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Chapter 1.  Lacuna




Lacuna was slogging through a blue funk. It clung to her body, making her seem prematurely middle-aged. It infused her clothing, making it dowdy. It smirched her face, making wrinkles start to think of appearing. It washed through her hair, rinsing it dishwater dull. In fact, it permeated her whole life, making her thirty-four years old.

She had been young once; she was sure of it. She and her twin brother, Hiatus, had been genuine mischief as children. She remembered fondly how they had messed up the wedding of Good Magician Humfrey and the Gorgon, when they were only three years old. At that time their parents, the Zombie Master and Millie the ghost, had been sharing the Good Magicians castle, because it dated from the time eight hundred years before when their parents had first lived. It had seemed only natural that the cute twins should carry the end of the brides long train. But they had done more than that. Hiatus had made eyes, ears, and noses sprout from things, that being his talent, and Lacuna had changed the print in the manual so that instead of saying things like until death do you part, it had said the few measly years before you croak. For some reason Lacunas mother had not found that very funny. Well, Lacuna was older now, and could see her mothers point. But it only reminded her how she herself had never married. She would have settled for the worst of weddings, for the sake of a good marriage. Or for a mediocre marriage, instead of mediocre old maidenhood.

Later they had moved to New Castle Zombie in southern Xanth, which had been fine. She and Hiatus had had separate rooms, and had teased the poor zombies mercilessly. Somehow it seemed that the best of her life had been used up in childhood. Once she grew up and joined the Adult Conspiracy, her life had become a time of tedium followed by a period of monotony trailed by an age of boredom working into years of sheer unmitigated blah. Finally the funk had set in, and now she was fed up to her tired eyeballs with it. So she was doing something about it: she was visiting the Good Magician with a Question.

Now she came to the region of the Good Magicians Castle. It was not as she remembered it, because it kept changing. She understood that, and was not put off. She knew that she would have to brave three challenges before she could get in and see the Good Magician. At least they should be interesting.

A low jungle surrounded the castle. The magic path she was on led right up to it, then petered out in a thicket of hands and feet. She recognized the type: palmettos. The palms were on stems, their fingers splayed, while the toes grew along the ground, covering it up.

Well, such plants were generally harmless. The palms could get a bit fresh when buxom young women brushed by them, but they would probably just ignore Lacuna. Still, it was best to find a path through them, because dangerous creatures could hide among them and attack the feet of someone who plowed blithely through. So she walked to the side, finding a space between plants.

In a moment her way was blocked again by thickly growing palmettos whose fingers clutched at her plain cloth skirt and whose toes tried to catch her dull shoed feet. She avoided these by turning to the side again. But this wasnt getting her into the castle; she was actually going away from it now.

She reversed her course and explored on the other side. But seemingly promising avenues curled their way into dead ends, preventing her from getting any closer to the castle. How strange! How could the magic path have been overgrown like this? It was supposed to be enchanted to

Then she realized that this was the first challenge! She had to find her way through this thicket of hands and feet, without getting into trouble. It could have been worse; she would really have hated walking over a potato patch and having all those eyes peer up under her skirt and wink at the dull color of her panties. Men never quite appreciated why women always cut the eyes out of potatoes, first thing. Or maybe they did, because when men got hold of potatoes they planted those eyes in the ground, where they would grow into plants with more potatoes and more eyes.

Fair enough. There was always a solution to the challenges, if the person had the wit to find it. It had been that way in Magician Humfreys day, and remained so in Magician Grey Murphys day. Murphy had tried to run the castle without the challenges at first, but had been overwhelmed by folk with Questions, and so had adopted Humfreys policy. He also now required a significant service for his Answer, which could be anything up to a year of mopping floors in the castle. That tended to discourage frivolous Questions.

Well, she was prepared to mop. It wouldnt be any duller than her prior life. But she doubted she would have to, because she had something she believed Grey Murphy wanted very much: the key to his freedom from Com-Pewter. Com-Pewter was an evil machine made of pewter and glass and crockery and wires and things, who sought to rule Xanth. Com-Pewter had two and a half great assets in this quest. First, the evil machine could change reality in its vicinity, merely by printing new situations on its screen. Second, Grey Murphy was bound to serve Com-Pewter the moment he finished his service to Good Magician Humfrey, who was absent for the time being. Second and a half, Com-Pewter had inanimate patience. So it could wait a lifetime if need be, and the moment Humfrey returned, Pewter would have the service of a full Magician and could more actively set about taking over Xanth. Lacuna could do something about that, and she thought Grey Murphy would be interested. Certainly his fiance, the Princess Ivy, should be, because she didnt quite dare marry Grey until that little business was settled. If notwell, then, Lacuna would mop.

Provided she could just get into the castle! The more she tried to make progress toward it, the more she seemed to make regress away from it. The palmettos did not seem to move, yet somehow they were always in her way. Where was the path through?

Or was she supposed to get rid of them somehow? To cut a path through? She didnt have a suitable knife, and her talent of printing wouldnt do for this. So there had to be some other way.

She paused and pondered. She was fairly well educated, because there wasnt much point in changing print if a person didnt know what it meant to begin with. She ought to be able to think of something.

Then it came to her. She was standing at yet another dead-end pathlet, having just about lost herself amidst the palmettos. I think Ill get out of this stupid patch of hands and feet, she said loudly. Im tired of these pointing fingers and scuffled toes and pointless paths. Then she marched resolutely back the way she had come.

But almost immediately she encountered more palms and toes, blocking her way out. She had to turn aside, trying to move directly away from the castle and not succeeding. She made a snort of impatience and moved on, looking for the outward path. I know its here somewhere, she muttered. I came in on it, after all!

 
But somehow the way continued to elude her. She moved faster, as if trying to find her way out before the palms could change their positions and block her off, but this didnt work either. She only found herself driven back farther into the thicket. The more she struggled to get through, the farther back she was driven by the uncooperative paths.

Finally she found the entire circle of palmetto between her and the magic path away from the Good Magicians castle. She had only succeeded in passing through the thicket the wrong way.

Well, if thats the way you want it, she said with irritation bordering on mirth. She turned to face the castle, having navigated the first challenge.

Behind her the palms rustled and the toes scuffled in the dirt. They were chagrined. They had been outsmarted. They had labored successfully to foil the route she said she wanted, not being clever enough to see through her trick. Had they had brains as well as palms and toes, it might have been a different matter. But of course that was the nature of these challenges: to find the weaknesses of them and successfully exploit those weaknesses to win through.

Now she stood by the moat. There was a boy of about ten swimming in it. He looked ordinary, except that his hair was blue. That suggested that there was no moat monster or other threat in the water. The drawbridge was down, too, so if this wasnt an illusion or trick, she could cross without challenge. That was just as well; she didnt fancy getting wet.

She put a foot cautiously on the end of the drawbridge. It was solid. However, a section of it might be illusion or have a trapdoor or something, so she would proceed with excruciating care. The worst challenges were the ones a person didnt expect.

Something flew by just in front of her. It appeared to be a ball of water. It landed and splatted on the bank. It was water.

She looked in the direction from which it had come. There was the boy, scooping up another handful of water and forming it into a ball.

Are you going to throw that at me? she asked.

Sure, if you try to cross the moat. Im supposed to stop you, you know.

Oh, so this is a challenge?

Sure. Nothing personal. You look like a nice lady.

It had been so long since anyone had said anything like that to Lacuna that she almost blushed with pleasure. But this was business. A little ball of water wouldnt stop me.

Then how about a big ball? He scooped up a double armful, and formed a ball of water as big as a beach ball.

You couldnt throw that, she said.

For answer, he heaved the ball over the drawbridge. It just seemed to float up without much effort on his part. Such a mass could indeed knock her off the bridge.

Well, then, Ill just have to wade or swim across, she said.

The boy swept his hand across the surface of the moat. Suddenly there were waves on the water, cruising outward and lapping the bank. He made another pass, and the waves got larger. They were formidable enough to make her hesitate.

Your talent is water magic, she said. That is impressive. Whats your name?

Ryver. He scuffled a toe in the water. He seemed shy, now that she was getting personal.

So you must be serving a year, for an Answer.

Yes.

If I may askwhy did you come to the Good Magician?

Oh, sure, you can ask! I asked him how I could find a good family to adopt me, cause I want to be a real boy, and I need a real family for that.

Youre not real? she asked, surprised.

Im not a real boy. Not a flesh one, I mean. Im made of water.

 
Made of water? Now she was really curious. You can work with water, and control it, but that doesnt mean youre not human.

I can work with water because I am water, he said. See. Then he dissolved. His feet flowed away, and his legs, and the rest of his body, up to the head. I look like a boy, but its all water. Id rather really be a boy, and have water control as my talent. And I will be, if a family adopts me. The Good Magician says.

She nodded. So after your term of service is done, you will set out on a search for a good family that wants a boy your age.

Sure! Do you think Ill find one?

He seemed so eager that she didnt want to dash his hope. But it did seem doubtful. Most families preferred to raise their own ten-year-old boys. Did the Good Magician say you would find one?

He said his Book of Answers said that I would, if I did my job well and was polite to my elders. So Im doing those things.

He certainly was! He was effectively stopping her from crossing the moat, but he was being courteous about it, warning her rather than hitting her with water, and answering her questions. He seemed like a nice boy.

Well, I hope thats right. But meanwhile, you know I have to find a way across despite your efforts.

Yes. I wish you luck, but I have to stop you if I can. If you try to swim and my waves make you start to drown, Ill save you. I wouldnt want to hurt anybody.

I appreciate that. There was no irony in her statement; it was clear that this was a challenge, not a duel to the death, and Ryver was just doing what he had to do.

She considered for a while, and pondered for a bit, and thought for a moment, while Ryver dissolved his head into water, then reformed into a whole boy, including clothing. He looked completely real, and she was sure he was real; he just wasnt made of flesh. If adoption into a human family enabled him to be transformed into flesh, that would nice for him. She understood that ordinary people were mostly water anyway; Ryver just took it farther.

She got a glimmer of a notion. Ryver, can you read?

Oh, sure. The Sorceress Ivy taught me to read. She showed me how to start, and then Enhanced me into being competent. Thats her talent, you know. But you know, most of the books they have at the castle are sort of dry, pardon the term, and not much fun, if youre not into arcana.

Lacuna had suspected as much. It happens that my talent is changing print. I can also make print appear where there was none, and I can control what it says. Let me show you something interesting to read.

Oh, no! he exclaimed. I wont make a deal to let you get through! Thats not right.

Dear boy, she said, I am not trying to bribe you. Im trying to trick you, which is fair enough. I am going to show you some print, and if you dont find it interesting, dont read it.

It wont work, he said.

She glanced at the now calm surface of the moat. Abruptly words appeared on its surface, sliding across from right to left, forming a moving band of words. They disappeared as they reached the left margin, so that the whole moat wouldnt get covered with print.

ONCE UPON A TIME THERE WAS A WATER BOY NAMED RYVER WHO WANTED TO BE A FLESH BOY, the rolling print said.

Hey, thats about me! Ryver exclaimed.

Well, actually its a standard story; I just filled in your name to make it more interesting.

Thats okay. He continued reading, because otherwise he would lose some of the moving words. He was, as she had suspected, fascinated by references to his own name. Many folk were, especially if the references were complimentary. It could work even better if the references were insulting, but she lacked the gumption to write trash.

She poured it on. NOW ONE DAY RYVER WAS SITTING BY THE BANK OF THE MOAT, WATCHING THE FISH, WHEN A STRANGE CREATURE CAME BY. IT WAS A DRAGON LOOKING FOR A TASTY FLESH MORSEL TO FRY. HA! SAID THE DRAGON. I SEE YOU ARE JUST THE KIND OF PERSON I NEED. COME WITH ME AND I WILL GIVE YOU AN EXPERIENCE LIKE NONE OTHER.

Nuh-uh! The live (or water-formed) Ryver grunted. You wont fry me, you vicious animal!

He was evidently getting into it. Lacuna heated up the script. OH, IS THAT SO? THE DRAGON SNORTED, HIS BREATH SCORCHING THE PLANTS BY THE BANK. ILL HUFF AND ILL PUFF AND ILL FRY YOUR HEAD OFF!.

Yeah, fire-brain? Id like to see you try it! the real Ryver said.

SO THE DRAGON HUFFED AND IT PUFFED AND IT BLASTED OUT SUCH A BLAST OF FLAME THAT THE GROUND TURNED BLACK AND SPARKS FLEW FROM THE STONES AND STEAM ROSE FROM THE MOAT. BUT IT COULDNT FRY RYVER, BECAUSE HE WAS MADE OF WATER. THEN RYVER MADE THE WATER RISE UP AND SMACK THE DRAGON RIGHT IN THE FACE.

I guess that doused your furnace, soggy-snoot! the boy cried happily.

WELL, THAT MADE THE DRAGON ANGRY. SO IT OPENED ITS JAWS AND CHARGED. IT CHOMPED RYVER RIGHT THROUGH THE CENTER, BUT ITS TEETH HAD NO EFFECT, BECAUSE THEY COULDNT CHEW WATER. AND RYVER SQUIRTED JETS OF WATER IN ITS EYES AND EARS. THE DRAGON HATED THAT, BECAUSE NOBODY LIKES TO HAVE HIS EARS WASHED.

The text continued, and the boy kept reading avidly. He didnt even notice that Lacuna had crossed over the drawbridge. That was all right; she had left enough text in the queue to hold him for half an hour. She hadnt known how long it would take for him to be completely distracted, so had put in plenty. Anyway, she was pleased that someone really liked her writing. She had learned to tell stories to children when she was babysitting, and rather enjoyed it. Ryver was a perfect audience.

Now she was across the moat but still outside the castle wall. There was a door right before her. She walked up and turned the handle. But it didnt work; the door was locked, and she didnt have the key. Obviously she had to find the key; this was the third challenge.

She looked around. There was a fairly narrow path that circled the castle just inside the moat. It was lined by bushes that resembled shelves; their stems were vertical and their branches horizontal, with the leaves filling in to complete the pattern. They had squared-off large berries that looked rather like books on the shelves.

A boy was sitting on the bank, picking the berries and eating them. He looked a lot like Ryver.

Who are you? she inquired, not really expecting an answer.

I am Torrent, Ryvers twin brother.

Could she believe that? Well, maybe for now.

What sort of plants are these? she asked.

They ate library bushes, he responded. They have endless information, which I get by eating the fruit.

This was almost too good to be true, so she knew it probably wasnt true. But she would find out. Then you must know where the key to that door is.

Sure. Here it is. He handed her a large wooden key.

She tried the key in the lock. It wouldnt fit. It was the wrong one.

She returned to the boy. Its not the right key. Where is the right one?

 
On the other side of the castle.

She doubted it, but proceeded on around. There was a small metal key lying on the path. She picked it up and walked back around to the door. It didnt fit.

She looked at the boy, who was still eating berries. Twice he had directed her to the wrong key. He was obviously not telling the truth. How could she make him tell the truth?

She decided to experiment. Torrent, are you part of this challenge for me?

Yes.

So you are supposed to misdirect me, and prevent me from finding the key.

No.

And you do that by lying to me.

He hesitated, and she knew why. If he lied, she would know it, which would make the lie worthless, but if he told the truth he wouldnt be misdirecting her. No.

Which meant that he did. So you lied about your identity, too. You are Ryver.

No.

Then where is Ryver? Hes not out there reading the print on the moat.

He looked back there, and winced. He must have had to tear himself away from it with the story unfinished. He didnt answer, which was answer enough.

And youre not supposed to be part of this challenge, she said, remembering that he had answered yes to that question before, so it was a lie.

I can be if I want to be! he said defensively.

And now youre telling the truth.

He hung his head. You trapped me into it. Anyway, it doesnt matter, because its only about the challenge that I really had to lie.

Why not just refuse to tell me anything about the keys?

Because He stopped. I cant tell you.

Because lying has something to do with the solution! she said, catching on.

 
No.

Which means yes. And the berriesdo they have anything to do with it too?

No.

So they do. Exactly what kind of berries are they?

Poison.

Hardly. Youve been eating them. Then a light flickered. You were a truthful boy. Now youre an untruthful one. Youve been eating the berries. You said they are libraries, but I think they are lie berries. They make you lie!

No!

And if I ate one, it would make me lie.

No.

But its hard to lie, if you dont know the truth. So maybe the berries do have a lot of information, so they know how to lie about it. So the person who eats them knows the truth, which he wont tell.

No.

She picked a berry and popped it into her mouth. It was sickly sweet. Then she spoke: The key is Information coursed through her mind. Over there. She pointed to what she knew was the wrong key, under a bush.

But now she knew where the right key was. It was under the water at the edge of the moat, hidden by mud. She went there, reached down, and fished it out. It was made of delicate stone. Then she took it to the door. It fit, and in a moment the door was unlocked.

She looked back at Ryver, who was staring sadly after her. Information sifted through her mind as she continued to feel the effect of the berry. Now she knew why he had come to join this challenge, changing places with the gnome who was supposed to be eating the berries and doing the lying. He was lonely. He really did want to be part of a family, and she, as a passing human being, was a step closer to the illusion of that than being alone was. He was taking the opportunity to be closer to her, to interact with her, even though it had to be negative. She felt sorry for him.

She didnt say anything, because she would be forced to lie until the effect of the berry wore off. She turned and opened the door. She had made it through the challenges, and it had been interesting, but she was not completely pleased. She saw now that she was not the only one whose life was blah.

 








Chapter 2.  Handbasket




Ivy was just inside the doorway, waiting for her. I knew you would make it through, Lacuna! she exclaimed, stepping in for a hug. In the old days she had been one of the children Lacuna had baby-sat, and they had always gotten along well. Ivy was now an attractive young woman of twenty-one, and evidently happy in her relationship with Grey Murphy.

Well, Im not glad to see you, Lacuna said, then paused, dismayed. Oops, that lie berry I didnt eat

Oh, thats all right; the effect wears off quickly if you dont eat many.

I ate bushels.

Which means you ate only one, because if you had eaten bushels, you would say the opposite. Come on, I think Grey is ready for you. He doesnt look satisfied; you must have an awkward Question.

Lacuna shrugged, so that no lie would come from her mouth. She followed Ivy to the central chamber of the castle where the Good Magician awaited them.

Grey was now a nondescript young man of twenty-two. He was the son of Evil Magician Murphy, who dated from eight or nine centuries before, but like the Zombie Master and Millie the Ghost, he had come to the present period of Xanths history. The senior Murphy was no longer evil, of course; he had renounced that as a condition of being allowed to settle in this time. He seldom used his power of cursing things so that they would go wrong in any way they could, and only did it for beneficial effect. That might seem contradictory, but it wasnt; if he cursed something evil, than that evil person or thing went wrong and couldnt accomplish its malign purpose. Grey had never been evil, of course. But he had the liability of having to serve Com-Pewter, because of the deal his parents had made long ago, thinking it would never take effect. His father couldnt curse the evil machine directly, because he had made his deal with it to get out of Xanth in the old days, but had been able to curse the evil plot. That had helped save Greyuntil Good Magician Humfrey returned.

Grey stepped forward to shake Lacunas hand. That was one of the quaint Mundane ways he retained. It meant that he was greeting her in a friendly but not assuming way, and expected the same attitude from her. I dont suppose I can talk you out of asking your Question? he inquired plaintively.

Magician, my life is blah. All I want to know is where in my dreary life I went wrong.

You mean thats it? Ivy asked.

Yes. Then maybe Ill know what to do about it.

Ivy turned to Grey. That seems simple enough.

It isnt, he said. He glanced again at Lacuna. I would really rather you didnt ask it.

Well, I dont want to cause you distress, but it seems little enough for me to ask, considering that I made my way through your challenges and am prepared to offer a significant service.

Grey frowned. I am not yet completely proficient in the magic of information. The Good Magician Humfrey would know how to handle this much better than I do. But there have been rumblings, and they suggest that your Question is a lot more complicated for us both than it seems. In fact, they indicated that if I Answer it, the situation of Xanth may change significantly. I dont want to take the chance. So, with no malice toward you, I must decline to Answer.

Grey! Ivy said, appalled. Ive known Lacuna all my life! Shes a good person. She has such a simple Question. How can you do this?

I know just enough of Humfreys magic now to know that this is best, he said unhappily. Now if she cares to ask some other Question

No, only this one, Lacuna said firmly.

Then Im sorry, but

She fixed him with an Adult Stare. He was not yet so long beyond childhood as to be immune to its effect. He scuffled his feet. I did not come here to take No for an Answer, she said. She might be dull, but she knew her rights. I insist: tell me Where Did I Go Wrong?

Grey obviously felt properly miserable, but still he clung somehow to his position. I wont

It was time for the carrot. She had learned how to wield stick and carrot; it was a necessary secondary talent of all baby-sitters. I have in mind a rather special service, to repay you for your trouble.

Well, if I were to use your service, Im sure you could confuse other applicants by putting misleading printed messages on the walls. But

Magician, I can free you from your obligation to the evil machine. Even after Magician Humfrey returns.

Both Grey and Ivy jumped. You can do that? Ivy breathed with sheer faint hope.

I can go to Com-Pewter and change the print on its screen to say that Grey Murphys obligation is no longer in force. Since whats on that screen changes reality to conform, that will be true. There will be no further obligation.

 
Ivy turned to the Good Magician, her eyes shining. Can she do that, Grey?

Grey dived for a huge tome sitting on a table. He leafed rapidly through it, staring into the depths of its musty pages. He paused, then looked up. Yes, it is here. She can do it. If she prints the right words on Pewters screen. If she has the nerve to broach the evil machine in its evil den. There is one key word that must be used at the end or it wont be effective.

Key word? Lacuna asked.

Compile.

You mean to assemble something?

Compile. It has a special meaning for Com-Pewter. It locks in whatever has just been printed on its evil screen. Com-Pewter can change anything except itself, and this changes Pewter itself. I understand about this, because of my experience with similar machines in Mundania.

Then Ivy started.

Grey raised his hands in surrender. That is the one service I cannot refuse. I will have to Answer Lacunas Question.

Lacuna smiled, vastly relieved. The truth was she wanted to free Grey anyway, because she knew how happy that would make Ivy. But it was best to do it this way.

Very well, Grey said grimly, turning the pages of the Book of Answers again. I shall have to Answer, and hope the consequences are not as bad as they could be. He found his place, read the entry, and looked up, perplexed. This is really of no practical use to you. Are you sure?

I am sure.

He sighed. It says that you should have proposed to him.

Thats no answer! Ivy protested. It doesnt say whom or when! I mean, of course its all right for the girl to propose; I asked Grey to marry me, and he accepted. But

 
It is enough, Lacuna reassured her. I know what it means. If only I had thought of it!

Who?

It was twelve years ago, when I was Greys age now. He was Vernon, and his talent was making others experience vertigo. Certainly he made me feel that way, but that was because I was infatuated with him. He was a handsome man and a decent one. I would have married him, but he never quite asked me. I think he was too shy. I mean, in those days I wasnt as dull as I am now. Later he married a mean woman, who told him he had better, if he knew what was good for him, but she certainly wasnt good for him. She made his life miserable. I think that was her talent. The stork never brought them any children, probably because it knew they would have been miserable in that house. Lacuna shook her head sadly. I can see it so clearly now, now that I have the Answer: that was indeed where I went wrong. He was humble, thinking his talent to be of no value. I know he would have accepted, had I only thought to ask him. But I didnt.

But what good does it do you to know that now, when its twelve years too late? Ivy asked.

None, except the private satisfaction of knowing my mistake. The next time I meet a man I should marry, Ill ask him. Of course he probably wont accept, since Im middle-aged now and not worth anyones notice, let alone marriage. But at least

Ivy was troubled. Grey, I know thats all she asked, but it just doesnt seem enough, considering the service she is going to do for us. She will free you from the bane of your life. Isnt there some way to free her from hers? Maybe to send her back, so she can do it right?

I really dont think he said.

Look in the Book, she insisted, with That Tone, which only members of the Female Conspiracy could mistress.

He shrugged and turned the pages again. He found his place and stared. Itseems to be possible. But

Possible? Lacuna exclaimed. For me to change that bad decision?

Yes. But the details are so technical I cant understand them at all. This book gets into programming language, and it will take me years to figure out even part of it. Only Humfrey, who had a century to learn the nuances, could fathom this Answer.

Then I must go ask Humfrey! Lacuna said. Right after I do my service for you.

But Humfrey is at an impossible address in the gourd, Grey protested. And he doesnt want to be disturbed. He must be doing something extremely important.

He will talk to me, Lacuna said confidently. I was at his wedding.

Actually, hes in the anteroom to Hell, the awfulest region of the dream realm. You would hardly care to go there.

Oh yes I would! If theres a way to change where I went wrong and make it rightwhy that would do for my life what I will do for yours! Magician, tell me how to reach Humfrey!

I really dont think But he didnt finish, because Ivy was fixing him with the Stare, another aspect of female magic.

You dont need to, Lacuna said. I must do it. If I have to give another service for that Answer, then Ill gladly do it. Let me just go to Com-Pewter and take care of that; then Ill return here and

Grey sighed. No, if you feel that strongly about it, I will help you visit Humfrey without further charge. I will do it now. Your service to me can wait.

Well, if youre sure

Im not sure. But it seems it was mused.

Fated, Ivy murmured.

Im getting as bad as whats her name, he said, flustered.

 
Metria, Ivy said.

The Demoness Metria, he agreed. Getting the wrong word. He looked at Lacuna. Anyway, Ill send you to see Humfrey now. But I warn you, its not a pleasant trip.

My life is not a pleasant trip! I could use some excitement.

Well, then, you can go to Hell.

Lacuna was taken aback. But

In a handbasket, he said. Thats where Humfrey is, and its the only way to go there, if you dont belong.

Oh. For a moment she had been on the verge of mistaking his meaning. Folk from Mundania could have some crude Mundanian manners clinging to them.

But you can do that tomorrow, Ivy said. You will want to rest here tonight.

No, I dont think I do. Id rather go straight on and get the second Answer from Magician Humfrey.

As you wish, Grey said. He went to a locked cupboard, unlocked it, opened it, and brought out a sealed jar. He unscrewed the lid and took out a tiny basket, like a thimble made of wickerwork, on a thread. He flipped the thread up toward the ceiling and let go of the basket. It hung there, suspended from nothing.

This is the basket, Ivy said. Its one of the magic devices we found in Humfreys collection. He evidently used it and sent it back. You will ride in it to Hell.

But I cant fit in that little thing! Lacuna protested.

Grey smiled. Your body will rest in a coffin, just as Humfreys does. Only your soul goes to Hell. Dont worry, your body will be quite safe here, until you return to it.

Ivy walked to a low solid bench. She lifted its topand it came up, manifesting as the lid to a plushly lined coffin. Lie down in here, Ivy said.

Lacuna was beginning to have, if not exactly second thoughts, first-and-a-half thoughts. Sleep in a coffin? But if it was the way to go, then she had to do it.

She got into the coffin and toy on her back. Somehow this action made her feel even older and duller than she hoped she was. Grey put his finger behind the hanging tiny basket and pushed it toward her. Get into this.

Lacuna wanted to protest, but found herself floating up toward the basket, which was rapidly expanding. She caught its edge with her hands and climbed in. It was now quite ample in size; she could stand upright within it and peer over the edge and down.

She saw her huge body lying there in the coffin. It looked every bit as blah as she had feared.

She turned to face the other way. As she did so, the basket began to move. It was swinging along at the end of its rope, which was firmly knotted to the stout handle. The room, indeed the entire Good Magicians castle, seemed to have disappeared. She was on her way.

The basket tilted and moved down. Lacuna clutched the edge with both hands. She was passing through a region of shadows and clouds. Behind the clouds were vague flashes, as of lightning, making the outlines show momentarily. Some of the clouds resembled monstrous ugly faces, as if Cumulo Fracto Nimbus, the meanest of clouds, had posed for his portrait.

One of the clouds opened its big mouth, and the basket swung right into it. The scenery changed; now there were things floating, ranging from tiny acorns to huge acorn trees. This was evidently the dream realm, normally accessed through the peephole of a gourd. It seemed there were other ways to visit it. To Hell in a handbasket! Who would have expected it! At least it was interesting.

But some of the scenes through which she was passing were more than interesting. They were grotesque. There were human forms in various states of distress, and animals who seemed lost, and assorted objects that looked broken. The stuff of troubled dreams, spare props, perhaps hanging here in limbo, waiting to be fashioned into truly unpleasant episodes for those sleepers who deserved them. Lacuna had seldom suffered from bad dreams; that was part of the boredom of her being. How could a person rate bad dreams if a person never did anything of doubtful validity?

Then a vague face formed, neither interesting nor dull of itself. From its mouth poured numbers in scattered order. These numbers grew larger as they moved, becoming individual pictures. They were odd indeed! One was of a man walking along with two left feet, making him pretty awkward. Another was a blue or purple horse; actually she couldnt quite tell what color it was, because it seemed to keep changing, never being fixed. A third was of a man whose head was a pile of animal manure.

Suddenly Lacuna caught on. Figures of speech! she exclaimed. In the realm of dreams they are literal! A man with two left feet, a horse of another color, a dunghead! These folk were worse off than she was, which made her feel both better and guilty. How awful it must be to be literal.

Then, abruptly, the basket swung into a small chamber. It bumped against the floor, almost overturning, and she had to scramble out. She had arrived.

As she caught her balance, she saw the basket swinging up and away. Oh! she cried, grabbing for it, but she was too late. She had lost her transport back.

But Grey and Ivy knew where she was. Surely they would send the handbasket back when they realized that it was empty. She had to believe that!

She looked aroundand there sat old Good Magician Humfrey in a hard wooden chair! She recognized him instantly; there was no mistaking the gnomelike features and great age of the little man. He seemed to be snoozing.

That was all. The rest of the chamber was bare, except for another chair.

She sat in that chair. There did not seem to be much else to do. She smoothed out her dingy dress, noting that she wore the same clothing as usual despite being in spirit form now. That was just as well; she would not have liked to go naked to this infernal region, though probably it was not the best place to keep secrets. This surely was not Hell itself, because there was no fire. It must be Hells waiting room.

But why was Humfrey still waiting here? In fact, what was he doing here anyway? Where was his family? It had been ten years since the man had disappeared from his castle along with his wife and son, leaving Xanth in the lurch. Chex Centaur had discovered his absence, with her companions Esk Ogre and Volney Vole; the challenges seemed to have been in the process of being set up for the three, when the occupants of the castle had suddenly departed. It was the great current mystery of Xanth: what had happened?

Well, perhaps that wasnt her business, though she was as curious as the next person. She had just one Question which was her business with the Magician. She would just have to stifle her interest in the rest of his life.

She did not want to wake him from his snooze. But she wasnt sure how long she could safely remain here. If this was Hells waiting room, at any time a door could open and a demon could appear, saying Next! in that bone-chilling tone. Then either Humfrey would be taken, or she herself would. Either way, her chance for her Answer would be gone.

Ahem, she said politely.

One of Humfreys eyelids flickered. Then both did. His eyes popped open, fixing on her. Lacuna! What are you doing here?

You recognize me? she asked, startled.

Of course I recognize you! You baby-sat me when I had been youthened by overdosing on the water from the Fountain of Youth. You were a rather sweet sixteen at the time, quite unlike your present blah state.

She had forgotten how sharp he was on information. Of course, he was the Magician of Information. Even in his youthened state he had been very quick to learn things. So after most of eighteen years without seeing her, he had identified her present nature with dismaying facility.

I came to ask you a Question, she said.

Im not answering Questions now. Go to the castle. Murphys boy is supposed to be minding it.

He is. He sent me here. He said that only you could give me my Answer.

Why? Doesnt he have the Book of Answers there?

Yes, but he cant decipher the technical parts, and my Answer is there.

He nodded. It does take most of a century to master the programming language. I happen to know. I did it faster because I had special training. But hell get there in due course.

I cant wait a century! she protested. Ive already gone from sweet sixteen to blah thirty-four. Ill sink into dismal anonymity before another decade is out.

He glanced at her appraisingly. More like six years.

Six years?

A person is only allowed three great mistakes. Your first was in not marrying that young man. Your second was in turning thirty. Your third will be in turning forty, and that will finish you as a potentially worthwhile female human being.

He certainly understood her situation! Magician Grey Murphy told me of the first mistake. If I can change that, Ill be left with only two strikes against me, and my life may become worthwhile. The rules arent the same for married women. Thats why I came to you.

Humfrey considered. I suppose I might as well do something while Im waiting here. Suppose I give you the coding so that you can show Grey Murphy how to get your Answer from the Book?

That would be fine! she said.

 
And what service will you do me in return?

What do you need?

I need to have the Demon X(A/N)th take notice of me! he said. Ive been cooling my heels in this waiting room for ten years, waiting for him to ask me what I want.

You mean youre not going to Hell?

Not exactly. Im here to take someone from Hell. Then I can return with her to Xanth.

With her? Who is she?

My wife.

The Gorgon is in Hell?

No. Shes waiting for me to get my business done here. Its Rose Im after.

Rose is your wife? But what about the Gorgon?

What about her?

How can you have a wife in Hell when the Gorgon is your wife?

I married Rose before.

But then

Its a long story, he said shortly.

Lacuna realized that Humfrey must have done more than twiddle his thumbs in the century or so he had lived before meeting the Gorgon. Rose must have been a wife who died. But no matter how long it is, if you bring Rose back, youll have two wives, and thats not allowed in Xanth.

Who says it isnt?

Queen Irene. When Prince Dolph got betrothed to two girls, she said he could marry only one.

Humfrey sighed. That does complicate things. But the Queens word is law on matters of social protocol, however inconvenient it may be. Her son must have been most upset.

He was, she agreed. But he finally worked it out.

He was young. I am too old to adjust to such nonsense. What am I going to do? I cant leave Rose in Hell.

 
You are asking me? But youre the Magician of Information.

True. I shall have to think about this. I shall review my life, and gain the perspective to make the right decision. Herein lies your service: use your print to record my biography.

But I have nothing to print on, she protested, surprised.

Print on the wall.

Yes, I could do that, she agreed. But what is the point of printing it? Why cant you just review your life in your head?

Because my head isnt that big! he snapped. Also, Im trying to attract the attention of the Demon X(A/N)th, and maybe the story of my life written on the wall will do it.

Why do you want to see the Demon X(A/N)th? I thought you were here to rescue your former wife.

I am. But only the Demon can authorize it.

Lacuna nodded. It was beginning to make partial sense. And you have waited here all this time, heating your heels, being ignored by the Demon? Why dont you take a break where its more interesting?

Because the Demon doesnt want to deal with me.

But then the Demon may never take note of you!

No. It is in the Big Book of Universal Rules: the Demon has to meet with his appointments before doing anything else. So I shall wait here until he appears.

But all this timesurely you can afford some time off. Hes probably asleep and it wont make any difference.

Humfrey fixed her with a steely gaze. You dont understand the psychology of the Demon X(A/N)th. He will appear here the very instant I step out. Because the rules also say that if the Demon appears, and there is no person in the waiting room, because the person didnt have the interest to remain, then the appointment is vacated. Then he wont have to see me at all.

Lacuna was appalled. You mean the Demon knows you are here and is deliberately ignoring you, hoping to catch you out? And it has been this way for a decade?

Exactly. So I dont dare step out. I was lucky the Demon didnt realize when Grey Murphy and Ivy tried to wake me in the dream coffin four years ago. But I know I wont be able to get away with that again. The Demon may have been inattentive once, but he never makes the same mistake twice.

Now she knew why the Good Magician had disappeared and never even left word. He had been unable to, without risking the loss of his mission. So he had remained here in this absolutely dull waiting room, doing nothing. Waiting for the Demon.

Your recent life has been a worse blah than mine! she exclaimed, suffering a revelation.

What else is new? he inquired sourly.

But stillsuppose the Demon came this moment and said it was all right to take Rose out of Hell and back to Xanth. What about the Gorgon? For Lacuna had known and liked the Gorgon, whose terror was all in her face, not in her nature.

Its bad enough trying to figure out what to do about Grey Murphy when I return, the Magician grumped. It isnt right to send him back to Mundania to avoid Com-Pewter.

Oh, thats no problem, she said quickly. I will free Grey by changing the print on the evil machines screen.

He stared at her. No wonder I overlooked that Answer! Its obvious! Simply a matter of overwriting Pewters directive and using the key command Save and Compile. I could have given him that Answer before.

She shrugged, not wanting to annoy him further.

Well, if you are so good at seeing the obvious, whats your solution to my problem of two wives?

She spread her hands. Maybe they could take turns?

 
Thats ridiculous! he exploded. It just might work, if the Queen doesnt interfere.

Well, if one wife is technically dead, while the other is alive, maybe Queen Irene couldnt object.

He sighed. It may not come to that. The Demon X(A/N)th isnt going to grant my appeal anyway.

Butbut then why

Because it would be unthinkable not to make the effort. I was less experienced before, and didnt consider such an approach, but now it must be tried.

Lacuna wondered what kind of a woman Rose was to warrant such devotion from such a normally truculent man. To sit in Hells waiting room for a decade, expecting a negative response!

She knew better, but she couldnt help arguing a little more. Why wont the Demon grant your appeal?

For the same reason he doesnt want to meet me: its more complicated to deal with this matter than to ignore it. The Demon cares nothing for my convenience, only for his own.

Wouldnt it be easy for him just to hear your appeal and turn it down and be done with it?

He cant do that. The rules say that he has to be fair. If he is fair, he may have to grant my appeal. So he is avoiding me, hoping I will give up and go without his hearing me.

The two were really in a contest of wills, she saw. Humfrey wanted something that the Demon X(A/N)th didnt want to give, so they were locked in this endurance contest instead. It was sad. But it was also somewhat like Humfreys own treatment of those who pestered him with Questions at his castle. He was being served as he served others. Probably he would not appreciate having that pointed out, so she stifled whatever remark she might have been tempted to make.

How will he avoid granting your appeal, if he has to play fair? she asked.

He will cheat.

But

 
Fairness is as the Demon says it is. He will give me a chance to gain my objective, if I put my own soul on the line. If I win, I take Rose; if I lose I will be confined here with her. Then he will see that I lose.

But how can he

Very simply. He will ask me a Question that I as the Magician of Information should be able to answer. It will be about some future event. Then he will see that whatever my Answer, it will happen otherwise. Thus I will lose.

Then you really have no hope, she said, disturbed.

I have hope. I have no chance.

You are throwing your life away for nothing! And even if you should win, youll still have the problem of two wives. They wont take turns if they are both alive in Xanth.

Tell me something that isnt obvious.

She shook her head. This just doesnt make sense.

So it would seem.

Then she knew that he had a plan. She couldnt imagine what it was, but she had confidence in his information. He would find a way through the rigged contestif he could only get the Demons attention. He couldnt tell her his plan, because the Demon might be listening and then would know how to foil it.

Still, she had one more question. If the Demon X(A/N)th knows you are here, and is ignoring you, why should printing your life story make any difference? Wont he just ignore that too?

Only up to a point. My life story is true, though much of it is unknown to all others except the Demon. It must be true; I dare not falsify any part of it. Therefore, it will be difficult for me to relate, in places. Complete honesty is always painful and seldom advisable. But at the point it catches up to the present and starts into the future, its truth will be undefined. I will be able to tell it as I hope it will be.

 
But then you could say that you are going to rescue Rose from Hell by yourself and return to Xanth!

Precisely. I will be able to define my own future. Therefore the Demon must at that point come to meet me and deal with my appeal, lest he lose it by default.

That was a most sophisticated strategy! It was obvious that the Good Magician was much smarter than she was. Still she had a niggling confusion. Why didnt you tell your story before, instead of waiting all this time?

The spoken word lacks the authority of the written word. Until you came, I was unable to transcribe my autobiography to print.

But why didnt the Demon stop me from coming here, then?

I suspect you were too insignificant a detail for him to bother to keep track of. Had you been beautiful or smart or highly talented, as my wives are, he would have seen you coming. Now it is too late; you are here.

How fortunate that I am so ordinary, she said, with a hint of a mixed feeling.

You are not ordinary, Lacuna, you are dull. You are almost completely uninteresting. How you got to be a leading character in this story is almost beyond my significant resources to ascertain.

Surely it was true. That was why she had come here.

Well, we had better get on with it, she said with a certain boring resignation. She focused on the far wall, and the print began to appear:

THE STORY OF THE LIFE HISTORY OF THE GOOD MAGICIAN HUMFREY, THE MAGICIAN OF INFORMATION. Chapter One.

Oh, dont be so cumbersome! Humfrey snapped. Just title it Question Quest. And start with Chapter 3; youve already wasted two chapters with your own dreary business, may the Muse of History forgive you.

 
Yes, of course, she agreed, properly chastened. What should the title of Chapter 3 be?

Oh, anything, he said impatiently. He began to dictate.
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