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Introduction

In 1975, we were preparing to move from big city Florida to the backwoods of Florida. I grew up in the Green Mountains of Vermont, and while I was glad to be well away from the freezing winters, I missed the forested mountain slopes. So we bought acreage in the closest region that had a few forested hills and slopes. They did not come close to what Vermont has, but imagination made them steeper. When my two grade-school daughters and I explored the area, we discovered to our surprise a deep chasm to our immediate east. It was an old railroad cut, nothing special but quite impressive for us.

Meanwhile, I was in dialogue with Lester and Judy-Lynn del Rey at Ballantine Books. My relations with that publisher had been mixed, to put it politely, but the administration had changed, and they invited me to try them with a novel. I wanted to work with Lester, whose editing I had admired in the magazines, but he was now the fantasy editor at what would soon become Del Rey Books. I was not into fantasy at the time, as the market for it had languished, but Lester and Judy believed they could make something of that genre. So I decided to write a fantasy novel. I thought it would be a one-shot effort—a nice sale, not much more. I don’t think any of us saw the future coming as forcefully as it soon did.

The fantasy genre was about to take off into the stratosphere—thanks to the efforts of Lester and Judy-Lynn del Rey—and the Xanth series was destined to become one of the most successful in fantasy, making the New York Times bestseller lists with eleven novels. The series did not do it instantly—though A Spell for Chameleon did win the British Fantasy Award—but each novel did better. The fifth one, Ogre, Ogre, became perhaps one of the first original paperback fantasy novels ever to make that list. That one had its own special story: folks in fandom (that is, the loose group of devoted science fiction and fantasy readers who publish amateur magazines called fanzines and hold annual fantasy conventions and now have fantasy Web sites on the Internet) were accusing me of being an ogre at conventions when I had never even attended one. False stories are part of the business, it seems, but that annoyed me. So I made an ogre the hero of the next Xanth novel, and that was the one that cracked the bestseller lists. Now I’m proud to be called the ogre, however mistakenly. After all, ogres are justifiably proud of their stupidity.

How did I create Xanth? I started with the name. I had liked the name Xanthe, which means “yellow.” Coincidentally, the year (and almost the month) that Spell was published, our blond daughter, Penny, was born. She became Princess Ivy in Xanth. At any rate, I dropped the terminal “e” in Xanthe, and Xanth became the fantasyland. I converted the peninsula of Florida into the Land of Xanth simply by adding a little magic to the features of the state. Thus the Kissimmee River became the very affectionate Kiss Mee, and the Withlacoochee River, near where we lived, became With A Cookee, with cookies growing by its banks. Lake Tsala Apopka, where we live now on our tree farm, became Lake Tsoda Popka, with endless flavors of popka. The fact was, at that time I was unable to take fantasy seriously, so the humor came with parody and puns. For example, the Demon Corps of Engineers took hold of the two s’s in Kiss Mee and pulled them straight, thus converting the sweet curves of Kiss Mee to a nasty straightjacket called Kill Mee. You know you’d never see any disaster like that in dreary Mundania, would you? Of course I moved mountains into Xanth, including a volcano. Mount Pinatubo in the Philippines became the irascible Mount Pinatuba, which when annoyed went Oooom-pah! and blew out so much ash that all Xanth was cooled by one degree. Completely unbelievable fantasy, you will surely agree. And yes, across the center of the peninsula was a deep chasm, much bigger than the one we lived beside, along which ran a dangerous steaming dragon inspired by the old steam locomotives of bygone Mundania. Coincidentally—if you believe it—there is an ancient buried geologic fault below the same region of Florida. Later I was able to take fantasy more seriously, as shown by novels including On a Pale Horse, with Death as its protagonist. But Xanth remains Xanth, where the moon really is made of green cheese, and the stork really does deliver babies to folks who duly order them. Exactly how the stork is signaled is part of the nefarious Adult Conspiracy to Keep Interesting Things from Children. All children hate that, and swear they will overturn it, yet when they grow up, they inevitably betray their kind and join it. Life isn’t always fair, even in fantasy.

But because of all this silliness, editor Lester was afraid the story would be taken for a juvenile novel. So at his request I upgraded the language. For example, instead of mentioning a “high place,” I substituted a “lofty promontory.” It didn’t work; children flocked to Xanth anyway. In fact, when I pondered ending the series as a trilogy, I heard from young-at-heart readers suggesting that I use puns. So the series continued, and I let the language sink back into easy reading. But that left the first novel difficult for young readers to assimilate. So in time a reader, Nadine Anderson, offered to simplify the language. She did, and I went over it, and there came to be the simplified edition. It’s the same novel in story and detail, just easier to read. Hence the present volume, which does not replace the original but merely parallels it—like a 2D version of a 3D movie. You can read either one without missing anything.

Of course you know by now that when you open a Xanth novel, the magic dust between the pages wafts out and instantly addicts you to fantasy. You may get pundigestion and start emitting puns so that no one cares to be near you. Harpy reading!

Piers Anthony, NoRemember 2011


Chapter 1
Xanth

A small lizard sat on a brown stone. Scared by humans coming up the path, it changed into a stingray beetle, then into a stench-puffer, then into a flaming salamander.

Bink smiled. These changes weren’t real. It could not sting, stink, or burn. It was a chameleon using its magic to copy dangerous animals.

Yet as it changed into a basilisk, it glared at Bink so hard that he stopped smiling. If its threat could hit him, he would be horribly dead.

Then suddenly a silent moth hawk swooped down from the sky and caught the chameleon in its beak. There was a thin scream of pain as the lizard struggled; then it hung limply as the hawk rose. The chameleon was dead. Even while trying to scare Bink, it had been caught.

Bink thought more about this. The chameleon was harmless, but most of wild Xanth was not. Was this an omen, a sign of an ugly fate waiting for him? Omens were serious business; they always came true, but usually they were not understood until too late. Was Bink to die, or was that the fate of some enemy of his? He had, as far as he knew, no enemies.

The golden sun of Xanth shone through the Magic Shield, striking sparkles from the trees. All plants had their spells, but nothing could end the need for light, water, and good dirt. Magic made it easier to get these things, and it helped protect the plants.

Bink looked at the girl beside him as she stepped through a sunbeam. He was no plant, but he, too, had needs, and even a quick look at her made him aware of this. Sabrina was beautiful, and her beauty was all natural. Other girls used makeup, or padding, or spells, but beside Sabrina all other females looked fake.

They were at Lookout Rock. This was not a very high place, but its magic made it seem higher than it was, so that they could look down on a fourth of Xanth. This was a land of many-colored plant life, small pretty lakes, and quiet-looking fields. Even as Bink watched, one of the lakes swelled a little, making itself seem cooler and deeper, a better place for a swim.

Bink wondered about this. He had a willful mind that pestered him with questions. As a child he had driven his parents and friends almost wild with his “Why is the sun yellow?” “Why do ogres crunch bones?” “Why can’t sea monsters cast spells?” and other childish babble. No wonder he had been hurried away to centaur school. By now he had learned to control his mouth but not his brain, and so he let it run on.

Spells for living things he could understand; they helped with comfort, survival, or appearance. But why should a non-living thing have magic? Did a lake care who swam in it? Well, maybe so; a lake was a group of living things who might care. Or a water dragon might be doing it. Dragons, the most dangerous life form in Xanth, came in many types; there were kinds for air, earth, and water, and many breathed fire. One thing they all had in common was a big stomach. Chance might not bring in enough food when it was needed.

But what about Lookout Rock? Why should it want company, and, if it did, why make itself more handsome instead of staying gray and dull? People did not come here to look at the rock but to look out at the rest of Xanth.

Then Bink stubbed his toe on a sharp stone. He was standing on a cracked-rock path, made long ago by the breaking up of a pretty-colored stone and—

There it was! That other stone! It had been broken up to make this path. Lookout Rock had survived. Nobody would break up Lookout Rock because it would make an ugly path, and its magic made it useful as it stood. One small mystery solved.

Still, there were other questions. How could a non-living thing think or have feelings? What was survival to a rock? A boulder was just a big rock; why should it have a personal identity? The same question could be asked of a man; he had been made from the things he ate, yet he had a separate—

“What did you wish to talk to me about, Bink?” Sabrina asked.

As if she didn’t know. But as his mind formed the words, his mouth refused to open. He knew what her answer had to be. No one could stay in Xanth after his twenty-fifth birthday unless he showed magic. Bink’s own important birthday was only a month away. How could Sabrina marry a man who was to be cast out?

Why hadn’t he thought of that before bringing her out here? He would only embarrass himself! Now he had to say something or make it hard for her as well. “I just wanted to see your—your—”

“See my what?” she asked with a lift of her eyebrow.

He felt the heat starting up his neck. “Your talent,” he blurted. There was so much more of her he longed to see, and to touch, but that could come only after marriage. She was that sort of girl, and it was part of her charm. The girl who had it didn’t need to put it on display. Well, not quite true. He thought of Aurora, who surely had it, yet who—

“Bink, there is a way,” Sabrina said.

He looked at her, then quickly looked away, confused. She couldn’t be saying—

“The Good Magician.”

“What?” His thoughts had been different, no credit to him.

“Humfrey knows a hundred spells. Maybe one of them—I’m sure he could find out what your talent is. Then everything would be all right.”

“But he charges a year’s service for a single spell,” Bink said. “I have only a month.” But that was not quite true; if the Magician found a talent for Bink, then he would not be cast out, and he would have to stay a year longer. He was deeply touched by Sabrina’s faith in him. She did not say what others said—that he had no magic. She was kind enough to believe that his magic was just hidden.

Maybe it was Sabrina’s faith in him that had first attracted him to her. Certainly she was beautiful and smart and talented, a prize in all ways. But she could have been much less, and still been his—

“A year is not so long,” Sabrina said softly. “I would wait.”

Bink stared down at his hands, thinking. His right hand was normal, but he had lost the middle finger of his left hand in a childhood accident. It had not even been because of magic; he had been playing with a knife, holding on to a bunch of coilgrass while he chopped, pretending it was the tail of a dragon. The grass had jumped out of his hold as he struck, and he had grabbed for it, and the knife had come down hard on his finger.

It had hurt, but the worst of it was that, because he was not supposed to play with the knife, he had not dared scream or tell anyone. He had suffered in silence. He had buried the finger, and was able to hide his wound by keeping his hand closed for days. When the truth finally came out, it was too late for a repairing spell; the finger could not be put back on.

He had not been punished. His mother, Bianca, believed he had learned his lesson—and he had, he had! Next time he played with a knife, he would watch where his fingers were. His father seemed pleased that his son had been so brave. “The lad’s got nerve,” Roland had said. “Now if only he had magic.”

Bink jerked his eyes away from his hand. That had been fifteen years ago. Suddenly a year seemed a short time. One year of service in trade for a lifetime with Sabrina. It was a bargain.

Yet suppose he had no magic. Was he to serve a year and still be thrust into the gloomy country of the non-talented? Or would it be better to go now, keeping the hope that he did have a hidden magic talent?

Sabrina, respecting his thoughts, began her magic. A mist of blue appeared before her. It grew, getting thin at the edges, until it was two hand spans wide. It looked like a thick smoke, but it did not drift.

Now she began to hum. At the sound, the blue cloud shook and turned solid, becoming a rough circle. She changed her tone, and the outside of the cloud turned yellow. She opened her mouth, singing the word “girl,” and the colors took on the shape of a young lass in a blue dress with yellow lace.

It was a fine talent. Sabrina could shape anything. But the images faded when her attention stopped, and they never were real. So this was, strictly speaking, a useless magic. It did not help her life much.

Yet how many talents really helped their owners? One person could make a leaf die as he looked at it. Another could generate the smell of sour milk. Another could make crazy laughter come from the ground. These were all magic, but of what use were they? Why could these people stay in Xanth while Bink, who was smart, strong, and handsome, could not? Yet the rule was that no non-magical person could stay after his twenty-fifth birthday.

Sabrina was right; Bink had to find his talent. He had never been able to find it on his own, so he should pay the Good Magician’s price. Not only would this keep him from being cast out—which might be worse than death since what was the point of life without magic?—he would win Sabrina. Finding his talent would restore his self-respect. He had no choice but to visit the Good Magician.

***

“Oh!” Sabrina cried, clapping her hands to her pert bottom. “I’m on fire!”

Bink stepped toward her, alarmed. But even as he moved, there was loud laughter. Sabrina turned angrily, “Numbo, you stop that!” she cried. “It’s not funny.”

It was Numbo who had given her a magical hot seat. Talk about a useless talent! Bink, his fists clenched so tightly that his thumb jammed into the stub of his missing finger, marched toward the grinning youth standing behind Lookout Rock. Numbo was fifteen, cocky and annoying; he needed a lesson.

But Bink’s foot struck a loose rock, which turned his ankle and made him lose his balance. It didn’t hurt, but it slowed him. His hand swung forward, and his fingers touched an unseen wall.

There was another shout of laughter. Bink hadn’t crashed into the wall, thanks to the stone under his foot, but someone thought he had.

“You stop it, too, Chilk,” Sabrina said. The imaginary wall was Chilk’s talent. It was only two paces square—and, like so many talents, it was short-lived—but it felt as hard as steel in the first few moments.

Bink could slip around it and run the kid down, but he was sure to get caught by that wall again. It wasn’t worth it. If only he had a talent of his own, he could make the joker sorry in spite of the wall. But he didn’t have a talent, and Chilk knew it. Everyone knew it. That was Bink’s big problem. He was fair game for all the jokers because he couldn’t strike back—not magically at any rate, and it was crude to do it any other way. But right now he was quite ready to be crude.

“Let’s get out of here, Bink,” Sabrina said. There was disgust in her voice, directed mostly at the others, but Bink thought that part of it was for him. A useless kind of anger began building up—one he had felt many times before. He could not marry her because he lacked a talent, and he could not stay here for the same reason. Not here at Lookout Rock or here in Xanth. Because he didn’t fit.

They walked back down the path, and the jokers went looking for other sport. The landscape no longer seemed so lovely. Maybe he’d be better off away from here. Maybe he should take off now. If Sabrina really loved him, she’d come with him—even Outside, into Mundania.

No, he knew better than that. Sabrina loved him, but she loved Xanth, too. She had such a sweet shape, such kissable lips, that she could find another man much more easily than she could live among the unmagical. For that matter, he could find another girl more easily than dealing with what he faced. So he’d be better off going alone.

So, why didn’t his heart agree?

They passed the brown stone where the chameleon had sat, and Bink shuddered.

***

“Why don’t you ask Justin Tree?” Sabrina said as they neared the village. It was getting dark, faster here than up at Lookout Rock. The village lamps were coming on.

Bink looked at the special tree. There were many kinds of trees in Xanth, some of them important to the village. Beerbarrel trees were tapped for drink, and oilbarrel trees for fuel, and Bink’s shoes came from a shoe tree east of the village. But the Justin Tree was special, a kind not grown from seed. Its leaves were shaped like flat hands, and its trunk was the color of tanned human skin. This was not surprising since it had once been human.

That story flashed across Bink’s mind. It was part of the lively past of Xanth. Twenty years ago there had been one of the greatest of Evil Magicians—a young man named Trent. He had had the power of transformation; he could change any living thing into any other living thing, instantly. Not happy with his rank of Magician, given to him because of the great power of his magic, Trent had tried to take over the throne of Xanth. His plan had been simple and most direct: he transformed anyone who got in his way into something that could not stop him. The worst threats he changed to fish and put them on dry land, letting them flop until they died. The others he changed to animals or plants. Because of this, there were many thinking animals. Though they were dragons, two-headed wolves, and land-octopi, they had humanlike minds.

Trent was gone now but his works stayed, for there was no other transformer to change them back. Magic pictures, hot seats, and unseen walls were good talents, but transformation was different. Only once in a generation did someone have such power, and it did not appear twice in the same form. Justin had annoyed Magician Trent—although no one remembered what he had done—so Justin was a tree. No one had the skill to change him back into a man.

Justin’s own talent had been voice throwing—not a parlor trick but real speech without the use of vocal cords—which could be understood at a distance. He had kept this talent as a tree, and because he had a great deal of time for thought, people often came to this tree for help. Often the Justin Tree gave good advice. Justin was no genius, but a tree was less emotional about human problems, so its advice could be impartial.

Bink thought that Justin might really be better off as a tree than he had been as a man. He liked people, but it was said that as a human he had not been handsome. As a tree he was quite handsome. Bink and Sabrina turned to walk toward Justin. Suddenly a voice spoke in front of them: “Do not come near, friends; bullies are hiding nearby.”

Bink and Sabrina drew up short. “Is that you, Justin?” she asked. “Who is hiding?”

But the tree could not hear as well as it could speak, and did not answer. Wood did not seem to have the best ears.

Bink, angry, took a step toward the tree. “Justin is a public tree,” he muttered. “Nobody has a right to—”

“Please, Bink!” Sabrina said, pulling on his arm. “We don’t want any trouble.”

No, she never wanted any trouble. Bink would not go so far as to call this a fault in her, but at times it became annoying. Bink himself never let trouble keep him from doing what was right. Still, Sabrina was beautiful, and he had made enough trouble tonight. He turned to walk with her away from the tree.

“Hey, no fair!” a voice called out. “They’re going away.”

“Justin must have tattled,” another voice cried.

“Then let’s chop down Justin.”

Bink stopped again. “They wouldn’t!” he said.

“Of course they wouldn’t,” Sabrina agreed. “Justin is a village landmark. Ignore them.”

But the voice of the tree came again, off to the side this time, showing that Justin could not concentrate. “Friends, please bring the King quickly. These thugs have an axe or something, and they’ve been eating loco-berries.”

“An axe!” Sabrina cried in horror.

“The King is out of town,” Bink muttered. “Anyway, he’s getting old.”

“And he hasn’t called up more than a summer shower in years,” Sabrina agreed. “Kids didn’t dare make so much trouble when he had his full magic.”

“We certainly didn’t,” Bink said. “Remember the hurricane and six tornadoes he used in order to put down the last wiggle swarming? He was a real Storm King then. He—”

There was the ringing sound of metal biting into wood. A scream of pain burst from the air as the blade struck the tree. Bink and Sabrina jumped.

“That’s Justin,” she said. “They’re doing it.”

“No time for the King anyway,” Bink said. He ran toward the tree.

“Bink, you can’t!” Sabrina cried after him. “You don’t have any magic.”

So the truth came out. She didn’t really believe he had a talent. “I’ve got muscle, though!” he yelled back. “You go for help.”

Justin screamed again as the blade struck a second time. It was an eerie metal-on-wood noise. And there was laughter—the cheer of kids on a lark, not caring what results their actions might have. Loco? This was heartless.

Then Bink was there. He was in the mood for a good fight, but he was alone. The cruel jokers had run.

He could guess who they were, but he didn’t have to. “Jama, Zink, and Potipher,” Justin Tree said. “Oooh, my foot!”

Bink bent to look at the cut. The white-colored wound could be seen clearly against the dark leatherlike bark of the tree trunk. Driblets of reddish sap were forming; it looked very much like blood. The cut didn’t look too serious for a tree this size, but surely it hurt.

“I’ll get some bandages for that,” Bink said. “There are some coral sponges in the forest near here. Yell if anyone bothers you while I’m gone.”

“I will,” Justin said. “Hurry.” Then, as an afterthought: “You’re a great guy, Bink. Much better than some who—uh—”

“Than some who have magic.” Bink finished for him. “Thanks for trying to spare my feelings.” Justin meant well, but sometimes he spoke before he thought. It came from having a wooden brain.

“It isn’t fair that louts like Jama are called citizens, while you—”

“Thanks,” Bink said gruffly. He agreed, but what was the use of talking about it? He watched out for anyone hiding in the bushes and waiting to bother Justin when the tree was alone, but he saw nobody.

Jama, Zink, and Potipher, he thought darkly, were the village troublemakers. Jama’s talent was making a sword appear, and that was what they used to chop Justin’s trunk. Anyone who could think that such harm was funny—

Bink remembered one of his own run-ins with that bunch not so many years ago. Made drunk by loco-berries, the three had hidden along one of the paths beyond the village just looking for trouble. Bink and a friend had walked into that trap. They had been backed up against the cloud of poison gas that was Potipher’s magic talent while Zink made false holes near their feet and Jama made flying swords for them to duck. Some fun!

Bink’s friend had used his magic to escape, making a figure from a stick of wood that took his place. The golem had looked enough like him to fool the jokers. Bink had known the difference, of course, but he had covered for his friend. Although the golem could not be hurt by poison gas, Bink could. He had inhaled some of it and fainted even as help came. His friend had brought Bink’s mother and father.

Bink had found himself holding his breath again as the cloud covered him. He saw his mother tugging at his father’s arm, pointing Bink’s way. Bianca’s talent was replaying a scene; she could jump time back five seconds in a small area. This was strong magic, for with it she could correct a justmade mistake such as Bink’s breath of poison gas.

But then Bink’s breath had whooshed out again, making Bianca’s magic useless. She could keep replaying the scene, but everything was replayed, even his breath. Then Roland looked at him, and Bink had frozen.

Roland’s talent was the stun gaze: one special look and what he looked at was frozen in place, alive but held still until freed. In this way, Bink had been kept from breathing the gas a second time until his stiff body had been carried out.

As the stun wore off, Bink had found himself in his mother’s arms. “Oh, my baby!” she cried, holding his head against her bosom. “Did they hurt you?”

***

Bink came to a stop by the bed of coral sponges, his face still flushed. Did his mother have to do that? She had saved him from an early death, but he had been the joke of the village for a long time after. Everywhere he went, kids sniggered and called “My baby!” in high voices. He had lived, but without his pride. Yet he knew he could not blame his parents. He had blamed Jama and Zink and Potipher instead.

Bink had no magic, but, maybe because of that, he was the strongest boy in the village. For as long as he could remember, he had had to fight. He was not very graceful, but he had a lot of raw power. He had gone after Jama and shown that the fist was faster than the magic sword. Then he took on Zink. Finally he grabbed Potipher and threw him into his own gas cloud, forcing him to suddenly stop producing it. Since then, those three had not sniggered at Bink; in fact, they tended to stay away from him, which was why they had run when he charged Justin Tree.

Bink smiled, his embarrassment replaced by grim pleasure. Perhaps his manner of dealing with the problem had been childish, but there had been a lot of satisfaction in it. Underneath he knew that his anger at his mother had moved him to take it out on people like Jama. But he did not regret it. He did love his mother after all.

But in the end his only chance to recover his pride would be to find his own magic talent so that no one would tease him or laugh at him or baby him ever again, and so that shame would not drive him from Xanth. But that had never happened. He was still known as the “Spell-less Wonder.”

***

Bink stooped to pick several good, strong sponges. These would end Justin Tree’s pain, for that was their magic: they soaked up pain. A number of plants and animals—he was not sure in which class the sponges fit—had the same general kind of talent. The good thing about the sponges was that picking them would not kill them. They were tough; they had moved from the water when the sea corals did, and they now lived well on land. Maybe their magic healing had helped them adapt to their new environment. Or maybe they had magic healing before they moved, since coral was cutting stuff.

Talents tended to overlap, and each type of magic showed up in different ways in the plant and animal kingdoms. In people, personality seemed to have more to do with magic than did family, though some families tended to have stronger magic than others, as if strength of magic was inherited. But the type of magic was not inherited.

Bink could fit a lot of thinking into a passing moment. If thinking were magic, he’d be a Magician. But right now he’d better think about what he was doing or he’d be in trouble.

It was getting much darker. Black shapes were rising out of the forest, hovering as if seeking prey. Eyeless and formless, they still acted as if they were aware of Bink. A will-o’-the-wisp caught Bink’s eye. He started to follow the half-seen light, but then he stopped himself. The lure of the elusive wisp was trouble. It would lead him into the wilderness and leave him there, prey to unknown magic. One of Bink’s childhood friends had followed the wisp and never returned. Warning enough!

Night changed Xanth. Areas that were safe by day became horrors as the sun set. Specters and shades came out, hunting for their ghastly satisfactions, and sometimes a zombie ripped free of its grave and marched clumsily about. No one with sense slept outdoors, and every house in the village had spells against the supernatural. Bink did not dare use the shortcut back to Justin Tree; he would go the long way, following the magically protected trails.

He ran, although not from fear, for there was no real danger on this charmed route, and he knew the paths too well to stray from them. He ran in order to reach Justin faster with the healing coral sponge. Justin’s flesh was wood, but it hurt every bit as much as normal flesh.

Bink passed a field of sea oats, hearing the pleasant swish and gurgle of the tides among their stalks. When picked they made a good foamy soup except that it was rather salty. The bowls could be filled only halfway; otherwise, the soup’s sea waves slopped over.

Bink remembered the wild oats that he had planted as a teen. Sea oats were restless, but their cousins the wild oats were really active. They had fought him, their stems slashing across his wrists as he tried to pick a ripe seed head. He had gotten it, but he had been scratched badly before getting clear of the patch.

He had planted those few wild seeds in a secret plot behind his house, and he watered them every day, the natural way—with his own urine. He had guarded the bad-tempered shoots from all harm. What an adventure for a teenage male—until his mother, Bianca, had found the plot. Alas, she had known what the plants were right away.

There had been a family hassle. “How could you?” Bianca cried, her face flaming. But Roland had worked to hide his smile. “Sowing wild oats!” he murmured. “The lad’s growing up.”

“Now, Roland, you know that—”

“Dear, it isn’t as if there’s any real harm in it.”

“No harm!” she cried angrily.

“It is perfectly natural for a young man—” But her angry face had stopped Bink’s father, who feared nothing in Xanth but was a peaceable man. Roland sighed and turned to Bink. “I gather you do know what you were doing, son?”

Bink felt very defensive. “Well—yes. The nymph of the oats—”

“Bink!” Bianca snapped. He had never seen her so angry before.

Roland held up his hands, making peace. “Dear, why don’t you let us work this out man-to-man? The boy’s got a right.”

And so Roland had shown his own prejudice: when his “man-to-man” chat was with Bink, it was with a boy.

Without another word, Bianca had stalked out of the house.

Roland turned to Bink, shaking his head in a way that was only a little negative. Roland was a powerful, handsome man, and he had a special way of shaking his head. “True wild oats taken thrashing from the stem, sown by the full moon, watered with your own urine?” he asked frankly, and Bink nodded, his face at half heat. “So that when the plants grow and the oat nymph appears, she will be bound to you?”

Bink nodded grimly.

“Son, believe me, I understand; I sowed wild oats myself when I was your age. Got me a nymph, too, with flowing green hair and a body like the great outdoors. But I had forgotten about the special watering, and so she got away. I never saw anything so lovely in my life—except your mother, of course.”

Roland had sown wild oats? Bink had never thought such a thing. He remained silent, afraid of what was coming.

“I made the mistake of telling Bianca about the oats,” Roland went on. “I fear she became touchy about the subject, and you caught the brunt. These things happen.”

So his mother was jealous of something that had happened in his father’s life before he married her. What a pit full of ideas Bink had stumbled into.

Roland’s face became serious. “To a young man, the thought of a lovely nude nymph may be very tempting,” he went on. “All the physical features of a woman, and none of the mental ones. But, son, this is a childish dream, like finding a candy tree. The real thing will not be all you hope for. One quickly becomes tired of unlimited candy, and so it also is with a mindless female body. A man can’t love a nymph. His eagerness quickly becomes boredom, and then disgust.”

Still Bink dared not say anything. He would not have become bored, he was sure.

Roland understood him, too well. “Son, what you need is a real live girl,” he said. “A figure with a personality who will talk back to you. It is more of a challenge to get to know a complete woman, and often very frustrating.” He looked meaningfully at the door where Bianca had gone out. “But in the long run, it is also far more rewarding. What you looked for in the wild oats was a shortcut, but in life there are no shortcuts.” He smiled. “Though if it had been up to me, I’d have let you try the shortcut. But your mother—well, we are old-fashioned here, and the ladies tend to be the worst, especially the pretty ones. It is a small village—smaller than it used to be—so everybody knows his neighbor’s business. Know what I mean?”

Bink nodded uncertainly. However, when his father laid down the law, that was final. “No more oats.”

“Your mother—well, she was surprised by your growing up. So I guess that sowing oats is out; in fact, she’s probably pulling them up right now. But you still have a lot of good things ahead of you. Bianca might like to think of you as a little boy forever, but even she can’t stop nature. Not for more than five seconds!”

Roland paused, but Bink was silent again, unsure of what his father was leading up to.

“There’s a girl moving here from one of the smaller villages,” Roland went on. “This is supposed to be for school, since we have the best centaur teacher. But I think the real reason is that there aren’t many boys in her village. I understand she has not yet found her magic talent, and she’s about your age.” He looked meaningfully at Bink. “I think she could use a handsome, healthy young man to show her around and warn her of local dangers.”

Then Bink began to understand. A girl—a real girl—for him to get to know. One who would not be put off by his lack of magic. His father had given him a workable choice. Suddenly he knew he could do without wild oats.

“Her name is Sabrina,” Roland said.

***

A light ahead brought Bink back to the present. Someone was standing by Justin Tree and holding a magic lamp. “It’s all right, Bink,” Justin’s voice said in the air beside him. “Sabrina brought help, but it wasn’t needed. Did you get the sponge?”

“I got it,” Bink said.

So his little adventure had been no adventure at all, just like his life. As Sabrina helped him pack the sponge around Justin’s wound, Bink realized that he could not go on this way as a nobody; he would go to see the Good Magician Humfrey and learn what his own magic talent was.

He glanced up. His eyes caught Sabrina’s, which were glowing by the light of the lamp. She smiled. She was even more lovely now than when he first met her, when they had both been teens and she had always been true to him. There was no question; Bink’s father had been right about knowing a real live girl. Now it was up to Bink to become a real live man.
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