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Chapter 1.  Mela




Mela Merwoman swam restlessly around her sea cave garden, brushing the treelike seaweeds that formed the walls and canopy. Her hair swirled greenly behind her, and her flukes caused little eddies that toyed with whatever strands of hair they could catch.

She swooped down near the glowing colored stones of her floor, so that her breasts almost brushed them. Then she halted at her central fireplace and stoked up the waterlogs so that her fire blazed more brightly. Oh, brimstone! she swore, severely out of sorts. I need a husband!

She brought out her mirror and stretched the glass out to full length so she could see all of herself. It merely reflected what she already knew: she was a splendiferous creature, with fuller breasts than any mere mermaid and a flashier tail than any fish could boast. About her neck she wore a necklace supporting two precious glowing firewater opals, surely sufficient to attract the best quality husband.

So why wasnt she married? It wasnt as if she were choosy. All she wanted was the nicest, handsomest, most manly and intelligent unmarried prince in Xanth, who would be pleased to let her do anything she wanted. Such as swimming in the salt sea for hours and eating raw fish, and who would love to brush out her hair for her. Once she had captured Prince Dolph, but he had been a trifle young at the time, nine years old. She had traded him off for her opals, and later he had grown up and married a girl of his own species whose endowments werent nearly as impressive as Melas own. Human men just didnt have much sense.

The problem was that there werent many males who met her modest standards, and most of those were already married. She had scoured the seas and found nothing worth her while. So what was she to do?

She sighed, and the effort sent ripples down through her fabulous flesh. There was no help for it: she would have to go ask the Good Magician. That meant doing him a years service, which would surely be a colossal bore, but if he landed her a suitable husband it just might be worth it.

No time like the present. Mela gathered together the few useful spells she had collected during her explorations of the bypaths of the sea and tucked them into her invisible purse. Then she swam out of her cave and up toward the surface of the sea. She didnt worry about the fire spreading during her absence, because fire could not burn under water without the magic presence of the merfolk. Only if another merwoman or merman came would it flare up, and no one would intrude on her private premises.

Melas undersea cave was near the Isle of Illusion, by sheerest coincidence, so she came up in sight of the isle which had once appeared to be the most illustrious of regions. Her hair yellowed as it broke the surface. She remembered again how she had captured Prince Dolph here, despite the objection of his skeletal companions Marrow Bones and Gracel Ossein. They had in the end turned out to be decent folk despite their gauntness; indeed, they had helped her get her opals. She wondered how they were doing; they had made a nice if somewhat emaciated couple.

The Isle of Illusion no longer had much illusion, because the Sorceress of Illusion, Queen Emeritus Iris, had long since departed it. But a faint tinge of great fancies still surrounded it, suggesting the greatness of past imaginings. Perhaps some day another great illusionist would inhabit it, and once again no one would know its rather pedestrian reality.

She swam directly to the shore where the Gap Chasm debouched into the eastern sea. She came as close to the small beach as she could without getting out of the water. Then, when the sand threatened to abrade her satiny skin, she sat up, her tail folded before her. She concentrated, and her beautiful flukes became misshapen lumps, while the main portion of her tail turned a sickly pink. A lengthwise crease appeared, which deepened, until the entire tail split into two ungainly limbs.

Mela bent these limbs at their knobby knees and set the bony feet firmly against the sand. Then she heaved herself up, until she balanced precariously on those awkward legs, knee-deep in the surf. It had been a long time since she had gone on land, and it was hardly her notion of fun, but it was the only way. The Good Magician lived on land, and would not come to the sea.

Once she was sure of her equilibrium, she waded on out to the dry sand. Her new legs were getting stronger as she got the hang of them, and her balance was improving. She did know how to do this; she was merely out of practice.

But when she walked away from the water, the sand grew hot, burning her feet, and little sharp stones tried to cut her soles. Her extremities might be ugly, but they were also tender. Fortunately she knew where there was a ladys slipper patch; she had seen it from the water. She limped to it and picked two slippers. Naturally they fit perfectly, and they protected her feet so that she could walk in comfort.

She came to the edge of the Gap, where the way turned steep. Now she had to climb, but she could do that too, and clambered up across the rocks and slopes without much trouble. She knew that she had to get out of the chasm immediately, for two reasons. First, the sides became considerably steeper farther ineveryone knew that!and second, there was the Gap Dragon. Only a few folk knew that, because most of those who had encountered the dragon had been eaten. There had been a Forget Spell on the chasm for a long time, but now it was gone and so it was possible to know things about the Gap. That was just as well, because she would not have wanted to try to run from the dragon on her wobbly legs. She wondered how the land folk ever endured such an ungainly mode of travel.

She came to the brink and climbed over. Now the land was reasonably level, and she could walk upright. She understood that the Good Magicians castle was slightly south of the Gap, so she walked generally westward. There were supposed to be enchanted paths, and once she found one of those she would be able to proceed to the castle without having to worry about stray monsters.

Unfortunately she was still in the wilderness. Ho! someone shouted to the side. A nymph! Hit her!

Mela looked, alarmed. She was no nymph, for they were mostly brainless creatures who kept company with similarly brainless fauns. For some reason human men seemed to like nymphs, while lacking interest in the fauns. She saw that the shouter was a man the size of an elf, standing hardly taller than her knees. His hands were relatively huge. She didnt have to worry about him.

Then about six more like him appeared. Hit her! Hit her! they cried, charging toward her in a messy mass.

Now she recognized their nature: these were hit men! Their hands were huge because they used them to make tremendous fists, the better to hit innocent folk. They were erupting from a blackjack bush, which was a plant that liked to be hit. It was always exclaiming Hit me! and Hit me again! though its leaves were so thin and flat that they could hardly stand up long to such abuse. Maybe that was why they had all those little red and black marks on them in the shapes of things like spades and hearts and clubs. But hitmen were notorious for making hits on anything that came within reach, and a luscious bare female like herself was a prime target. They certainly wanted to hit on her.

Mela quickly took stock. She was too far from the sea to reach it before the obnoxious little men caught up with her. Maybe in time her clumsy legs would be able to carry her swiftly, but she was still concentrating on things like balance and locomotion. If she tried to run fast, she would fall on her face, and they would swarm all over her.

Could her magic stop them? She had a spell to splash water into the eyes of a person, but that only worked on one person at a time, and she doubted it would discourage even a single one of these hit men for long. She had a small waterlog, but that would burn only in water. There was her mirror, but that had very limited power. Not much hope there.

However she also had a little magic manual that was supposed to list many of the useful things of Xanth, as well as the things best avoided. She snatched it out of her purse and checked quickly through it. She saw pictures of various creatures and plants, including the hit men and blackjack bush. Well, I already knew about those! she snapped. How about something that will help me thats close by?

The manual showed a picture of a mitten bush, with neat little white mittens. A mitten bush? Mela rolled her eyes. She was no kitten, and she needed no mitten.

Then she spied a mitten bush close by. Well, that might not be what she wanted, but she would have to make do with it. She hurried to it, not quite managing to lose her balance in her haste. The hit men were now almost upon her, their big ugly hands forming into bigger uglier fists.

She dodged around the bush. The hit men piled into itand its mittens expanded to swallow their fists. In a moment the hit men were all caught by their hands, unable to get them from the tight mittens. They cursed, swore, and obscened, turning the air bilious blue, which was an unusual effect. Bilious green or yellow were the normal hues. But even with the blue they couldnt get free, because the mittens were firmly tied to the bush.

Mela went blithely onward. Sometimes all it took was a little luck and the common sense to use it. Plus a little help from a manual. This was, after all, the Land of Xanth, where almost everything was magic, and the rest was probably lying about it. The land was more dangerous than the sea, because she was used to the sea, but she could manage.

In due course she came to a river. This was wonderful; it gave her a chance to wet her tail. She waded inand right out again. It was fresh water! What a horrible sensation. She would have to make do on dry legs until she could return to the sea.

Rather than touch the bad water again, she walked upstream. It stood to reason that if she went far enough, the river would give up and fade out, and then she could proceed without touching it.

Soon she encountered an odd little creature. It had pinkish hairy skin and a squared-off snout, which it used to nose around in the ground. She brought out her manual again and sifted through the pages until she found a picture and managed to recognize the thing: it was a pig. The description was reassuring: they were harmless if not bothered. So she ignored it and walked on.

She came across another pig, and a third. In fact there was half a slew of pigs along the bank. It was a piggy bank!

She moved away from the bank and found a path. This expanded as if glad of her attention to it, and became a paved road. She knew that some paths were treacherous, because they led to dragon lairs or tangle trees, but this was not that type. It was a straight road that liked to be used, and she was happy to oblige it. It would enable her to get farther faster, with less wear on her tender extremities.

Suddenly there was a huge honking, and a tremendous pig came charging down the road. Mela had to leap into the brush to avoid it. She got no thanks. Outta my way, nymph! the huge pig grunted as it passed.

Mela did not like being called a nymph, when anyone could see she was a merwoman on legs. Hey, do you think you own this road? she demanded angrily.

The pig halted, and turned its porcine snout to look at her. As a matter of fact, I do, it said.

What kind of creature are you?

Im a road hog, of course. Now stay out of my way. It resumed motion, and in a moment was out of sight.

A road hog. That figured. When the piggies of the bank grew large and arrogant, naturally they became hogs. She should have checked another page in the manual and found it before it found her.

Mela shrugged and tried to get back on the road. She discovered that she was stuck in the foliage of the most ugly and useless tree she had encountered. Its leaves were misshapen, its bark was falling off, and its fruit was rotten. It just seemed to have grown all wrong. It was a good thing she wore no clothing, because the erratic thorns would have caught in it. As it was, she was smarting from two mentionable places and one unmentionable place.

She extricated herself, and brought out the manual. There it was: a lemon tree. Anyone who got one of these was supposed to get rid of it in a hurry, because it was no good. She had already caught on to that fact.

This was wearing. Did she really need a husband? But Mela decided that there was almost as little point in turning back now as there was in moving on forward. She might as well plow on and see what the Good Magician had to say.

The road wound on through the forest, passing some nice pie trees. Mela paused to have some watermelon pie. Farther along she found water chestnuts and watercress. That was the best that offered, as the land did not seem to have seaweed soup or sea cucumbers. She could tell by the taste that fresh water had been used, but that was all right for food. It was swimming and bathing that required salt water.

However, time was sneaking by, and the shadows were taking advantage of it to grow longer. Mela was intrigued by this phenomenon, because there were not many shadows on the sea floor, but she realized that this was a magic signal that night was approaching. She did not feel at ease traveling in the dark, and anyway, her new legs were tired. She needed a safe, comfortable place to sleep. Now where would that be?

She checked the manual. It showed a picture of a beerbarrel tree. Mela wasnt sure about that; she didnt like the notion of swimming in beer much better than that of swimming in water. Then she realized that it was a dead, hollow beerbarrel tree it meant. So she looked around as she walked, and sure enough, in due course she found one.

She went to the tree and examined it. She found a crevice that led to a crack that led to a fissure that became the square outline of a door. This was the place!

She felt along the edge until she found a latch. She worked it, and the door opened. There inside was a dark abode girt about by fluffy pillows. Not as appealing as salt water, but ideal in terms of roughing it on the land.

Mela entered and closed the door behind her. Immediately a soft light glowed from colored fungus. It didnt compare to that of deep-sea plants and creatures, but it did give her a feeling of the depths, and that was very nice. Whatever male she married would have to love the sea, because she was a creature of the sea, inside as well as outside. She lay blissfully on the bed of pillows.

Mmmmph, mmmph mph mmmmmmmph!

Mela jumped. What was that?

MmmmmMmmmmph! The muffled sound came as she landed from her jump, squishing the pillows flat.

She scrambled to her tired feet. What is going on here? she demanded of the situation in general.

The center pillow formed a mouth and opened it. A better question is what is coming off here! How dare you plop your fishy backside in my Eskimo!

In your what? Mela asked, bemused.

My Inuit, Aleut, Finn, Sami

Lapp? Mela inquired.

Whatever. Cant a creature get a decent nap without getting squished by an ugly sea monster?

Mela began to take umbrage. UmI am considered by some to be a rather attractive sea monster.

The mouth grimaced. By whom, fish-head? A hungry kraken weed?

Mela finished her taking umbrage. Brage! she swore. You dont exactly have much sex appeal yourself, cushion-face!

The pillow exploded. The mouth flew up and hovered before Melas nose, while feathers swirled around it. I have all the sex appeal I want, seaweed-hair! it exclaimed.

Mela realized belatedly that magic was operating here. You are not what you seem, she charged with a certain justice.

The feathers closed in around the mouth, forming the shape of a head. I am whatever I choose to be, man-rear!

That was a low blow. No one had ever before mistaken Melas posterior for male. And what kind of rear do you have, pillow-cheeks? she demanded.

The feathers shaped themselves into a human outline and faded into flesh tone. Now a voluptuous woman stood there. This kind of rear, gills-for-brains! she said, turning to show a set of buttocks almost as generous as Melas own.

Youre a demoness! Mela said, catching on. However, the creature moved away so that Mela could not keep her catch.

The Demoness Metria, of course. And who in conniption are you?

I am Melantha Merwoman.


What are you doing out of your ingredient?

My what?

Your component, aspect, fragment, division, portion, segment

Oh, you mean my element! The sea.

Whatever. Why are you here on land?

I am in quest of a husband. I cant find what I want in the sea.

Metria gazed at her appraisingly. Considering what men are interested in, it seems that you should be able to nab one. What kind are you looking for?

A prince would do, if hes handsome and manageable. I caught one once, but he was too young and I had to throw him back.

Oh? Which one was that?

Prince Dolph of the human folk. He was nine years old, but would have grown in time.

Prince Dolph! I know him. Hes seventeen now, and married.

I know, Mela said sadly. I heard she wasnt even a princess.

She is now. And a mother, too. The stork brought them twin girls, Dawn and Eve.

Oh, those should have been my girls! Mela cried. I should never have let him get away.

Well, youre mortal. You make mistakes.

So now I am going to see the Good Magician to find out how to nab some other prince, Mela concluded. Im sorry if I intruded on your domain. I thought it was available.

Oh, go ahead and use it, Metria said. I took it from Esk Ogre some years back, and the truth is, things were more interesting when he was around.

Things always are, when a males around.

How true! But now hes gone and married a brassie girl from the gourd named Bria, and they have a son named Brusque.

Everybodys getting married! Mela said petulantly. But the son of an ogre and a brassiedoes he have a talent?

Yes. He can make himself or other things hard and heavy, or light and soft. That should be handy, when he is grown.

Mela nodded knowingly. Surely so. But it doesnt solve my problem. I need a prince.

Why not a regular man? the demoness asked. There are more of them.

Well, after almost nabbing a prince, I fear it would feel like backsliding to settle for an ordinary man.

I suppose so. My friend Dana Demoness married a king. Now she wont settle for anything less.

Oh? What king?

King Humfrey.

I didnt know there was a King Humfrey! Is he any relation to the Good Magician Humfrey?

The same.

But Humfreys no king! Hes the Magician of Information.

Hes no king now. But he was then. She got bored and left him, but after a century or so she got bored being single, so she returned to him, and is married to him today.

But I thought he was married to the Gorgon.

He is. It gets complicated to explain.

It must! But Mela was too tired at the moment for complexity. Is it all right if I sleep on the other pillows?

Be my guest, Metria said grandly, fading away.



In the morning Mela left the cozy den and searched out some fruits and nuts. She needed to do something else, but wasnt sure how to manage it cleanly while wearing the clumsy legs; she wished she could return to the sea for a while or even an (ugh!) freshwater pond, and not just for that. The land was just such an awkward place!


The Demoness Metria appeared, in her human form, standing in the air. Must you go so soon? she inquired.

I thought you wanted to be rid of me.

I do. I was being facetious.

Thats more like it. Mela had relatively few illusions about demons, having encountered them on occasion.

You look squirmy.

I would ask you whether there is water near, but you would only misdirect me.

No, I would answer truly, because then you wouldnt believe me and would go the wrong way. The demoness evidently understood why Mela wanted water, so was teasing her, demon fashion.

Never mind. Ill do it in the den. Mela headed for the beerbarrel tree.

Oh no you dont! Go to that purpose bush over there. Melas left arm stretched out and her hand assumed the form of an arrow.

What kind of bush?

Aim, design, province, sphere, object, what its made for

Function?

Whatever, Metria agreed crossly.

Whats a function bush?

Just go there and see. Its really quite natural.

Mela knew that this was mischief, but it was better to humor the demoness, whose mischief was surely not as bad as her anger. She walked to the bush, which had the smell of manure. Then suddenly she folded over and accomplished her business despite her clumsy form.

A function bush: now she understood its name. It had its own way of collecting fertilizer.

Mela straightened up and walked away from it. Thank you, Metria, she said. For the demoness had after all facilitated the necessary chore.

Youre not mad? Metria inquired, disappointed.

Furious. There was an art to managing demons.

Youre not going to throw any of it at me?


That wouldnt be ladylike.

It would just loop around and splat on you.

That, too.

Youre just trying to be dull, so Ill lose interest and stop pestering you.

Demons are getting smarter all the time.

Well, it wont work! Ill just tag along and see you mess up some other way.

Suit yourself.

Confound it! I cant tell whether you even want to get rid of me! Maybe you prefer to have my company.

I would prefer it even more if you were a male prince demon. Perhaps you can get one to come and pester me in lieu of you. Males can be such brutes.

That does it! I am going to stay and be perfectly nice to you! What do you think of that?

Mela sighed. You are very sophisticated in your pestering. The truth was that she didnt really care whether the demoness remained or departed; she just wanted to keep her on good behavior.

They walked generally west, but the freshwater river threatened to return, with its pigs and things, so they veered south. The land became hilly, so they veered some more to move along a contour. The demoness was now walking on the ground, so that she seemed just like another mortal creature. She was even solid, now; Mela could tell, because she left footprints.

Then she heard a faint booming sound. Whats that?

A pronoun used to indicate a person, place, thing, idea, or state of being. I keep confusing it with which.

I dont mean the word! I mean that sound.

What sound?

Mela saw that the demoness was still teasing her. She surely heard the booming and know all about it, but wouldnt tell. So Mela shut up and walked on.

The booms became louder. Finally she came to a series of small hills shaped like little mountains. At the top of each hill was a human baby. Every so often each baby opened its mouth and let out a surprisingly loud boom. Why, theyre baby boomers, Mela said, surprised. There certainly are a lot of them!

They will be something when they grow up, Metria remarked. Theyll be big boom-booms.

But whats the point?

There is no point. Theyre just there. They strayed from Mundania, where there are even more of them.

Mela shook her head. Mundania is a strange place!

That is true. Even the Mundanes dont understand it. That is why they come to Xanth whenever they can. Fortunately most of them dont know the way, any more than you know the way to the Good Magicians castle.

But if I asked you, you would merely direct me wrong. Or right, if I didnt believe you.

Of course. Isnt it beautiful?

Lovely. Despite her best effort, Mela was getting annoyed by the demoness.

They passed beyond the baby boomers and came to a big lake. It looked very pleasant. Mela stood and gazed at it.

Arent you going for a swim? Metria inquired innocently.

No.

Oh, you already know its nature.

This made Mela pause. Suddenly she suspected that the demoness wasnt thinking of fresh water. But the demoness wouldnt tell, if she asked. So she shrugged. Ill go around it.

Actually, its not as if the Kiss-Mee Lake hurts anyone. Its not nearly as bad as a love spring.

So this was the Kiss-Mee Lake! She had heard of it. Wasnt there some trouble with the associated river? I heard that your friends pulled it straight, and then it was known as the Kill-Mee River.

Yes, the hummers got really bad. Thats when I had to leave, and I found the ogres den. But I helped him restore the river. That was interesting.


So I will just walk around it to the south, Mela said.

By all means. I will walk with you.

That meant that there promised to be something interesting for the demoness to the south, which in turn meant that Mela wouldnt like it. Ohthe Kiss-Mee River flows from the south shore! Mela said, realizing. So I cant go that way, unless I want to mess with fresh water anyway.

Sure enough, Mela agreed, disappointed.

So Ill have to walk around it to the north instead.

By all means.

That did not sound promising either. But what other choices were there? Mela certainly didnt want to swim across it, and she couldnt fly across it.

She opened her invisible purse and took out her manual. What she wanted was surely in there, but she didnt know what to look for. That was why she couldnt use it to locate a husband; it showed all the creatures of Xanth, but couldnt point out individuals or give their marriage status. Now she needed a way to cross the lake without soiling her body with fresh water, and the manual couldnt tell her how.

The sky darkened, dimming the page. She looked up. There over the water a nasty little cloud was forming. So she flipped the pages until she came to clouds, and there it was: King Cumulo Fracto Nimbus, the meanest of clouds. But since she had nothing either to gain or fear from a cloud, she ignored Fracto, and he ignored her.

Then she saw something strange. It was a little red boat, zooming along backwards, rowed by a very big man. No, by a very small giant. No, something even odder. But what?

Fascinating, Metria said, and faded out.

That surely meant trouble. But it just might be a ruse. If this was someone who could help her cross the lake, the demoness might be trying to scare her away, so that she would after all be stranded. So she couldnt be sure. The best thing to do was chance it. If she got into the boat with the man, and he tried to get freshhow she hated freshness!she could always jump into the water, loathsome as it was, and escape. So she waited. But she took the precaution of hiding behind some redberry bushes.

The boat plowed right on toward the shore not far distant. The rower didnt seem to realize. He banged right into the bank, and grunted as the boat suddenly stopped. Oh, everythings wrong! he cried in a high voice. Ill never find the Good Magician!

Melas ears perked up. He was looking for the Good Magician? This could be a wonderful break!

She stepped forward. Hello, she said brightly.

The stranger jumped right into the air and screamed, bursting into tears. Startled, Mela fell back into the bushes, scratching her nevermind. Well, I didnt mean any harm, she said, nettled. I just happen to be looking for the Good Magician myself, and I wondered She broke off, staring at the huge creature. Why, youre not a man at all! Youre awell, just what are you?

Im an ogre girl, the other responded. You frightened me.

An ogre! But theyre very strong, ugly and stupid, and justifiably proud of it. Youre

A very poor excuse for an ogress, the other said. I cant even crunch bones very well.

Mela decided to let that pass. Do you think you might row me across the lake? I think the Good Magician is somewhere on the other side.

He is? the ogress said, brightening. Sure! Do you know the way?

Not exactly. Just in a very general sense. But if you want to go there too

Yes!

Then lets introduce ourselves. Im Mela Merwoman. Im looking for a husband.

Im Okra Ogress. Im looking for my fortune. I want to be a Main Character.

A main character? Why?


Because nothing really bad ever happens to a main character, and a whole lot of bad things are going to happen to me if I dont get away from them.

Now thats interesting! Do you mean I could get a good husband if I became a main character?

Sure. Main characters always live happily ever after, so if you need a husband to make you happy, then youd get one.

Well, Okra, Im glad I met you! Lets get on across Lake Kiss-Mee, and well see if we can find the Good Magician together.

Lake what?

Kiss-Mee. Didnt you know?

But I was rowing on Lake Ogre-Chobee!

You must have rowed right up the river to Lake Kiss-Mee without knowing it! Only a very strong and stupid person could have done that, but that made sense in this case.

Okay. Okra hauled the red boat around and plopped it back into the water. Ill row. Maybe it will work better if you can tell me where were going.

It should, Mela agreed, realizing that this was part of the ogresss problem: she had not been able to look forward.

So they got into the boat, and Okra started to row. The boat fairly leaped through the water with each heave. Mela looked aheadand saw the cloud, King Fracto, changing course to intercept them. Um, maybe we should turn back and wait for Fracto to go away, she said.

But the ogress was working so hard that she didnt hear. Well, maybe they could make it across before the storm hit. Mela hoped so. She did not relish the thought of getting doused with fresh rainwater.










Chapter 2.  Gwenny




It was a perfect day for a picnic. They would smell flowers and eat red, yellow, and blueberries and sun in the sun. With luck they would encounter a winged dragon or a griffin. From the time of her association with Che Centaur, she had had no fear of winged monsters, for all of them were his friends.

Gwendolyn Goblin could not remember when she had been as happy as during these last two years as the guest of the winged centaur family. She had been well treated at home in Goblin Mountain, but confined to her apartment, because, well, because. Then little Che Centaur had come to be her companion, and his friend Jenny Elf who was the same age as Gwenny, and they had gone to be with Ches family. For the first time Gwenny had experienced the freedom of the great outside, and she reveled in it.

Of course there were bad things too. Ches parents, Cheiron and Chex, insisted that every creature in their household be properly educated. Thus the teenage goblin girl and elf girl shared seven-year-old Ches fate, and had to spend weary hours learning how to count and figure and read and write, and all about the geography and history of Xanth. They even had to learn the various types of magic, and the rules of human and nonhuman cultures. What a bore! Sometimes Gwenny and Jenny pretended to lose their spectacles so that they couldnt study, but the adults were hideously astute at finding them. It was the one awful thing about centaurs: they were intellectual. They represented the very most extreme case of the dreadful Adult Conspiracy, which dictated that anyone young enough to be a non-Conspirator must Know and Not Know a rigorous schedule of things. Naturally most of the interesting things were in the Not-Know category.

But overall, the positives outweighed the negatives. Gwenny was well fed and well cared for and safe, and she had close companions who didnt like studying any better than she did. The alternative was to be locked in her suite at home with only her mother, Godiva, for companyand the truth was, Godiva also had distressingly adult notions about education and behavior. The rest of Goblin Mountain was a total loss; it was dark and gloomy and full of goblins. Who wanted to be in a mountain full of goblins?

They skipped along the path, Che running beside Gwenny so that she would be guided by him and would not misstep. A visit to a healing spring had cured her lameness, but not her eyesight. Her eyes werent ill; they merely were unable to focus quite right at ordinary distances. Jenny Elf had the same problem. Healing water restored a persons body to its natural state, and their natural state was a different way of seeing than that of most folk.

They had hardly reached the first field of flowers before there was a figure in the sky. Gwenny put on her spectacles so she could make out what it was. It was Chex, Ches dam, flying down to intercept them. She landed lightly on her four hooves and folded her wings. Gwenny, I have what may be bad news. Your mother is here.

There was a pause. Then the three young folk burst out laughing. They knew Chex didnt mean it the way it sounded. All of them liked Godiva Goblin despite her adult tendencies.


But in a moment they sobered. Godiva would not have come here without good reason, and that was indeed likely to be bad news. Did she say?

No. But I think you had better talk with her immediately.

Ill hurry back to the house!

I will take you.

But Che and Jenny

We shall get back on our own, Che said quickly.

So Gwenny climbed onto Chexs back, and Chex flicked her with her tail, making her feather light. Then Chex spread her wings and leaped into the air. They were airborne.

Gwenny still thrilled to this experience. She hung on to Chexs mane and peered down as the centaur circled to gain elevation. There were Che and Jenny, waving. Jenny was holding her little orange cat, Sammy. Then Chex straightened out and headed across the forest, not far above the treetops. It seemed almost like walking through waist-high bushes, looking down on them, only these were full trees.

Soon they landed in the yard before the house. Godiva was there, her flowing black hair forming a cape about her body.

Gwenny jumped offand sailed high into the air, because she had forgotten how light she was. Chex reached up with a hand and caught her ankle, bringing her down. She set Gwenny gently on the ground. It took a while for the lightening effect to wear off.

Gwenny walkedcarefullyto her mother and hugged her. My dear, you have lost weight! Have you been eating enough? Godiva exclaimed. Of course it was humor, because she understood the centaur magic and could see that Gwenny, far from being underfleshed, was now a rather pretty figure of a gobliness. She was, after all, fourteen years old, which was just about old enough for a goblin girl. Naturally no adult would tell her what she was old enough for. Adults could be real pains at times.


Why are you here, Mother? Gwenny asked.

Godiva became extremely serious. Your father is dead. You know what that means. She did not pretend any grief; Gouty Goblin had been a typical male, which meant that he had few if any endearing traits, and had done his best to eradicate those.

Gwenny felt a sudden chill. Indeed she knew what this meant: that her idyllic time with the centaur family was over, and perhaps her life itself. For she was the next in line to be the chief of the goblins of Goblin Mountainthe first female ever to aspire to that role.

Mother, Im not ready! she said.

I know that, dear. I had hoped that your father would hang on a few years longer, to give you time. But he was unobliging even in this. It is now or never.

But the spectaclesI cant wear them at home, and I cant see well enough without them to do anything. That would disqualify me immediately.

I know that too, dear. But there are other ways. We must find you some magic contact lenses.

At this point Chex cut in. We have been searching for a suitable lens bush for two years, but there seems to have been a blight on them.

Godiva sighed. I was afraid of that. Then there is only one thing to do: we must take her to the Good Magician to find out how she can nullify this liability.

Wait, Mother, Gwenny said. You mustnt do this for me.

But, dear, time is short. There is only one month before the ascension of the new chief. Only the Good Magician can possibly know where contact lenses may be obtained immediately.

I agree, Mother. But I must go to him myself. If I am unable to do that much without adult help, how can I ever be chief?

She is correct, Godiva, Chex said. She must rise to her own challenges, now. They will not allow you to assist her at Goblin Mountain, and the challenge of reaching the Good Magician is surely less arduous. She must have practice in the intervening time, little as it may be.

The gobliness was silent in an appalled way. Centaur logic was impossible to refute.

But I think it would be legitimate for her companion to accompany her, Chex continued.

But Che is even younger, Godiva said. The danger

The winged monsters will protect him as one of their own.

Godiva nodded. We have seen the manner of that protection.

Gwenny knew it was all right, then. Recently she had been coming to understand some of the nuances of adult dialogue, which were sometimes more subtle than children appreciated. The centaur had in effect said that the winged monsters would take care of Che and his companion, which was Gwenny herself. Chex herself was a winged monster, and she had been taking care of both of them all along. Godiva had acknowledged it: she was complimenting Chex on it.

So they would allow Gwenny and Che to travel by themselves to see the Good Magician. If anything really bad threatened, the winged monsters, all of whom had taken an oath to protect Che, would intervene. That intervention could be formidable; they had at one time almost destroyed Goblin Mountain itself when they had thought Che was captive there.

Well start tomorrow, Gwenny said. We can use the magic paths and Grandam Chems map. Actually that would be a copy, for Chem Centaurs maps manifested in air. They were extremely accurate.

So it was decided. Godiva Goblin agreed to stay the night, and in the morning they would go their separate ways, for the nonce. Godiva had to keep an eye on things at Goblin Mountain, until the new chief took office. With luck and management, that chief would be Gwenny.

Che and Jenny Elf arrived back from the field. Gwenny explained about her need to go to see the Good Magician, and how it was all right for Che to come along.

But what about Jenny? he asked.

Gwenny hadnt thought of that. Of course she didnt want to leave Jenny Elf behind! Jenny had been Ches friend before he came to Goblin Mountain, and she had been Gwennys friend too. Jenny, too, if she wants to come, she agreed.

Of course I want to come! Jenny said. Id like to see the Good Magicians castle when Im not distracted.

Maybe he can tell you how to get back to the World of Two Moons, Gwenny said.

Yes, maybe he could, Jenny agreed. But she did not seem completely excited by the prospect.



In the morning they bid farewell to Ches sire and dam, and to Gwennys mother. Then Godiva took one path, heading east toward Goblin Mountain, and the three of them took another, heading south toward the Gap Chasm and the Good Magicians castle. The copy of Chems map showed that they could use the invisible bridge to cross the Gap and then go right on down to the castle. Then they would have three challenges to surmount before they could get into the castle, and after that

Oops, Gwenny said. I will have to give a years service to the Good Magician, for his Answer to my Question, but I have only a month before I must be chief.

Then I will ask on your behalf, Che said.

No, I will, Jenny Elf said. Her cat, Sammy, was riding in her backpack. You two must stay together.

But Gwenny started to protest. Then she realized that this was help she needed, and that perhaps Jenny had looked ahead and realized that their juvenile friendship could not endure beyond the settlement of the chiefship. Gwenny would then either be chief, with its pressing responsibilities, or dead. In either case, she could not truly be with Jenny. So their separation was coming, regardless. It was not as if service to the Good Magician was onerous; the word was that often it was as beneficial for the person as for the Magician. Thank you, Jenny. There was more to be said, but she couldnt figure out how to phrase it.

They walked down the path, not hurrying. They had a fair way to go, and there was no point in wearing themselves out. Also, perhaps, they were not eager to separate, and that separation could occur at any time after they reached the castle. This was the last of their carefree association.

The abode of the winged centaurs was not far from the Gap Chasm. They reached it in the afternoon. The path led right up to it, and stopped. There was nothing but the great deep awesome expanse of the Gap ahead.

Che looked at the map. The invisible bridge is supposed to be right here.

I dont see it, Jenny said, smiling.

He flicked her hair with the tip of his tail, making it float about her head. We must verify its location, and cross, making sure no creature is below it.

What does it matter whether there is anyone below? Jenny asked. I mean, we arent going to drop rocks on him.

Gwenny is wearing a dress.

Jenny laughed. Gwenny felt her dark face doing its best to blush. She was indeed in a dress, because she had deemed it to be more ladylike than jeans. Now she wished she had followed Jennys example and settled for the jeans, because it would be a horrible disaster if anyone below looked up and saw the color of her panties. No one was supposed to know that they were goblin black. No male, anyway. Jenny knew, but not Che. She hoped.

Well, first we have to find it, Jenny said. Im not stepping out there until Im sure theres something to step on. It seemed that there were not such things as invisible bridges on the World of Two Moons where Jenny came from, so she was slow to accept them. She found a length of wood that would do for a pole, and used it to poke along the edge of the cliff.

When she passed the section where the path ended, without result, she extended the pole farther and tried going back. But there still seemed to be nothing solid. Are you sure its here? she asked.

Che took another stick and probed for the bridge himself, with no better success. I must admit that it doesnt seem to be. Perhaps someone misdirected the path.

Who would do that? Jenny asked.

Oh, anyone with mischief in mind. Perhaps Com-Pewter, the evil machine who can change reality. Hes been in a snit, I understand, ever since his plot to make Grey Murphy his slave was foiled.

But how will we find it, if we cant see it and dont know exactly where it is? Then she turned her head to address her cat. No, Im not setting you loose to find it, Sammy! Im afraid youll forget what youre after, and bound into the Gap. Sammy pretended he was asleep.

Che shook his head. I fear that finding it could take a long time. It will probably be better to walk on along the Gap until we come to the main bridge, which is both substantial and visible. I believe it is not unduly far out of our way. I can make us all lighter so that we will not get tired from the extra walk, and we can perhaps proceed more rapidly.

They did that. They walked along the cleared region near the brinkit seemed that trees did not want to grow too close, lest they fall offtoward the west. It was fast going, because Che had flicked them, making each girl weigh only a fraction what she usually did. This could have been dangerous when the winds were high, but this was a quiet day.

They came to the main bridgeand paused, dismayed. There was a horrendous demon standing on it, blocking their way. The thing stood ogre tall, had tremendous tusks, and a glare so intense that the air in its path flickered and smoked.


I dont think that creature likes us, Jenny whispered.

But how can a bad creature be on a charmed bridge? Gwenny asked, adjusting her spectacles to see it better. There arent supposed to be any hostiles along the magic paths.

The charm may not work well against demons, Che said. Or the magic of the bridge may be weakening. We shall have to tell the Good Magician, so he can fix it.

But first we have to get to his castle, Jenny said. And I dont think were going to do it by crossing this bridge.

There is a third bridge, Che said, checking the map. I suppose the sensible thing to do is go to it.

Gwenny sighed. I suppose so. But it is getting late.

They walked on west, leaving the glowering demon behind. When they slowed, Che flicked them all, including himself, and they got lighter and faster.

They came to the third bridge. It was narrow but looked solid. Jenny stepped toward it.

Wait, Che said. He took a stick and poked it at the planking. I was afraid of that.

Afraid of what? Jenny asked.

It isnt solid. See, the stick pokes right through it without resistance.

But the map shows it! Gwenny protested, upset. Its not supposed to be illusion.

It isnt. Its one-waygoing the other way.

But we have to go our way!

I am not certain of the mechanism of it, Che said. I suspect that someone recently used it, and that it reverses after use, to allow the person to return, or just to be fair to the other side. We just happened to arrive at the wrong time.

Gwenny stamped her delicate little foot. Oh, this is so frustrating! Were I not the daughter of a chief, I would say something disreputable.

Perhaps Jenny could say it instead, Che suggested. Shes not royal, as far as we know. What expression did you have in mind?

Big mice. Maybe even

Rats! Jenny cried.

The bridge trembled, smarting under the disreputable expression. Gwenny giggled, feeling better.

Nevertheless, they could not cross. What were they to do? All three bridges had been denied them, and the day was fading.

Perhaps if I made us even lighter, we might walk down the face of the cliff, Che said. We could not fall, or if we did, we would land so lightly we would not be hurt.

In that case we could just jump, Jenny pointed out Gwenny considered. I suppose, if its the only way.

They stood at the brink, ready to be lightened. Then a gust of wind came, followed by another.

I just thought, Jenny said, if we are feather light, couldnt that wind blow us away?

Unfortunately it could, Che agreed. I fear that our timing is wrong again.

But there has to be some way! Gwenny exclaimed. We have to reach the Good Magicians castle.

Perhaps we can go around the Gap Chasm, Che said. The map indicates that it ends at the water.

Then how will we cross the water? Jenny asked.

We shall have to fashion a raft or similar craft, Che said. We should be able to do that in a day or so, if we can find suitable materials.

Oh, this is getting so complicated! Gwenny wailed.

I could summon a winged monster, Che offered.

No! I have to get through this myself, or it doesnt count. I mean, with your help and Jennys, but not with adults or monsters. Otherwise I wont have what it takes to be chief and might as well give up, and I absolutely refuse to do that.

Well get through, Jenny said reassuringly.

So they proceeded on west, and as the day expired they reached the shore of the sea. They scrounged for food, and found a pie tree with an overripe cherry pie and a somewhat soggy chocolate pie. It would have to do.

Che found a deserted shed, and some old pillows. The shed seemed to have an old debug spell on it, because there were no bugs inside. They made themselves as comfortable as they could for the night, the two girls lying down on either side of the little centaur. I dont mean to complain, Gwenny said, but somehow I never thought about the awkward little details of adventuring. Its really more comfortable at home.

Its better than being a prisoner of the goblins, Jenny said. I mean, when the Goblinate

I know what you mean, Gwenny said. Male goblins are brutes. Thats why I have to be chief, if I can. Then well try to be civilized.

I think it is my destiny to help you do that, Che said. I am supposed to change the history of Xanth, and I think that will happen if you become the first female goblin chief.

I dont know about the history of Xanth, but Ill do my best to change the history of the goblins! Gwenny said.

The goblins are a significant part of Xanth.

They lapsed into silence, and then into sleep. But Gwenny was uneasy. She had no certainty that she could even manage to become chief, at her tender teen age, or that she could do the job thereafter.



In the morning, shivering, they ale more aging pie and set about making a raft. The map indicated a copse of deadwood trees nearby, and sure enough, there was enough deadwood lying around to make several rafts. But how were they to tie it together? There seemed to be no suitable vines, unless they wanted to try to hack some from a tangle tree. They knew better than that!

But Jenny had an answer. She addressed her cat. Sammy, we are looking for some nice, strong, safe vines that are close by. Do you think you can find


Sammy bounded away. Ill follow him, Jenny said, hurrying after.

There was a swirl of dust before Gwenny. She retreated, not trusting it, but it followed her. Theres something here, she said. I think its magic.

Immediately Che came to join her. Thats a dust devil, he said. But theres no dust. So its probably a demon.

A face appeared at head height on the swirl: two round eyes made from vortices of dust, and a mouth formed from a wriggling dust snake. No, a demoness. What are you tankards up to?

What?

Cups, glasses, containers, bottles, mugs

Goblets?

Whatever.

Nothing interesting, Gwenny said, hoping the demoness would go away. There was no point in correcting her about the distinction between a goblet and a goblette, or in reminding her that there was only one goblin in this party. They had enough problems without having them complicated by a supernatural creature. Demonesses were supposed to be less worse than demons, being mischievous rather than mean, but their mischief could be formidable.

More of the form appeared. Smoky hair sprouted and curled downward. A larger swirl of dust became a voluminous skirt. There was nothing between the skirt and the head, but they were evidently connected. I dont believe that. You seemed most eager to get across the Gap.

Gwenny caught on. That horrible demon blocking the way! That was you!

Of course. That path is enchanted. A real monster couldnt be on it, but since I mean no harm and the menace was illusory, no problem. I just wanted to see what youd do.

Gee, thanks, Gwenny said sarcastically.


Youre welcome. Sarcasm was of course wasted on demons.

Jenny returned, realizing that something was happening here. A demoness? she asked.

The dust coalesced into a rather shapely figure of a woman. Metria! Che and Jenny exclaimed, almost together.

You know her? Gwenny asked, surprised.

She pestered us when we were coming to Goblin Mountain, Jenny said. She pretended to be Nada Naga, and talked to Prince Dolph.

Well, a winged centaur foal traveling with goblins and an outsized elf girl on the back of a sphinx was interesting, Metria said defensively.

Well, were dull now, Gwenny said.

I doubt it. Why are three young folk traveling alone, when they are under the protection of the winged monsters?

Because were trying to learn to be independent.

And what would a long-haired goblin woman have to do with any of this?

Shes my mother, Gwenny said shortly.

So your mother left Goblin Mountain to come to the centaur family, and next day you three depart alone, going in another direction. You say thats not interesting?

Gwenny realized that Metria would not be denied. If we tell you what were up to, will you leave us alone?

That depends. Lets make a different deal: if what you tell me is interesting, Ill tell you something interesting.

Gwenny looked at Che. Is that a good deal?

It probably is, the centaur said. I understand that Metria always honors her deals, and always tells the truth. But that often the deal doesnt turn out the way the other party thinks it will, and often the truth is rot what he wants to hear.

Metria shot him a glance. Even little centaurs are entirely too intelligent.

However, Che continued, it will be necessary to obtain her commitment to privacy, because our mission is of a private nature.

Metria grimaced. That ruins half the fun of it. But secrets are more interesting than what everyone knows. Ill agree.

Very well, Gwenny decided. Ill make that deal. For she realized that if their story bored the demoness, she would go away, and that was what they really wanted. My father, Gouty Goblin, just died, and I have to try to be the first female goblin chief of Goblin Mountain. But I cant see very well without spectacles, and Ill never get to be chief if the other goblins know that, so Ive got to get contact lenses instead. Im going to ask the Good Magician where I can get them.

The first female chief, Metria said. Does that mean your tribe of goblins will start acting civilized?

Yes.

I can see that there will be no entertainment there. But of course you may not win the chiefship, in which case the goblins will continue to be interesting.

Yes.

That must be what Che Centaur is fated to accomplish: getting you to be chief. That certainly would change the history of Xanth.

Yes. Now what do you have interesting to tell?

The demoness made an expansive gesture. Her arms seemed to jump from one position to another in a series of placements, instead of smoothly the way mortal arms did. Only that there is another group of three traveling to see the Good Magician. They are Mela Merwoman, Okra Ogress, and Ida Human. Only the other two dont know yet that Ida is to be part of their party.

Mela Merwoman, Che said thoughtfully. Isnt she the one who?

Yes, the color of whose panties represents the Question the Good Magician couldnt answer. It seems the time is coming for her to don them. She doesnt know this, of course; shes entirely innocent, which is a paradoxical appellation to apply to such a brute.

Such a what?

Animal, beast, critter, freak, monster

Creature?

Whatever, Metria agreed crossly. How come you didnt stumble over paradoxical appellation?

I am a centaur. Such vocabulary is natural to me.

Well, I stumbled, Jenny said. What does it mean?

Metria was pleased. It means that this is the only way in which Mela is innocent. When it comes to males, sheoops, just how old are you?

Fourteen, Jenny said, just as crossly as Metria had been before. I havent joined the Adult Conspiracy.

Metria looked her over. But youre about to. It isnt just a matter of age. After all, mice grow up and join in a matter of weeks.

But why should Mela Merwomans excursion be of interest to us? Che asked.

Well, she isnt, of course. Your kind has no interest in panties, and the girls already know about them. But Okra Ogress is of interest to Jenny Elf.

Jenny was startled. She is?

Yes. Arent you aware of the rationale behind your arrival in Xanth?

It was an accident. I was trying to catch Sammy, and we wound up in Xanth.

It was no accident. You were chosen to come here. Someone had to be Jenny in Xanth, and you were the one.

Jenny was flustered. I dont understand.

There were two finalists: a foreign elf and a local ogress. The elf was chosen, so you were guided through the hole in Xanth, and the ogre girl was dumped.

Chosen? Jenny asked, bewildered.

Someone wanted a Jenny here, so she was brought. Thats why the Muses were so interested; they hadnt done it.


But then the ogress

Had to take whatever name and role were left over. So Okra Ogress is a minor character, and not too pleased about it. It should be interesting when you two meet.

When we meet! Jenny exclaimed, appalled.

Maybe it will happen at the Good Magicians castle. Ida, of course, is even more remarkable, in a weirder way. So the future of that trio is a good deal more intriguing than your future. With that interesting news I leave you. Metria faded out.

You were right, Gwenny said. We dont like her truth. Who wants to meet an ogress?

Nevertheless, we learned something unexpected, Che said. When I started to ask about Mela Merwoman, I was thinking of the way she kidnapped Prince Dolph, intending to marry him when he came of age. But Metria told me something of which I had no inkling; it must be known only to the demons. Now at last we know the Question the Good Magician could not answer.

But thats such a simple Question, Gwenny said. Any magic mirror could answer it, just by looking ahead.

There must be more to it than we know, Che said.

Then they both looked at Jenny, who was oddly silent. You dont have to meet any ogress, Jenny, Che said reassuringly.

It isnt that. Its that I didnt know I was chosen. That someone else got excluded. I didnt mean to do that. I thought it was just an accident, my coming here.

You didnt exclude anyone, Che said. You have no responsibility for that.

Still, I feel guilty. That poor ogre girl.

Gwenny laughed. Poor ogress! Thats impossible. All ogres are brutes.

How do we know? Jenny asked.

Gwenny exchanged a glance with Che. It was evident that Jenny had not had much experience with ogres.

Che changed the subject. We must build our raft.


Thats right! Jenny agreed. I forgot about Sammy. I hope I can find him. She hurried off again, in the direction the cat had gone.

This time the other two followed her. The three spread out, so as to be able to cover more territory. The little orange cat could be anywhere. He was able to find anything except his way back from wherever he went. That was why Jenny was so careful about letting him go in strange territory. The demoness had appeared at just the wrong time, perhaps by no accident.

But it was all right. Sammy was just a short distance away, playing in a pile of vines. There was a quiescent tangle tree nearby. They were able to recreate what had happened: an ogre had passed by, and the tangle tree had made a grab for it, and the ogre had twisted off a number of tentacles and thrown them away. Such incidents occurred all the time in Xanth, because neither ogres nor tangle trees were noted for their intelligence or caution.

They hauled the drying vines to their assembled wood. They bound the wood together until they had a ragged but serviceable raft. It took only half the day, because it was no fancy job.

They hauled the raft to the water, clambered onto it, and used deadwood poles to push off. When the water became deep, they used deadwood paddles to move the raft forward.

I hope Fracto doesnt spy us, Jenny said.

There was a rumble of thunder. Horrified, they paddled madly, but the raft moved as slowly as it could. The inanimate tended to be perverse.

The thunder turned out to be a false alarm. It wasnt Fracto, but a routine action of offshore clouds that did not come closer. They nudged on toward the shore to the south of the Gap.

Then the current caught them. The raft was carried out to sea, and they were unable to stop it. They watched helplessly as they moved away from the land.

But there was an island. The current carried them tantalizingly close to it. Yet they were afraid to try to swim to it, because there could be lurking water monsters waiting to gobble them.

The raft passed the northern tip of the island and started out into the larger part of the sea. They watched despairingly. As adventures went, this was a bleak one.

There was a breeze here, blowing from the sea toward the land. But it wasnt enough to reverse the effect of the current. It merely slowed their outward travel, prolonging the agony.

Then Gwenny had an idea. Che! You can make the raft light! Then we can use the wind to get to the island!

Che did it. He flicked every log of the raft with his tail, and the raft rose in the water, floating very high. Then they braced themselves and stood with their backs broadside to the wind. Now the current had less raft to work on, and the wind had more to work on. The raft slowed, jogged a bit, twisted around, and finally nudged back toward the island. It was working!

Finally they reached the beach and jumped back onto firm land. They hauled the light raft after them, for they would need it to cross from the island to the mainland. But meanwhile it was getting dark, and they had to make camp for the night.

Find us a good place to sleep, Sammy, Jenny said, putting her cat down on the sand. Because this was an island, she didnt need to worry as much about his getting lost.

Sammy bounded toward the center of the island. They followed. And there, suddenly, they spied a tent.

That looks familiar, Che said.

It certainly does, Gwenny agreed. Its almost as if we have been here before.

Playing in the sand, Jenny agreed.

Then it came to them. This is the Isle of View! Gwenny exclaimed. Where Prince Dolph married Electra!


And that tent is where they summoned the stork, Che agreed.

So well that the stork brought them two babies, Jenny added.

Dawn and Eve, Che said.

They looked at each other. A naughty thought flitted between them. Do you think Gwenny started.

That if we spent the night here Jenny continued.

That we might learn the secret of summoning the stork? Che concluded.

Lets find out! Gwenny said.

So it was that they spent the night in comfort, using the same pillows that Dolph and Electra had left. They had a fine pillow fight, for there was no adult to tell them no.

But they didnt learn the secret of summoning the stork. It seemed that Dolph and Electra had taken it with them. They had joined the dread Adult Conspiracy. What a pity.



In the morning they lightened the raft again, hauled it to the east shore of the island, and paddled it across to the mainland. A sea monster poked its head out of the water and eyed them, but a huge roc bird just happened to fly by, and the sea monster ducked out of sight.

Gwenny realized that the winged monsters were indeed keeping an eye on them. That left her with mixed feelings. She wanted to make it on her own, but still it was comforting to know that they would not be gobbled by a monster. So maybe this was a reasonable compromise: the three of them were being allowed to proceed without interference from either hostile or friendly creatures. Maybe they would have less need for protection as they gained experience.

They found a magic path and followed it inland. It would lead to Castle Roogna, because all the paths of the region did. Gwenny had visited the castle once, with her companions after Dolph and Electras wedding. It was an impressive edifice. Much nicer, if the truth be confessed, than Goblin Mountain.


Suppose she just came to Castle Roogna, and didnt leave it? Then she would lose her chance to be lady chief, but she would be safe.

She shoved away the temptation. It wasnt that she wanted to be chief, it was that she had to be, so as to change the course of goblin history, and therefore Xanth history. It was her duty and her destiny. She dreaded it, but she could not flee from it.

Then she realized something. She had been making decisions. She had thought of a good idea that got them to shore. She was learning how to be a leader. She might not be very good at it, yet, but she was getting better. Maybe, just maybe, by the end of this journey, she would have learned it well enough. So there was a scintilla, or perhaps even two iotas, of hope for her.

So, resolutely, she proceeded on toward Castle Roogna.
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