true," Dor said.

But Breanna was already in nmotion. "I don't know how to ride, but is there sone other form you
could take to carry me in a hurry to the ki ng?"

Dol ph becane a wi nged nman. Actually he was hinself with w ngs, another refinenent he had | earned.
He picked her up and flew into the nearest patch of sky.

She | ooked around. "Oh. this is as nmuch fun as flying in that duck boat! Just don't drop ne."
"I wouldn't do that," Dol ph said.

"I was teasing." She kissed himon the cheek
He wavered, and had to correct his course. He knew he was bl ushing.
"Sorry," Breanna said. "|I get into nore trouble by being inpulsive."

He spied Wl verton Muuntain and glided down. The wolves had al ready gathered, and were in ani nmated
di al ogue.

The wer ewol ves paused as Dor | anded and set Breanna on her feet. One approached them "This is a
private matter," he murnured.

"No it isn't!" Breanna retorted. "You're discrininating against a zonmbie werewolf, and | won't
have it. He's a person too."

They stared at her. "You are defending a zombie?" King Wl verton denanded.

"Yes! Sonebody's got to. Al they want to do is get along, and they're not bad fol k. They can be
useful too. Suppose a gruesonme nonster invaded the isle, and it killed any of you who tried to
stop it? A zonbie can't be killed. A zonmbie could fight that nonster, or maybe disgust it so it
went away. That's why they have zonbies to defend Castl e Roognha. You should wel cone that zonbie
wer ewol f1I"

The wer ewol ves passed a gl ance around. "Sire, she is naking sense," one said.
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The king | ooked at Breanna cannily. "Some folk are great for recomending things for other folk
that they wouldn't do thenselves."

"Ch, yeah? Like what?"
"Li ke associating with zonbies."

Dol ph knew what was com ng. The werewol ves didn't know about Breanna's recent history. He kept his
nmout h shut .

"So you think I'ma hypocrite?" Breanna demanded. "That | wouldn't touch a zonbie nysel f?"

"That is what | suspect,” the king agreed.

"So if | touch that zonbie, you'll let himstay here without trying to freeze hi mout?"

There was anot her gl ance. That depends on the nagnitude of the touch,"” the king said. "W will
mat ch your |evel of contact, in a general way."

"Ckay, just watch ne." She turned to Dol ph. He picked her up again and flew toward the beach
while the others assunmed wolf formand ran swiftly in the sanme direction

"They think you're bluffing," Dol ph told her
"I know they do. But |I'mnot doing this just to embarrass them |'mdoing it because it's right."
"I's Justin Tree guiding you in that?"

"No, he's agreeing with me. It took nme a while to get straight about zombies, but now | know what
to do."

They reached the beach. The duck boat was just arriving. Dol ph | anded, set the girl down, and
stayed back as the wolves caught up to him

Breanna hurried out to intercept the zonbie. It seenmed to be nale. in wolf form and rather
farther gone than Dol ph personally liked. Wwuld the girl be able to nmake herself touch hinf

"Hello," Breanna said as the wolf got out of the boat. "Wl cone to the Isle of Wlves. WII you
defend it against all enenies, including gruesome nonsters?"

The wol f nodded, and a bit of furry skin dropped to the ground. Dol ph wi nced.
"Change form please," Breanna said.

The wol f becane a simlarly decaying nman. H's eyes were sunken, and his |lips had rotted away, so
that his teeth were bare.
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"I am Breanna of the Black Wave I'mnot a werewol f, I'mjust part of the welcoming committee Wo
are you9"

"Ztigma Zhonbie "

Br eanna paused, and Dol ph knew she was consulting with Justin Tree "Stigna9 As in a mark of
di sgrace or di sease9"

"Yez"

"Fair enough," she said "Stigna, |'mgoing to give you a wel conmi ng kiss Hold out your arnmns

The zonbie did Breanna stepped into that clunmsy enbrace, wapped her arns around the decayi ng
torso, and planted a solid kiss on the |ipless nouth She held that pose for a nore than sufficient
nmoment, then disengaged "You will like it here," she said "Now you can neet King Wlverton " She
turned to face the werewol ves
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"She did it," a werewolf said, shuddering "We're stuck for it "

"So we are," the king said "Wll, a deal's a deal He strode forward and shook the hand of the
zonbi e "Wel conme, " he said gruffly, and wal ked away, his hand stiff, as if needing to be plunged
into a vat of boiling soap

Dol ph knew that after that, no other werewolf would criticize the zonbie He would get al ong

Br eanna wal ked back to join him There was snmear of ick on her nouth, and a chunk of rot on her
shoul der Her green eyes were staring, as if encrusted with sickly slime "Help nme," she whispered

Dol ph picked her up and flew her to another section of the beach, out of sight of the werewol ves.
He led her to the water, and then into it, setting her slippers on the dry sand He scooped up a
handful of sea and washed oft her tace and hands Then he touched up aspects of her clothing,

t hough this nmade them danp

"l had to do it," she said "But it was awful "

"You showed real courage,"” he said "That zonbie was far gone

She becane nore animated "But | survived it And | got the job done The zonbies can't help the way
they are They don't deserve to be shunned.”

"True The Zonbi e Master, who nakes them is a nice man, and his wife, MIlie the Ghost, is nice
too They are both hunman, but getting old ' *

"Who will represent the zonbi es when those two nove on9
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mean, apart irom King Xeth7 Doesn't there have to be some living interaction?"
"Yes, | think so | never thought about it’

"I feel another inpulse conming on |Is there tine to visit there7

"Time before dark7 | doubt it'

"Let's go anyway Now | want to neet the Zonbie Master " 'He may not be awake

"Well, then Mllie | want to knovv how they relate to the zom bies

So she donned her slippers, and Dol ph picked her up again, slightly dripping, and fl ew across the
sea to the mainland, and then on over land to Castle Zonbie By the time they arrived, it was dusk
The castle was brooding in the shadows, but it could nanage that alnobst as readily in ful
sunshi ne

They | anded at the drawbridge "Hal sh1" the zonbie guard cried losing a tooth
Breanna stooped to pick up the tooth "Here," she said, returning it to the guard

Zonbi es wer e sel dom startl ed, but this one managed it "Thanksh " He put the
tooth back in his nouth

"W hale cone to see the Zonbie Mster," Dol ph said "I am Prince Dol ph, and this is Breanna of the
Bl ack Wave "

"Thi sh whay " The guard | ed them across the nol d-encrusted bridge to the nildew front gate

Breanna | ooked around "It's beautiful, inside

"MIlie is a good housekeeper

"You sure can't tell by the outside " She tilted her head thoughtfully "Wiich | guess is true of
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peopl e—and zonbi es

Soon they reached the interior office This tinme the Zonbie Master was there along with MIlie "Wy
hell o Dol phl I did not expect to see you back so soon " He glanced at Breanna "But Aurora has
changed significantly "

"This isn't Aurora," Dol ph said quickly "This is Breanna of the Black Wave Aurora is \uth Erica,
anot her wi nged nernaid Breanna is the one King Xeth wanted to narry "

"But she | ooks to be only fifteen MIlie protested

"Yes So she was not suitable But Xeth didn't understand Now he has deci ded on anot her woman—
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"Yes, Zyzzyva." the Zonbie Master said. "W have word that they are com ng here soon."

"But after her experience with zonbies, Breanna wanted to | earn nore about them so we cane here."

"Well, | finally managed to | ocate Planet Zonbie," the Zonbie Master said. "It is well along in

the chain, but nobst of its creatures and plants are zonbies, and its rocks are well eroded. Now

MIllie and | will be able to retire there, together with any zonbies who wish to cone. | believe
that the majority will. But there remains one problem"

"Who is going to run Castle Zonbie," Breanna said.

"Yes. W are the only living folk here, and there needs to be soneone living, because other living
folk may have a certain problemrelating to zonbies. So we will wait a few nore years, until we
train in soneone else for this. Then at last we'll be able to go and rel ax."

Dol ph found this interesting. "Wio will cone here?"

"W don't know," MIlie said. "Jonathan asked the Good Magician Hunfrey, and he said he woul d work
on it, but so far no prospects have appeared. We're |ooking for a man of experience and judgnent,
or perhaps a couple.” She glanced at her husband. "W found that works well enough."”

"The Good Magician will surely come up with soneone," Dol ph said.

"Yes, it is not an easy search." the Zonbie Master said. "The nman nust have naturity, yet be young
enough to remain for sone tinme. The woman nust be sensi bl e enough to accept the presence of
zonbi es. Age and youth conbi ned. "

A light flashed over Dol ph's head. "G andfather Bi nk" he exclainmed. "Bink and Chamnel eon! That nust
be why they got yout hened!"

The Zonbie Master's jaw dropped. "I never thought of that. Yes, they would be perfect. But they
woul d have to want to do it. Do they?"

"I don't know. The subject never canme up. | don't think Magician Hunfrey ever spoke to them"

"Curious," the Zonbie Master said. "Maybe he is waiting for themto think of it thenmselves. It's
not the kind of position that anyone should be urged into; the desire should come fromwthin."
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"Maybe." Dol ph agreed dubiously. "Yet Bink was right here, and didn't think of it."

"Some things take tinme," MIlie said. "I did not understand zonbies at first. Maybe Chanel eon does
not . "

"Coul d be," Dol ph agreed. He turned to Breanna. "Do you want to see the rest of the castle?"
"l amcurious," Breanna said. "If it's not too much trouble."

"I will be happy to give you a tour,” Mllie said. "I don't see nmany |living wonmen here."
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"l guess you don't." Breanna agreed half ruefully. She glanced at Dol ph. "You won't mind waiting?"
"Go ahead," he said. "I'Il tell Jonathan about your experience with the werewol f."
"Thanks." Breanna | ooked as if she were suppressing a grinace.

The ol d woman and the young wonan went off. Dol ph turned to the Zonbie Master, who was | ooking at
himwith a question mark. "W encountered a zonbie werewol f coming to the Isle of Wl ves. Breanna
used to be scared of zonbies, but once she worked it out with King Xeth she defends them She got
the werewol ves to accept a zonbie."

"Ch, that would be Stigma. He had hoped to be with his own kind. But often there can be prejudice.
How did she do it?"

"She ki ssed himon the nputh."”
"But he doesn't have any lips."

"She kissed his teeth, | guess. It was a nervy thing to do. After that they couldn't deny him
They were shaned into it."

"She nust be nore of a person than she | ooks."

"I think so. She can be feisty and blunt, but she neans well, and she |earns from experience.
After that, she was curious about Castle Zonmbie, so | brought her here for a visit." Dol ph paused
then remenbered sonething el se. "She n nore than she | ooks. Justin Tree is with her."

"Justin Tree! But isn't he firmy planted in the North Vill age?"

"Yes. But he craved sonme human adventure, so made a deal with Breanna. He shares her adventure, in
exchange for his good advice. So she has the advantage of a truly mature perspective.”

"Interesting things are happening. | would never have thought of that." The Zonbi e Master changed
the subject. "Have you | earned
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who is to be nmarried at Castle Roogna7 W received an invitation, and will attend but we wonder

"No word yet' Dol ph said "W're trying to help the Werewolf Prince Jereny find his true |love, so
that we can get back in time for that cerenpbny But it s not going well He is cursed not to know
his true love until she conmes to him but she doesn't know it either, so won't cone "

"That is a bad curse, ' the Zonbie Master agreed

"I understand that the Curse Fiend Whnan who nmade it was really angry She wanted himto truly
suffer, and she succeeded "

The wonen returned "It's such a lovely castle," Breanna said "MIlie showed nme everything

"It was nice to have an appreciative audience,” MIlie said "You nust stay for tee and crunples

It was now full night "I think we had better get back to the Isle of Wlves before we are m ssed,"
Dol ph said with regret

"W can wait a little |longer," Breanna said

So they stayed for the refreshnent, and it was good Breanna asked for the recipe, and MIlie gave
it to her Then at |ast they departed "They're really nice," Breanna said "I'mglad we visited

"To fly at night, | rust assune another form" Dol ph said "It may not be as confortable for you

"That's okay | needed to unwind, after—after Stigma This worked just fine
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Dol ph becane a | arge night hawk She nade herself halfway comfortable in his talons, and he
| aunched into the night sky H s vision in this formwas excellent

"Ch, | ook—there's Xeth and Zyzzyva wal ki ng sout h," Breanna said

He | ooked down, and sure enough, there they were He had forgotten that her talent was to see in
darkness Cbviously it was a good one

They reached the Isle ol WUes. which did not seemto fade out the way the other isles did Maybe
they could relate to it because other nenbers of their party were there It would have been rea

m schi ef, otherwi sel Dol ph glided in lor a |landing near the grole. set Breanna down, and changed
back to manform

"Thanks Prince Dol ph," she said "l needed that bieak "
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They wal ked into the grove, and found the others sleeping Prince Jereny was in wolf form and
Jenny EIf was snuggl ed agai nst his side, and Sammy Cat was snuggl ed agai nst her side Bink and Dor
were nearby, with their own beds of funk Funk had turned out to be good material for doing nothing
on

Rat her than disturb the others, they shaped their own beds and |ay down The night was warm so
they needed no covers In a nonent Dol ph was asl eep

13
LOVE' S LABORS
j

enny woke to find the others sprawl ed across the gl ade, on beds of funk. The funk didn't snell bad
anynore; her nose had gotten used to it.

Today they had to find Jereny's perfect wonan, so he could be happy and focus on training for the
wer ewol f ki ngship, and so the three kings could return to Castl e Roogna and rehearse for their
roles in the big wedding. The wonenfol k, who paid nuch nore attention to such things than nenfol k
did, were getting frantic.

Her eye fell on Breanna of the Black Wave. The girl was inpetuous and assertive; Jenny liked that.
She and Dol ph had di sappeared in the evening, so as not to interfere with the practice; Jenny
wonder ed where they had gone. She woul d ask. when they woke.

Meanwhi | e, Jenny and Jereny would go to the Isle of Wnen, because there were nany wonen there who
were | ooking for princes, and he hadn't been there before. So that was the nost |ikely place he
would find his true love. She and the others would try to coach himthrough the interviews. Wth

| uck, they woul d have success. O herw se—

She didn't finish the thought. They had to get himsettled. Not just because they had business
el sewhere. Because he was a nice wolf under an awful curse. Jenny was especially sensitive to the
pr obl ens

of wol ves.

"Say, maybe Sammy could find her," Jenny said al oud, seeing her cat. "Samy, where is Jereny's
True Love9"
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But Sanmy sinply rolled over, asking to be stroked. Jenny did so, sighing. Sonetinmes he was |ike
that. He could find anything except hone, but he had to want to. Evidently he didn't care about
this case. He was no |onger a young cat, and had | ess energy than in tines past.

Then she thought of sonething el se, so obvious she marveled that it hadn't come up before. The
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Good Magi cian! Jereny could go to himto ask about his true love. It would cost hima year of
service, but it would be worth it, because it would get himthe rest of his |ife happy.

The wol f opened his near eye. "Ch, did | wake you?" Jenny asked, feeling guilty.

He changed part way: just his head. "Your thoughts did. The Good Magician? Do you really think he
could do it, despite the curse?"

"Yes, he can find the answer to anything. | don't think any curse could stop him So | think that
if you don't find your true | ove today, you should go to him"

Jereny nodded. "J shall do so. You fol k have given nme hope, and now you have given nme the way too.
| thank you for both."

"You' re wel come. But maybe you'll be able to save that year, by finding her today. | understand
there are nmany beautiful wonen on the Isle of Wnen." Then she thought of sonething. "But if they
have all found dream princes now, maybe they won't be interested. Including your True Love, if
she's there.™

"I think a woman should prefer a real prince to a dreamprince, if she has a choi ce,
"If she doesn't, then she's not the one for nme."

Jereny said.

Jenny sniled. "Maybe she would prefer to take both. One for her waking hours, the other for her
sl eepi ng hours. Woul d that bother you?"

Jereny pondered. "I don't like to seemjealous, but yes, it would. |I think that nmy dream woman
should | ove ne conmpletely, as | would | ove her, and not be interested in anyone el se, awake or
asl eep. "

Jenny nodded. "That nakes sense to ne. You don't want the wong worman; the right worman woul dn't
want the wrong man, either. So if she's there, she'll welconme you. | hope she is. and does."

The werewol f prince smiled. "Thank you. But there is also one big problem They don't let any

prince off their isle unless he marries one of them That's why | never went there before. | knew
that if ny
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i deal woman were not there, they would force nme to narry a non-ideal woman."
"But they can't nmke you marry one you don't want to!'l

"Ch, they can, they can. They have ways."

"I don't see how 1 nean—-

Breanna sat up. "They do have ways, Jen. The three kings would never have escaped, before, if Bink
hadn't figured out a better alternative for them He sent themto ook for princes on lda's
noons. "

"Ch, those! There would certainly be princes there!™

"There are. But to visit them you have to be asleep. So if one of the Isle of Wnen wonen is
right for Jeremy, she'll probably be satisfied to be with himinstead of with one of the other
princes."

"l shoul d hope so!"

Br eanna | ooked suddenly stricken. "I just thought—suppose his ideal woman is on those dream
wor | ds?"
For an instant Jenny felt panic. Then it passed. "It doesn't matter."

"Doesn't matter!"
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"Because every person who ever lived in Xanth, or ever will live, or ever mght live there, is in
those worlds. That includes the ones who are in Xanth now. So of course his ideal woman is there
But she nust also be here in Xanth. Because why would the Curse Fiend Wonan bother to curse himif
it were neaningless? She knew that there is a perfect love for him here in Xanth, so she cursed
himto stop himfromgetting her."

Breanna pondered, then nodded. "That works for nme. So she is accessible, if we can only find her
intin. And | agree: the Good Magician shoul d know. He sol ved ny problem-not in the way |
expected, but just as good, really-and he can solve Jereny's problem So let's give it one whale
of atry today, and if that doesn't work, take himto the Good Magician. That will take care of
him and the rest of you will still be able to gel back home in time for your big event."

Jereny changed all the way, and stood up. His clothing cane automatically with his human form
fortunately. Such things varied; some shape changers, |like the naga folk, had to don their
clothing each tinme they changed. "It sounds good. But what way do you have to get nme off that isle
unmarried, if we don't find her there?"

Breanna gl anced at Bi nk, who was just waking up. "lI'msure there will be some way."
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Jenny wasn't satisfied. "lIt's risky. W need to be sure, before going there. O herwi se he m ght be

forced to marry the wong wonan, and right after that the right one could turn up. That would
really crown the curse."

"She's right." Jereny said. "I think I would be better off not torisk it. 1 can go directly to
the Good Magician. It is better to pay a year, than to risk a lifetine."

Breanna shrugged. "Somretines things you never thought of turn up to change things. Like the lip
bonb. "

"Li ke the what?" Jenny asked.

"Ch, you don't know about that? I'll show you." Breanna delved into her clothing and found a
packet. She opened it and di pped her finger into its red paste. She spread that on her lips. "I
wonder if this works on same-gender kisses?" she said nusingly.

"On what ?"
"Let's find out." Breanna approached Jenny, and wi thout further warning, kissed her on the nouth.

Jenny was so astoni shed that she al nost fainted. Her nouth erupted into a shower of candy ki sses.
She seened to be floating on a warm sea of rose petals.

"What was that?" she asked as she wafted to the pl easant shore.

"I detonated sone |ip bonb on you," Breanna explained. "It has quite an effect, doesn't it?"
Jenny wi ped off her nouth as her heartbeat settled back toward normal. "Yes. Don't kiss nme again."
The girl laughed. "For sure not! I'msaving this for a boy. Wen. Eventually."

"I wonder whether that would help nme find nmy woman," Jereny said.

"No," Breanna replied. "Because it's artificial. You don't want to trick a wonman, or force her
you want her to come to you, naturally. Lip bonb is nore |ike effect wi thout substance."”

Jenny had to agree.
Suddenly the duck-footed boat waddl ed into the glade. "All aboard." it said. "Nows the tine."
"But— Jenny started to protest.

"I't will be all right," Bink said, clinbing in. "They let us go before."
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"But you made a deal! Jereny isn't part of that.”
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"Sure he is," Dolph said. "He's with us now. "

"But the risk—= Jenny | ooked at Breanna. "You're a worman. You nust have sonme sense. If that island
is a mn trap—

"I't's okay." Breanna said, hel ping Jenny into the boat.

" But —

Jereny shrugged. "They want to do it," he said, clinbing in. "So let's do it."

Frustrated, Jenny gave up and got into the boat. She hoped that the others knew sonething she
didn't. But she didn't trust their weird confidence. There was nore than a whiff of a hint of
di saster in the air.

The boat noved out of the glade, through the trees, and onto the beach. It plunged into the water
and noved swiftly for the neighboring island.

"Who arranged this?" Jenny asked.

"I did," Dor said. "Last night, after we decided to try the Isle of Wnen."
"But we hadn't considered the risk then."

"I think it will be all right."

Jenny shut up. Sonetinmes the |ogic of men escaped her. But why did Breanna also agree to this
risk? She at |east should have nore sense.

Soon they cane to the Isle. The boat ran up on the land, making its way to the duck pond in the
center.

There was a crowd of beautiful wonen. Chief anbng them was one in indecent bra and panti es.
Naturally all four men went immobile as their eyeballs |ocked into place. They would be no help

"So you return," the wonman said.

"Hel l o, Voracia," Breanna said. "You know the three kings and me. The others are Jenny Elf and
Prince Jereny Werewol f. W need to discover whether his ideal woman is here. Presuming that you
wonen remain interested.”

"Yes, we all have dream prince boyfriends now, but we want sonething for our waking hours too. W
don't want to dream our |ives away."

"We figured as nuch. But first you'll have to turn off your clothing."
"Ch." The worman's apparel becane a halter and shorts. These
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remai ned sonmewhat too suggestive for Jenny's taste, but at least the nmen were able to draw their
eyebal |l s away with only slight sucking sounds.

"Let's just stay in the boat,"
themw Il be the one."

Breanna said. "Wile you parade your wonmen by. W hope that one of

The boat, agreeing, relaxed. It sank slightly in the water, its feet noving just enough to keep it
stabl e. Jenny knew, because she peeked over the edge.

"But that's not the way we operate," Voracia said. "W each nust get our turn to fascinate him"
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"You can do that right here."
Voraci a shrugged. "Very well. | amfirst. How do you |ike ne, Jereny?"

The werewol f eyed her thoroughly. Jenny coul d appreci ate why. Voracia had the kind of face and
figure Jenny knew better than even to dream of. "You look very interesting. But ny concern is not

how you | ook, but whether you are ny true love. | will knowonly if you approach me, speaking
| ove. "

' T can do that,'' she said. She wal ked toward him her hair flowing, her halter jiggling, her
shorts tightening and novi ng nost suggestively. Jenny was privately jeal ous, being forcibly
rem nded that her own body would never fill out clothing like that, or nove like that. So she

woul d never be able to fascinate a man in that manner.

"I love you. Prince Jereny Werewol f, and want to marry you." Voracia said dulcetly as her clothing
turned translucent. Jenny was jeal ous again: she could never lie like that, either. Oh, the wonan
surely wanted to nmarry him but how could she love him in just these few m nutes? She just wanted
to be a princess or queen

Jereny shook his head. "You are not the one.”

Jenny was privately gratified, though she knew she shouldn't be. It was just that she thought that
things like bulging halters and seni-see-through shorts should not decide a lifetime relationship
What about character9 Conpatibility? Harnmony of lifestyle? Wuld Voracia even want to associ ate
with himwhen he was in his wolf fornP Yet the other wonmen of the Isle might be no better.

"But how can you be sure?" Voracia said, her halter shrinking so that her bosomhad to struggle to
stay partly inside. "Cone out of that canoe and join me, and | will show you such a good tine."
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"l don't want a good tinme. | want ny one true |ove."

Her expression becane |ess pretty. Her upper garment assumed the likeness of brands and brass
knuckl es, which Jenny realized nmade sense for a bra. "Then go soak your stupid head!" she flared,
turning away. Her shorts condensed into a Gstring so that her flexing bottom| ooked bare.

Jereny's eyeballs began to steam Breanna reached out to put her hand before his eyes. That broke
hi s connection before the orbs were cooked. "Thank you," he gasped.

"Others will try sonmething sinmlar," Breanna murnmured to Jenny. "Be alert, and rescue him quickly.
I"mgoing to take a nap; it's ny sleeping tine."

The other wonen tried to inpress Jereny, flashing their charnms and speaking |lines of |ove, but one
by one he turned them down. Sone were graci ous, sone not. Sone cried. Jenny saw how guilty that
made the werewol f feel, but he would not accept any wrong wonan. It was clear that he was both
decent and a person of conscience, and this was not the delight it might have been for another

man.

Jenny saw that the three kings, bored, were joining Breanna's snooze. Apparently the sheer anpunt
of curvature being exposed had worn down their freakout circuits, and of course they had seen it
bef ore, when they were the ones being tenpted.

"I amPolly Tician," the current woman was saying. "l love you. Prince Werewolf, and will nake you
happy for the rest of your years, with two carts in your garage."

"I believe you,1" Jereny said, surprised.
"Wait," Jenny said, alarnmed. "Find out her talent."

"What's your talent?" he asked Polly.
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"I make others believe what | prom se, but then | don't do it."

"You're not the one," he said. Then, privately to Jenny: "Thank you. She was persuadi ng ne, but
you were right. Her pronises are neani ngl ess, however persuasive."

The next was a creature so ethereally lovely that it had to be artificial. Perhaps she was a
denoness. Jenny was becom ng increasingly cynical and disgusted by this process of mate-hunting.

"I am M ss Succubus,” she said. "I lost ny body in the Void, but nanaged to save ny spirit. Now I
can suck up whatever is near. If
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you woul d like a soft girl, |I can suck up feathers and cloud-stuff. If you prefer a hard worman, 1
can suck up rocks. If you have a dirty mind— She glanced at the ground, and the dirt around her

sucked up into her form turning her brown. "Unfortunately, | can retain substance for less tine,
each tine, so | will eventually blink out of existence, unless | find true love. Are you the one

togiveit to ne?"

Jenny was surprised, and she saw that Jereny was too. This was a different girl, and a different
approach. "l don't know, " the werewolf said. "WII you speak the words?"

"No. "
Jenny and Jereny were startled. "No?" he asked.
"Not unless it's true. As yet | hardly know you, so | can't |ove you."

"She could be the one," Jenny nurnmured. "She's honest."

"But my curse requires the wonan to conme to me," Jereny said. "l can recognize her only if she
approaches nme with I ove."
A muddy tear formed at M ss Succubus's eye. "I can say that | wish it to be so, and that | hope to

be the one. But | can't say—

Jereny stood and stepped out of the boat. He took the wonan in his arms. "Can you say that you
feel it at least a little?" he kissed her

"Ch, yes!" she replied after a nonent. "Alittle feeling, and a | ot of |onging."

Jereny | ooked sad. "But now | know you are not the one. I'msorry."

"I"'msorry too," she said, her whole face turning nuddy. She turned and wal ked away.

"I hate this!" the prince swore. "I hate what | did to her. But it was the only way to know "
Jenny wi ped away a tear of her own. "The only way," she agreed.

He returned to the boat and resuned his seat.

The next woman was di stinctly uninmpressive. Her features were plain, her hair was straggly, and

her dress was not hing much. "I amthe Iron Miiden," she said. She lifted her right hand, which
carried an iron. "I can iron anything. I'ma good, dull, housew fe."
"lIt's a useful skill." Jerenmy said courteously.

"My other formis different,"” she said. Suddenly she was made

of iron, \vith netallic features and a short sword where the iron had been before. "If you need
some fighting to be done—

This was a surprise. But Jenny saw that this was in sonme respects an ideal wonan, with both
donestic and conbat skills.
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"Say the words/' Jereny said.

"I love you and want to—

"You are not the one. I'msorry.11
"I suspected that,'' the Iron Maiden said sadly. "I hope you find the right one." She departed.
"Some of these are nice girls,” he nmuttered "I would have been satisfied with either of the | ast

two. "

"They are people, as well as wonen," Jenny agreed. She was increasingly inpressed with the
werewol f prince's hunanity. He was truly searching, and did not |like hurting others. But if none
of the wonen here was the one, how would he escape the Isle?

A wonman cane running fromleft field. "Danger! Danger!" she

cri ed.

Voracia stepped up to intercept her. "Are you trying to break into
the line, Krissica? Wait your turn."

"No! There's sonething horrible happening," Krissica exclained, her feet noving as if she couldn't
stop running. "Things are trying

to—to—t's awful!"
"Wait your turn!" Voracia repeated, her bra and panties formng
into nmetallic arnor

"But this is serious,"” Krissica said.

Voraci a put her hands on Krissical s shoul ders, making her stand still. "Wat is happeni ng?"

"They're—they're fighting," the woman gasped. "And sumoni ng storks!"
"You nean nmen are invading the Isle?" Voracia dermanded.
"Nol Wonen are fighting wonmen. And—-

"Grl, you' re not naking any sense. W don't fight anong ourselves. And we certainly don't summon
storks by ourselves."

"This sounds like real trouble.” Jenny nmurnured to Jereny. "And Voraci a*s being bal ky instead of
checking into it. Maybe we should check."

"But we have no authority here.”

"Somebody needs to do sonmething, just in case it really is serious. Fighting and stork summoni ng
That can't be ignored.”
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Jereny nodded. Then he stood and stepped out of the boat, striding forward. "This bears
investigation," he said. "Krissica, showthe way."

The wonan turned and ran back the way she had conme. Jereny and Jenny foll owed. The three kings and
Breanna renuai ned asleep in the boat.

"Who gave you authority to deci de anythi ng?" Voracia demanded, running after them

He spared her a cursory glance. "Do you have any other active princes on the Isle?"
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"No. but-—=

"Do you have any princesses?"

"No, but—=
"Then | rank you. | amtrained to act when action is necessary, and it may be necessary now. |If it
is afalse alarm we will return to the boat and resune interview ng."

Vor aci a opened her nouth, but nothing cane out. Jenny was too busy running to | ook snug. The
prince had shut her up. Because he was indeed a prince, a | eader of people.

He gl anced at Jenny. "W had better hurry. Get on." He changed to wolf form and veered close to
her.

Jenny | eaped, grabbing fur. She drew herself up onto his back as he charged forward, passing
Krissica. "We'lIl check on it!" Jenny called back to her

They ran to the beach, and stopped. Jeremy changed back to man-form as Jenny dismounted. There was
sonet hi ng peculiar happening. Plants were withing, two by two. At the edge of the water, seaweeds
were westling. Crabs were entangled with each other, trying to pinch off each other's heads while
at the sane tinme putting their bodies together. Insects were trying to sting each other while
trying to do sonething el se. Two wormen were fighting while stripping off their own clothes. Two
birds flewin fromnearby trees. Suddenly they tried to join together, while savagely pecki ng each
ot her.

"What can this be?" Jereny asked.

"It looks like hate—and love," Jenny said. "As if they drank froma hate spring and | ove spring.
As if they are trying to kill each other while signaling the stork. But of course that's
nonsense. "

Jereny turned to Krissica. who was just catching up. "Are there any |ove or hate springs on the
I sl e?"
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"No!" she gasped. "But it sure |ooks as if—
"Are there any on nearby isles?"

"Yes, on Selfish SteamlIsle. It has springs of every kind. Folk go there to feel better or \vorse
about thensel ves. "

Jereml gazed across the sea. There was a neighboring island with a cone in its center, belching
snoke and vapor. "1 think those springs ha\e been heated to vapor. W are suffering an invisible
cloud of lole and hate elixir. So anything caught in it has a love/hate relationship with its

cl osest nei ghbor."

"Yes!" Krissica agreed. "That must be it."

"W nust take inmmedi ate action, because we don't know which way that cloud is nmoving. It could
settle on the center of the Isle and ruin it. Krissica, go fetch as nany wonmen as you can, wth
bags. They must scoop up colored dust and bring it here."

"Yes," she agreed, and ran off.

Voracia arrived. Jeremy hardly glanced at her. "Voracia—go gather all w nged creatures on the
Isle. Bring them here as fast as

possi bl e."

"W nged creatures?"
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"Time is of the essence! Do it!"
She turned and ran of f.
"And we must enlist the help of the kings," he said. He glanced at Jenny. "CGet on."

He changed, and Jenny |eaped on. He ran swiftly back toward the center of the Isle. This was a
side of himshe hadn't seen before, but she realized that it had al ways been there. He was a
prince, and surely had had sone princely training, before getting cursed. He was a natura
comander, who knew how to take charge in an energency. This was certainly that.

They reached the boat, where the others were waking. Jereny changed to man formas Jenny slid off
his back. "C oud of |love and hate elixir," he said. "lI've got one crew gathering col ored dust, and
anot hei assenbling wi nged creatures. WIIl you hel p?"

"I''l'l join the winged nonsters," Prince Dol ph said.

"I'"ll get the inanimate cloud to identify itself," King Dor said.
"I had better go with you," Bink said.

"For sure!" Breanna agreed, for sone reason

Dol ph becane a roc bird, and the two other kings grabbed onto his
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feet as he spread his wings and took off. The werewol f bounded back toward the shore. Jenny and
Breanna were | eft behind.

"What can we do?" Breanna asked.
"Maybe direct traffic," Jenny said. "W can use the boat."

They got in the boat. "Do you know where the col ored sands are?" Jenny asked. The boat was silent,
and she realized that it couldn't talk when Dor wasn't present. But she hoped it could hear. "Take
us there.”

The boat splashed out of the pond and ran through the forest. It did seemto know where it was
goi ng. They passed a woman on her way somewhere. "Hey, Mdlly Coddle!" Breanna called. "W're on a
m ssion to save the children from something dreadful. W can use your help."

The wonan quickly joined themin the boat, and they hastily explained about the deadly invisible
cl oud.

They reached the col ored sands section. A number of wonmen were filling bags of it, but they were
heavy. "Pile themin here!" Jenny called. "And cone along; we have to hurry before that cloud
noves. "

The wonen did so, filling the boat. It ran on, slew ng sonmewhat as it navigated curves, and cane
to the beach.

"Ho, ho!" a voice said, seening fromthe air. "I'mgoing to put you into a killing mating frenzy!"

"Screech to a halt!" Jenny yelled at the boat. "That's the edge of the cloud tal king, thanks to
King Dor's presence. Don't cross into it."

A figure bounded through the woods toward them It was Jereny in wolf form He changed in nmid
stride to manform "G ve the bags to Prince Dol ph," he said. "Better yet, stay in the boat; he'l
pi ck you up."

Then the roc appeared. The huge feet reached down, took hold of the boat, and lifted it into the
air as the wings kept the bird hovering. The downdraft was fierce, blow ng the wonen's hair across
their faces, but they seened too distracted to notice.
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"It's all right." Jenny said reassuringly. "Prince Dol ph won't let us drop."

They rose up high over the Isle. Then the roc squawked. "Sanme to you, birdbram " the invisible
cl oud responded.
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Gui ded by that sound, the roc flew directly over it, then circled in place. "Dunp the dust!" Jenny
cried, realizing what it was for.

They opened their bags and enptied them over the sides. The dust wafted down onto the cloud bel ow,
and the vapor becane visible. It had a certain cohesion, so that the dust tended to stick to its
edges, outlining it as a huge bl ob

"Now we can see it," Jenny said. "Now we can blow it away."

The roc fl ew down beyond the edge of the cloud and set down the boat. Then it flew to join the

wi nged nmonsters of the Isle. All of themwere rather pretty wonen; the term"nonster" referred to
a type rather than being derogatory. They watched as the creatures anchored thenselves to the
ground and began flapping their wi ngs strongly. They nade a draft that pushed agai nst the cloud.

"Hey. watch what you're doing!" the cloud protested.
"We are," Jenny called back with satisfaction. "W're bl owi ng
you away."

And slowy, with continued effort, they did just that. They blew the cloud away fromthe beach and
the Isle, until it drifted offshore. Finally it got caught in a natural w nd, and was swept away.
The dire

threat was over.

The wonen went linp with relief. Sonme went to the aid of the ones who had been caught in the awfu
vapors, and who were no longer trying to do anything deadly or obscene to each other.

Jenny, Breanna, Jereny, and the three kings returned to the boat, and the boat waddl ed back toward
the center pond. "That was good thinking on your part,"” King Dor told the werewol f.

"Jenny nudged ne," Jereny said. "She nade nme realize that the situation could be serious, and that
I was the best person to take imredi ate action."

They | ooked at Jenny. Suddenly she was blushing. "I just—Kris-sica was so upset—Jeremny knew what
to do."

"Once nudged, " Dol ph agreed.

"Actually it was all such a coincidence,” Jereny said. "That such an unlikely threat should occur
right when there were folk visiting the Isle who could handle it."

"Say, that's right," Dol ph said. "A real stroke of luck. Things could have been much worse."
Dor gl anced at Bink. Bink | ooked el sewhere.
ZOVBI E LOVER 265

Breanna perked up. "Justin says no. it was bound to happen sonetine, with that Selfish Steamlsle
next door. If the wonmen hadn't been distracted by trying to inpress Jeremny, they probably would
have handled it well enough thensel ves."

"l guess so," Dol ph agreed, not seem ng nuch concerned.

They reached the pond, and the boat settled down again. The parade of hopeful wonen resuned. Jenny
pronpted Jereny to say nice things about each one, and he was getting better at such social

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2022%20-%20Zombie%20Lover.txt (183 of 208) [1/19/03 9:10:01 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2022%20-%20Z ombie%20L over.txt

graces. That made the process go nore snmoothly, though none of the wormen were right for him In
fact he also conplinmented Jenny on her hel p.

But Jenny was increasingly uneasy. Finally she could handle it no nore. "Breanna, can you take
over here?" she whispered. "I have to go."

"But you're doing a great job," Breanna protested. "He's nuch better since you took over."
"Pl ease. "
"Ckay. But come back soon."

Jenny got out of the boat and wal ked away. She blinked, trying to conceal her tears. She didn't
want to make a scene.

She wal ked into the forest, sick at heart. Wat was she going to do?

Then someone followed her. It was Bink, so old yet |ooking so young. "Jenny, what is the matter?"

"Nothing, really," she said bravely. "It doesn't matter."
"You have been so hel pful, and done so well. You have really hel ped Jereny learn to inpress
wonen. "

"That's the problem™

"The probl enP"

She tried to stifle it, but it burst out anyway. "He's inpressing ne too."
"Well, of course. He's a werewolf prince. The two of you get along wonderfully."
"As a man." There: it was out.

Bi nk was silent for a noment, piecing it together. "So you are conming to |like himyourself, and
it's hard for you to help himinpress other wonen."

"Yes. | know | have no right to be jealous, and | do want to help him But | know I'IlIl start
messing it up, because ny heart isn't in it
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anynore. So it's better if 1 just stay away, so as to give himthe best chance. Breanna is pretty
sharp; she can do it well enough."

"Jenny, she isn't as good at this as you are. She's too young. How old are you?"
"Twenty one in a few days. What has that got to do with it?"

"The day of the big weddi ng?"

"Yes, not that it matters. It's a coincidence."”

"A coincidence." he repeated thoughtfully. Then he returned to the subject. "Jenny, you have to go
back. You relate to himbetter, because you're a wolf-rider. He was pretty nuch hopel ess, unti

you cane, and then he started inproving. There is a continuing frisson between you. You can't
desert himnow "

"But | can't do it anynore!"
"Then you nust tell himwhy."

"I can't do that. It would just nake himfeel guilty, and that would mess himup too. My best
course is to quietly get out of his way."
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"No. He needs you. You nust help him or tell himplainly why

not . "

"You tell him Then he'll know, and | won't make an enbarrassing

scene. "

He shook his head. There was a strange glowin his eyes. "I think this is sonething you have to do
yoursel f."

Jenny started to protest again, wiping the tears fromher face. Then another person cane al ong the
path. Bink | ooked over her shoulder. "Ch. hello, Jereny," he said, as if this were only to be
expect ed.

Jenny tried to run. but Bink caught her, gently but firmy, and turned her around to face the
werewol f prince. "Tell him"

O hers were approaching. This was becom ng public. She burst into
wor se tears.

"Jenny," Jereny said solicitously. "What's the natter?"

"I can't do it." she bl ubbered.

"Jenny, | need your help. Wen you left, 1 started getting clunsy, as | usually amin mani brm You
understand me, and keep ne | ooki ng good. Breanna says you have the touch, and you do. | need you."
"I can't!"
"Wy not ?"
There was no way out. "Because | |ove you nyself!" She was horrified when she heard hersel f speak

she hadn't nmeant to blurt it out |ike that.

He stared at her. Oh, she had done it; she had nade the worst possible scene. How would this
stupid little elf girl ever live this down?

"You're the one." he breathed.
Everyone was staring.

"I"'mso sorry to have nessed you up," she said through her tears. "I never wanted to do that. But
you are just so nice, and so conpetent, and you're a wolf. | just got swept away. |'msorry, |'m
sorry." She turned and stunbled blindly out of the circle of people. Were could she hide?

"You're the one!" he repeated. "Jenny, wait! Don't you understand?"
Sonet hi ng wasn't maki ng sense. She paused. "Wat ?"
"You're ny ideal love. |I know you, now that you have declared. You are the one | will marry."

Now it registered. But she realized what he was doing. "That can't be. I'mnot even of this world.
You deserve so nuch better. Don't do this just because you feel sorry for nme. Don't ruin your
life." She stunbled on

He strode after her and caught her. He turned her around. "You didn't know You didn't suspect.
You don't believe it. You arc a foreign woman. You woul d never have cone to ne. That's part of the
curse. But it's broken now. Jenny, | love you."

Her tears renewed. "Don't ruin your life," she repeated brokenly. "It's not worth it. For anyone."

"I didn't recognize you, though in retrospect it's obvious. A wolf-rider! One who | oves both ny
fornms. That curse blinded ne. But no nore."
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She just sagged in his grasp and wept, not assimlating his explanation. "Let nme go."
He didn't answer in words. He drew her in close and brought his face to hers. He kissed her

The musi ¢ of a thousand choruses sounded in her head. The expl osion of a thousand |ip bonbs spread
out fromher nmouth. The | ove of a thousand worlds suffused her body. Al doubt was obliterated.
She sank into blissful oblivion

Wien she revived, she was lying in the boat. People were talking. "I think we know now for whom
that big wedding is," Bink was saying. "Everybody |oves Jenny."
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"And why Jenny had to wite all those invitations/1 Dol ph agreed. "That's the bride's job."

"The Good Magician knew." Dor said. "She had to cone to the Isle of Wlves, but the curse
prevented her from knowi ng why."

"What a coincidence that it all worked out,"’
here, so our requirenent has after all

Voracia said. "Prince Jereny did find his true |ove

been fulfilled."

"l don't think it was coi ncidence," Breanna said. "It was fated."

"I agree," Jereny said. "She and 1 got along so well together, fromthe start. | think |I was
falling in love with her before 1 knew. But she had to cone to ne, because of the curse."

"Curses are difficult to navigate
nul lified."

Bi nk agreed. "They protect thenselves, so they can't be

Jenny opened her eyes. Immediately Jereny was there, |eaning over her. "Now do you believe?" he
asked.

"Now | believe," she agreed faintly.

"W will be married at Castle Roogha, on your birthday. Then | will proceed with ny training to be
king. But you will always be with nme. | hope you won't mind being a princess or a queen, between

rides.”

"*Just so long as it is with you."

He ki ssed her again. That put her out for the duration of their return

trip.

14

NOTABLE NUPTI ALS

i

ustin found it interesting. He had never before been to Castle Roogna, because at the tine he had
been transfornmed to a tree it had been lost in the jungle for several hundred years. Not unti

Magi cian Trent returned to Xanth and revivified it had the castle become the center of Xanth
society. Now it was inpressive, with a well-kept noat conplete with noat nonster—Souffl e Serpent,

of course—and two cl assy gargoyl es spouting water at the front gate. He saw everything, because
Breanna was | ooking all around, her eyes w de. She had never been here before either.

Princess Electra come to the gate to neet them and to hug Prince Dol ph. Justin had seen her only
occasionally, as she was usually busy taking care of the twins, Dawn and Eve, who were seven years
old. She didn't travel nuch unless they did, but they did sonmetimes visit his tree. She was in
blue jeans, and didn't ook nmuch |ike a princess, but there was no doubt Dol ph | oved her. Queen
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I rene wel coned King Dor back, and an appealing if not lovely young Chamel eon enbraced Bi nk

Princess |da appeared. Justin recognized her because of her sinmlarity to Princess Ivy. and the
little noon that circled her head, and advi sed Breanna. "There is nuch to do. and we are short of
time," lda said. "So | will supervise the rehearsal. | think we shall need your help, Breanna."

"You know me?" Breanna asked, startl ed.

"W had news of your com ng, and of your help to the three kings."
|
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"Ch." And of course it did not need to be said that Breanna was the only Black Wave female in the
group.

"I will show you to your room'1 Ida continued.

"But | can't stay here," Breanna protested.

I da angl ed her head. "Wy not ?"

"I"'mnot royal. I'mnot even invited to the wedding. |'m nobody."

"Ch, | think you are sonebody. Jenny will make out an invitation for you. This way." lda led the
way into the castle.

The hall was huge, and the stairs were ornate. Breanna stared around in awe, and Justin was
i npressed. They had really fixed up

the old castle.

"Here it is," Princess Ida said. "Go on in." Then she | ooked right through Breanna's eyes to
Justin. "You too, Justin. W are glad to have you with us."

She saw him For a nonent he was disoriented, and by the tinme he recovered, |Ida was gone. He had
been inpolite by default.

They found thenselves in a confortable upstairs chanber. There was Jenny. "Here is your
invitation," she said, handing an envel ope

to Breanna
Br eanna | ooked around. Justin saw Sanmy Cat sl eeping on the bed.
"This is Jenny's room" he said.

"This is your room" Breanna said. "|I can't stay here." Jenny |looked at her. "W slept in a funk

grove on the Isle of Wlves. Is this so nuch worse?"
"No! It's that you're the bride. | can't—

"Pl ease," Jenny said. "Everything has changed so nmuch for ne that | feel dizzy. | can't properly
concentrate. You were such a great help with all those wonen. Wn't you help me through one nore
crisis?"

"Crisis?"
"This is to be the biggest, hugest wedding in years. | never thought 1'd be init. | never knew
had so many friends. I'mafraid I'lIl faint."

"Do it," Justin said. "Everyone else is busy, and she needs a

female friend."

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Xanth%2022%20-%20Zombie%20Lover.txt (187 of 208) [1/19/03 9:10:01 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20X anth%2022%20-%20Z ombie%20L over.txt

Breanna caught on. "O course I'll help."

"Thank you." Jenny sat on the bed, |ooking suddenly tired.

"You need a rest," Breanna said. "You get it, while 1 find out what's going on."

LoVhK 271

"Thank you," Jenny repeated. She |ay down beside Sammy and cl osed her eyes. That remni nded Breanna

how Jenny had asked Sammy to find Jereny's True Love, but the cat had sinply asked Jenny to stroke
him None of them had caught on that Samry had indicated Jenny herself. The curse had not all owed

itself to be bypassed by the cat's nagic.

Breanna stepped out the door, shutting it carefully behind her. "This way," Princess |da said.
Breanna junped, and Justin agreed with her. This was eerie.

"There is a banquet coming up, but I think Jenny is too tired to attend, and perhaps you are too,
so it is better to have a neal in the room and to rest."

"Uh, for sure," Breanna agreed. "But | promised to find out what's going on
"Here is an itinerary," Princess lda said, handing her a paper

Breanna held it up, and Justin glanced at it. It listed all the upcom ng events, with their tinmes
and the people expected to attend. The first event for Jenny was Weddi ng Rehearsal on the
following day. "That will do," Justin said.

"Jenny said she didn't know she had so many friends," Breanna told Princess |da.

"She's a nice person, and deserves them But there is nore to it. Her first friend in Xanth was
Che Centaur, whomall the wi nged nonsters have sworn to protect. Her second was Gaendol yn Gobli n,
now t he Chiefess of Goblin Muuntain and a powerful ally. Another friend is Sim the Simurgh's
chick, who will sone century inherit the universe, whom Che is tutoring. So Jenny is extrenely
wel | connected. "

Breanna whi stled. "She never said!"

"She woul dn't. She doesn't see it that way. But she can't escape the royal wedding."
"I guess | can help her get through it."

lda smled. "I'msure you can."”

The castle kitchen had a hot neal packed and waiting. They also had a pitcher of rinsed cream

that the girls could use to untangle their nmessy hair; a creamrinse would be good for tangles.
And a sweet-snelling deoder ant. Breanna carried it all back up to the roomand set it down beside
the bed where Jenny snoo/ed. A curl of scented
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steamwafted out and tickled the girl's nose, waking her. "Ch, food,1' she said. "I'mfam shed."
She sat up.

There turned out to be enough tor two, so they shared. They di scussed the schedul e. Then they took
turns cleaning up and settling back down. Jenny went to take a bath, but retreated fromthe tub

bl ushi ng. Breanna | ooked, and di scovered the problem there was a shaneless plug in the bottom A
m schi evous princess nust have put it there, some dawn or eve. She covered it over, and then they
were able to bathe without shane.

There was anot her bed for Breanna, and suddenly she di scovered how tired she was too. But Justin
remai ned awake for a while, thinking about the interesting turn events had taken. Jenny had cone
to find the lost kings, and turned out to be the one to solve the werewolf prince's problem But
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with that wedding, Breanna's adventure woul d be over, and it would be tinme for himto return to
his tree. The prospect appealed | ess each tinme he considered it. Yet obviously he couldn't
continue to inpinge on the girl's life indefinitely.

Why was he so loath to end what he had al ways known woul d be a tenporary associ ati on? He expl ored
that, and realized that sonmething surprising and rather enbarrassi ng was happeni ng: he was com ng
to like Breanna too well. She was young, and inpulsive, while he was old and staid, and they had
little in commopn. But she had increasingly good instincts, and was fun to be with. Hs life would
be dull without her conpany. He would no | onger be satisfied to be just another part of a forest,
wat chi ng the sun cruise by each day, and the noon nany nights.

Yet even that was not the whole of it. She would not stay young nuch | onger, while he would just
get ol der. He w shed—

What did he wish? Nothing that was renotely possible. Even if he had his human body back, what
poi nt could there ever be? H's peer group was about four generations renoved fromhers. If he were
close to her age, then perhaps there mght be a point in speculation. But he wasn't. So it was
best not to bother her with his sad idle fancies. He would enjoy her conpany until the tinme cane
to separate, and then return gracefully to his tree and his fond nmenories. She would surely have a
good life on her own.

Wth that settled in his mind, he relaxed, and slept, though wi thout the innocent ease of
Breanna' s sl unber.
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Next norning there was a knock on the door, and Breanna opened it. There was Chanel eon, | ooking
barely ol der than Breanna, and another day prettier. "I brought breakfast," she said. "And there
i s sonething we nmust discuss.”

"Cone in." Breanna said.

This time there was food enough for three, so they all ate. Jenny |ooked inproved, though still a
bit vague.

"The zonbhies wish to attend the weddi ng," Chanel eon said.

Jenny rolled her eyes. "Ch, no.

"Now wait a mnute," Breanna said, speaking before Justin could stop her. Justin found that
quality increasingly endearing. "Wiat's wong with zonbi es attendi ng?"

"They would drive the other guests away," Jenny said. "Nobody |ikes zonbies."

"I like zonbies," Breanna retorted. "They're people too. They guard Castle Roogna. Wy shoul dn't
they join its cel ebrations?"

Jenny | ooked surprised, while Chanel eon | ooked specul ati ve. "Perhaps they should," Chanel eon said.
"I can't stand them nyself, but | renmenber how hard they fought to save the castle when the

Next wave came. And the Zonbie Master and MIlie are certainly good folk. MIlie used to baby-sit
our son Dor."

"And King Xeth and Zyzzyva will be getting married too,'
it's done."

Breanna said. "Maybe they want to see how

"Maybe they could have a separate section," Jenny said.

The word "segregation” cane to Breanna's mnd, subvocalized so that he could hear it, but this
tinme Justin nmanaged to get there first. "It takes time to get over prejudices," he reninded her
"Jenny is offering a reasonabl e conpronise. Renenber, it is her wedding."

Breanna stifled her ire. She knew he was right: others could not inpose their preferences over
those of the bride. She forced a snile. "Maybe that will do. | could go talk to King Xeth and
explain."
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"That woul d be nice," Jenny said.

"Now we rmust do the rehearsal,"” Chanel eon said. "The key people will be there, but informally
gar bed. "
"You nmean we can wear blue jeans, |ike Electra?" Jenny asked.

Chanel eon smled, in a way that nade her show her age briefly. "Yes."
They went to the rehearsal. It was in the ballroom which seened
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far too large. The three kings were there, with their queens. And Jereny Wrewol f. Jenny ran to
hug him while the others took seats.

"Now the Goomw Il enter fromthe side," Princes lda said, gesturing. Jereny and Jenny separat ed,
and he stepped to the side entrance. "While the Bride will be escorted down the aisle by the
Father. Go to your places now "

Ki ng Dor got up and wal ked to the back. Jenny joined him A puff of snoke appeared up front, and
formed into a horrendous denon. "That's Denbn Grossclout,” Justin said. "He officiates at only the
nost prom nent occasions.”

"There will be nusic," Ida said. "But not at the rehearsal. Pretend you hear it.
But then Jenny bent over and ran out the back
"What happened?" Dor asked, disnayed.

Breanna rushed out to find Jenny. She found her in the lady's room looking ill. "Do you need
healing elixir?" she asked, concerned.

"I't's nerves," Jenny confessed, abashed. "I never expected to be narried like this, and suddenly
it seenms overwhelnming. | can't do it."

"Of course you can do it,1" Breanna said. "If 1 can kiss a zonbie, you can marry a werewol f."
Jenny | ooked at her, and suddenly it was Breanna who was abashed. "I didn't mean it the way that
sounded. "

"I understand, | guess. But | just can't go out there. | was never inportant enough to rate al

this attention. Wien | saw that stage up front—=

"Stage fright," Justin said. "We'l|l have to get that stage renoved."
"But how do we get Jenny through the rehearsal now?"
"You do it," Jenny said. "I think | can handle it if | just watch, this tinme."

"But | can't—=

"Do it," Justin told her sternly. "It is only the rehearsal. W will get rid of the stage before
t he weddi ng. "

"Where do you get off, telling me to do sonmething like that?" Breanna fl ared.

"I amjust trying to facilitate—

"Well, don't! This business is conplicated enough w thout your interference."”
ZoMBit LOVER 275
He was hurt. "Interference! That's unfair."
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"Ch, so now I'mbeing unfair! Well, if you think so, why don't you just go back to your tree?"

"Breanna, 1 realize that you are under stress. Perhaps | spoke in-tenperately. But you are being
unr easonabl e. "

"Well, | haven't had a century to |earn reason! So go. get out, |eave ne al one."

She had never before attacked himlike this. His spirit was smarting. "If this is what you w sh,
shal | of course depart."

"Yes. CGo."

Sick at heart, he gathered hinself for the junp back to his tree. He had known it had to end, but
hated to have it end this way, on such a sour note. He discovered that he couldn't just fade from
her; his spirit had perneated nost of her body, and had to be drawn together into a conpact mass
before departing. But he acconplished this, and in a nonent was ready to go.

"Fare well, Breanna," he said, trying to shield her fromhis grief of the occasion. Probably it
was for the best, because his growing feeling for her was not licit, and needed to be abated.

"Justin—wait."
He paused. "Yes?"
" 4" msorry. Don't go."

"But | understood that—

"Justin, I'ma child. | threwa tantrum But when | felt you wthdraw ng—+ realized—pl ease,
didn't nean it. | apologize. | junped at nothing. | don't want you to go. Unless you really can't
stand ne anynore. | need you. |I'msorry. |—=

He felt enornous relief. "OF course | will remain, if that is your wsh.”

"I was bitchy. I—+'ve been tired of ny parents always telling ne what to do, and | guess you
sounded like that. | struck out at you. But you are right, as always."

"Not al ways. |—

"Pl ease. Can you forgive ne?"

"Breanna, there is no need!"

"Yes there is!"

He was wary of another outburst, so yielded. "I forgive you."

"Thanks." Her face was wet with tears.
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"Are you all right?" Jenny asked. "I didn't mean to make an inpossible demand. |I'msorry."

"She thinks you were reacting to her request," Justin said. "She needs reassurance, if you don't

nmnd nmy reconmendation.” "No, | want it. | always want it. So | won't be childish."” "There is no
shame in being your age. Still, | think Jenny does need this support."”

So Breanna changed her position. "I'll be glad to. I+ just had to think it through. You come and
wat ch. "

"Yes," Jenny said faintly, |ooking | ess anenic. They returned to the ballroom where King Dor

wai t ed, perhaps havi ng been advised of the Ilikely nature of the problem

"I will sub for Jenny in the rehearsal,"” Breanna told the king. "If it's okay with you."
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Dor, surprised, glanced at Jenny, who nodded. "That is good," he agreed.

"No it isn't," the floor said. "She should be in a skin." "Too bad for you," Breanna said,
stanpi ng hard enough to shut it up. "This is a jeans session.”

"I wonder why a floor even cares what is under a wonman's skirt," Justin said.

"The boards get bored,'1 she replied. "So they try to stir things up. If wonen didn't react, the
floor wouldn't bother."

"That is a remarkably mature perspective,” Justin said admringly. "I have learned a | ot recently,
and | hope matured sone,"” she said. "Especially in the last few mnutes, 1 hope."

Then Princess Ida signaled, and they started the march down the aisle. Dor held out his el bow, and
Breanna took it, and they got in step and wal ked sl owy forward.

"I feel as if I'mgetting married nyself," Breanna confided to Justin. "It's a thrill, even though
I know I'mtoo young and will never have a royal weddi ng anyway."

"Any wedding is a royal occasion." he assured her. He was so glad to have her back to nornmal
"When you find your bel oved. whoever he nay be, you won't care nuch about anything except being
t oget her. "

"How do you know? Have you been nmarried?" "Never. But | have known nany ot hers who married, such
as Bink and Chanel eon."
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"Bink!" she said aloud, renenmbering. "He's the one to take over Castle Zonbie."

Ki ng Dor shook his head. "Dol ph nmentioned that possibility to him but Chanel eon absol utely vetoed
it."

"But isn't that why they were yout hened?"

"It can't be, because the position has to be voluntary. Someone who |ikes zonbies, or at |east
respects them" He gl anced ahead. "Now pay attention to the rehearsal; you don't want to ness it
up for Jenny."

"For sure," she agreed, and oriented on the weddi ng march

Unfortunately that freed Justin for nore thought. During his nany decades as a tree, he hadn't

t hought much about this aspect of Iife. Now he couldn't help it. Breanna said that she felt as if
she were getting married. Justin picked up that feeling, only for himthe feeling was not general
or nebulous, it was specific. He wished that he were standing by that stage, watching Breanna
appr oach.

There was no fool like an old fool, he chided hinself. He had allowed his interest in the girl's
activities to shade into interest in her. He had let hinself be carried away by the sudden
surprise of Jenny EIf's revelation as Jereny Werewol f's perfect |love, and now fancied hinself in a
simlar role. His fancy didn't care that he had nothing in common with Breanna—that he was too
old, she too young, he a tree, she a girl with her future awaiting her. H s common sense

recogni zed the vision for nonsense, yet his fancy still longed for it. Even if she had any such

i nterest, which of course she wouldn't, the dread Adult Conspiracy forbade any such rel ationship.

The answer was clear: he should keep silent about this ridiculous inage, and return to his tree
when t he weddi ng cerenmony was done. He woul d spare her any know edge of his insanity. That woul d
save both of them considerable enbarrassnent. And, of course, in tine, the notion would fade, with
no harm done. It might have been better if he had departed when they had their difference, but he
couldn't nmake hinmself go as long as she wished himto remain

But he knew that in due course he would have to go, and that he would grieve for that sweet
fool i shness. He had i ndeed been too |long away from hunan |ife and activity. He had not allowed for
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the resurgent enotions of the human state.

Breanna reached the front of the hall. Jereny | ooked at her, with a vul pine snmle of mschief.
"Why Jenny, how you have changed."
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"I got really sick, and degenerated to this bl ackface," she agreed

"Shall | kiss you and nmake you wel | ?"

"Don't risk it; it mght nmake you ill instead, and soneone in the back row would faint."

He | aughed. "Real | y?"

"No. More likely | would just turn into a frog."

"I think that if | had not found The One, you woul d have been a worthy substitute, Breanna."
"Not at my age, you handsone wol f."

He | aughed again. "In three years, when you burst on the adult scene, all eligible nen had better
take cover. You are one cute creature in nature as well as appearance."

Breanna tried to blush, unsuccessfully. He had finally gotten to her. 1 '"Then | guess 1 had better
line up a prospect before then, so as not to scare the whole Land of Xanth out of its nmamgic."

Justin shook his nonexistent head. What a girl!

They got through the rehearsal, and Breanna returned to brief Jenny on the details. "Beware of
Jereny's sense of hunor," she warned. "He threatened to kiss ne."

"He doesn't even need lip bonb," Jenny said dreamly.
"If you get woozy during the real cerenpny, hang on tight to King Dor's el bow, he's very steady."
"He's the Father of the Bride," Jenny agreed. "He's been through it before."

They retired to Jenny's room "lI'msorry | got sick and put you on the spot,” Jenny said.

"Ch, it was fun," Breanna reassured her. "It nade ne want to get married nyself."
"Ch, do you have a man in nind?"
"There's one 1 would like, 1 think, but I don't think he's interested."”

Justin felt another shock. Breanna had a nan in mind? "You didn't take Jereny seriously!" he said
to her. appall ed.

"No, of course not," she replied silently. "It's soneone else, who's not narried."

Justin was only partly relieved. He had had no idea that Breanna had noticed a man in the course
of her travels. Was it soneone who nmight return her interest? If so, she was too young. If not,
t hen she
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woul d be di sappointed. So either way, the matter was unsettling. "My | inquire who?"
Breanna hesitated. "If you haven't picked up on it. then I think you wouldn't understand."

"Of course." He was gracious, but her inplied reproof stung. A ways before, she had shared her
concerns with him Now she wasn't doing so. He renmined intensely curious what nan she was
thinking of, but refused to pry. She was an attractive girl—-how well he knew —and surely could
make an inpression on the man she chose. It was certainly her right to do so, within linmts. So he
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wi shed her well, though the thought of her finding love and fulfill nent el sewhere gave him an
unr easonabl e pang. He woul d al nbost have preferred to return to his tree at the time of their
argunent, because then at |east he m ght have retained sonme fond foolish illusions.

Next day the inportant guests began arriving, and Breanna was busy showing themto their roons.
Al nost everyone el se was busy with sonething, and Justin knew nost of the guests, so this made
sense. Castle Roogna was big, and seened to get bigger to fill the need; that was one of the
advant ages of an enchanted castl e.

The first to conme was dio, the Muse of H story. Both Breanna and Justin were amazed when she
i ntroduced herself. "Is there sonething historical going on?" Breanna blurted, as usual before she
t hought .

"History is always in the making," the Muse replied. "Every where, every tinme. However, sone
occasi ons seem nore significant than others, and this is indeed one of those occasions."

"It's really great. Jenny getting nmarried to a prince."
Clio turned a disconcerting gaze on them "That too." she agreed.
"What does she nean?" Breanna asked Justin internally.

"I have no idea, unless the convenience of this gathering facilitates another inportant activity
or decisions."

"Exactly, Justin." dio agreed. Then she cl osed her door, |eaving themboth trying to blush

Then Good Magician Hunfrey arrived, with a wonan Breanna didn't recogni ze. Before anyone could
think of 1 ooking askance, she introduced herself: "I am MareAnn, Hunfrey's fifth and a half wife.
I was his first true love, but wouldn't nmarry himfor 142 years because | didn't want to | ose ny
i nnocence and with it my ability to sunmon
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unicorns. But later, having resided in hell, | concluded that nuch of ny innocence had al ready
been sacrificed, so | married him Thus he obtained a half-wife of 142 years. | amthe Designated

Wfe for this occasion, as the Gorgon is busy el sewhere.™
"Ch," Breanna said, sonmewhat taken aback. "Well, | hope you enjoy the wedding."
"I doubt it," Hunfrey grunped.

"Ch, cone on. you know that deep down under all those layers of grunpiness you do |ike the chance
to get out and neet old friends," MareAnn said, tweaking his ear. "As for ne, | |ove weddi ngs.
cry buckets."

"But aren't weddi ngs supposed to be fun?"

"Tearful fun. You'll see." They noved on into their chanber.

The next guests were unfamliar to Justin, but Breanna al nost fainted. "Moml Dad!"” she screaned,
charging up to hug her parents. "Wat are you doi ng here?"

"W received an invitation to a wedding," her mother said. "W hoped it wasn't yours."
"For sure!™

"And we thought it was about tine for the Black Village to start spreading out," her father said.
"W need to interact nore positively with the rest of Xanth, especially now that there are a
nunmber of black children with nagic talents."”

"You bet!" Justin saw that though Breanna had never nentioned her famly, and m ght even have felt
somewhat alienated fromthem she did | ove themand was glad to see them She was bubbling over
with things to tell them But soon they retired to their room they had nade a long trip here, and
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were tired, they said. Justin suspected that they did not want to get in Breanna's way. They were
after all Min-danes, perhaps feeling out of place here.

A decrepit coach drawn by two hal f-dead horses drew up to the noat. "The Zonbie Master and MIlie
the Chost!" Breanna cried, dashing out to nmeet them Sure enough, the two were just stepping down
to the ground. But they weren't alone: King Xeth and Zyzzyva Zonbie were there too, looking quite
regal in formal clothing. Breanna greeted themall like the old friends they had becone, and
showed themto the castle's special cell in the cellar, where the | ocal zonbies congregated. This
wasn't isolation; they had requested it.
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The biggest surprise was a couple Justin didn't recogni ze, but Breanna did. "Tristan Troll and
Mouse Terian!" she exclained joyfully.

"Yes. we are a couple now," the lovely woman sai d, hugging her. "Thanks to you."

"But how can you be in human form away from your m stress?"

"Com Passion is here with ne," Terian said, touching her pocket. "In remote unit form" There was
alittle screen tucked there. As Justin looked, it forned a little fermale smiley-face.

"How cl ever," Breanna said enthusiastically. "And is Com Pewter here too?"

Tristan touched his own pocket, where another little screen peeked out. Wrds appeared on it: G RL
LOSES | NTHREST.

Breanna lost interest in the conputers, but Justin didn't. As Breanna |led the couple to their
chanber, he questioned her, and |earned that Muse Terian was a real nouse, rendered, by Com
Passion's power to change local reality, into human formfor the occasion, and that Tristan served
simlarly as Com Pewer's nouse. It seenmed that m ce and nmachi nes were now dating, thanks to
sonet hi ng Breanna had done before she met Justin. The girl just seenmed to have effects.

The chanber for that party was small and plain, but in a nonent it changed and becane pal ati al
The conputers had the power to change reality in their vicinity, and were using it.

A big tank was delivered, containing three |ovely nermaids: Ash, Cedar, and Mahogany. They were
respectively blonde, red-haired, and brunette, and attracted sone attention as they diverted
thenselves in the npat. Certainly Souffle Serpent enjoyed the conpany.

There was a runble as of thunder, and a shadow passed across the castle. It was a nmonstrous bird,
in fact a roc, comng in for a | anding. The mernmai ds | ooked up. "Here comes Roxanne!" Ash call ed,
wavi ng. The roc w g-wagged, respondi ng.

Jenny's friend Che Centaur arrived, with his friend Cynthia, both being wi nged centaurs. Che was
to be an Usher, a position of honor. Wth them was Gaendol yn Goblin, queen of Goblin Muntain,
anot her close friend. She would be the Maid of Honor. There had been no trouble fromthose
particul ar goblins since Gaenny's ascension. There was one nore nenber of that party: a huge
glittering baby
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bird. "That rmust be Sim the Simurgh's chick!" Justin exclained. "Princess |da said he was anot her
friend of Jenny's." Now he realized why Roxanne Roc was here; she was Sim s nanny and guardi an
She took her job nobst seriously, but knew that there was no threat to the chick in Castle Roogna
So she was visiting with the noat party, being too big to squeeze inside.

"I amso glad to nmeet you, Sim" Breanna said snoothly.
"Peep," the chick said, bobbing his head.

"That means thank you," Che said. "He could read your nind, and project his response to you, but
he feels that would be inpolite, so he sticks to bird talk."
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Breanna smiled. "I really appreciate that, Sim | have all kinds of black secrets |I'd rather not
share."

Si m nodded. There seened to be a smle on his beak

"l love weddings,"” Cynthia said. "I can hardly wait until we have one, and start our fanmly of
wi nged centaurs."

"But we're only thirteen," Che protested.

"I was ol der once, so I'mentitled to ronmantic notions. Do you think our foal will have a separate
magi ¢ tal ent ?'

"But our talent is nmaking things, including ourselves, light, so we
can fly."
"That's a species talent, like walking on four feet. Do you see human beings linited to the tal ent

of wal king on two feet?"

Che glanced at Gaenny Goblin. "I agree with her," Gaenny said. "It's high tine goblins had
i ndi vidual magic talents too. Wiy should ny friend A oha Goblin-Harpy be linmted to flying?"

So he glanced at Sim who this time projected a thought to the group: "Flying is plenty of magic
for anyone."

Grenny made a cute noue. "That's right—side with your own gender, bird-brain. What does Breanna
say?"

"Don't get into it," Justin warned.
So Breanna avoided the issue. "I'mstill waiting for Mundanes to find magic."
They | aughed, and noved on.

Two winged nermaids flewin, and joined the three at the noat. These were Aurora and Erica, whom
the three kings knew. Soon after, another party of w nged centaurs descended: the ones they had
met on Mount Rushnobst and gotten the |ip bonb from
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Then Voracia arrived, representing the Isle of Winen. And Tipsy Troll with Phil Istine, who had
evidently worked things out well. And a handsone princely young man with a breathtakingly |ovely

young worran, who introduced thenselves as Ninmby and Chlorine. Justin had never heard of them but
they seemed to know everybody. He had been too | ong away from human soci ety; he must have m ssed
much. There was sonet hing odd about this couple, but he couldn't place it. They seemed sonehow too
knowi ng.

On it went, as it seened that just about everyone who was anyone in Xanth cane to attend the
weddi ng. All for Jenny EIf, who had arrived nostly by accident nine years before, fromthe Wrld
of Two Moons, with her cat Sanmy, and becone very popular in Xanth. Justin was glad for her, as
she was certainly a nice girl. But it made hi m nuch aware of what he had m ssed when he becane a
tree. Romance, nmarriage, enduring human interactions. O course he could ask Magician Trent to
transform himback to man form but to what point? He would be cripplingly old.

Everything cane together on the appointed day. Justin watched the proceedi ngs through Breanna's
eyes, and his sadness of joy increased. They had renbved the stage, so that the girl did not get
frightened. Jenny | ooked beautiful in her elfin way, and Jereny Wrewl f was darkly handsone. King
Dor gave Jenny away in a royal nmanner, and for this occasion even the floor and furniture managed
to keep their smart remarks to a m ni mum

When it was done, King Dor announced that there would be a banquet for all after the reception. A
reception line formed, with Jenny and Jereny neeting the guests personally.
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The worst was over. Breanna stepped back, w ping her face. "MareAnn said that wormen are supposed
to cry at weddings," she said. "I thought it was appl esauce, but | can't stop ny eyes."

"I't is natural," Justin said. "There is no shane init."

"But | don't believe in such idiocy."

"Under that rebellion, you are a woman." She coul dn't know how sincerely he neant that.

"l guess | am"

"Anyway, | nust confess that sone of those tears nay have been nine. There is just sonething
about a wedding, "

"For sure."
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The odd coupl e approached. "May we speak with you, Breanna and Justin?" the |ovely woman asked. "I
am Chlorine, and this is ny friend Ninby."

"Pl eased to neet you," Justin pronpted Breanna, though they had al ready met, passingly.

"Pl eased to neet you," Breanna echoed aloud. "Sure, tell me what's on your mind."
"You have done Ninmby a significant favor, and he wi shes to give you another gift."
"But we never net before today."

"W have net, but you don't renmenber. That's what this concerns.”

Breanna' s confusion was one with Justin's. "He wants to give nme sonethi ng?

"The gift of nmenory," Chlorine said. "On condition that you share it only with Justin."”

"Ckay?" Breanna asked Justin, unsure what this could be about.

"I agree,"” he said. "I amcurious about this too."

"W agree," Breanna said.
"Look Ninby in the eye."

Breanna and Justin | ooked the handsone young man in the eye. The eye seened to expand, becom ng
like a portal, and through it was a scene of a |ovely woman and a donkey- headed dragon and Mare
Inbri. Suddenly a phenonenal nenory fl ooded through Breanna, and through Justin too, though it had
not been his experience. This was the Denon X(AANTH in nmortal form and he had gi ven Breanna her
tal ent of seeing in blackness, in exchange for the right to watch her dreans. Breanna had agreed
to the deal, then had her menory of the experience deleted. This explained how a girl originating
in Mundani a had cone to have a magic talent.

Br eanna becane unsteady, but Chlorine took her armto keep her balanced. "I made the deal," she
breathed. "But then Inbri had to take away the nmenory, so no one woul d know about Ni nby."

"Yes. Thanks to you, he has at last learned to dream He has |earned that dreans are not confined
to sleep; they also represent a person's nost cherished anbitions. This is so i nmensely val uabl e
to himthat though he will no | onger watch your dreans, you nay keep the tal ent—and the nmenory."
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"But | didn't really do anything," Breanna protested.

"You gave permission, and this was enough. That enabled himto | earn what he w shed to, wthout
having to depart the Land of Xanth."
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"But if he had left, the magic woul d have gone too!"

"True. Most of it, at any rate. Just as the law of gravity would be repealed if the Denon E(ART"
departed from Mundani a. The natives probably wouldn't Iike that. So we prefer that the Denons not
travel too nuch."

"Amen!" Justin agreed.

Chl orine nodded, smling. "W feel it appropriate for you to know the truth about N nby. There may
come tines when you need to protect this know edge from di scovery el sewhere, as was the case with
Magi cian Bink's talent. Do not reveal N nby's nature to anyone el se, any nore than you revea

Bi nk' s secret."

"You know about that?"

"N nmby knows about everything he wi shes to. He thanks you for your assistance, and your
di scretion."

"Cee—thanks," Breanna said, awed. "1 never dreaned—

"You dreaned; you did not renmenber. And if you should ever encounter sonething that you suspect
warrants Ninby's attention, focus on his nane, and we will soon nake an appearance." Then Chlori ne
| ooked through Breanna's eye to Justin. "And your own dreamis not necessarily foolish. It can be
realized, if you find the way before this day ends."

"But it's inpossible!" Justin protested.

"No. Merely inprobable.” Then Chlorine and Ninby turned away.
"What drean®?" Breanna asked.

"lIt's nothing. Just a conpletely foolish passing fancy."
"What drean®?" she repeated nore firmy

"Pl ease, this is nothing you wi sh to know about."

"Justin, if there's anything | really want to know about, it's whatever sonme adult says | don't
want to know about. Conme on—we're about to separate, so | won't have anot her chance. Wat was she
tal ki ng about ?"

He felt the pain again. "As you say, we are about to separate, our adventure together conpleted.
There is no point in conplicating it by an irrelevancy."”

Breanna paused, and he knew by her expression that she was work-
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ing out a strategy. "Suppose we exchange secrets? I'Il tell you mine, and you tell ne yours."
"No, that would not be wise."

"Here's mine: | don't want you to go, Justin. | know you want to return to your tree, but | w sh
you woul d stay. 1 nean, beyond the adventure."

"I would like to stay, but should not."

"Way can't you? | really need your guidance. You have hel ped me grow up so nmuch, and besides |
i ke your conpany. | like it a lot."

"And | |ike yours. But you have your own life to | ead, w thout the conplication of nmy presence.”
"What's your secret?"

"I did not rmake your deal."
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"Tell me anyway."
"I fear you would find it dismaying."

"Tell me, Justin. Please."

She was bound to have it. "It's simlar in a certain respect to the situation Jenny found herself
in. She—-

"She liked Jereny too well. Justin—are you sayi ng—="

"“I'mafraid | am | like you too well, Breanna. So rather than enbarrass you further—=

"Like a friend, or |like a ronance?"

"Li ke both. But of course that's ludicrous, because in actuality | amneither. | am an advi ser and
vi carious adventurer."

"But |I'myoung and inpulsive and militant, and sometines | blow up for no good reason."

"And | amold and staid and a tree, and sonetimes | becone too dictatorial in ny advice. So there
is no point in further discussion."

Anot her guest was approaching. "This isn't finished,"” Breanna said, and turned to neet the other.
But it soon would be, he knew. Perhaps that was just as well.

It turned out to be a pair of guests: Xeth and Zyzzyva Zonbi e. They were well-dressed, and | ooked
very good, considering. He was in a suit and was handsonme in a pale way, while she was in a | ow
cut fornmal gown that was attracting nmany gazes. Justin suspected that many guests did not even
realize that these were zonbies.

"W want to thank you for your tinely help," Xeth said. "You introduced us."
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"Well | just—you know," Breanna said, enbarrassed.

"What ever your notive, we appreciate the result," Zyzzyva said. "W thank Justin Tree too."

"You are wel cone,"” Justin said through Breanna's nouth.

The coupl e nmoved on, nmingling with the guests w thout awkwardness, and Justin was gl ad that
Breanna had made an i ssue and gotten them adnmitted. They were well-preserved zonbi es—the very best
preserved—and their nature hardly showed, but the principle was a good one. Breanna's surprising
i beralization about zonbies was carrying himalong; zonbies were indeed worthy folk in their own
right.

"Now about that discussion," Breanna said to him "I thought you were nostly putting up with mne,
for the sake of having your adventure. | thought we got along well because you are so good at
snoot hi ng over ny outbursts. At hiding your own feelings of disgust, and conming up with reasonable
ways to interpret what you know is crazy, so | won't feel bad. Even when | went nuts and told you
to go, you forgave nme, instead of taking the chance to bug out. | thought you thought | was pretty
much of a snot."

"I never thought that!"

"Wll, even if | was a perfect teen, there'd be things you' d find ridiculous. And I know |I'm not
perfect. That's why | need your gui dance. You hel ped ne get over ny prejudice and be a better
person. You never even saw ne as bl ack."

"As what ?"

"That's my point. Maybe it's because you're a tree. You understand about being different."
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"But you're not different, except in your inimtable character, which always did appeal to ne.
Your charmngly direct nanner—
"I"mjust better with you than without you. That's why | wanted to keep you."
"I can appreciate that. But now that you know nmy failing, there is no need to—
"Failing?"

"I have adnmitted that | failed to maintain a proper objectivity with respect to your person. To
keep the necessary enotional distance. This places you in an unfairly awkward position. It is in
fact a tacit violation of the Adult Conspiracy. So it seens best to di sengage innmediately."”
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"Let's see if | have this straight: you |ike ne, so you want to | eave?"

"That is essentially it, though | would use the word 'need' rather than "want.' | need to vacate
before 1 corrupt you."

"Corrupt ne! Justin, you never did anything of the kind! You hel ped nme grow up where | needed to."

"And now, by mny transgression of emotion. | threaten to force on you the kind of awareness you
shoul d not yet encounter. | fear | have already said too nuch.”
She pondered a nmonent. "I have to tell, you, Justin, | wasn't, as you would put it, entirely

candid with you either."
"You have been nore than polite, considering the affront."

"I said | like you. Like you a lot. But that's an understatenent, hiding the truth. |I've got a
Jenny problemtoo."

"You are a good friend. Unfortunately | spoiled it. | wish you well with the nman whose interest
you seek."

Her bosom heaved. "I was right: you don't understand about that. But now |l'Il tell you. There is
no man. Not |ike that, | nean. Justin, T think | |ove you."

"That is the very corruption that nust be avoi ded! You can't—=

"Dam it, Justin, give ne credit for knowing what |'mtalking about. It isn't just storks or sex,
it's love, and | think | know it when | feel it. | think I"'mfeeling it."

He was al nost dunbfounded. "That isn't possible, at your age and my circunstance. You nistake a
passi ng fancy for—

"The hell 1 do! | don't want to keep you because you give ne good advice. | want to keep you
because | can't stand to |lose you. But | didn't want to be a brat about hanging on to you, when |
know I"'mjust a child in your eyes. Wen | thought you were just being diplomatic, encouraging nme
so as not to hurt ny feelings. | guess that's why | blew up at you: | was mad because of the
futility of ny interest. But now that i know you care—

"Ch. | do, Breanna! But this is absolute foolishness. W are nerely m nd conpani ons. W can never
be nore."
Her jaw set. "I want to nake |love with you."

Justin reeled, nentally, enotionally. "This—+this—even if it were possible, it would be forbidden
because—

"I"'mthe one who rejected the Adult Conspiracy, renmenber?
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think a girl is old enough if she thinks she is. If she knows what it's all about. | do know. And
if she wants to. And | do want to. Wth you."
"This is unacceptable. Your age—=
"Justin, if I were old enough, would you do it?"

It was as though he were sailing in a tiny boat on a treacherous sea in a storm He wanted to be
honest, but it was difficult. "I nmust confess | would want to. But even so, | wouldn't be able to.

My age—

"If you were young again."

"But 1'mnot young, and in any event any such specul ati on would be corruptive to your innocence."
"$$BS! "

The obscene expletive al nost bl ew hi maway. "Breanna. please!”

"Then stop pretending |'minnocent. You can't corrupt ne. because | already know the forbidden
words and deeds. Do you want nme to spell out exactly how fol k sunmon the stork?"

He knew she wasn't bluffing. "I spoke figuratively. | amaware that you brought the know edge with
you from Mundani a. But in experience, in this respect, you are innocent, and it would be a
violation for ne to even suggest that you take any such action with anyone."

"All I want is a straight answer to a straight question. | think you owe ne that nuch."

He capitulated. "If | were young, and you of age, and you wi shed to, yes, | would do it. Not
because of the personal pleasure there might be, but because the sweetest thing | can imagine is
simply loving you and being |loved by you. But since you are too young, and | too old, it is no fit
subj ect for speculation."”

"Well, 1'"mbrash and inpul sive, and | have a notion."

"I must confess that it is your very boldness and animation that draws me to you. Life with you
coul d never be dull, regardless of the surrounding circunmstances. What is your notion?"

"W nmust talk with the Zonbie Master again.”
"Wth Jonat han? How could that rel ate?"

"Let's find out." She marched across the hall to where the Zonbie Master and MIlie the Ghost were

st andi ng.
"Way hello, Breanna,"” MIlie said. "It is so nice to see you again.
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W enjoyed your visit to Castle Zonbie so nuch. You nust come again.”
"Maybe | will, thanks." She turned to the Zonbie Master. "You're going to retire, aren't you?"
"When the Good Magician procures a suitable replacenent for me," he agreed.

"And for nme," MIlie said. "W thought that Bink and Chanel eon mi ght be the ones, but it turns out
that they aren't interested.”

Br eanna nodded. "How about Justin Tree?"
The Zonbi e Master shook his head. "He is alnpbst as old as | am apart fromhis vegetable state."

"For sure. But would he be good to do the job, apart fromthat? If he resunmed human fornP"
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The Zonbi e Master considered her question seriously. "Yes, | believe he would. If he were
interested. But the age—+t does need to be a much younger person."

"Soneone Bink's age?"

"Yes. His present physical age. He is of course nuch older nentally."” Then he did a doubl e-take.
"Are you suggesting that Justin take the elixir of youth, as Bink did?"

"Yeah."

"I think the Good Magician would provide it, for that purpose,”" MIllie said. "But there would
still need to be a woman. The castle—the situati on—would be too |onely otherw se. The zonbies
mean wel |, but they aren't good conpany on cold evenings."

"How about a wonan of eighteen, three years from now?"

The Zonbi e Master | ooked blank, but MIlie understood i mediately. "Oh, Breanna, yes! That would
be beautiful. You have al ready done so nuch for the zonbies."

"Yeah, | guess I'mthe zonbie lover. But it's not just for them I1t's because |I want Justin.
want hi m human and young. As he could be, if someone with sone clout spoke for him | thought that
maybe if you put in a word to the Good Magi ci an—

The Zonbi e Master shook his head. "I doubt | need to. This is surely what he has in mnd. Assum ng
that Justin is anmenable.™

Breanna turned inward, but spoke aloud. "Are you, Justin? Take my nouth."
How neatly she had put it together! He was overwhel ned. "Yes!"
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he said with her nmouth. "But still, in fairness, | nust point out that you are not yet of age to
make such a decision. You nmust wait three years. By that time you may have reconsi dered."”

"How about this: we stay together that three years, just as we are now. Then we deci de whet her we
still feel the same way, and want to do it. Maybe I'll have changed ny nind, or you'll have
changed yours. So we can stay together, or separate, or decide to take the position. Then we go to
the Good Magician and ask himfor the youth elixir. Then we go to your tree, and Magician Trent
changes you back to human, and you take the elixir and turn twenty one. Then we get married and
nove to Castle Zonbie for a long tine, and stand up for the zonbi es when they need it. Does this
make sense to you?"

Justin, amazed again, couldn't answer immediately. Her inpulsiveness was absol utely delightful
but this was alnbst too nuch to assimlate. But MIlie kissed Breanna, and the Zonbi e Master
reached out and shook her hand. "It makes sense to us."

Breanna caught Bink's eye, and he cane over wi th Chanel eon. "You won't need to worry about Castle
Zonbie," Breanna said. "Justin and | may go there, in three years, when we're young enough and old
enough. "

Bink smled. "I amglad to hear it. It is a nbst convenient coincidence."

Breanna | aughed. "For sure! |I'mglad you didn't take that position.
him "Thanks."

She stepped cl ose and ki ssed

Chanel eon raised a brow. "Just what is your relationship with this girl?"

"There's just something about teenage girls that is appealing,
course, was now si xt een.

he said, kissing her. She, of

"I remenber," the Zonbie Master said, glancing at Mllie.

Then the four of them dissolved into a dial ogue about old tinmes. Breanna faded back. "Conme on,
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Justin—tet's go sonewhere and pretend that |'m eighteen and you're twenty one, and we're kissing."
"Do | have a choice?"
"Of course not. But let's not tell, okay? Not for three years."

But they were intercepted by another couple: Mare Inbri in human form and her partner Forrest
Faun. "Wuld you like a drean?" Inbri inquired.

"For sure! You know which one. Make it extra real."
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"My love is very good at making the unreal extra real," Forrest remarked, patting Inbri's bottom
"Are you trying to be a satyr instead of a faun?" Inbri asked himarchly.

"No, | was trying to be nore of a satire. The kind curse fiends hate, when they put on a play."
"This play will be no satire. It's nore of a romance."

"But it wouldn't be proper to— Justin started to protest. However, his heart wasn't in it. He
| onged for just such a dream

Imbri | ooked into Breanna's eyes, and through theminto Justin's eyes. "Dreans don't have to be
proper," she murnured. "That's part of what the Denon | earned.”

Then reality dissolved, and Justin was a virile young man, and Breanna was a |ovely bl ack
ei ghteen. They were alone in the glade that once had been filled by his tree form It was sone
dream whose naughty details they would never tell

Epilo
g
T

he Good Magi cian Hunfrey made his way to one of the few secluded spots on the Castle Roogna
premni ses: the rose garden. The roses were beautiful, fragrant, and restful. He sat down ami dst
them closing his old eyes.

"How nice to see you again, Hunfrey."
He didn't open his eyes. "Go away, Cio; I'mnot ready for another challenging historical nexus."

She | aughed. "Have no concern; | will be occupied for some time recording this one. What a
delightful girl!"

"Jenny is no girl. She's a married wonman, thanks to our meddling."
"And Breanna?"

He nodded. "There are appealing qualities about her, despite her youth. She is direct and
forthright and determ ned, and quite ready to chall enge the status quo—exactly the kind of
representative the zonbies need to conbat the prejudice of the rest of Xanth. Wien Mare Inbri told
me about her connection with N mby—

"Ni nby," the Muse of History repeated thoughtfully. "He gave her back her nmenory of his true
nature."

"Just as Bink told her of the nature of his talent. It is all information Justin Tree may need,
when he becones the new Zonbie Master. It is a nore inportant position than nost folk realize.”

It was her turn to nod. "Indubitably. Bink is fortunate. He and Chanel eon have a second youth to
spend—all so they could serve as
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an exanmple to those who needed to think of youthening to simlar ages. So that they could achieve
their necessary if unlikely destinies.”

"And so Bink could handle the rigors of the rest of the mission. and ensure via his talent that it
not come to grief." Hunfrey finally cracked open half an eye. "Now if you are quite done
rem ni sci ng about the obvi ous—=

Cio laughed. "For now. But brace yourself; the next volune pronises to be nore conplicated, with
a special irrelevant significance."

The Good Magi ci an groaned.
Aut hor's Not e
T

he | ast novel, Faun & Ganes, introduced the worlds of Ida's noons; this one explored them farther
Readers have asked ne why Xanth has a hell and no heaven; |

thi nk heaven i s sonewhere anong those tiny noons. They are |arger
than they seem froma distance, and there is roomfor everyone there,
even princes and zonbies, as we have seen

1 continue to hear fromny readers, at a rate of about 150 letters

a nmonth, and sone have nore than puns on their mnds. Consider

thi s paragraph by Monica Ramrez:

You know, life is funny. Jenny EIf got hit by a car, sent to the hospital, and put in your books.
O her people who get hit by cars aren't put in novels, but that doesn't |essen the pain of their
famlies any nore. Unfortunately, | had a Jenny EIf experience lately. Not ne, a friend of mne
Patricia Foley has been ny baby-sitter since nmy earliest childhood, mine and ny sister's. Wen ny
sister would ignore nme, | would talk to Mss Pat, as | called her. W' d play board ganes, and we
becanme close friends. But on February 8, she was crossing the street on her way to a doctor's
appoi ntnment and got hit by a car, like Jenny. But unlike Jenny, there was nothing the doctors
could do for her, so [they] disconnected the machines that kept her alive. | attended the funeral
of nmy thirty-nine-year-old friend on Monday night. But they never caught the driver who
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hit her; he just drove on. Mst likely he was drunk. Wiy do people drink and then try to drive? It
only results in pain and sonetines death. It's not fair. She didn't need to die. Please, M.
Ant hony, why?

It's really the wong question. Drunk or reckless drivers do it because they can get away with it,
because our |egal systemdoesn't take the matter seriously. The drunk who took out Jenny Elf never
paid any penalty. They don't give half a darn for the welfare of anyone el se. The right question,
as | see it. is why does our society allowthis pointless mayhemto continue? Freedomis great,
but what about the freedom of innocent folk to live in peace w thout being targets for any idiot
with a bottle and a car?

Meanwhi l e my own dull nundane life continued during the witing of this novel. Last year | bought
a right-handed compound bow and learned to fire it reasonably accurately. This tine a reader, Dee
Lahr (1 suspect she's related to the nice denpnesses, such as D. Light or D. Lirium sold nme her
conposite | eft-handed bow, and now 1 amslowy learning to fire it, considerably |ess accurately.
A conmpound bow i s always strung, and has pulley-cans that performthe seenmingly magic trick of
allowing you to hold the string with only, say. twenty pounds of pull—but when you release it, it
assunes the force of fifty five pounds of pull, and propels the arrow viciously forward. Once |
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devel oped the nmuscle to draw that fifty five pounds, so as to reach the twenty-pound let-off, it
was great. In fact | have now cranked it up to sixty pounds, because |'mdoing this for exercise
rather than entertai nnent. But the conposite bowis sinpler; it nmust be strung each tinme, which is
tricky if you don't know how, and there is no let-off. So 1 work harder to shoot the arrows with
considerably less force. But it's all good experience.

Last year, also, | bought a recunbent bicycle, that resenbles a deck chair with wheels. You |ean
back and peddl e out front, and the handl ebars are under your seat. It's weird at first, but a
superi or machine and a great ride, because there's no stress on your arnms, and no crotch-binding
saddl e. That set me up for the cycle | bought during this novel, not long after the |eft-handed
bow the RowBi ke. It's actually an exercise machine, but it can be ridden around the nei ghborhood.
You row it, the seat sliding back and forth while you draw
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the oars, which are the handl ebars, and nove forward. But it's awful to balance, at first. You
need lots of roomto maneuver, but | don't have room just a long narrow drive. So | went
constantly off the sides and had to slamto a stop. But |I'm nmaki ng progress, and now can nake the
whol e three-quarter-nmile trip to the gate in one haul, though |I do nake constant involuntary S
curves.

So ny adventure of life has not ended in ny '60s. But it's not all good. Also in this period
developed a pain in ny |eft upper jaw, together with pressure and cold sensitivity. Wen it got so
bad that | had to take heavy-duty pain pills so as to get to sleep, | went to ny dentist. By the

day's end, | had had a root canal job done on a lower left tooth. They call it transferred pain;
where | felt it wasn't where it really was. The disconfort faded, but |I had to chew on ny right
si de—whi ch had sonme simlar synptons in the upper jaw, now that 1 couldn't avoid it. | returned in

two weeks for a routine foll owp check—and got another root canal in ny lower right jaw, to take
care of the referred pain there. My nouth felt better, but in another two weeks | had a third root

canal, in the upper right jaw, to clear up the snmaller remaining sensitivity. The endodonti st
seermed to be getting quite cheerful with all that business |I brought him Each one nmeans a
reworked crowmn to follow, too. Ojoy! That will make ny regul ar dentist happy too. No, | take care

of my teeth. It seens that the weak point in the sixteen onlays (partial crowns) | had two decades
ago—the experience translated into ny dental science fiction novel, Prostho Plus—s the cenent.
Saliva breaks it down and the gerns wedge in. and take out the nerve. So about half of those

onl ays have been replaced follow ng root canals. Teeth are expensive to nmaintain. My advice, based
on solid experience, is to choose parents with naturally perfect teeth, so that your tooth genes
are better than nmne.

As | set up to edit this novel, | was letting our ninety-one-pound dog Cbsidian out into our
fenced yard—we live on a tree farm but the dog does not roamthat, because there are alligators
and rattl esnakes and other creatures we don't want hurt—when | spied an ow in our pool enclosure.
Qur pool has long since gone natural, somewhat in the manner of ny teeth; frogs live init,
dragonflies hatch fromit, and a tree poked a branch through its wire-net ceiling. W had a fl ap,
cat chi ng dog before dog caught owl. Then the problem how to get ow out of enclosure? | call her
Jean OM; she's a barred oW, a foot
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and a half long, a huge bird. No, not quite as big as Roxanne Roc. She's been around for years,
and uses the trees in our yard for snoozing in daytinme. Evidently she got in through the ceiling
hol e, and couldn't find her way out. So we propped open the doors, but though she would fly up and
sit on the door-sill, she didn't catch on that it was a way out. Then her offspring, Junior
arrived. Instead of Jean flying out to join him he flewin to join her. So now we had two ow s
perched on the pool railing by the door, not knowing the way out. Finally 1 took tools and ri pped
out the netting above the door. Then | circled around, sort of herding themtoward it, and this
time when the owls perched there, they hopped to the top of the open door, and thence back into
the wilderness. So | was an hour late starting work, but Jean and Junior were free. Al part of
the fun of living in the forest, and we wouldn't be here if we didn't |ike nature. W have gopher
tortoises living in their burrows against the north and south sides of the house; "Tortle" cones
out to watch me practice ny archery. Wens try to nest in ny bicycle bags; that's awkward, because
I don't think they want their eggs to travel up to our gate and back each day. So | covered the
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back of the bicycle with plastic wapping nmaterial—and they started building their nest in that.
So | noved the bike and hung the plastic on an iron ring used for storing wood, and that worked;
Carrol and Lina Wen are using it. As | edit this novel, there are perhaps five eggs in the nest.
| suspect that in due course they will hatch into Wenny and Grvenny and their siblings. W |ike
wens; they are brave little birds, and go after bad bugs. W just have to conpronise a bit to
make them feel at home. Sone readers may not be aware of the story of Jenny EIf, so I'll give a
brief reprise. She started as Jenny G ldwarg in Mindania, age twelve, crossing the street on a
school route, when a drunk driver cruised by the stopped cars and carried her away on his bunper.
Fast help got her smashed body to the hospital, but she was given only a fifteen percent chance to
survive. But she hung on, and was upgraded to fifty percent after energency surgery. But she
remained in a cona for nonths, until her nother, in desperation, wote to her favorite author, in
the hope that a letter fromhimmght rouse her. So | wote to Jenny early in 1989, and they read
my letter to her, and the ploy was successful; she did cone out of the coma. That was when it
became apparent that she was alnost totally paral yzed, being able
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only to wiggle one toe, nove her right hand sone, and her head sonme. She couldn't talk. Her m nd
was there, but not nobst of the connections to her body. So began a nmjor one-way correspondence; 1
still wite to her every week, eight years later, and the first year's letters were published as
Letters to Jenny. Now she is twenty, and by the tine this novel is published she will be twenty
one. The character based on her, Jenny Elf, appeared in Isle of View, has nmade incidenta

appear ances since, and nowis married. | thought it was tinme. But Jenny in Mindania remains nostly
paral yzed, though her conputer is a big help. She can speak a few words, and with the aid of |eg
braces and a waparound wal ker and nervous nurses ready to catch her if she falls, can walk a few
steps. She has continued her schooling, and hopes to attend college, if the systemcan handle a
person this physically linited.

And what of Breanna? |Is there a real |life analog? | thought not, but again, as | edited, | saw a
page ad in the Sunday suppl enent Parade for an "In The Linelight Barbie" doll, patterned after the
fanmous white Barbie, but black. She wears a snugly fitting chocolate brown gown, and a netallic
cape with a lime-green inner lining, and is described as "boldly stylish." | have nmy doubts about
coincidence; | think that's Breanna mani festing in Mindania. Sort of having her fling before
settling down to her life's work.

Suggestions have continued to pile in fromreaders at a rate faster than | can use them so sone
notions | received in 1992 are still waiting for their spot. | try to use the ol dest ones first,
but they have to fit into the story, and sone require special stories. So sone old ideas wait,

whil e sone new ones get used. So the span of notions used this tinme date from 1992 to 1997, with
nmost from 1995-96. The nost recent is Happy Bed Monster, found orphaned by Sharon Ellis. so she

sent Happy to ne, and she arrived in FeBlueberry 1997. Happy's so young she still wears nittens on
her six little hands, and hides under ny keyboard. She didn't quite nake it into Xanth proper
because nobody much was using beds this time, but she is with me as | type. Maybe she'll be in the
next, Xone of Contention, the novel that will, as the Mise of History remarked, have a speci al

irrelevant significance.

Some readers have commented on ny relation to Xanth. Eugene Laubert spoke of Peer Xanth on Knee.
Robert White says | amlike
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the Denon X(A/N) TH. Sure; a nul e-headed dragon. But it is true that despite the hunorous
nyt hol ogy, 1 do wite these novels, and pretty nuch control what goes into them Though | identify
to a degree with all ny characters, | amminly the ogre. Ogres are justifiably proud of their
stupidity.

Sone notions were used indirectly. Pedro Leon de |a Barra suggested that Xavier and Zora be given
an adventure. That didn't happen, but their son Xeth does have an adventure in this novel. Each
character seens to have his/her/its follow ng, and readers are constantly suggesting that old
characters be brought back to prom nence. For exanple, Wayne Mirphy asked for Dol ph, and Dol ph
does have his chapters in this novel. But normally I don't list credits for such suggestions.

use both new and renovated characters as the story
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war rant s.
Suggestions continue to pour in fromreaders. | counted 181 noted but not yet used, and sone are
ones | had expected to use here, but didn't. | have used around two hundred here, which is about

the limt. Many readers |ike puns, but others don't. Some seemto be anbi guous; one told me | used
too many, then finished his letter with a page of his own suggested puns. The fact is that |
reject as many reader notions as | accept, because they duplicate ones already used or just don't
work well for ne. A nunber of readers want their names used as characters; | limt that, but do
use some intriguing names on occasion. Each novel is a kind of balancing act, trying to make the
best story conpatible with reader satisfaction. Each novel will have sone reader who believes it
is the best yet, and sone other who says it is the worst yet. The cri-tics, of course, think the
series should be abolished. What | don't understand is why they think that no one el se should be
allowed to read novels that the critics personally dislike; why don't they just go read sonething
el se and | eave Xanth al one? Assuning that the critics' agenda is not sinply to nmake everyone el se
as mserable as they are.

Here, then, are the credits, listed approximately in order of use, except when several belong to
one person: Breanna of the Black Wave—Rachel Browne; Ability to see only mundane things in

Xant h—Gavi n Lanmbert; Chewi ng gum bananas drive folk crazy—Chris Swanson; barrister/bare aster
fl ower —Rose Bl ayl ock; Banana boat, catanmaran for cats, doghouse/puptent—Katie Leonard; Fray D.
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Cat Brandy Stark; Perch—chris Conary; Latchkey kids—Jenni e Takata; Keyboard unlocks Witer's

Bl ock—Bryce Wi nert/Kristina Courtnage; Xet h Zonbi e-Angella  Castel | ano; Sl eepi ng bag—
Jenni fer Wal ker; Zonbie corps d' esprit—Bruce Mrton; Penta-gone—Sarah Rushakoff; H ppo-
crit—Katrina Brooks; Shortening, |argen-ing—cordon Johnson; Min Dani sh, Sapphire Fly; Mdas Well—
Robert Cobb; d are of the sun—Megan Thorne; igNore fol k—Jenny WIlson; Ayitym who absorbs one
property of what he touches—Nat J. Silva; Tyler, with a different talent each day—yl er Hudon;

Wl liamHenry Tayl or—-Addy Tayl or; Ri cky Gol emKatel yn Bundrick; Sea Attle—Shell ey Robichard; Sea
M nt—M chelle Detwiler; Cross Walk, Virgini Tree-Andrew Crawford; Back Village should spread

out —Porcas Bethel; Sickly sycanore—Sarah Bennett; N ght Foal for N ght Mare, Flane Vine—Nicole
Adkins; Ability to conjure any kind of seed—Catherine Col enan and Enily Waddy; Choose the breed of
one's future children; fancy spot-on-wall picture talent—Eugene Laubert; Hearing froma
di stance—+an Rhoad; Power to create a small voi d—M chael Tesfay; Conjure a geyser at any

spot Jdereny and Canmeron Gray; C puns—&eorge Kummerer; Transformation of the inani nate—Jdereny
Schenefield; Al arnmed O ock—Sasha Skinner; Time Fly, spasno tic, irrelev ant, ench ant—Robin Tang;
Fi sh Tank—Ben Chanbers; Fish bow with pin and needle fish, Mss Conception, Interpret, G vings,
skel eton carrying boot rear, pair 0" docks—Gw-neth Posno; Hair spray, cat scan—Heather gl evi e;
Hare conb. Karla Wnged Centaur—Karla Sussman; M. E-Stephen Stringer; Hack-berry Tree, nud, suds,
and hush puppies, sand witch, Che/Cynthia's foal should have a separate magi c tal ent—Nbnica

Ranmi rez; Cindy Centaur—John Newton; Root beer with roots—Stephen Vandi ver; Jackpot-—Brian Baurmash;
Currant jelly—M chael J. Kaer; Mouse pad—Kelly Brown; Seynour Bones and Rick R Mortis—Andrew van
der Raadt; Smart Al ec, wi nged goblins should have separate tal ents—Stephen Monteith; Magic Dust to
Mundani a—A very Canpbell; De Censor Shi p—Meghan Jones; Liquidation—Brian Visel; Tine line,
chorus vi ne—bonovan Beeson; C ap hands for reports—M guel Ettemm; Seal of Approval —Ni ssa Cannon.
M guel Ettenmm; Reverse wood with | ethe = nenory enhancer, Toy Let, rain bow—Chris Efta; Forest of
Forgetful ness, Chelle—-Mchelle Crim Wnged hunmans/birds-Billy Banks; Lady Bug—Abby Everdell; Mega
bites—
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Mat t hew Bohy; Gooey GUI —Steve Godun; Gnone Wl | —Rick Fra-zier; Metro Gaone, re-done-dance—Bonnie
Sar kar; Across tics—An-drea Thomalla; Psycho tic, psycho pat h—Bebbi e King and Jani ce Rodriguez;
Eye teet h—Juliana Boi arski; Bowl i ng—Pani el Chanbers; Lap dogs, hot dogs—Richard A Medlin;

Di sperse, disso-lute—Mrgan Stecher; Sidew nder—Panela, John, Jereny Rowe; Pain ting—Abby
Everdel | ; Runni ng conment ary—Ni col e Adki ns; Runni ng gag—Monique Craig; WIld roses for wild wonen,
tire hydrant, rainbow trout—3Justin P. Roth; Floor play—Frederick Douglas Bennet Sr.; Man who |ikes
zonbi es—M chael A. Weatherford; Justin Tree to have adventure—Justin Henderson; Invisible castle,
sticky situation—Arthur L. Bol en; Dream Catcher—description fromone sent nme by Karen Yoesting;
Native Anerican's dream catchers for night mares—Bebbi e King and Jani ce Rodriguez; Forget-me-not
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extract—Stacy Spitz; Sandy Sandman, goblin-harpy-dragon crossbreed—taura Brown; Pop qui zzes—Anne
McAndrew, CGovern nint—€hris Robinson; Ant onym-Arthur L. Bolen; Brilli ant, reli ant—Nicole Tay-
| or; Thumb tax—Ryan Manzer, M dget roc bird, role for prior w nged nermai d—Suzanne Schack;
Aur or a—wi nged nernai d—Ari el Aurora Dawn; Denpons becone dust devils in Tinme of No Magi c— Andrew

Crawford; Sea lion-Austin Hull; The Qiver Twi st for poor boys-Allison Meshell; Uncl e
I ions—Jessica Kross and Eileen Wang; Love spring nake parental |ove for child—-Mghan L. Card;
The flew, |ip bonmb, Eye-full Tower, club soda, manatees, wonana-tees, boyatees, girl atees—Aaron

Bati sta and M ke Burkhol der; Couch pot at o—Pavi d Hoover; Firebreathing puppy, catfish—-bouglas Laid-
| ow and Andrew Gobeil; Story of the msplaced tal ent—Joy Boem Serena Wnged G rl—Serena Loder;
Chea W nged Centaur—taura Sl ocum Sharon Centaur—Sharon Ellis; Erica Wnged Mermai d—Erica

Hendri x; Bad breath—Kristin Gardner; Living roomJessica Mansfield; Sun glasses—Scott Josephson;
Maxi and m ni nmums—Margaret Fitzgerald; Two-three-four-five |lips—Garrett Ferryman; Lip-o-
suction, banana cream pie tree—Kurt Parakeni ngs; Envel ope/ antel ope—fom Mrgan; Tal ent of bringing
characters and itens from books—Jeffrey Sosnoski; Talent of nolding things into other things—
Derrick Walters; Bovine puns—bavid M Gansz; Everblue, yellow, and green trees—Bethany Corvo; Dee
Conposed, Dee Ceased—Brenda Toth; Voracia, Zyzzyva, D. Caire, Nefra Naga—Susan Hat -
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field; Loni, with undecided hair color—toni Mri; Brown Knees—Renee Kuljis; MIlly Coddl e—iffany
Stul|; Lasha Lanmi a—Sarah Jo Wagner; Catrana Denpness—€at Busch; Vera Sinilitude, with Disa pointer
and Up Setter—Samant ha Parsons; Tipsy Troll—Sarah Cur-ran; Talent of the cold shoul der, heated
exchange—Anonynous; dinging and Bo Vi ne—Robert Gal | up; Davi na—bavi na Vi ni ana; Fi ona—Fi ona
Rairigh; A cute gastritis—Mranda Futrel; Cross dressers, Brass ears—Ron Lem ng; Fire ants—Rick
Raddue, Jennifer Henry, Jake Walters; Lake Hogwash—Fravis MEl roy; D sk cuss—Vasudev Mandyam Sep
tic—Alien Lupfer; Rubber bands-Andrew Graff; Pet peeve—Jerod Browne; Warts nake war—Kelly Engli sh;
CORN Tent Ahead-sign seen by denn Puro; Pun cushi on—Sheila Cody; Jenny Elf gets a werewol f
friend—Ki m Li vesay; Jereny Werewol fJohn Henry W1 son; Quandary, mass confusion and hysteria—G eg
Cem Ink well, shaneless plug in tub—Pana Bates; Aspects of Dol ph's tal ent—Rachel Choy; Polly
Tician-Alan Little; Mss Succubus—Stuart E. Geenberg; Voracia' s variations of bra-nds and bra-ss
knuckl es, the Iron Maiden's two forns (and | ovely pictures)—Randy Dal e Onens; Krissica—XKrissica
Mont ano; Sel fish Steam—Rich Lynch; cloud of |ove/hate vapor—€arol M atke; Cream rinse—Duane
Hacht en; deoder ant—Al exandra Roedder; Denmon E(A/R) ™s departure repeals the law of gravity-Alina
Vogel hut; Satire/satyr—Joe Barder.
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