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1

Paradise L ost

"How comethat supid bird isgreen?’ Ted asked. "Isit Sck?"
"No, it'sjust too smal to manage a better color,” Monicasaid.
"Children!" Surprise exclamed. "Don't tease the pet peeve.”
"Aw, why not?' Ted asked. "It'sjust adumb cluck.”



"It can't understand athing we say,” Monica agreed.

Surprise Golem was babysitting the half-demon children, Demon Ted and DeMonica. Her husband and
parents were away, scouting for asuitable home for the new family. With her magic taents she could
handle the children, but they were trying to set off the peeve. That was mischief.

The peeve eyed Ted. "Y our father can't get out of bed. Want to know why?" It spokein Ted'svoice.

Ted swelled up indignantly, but the peeve was dready eyeing Monica. "Y our mother dithers on her
bely," it said with her voice.

Monicaopened her mouth angrily.
"Because it may tease you back," Surprise said. "And nothing teases worse than the peeve.”

But the battle was fairly started. "I know why he can't get out of bed,” Ted said. "It's because Mom
keeps him there, blissed out, so hewon't bein the way."

"And how does she do that, you ignorant juvenile crossbreed?" the peeve demanded insolently.
"Don't try to answer that!" Surprise said.

"Why not?' Ted asked.

"Because of the Adult Conspiracy, dummy,” Monicainformed him. "Y oure only ten yearsold.”
"Well so are you, double dummy!"

"Children, don't fight," Surprise said. "It's no shameto beten. | wasten once.”

"But you outgrew it," Monicasaid.

"And so will you, in afew moreyears." It wastricky keeping alid on it, because both children knew
more of the dread Conspiracy than they admitted, because of their half-demon heritage and suspicioudy
tolerant parents. Surprise didn't want to get blamed for aviolation. She was babystting them because
their parents were busy elsewhere and few others could handle them. The two children were not rel ated,
but were like mischievous siblings with specid powers. They were indeed ten years old, but often acted
haf that age, reveling in their childishness.

"Yeah, | guesss0," Ted agreed, grudgingly satisfied.

But the peeve wasn't satisfied. "That leaves your mother, who can't stand on her own two feet,” it said in
Monicasvoice. That was one of itsannoying properties: it borrowed the voice of the one it was with, or
whoever it was addressing, so that it seemed to third parties that the victimized person wastalking. That
could be digtinctly awkward at times.

"That's because shesanaga," Monicasad. "Nagas don't have feet in their natura forms.”

The peeve opened its besk, ready to set the children off again. It lived to insult people, and the angrier it
made them, the more satisfied it was. It had findly found a home here because Surprise's father was
Grundy Golem, the only one who could match theirascible bird insult for insult. The two got dong well.
But the last thing she wanted was to have the two haf-demons getting into a contest with the bird. The
Adult Conspiracy was bound to get tweaked if not outright abused.

"Let'stel astory," Surprise said. Children dwaysliked stories. "About the Adult Conspiracy.” Oops,; she



had meant to name some safe minor adventure, but her nervousness about the Conspiracy had made her

misspesk. "l mean—"

"Yes, let'd" both children exclamed, picking up on it ingtantly. "With every dirty detail," Ted concluded.
"No, | meant not about it," Surprise said desperately.

"You sad, you said!" Monicachimed. "Now we have to haveit. Exactly how doesit work?!

They wereredlly trying to get her in trouble, and knew how to do it. How could she handle this?

"It'snot asif itisany mystery,” the peeve said with asuperior tone that was aso Surprise'svoice. Al
that isrequired isfor the man to take the woman and—"

"Don't you dare!" Surprise said, conjuring a black hood that dropped over the bird's head and muffled it.

" I" the peeve swore, the badness stifled by the hood. It flapped itswings, lifted into the air, did a
loop, and dropped the hood to the floor, whereit faded out. It opened its beak again.

"If you say one bad word, I'll lock you in a soundproof birdcage,” Surprise warned it.
"Y ou wouldn't dare, you uppity wench!™
A birdcage appeared next to the bird. It had thick sound-absorbent curtains.

The peeve reconsidered. It had brushed with Surprise before, and learned that she could do just about
anything once. If she abolished the birdcage, she would not be able to conjureit again. But she could
conjure avery smilar one, or a bandanna knotted about its beak, or a cloud of sneeze powder that
would prevent itstalking for saverd moments and some ingtants eft over. Her magicd ability was limited
only by her imagination. She wasin fact uncomfortably close to being Sorceresslevel, and might one day
be recognized as such when she perfected her ability. That was why she was able to handle the demon
children, and they too knew it.

"No bad words, harridan,” the bird agreed, disgruntled.

"Ideal" Ted exclaimed, abulb flashing brightly over his head. "Have the peevetdl about the Adult
Congpiracy."

Oh, no—they were back on that. No amount of magic could handle that violation if it happened. She had
to change the subject in ahurry. But for the moment her mind was distressingly blank.

Monicaclapped her hands. "I thought you were out of ideas, Ted, but that's agood one.”
"Itisnot agood idea,” Surprise said. "The peeve can't speak a sentence without insulting someone.™
But the children knew they were onto something. "Isthat true, bird-brain?' Ted asked.

"No, poop head. | just don't care to waste opportunity. | can cover every detail of the Adult Conspiracy
without uttering a bad word."

"Wonderful!" Monicasaid.
"No you don't!" Surprisesaid. "I'll make alaryngitis spell.”

"Awww," the children said together.



"l cantell about it without violating it,” the peeveinasted.
"See—the bird'sreformed,” Ted said eagerly.
"Under apig'stail,” the peeve said. "I'll never reform.”

"But you can redlly annoy Surpriseif you make good on your pledge,” Monicasaid with acanny glance.
"No bad words, no violation, but you cover the subject and she can't stop you.”

The peeve recaived her glance and sent it back. ™Y ou're not half as stupid as | took you for, Harmonica."
"That's DE-Monica, greenface. Asin Demon-ica."

"Ick," the bird agreed.

"Soit'sdecided,” Ted said. "The bird sngs."

Surprise heditated. The three were ganging up on her, but she was curious how the peeve could do what
it said, and maybe it would help get them through until some more innocent distraction turned up. "Very
well. But the ruleswill be strictly enforced.”

"Absolutely, honey-pie," the bird agreed with her voice. But there was a shiftiness about its wings that
suggested it was going to try to get away with something.

The children sat on the floor facing the peeve's perch. Surprise set about making a snack for them al, but
she kept aclose ear on the bird. Nothing daunted it except adirect enforceable threst.

"Long ago and far away," the peeve said, "there was no such thing as the Adult Conspiracy. People
summoned storks freely and no one cared. Children knew all about it, and watched when they wanted
to. That was how they learned how to do it. But then confounded civilization arrived and messed up the
natura order. Adults started concedling it, and setting other ridiculous rules such as not letting children
hear the most effective words. It seems the adults were jeal ous of the carefree life of children, so decided
to keep interesting things away from them.”

"Hear hear," Ted agreed.

Surprise did not seeit quite the same way, but as long as the bird stayed clear of key words and
concepts she couldn't protest.

"There are dso stories that the adults grew fearful of arevolution by the children, so acted to prevent it.
After al, suppose children started summoning babies on their own? What further need would there be for
adults? They might discover themselves superfluous, and be on track for eimination. They didn't like that,
S0 decided to stop it before the children made their move.”

"That'sinteresting,” Monicasaid thoughtfully. " Something should be done about it."

"Tyrants never yield their power voluntarily,” the peeve said. "Power is addictive; they do everything they
cantohangontoit.”

Now both children were thoughtful. Surprise was disgusted. It wasn't like that at al. She had not been
party to the Conspiracy long—only ayear or so—but in that time had summoned the stork with her
husband Umlaut, and was expecting ddivery of her baby a any moment. Babies needed adultsto take
care of them; children weretoo irresponsible. So there was good, sensible reason to prevent children
from summoning storks. But of course children didn't seeit that way. The confounded bird was



succeeding in redlly annoying her, without breaking any rules. In seemingly good language it wasinsulting
the entire adult species.

"It crystdlized with little Princess Ivy in the year 1071, thirty-five years ago,” the peeve continued.
"Adults had been preaching the gospel of secrecy, but it hadn't been very effective; most children saw
through it soon, and used bad words, and could have signaled storksiif they had redly wanted to. They
told vy she had been found under a cabbage ledf; only later did shelearn that babies didn't just
materiaize under leaves, they were brought there by storks. Her talent was Enhancement, and she
Enhanced the story until it became awider redlity. Later shetold her twin sister Ida, whose tdent isto
make real what others who don't know her power believe. Thus the Conspiracy became thoroughly
established, extending well into the future and half asmidgen into the past. It has been dmost inviolate
ever ance, and most folk believeit dways existed. But it didn't; it was mostly myth until Ivy and Ida
medeit literd "

Surprise was astonished. Could thisbetrue? It didn't redly matter, because certainly the Conspiracy
existed now, but theidea of it not existing a sometimein the past was subtly disturbing.

"That'sredly something,” Ted said, impressed. "How did you learn about this, peeve?’
"I madeit up, crazy boy."

Both children burst out laughing. "Y ou're lying, bird begk," Monicasaid. "We cantdl. Y ou weren't lying
before, but now you are.”

"Just testing,” the bird said, annoyed.

"Say," Ted sad. "l heard about aman with aspot on thewall talent with adifference: he could summon
them from e sawhere. Some spun, making folk nauseous. More fun.”

"Andtherdevanceis... 7' Monicainquired snidely.

"If he summoned one from where the Adult Conspiracy first got started, and took it to Princess Eveto
andyzeit, we could learn exactly how it happened.”

The peevelooked at him. "Y ou do have some good idess, lunatic lad."
"No you don't," Surprise caled. "That man is adult; he would never cooperate.”
"Awww," both children said together.

Surprise smiled to hersdlf. Not for nothing wasit called the Adult Conspiracy. All adults participated, to
the eterna frudtration of children.

There was a sound outside. Surprise glanced out the window and saw a heavy bird coming to alanding.
It looked like a stork.

"The gork!" she cried. "It's making the ddivery!"
"Another brat on the scene,” the peeve said peevishly.
"Great!" Ted sad.

"We never saw addlivery before," Monicasaid.

Surprise wasn't sure they were supposed to, but there was no way to stop them following her to the



door. She opened it, her heart pounding.
There stood the stork, a bundle before him. " Surprise Golem?' heinquired.
"That'sme!" Surprise said. "'I've been expecting you."

"I am Stymy Stork, with abundle of joy. Let me handle the formdities, and the baby isyours." The stork
used his beak to draw a piece of paper from hisvest pocket. That was odd, as he wore no clothing, only
feathers. He donned glasses so he could read the note. That was odder. ™Y ou ordered a baby, gender
ungpecified, nine months ago?'

"Yed" Surprise was so excited shefdt faint.
"Y ou are duly married to one Umlaut?'
"Yes. Giveme my baby."

"Not sofast,” Stymy said. "I'm on probation; | haveto follow every rule exactly or I'll get my flight
feathers pulled. Y ou are of appropriate age to receive a baby?"

"Yes, I'm eighteen.”

The bird perused the paper. "Y ou were delivered in the year 1093. Let's see, that would make you—I'm
not good at math—thirteen years old." He did adouble take. "That'stoo young.”

"l wasfive years old when delivered,” Surprise said. "That'swhy | was named as | was. Grundy and
Rapunzd had dmogt given up waiting for mein five years, and then suddenly there | was, late but whole.
| redly am eighteen.”

"I'm not sure of that," the stork said. "According to the rule, age is counted from the moment of delivery
forward. | can't completethisdelivery.”

Surprise was stunned. "But that's my baby! | must haveit. Y ou can't let someidiotic confusion deny me
my motherhood.”

"Take your complaint to headquarters,” Stymy said. He put away the paper and glasses, poked his beak
into the loop of materid tying the bundle together, and lifted it.

"No!" Surprise cried. "Don't take my baby!"

The stork turned, ran down the path, spread hiswings, and took off, bearing the bundle away. Surprise
was S0 amazed and chagrined that she just stood there and watched it happen.

Even the peeve seemed taken aback. "Why didn't you scorch histail and ground him before he got
avay?'

"That sort of thing isnot done to storks," Surprise answered automatically. Y et she might have doneiit,
had she thought of it intime.

"Better go see the Good Magician,” Ted suggested. "He aways knows what to do."

"Or Clio, the Muse of Higtory, to fix the records,” Monicasaid. "Before that stupid bird delivers your
baby to someone else.”

Surprise's flustered awareness fought to return to control. She knew she had to do something



immediately; it just wasn't clear what. So she grasped at the most reasonable straw. "Good Magician
Humfrey. I'll try him. Thank you, Demon Ted."

The boy turned bright pink, including his hair and clothing. The appreciation had caught him entirely of f
guard.

"Leave us hereand go," Monicasad. "I'll tell the folk when they return.”
That derted Surpriseto practical aspects. "I can't leave you! I'm responsible.”
"No problem,” Ted said. "Take usdong.”

Had she not been under such pressure, Surprise would have known better. Asit was she made a
dreadful decison. "Of course.”

Shetook amoment to formulate a suitable spell, then formed an invisible permanent basket and had the
children join her init. She conjured the basket to the edge of the moat around the Good Magician's
cadle.

There was the moat monster guarding the drawbridge, which was down. "Hi, Sesame," Monicacalled.
It was Sesame Serpent, Souffles girlfriend, emulating a moat monster. She was good at emulations.

"I haveto seethe Good Magician,” Surprise said. "It'surgent.”

Sesame shook her head.

"You mean | haveto go through Challenges?' Surprise asked, gppalled. "1 don't havetime. | haveto get
my baby from the stork."

But the serpent was adamant. There was no free passage here. She had her orders.

"You'reasbad asthe stork,” Ted said. "Always got to go by the book, no matter how stupiditis.”
"lsn't that arancid kettle of fish," Surprisg's voice said. "Must give you quite an appetite, snake-eyes.”
Oh, no! The peeve had come aong too.

Sesame frowned at the bird, then coiled like a giant rattlesnake and made ready to strike. It was an
excellent emulation, and she clearly knew it was the bird who had spoken. Moat monsters were hard to
fool. The peevefluttered itswings asif ready to fly, but it was obviousthat it could not get away fast
enough to get beyond the range of the serpent'sjaws. "Not that that's necessarily bad,” it said hagtily.
"I've eaten some very nicerancid fishin my day."

Sesame cong dered, then uncoiled. She had made her point, forcing the bird to back off.

A woman crossed the drawbridge, leaving the castle. Sesame did not chalenge her; obvioudy her

bus ness with the Good Magician was done. "Hello," she said brightly. "My name's Susan. | just learned
my talent. Now | have to inform my family that I'll be away ayear serving my Servicefor the Good
Magician. It'sworthit."

"What's your talent?" Ted asked boldly.

"I'm so glad you asked,” Susan said. "I can't wait to try it out. I'm supposed to be able to turn spoken
wordsinto tangible shapes and colors, which | can then use to make sculptures or paintings. | always



wanted to be an artist, but lacked the wherewitha." She concentrated, then spoke: "Red shoes.” Thered
shoes appeared. "Blue trousers." They appeared, dropping on the shoes. "Y elow shirt." It wasthere on
top of thetrousers. "White hat." It landed on the pile. "Black gloves." They werethere. Then she
arranged the items on the ground to form the image of aman. "It's crude, | know, but it'smy firg effort.”

"You'reright about it'sbeing—" the peeve started.
"A nicefira effort,” Surprise said loudly, overriding the bird'sinsult.
"Thank you," Susan said, pleased. She gathered up the items and walked away.

Unfortunately Surprise was still stuck with the need to run the Chalenges, if she wanted to see Magician
Humfrey. It was an awful nuisance, but she couldn't afford to waste time arguing. She would smply have
to navigate them. There would be three, and her magic would not avail her.

"Sesame, | am babysitting the demon children, Ted and Monica. | won't be able to keep a proper eye on
them while handling the first Challenge. Please, would you keep an eye on them and the peeve while I'm
busy?1 know you're agood person, and this shouldn't conflict with your moatly duties.”

The serpent nodded. Shewould do it.
"What do you know about babysitting?' Ted demanded. "Y ou're just abig snake."

Sesame oriented on him, assuming the aspect of a horrendoudly strict schoolmarm. Forbidding authority
fairly radiated from her.

The demon child quailed. "Not that there's anything wrong with snakes."

There were thingsto like about Sesame. But now Surprise focused on the first Chalenge. The obvious
waly across the moat was the drawbridge, which remained down acrossit. But there was now asmal
lighthouse at its outer landing, blocking the way. There might be a path around it, but when shetried to
makeit out, the lighthouse flashed so brightly that she was blinded for the moment. That was no good;
she had to see where she was going, or she would fal into the moat instead of setting foot on the bridge,
and surely wash out.

She waked around the lighthouse to check the far side. It was no better; there was hardly room to skirt it
to reach the drawbridge. Acute vision wasimportant. But the lighthouse wasn't flashing now, so she took
astep toward it.

The second flash was worse than the first. She had to cover her eyes and wait for her vision to return.
Thiswas definitely the Chdlenge.

Just in case, shetried her magic, invoking aspell of darknessto cloud around the lighthouse. Sure
enough, it didn't work; her magic was null during this exercise. She had to get through by her body and
wit done.

Could she manage it by fed? If she squinched her eyestight shut and shuffled forward with her hands
before her, she should be able to fed the path and the wall of the lighthouse, and nudge her way around it
to the end of the bridge. Then she saw that in places the moat lapped right up againgt the house, and the
stoneslooked irregular and wobbly. She waslikely to misstep and fal, she couldn't afford thet.

She paused to ponder, sure there was some way. There was always away, in a Challenge. She had
missed it so far because she was just blundering through; she needed to use her mind. But how could her
mind save her eyesfrom the flash? She wasn't used to using her mind; her magic talents had solved most



of her problems so far.

There must be something specid about the lighthouse, some key to getting by it. A key—wasthere akey
to itsdoor, so she could get in and turn off the light? Where would it be?

Shelooked, but saw no key. Too bad. Now if only there could be some pun key instead. Xanth was
mostly made of puns; she had stepped on one more than once, getting disgusting smears of it stuck on the
bottom of her shoe. Ugh!

Pun. Her mind circled around that. Thiswas alighthouse. Could it dso be alight house?

With abrupt resolve she shut her eyes and advanced on the structure. She fdlt the light come on, but she
didn't need to seefor this. She advanced until her hand touched the curving wall. Then she squatted and
reached asfar around the tower as she could, her fingers catching in crannies. She heaved.

The house came up. It was feather-light. She carried it away from the moat a suitable distance and set it
down. Then she faced away from it and opened her eyes.

The bridge was open. She had cleared the light house.

She went to fetch the children, who were watching a story being acted by the serpent. Sesame emulated
one character after another, most effectively. As Surprise approached, she emulated the grumpy Good
Magician, and they burst out laughing. Who needed words, with ability like that?

But by the time she got there, they had started another game. Children's lives moved so swiftly! Had she
ever been like that, Surprise wondered? She paused more than amoment, to let them finish before taking
them away. They were pretending to have specid taents, with Sesame asthe judge of the best one.

"Summoning flying rugs,” Ted said, sitting down on the ground asif riding arug. "Zooom!"

"Conjuring useful dixirs™ Monicasad, gesturing asif holding up avid. "Only | can't control which." She
pantomimed sSipping. "Beauty cream, | think."

"You turned into an ogressl” Ted said. "That was ugly cream.”

Sesame angled her head toward Ted. He had won the exchange, mostly because of hisrebutta of
Monicastdent.

"Now I'm making awhole gram,” Ted said, shaping aform in the air with his hands.
"That's hologram,” Monicasaid with asuperior tone.

"Whatever. It shows what's happening to one person, or animd, or thing. Like maybe anymph showing
her panties.”

"Nymphs don't wear panties, dummy."
"Oh, yeah. Wéll, then, the nymph herself, running around, hobbling. That'sdmost as good.”

"Tdent of confuson,” Monicasaid, making spell-casting motions. " So she's there but you can't think to
look."

"Oh, micel" Ted swore.
Sesame angled her head toward Monica. She had won that one.



This seemed to be the best moment to breek it off, before the children got tired of it and Sarted
something else. "Timeto crossthe bridge," Surprise said. "Thank, you Sesame.”

The serpent nodded, then sank under the water of the moat. Surprise liked her; Sesame had once
traveled with Umlaut, helping him deliver |etters, in the process bringing him to meet Surprise. That was
not afavor to be forgotten. Surprise had liked Umlaut, so naturally married him when she came of age.
And signaed the stork, and—

"Darn!" she swore under her bregth. The horror of her loss had sneaked up on her.
"0O000, what you said!" Ted said, scraping one forefinger against the other.

"Musin't swear in the presence of children,” Monicainformed her imperioudy. But she couldn't hold her
severe expression long, and dissolved into giggles.

"She misspoke,” the peeve said. "That word isnot afull cuss. What sheredly meant was—"

"On," Surprise said sharply, cutting off the bird while herding them to the drawbridge. Probably it had not
really been about to violate the Conspiracy, but she couldn't take the risk.

A man was crossing the bridge, going the other way. His nose was bright blue. "Hey, pinkeye," the peeve
cdled. "Whatcha poke your noseinto?"

But the man was not annoyed. "I came to see the Good Magician to learn how to nullify my blue nose.
But the Gorgon knew the answer and gave it to mefree: | have only to drink the liquid of the beer barrel
tree. So now | don't haveto serve ayear for my answer."

"Wdl bully for you, beer belly!" the peeve said. But the man was s0 pleased with his free answer that he
gtill wasn't annoyed. The peeve was, though;, it hated to have insultsfall flat.

"Maybeyou'l get your Answer free, too,” Ted said.
"l doubt it," Surprise said. "But it redly doesn't matter. I'll pay whatever | need to, to get my baby back.”

"| guessthat answer sunk your britches," Monicatold Ted, putting him in his place asusud. Then she
turned momentarily thoughtful. ™Y ou know, anice taent would be the ability to grant wishes, but only for
those who have wishesfor others and don't know they'll be granted.”

"Princess |das dready got that, dodo,” Ted said witheringly.

Monicarefused to wither. "It's not the same. If | had that talent, and you wished for Surpriseto get her
baby back, | could grant it, if you didn't know my talent.”

"What dope would grant awish for someone else?"
"Enough, children,” Surprise said. "'l think we're somewhere, and | want to concentrate.”

The bridge debouched at a garden outside the main castle gate. It wasfilled with trees of different types.
They grew so close together and branched so thickly that it was impossible to pass them to get to the
castle gate. So this was the second Challenge.

"Aw, who cares about stupid trees,” Ted said snidely. "They have wood for brains.”

A branch lifted, sprouting big sharp thorns. "Stay out of this" Surprise said. "It'smy Chalenge. | may be
disqudified if you participate.



"Awww."
"Why do you have to see the old gnome anyway?" Monicademanded. "Thisisdull.”

"If you brats don't shut up, shell change her mind and take you home before seeing the grumpy gnome,”
the peeve warned. " She knows she should have done that before coming here."

Both children went serioudy slent. They did not want to missthe action. "Thank you peeve,” Surprise
said. That shut the bird up too; it wasn't used to being appreciated, and wasn't sure how to handleit.

Now she addressed the crowded copse. It was clear she couldn't simply pick up any of the treesto clear
her way, but there had to be away to nullify their opposition. What could it be? They were dl different
types, no two the same. Wasthat ahint? But it hardly seemed to matter whether the species matched;
they were all too solid, and as the thorny branch had shown, capable of opposing any effort to pass
them.

She pondered, cogitated, considered, contemplated, and finaly thought about it. Again she was reminded
of how little actua thinking she had done in the past. Her magic had taken care of most things, and her
parents Grundy and Rapunzel had handled the rest. But now she had no choice.

She couldn't think of asensbleidea, so shetried anonsensical one.

"Who areyou?' she asked the trees. Of course she got no answer. But that gave her a better idea.
Maybe she was supposed to identify them. She wasn't sure how that would help, but at least it was an
effort.

The nearest tree in the center had leaves with what looked like printing on them. She knew that type.
"You'reaPoet Treg," shesad, laughing.

The tree disappeared.

Surprise stared. She hadn't been expecting anything, but that was something she still hadn't expected. She
had named it, and it was gone. Wasthat a good or bad sign? Then sheredlized that it had to be the key
to the Chalenge: she had to namethetreesto clear a path through thistight little forest. Good enough.

She looked at the next tree straight ahead. It was avast ugly thing whose whol e aspect was arrogant and
negative. She hated it on Sght, and wanted to spit on it. In fact she wanted to spit on anything handy; she
didn't much like anything that was the least bit unfamiliar or different. That was odd, because shewas
normally atolerant person. Why should she ingtinctively hate atree? Was there some magic aurameaking
her react that way?

That wasit! "A Bigot Tree," she said. Sure enough, the tree vanished. Its wood was notorious, making
people get fiff-necked and condemnatory without good reason. It was like reversewood, only it ingtilled
bad attitudes. Nobody liked the wood of the bigot tree. She hoped never to encounter anything likeit

again.

Thethird tree was a considerable contrast. It had a nice ambiance, with many pretty flowers and asweet
amdl. Sheliked itimmediatdly. That wasaclueto its nature: what wasthis nice one?

"Sweet gum?' she asked. The tree did not move.

She hadn't really thought it was that anyway. This tree was amiable throughout. What would perfectly
describe that?



Then shehad it. "Pleasant Tree!" It vanished. She was dmost sorry to seeit go; she had redly liked its
company.

The next tree was another contrast. It seemed to have been burned. Itstrunk and leaves were gray and
flaky, asif thefire had been so sudden it had consumed dl the living substance without affecting the form.
All that was |eft was ashes.

A bulb flashed. "Ash Tree." And it departed.

She was developing a channel through the thick forest. The treesweretight on elther side, but she had
eliminated four in the center. She was getting the hang of this.

The next tree had normal bark and leaves, but itsfruit consisted of an assortment of what seemed to be
caged propellers, dl of different design, and colorful oblongs. She had never seen anything like this, and
had no ideawhat it was.

"Propdller tree?' But she knew as she spoke that that could not be it; there was no pun. Things without
puns had only dubious legitimacy in Xanth. Anyway, many of the fruits had no propellers; they were more
box-like. The tree did not fade.

Shereached out very carefully and touched the rim of the nearest fruit. It whirred, dropped to the
ground, and buzzed in circles around her before returning to its branch. She touched another, one of the
oblongs. This one spread out like thetail of apeacock to display agroup of dancing hippopotami whose
skirtsflared to alow fleeting glimpses of their panties. It was agood thing she wasn't aman; she might
have freaked. A third one whirled its blade and produced a series of vile-sounding bleeps. It was cursing!

Surprise paused to ponder further. What were these things? What did they have in common? Only the
breeze of their activities, shethought wryly.

Then shegot it. They werefans, inthetree. A rotary fan going around her, afan-tasashowing an
ungainly dance, and pro-fan-ity cursing. "In-Fan Tree," she exclaimed, and it vanished.

But her identification seemed to have set up the next tree, because this one bore fruit that was actudly
tough little babiesin helmets and armored digpers. She recognized it immediately asan Infant Tree, but
hesitated to say so lest there be sometrick. It wastoo obvious, and too similar to the last onein nameif
not nature. "Hello, babies" she said tentatively.

"Hello yoursdf, wench," the nearest baby said. "Don't give us none of that shift.”
That sartled her. "You tak."

"Small talk," the baby agreed. "Now if you'll get the bleep out of our way, sweetheart, well prepare for
the march." He turned his head and bawled "Companee—ten-SHUN!" All the other ten hanging babies
snapped to attention.

Thiswasridiculous aswell as annoying. Shewas|ooking for ababy, but nothing like these military brats.
"Infant Tree," she said, and it vanished. Maybe the smilarity of names had been intended to make her

suspect aruse.

The next tree bore full-grown men and women in scanty costumes that showed too much of their bodies.
They hungin pairs of mae and femae, but were not paying attention to their immediate companions.
They were congtantly turning in place and eying others of the opposite gender. In fact they wereflirting,
exchanging secretive smiles and glimpses of flesh. It seemed they preferred any partners but their own.
Surprise was disgusted. Where did these folk think they were, Mundania? Xanth wasn't like this.



But her Challenge was not be be judgmental but to name the tree. It seemed to be the last one, and
vanishing it would clear the way through. So what could it be? A Grownup Tree? A Chester Tree?
Those weren't suitable puns.

The people started swinging on their branches, the couples going in opposite directions. The swings
became larger, so that they were dmost touching their closest neighbors. In amoment, certainly no more
than amoment and a hdf, they would start connecting. Then they were all too likely to do thingsthe
children shouldn't see.

A guy reached out and caught the hand of agal. They drew each other together. She kissed hisface
while he grabbed her bottom. Surprise heard the children behind her giggling naughtily. The Situation was
desperate.

Then it cameto her with an ugly flash. "Adult Tree." 1t wasn't aperfect pun, but it worked, and the tree
faded out. Theway into the castlewas clear.

"Comeon, children," Surprisecdled. "Weregoingin."

"Aww," Ted said, "I wanted to see what those swingers did when they got together."”
"After they kissed and groped,” Monica agreed.

"And tore off their clothes," the peeve added helpfully.

Exactly. She had acted just intime.

They were now at the entrance to a comfortable room. A woman stood there. Did she represent the third

Chdlenge?

"Hello," Surprise said, uncertain what else to do. Politeness dways seemed best when in doubt. "I am
Surprise Golem, and these are my charges, Ted, Monica, and the pet peeve.”

"l am Ann Sarr," thewoman said. "I have answers; what are the questions? All of you must respond.”
"All?But thisismy Chalenge, it it?'

"If they areto enter the castletoo,” Ann said firmly.

Surprise sighed. Thingsjust kept complicating. "l suppose,” she agreed reluctantly.

Annlooked at Ted. "ldaMoons."

That baffled Surprise. How could Demon Ted ever figureit out?

"Aw, that's easy," the boy said. "What does Princess |da do when out of sorts?"

He had gotten it! Surprise masked her rdlief, knowing more was coming.

Ann looked at DeMonica. "Comesthe Dawn."

"What does Princess Eve say when her traveling twin sister returns?* Monica asked immediately.
Ann looked at the peeve. "Gross Prophet.”

"Who isthat hugefat guy dispensing ugly driblets of the future?* the bird asked without hesitation.



Ann looked at Surprise. "Thesaurus.”

She knew what athesaurus was, she thought: abig book of words. But it surely wouldn't do to ask what
was the name of such atome; there needed to be a pun. She couldn't think of any. What an irony: the
othersall got their questions readily, while she was stuck.

Suppose shefailed to find the question? What would she do then? She would have to take the children
back, of course, delivering Monicato Nada Naga and Ted to the demoness Metria. But she would lose
her baby. That was too horrible to contemplate.

Something nagged at aloose corner of her mind. Metria—what was there about her? Her constant
mischievous curiosity about human events, her messed-up words—

A bulb flashed. She had it! "What ancient reptile gives Demoness Metria her many wrong words?' she
asked adoud. And of course the answer was the thesaurus.

Ann Serr was gone. Surprise had handled the third Challenge and was free to enter the Good Magician's
cadtle. "Come dong, children," she said briskly, asif thiswere routine.

2

Stork Works

Wiraappeared. She was Humfrey's daughter-in-law and was the chief castle guide though shewas blind.
"Hello, Surprise,”" shesaid. "l am so sorry for your |oss."

So sheknew. "Thank you, Wira. | do not intend to lose my baby. That'swhy I'm here."

Therewas alook amogt of pity in the woman's blank eyes. "Please come thisway. The Gorgon has
cheese and cookiesfor the children, along with tsoda pop.”

"The Gorgon?* Surprise knew of her, of course, but had never actually met her.
"Sheisthe Designated Wife this month. Shelikes children.”

Oh, right: the man with the blue nose had mentioned her, so of course she was here. The woman with the
devadtating countenance but nice nature.

They entered the guest room. Assorted pastries and cheeses were aready laid out, with pitchers of pop.
There was even aperch for the bird, with avariety of colorful seeds. They had evidently been expected.

"Half agreeting, Soneface,” the peeve said. "When did you get your burgeoning butt out of Hell?"

"The same time you got your tainted tail out, pigeon poop,” the Gorgon replied. "How's your
fowl-mouthed beak these days?'

The children tittered. It was clear that the bird and woman liked each other. They had indeed known
each other in Hell, and the Gorgon had rescued the bird and brought it back to Xanth.

"I will notify the Good Magician," Wiramurmured as Ted and Monica dashed for the goodies and the
peeveflew to the perch.



The Gorgon was atal, stately matron with myriad little snakesin lieu of hair and avell over her face. This
was to stop her from stoning al those who gazed on her visage. Surprise remembered that a onetime
the Good Magician had made her faceinvisible, but it seemed that folk found that more disquieting than
thevell. "So good of you to come, dear,” she said to Surprise.

"It'snot asocid vist,” Surprise said tersdly. "1 have to recover my baby."
The Gorgon did not comment. "Have some cheese. Thisis Gorgonzola; | stoned it lightly myself.”

"Thank you." Then things aoruptly caught up with her, in thismoment of relaxation, and Surprise burst
into tears.

"I would comfort you if | could,” the Gorgon said. "But | fear thereisworse to come. Humfrey tried to
discourage you from coming. I'm sorry."

Surprise sared at her. Worse than losing her baby? The Gorgon had been to Hell and back; she surely
knew. But the shock gtiffened her resolve. "1 will handleit.”

"Meanwhile, which binding do you think looks better for thisvolume?' The Gorgon indicated afat but
coverless book on a separate table, beside a pile of colored covers. "It'sadydexicon.”

"A what?'

"A dictionary of words spelled backwards. Some of our visitors are backwards, so | usethisto trandate.
It unclutters Humfrey'slibrary abit. But | want atasteful cover onit.”

Surprise looked at a sample page that was open. NOGROG-Gorgon. The woman had been checking
her own entry, understandably. "Maybe a confusing shade of gray?"

"Very good," the Gorgon agreed, and stared hard through her veil at ablack wrapper. Daunted, it faded
into a confusing shade of gray, and she put it on the book. "A confusing cover for aconfusing book.
Thank you."

"Shewasjust lucky guessing,” the peeve said.

"Y ou're dmogt as grumpy as Humfrey," the Gorgon said, amused. "Maybethat'swhy | like you, Sickly
Green." To Surprise she added: "The peeve does have aredeeming quality, though it would rather be
roasted on a spit than admit it."

Wirareagppeared. "The Good Magician will see you now."

Surprise followed Wira up the curving narrow stone stairway to the dark crowded chamber that was
Humfrey's office. The gnomelike man was Sitting a his desk, poring over ahuge tome. That would be his
fabled Book of Answers.

"Surprise Golem ishere, Magician," Wiramurmured, and faded back.
Humfrey looked up. "Give over, girl. Thisisnot for you."
"Y ou haven't even heard my Question!™

"l am not answering your Question. | am giving you gpt advice. Y ou have no ideahow ugly the Situation
is. Go now, without pursuing this matter further.”

She glared a him, her astonishment shifting toward outrage. "The bleep | will! I want my baby. How do |



recover it? That's my Question. I'll perform your year's Service. Give me your Answer."
The Magician shook hishead. "Y ou will not be sensibly dissuaded?!

"I will not be," she agreed grimly.

"Therewill be no Service as such. The misson is more than sufficient.”

"| don't understand.”

"Youwill, intime. You are quite certain?"

"Yes"

"Then go to the Stork Works. Che Centaur will accompany you. He knows the way, and has apassto
enter.”

"Assoon as| return the children and peeveto their homes,” she agreed eagerly.

"No. They must go with you." Ted and Monica appeared, evidently done with the Gorgon's
refreshments.

"They cant! If thereisdanger—"

"Their parents have dready agreed, knowing the stakes.”
"That'simpossible! They don't even know their children are here.”
Humfrey snapped hiswithered fingers. "' Parents, show yoursaves.”

The demons Vore and Metria gppeared. "We learned while you were tackling the Challenges,” Vore
sad. "My wife Nada knows and reluctantly approves.”

"My husband Veeno saysit'supto me” Metriasad. "My referee.”

"Y our what?" Surprise asked.

"Reference, judge, arbiter, umpire, determination—"

"Decison?" Surprise asked.

"Whatever," the demoness agreed crosdly. "It hasto be done. But | indst on coming dong.”

"No," Humfrey said.

"Listen, gnome-buitt, that's my son going into dreadful danger. Y ou can't deny me my protective bent.”
"Your what?' Humfrey asked tiredly.

"Tdent, faculty, genius, flair, gift, inclination, aptitude, knack—"

"Indinct?"

"Whatever, grump-face. | indgst. After dl, it'smy turn; | never got to see the unclear missves of the Howl
of Oinks"

"That's the nuclear missles of Cuba, Mundania," Humfrey said. "And they weren't in the Bay of Figs."



"Whatever," she agreed crosdy.

"Demoness, only two adults can go on thismission, and they are aready accounted for. The rest must be
children, animas, mixed-breeds, or other. Y ou do not qudify. Physicaly, if not mentaly or emotiondly,
you are sSingle-species adult.”

Metria consdered haf amoment. Then she vanished, replaced by a soulful big-eyed little girl in atattered
patchwork dress. | am Woe Betide," shesaid. "A pitiful five-year-old orphan waif."

Ted and Monicasniggered. They had seen this coming.
Humfrey glowered down a Woe. "Are you sure you want to invoke this loophole, demoness?!

"O, yes, your Awesome Grumpiness. | am just apoor brave little match girl with matchesthat give folk
their hearts desires." She produced abox of matches. "Shall | strike one for you, to make you less

grumpy?'
Heignored that. "And you won't revert and renege the moment | am out of sght?'
"Never, O Auspicious Ancient.” A little halo appeared.

The children's sniggers became gtifled snorts. They loved seeing the auspicious grump get teased in his
own lair. Metriawas pun-intended matchless at annoying folk in any of her guises.

The Good Magician uncorked asmall vid and let its swirling candy-colored vapor waft out. "So beit.
Remain asyou are, for the duration, match child.”

All sniggers and snorts were abruptly stifled.
Woelooked dlarmed. "Oops! | smell astasis spell.”

"That will keep you asyou are for the duration, as agreed,” Humfrey said with grim satisfaction. "You
weren't going to renege anyway, S0 it makes no difference, doesit, waif?'

"No difference," the tyke agreed woefully.

"Thereremainsthe peeve," Surprise said. "It may be obnoxious, but shouldn't be thrust into danger." As
she spoke, the disreputable bird appeared.

"Keep your yap shut, woman," the peeve said politely. "It can't be asdull as Hell."
"The centaur awaitsyou," Humfrey said, returning histired gaze to the tome. They had been dismissed.

Sure enough, Che Centaur was appreciating the Gorgon's half-stoned cheese. He was a handsome
winged stdlion. "'l did not redize that | was to have Companions on this dangerous quest,” he was saying
asthey entered the room.

"A nice young woman, three naughty children, and an irascible bird," the Gorgon agreed.
"But that'sridiculous! Thisisnot amission for innocents.”

"Who are you calling innocent, hoof-nose?’ the peeve demanded. "I have served in Hell."
"And soon wore out your welcomethere," the Gorgon said fondly.

The centaur turned and saw them, recognizing them al ingtantly. " Oh, my. Surprise, you do not belong



with thismotley crowd.”
"The stork took away my baby," Surprisereplied evenly.
Che nodded. "Now | understand.”

"Wdll, | don't. What is so dangerous about going to the Stork Works to demand that they correct their
mistake and give me my baby?"

"Y our baby has probably gone to the same place the Smurgh has. Otherwise the Good Magician would
not have put us together. He demanded no Service?'

"No Service," she agreed. "How did you know?"

"Becausethe misson isthe Service, and it is extremely disproportionate to the Answer.” He frowned.
"Surprise, you are such anicegirl, thisishardly fair to you. Y ou must decline.”

"Na/a!ll

"| fed guilty, but | can certainly benefit from the support of your myriad talents. Y et your chances of
recovering your baby may be unconscionably dim.”

"Why?Why is everyone so negative? What isit | don't know?"
"Let'sget on our way to the Stork Works, and | will explain,” Che said with regret.

They assembled outside the castle. Che had saddlebags full of the Gorgon's cheese and cookies,
guaranteed to keep the children and bird occupied so that the two adults could talk on the way. Surprise
transformed into a bare-breasted centaur mare and carried Monica and Woe Betide on her back, while
Che carried Ted and the peeve. She pretended that shefelt perfectly at ease, as centaurs had no shame
in being naturd, asthey put it, but she did fed awkward without clothing. Suppose someone stared at her
front? In fact Ted was aready doing so, the nasty boy.

They nicked their tailsto make themselves and their riders light, spread their wings, and took off. In two
and ahaf moments they were flying high above the forests and fields of Xanth. Thiswasfun, actualy,
though Surprise knew she would not be able to become the same kind of centaur again unless she
fathomed a different spell to accomplish it. She was glad she was flying beside Che, who knew the way,
because she would probably have gotten lost at the outset. She was not used to flying, having saved her
abilitiesfor future need. Now that future had arrived.

Che wasted no timein incidental discourse. "Asyou know, | tutor Sm Bird, the Simurgh's chick. Thus|
am privy to aspects of the Simurgh's existence that may not be generdly known.”

"I know Simis guarded by Roxanne Roc, so isquite safe,” Surprise said. "Hisdegtiny isto learn
everything in the universe. Heisavery smart bird.”

"True. But now he has atask for which heisasyet unprepared. He hasto watch over the universe.”
"But that'sthe Simurgh'sjob. 1t will be centuries or millenniabefore Sim takes her place.”

"The Simurgh has disgppeared.”

Surprise flew several wingbeats before that registered. " She deserted her post? She wouldn't do that.”

"Not voluntarily. But sheisgone. It ismy task to locate and rescue her."



That was daunting indeed. "Do you know where sheis?'

"Inagenerd way, yes. And that, | fear, iswhere your baby went. The Good Magician knows. | asked
for hishelp, knowing that | could not manage it on my own, and he said | would have capableif unusud
Companions. | never suspected they would be you and the children. | suppose Metriacould help if she
chooses”

"No. Sheislocked into her Woe Betide aspect. I'm not sure how much demon magic the waif can do."
"I have matchgticks," Woe cdled hepfully.

"Smdl magic,” Che agreed asthewaif lost interest. "Ted and Monicawill be more capable. Asfor the
peeve—unless we require the aggravation of assorted mongters, that's a serious liability.”

"The Good Magician must have reason.”

"He dways hasreason,” Che agreed. "But this seems even more devioudy obscure than hisusual.”
"Jugst whereisthe Smurge, in generd terms?”

"In an dternate universe. An unfamiliar one."

Surprisgs mind baked. "An dternate what?*

"There are perhaps an infinite number of redities,” Che explained. He was very good at explaining, being
atutor. "Each ismuch like the reslm we know, but not identical. One may be the same asthe familiar
Xanth, but have one different character. There might be a Surplus Golem instead of a Surprise Golem,
for example, ableto do haf the available talents, each onetwice. Yet it seemsthat little differences can
rapidly become big ones. A difference of asingle grain of sand might in athousand yearsleadto a
remarkably different Xanth. There may aso be convergent evolution.”

"Youjust log me

"| apologize. | explained the concept some time ago to Sim, and forget that it isn't generaly known.
Suppose that ancestral horses and humansinterbreed and in time produce centaurs. Suppose that ogres
and unicornsinterbreed, and in time evolve to become very smilar to centaurs, so that it is hard to tell the

two species apart.”
"They're converging,” Surprise said, getting it.

"Evolving and converging,” he agreed. "They are not the same, but seem very smilar. So some of the
aternate Xanths may be less smilar to oursthan they appear. It may be adevious stuation.”

"And the Smurgh isin one of those Smilar-seeming Xanths?'

"Y es. That much we know. It isasmall subset of avery large picture. Unfortunately we don't know
exactly which one.”

"Why not check them dl? How many arethere, haf adozen?!
"Haf amillion dozen, perhaps. The prospect isdaunting.”
"But you saidit'savery smal subset.”

"A amdl section of infinity isgtill infinity.”



"Now that | really don't understand!”

Che explained it more carefully, and with time and some straining of her brain she cameto redizeit was
true. Infinity was like ahuge cake: no matter how small the dice, it was dways possibleto divideit
further. All one needed was a sharp enough knife, or an apt enough mind.

"And you think my baby isin that same dternate Xanth? Why?'

"Because normaly there is no known connection between redlities. They are entirely separate, not even
knowing of each other. | know of them only because the Simurgh knows everything. Shetold Smwhere
she was going, and when she did not return, he told me. It seemsthat a fissure opened up between
redities, allowing folk to pass from oneto the other. The Simurgh went to investigate, asthiswas athing
she did not know about. Then the fissure closed, trapping her. This must have happened at the sametime
asyour stork sought an aternate couple to ddliver your baby to. Only the stork returned just before the
fissure closed. So it must have been the same Xanth."

"Thefissure closed,” Surprise said dowly. "How then do we go there, to rescue elther the Smurgh or my
baby?'

"That iswhereit gets complicated. It seemsthat thereisaway to travel between redlities, but it has not
been used before, because there is no control over which redlities connect. Now we must useit. The
storks have the secret; the Stork Works connect to dl redlities, so they can deliver anywhere. The
problem will belocating theright redlity.”

"Out of asmd| infinity," shesaid. "That soundsdifficult.”

"Difficult and dangerous,” he agreed. "We run therisk of getting lost oursaves, and being smilarly
trapped away from our own Xanth. We aso run the risk of encountering something lethal. Thereisa
smell of something ugly here, but we don't know what it is. That iswhy the Good Magician tried to
discourage you. He knows you could lose much more than your baby."

Surprise fastened on something else. "An dternate couple for my baby. | thought the storks were
exceedingly choosy. Minewas, it balked on amistake about my age. How could hejust deliver my baby
to just any other couple?"

"He couldn't,” Che agreed. "He would have to find the next closest couple, in ahurry, because storks
havetight schedules. That must have been one beyond the fissure.”

"What, an ogre and unicorn?"' she demanded bitterly.

Che laughed, briefly. "By no means. It would have to be an dternate Surprise and Umlaut couple who
lacked ababy."

"Anacther us?' Somehow that aspect hadn't sunk in before.

"Y es. The fissure must have made that possible just when the stork needed to place the baby, so he
didn't need to return it to the Stork Works and trigger an investigation. A remarkable coincidence.”

"A remarkable foul-up!" she said. "He didn't even wait for meto get the record corrected.” Then she
redlized there was something ese. "When you say 'remarkable coincidence,' that's not exactly what you
mean, isit?'

"True. | tend to question remarkable coincidences.”



"Please, I'm not nearly assmart asyou are. Tell mein plain language.”

Hesghed. "I didike being unkind. But the unusua nature of the coincidence, and the seriousness with
which the Good Magician istaking it, suggests to me that thiswas not sheer chance. | suspect someone
deliberately stole your baby. That iswhy it isgpt to be difficult to recover it. Y ou will not be able smply
to clarify the error and get it back. Y ou may encounter opposition. Someone might try to do you harm,
rather than yield your baby."

Surprisefdt achill. Indeed, Humfrey's attitude was making ugly sense. Sted ababy, and if the mother
was bothersome, get rid of her. She might indeed lose more than her baby.

Still, she perasted. "If my baby went to an dternate Surprise and Umaut, how could they hurt me? They
would haveto be like us, and we wouldn't hurt them."”

"And of course they wouldn' try to steal your baby," he agreed. "That iswhy | suspect some malign
influence”

"What could there be? We're just an ordinary couple. Who would care about us?"

Che glanced sidelong at her. "Y ou are hardly ordinary, Surprise. Y ou were ddlivered five years|late, with
atruly remarkable talent barely shy of Sorceress caliber. Umlaut did not even exist; he was atemporary
construct made to facilitate a Demon wager. Y ou with remarkable bravery put your very soul ontheline
to enable him to become real. Now he has haf your soul, on loan from the Demon Jupiter, and you have
the other haf, parked in you by the Demoness Fornax for convenience. Thingswere dl up in aheava
before the Demons decided on that compromise.”

"Well, since then we've been pretty ordinary.”

"Still, this perhaps provides aclue. There are foreign Demonsin your background. They are of course
forbidden to interfere in the Demon Xanth's dominion, but since Demons have no souls of their own, they
lack conscience and will cheet if they discover opportunity. They could legitimately take your two
haf-soulsif they chose”

"Actudly, we have whole souls now," she said. " Souls regenerate in living crestures of human derivation.”

"True." Hethought for most of amoment. "So if they took back their half-shares now, it would not reglly
affect you and your husband. But suppose the Surprise and Umlaut in the other redity did not get those
half-souls?'

"Making them just like us, except for no consciences or decency,” shesaid.

"They might not have cared to go to the trouble of sgnaling the stork themselves, but found it essier to
stedl your baby."

Surprise stared a him. "A couple—just like us—but completely unscrupulous.”
"Who fooled the gork into delivering to them."
Surprise was gppalled. "I find that hard to believe." But it was getting easier the more she considered it.

"Of coursethisisfar-fetched,” Che said. "It would be an amazingly complicated way to get a baby, when
| understand most couples don't really mind signaling the stork. So probably that isn't the explanation.”

"Probably not," she agreed. But the chill wastaking root in her bones. Magician Humfrey had urged her



not to undertake this quest; his reasons might be starting to show. "But about these many redities—are
there Demons associated with each too, as with ours?'

"My understanding isthat Demons areinfinite too, so that thereisathin dice of each in each redlity. Thus
aDemon has only to focus on a particular dice to be there, when it chooses. But it is probably best not
to invoke any Demonsif we can avoid it."

"| agree," Surprise said, shuddering. The Demons had virtudly infinite powers, and considered the
resdents of Xanth aslittle better than inconsequentia bugs, asagenerd rule. The Demon Xanth had
married one such bug, asit were, but that was probably more like agame for him.

"We are gpproaching the Stork Works," Che said. "Thisis grictly off-limitsterritory; only the fact that the
Good Magician arranged for passes for us makesit possible for usto vigt. They surely won't let us know
any of their secrets. Fortunately we don't need their secrets;, we smply need the stork who misdelivered

your baby."

Surprise gazed down at the complex. It looked like agiant clump of mushroomswith tops of many pastel
colors. Asthey drew closer sheredlized that each mushroom was the size of ahouse. In fact they were
buildings, with storksflying busily between them. There were no sharp edges or corners; everything was
rounded and looked soft enough not to hurt ababy. The largest wasin the center, with aline of storks
entering one side and emerging the other side, carrying bundles. That had to be where the babies
originated.

They cameto alanding at an outbuilding labeled information office. A stork with an officious hat emerged
immediately to challengethem. "I am Stifle Stork, Officer of the Day. What are you doing here? No
vigtorsare dlowed. Especidly not children. Go away."

Ted, Monica, Woe, and the peeve opened their mouths. "Silence!™ Surprise snapped warningly before
they could get them all kicked out. She retained her centaur form because once she reverted to her
human form, she would not be able to make that particular transformation again. She would have to
become something e se that was capable of carrying the children. It was better thisway.

Che showed their passes. The stork eyed them. "Well, it ssemsyou are entitled to information, but you
can't go beyond this spot,” he said grudgingly. "What do you want here, before you go away?
Remember, we will not vouchsafe the secret of the origin of our babies."

"We need to talk with the stork who didn't ddliver Surprise Golem's baby," Che said.
"That ishard to believe. We dways ddiver."

"He balked on atechnicdity,” Surprisesaid angrily.

The stork produced atablet with along list. "Name?'

"Stymy Stork," Surprise said.

The stork sighed. "Naturdly it would be him."

"He makes ahabit of not delivering babies?' she asked sharply.

"A habit of fouling up. Heis on probation. | wish he would go away too."

"So he said. He refused to ddiver my baby because he thought | was too young. He followed a stupid
rue”



The stork eyed her. "Y ou look like amaturefilly or young mareto me."

"l am. But thereisaconfusion in the records.”

"And you are?"

"Surprise Golem. | am presently in another form.”

The stork checked pages. " Surprise Golem," he read. "' Age thirteen, according to date of delivery.”
"That'sthe error. | was ddivered five yearslate. | am eighteen.”

"Fiveyearslate? That ishighly irregular. Thiswill have to be reviewed by headquarters. Supervisor Stork
will decide. Then you can go avay.”

"Meanwhile please bring Stymy Stork to us," Che said.

The stork nodded. "That | can do." He flipped more pages, found the name, and tapped on it with a
feather. A smdll pattern of dotsflew out and disappeared. "There will beabrief delay. Intheinterim |
must identify the other members of your party for our records.”

"] am Che Centaur," Che said.

"Of course; you are generaly known. But who are the children? Kindly name them with their agesfor
ready verification." He had hislist poised.

Surprise established an adult Glare to keep the children from making smart-bottom remarks as she
identified them. "Demon Ted, ageten." She paused asthe stork checked the list, which was evidently
comprehensive. "DeMonica, ageten.” Pause. "Woe Betide, agefive."

Stifleésfeathers stiffened. "Who?"
"Woe Betide. Sheis—"
"We have no record of ever ddlivering that child.”

"That's because | was never ddivered, your Storkship,” Woe piped up. "1 am the child aspect of the
demoness Metria

"The perpetua word-tangling mischief maker! We don't want your kind here.”
"Sheislocked into the child mode," Che said quickly. "Woe Betide is sweet and innocent.”
"I find that hard to believe."

"Sodowe," Chesaid with asmile. "But it seemsto be s0."

"Very well, | suppose. | will make aspecia note.” Then the stork did a double take. "Demon Ted: there
isan asterisk by that name."

"What did you cal me, feather-head?' Ted demanded.
"Aderisk isnot abad word," Che said. "It smply meansthereis an additional note about you."

"And what anote," Stifle said. Y ou are notorious. In one of the aternate realms you discovered a stork
resting after adelivery and dipped adiver of reverse wood in among its feathers. Thereafter that stork



ddivered severa babiesto the wrong parents. It became a huge mess. When wetried to correct it, some
parents were atached to their wrong babies and refused to give them up. Findly the demon Xanth had to
intervene, and the Stork Works got ablack mark." He paused, for Ted and Monicawererolling on the
floor laughing.

"But that wasn't in thisredlity,” Surprise said quickly. "Hewouldn't do that here.”
"Surel would," Ted said gleefully. "What agreat joke."

"Hedidn't do that here," Surprise said, wasting another glare on the unpenitent boy. "It was surely a
fluke"

"Hardly that,” Stifle said grimly. "In another aternate he participated in a hostile takeover of the Stork
Works. That truly smdlls™

"But not this redity," Surprise repeated.

"Perhgpstrue,” Stifle agreed dubioudy. "But he is banned from those redlities where he committed those
crimes”

"Aw, who cares?' Ted asked.

"We do," Che said severely. "If the redlity we need turns out to be one of the banned ones.”
"Hey, you forgot me," the peeve said.

"A tdking bird!" the stork said, startled.

"You talk, baby-brain!"

"We don't deliver birds, so you are not listed.”

"Then how do you get baby storks, pinhead?”

"We summon the Man who brings the incipient egg, of course.”

Then another tork flew to the office. Thiswas Stymy; Surprise recognized him by the marks of the
spectacles he wore when reading. ™Y ou summoned me?"

"Tak with thesefolk," the office stork said. "So they will go away.”
"Where did you take my baby?" Surprise demanded.
Stymy blinked. "I don't ddliver centaurs.”

"l am Surprise Golem, transformed for now to centaur form. It's my talent. The supervisor will review my
case and verify that | am redlly eighteen years old. Meanwhile, we have to recover my baby. Where did
you tekeit?'

"I'm not sure | am alowed to divulge such information.”
Surprise glanced at the office stork. "Tell him to cooperate with us.”

A fluorescent bulb flashed over the office stork's head, the kind that denoted a quirky but effective
notion. "1 will do better than that. | will assign him to your mission so you will al go away."



"All we need istheinformation,” Che said.
"l cant tell you," Stymy said. "l will haveto show you."
"Why can't you tdl me?’

"Because the fissure closed up and thereis no longer adirect route there. But | will know it when | see
it

"Good enough,” Stifle Stork said. "Go away with them. Don't come back until they are satisfied, if then.”
"But it'sin another redlity.”

"They will doubtless get there" Stifle said. " Stay with them until they are satisfied.”

"I'm not sure about this," Surprise said. "How can we go thereif the fissure closed?

"The storks have accessto dl redlities,” Chesaid. "l believeit isaparticular spell they do not share with
others. They even have accessto parts of Mundania, to deliver to conservetive families.”

"Then why hasn't the Simurgh gone to the Stork Worksin thet redlity to return hersgf?"
"That remainsamystery | mean to solve." Chelooked around. "But first we need to obtain the Mask."
"Mask?'

"The Redity Mask. It sfts and sorts redlities according to parameters we can select, so that we can
reduce the number of Xanthsto check. With Stymy Stork aong, we should be able to zero in on theright
onefairly efficiently, then go to where he ddivered your baby." He paused. "However, it may not be easy
to obtain the Mask."

"Nothing isever easy," Surprise muttered. "Let's get on it. Whereisthe Mask?"
"A fiery nymph has charge of it, on Lion Mountain. Itisafair flight there from here."

"Then by al means get started.” Shelooked a Stymy. "Follow us, wherever we may go."

Stymy nodded glumly.
The children mounted the centaurs, who spread their wings and took off. The peeve and Stymy followed.

Asthey achieved cruising dtitude, Surprisetried to befriend the stork flying beside her, knowing that they
would be dependent on him to locate her baby. | redlize that you were just doing your job as you saw
it," shesaid carefully. "I can see that the Stork Authority isvery strict. Do you careto tell us how you got
put on probation?"

"It'sno secret,” Stymy said glumly. "l am cursed by bad luck, whether I'm working the Gold Coagt, the
Silver Coast, the Copper Coast, or the extinct Ivory Coast. | do the best | can, but things go wrong.”

"I know thefeding,” Surprise said sympeatheticaly. Sheredly did fed it, now that she was coming to
know the stork. He had evidently been around, but was obvioudy very low in the stork hierarchy.

"Firg | flew through aninvisible forget whorl that wasn't on the chart. | suffered only aglancing blow, but
it was enough to lose the baby's name. | delivered thelittle girl safely, but she never knew her name until
she grew up and quested for it. | got areprimand for that, but | don't see how anyone could have known



that whorl wasthere.”
"Forget whorls are dways mischief,” Che said, flying close enough to join the dialogue.

"And there was the time aboy kissed agirl so ardently it haf-summoned the stork. | got struck by the
sgna, and amost put in the order before redlizing that it wasincomplete. That wasaclosecal.”

"Just how are stork signas handled?' Che asked. He glanced back at the children, who were listening
intently. "1 don't mean how the signals are made, but once they are on their way. There must be a grest
ded of information encoded in those three dots of the dlipss.”

"Thereis," Stymy agreed. "One dot identifies the parents, their species, ages, state of marriage, and such;
you'd be surprised how sometry to send illicit Ssgnaswhen they don't qualify.”

"Not necessarily,” Surprise said grimly. "Remember, | was balked on an age error.”

"Y es. Some thirteen-year-old girls—well, never mind. The second dot describes the baby in genera
terms. species, gender, appearance, potentia, preference. The third dot powers the connection, locating
the nearest stork and identifying the spot where the sgnal was made, which serves as areference for
ddivery. Itisdl very efficient.”

"Efficent?" Surprise repeated. "A nine-month dday isefficient?’

"It takes forever to catch up on the paperwork. Even so, there can be problems. Once the address dot
was incomplete and | had to leave the baby in the flowers."

"You left ababy by itsef?" Surprise asked, shocked.

"I had no choice. The parents met at alove spring, had a brief but intense session, then separated and
never returned. Nine months later | brought little Azaeato the designated coordinates, but had no
information where either parent had gone. | couldn't take her back to the Stork Works, they have a
no-return policy. There was nothing to do but leave her in the flowers and hope for the best. Asit turned
out, loca flower fairies discovered her and raised her. She had ataent of conversing with flowers. That
wasfifteen years ago; asfar as| know, she'sfine. | check on her every so often, just to be sure.”

"I should hope s0," Surprise said severely. "I thought it was bad when | was ddlivered five years late, but
to leave ababy like that—" She broke off, lest she say something unkind. She was not an unkind person.

"Then | ran afoul of the stork-eating mongter,” Stymy continued. "1 had to make awide detour around i,
and that made me late ddlivering. In fact there was a backlog, and another black mark."

"Don't they do something about that sort of thing?" Surprise asked. "Or at least post warning sgns?”'

"No, it'sup to theindividua storksto find safe routes. The authorities are not sympathetic about excuses.
They say deliveries must be made on schedule and that's that." He glanced warily at her. "That'swhy |
had to find another couple for your baby, in ahurry. Another black mark would put me in the soup.”

"Stork soup!” the peeve said, and al three children giggled. But Surprise noticed that Stymy did not seem
half awhit amused. Instead he shuddered.

"That'sliterd,” Che said, catching on.

"Hisgooseis cooked," the peeve said, and there was another chorus of giggles. "Maybe someone should
drop an F-Bomb on him."



"What's an F-Bomb?" Ted asked.
"When it explodes, it makes everyonein the vicinity explode with proFanity."
That set off the children again. They loved the concept, even though they knew no proFane words.

Che's bow appeared in his hands, awickedly long arrow nocked. "I wonder if | can till scoreona
digtant flying bird?" he murmured musingly. "If an obnoxious one should happen to appear in my vicinity."

The peeve's beak sngpped shut. So, curioudly, did the mouths of the children.

Surprise changed the subject. "Perhaps you can answer something | have wondered about. We know
that some talents attach to the souls, and some to the bodies. |s there areason for that?"

"Not agood one," Stymy said. "The delivery storks are supposed to pick up the assigned talents at the
sametime asthe babies, and fasten the tal ents securdly to the souls. Usudly the talents are dready
anchored, but when they aren't, then the storks have to patch them up. But some are lazy and hook them
to the bodiesinstead. They get away with it because it generaly goes unnoticed, and it savesthem time
ontheddiveries”

"It'sawonder you remain in alargely thanklessjob," Che said.

"Oh, it'sagood job," Stymy said. "I love babies, and it iswonderful to see how happy their familiesare
to have them. It'sjust the stork authoritiesthat are apainin thetail feathers. Sometimes| wish | could
transfer to Mundania”

"Mundanial" Surprise said, appaled. "But theré's no magic there.”

"Not much that's recognizable," the stork agreed. "They do have rainbows, mirages, and things called
carsthat cause it to rain when they are washed. But some Mundane families ftill prefer to have their
babies delivered the old fashioned way, storked, as Che noted, instead of the messy newfangled
inconvenient do-it-all-yourself fad that others attempt. So thereis business, and | understand that there
are stork nestsin cathedralsin Iberia, Mundania. | would like to operate out of a cathedra. That would
havealot of class.”

"Perhaps you will, some day," Surprise said. "That might be for the best.” She was satisfied to let the
didoguelapse.

3

Mountain Lion

"We are gpproaching Lion Mountain," Che announced. "Now it may become problematical.”
Surprisedid not like the sound of this. "Don't we just need to approach the fiery nymph you mentioned?'
"We do, but the problem isthe mountain. It doesn't necessarily appreciate visitors.”

"Can't wesmply fly over it until we come to the nymph's resdence?’

"Hardly. It would snap us out of the air and consume usin afraction of one bite.”



"Lion Mountain,” shesaid carefully. "Would thet be literd ?

"It would be," he agreed. "Depending on itsmood. If it is Lion Mountain, we should be ableto pass. But
if itisMountain Lion, wewould befoolishto risk it."

"How do we know which mood it isin?'
"By whether it sngps us up, or doesn't.”

Was he being difficult?"1 may be mistaken,” she said even more carefully, "but | annot a al certain |
careto gamble onitsmood."

"| thought you might fed that way. So well haveto land and seeif we can walk up it without itsnoticing.”
"Why wouldn't it notice?"

"Wdl, an anima generdly doesn't notice fleas until they bite, and we should try to avoid biting it."
"Wewalk," she agreed, relieved. Her centaur form could readily do that aswell asfly.

"Thereis something you may not know about Lion Mountain,” Stymy said. "I have not made deliveries
here, so can't be sure, but | have heard arumor that it may be dangerousin other ways than leonine.”

"What ways?' Cheinquired.
"I don't know, but my source was credible.”
"A credible nonspecific rumor?'

"Yes" The stork seemed unconscious of any irony, perhaps because there were no ironwood trees
growing nearby.

"So how do you propose we investigate this rumor?' Che asked. It occurred to Surprise that his patience
might be thinning, though that was just an impression.

"We should land and inquire of alocd resident. My stork sensetells me that one of my clientsisin this
vicinity." He paused, dartled. "Infact itis Azdes, thegirl | told you about.”

"A fifteen-year-old flower fairy?" Surprise asked dubioudy.
"Sheisnot afairy. Shewasraised by thefairies, but sheis physicaly human.”
"And she would know of this vague rumor of danger?"

"She might. Her talent is conversing with flowers, and flowers can know specia things. At any rate, sheis
aresponsgble cresture, though I'm not sure what she would be doing in aplace like this."

"Smelling flowers," Surprise muttered. She thought she wasinaudible, until she heard the children tittering.

The stork guided them to alanding place beside, sure enough, afield of flowers. A startled nymph with
flower-colored hair gazed at them asthey landed, ready to flee.

"Azdea" the sork caled.

"Stymy!" she responded gladly. "I haven't seen you in two years."



So thiswas Azalea, not anymph but agirl with anymphly shape. Some girls could manage that when
they were young enough.

"I have been busy getting into trouble," he said. "As usua. Now maybe you can help my associates.”

Azdeaflounced her hair, and afew petals wafted out. "Hying centaurs can fly and think much better than
| can. Arethey looking for some specid flower?

Che approached her asthe children jumped off and frolicked among the flowers of thefield. "Allow me
to introduce mysdlf. | am Che Centaur, on an urgent mission for the Simurgh. We need to see Pyraup on
the mountain, but fear nebulous danger. Do you know anything of this?'

Azdeagazed up a him appraisingly, and Surprise redlized that Che wasin fact ahandsome stalion.
Nymphs noticed such things. "What does that hothead have that | don't?' she demanded, inhding. It
seemed that the girl did not regard age or species as much of abarrier. Some of them knew more of the
Adult Conspiracy than they were supposed to, and heedlesdy exploited its dangerous aspects.

"The Redity Mask."
The nymphly bosom deflated. "Oh, that. Wéll, | have bad newsfor you. Y ou can't readily get there."
"Because of the supposed danger?'

"That depends how you seeit. The mountain is surrounded by love springs. Just being near that lake of
dixir givesagirl wild notions”

That explained the girl's atitude, Surprise thought.

"That'sit!" Stymy said. "l remember now. That forget whorl must have faded it. Y ou have to wade or
swim through love weater.”

Thisdid indeed give Che pause. "Thisis standard love dlixir? Mae loves nearest femae, and vice versa?'

"Yes" Azdeasad. "l have seen creaturesthere. | couldn't make out exactly what they were doing, but
aways mae and female. It's not safe to touch or drink that water unless you have someone you want to
be very friendly with." She smiled atrifle sadly. "1 wish | had someoneto be friendly with."

"Not a your age," Che said.

"Of course," Azaeaagreed reluctantly.

"We can't take the children through that,” Surprise said.

"We can't take ourselves throughiit,” Che said. "Not without compromising our Situations.”

"Actualy, you look like anice centaur couple,” Azdeasaid. ™Y ou might makeit through if you kept
wading, betweentimes."

"That isout of the question,” Surprise snapped. "We are not acouple.”
Azdeashrugged. "Too bad."
"Then| am afraid we shal haveto fly across after dl," Che said with regret.

"No!" Surprise was horrified. "Therisk istoo great.”



"We must be practica. We can't complete our mission without the Mask, and even then it may bea
considerable challenge. Unless we want to give up now, we shall haveto teakearisk."

Surprise cudgeled her ructant mind. " Suppose | revert to my naturd form, thus recovering my ability to
do other magic?1 could ride your back asyou fly across, and fend off any threats."

"The Mountain Lion strikestoo rapidly and massively to resst unlessyou are savagely prepared,” Che
sad. "Wewould gtill be severdly risking our livesby flying.”

"Then | could ride you as you wade across, and try to counter the eixir."

"A wholelakefull of it? Unless you achieve quite strong immunity for both of us, that tooisa
condderablerisk.”

Surprise knew it was. Their choice of risks seemed to be between death and illicit love. She made an
uncomfortable decison. "1 think Umlaut would understand. Would Cynthia?' Cynthia Centaur was Che's
mate.

"Yes. Sheisvery rationd, of course.”

"| think that once clear of the lake and free of contact with any of itsdixir, | could make aspdl to nullify
its effect. Does this seem to be areasonable compromise?”

"Yes, morerationa than emotiond. But it does not account for the children.”
"| can babysit them,” Azaleasaid. "I'm old enough for that. Maybe we can make aded.”
"Nowading," Chesaid.

She laughed. "1 didn't mean that. | am traveling, seeking my fortune. | want to visit strange placesand see
weird things, if | can safely discover them. Then when | come of age I'll bring some nice young man here
and take aswim, and settle down with him."

"Y ou are asking to accompany us?' Che asked.

"Yes. You aregoing on agreat dangerous adventure; | cantell. I'll be safer traveling with you than by
myself, especidly with Uncle Stymy dong. Already | have encountered maeswho—well, | don't know
what they wanted, but | was pretty sure it would have violated the Adult Conspiracy.”

"It would have," the stork agreed grimly.
Cheremained dubious. "1 am not at al sure you would be safer with us than on your own.”
"But I'll surely seeweirder thingswith you than on my own. That counts.

"You surdy will," he agreed. "But you may aso be risking your welfare or even your life. We are going
where few if any Xanthians have gone before.”

Azaeaclapped her handswith nymphly glee. "Wonderful!”

Chelooked at Surprise. "We do need separate care for the children, if we face what we fear weface."
But she could see that he was looking for an excuse to turn down the girl. He probably had not been
thrilled to haveto travel with Surprise, and ayounger girl would be that much more trouble. She agreed,
S0 it seemed it was up to her to nix the notion.



"Wedo," Surprise agreed emphatically, thinking as fast as she could manage on short notice. "But the last
thing we need adong is an adventurous girl. Let's make some other dedl .

"Sheiscorrect,” Chetold Azalea. "Isthere any other exchange we might fairly make?

Azaleafrowned. "l seel must be more candid. | have another reason to travel. | have atwin sister,
Lotus, who talksto water flowers, just as| talk to land flowers. She disappeared a month ago, and | fear
for her welfare and want to find her."

"You have atwin?' Stymy asked, astonished. "How could | not know this?"
Azdeaseemed very faintly amused. "Y ou ddivered asingle bundle. | guessyou didn't openit.”
"l didn't,”" the stork agreed. "But when | checked on it another day, you weredl | saw."

"| guess Lotus was napping at that moment. So you thought there was only me, and didn't notice her. It
realy didn't matter; the flower fairiestook good care of us both, and hel ped usto develop our talents.”

The stork shook hisheed. "1 fouled up more than | thought.”

Azdeareturned her atention to Che and Surprise. "Since | have no ideawhere sheis, | must travel
widdy, hoping for the best. All | know isthat shewasin thisregion, because | found one of her lotus
petds, and then must have gone somewhere else, astheré's no sign of her here now.”

That put adifferent face on it. Surprise felt guilty. "Maybe we could help you find her. Using what we get
from Pyra"

"That might befeasble," Che agreed.
"Itsaded," Azdeasad quickly.

Surprisewas rdieved. "Y ou and Stymy remain here with the children until we return, which we hope
won't belong. Then wéll do our best to locate your sister.”

"Great," Azaleasad. "l missher so much." Shelooked acrossthe fidd of flowers at the children. "Kidsl
Get out of those poppies.”

"Poppies!" Surprise exclaimed. "Aren't they the kind that—7"
"Yes, but the effect isn't very strong,” Azdleasaid. "'l told the poppiesto turn it down.”

Surprise decided not to question that further. The girl'stalent was useful. "Then let's go." She kept her
centaur form, asit was easier to keep his pace.

"What about me?' the peeve demanded peevishly.

Che smiled. "Now if we thought of it, we might say that we don't want aloud-besaked bird accompanying
us and insulting the mountain lion and causing it to become dangeroudy aware of our intrusion. But since
we lack the wit to think of that, well just say that there may be need to divert some stray monster that
threatens the children, and we know of only one creature capable of insulting amonster to deeth. So for
the good of the children, and incidentaly the chanceto have verbaly at some redlly thin-skinned monger,
we believe you should remain here.”

The peeve consdered. "Y ou are dangeroudy smart, centaur.”



"Thank you."

"That wasn't acompliment!”

"And my suggestion wasn't acompliment elther.”

The peeve was plainly disgruntled, but shut up. It did recognize when it was overmatched.

Without further ado they forged into the marsh that bordered the lake. By mutua consent they moved as
rapidly aswasfeasble, to get beyond the sight of the children before the water had much effect.

Surprisefdt that effect dmost immediately. She became acutely aware of the gallion beside her,
handsome, very smart, and age twenty-one. Meanwhile she was reasonably fetching, having selected a
good centaur shape, but not remotely in hisintellectual league. That made a difference.

"How are you holding up?" heinquired without looking at her.

"l am quite aware of you, and my admiration isintense, but | believe we have no future together,
regardless of the effect on other people we associate with."

"How s0?"

"Thereisagood ded moreto aredationship than reproduction. Practical considerations make that
awkward. | prefer an intellectual appreciation, to the extent that isfeasible.” She redized that shewas
talking like a centaur. Wéll, she was one, for now.

"How isit of limited feasbility?*

Why was he questioning her like this?"| am not nearly as smart asyou are. For example, | could never
have handled the pet peeve the way you did. Therefore | have little to offer you, regardless of what you
may offer me. | recognize that.”

"You arethinking like acentaur.”
"l antrying to, yes"

"Thereis something you may not have fully appreciated about centaurs. We arerational rather than
emotiona. We do have emotions, but they are separate from and subservient to our higher intellects. We
lack the attitudes about modesty and sexudity that human beings possess. We honor significant aspects
of the Adult Conspiracy when in the presence of humans so as not to embarrass them unduly, but they
arelargely meaninglessin centaur society.”

" am not sure | understand your thrust." Then she wished she had not used that particular word.
"We are capable of loving without attempting to reproduce. Y ou have just expressed a centaur attitude.”

"Y ou are saying that we may be knee-deep in love dixir, but we don't have to react like—animasor
humans?'

"| was concerned that you, as atransformed human being, would retain your human attitudes. Instead
you have adopted the centaur mind-set. That makes the centaur approach feasible."

"Centaurs are proof againgt the love dixir!" she exclamed, amazed.

"By no means. It has caused meto love you. Fortunately this does not require me to do anything with you



that would embarrass you a such time as you return to your human form.”
"But I'm not—in fact | am stupid compared to you."

"That is an unfortunate human concept. Each species possesses the mind it requiresto function optimally.
Humans arelessrationa and more emotiond than centaurs, but have their points. Y ou have phenomena
magic together with courage, common sense, and compassion. | love thosethingsin you, literdly. | know
thisisthe immediate effect of the dixir, but it would have occurred in the course of our association
regardless. Y ou are worthy as a person.”

Surprise found hersdf dmost overwhelmed by hiskind words. That, too, was an effect of the dixir. At
the same time she wasimmensdly relieved that the particular effect she had anticipated had not occurred.
"Thank you."

"Now that we have felt the impact and expressed ourselves, there is no need to address this subject
further. We must proceed to accomplish our mission.”

"Agreed." But she remained transported by the wonder of it. Love that was not possessive or guilty. That
would not interfere with their other commitments.

They cameto theinner verge of the lake and trotted aong through the forest there. They were on Lion
Mountain, and had not gotten snapped up. They moved on up the dope, their centaur bodies handling the
effort well. Now wasthe timeto seeif she could work aspell to nullify the effect of the dixir, but maybe

it wasn't necessary.

The ground was solid, but moved somewhat, as might the body of amonstrous animal asit breathed.
Which aspect was dominant?

In due course they reached the summit. Now Surprise could seethat it wasin the shape of ahugelion's
head. At itstop, between two peaks in the shape of ears, stood a castle. She realized that the castle was
rather like an elaborate hat, or acrown.

There was no forest surrounding the castle. Instead the area seemed to have been burned. That signaled
the nature of its occupant.

"'Something maybe you should know," Woe Betide piped up. "Here there be monsters.”

Che halted at the edge of the scorched plain. "Y ou are achild, but of course possess the knowledge of
your adult form, excluding matters restricted by the Adult Conspiracy. Y our two adult forms have gotten
widdy around, naturally, in the course of their mischievous quests. What do you know about Lion
Mountain?'

"That thereisaded between Pyra, Mistress of the Mask, and anumber of male and female brutes.”
Woe spoke with solid vocabulary and syntax, another legacy of her wide background. "Whoever comes
through the love lake will fal in love with the first cresture of opposite gender seen. Pyradoesn't want
that to be her, because for dl she knowsit could be athree-eyed troll, so she lets assorted monsters
surround the castle, and any visitorswill encounter one of them firgt, and fal in love. Then the monster
getsto depart withitslove-dave.”

"But doesn't that tend to isolate Pyra?" Surprise asked.

"Sure. D. Vore once passed her way on other business, and she dmost kissed him to death with fiery
passion. She was so mad to learn he was already married to Xanth's most beautiful naga princess that
she scorched dll thefurniture.™



The other children tittered, and the peeve let out aloud caw-caw-caw. Startled, Surprise looked at them,
and there were none. They had been left beyond the lake, and she had imagined their likely reaction. She
would haveto tame her haf-guilty imagination.

"Warning taken, thank you," Che said. "With respect to both monsters and mistress." He glanced at
Surprise. "Fortunately we shall be able to explain to both that we crossed the |ake together, so our loveis
aready taken despite the preemptive effect of the dixir."

That did seem to be aviable story, Surprise thought. But she suffered atwinge. She had thought that her
lovefor Chewaslargdy intellectud, in the centaur manner, but now realized thet it wasn't limited to thet.
She wanted to hug him and kiss him and—

She dtifled that thought. It was not Centaurly. She would suppressit and not say anything to him.
Then Chedid adoubletake. "Woe! Why aren't you with the children?’

Surprise redlized with ashock that she had checked on the two real children, and overlooked theillicit
presence of the fake child. The distraction of the love eixir wasredly getting to her. Of course the demon
could pop across, neither flying nor wading.

The child frowned cutdly. "What, when the interesting stuff is occurring here? Not that anything redly
naughty has happened, yet."

Surprise pointed back the way they had come. "Back to the babysitter. Now." She put the last word into
bold italics, making it irrefutable.

Woe popped off, leaving behind only adisgusted fading "Awww."

Chelooked thoughtful . "Could she have been dong, invisbly, during our Iake dia ogue?’
"It's possible. Fortunately we didn't say anything naughty, as she put it.”

"Surely a severe disgppointment,” he agreed. "Now we must disappoint some mongters.”

They resumed moation, trotting across the plain. Before long the monsters manifested, fanning out from the
castle to intercept them. Soon two detached themsel ves and came forward, while the others hung back.
Evidently they had a system to determine whose turn it wasfor love,

The two were amotley four-footed femal e griffin and a grotesque warty male winged dragon. Winged
monsters—that made sense, since technically two winged monsters were approaching the castle.

"Sorry, folk," Che said. "We crossed together. We're not interested in any of you."
"Not at al," Surprise agreed.

The monsters sighed and gave way, asit was obvioudy true. Had the visitors been love-smitten, they
would have immediately clasped their opposite numbers and proceeded to actions that would have
freaked out Woe Betide, for al that her adult selves were thoroughly familiar with them. Asit was, the
only creature Surprise wanted to clasp was—

She damped that down to a smoldering remnant and made her way through the clustered monsters
toward the crown-shaped castle. Che waked beside her.

A young woman gppeared a the front gate. " Centaurs!" she exclaimed.



"l am Che, and my companion is Surprise,” Che said. "We are effectively immune to the love dixir for
obvious reasons. We have come for the Mask."

"I am Pyra, asyou must know." A patina of flames danced about the woman's skin, thicker across her
bosom and hips. That seemed to be her only clothing. Her hair was auburn, turning red at theends. "Y ou
can't havethe Mask."

"Perhaps we shall be able to persuade you that we have legitimate need of it," Che said smoothly.
"You couldn't useit evenif you stoleit.”
"We wouldn't do that," Surprise protested.

Pyraconsidered, frowning. Shedid not seem at dl friendly. "Comein and talk.” She turned and walked
into the castle, her body moving like flickering flame. It was a shapely effect, Surprise thought, for those
who might like that type. Che did seem to betaking it in.

The center of the castle was a huge covered dome, with a pleasant garden growing insde. Nothing
looked scorched. Evidently Pyracould control her temper when she had reason.

"Thisisvery nice" Surprise said, looking around.

The woman thawed, for dl that she had hardly been frozen. " Are you hungry?'

Surprise exchanged a surprised glance with Che. "We are," he said.

"Thedixir doesit. New love consumes energy. Wait here." Pyrawent to aside chamber.

"Love consuming energy,” Cheremarked. "That is not something | anticipated, but there does seem to be
arationde.”

"I, neither,”" Surprise agreed. But probably her energy was being expended trying to suppressthe
awkward fedingsthat were burgeoning. It wasn't that she didn't love her husband Umlaut, but that Che
was here and fascinating. Knowing that the éixir was responsble helped only intellectudly.

Chelooked around. "Thisis averitable garden of rarities. | recognize anumber of obscure plants.”
"It must be her hobby. She hastimeto giveit full atention.”

Pyrareturned with atray. "1 do. Plants make excellent companions, demanding little, providing sweet
flowers and tasty fruits." She set the tray on a stone table. "Baked apples, toasted buns, baked potatoes,
roasted chestnuts, burned beans, boiling beverage—I'm afraid I'm not good with cold refreshments.”

"These will certainly do,” Che said, asthe two of them attacked the med with ferocious appetites.

"One man passed by here some time ago with the talent of growing plants on animals. He offered to grow
some on the monsters, but | declined. So we don't have any plants here that rare.”

"Surdly just aswell," Surprise agreed, suppressing ashudder. She didn't care evento visudize such a
plant.

"Itisnot that | am possessive of the Mask," Pyrasaid asthey ate. "Indeed, | wouldn't mind giving it upin
exchange for adecent life with aworthwhile companion. It'sthat | am responsiblefor it, and until | find a
successor, | must meet my respongbility. Someone who won't mind theisolation.”



"That is understandable and worthy,” Che said around amouthful. "It is a potent device that could cause
much mischief if wrongly used.”

"It certainly could. That iswhy it ishere. Theisolationisto protect it, not me. But apart from that, you
would have difficulty using it without consderable training. Like other powerful tools, it seems smple but
isnot smpleto control."

Surprise noted that the woman was not at al as the demoness had described her, eagerly grabbing any
available man. She was reasonable and lucid. That was an incidental warning: don't be too quick to trust
what demons said. However, the news about the monsters surrounding the castle had been accurate. So
it wasn't smart to be too quick to disbelieve, either.

They caught up on their mea enough to abate their sudden hunger and discuss the matter with better
attention. "Thank you for the excellent repast,” Che said.

"That was very kind of you," Surprise said.
Pyrathawed further. Y ou're welcome. Do you wish to see the Mask now?"
Che elevated on eyebrow in an appealing way he had. "Y ou do not hide it?"

"Thereisno need. No onedse could useit, as| said, and few reach the castle unscathed. Hereisthe
Mask." Shelifted a square frame from the table beside the food tray.

"It was under our noses!" Surprise exclamed.

Pyra shrugged, causing waves of fire to radiate from her shoulders. "Asyou see, thisisablank screen.
That isdeceptive. It isaways active, but revertsto an everything state when not in use. What are you
looking for?'

"My baby," Surprise said. "My human baby. I'm not redlly a centaur.”

"I wondered. Y ou did seem abit emotiona for that species, but of course centaurs vary, and the love
elixir would gtir up whatever passions you possess. But if you have ababy, how isit that you do not have
it with you?"

"That ismy frugtration. The stork brought it, then concluded that | was not old enough, and took it away
unddivered. Now | mean to find it and get it back, though | confess | don't see how some mask can help
rrell

"It isaRedlity Mask. It should be easier to understand once | demondtrate it.”
"Pleasedo,” Che said.

Pyraheld the frame up before her so that her face was hidden behind its pane. "When and where did this
occur?'

"Thismorning, at my home," Surprise said, bemused. "Where my parents Grundy Golem and Surprise EIf
live"

"Golem residence, morning,” Pyramurmured.

The panel glowed and became a picture of the Golem house. The peeve perched on atree branch
outsgdeit, watching for passing strangers. "That'sit!" Surprise cried.



"Fast forward,” Pyrasaid.

The picture quivered. The bird zipped into the house. A monk chip scurried by at blinding velocity. Then
abig bird plummeted down to the ground. It was the stork, with a bundle suspended from its beak.

"Normal time," Pyrasaid.

The stork dowed to regular motion, approaching the house. The door opened and Surprise stood there.
There was abrief dialogue they couldn't hear, as the screen was soundless. Then the stork turned, spread
itswings, and flew away, bearing its bundle.

"That wasit," Surprise said, tearsin her eyes. It seemed like an age since she lost her baby, but had been
only afew hours. "But how can this—this mask—make such accurate pictures?’

"Thisisonly part of itsfunctioning,” Pyrasaid. "It sdlects specified pictures, masking irrdlevant ones. In
thiscase | confined it to thisredlity.” Theimage of the stork returned, thistime unmoving, like apainted
picture.

"Thisredlity,” Surprise echoed, remembering the discussion she had had with Che.
"Hereisthe same scene without masking." The screen became blank again.
"But it showsnothing!"

"No, it shows everything. All the realities. Now | shal mask out anumber." Pyra paused, then spoketo
the frame. "Mask dl without storks."

The screen flickered, but remained opague.

"Mask dl without balks"

The screen became filled with tiny images of gtill storks. Surprise gazed a them, amazed anew.
"Mask dl female storks"

Now half the number of pictures appeared, each twice the prior size.

"We can reduceit to asingle picture, in asingleredity,” Pyrasaid. "But it will be the wrong picture, or
the wrong redlity, if the masking is not proper. Do you careto try it?"

Surprise knew better, but gambled. "Yes."
Pyraput the framein her hands. "Try zeroing in on the same scene,” she suggested.

The picture had reverted to blank. Now Surprise understood that this was actualy adisplay of so many
tiny picturesthat each wasthe size of adot. She had to reduce their number by masking out the irrelevant
ones.

"Mask dl storks," she said.

Nothing happened.

"What you have now isdl the scenesthat don't contain storks," Pyraexplained. "An infinite number.”
Oh. "Mask dl without storks," Surprise said.



There seemed to be no change. There were too many with storks. "Mask al where the stork doesn't
bak."

Now she got the myriad tiny pictures. But it wasn't the same; the house was gone. "What happened?”

"Y ou alowed the sceneto drift. Y ou have to keep it steady with your hands, asit isresponsive to motion
of theframe."

Surprise realized that even copying what she had just seen, she was fouling up. How would she have
done entirely on her own?"Y ou'reright; I'm not good at this," she said, handing the Mask back.

"It requires years of practice," Pyrasaid, laying it back down onthetable. "I till don't haveit perfectly.”

"l don't have years! | haveto do thisin hours!" Surprise redized she was verging on hysteria, ahuman
faling.
"I doubt | would do any better," Che said. "Pyra, what isyour purpose?’

"Take mewith you. | will operate the Mask." She picked up the frame and folded it so that it became a
mere stick, and tucked it into her belt.

Surprise quailed. They had barely avoided having Azalea accompany them, and here was another. "The
Good Magician said that only two adults could go on thismission. The rest had to be children, animals,
or crossbreeds.”

"Y ou have only one adult human,” Pyrasaid. "The centaur isacrossbreed.”
"We're an established species!” Che protested.

"An established crossbreed species. But | suppose | could use the Mask to seek the man with the
Numbers Vdidity taent."

"I don't understand,” Surprise said, nettled.

"Heworkswith numbers. He can make alimit of n work for n+1. If we consult him I'm sure he will
vdidate the mission for three adults.”

Surprise was blank, but Che, being a centaur, understood about n and n+1. It seemed it was indeed
possible to make numbers perform. They would have to find some other way to dissuade the fire woman.

"But we expect to be going into unspecified danger,” Che said. "The Good Magician indicated that
aspects could be extremely ugly. Why would you want to face that?"

"Because | amtired of being cooped up here aone except for mongters,” Pyraflared. They had to step
back from her heat. "I want to get out and see Xanth, livelife, find agood man to be with, and become a
family woman. | don't know in whét redlity there may be someone for me, but | may find out if | visit
sverd.”

"Oh, I understand,” Surprise said. "Y ou're awoman.”
"I'mawoman,” Pyraagreed. "l need to act while | remain young enough."”
"Can you not use the Mask to orient on suitable prospects?' Che asked.

"| can and have, often. But they arefar away, and don't know | exist, and have girlfriends of their own.



Most arein other redlities, which | can see with the Mask but can't go to in person. You folk, | gather,
have the meansto crossredlities.”

"Wedo," Chesad.

"That makes a difference, obvioudy. In any event, how can | know aman isright just by looking at him?
His persondity countsalot. And even anideal one may be turned off by my talent. What man desiresa
woman as hot as| am when aroused?' Now her whole body glowed with fire.

"Persond interaction counts considerably,” Che agreed. "'l believe you have made your case. Surprise?”

He was asking her agreement to bring Pyraaong. Thefiery one's pleawas reasonable, and they did
need her, but Surprise had trouble responding. This was ataented, shapely, mature woman. The last
thing Surprise wanted was such a creature constantly near Che. She had turned Azalea down; Pyrawas
worse.

That brought her up short. Was she jedous of Pyras possible influence on Che? Asif they wererivalsfor
his attention? He was married e sawhere and not interested in any such dalliances. She was|etting the
lovedixir influence her unredidticaly.

They were waiting for her answer. What else could she do?"Y es, she should come with us," she agreed.
"You agree," Pyrasaid, amazed.

Surprise did not care to elaborate on the reason for her hesitation. "It does make sense.”

"But you arein love with Che, because of the dixir.”

"In the centaur manner,” Che said. "Which differs from the human manner. In addition, you are not
seeking a centaur.”

"| am seeking asuitable male. If that turned out to be acentaur, | would take him and find an
accommodation spell.”

"But not onewho ismarried d sawhere”

"No, of course not,” Pyraagreed. But it seemed to Surprise that there was an eement of doubt. This
could become complicated.

"What about your garden?' Che asked.

"The mongterswill carefor it. They like pretty things. They are ugly only to others; insdethey can be
beautiful. Those who have come and married some of them have fared better than others expected. The
grounds and garden will bedl right until my return.”

"Return?’ Surprise asked. "'l thought you wanted to get away from here.”
"Not exactly. | want to have afull life. I can do that here, with the right man. | smply need to go out and
findhim."

Che nodded. "Then you can ride one of us across the marsh so as not to touch the dixir. Thereafter we
will repair to the Stork Works, where they have the ability to transfer across redities. We can use the
Mask there to locate the one we require, then enter it personadly. But | must warn you again that there
may be danger. There are dements of this Stuation we do not understand.”



"In short, you expect to have an adventure,” Pyrasaid. "I think | will enjoy that."
"Perhgps.”" But hewas grave. What did he know that he wasn't saying?

Before long they were on their way back acrossthe lake. Surprise carried Pyra, who kept her feet well
up clear of the water. They waded carefully so as not to splash.

"l confess| am impressed by the way you handle the dixir,” Pyrasaid. "All others have been besotted by
it"

"We must beyour first centaur visitors," Che said.
"Asamatter of fact, you are. That surely explainsit.”
Surprise kept slent.

They reached the outer bank. Pyra carefully jumped off so as not to touch any wet skin, and stood well
clear asthe two centaurs shook themsalves off.

Surprise looked around. "Where are the children?’

They checked the areawith increasing misgiving. Azaea, Stymy, the three children, and the peeve were
inexplicably gone.

"They wouldn't have gone voluntarily,” Surprise said. "They knew they were supposed to stay here.”

"I wonder," Chesaid. "First Azdlea's Sster Lotus disappeared in thisarea. Now Azalea herself and the
children have done so. Another remarkable coincidence.”

"And we don't trust coincidences," Surprise said grimly. "1 think we need to use the Mask aready.”

"Of course," Pyraagreed. She drew out the stick and unfolded it into the frame. "I shdl focus on the
recent past of thisarea. Well surdly run it down.”

They watched anxioudy asthe picture formed.

4

Punderground

Azdeakept acareful eye on the children, especidly the smallest one, the waif. She wanted to be the best
possible babysitter, not just to uphold her part of the bargain but to prove that she was on the very verge
of socia maturity, fit to join the Adult Conspiracy. Fit to take care of children of her own, soon. Once
she learned how to order them from the storks.

"I don't suppose you would care to enlighten me about—" she said to Stymy Stork.
"Certainly not. You haveto be at least sixteen, preferably seventeen or eighteen, maybe even older.”

The little obnoxious green bird flew acrossto perch on the stork's head. " For shame, you prying twit," it
admonished her, using the stork's voice.



She wasn't redlly surprised. Storks were bound to enforce the cruel code. "If you don't mind telling me,
then, how isit that you got stuck with this group, instead of delivering babies?'

"| followed the rules. That turned out to be amistake. Now | am required to—" He paused, hisbirdly
eye glancing past her.

"Well, now," the pet peeve said enthusiastically. That was asign of trouble; she had dready learned that it
never did anyone any verba favors.

Someone must bein trouble. Again. These children were distressingly naughty, obvioudy possessng
demon parentage. She turned to look. And stared.

A portion of theflower garden wasrising, carrying the flowerswith it. The three demon children were
watching, interested. Was this dangerous?

Azdeadid what came naturdly: she asked the flowers. "What isthis?'

"It'sthe door to the Punderground,” they chorused. She was the only one who could hear them, but there
was no doubt of their dialogue.

"Isit safefor children?'
"Wedon't know," the flowersreplied. "But we don't think so. Folk who go down never came back up.”

Azdeahurried toward the forming mound. "Children! Get away from there! 1t's not safe.” Unfortunately
they were dow to obey, interested in the phenomenon.

A door opened in the mound, shedding haplessflowers. A goblin garbed in aclown suit appeared.
"Welcome, children! Comeinto my parlor.”

"Who areyou?' Azalea demanded as she arrived on the scene.

"I am the Hobgoblin of Little Minds," he answered grandly. "1 am very consistent. And lo, here are
severd little mindsto usher into my realm.” He smiled at the children, who smiled back.

"Oh no you don't Hobgoblin! These are my charges. They're not going anywhere.”

The goblin gazed at her with a certain muted contempt. ™Y ou are till technicaly achild yoursdlf, nymph.
Y ou can cometoo. As can the birds. The Punderground welcomes dl little minds."

"Not at dl," she protested. "Ted, Monica, Woe—get away from him."

"Today we have fresh hot punapple pie," the Hobgoblin said. "Right thisway, children.”
The children stepped toward the door.

"Don't doit!" Azaleacried desperately.

But the Hobgoblin had their little minds mesmerized. They walked past him and started down the Sairs
that went down into the ground.

"Thisisntright,” Stymy Stork said.
"You bet your sorry tail it isn't,” the peeve agreed. "What adirt bag!"

The Hobgoblin glanced at them. ™Y ou odd birds become annoying. But you are children at heart, are you



not?' He made agesture. A sparkle of magic flung out and bathed the birds. They fdl into line behind the
children,

Azaearedized that she was up against a serious threat. Sheran to intercept the children. In the process
she passed through the dissipating cloud of magic. Her head seemed to spin and she lost control of her
fedt.

By the time the effect wore off, she found hersalf marching down the steps, following the children and
birds. She turned to try to block the door open so she could help the children escape, but the Hobgoblin
was aready drawing it down behind them. She heard the click of asolid lock. They had al been taken
prisoner.

Shethought of charging the Hobgoblin, trying to make him let them go. But she redized that he would
amply sprinkle her with more sparkle magic, nullifying her will. So she decided to play aong, waiting her
chance. There had to be some way out of thistrap. She had to believe that.

They cameto alarge cavern with many colored stalactites. The Hobgoblin reached up to bresk off a
point. "Candy canes," he said, handing it to Ted. "Eat your fill. And hereisthe pie." Indeed therewas a
tableloaded with piesof dl sizes. "All for you. Stuff yourselves."

Azadeawanted to protest, but knew that would be futile. So she watched the children grab pies and bite
happily into them. The stork followed suit, and the peeve jumped onto asmall pie and pecked at it. Then,
S0 as hot to seem reticent, she took a pie hersalf and nibbled daintily onit. It was ddlicious. But she did
not trust thisat all.

"Thisisthe thought screen,” the Hobgoblin said, showing alarge square screen behind the pietable. "If
you have anything urgent insde you, you can squeeze it out here." He faced the screen. "For example,
Stopwatch.”

A group of people appeared on the screen, al watching ayoung woman who was just about to take off
her clothes for ashower. Annoyed, she held up asmall object. Immediately everyone stopped watching
her.

It took only half amoment for the pi€'s effect to manifest. The children lined up eagerly before the screen.
"Square Med!" Ted yelled, and apile of pies appeared, shaped into a square.

"Baby Shower," Monicasaid, and acloud appeared, from which pelted hundreds of babies.

"Werehouse," Woe Betide cried, clapping her little hands with glee. The picture showed aden where
severa werewolves prowled.

"lronies,” Stymy said, and ahuge set of metal legs appeared, focusing on the iron knees.

"Irel" the peeve said, and an enormous angry eyeball appeared, looking at the woman who had used the
stopwatch before. He was the eyer.

"Stopit!" Azaeacried. "Thisishorrible." But then, againgt her will, apun erupted from her. "Hair Die."
On the screen a huge woman's head appeared, with her hair wrinkling, turning gray, and fdling out in
clumps. Everyone laughed, but Azaleawas mortified. How could she have emitted such afoul pun? She
wished she had never nibbled the punapple pie.

Ted stepped up again. "Kidnapper," he said, and the screen showed asinister figure approaching a
roomful of children. The figure made agesture as of casting aspell, and suddenly all the children fell
adeep. The figure had made them nap.



It was Monicasturn. "Olive Yew," she said. The picture showed two trees, one roughly masculine, the
other daintily feminine. The mae wrapped severd of hisbranches around the femae, and little hearts
surrounded them.

Azaleagroaned. The words sounded like "1 loveyou.” Anawful pun.

"Infantile,” Woe Betide said. The picture showed atiled floor. Thetileswere very smdl, obvioudy not yet
grown to full size. On each was a picture of ababy, and each baby was screaming. They were very noisy
tiles

"Pendants,”" Stymy said. The picture showed ayoung woman leaning over asmall pen confining severa
colored ants. Penned ants, Azaearedized, stifling agroan. The girl picked up the ants one by one and
set them on her ears, where they dangled prettily.

"Congenia Tea," the peeve said. The picture showed afriendly bar where specia teas were being
served.

"This nonsense must stop,” Azaleasaid. But then the urge overwhelmed her, and she emitted another
awful pun. "Juvenile." The screen showed aday careidand filled with children, its name posted on abig
ggn: Juvenlde

"No!" she cried despairingly, trying to push the screen aside. Instead she fdll into the scene, scrambling it
with the prior scenes, and her foot landed in apot of tea. Shetried to pull it off, but the pun fell gpart,
smearing both her foot and hand, smelling foul. Shetried to throw the stuff away, but it stuck, and
fragmentslanded dl over her arms and legs. She had stepped in apun, the last thing any salf-respecting
person would do, and now the messy pieceswere dl over her. It would take a shower and disinfectant
to getit dl off her. The children werelaughing so hard they wereliterdly rolling on thefloor.

"Let mehelp you," the Hobgoblin said.
"Dont you darel"

But shewastoo late, as he was aready uttering the words. "Age Spots." Suddenly the dirty splotches of
puns sank into her skin, making it look old. In fact her whole body was old; the spots had aged her.

She struggled to get out of the picture, but only blundered into the ant pen. Immediately severa fetching
fema e ants with exposed bellies sarted a seductive dance that hypnotized the males: they were bellied
ants.

"Belly Dance," Azaleagroaned helplesdy.
But one male ant resisted the dlure. "Y ou can't snare methat way," he said gruffly. "1 am Adam Ant."
Azaeagroaned again: adamant.

Thiswas so awful she couldn't stand it any more. She couldn't get out of the pun screen without making it
worse. Shefell to thefloor and curled up, closing her eyestightly asif adeep.

An insistent voice spoke near her. "Wake up, deepyhead.”

Shetriedtoignoreit, but it persisted. ™Y ou can't deep, lazybones. Y ou haveto get up, you fallen
woman."

That did it. She opened her eyes. "I'm not a—" And broke off, surprised and disgusted.



There before her sood an ugly buzzard. The terrible pun smote her: abird that annoyed her until she had
to get up. She screamed.

The screen vibrated with the piercing sound, then shattered. Azaleawas back in the regular
Punderground, and the pun screen was gone.

But during her distraction the others had been swept up into another game. It was a set of circles of fauns
and nymphs, the fauns on the insde, the nymphs outside. They seemed to be couples, with each faun
gazing at anymph. There was one extra nymph, who looked around, then winked at her choice of fauns.
Catching her wink—it bounced off his forehead—he spied her and ran to join her. But his partner didn't
like that, so ran to intercept him. She wastoo late; the faun had anew partner, and fell back into place
exchanging gazes with her. The old partner was now "it," ready to wink a someone else's partner.

Azdeadid not trust thishaf awhit. Fauns and nymphs were notorious for their "celebrations’ which were
well into the Adult Conspiracy. Azaleadid not know exactly what it wasthey did, but was sure that there
would be the very mischief to pay if any of the children wereto seeit. She had to get them away from
here. But how?

Ted and Monicahad dready joined the game. A nymph winked at Ted, and he ran gleefully to join her.

"No you don't!" Azaleacried, and ran to tackle him before he could reach the nymph. She collided with
DeMonica, who wastrying to hang on to her partner, and they both fdll in atangle on thefloor.

Demon Ted, of course, madeit safely to the nymph. She kissed him on the forehead, and he swayed
visbly, spared the full impact of the kiss because of hisage. Still, Azaleaknew she had to get him and the
othersout of herein ahurry; there was no telling what would happen if they remained longer in this
supposedly innocent game.

"Monica, youreagirl,” Azaleasaid desperately. "Y ou know we cant let the nymphs have Ted." Shewas
gambling that therewas at least hdf asmidgen of respongbility in the haf-demon child.

Monicaconddered. "Y es, anymph is more fun than he deserves.”

That would have to do. "We have to haul him out of the game and out of here." Shelooked desperately
around, and saw an open holein thewall. "Through there.”

They ranto Ted, each taking an arm. "Hey!" he protested. "'I'm not through with my nymph.”

"Yesyou are," Azaleasaid, hauling him dong. Asthey broke out of the circle she looked around. "Woe!
Stymy! Peeve! Thisway!" She had to hope they would follow.

They did. In perhapstwo and a haf moments, certainly no more than three, they were in the next
chamber.

But now the Hobgoblin was organizing the pursuit. "Don't et them escape,” he cried. "They haven't eaten
enough pieyet."

That wasinteresting. Pie prevented escape? Because of the puns? Maybe it was addictive.

"Can we kiss any we catch?' afaun asked.

"Y esl Kissthem, and feed them pie while they're stunned. Then they'll be oursforever.”

Azdeafdt achill. The ugly side of the Punderground was being revealed. But that also suggested that



they could escape, if they avoided capture and didn't eat any more punapple pie. But where could they
go? In another three moments they would be overwhelmed by the fauns and nymphs.

The next cave had two men talking to each other. They weren't fauns or nymphs, so maybe they would
help. "Please, isthere any way out of here?' she asked them.

"Any way isway out,” oneman said. "Hello, pretty girl; | am Gent number One."
"Anyway, weigh out,” the other man said. "I am Gent number Two."

"I don't understand.” Neither man seemed to be properly addressing the question. Neither man smelled
very good ether; her nose waswrinkling.

"Then don't stand under,” Gent One said.

"Stand over," Gent Two said.

"Pun Gents," Stymy remarked distastefully. "Naturdly they reside in the Punderground and stink of puns.”
Azdeatried again. "Arethere any flowers here?' Because aflower would help her. "A rose, maybe?’

"A rose by any other namewould smdll,” Gent One said.

"And the smdl arose," Gent Two agreed.

Azadeagave up on the Pun Gents and not just because of the smell. For one thing, she saw fauns and
nymphs coming. "Thisway, children," she said, hurrying them on through the next passage.

"What have we here?' Gent One said, grabbing anymph, who screamed fetchingly and kicked up her
feet as she swung her hair around, not at al dismayed.

"Hear, hear!" Gent Two said, catching afoot and Sghting up aleg. "This swinging creature calsfor a
celebration.”

"Moveon!" Azaleaurged the children, who were trying to hang back and watch.

The next chamber had severa exits. Which one should they take? Azalea had no idea, but was sure that
if they took awrong one, they would be doomed. She needed good advice. Maybe if she found the right
flower it would have an escape root they could use.

Then she spied asmadl lonely flower blooming in acranny. "Flower in the crannied wall!" she cried.
"Which passage should we take?"!

"The Nessway," the flower replied.

Azdeasaw labels on the tunnels, saying thingslike TO HEAVEN, BEST ESCAPE, NETHER
DELIGHT.. Onesaid ANOTHER FINE NESS. "Thisway!" she cried, and led the party into the Fine

Ness passage.
"Isthiswise?" Stymy inquired asthey funnded through thetunnd. "I midikethesgn.”

"A littleflower told me," shereplied. "Flowers never lieto me."
"But did the flower tell you why thiswas best?'

"There waan't time."



The peeve landed on her shoulder. "It's not the best, weed-brain," it said in her voice. "It'sthe least
wordgt. It'sthe one tunnd where we won't be followed.”

Azadeahad learned that the peeve's natural mode wasinsult, and didn't take it personally. "What do you
know of this, feather-head?"

"The Nesses are mongters. One found akey to the lock and escaped into Mundania, the Loch Ness
Mongter. Itssiblings didn't make it, so are stuck here, and not pleased. No one wants to be gobbled by a
Ness"

Azadeawas not completely thrilled by that explanation, but it did make sense. "Thank you, peeve.”
"Well, | don't want to be gobbled either, dimwit."

They cameinto another cavern. This one aso had multiple exits, and each was labeled, but thistime there
were no flowersto ask.

First Azaleachecked on the children. Ted, Monica, Woe Betide. They al seemed to be dl right. That
wasarelief.

"Will we see the monsters?’ Ted asked eagerly.
"Not if they see usfirgt,” Monicaretorted. Both laughed.

Now Azalearead the signs. They were not encouraging, MAD NESS, GOOD NESS, SAD NESS,
GREAT NESS, SLEEPY NESS, SICK NESS, UGLY NESS. It seemed they had to pick one. She
didn't trust good, as it might be an exclamation, herein the Punderground. Neither did shetrust SLEEPY,
asthat could be aruseto get them to try to sneak by. Any monster was dangerous.

Thewaif Woe Betide approached. "I can help,” she piped.

"Of courseyou can," Azaeasaid reassuringly. But she knew the tyke waslikely to be the first morsel
gobbled by amonster. Thiswas awful. How could she get the children out of here?

"l redly can,” Woeindsted.

"Of course, dear," Azalearepeated. She walked by the severa tunndls, distracted. It seemed she had to
make the decision, but the risk of disaster was formidable. There had to be away through, because the
flower wouldn't have sent them into doom, but she had no ideawhat it was.

"Y ou don't believe me," Woe said, clouding over.
"Certainly | believeyou,” Azdeasadinsncerely.

"Y ou better," Ted said. "Mom'safull demoness."
Suddenly he had her full attention. "Mom?"

"She'sD. Metria, locked into her child aspect so she can't mangle words or know what secrets the Adult
Congpiracy hides. But she's got her matches.”

"Match Less," Monicasaid, and both tittered. "For Mad Ness."

Thiswas anew wrinkle. Ted's mother would surely want to save her son from getting gobbled. "How
can you help, Woe?'



"My matches givefolk their Heart's Desire,” the waif explained.

"Which we might trade for our safe passage,” Azaeasaid, understanding. "If we can figure out what a
monster wants more than tasty flesh." Then something €lse occurred. "If you are afull demon, can't you
just pop off and summon help?’

"Not since we went down under,” Woe said sadly.

Azdearedlized that the Punderground must have some sort of barrier to prevent demons from escaping.
That was not reassuring. But she had to be positive, for the sake of the children. "'l will consider which
Ness we can best use amatch on. Assuming they have hearts or desires.”

Ted and Monica chuckled, thinking she had made afunny. She smiled, letting them think that. But she
was serioudy concerned. She had not had alot of experience with monsters, and wasn't sure what they
had, apart from teeth and appetites.

Shewalked by the signs. What would be the heart's desire of amonster named Mad Ness? Sanity?
What about Good Ness? Something naughty? Sad Ness—happiness? Ugly Ness—

She paused in mid-thought. She saw alotus flower petal. Her sister had been here.
"Thisone" shesad.

"Aww," Ted said. "I'd rather see Sexy Ness."

"00000, what you said!" Monicasaid. "At your age, you naughty boy."

Azdeafaced Woe Betide. "What kind of heart's desire would Ugly Ness have? Can you make a match
forit?"

"The matchesjust do it, whatever itis," thewaif said.

"They grant the heart's desire automaticaly? How do they know it?"

"Magic," Woesadwisdly.

Azaeahoped that was the case. "How do you invoke them? | doubt the monster will strike amatch.”
"l grikeit. If the monster wants."

Azdeawasfa from certain it could be that easy, but saw no point in expressing her doubt. Now that she
knew her sister had come thisway she was exhilarated despite her fearsfor hersaf and the children.
"Good enough. Y ou will strike amatch for Ugly Ness, if the monster agreesto let us pass unmolested.”

They went cautioudy down the tunnel. Soon it came to a pool and skirted the edge. The moment their
party approached, afearsome reptilian head poked out of the water. It had huge purple teeth, dangling
green wattles, agiant durpy tongue, and three black eyes. Overdl it was breathtakingly ugly.

"Whereld you get that snoot?' the peeve asked. "Did you try to swallow arotten tree, and the rancid
roots got stuck in your maw?"

"Peevel" Azdeareproved it asthe children tittered. She hoped the creature hadn't heard the bird.

"Thoughitisafair description,” Stymy murmured.



Azdeanerved hersdf and took half a step toward the mongter. "Ugly Ness," she said an aquavering
voice. "We need to pass your pool. We—we want to make adedl.”

Two of the eyesfocused on her body. The tongue durped across the teeth. Did the monster understand,
or wasit saivating at the prospect of crunching her tender body into juicy pulp?

"We offer you your heart'sdesire,” she continued bravely. "In exchange for |etting us pass.”

The mongter considered. Then, dowly, the huge head nodded. It was agreeing!

"Aw, it'll probably gobble usal anyway," Ted sad.

"All but you," Monicaretorted. "It'l spit you out, stinky."

"Thank you for that encouragement, children,” Azaleasaid. "Woe Betide, we are ready for your match."

Thewalf stepped forward. "Watch the flame," she told the Ness. Then she struck the Match againgt the
Box. It burst into bright flame.

The mongter stared at the speck of fire. Then something wonderfully weird happened. Ugly Ness became
beautiful. Not merely acceptable, not pretty-if-you-like-that-type, not merely handsome, but glorioudy
lovey through and through.

They dl stared at the gorgeous creature, awed. Beauty fairly radiated from it, compelling their admiration.
The Nesswas Ssmply stunning.

"Walk, dope," the peeve muttered at her ear. "Now."

Oh. Azdeagestured to the others, and wa ked forward along the path skirting the pool. They followed,
gill gazing raptly at the sheerly dluring creature. Its features had not changed, but now its aspect was
rapturoudy pleasing. Beauty incarnate, and they were in their fashion worshipping it. They had no choice.

They completed their passage around the pool. They were safe! Then Azaea saw that Woe Betide had
not joined them. She remained standing where she had lit the match, holding up itsdiminishing flame,
What would happen when it went out?

"Wait here." Azaea dashed back to fetch the waif just asthe match expired.
The monster blinked. Its ugliness returned. It gazed down at the two of them, precariously exposed.

After along moment—realy amoment and a haf—Ugly Ness closed its eyes and sank dowly under the
water. It had honored the deal. They had been spared.

Azaealed Woe around the pool to join the others. Her kneesfdlt like bendy stalks. Had the monster had
honor after all?

"If it gobbled you, there would be two fewer people who had recognized its luster,” Stymy Stork
explained. "Who dsewould believeit?'

Maybe that made sense.
"Wemust goon," Azadleasaid. "There hasto beaway out.”

Then her eye caught sight of another lotus petal. Her sister had passed thisway, and made it safely past
the monster. Now she knew what had happened: the Hobgoblin had lured or tricked L otusinto entering



the Punderground, where she had been trapped. But she had had the wit to leave atrail of petals so she
could befound. Only Azaeawould have recognized that trail.

However, Lotus had not found the way out. So how could the rest of them?

The next cavern wasfilled with children and teens. They were not boisterous or happy; they were quiet
and sullen. What was going on here?

"Stay together,” Azalea cautioned the children. "We don't know these people.” They remained in atight
little group near the entrance tunnel. Now Azalea saw other entrances, evidently dl the mongter pathsled
to this same chamber. Her group could have chosen any route. What did it mean?

Two odd teens approached. Both had snow-white hair and ice-blue eyes. They looked like brother and
sger. "You're new here," the boy said.

"Wearenew," Azaleasad. "Wedon't plan to say."
Both children laughed wearily. "None of us planned to Say," the girl said.

Asshehad feared. "l am Azdea; my tdent istalking with flowers. These are my companions, also
trapped. Y ou must know something we don't.”

"l an Kdt," theboy said. "My tdent isshaping ice. Thisismy twin sster Frogteind; she freezeswater.”
"| dso liketo count steps between points,” the girl said. "It passesthetime.”

"I don't understand why there are so many children here."

"It'sugly,” Kdt said. "Y ou sure you want to know?'

"We haveto know," Azaleasad grimly.

"They'releaching our souls,” Frosteind said.

"They'rewhat?'

"The longer we stay here, the more of our soulswelose," Kdt explained. "That'swhat happensin the
Punderground. Near the surface some folk might escape, so they addict them to punapple pie. Down
here there is no escape, so they don't care. They give us plenty of food and it doesn't hurt us. But we
can't leave, and intime our soulswill be gone.™

"What do they do with your souls?' Azalea asked, appdled.

"Wedon't know," Kdt said. "Wethink they power their magic in some way—the pun screen.”
"And the fauns and nymphs want them," Frosteind said. "It doesn't matter; were doomed anyway."
"Thisistruly horrible" Azdleasad. "We must escape.”

"Weknow," Kdt said. "But we know of no way. Below thisresdentid cave thereisonly the Desth

"Thewhat?' Azaeaasked, gartled.

"We cdl it that because that's where the kids go who can't stand it any more. Theresawhirlpool that
sucks them down, and they're gone.”



"The horror continues," Azaleamurmured.

"Werethirgy," Ted said.

Azdeahad to amile. "One thing these caves seem to have is plenty of water."

"Ugh!" both haf-demon children protested.

"The kids here have many taents," Frosteind said. She peered acrossthe cave. "Zach!”
A boy joined them. "I told you before, Frosty: no kissing."

"These new kids are thirsty and they don't much like weter."

"Ah." Zach reoriented. "What drink would you like? My taent isto make any drink from any liquid."”
"Purple milkshake," Ted said promptly.

"Green tsoda pop,” Monicasad.

"Do you have cups?'

Cups appeared in their two hands.

"Diptheminthewater."

They went to the pool and dipped their cups. Then Zach touched the surface of the liquid in each cup,
and it changed color. Ted'sturned purple; Monicasturned green. They tasted them, and grinned with
gpprova; the transformations were redl.

"Thank you, Zach," Frosteind said. Then, suddenly, she kissed him.
"Ugh!" Zack exdaimed, fleaing.

"Fake," the peeve muttered. "Heredly liked it."

"He doesn't want to get razzed," Kalt confided.

"I wonder," Azdeasad. "Isthereaqgirl caled Lotus here?"

"Sure," Frogteind said. "Why do you want her?"

"Shesmy twin sger.”

"| thought you looked familiar! Y ou have the same flowery features." Frosteind lifted her voice and called
agan. "Lotus Your sigter'sherel”

And jugt like that, Lotus came forging through the throng. "Azaleal" she cried, hugging her dmost ashard
and tearfully as Azdleawas hugging her.

"Ugh," Ted said. "Can't you cut out the mush?"
"Mushisfun,” Monicasaid. "All you need issomenice girl to give you abig dobbery kiss™
"l do not!" But aswith Zach, his protest lacked conviction.

"Likethat Lotus," Monicacontinued teasingly. "A flower nymph. Y ou'd float up to the cailing.”



"] would not!" he sad, flustered.

Thejoy of their reunion soon faded into awareness of their predicament. "I cameto rescueyou,” Azaea
sad. "But | got caught mysdf.”

"That'stheway itis" Lotus agreed.
"Ted wantsyou to kisshim," Monicasaid wickedly.
"Oh, redly?' Lotuslooked a Ted.

Ted opened his mouth to protest, but was too stunned by Monicas betraya to get aword out. Lotus
leaned down and kissed him. He floated toward the celling.

"Which remindsme," Lotus said to Azdea. "Y ou must meet my boyfriend Wade. Histdent isto wade
through water knee-deep, no matter how deep the water redly is. He helps me with my water flowers.”
Sheturned, lifting an eyebrow.

A handsome boy of about sixteen appeared. "Y ou found your sster!" he exclaimed, seeing Azdea. His
gaze was S0 Sncere that for haf an instant she was sorry Lotus had found him firgt.

"Yes. ThisisAzdea, who can talk to land flowers. Tell her about Ray.”

"He'smy brother,” Wade said. "He can make aray of sunshine, so flowersin shade can grow better. He
must be out looking for me now. Hed redly likeyou, as| like Lotus, if only for your nymphly fi—"

Lotuskicked hisshin.
"Nymphly fire," hefinished hadtily. "That dert response. Those sparkling eyes. That wonderful talent.”

Azalealiked Ray dready, and it didn't really bother her that Wade had noticed her figure. "But he mustn't
come down here.”

"Weve got to get out,” Wade agreed. " Somehow."

Azaeacudgded her brain, but nothing came out. "' Can't anyone figure out away to escape?”
"Wevedl beentrying,” Kat said. "But were stuck."

"But with dl the tlents the kids here have, there must be something.”

"Maybe we just need someone smart enough to figureit out.”

And obvioudly there had not been someone. It seemed that had become her responsbility, because she
had to get the children out of this soul-destroying prison. Somehow.

She cudgeled her brain some more. Her brain didn't like that, and threatened to start a headache. Then
give me a good idea! shetoldit.

Her brain capitulated. It focused and hested. Suddenly alight bulb flashed, illuminating her face. She had
theideal

"That was some flash," Wade remarked.

"Zach'stdent," she said. "Making drinks from water."



"From any liquid,” Frosteind said.

"I need totak to him."

"Hewon't come again for me."

"I'll find him. Children, wait here." She plowed into the throng, looking for Zach.
Soon shefound him. "No kissing," he said defengively.

"None," she agreed innocently. "Zach, how much water can you convert to adrink?"
"I'm not sure. Just about any amount, | guess, if | focus hard enough.”

"How about awhole pool 7'

"What pool ?*

"The Degth Pool."

He was taken aback. "That's big."

"But you could do it?"

"I guess. Depends on what | had to change it to. Tsodapop is easy; Eye Scream shakeis hard, because
of the thickness. Anyway, thereé's no point; the kidswould never drink al of that."

"I'm thinking of something bresthable. With bubbles of air. Big bubblesal mixedin."

"l guess," he repeated. "But why bother? We have plenty of air to breathe. They want us hedlthy,
because they lose our soulsif we die too soon.”

"Let'stry it," shesaid urgently. "A smal amount, to see how it works."
"But therés no point.”

She caught him by the shoulders, held himin place, and kissed him. He tried to run, but she held on
firmly. Hedidn't struggle very hard. "Doit, or I'll kissyou again." She had caught on to two secrets,
nymphly kisses had power, and his no meant yes. That was probably true of most boyswho clamed to
hate mushy stuff. Was Ted il floating?

Daunted, he nodded agreement. She let him go and they went down to the Death Pool cave, which was
next door. It was asinigter region, with dark water filling the lower portion, and adeadly whirlpool in the
center.

They stopped at arecessthat held areatively small amount of water. "Try this" she said.

He touched the surface of the water. 1t became bubbly. Shelay down, put her mouth to it, and tried to
breathe. She sucked in some water, choking, but also someair. It was breathable, if she could just
Separate the air from the water.

"What are you trying to do?' Zach asked.
She caught hold of him. "Stop arguing.”

"I'm not arguing! I'mtrying to help.”



Shekissed him anyway. "Oops, too late. | gpologize. I'll explain.”
"Thet'sdl right," he said faintly.

"That whirlpool is going somewhere. If we can follow the water out, maybe we can escape. If you can
change thiswhole pool to breathable liquid, we can go down in it without drowning. If we canfind a
better way to breatheit.”

"To get just the bubbles,” he agreed, seeing it. "There's akid whose talent isto make little tubes. We
thought it was useless, but if we put those in our mouths and poked the other endsinto the bubbles—"

"Brilliant!" she exdlamed, leaning into him.
"You don't haveto—"

Shekissed him. "Too late. Sorry."

"Okay," hesaid asfaintly as before. "Only—"
"l won't tell," she promised.

They returned to the main cave and Azaleaexplained her idea. "So if thisworks, we can all escape,
maybe," shesad.

There was haf ahubbub. The kids were definitely interested. They put it to avote, and decided to try it.
"It can't be worse, long-term, than what we face here," Wade said.

They lined up by the bank of the Death Pool. Each person had severd small tubes. Zach concentrated
and dowly converted the entire pool to bubbly drink. They experimented, svimming in the water,
ducking their heads, poking their tubesinto bubbles and sifting the froth through their teeth. It was
working.

Then Azdealed the way with her children. They weredl in their clothing, because there was no other
way to bring it dong. She swam to the whirlpool and let it take her. Thiswas the scary part, going down
into the unknown, but she had to show no fear lest it pook the others. She was carried around and
around, faster and faster, and sank below the surface. Ted, Monica, Woe Betide, and Stymy Stork with
the peeve on his head followed in aline. They spirded into the whirling maw.

Then she was being carried rapidly down to the bottom, and through ahole in the floor of the cave. The
water plunged to alower level. What if it smashed against a great rock? she wondered belatedly.

It didn't. She plopped into another large pool, surrounded by enough of the bubbly water to continue
breathing. She swam for the surface and found a beach. She scrambled onto it, soaking wet but elated.
The othersfollowed.

"It worked!" Zach exclaimed, emerging from the water.

"Thanksto your talent,” she said, and kissed him again. "Oops, too late.”

"Don't—okay," he said weakly.

Frosteind appeared. "Did shekissyou?' she demanded severdly of Zach. "I have half amind to—"

"No, don't—" he protested.



"Kissyou mysdlf.” Shedid. "So there. Now behave."

"I will," he said. "Oh, darn. Who am | fooling?" He kissed her back.
"Hal" Frosteind said. "Y ou did it. Now you're my boyfriend.”

"l guess 0." He did not seem totdly dismayed.

"It'sagood thing our talents mesh. Now we can make iced teatogether.”

Azalea smiled to hersdlf. It was nice to see things work out. She had done what she had to, to get the job
done.

They al made it safely down. Now they assessed the Situation. Four waterfalls dropped into this nether
pooal, including the one they had come on. One of them had daylight at its gpex. That had to be the way
out. But how could they get there? They couldn't swim up awaterfal!

She cudgeled her brain again. Thistimeit didn't wait to be abused long; it gave her an ideadmost
immediatdy. "Kalt! Frosteind!" she called as the soggy bulb flashed over her head. "I think you can help.”

"Wewant to," Kadt said. "What can we do?'
"Frosteind, you can freeze water," Azdeasad. "Can you freeze that waterfal?"
Thegirl considered. "1 think s0."

"And you, Kat—can you shape the frozen waterfall into steps? So we can dl climb them to get out of
here?'

"Yed" hesad, seeingit.
"Then do it, both of you. We dl want to escape.”

They got to work. Soon there was awinding stairway to the top, made of ice. Thistime Azaealet the
others go first, so she could make sure no one was left behind. Kalt and Frosteind also stayed, to keep
the steps frozen and shaped. "Thisisthe fanciest job we've ever done," Kalt said ruefully. "And no one
will seeit, after this”

"But everyone will remember,” Frosteind said.

At last everyone was up. They followed, letting the steps melt below them. It was scary, and their feet
were cold, but they made it, as the others had.

Azaleawasthe last to step off theice and onto warm dry land. And paused, amazed.

There stood dl the children, applauding her for the rescue. With them was Che Centaur, Surprise Golem,
and afiery young woman.

"By the time we located you, you were well on your way," Che said. "So we let you finish. Yourea
hero."

"I was just trying to rescue the children,” she said, abashed. "All of them."

"Y ou succeeded,” Surprise said. "Thanksto your initiative, determination, and sense. And you found your
Sster too."



"And aboyfriend, assoon as| tell my brother Ray about you," Wade said. "Y ou're such agrest girl."

But Azalea couldn't think about that at the moment. "It's not done yet. | have to get the other children
back to their homes. We can't just leave them here."

"Of course," Chesaid. "Well help, sncewe can't help you find your sgter.”

"And well warn Xanth about the Punderground and the Hobgoblin,” Surprise said. "It's high time that
awful schemeis stopped.”

"Yesl" Azaeaagreed. Then she sank to the ground in worn-out tears of relief. Thiswas more than
enough adventure to hold her for along time.

5

First Pass

Che Centaur watched Azaeg, Lotus, and the last of thelost children go. Azaes, for dl her youth, had
turned out to be aredoubtable babystter, and had risen to answer considerably more challenge than
anticipated. Fortunately everyone had come out of it safely.

"Weve got to do something about that Hobgoblin," Surprise said, looking darkly at the flower bed. "We
can't have him taking any more children into the Punderground.”

And there was another young woman with surprising (no pun) potential. Che wasfighting againgt the
redlization that he was not after dl effectively immuneto the love dlixir, despite his statements on the
subject. Surprise, till in centaur form, was alovely and motivated mare, and he wished he could—no, of
course not. It was agood thing that she had accepted the proper centaur attitude; that made up for his
ownfailure

"Put up asign, stupid,” the peeve suggested.

"Good idea, peeve," Surprise said. Che admired that too: the way she handled the obnoxious bird. "Who
knows how to make a suitable warning sgn?’

"We can," Ted and Monica chorused. The two haf-demon children scrambled to find aflat piece of
wood, and scraped it with a stone to form words, BEWAR THE HOBLIN. Well, perhaps that was
close enough.

Now they were ready to return to the Stork Works. "It istime for you children and the peeve to return to
your homes," Surprise said firmly. "This quest isnot for you."

Immediately Ted and Monicafussed in protest, and the peeve let out a series of words that did not,
quite, barely, violate the Adult Conspiracy. But it was Woe Betide who made the persuasive case: "If
you don't let us come, well tell everyone how you and Che waded through the love dixir.”

"Wedidn't do anything," Surprise said, taken aback.
"Who will believe that?'



"Thisisblackmail," Che said, disgusted.

"You betitis, horse-head,” the peeve said with satisfaction.
"Thisisoutrageous,”" Surprise said angrily. Even her anger was gppeding.
"You bet!" the two demon children said together.

Surprise looked appealingly at Che. Her gppedling look was even more appeding. Do we have to put
up with this chesp threat?"

"By no means. Send them home and let them talk. Their folkswill know they're just talking, and when
Woe Betide reverts to being Ted's mother shelll know too."

She nodded. " Children—"

Seaing their ploy about to fail, both children burst into tears, and the waif looked painfully woebegone as
shewailed. Even the peeve managed to force half atear. Surprise looked stricken. She wasway too
softhearted. That was not redly aliability.

"Don't let them get to you,” Stymy said. "Do what'sright.”

"I can't helpit," Surprisesaid. "l just can't let them cry." She made asif to tear her hair. She had nice hair.
Woe paused in mid-wail. "Does that mean we can come along?”

Surprisevisbly gritted her teeth. She had nicetegth. "Yes. But if—"

Suddenly both children and thewaif were al sunshine. "Thank you———" the peeve said, evidently
having dtifled an insult and finding nothing to replaceit.

"It'sonly because it would take too long to take you back now," Surprise said weakly. Even her feeble
capitulation was atractive.

"At suchtimeas| have children," Pyramuttered, "they'll never get awvay with that.”
"In Mundaniathey would cal that Famous Last Words," Che said with forty-five percent of asmile.

Things were organi zed remarkably efficiently thereafter. Surprise carried the three eager children on her
back, the birds flew independently, and Che carried Pyra.

They flicked their riders to make them light, spread their wings, and took off. Soon they were flying
across the Xanth landscape, following the birds.

"You're not immune," Pyramurmured.

Ouch. Therewas no point in trying to deny it, and it wouldn't have been honest. "I am married to Cynthia
Centaur, and | love her," he said carefully. " Surpriseis married to Umlaut, and she loves him. Wading
through the ixir was a calculated risk we both understood. We do not wish to complicate our
relaionships”

"Of courseyou don't,” Pyraagreed. "And | wish | had arelationship as good as either of yours. But the
love dixir can not be denied. Y ou are destined to suffer.”

"Arethereways| show it?" heinquired. "l ask because | want to avoid them, and not put her under any



dran."

"You arevery good at concealing it. But when | mounted you, | felt the quickening in your body asyou
looked at or spoke to her. Y ou can school the way you look and act, but you can't suppressthe feding

inyour body."
"Thank you, Pyra. Please don't spesk of this esawhere. I'm sure the effect of the elixir will pass.”
"It normally passes when satisfied by desperately summoning the stork afew times.”

"Centaurs don't summon storks. Baby centaurs are too heavy for them to carry, so we make our own
fods"

"But you do go through similar motions, don't you? That should have smilar effect.”

"That isironic," hesaid. "l can abate my passon for her only by mating with he—which iswhat | must
not do."

"Why don't you talk with her about it? She seems pretty sensible. She might agreeto let you doit. Then
you would be free."

"When she does not share the passion? Thiswould be unethica at best, and an unfair burden on her,
quite apart from the larger background issues."

"I hope| find aboyfriend as ethicd asyou."

"Y ou don't want a centaur.”

“Perhaps”

The dialogue |apsed for awhile, but Che remained disturbed. Logic suggested that Pyrawas correct: his
best course wasto ameliorate his passion efficiently, so as not to be further distracted by it. Had Surprise
succumbed smilarly to the dixir, it would be the same with her. But she had not, and he would not be so
selfish asto ask such athing of her. So, as Pyrasaid, he was destined to suffer.

"1 met an imp named Otence once," Pyraremarked. "Hig/her talent was to make males|ose that sort of
interest. I'm uncertain of theimp's gender. Maybe you should check with it."

Imp Otence. Chegot it. "That would nullify my ability, rather than my desire. Or my passion but not my
love. It would be smilarly frustrating.”

They reached the Stork Worksin reasonable order and landed. "Che, | know your primary missionisto
locate and rescue the Simurgh,” Surprise said. "I don't want to be unbearably selfish, but can we rescue
my baby first? I'm desperate.”

She thought she was the sdlfish one. How little she knew! "I believethat isfeasible," he agreed. "Thereis
a o the prospect that the Simurgh isin the same redlity as your baby, so by locating one we also locate
the other."

"Oh, thank you!" she said, taking astep toward him. Then she hated hersdf, visibly. Did she have an
inkling how her touch might affect him?"Isit time for meto revert to my naturd form, so | can have my
other talents?'

Would her change of form defuse his passion? That would help. "Y es, you will need to be your own form
to take your baby."



"Thank you." She shimmered, and became a human woman, fully clothed. "Oh, it feds good to be mysdlf
agan.”

Unfortunately Che discovered that the reverson made no difference. He still felt passionate about her.
Nether had her change of form made it impossible. Wildly different species mated when caught in love
springs, finding whatever way worked. But of course he uttered none of this. "Welcome."

The gate guard stork ushered them into a special chamber within the large central dome. Onewall was
shrouded by aheavy curtain. "Thisisthe redity room," he said. "From here you can enter the redlity you
select. Y ou have merely to let usknow your choice.”

"Thisisthe dome where the babies come from," Surprise said, looking around.

"They are brought in from another redlity, yes," the sork conceded grudgingly. "More than that we will
never tel.”

"Thank you," Chesaid quickly. "Wewill orient on the redlity we want."
"I need specifics” Pyrasaid, opening the Mask.

Surprise got down to business. "This morning Stymy Stork here brought my baby, but took it avay
without delivery. Hetook it to another reality. We must go to that redity.”

"Y ou don't have adesignation for that redity?"

"No," Stymy said. "A fissure opened between redlities, and | passed through. It closed up again the
moment | returned.”

"I'll need a better description than that. There could be amillion dternate choices.”

"Logic should help," Che said. "The fissure opened between just two redlities, we believe: ours and the
other one. Can you orient on the specific one the fissure reached?!

"l cantry." She set up the Mask. "Fissure between two redlities.”

Six pictures gppeared. Each showed astork with abundle flying toward adightly glowing rent in the sky.
"There should bejust one," Che said.

"Evidently not."

"But there can't be more than one that Stymy Stork used between here and there.”

"Maybe not, but there are evidently severa connections between sets of redlities. | don't know how to
make the Mask specify particular redities. How do you define redlity?"

That sumped him. "Well just have to check them dl,” Che decided. " Six should be managesble.”

"But in each agtork isddlivering abundle,” Surprise said. "How do we know which oneis Stymy? All
storkslook adike to me from adistance, and these ones may have glasses the same way Stymy does.”

"Stymy surely knows," Che said. He turned to the stork. "Which of these sx showsyou?"
"I don't know."

"Y ou can't recognize yoursdl f?'



"l could by smdll. Stork vision isn't that good.”
"So we have to go and intercept you so you can smell yoursdf?

"That'swon't work," Pyrasaid. "The Mask is showing the scene as defined, when there was the fissure.
When wetravd there, it will bein now-time. No storksremaining.”

"Now what do we do?" Surprise asked despairingly. Even her despair was attractive. He wanted to hold
her reassuringly, but knew better.

Amazingly it waslittle Woe Betide that had auseful suggestion. "Maybe some stork smell rubbed off on
the baby."

"Could that have happened?' Che asked.
"Yes," Stymy said. "'l can recognize the babies | ddiver by the traces of my own smell on them.”
"Victory!" Surprise said jubilantly. And of course her jubilation was dluring.

"Then we shdl proceed,” Che said, relieved. "Well tackle them one by one until we find the baby with
your smdll." Helooked at the children and peeve. "I trust you know that thisis no occasion for foolish
pranks."

"WEelIl behave perfectly,” dl three said, little hal os appearing over their heads. Che didn't quite trust that,
but had to assume that they would behave.

He addressed the guide stork. "Thisone," he said, indicating the upper left picture.

"Passby the curtain,” the stork said.

"Judt likethat?" Surprise asked.

"Itisavery specid curtain.”

But Che had acaution. "If redlities are o much alike, how can we be sure of returning to this one?"

"The mechanism locks the two together, for you," the stork explained. "Just return to the Stork Works,
and it will automatically phase you back to thissite”

"A permanent fissure," Pyramurmured. "Or at least atemporary onethat exists aslong aswe are usngit.
That'sanicefeature.”

"Very nice" Cheagreed dryly. It wasin fact absolutely necessary, if they were not to be hopelessly lost
among redities.

"Thiscentra Steisof course neutra with respect to redlities,” the guide stork clarified. "It addresses dl of
them with equa eas2”

Oops. They might already be lost. But it did not seem expedient to speak of that at this moment.

"Stay with me, children,” Surprise said, leading the way. She drew aside the curtain and stepped by it.
Che appreciated her unconscious courage.

The children trooped after her, followed by Stymy with the peeve on his head. Then Pyra, then Che.

It was a disgppointment. The curtain way merged with the way they had comein, and they exited the



centra dome and walked on past the outlying station and back to familiar Xanth. Had the storks politely
brushed them off? He decided not to voice his private misgivings.

"Thislooksthe same," Ted said. "They tricked us."

So much for that. "We have to havefaith," Che said. "One Xanth is surely much like another, with most
of the samefloraand fauna.”

"The samewhat?' Ted demanded.

"Nymphs named Fora and fauns chasing them, dummy,” Monica said with a superior tone.
Chewredtled with asmile, but five eighths of it got away from him. "' Close enough. Plantsand animals.”
"Why didn'tchasay s0?"

"No child of minewill ever bethat insolent,” Pyramurmured. Then she screeched as she legped into the
ar."Youch!"

She was the immediate center of attention. "What happened?" Surprise asked, concerned. Her concern
was one of her fetching qualities.

"This—this thing whacked my, my—"

"Bottom, rear, end, tail, a—" Ted suggested.

"Fundament,” Che said, cutting him off. "I recognize the genus. That's aWeed Whacker. It whacks girls.”
"Whack her,” Monicasaid, tittering.

"Well it better not do it again,” Pyraflared. The heat made the weed lean away, wilting.

"Look," Ted said, pointing gleefully ahead. There was awhole patch of smilar plants. That made
Surprise, Monica, and even little Woe Betide quail.

"| can carry you across,” Che said. He was trying to remember whether there had been such apatch on
their way in, but couldn't be sure, because they had not been afoot. So it remained possible that thiswas
the same Xanth.

But Pyrawas grim. "l want to defeet these outrages on my own." Shefished in her knapsack, found a
pair of trousers and arough man's shirt and boots. She quickly donned these, then tucked her luxuriant
hair under the cap. She spat on the ground and scratched under an arm. "L et's get this bleeping show on
theroad,” she said, and strode across the patch.

Not asingle plant whacked her. They had been fooled into thinking she was aman.

Surprise and Monica, however, took advantage of Che's offer to carry them across. That |eft the waif.
She smply lit amatch and walked through, untouched.

Che gazed at the weeds. As Woe passed, holding her match aoft, they seemed to change, becoming
rare, lovely, valuable flowers. The match granted them their heart's desires: to be precious plantsinstead
of viciousweeds.

Once clear of the patch, Pyrareverted to her regular form, evidently preferring being agirl. But she had
shown initiative and ability that impressed Che.



"That'sauseful pack,” Surprisesaid. "'l should get onetoo.”
"Over here, frump,” the peeve caled. It had found a pack rat carrying a number of packs.

Surprise took one and put it on. And started walking backward. "What?' she asked, perplexed. She
looked nice, perplexed.

Then Che caught on. "I should have recognized it. It's a backpack. It makes the wearer go backward.”

Surprise took off the back and reversed it, turning it inside out. After that it encouraged her to go
forward.

Meanwhile Ted had found another item of interest. It was asmal disk he was throwing, that returned to
him for more. "'l got adiskette," he said.

"Y ou're too young to play with femaes,” Monicasad jealoudy. "Y ou should have adiscus.”
"Why should | have adiscusson?'
"Let'smoveon,” Chesaid. "We have adistance to go before nightfall.”

But asit turned out, traveling by foot was much dower than flying, and they did not reach the Golem
house that day. They had to camp out. Fortunately they had found an enchanted path, so didn't haveto
worry about bad monsters.

"Goody!" Ted cried. He and Monica dashed off to harvest fresh piesfrom apietree.

"Oh, I'm redlly glad for the chance to bathe and rest,” Surprise said. She headed for the warm pond the
campsite provided. Pyrawent with her.

"Ted, let'sexplorethe areaby air," Che said. "In case there are any dangers nearby.”

The boy was dways glad to fly. Asahalf-demon he could do it himsdlf, but it clearly wasn't the same as
riding awinged centaur.

Stymy joined them asthey circled upward into the dusky sky. "That was adiplomatic way to givethe
women privacy," the stork said.

"Aw, who wants to peek anyway," Ted said, disappointed.

Che did not comment. He wastrying to let them bathe in peace, but that wasn't dl of it. He had not
wanted to let himself look at Surprise's bare body, lest helose control. His desire for her was not fading,
it was increasing. When she had ridden him across the patch of whackers he had feared his very fur was
burning where her legs touched.

They explored the area, and found no lurking monsters. In due course they returned to the camp, and
found that the women had not only completed their bath, they had harvested and set up anice med for
themadl.

It was apleasant night, but Che still wasn't certain they were redlly in an dternate Xanth. He suspected
that the others had smilar doubts.

A traveler passed by. She was Sarah, on her way to visit her grandmother. She seemed defenseless.
"But aren't you afraid of monsters or bad people?' Che asked her.



"Oh, no,"” Sarah said. "'l can't be harmed by physical things. Only by words."
The peeve spied her. "How you doing, frowzy?'
Sarah flinched.

"That'sthe pet peeve," Che explained quickly. "It insults everyone. Theresredly nothing persona about
it

"Thank you," Sarah said. But she hastened away.

Che considered saying something to the peeve, but redized it would be useless. The bird was
incorrigible.

In the morning, refreshed, they resumed travel. Thistimethey made it without undue event. There wasthe
Golem house.

And there, as they watched from a distance, was Surprise, holding her baby. This was another redlity.
Suddenly Surprise was reticent. " She looks so satisfied,” she said. "How can | take her baby from her?”

Now wasthetimefor firmness. "Y ou and | must talk to her," Che said. "And Stymy must smell the baby.
We haveto know." He didn't say that the other Surprise was just as gppedling to him as the one he was
with. Cursethat eixir!

"Yes," she breathed, looking attractively weak-kneed.

"But sheisbound to be confused, at first. So perhapsit would be better if you conced yourself
somewhat, until thetimeisright.”

Surprise blinked, and abruptly her face was unfamiliar. "Like this?'

"That will do nicely,” he agreed. Shelooked like adifferent young woman though her figure was
unchanged. He gill wanted to hold her, because he knew her identity. The dixir had oriented him on her,
not her gppearance. He was learning a distressng amount about love dixir.

They advanced on the house. The other Surprise spied them, and her mouth dropped open with
amazement. "Chel" she exclaimed. "But who can your companions be?

"I have to make arather strange statement,” Che said. "1 hope you will trust me to betelling you the
truth."

"You dwaystell thetruth, Che. But | thought you were busy with some special project, and that it would
be Cynthiawho came to see my new baby boy.” She held up the baby. "He was delivered just yesterday
and | haven't named him yet. Hewas such asurprise, if | may usethat term.”

"Yes" Chesad. "Firg, | am not the Che you know."

"Not?Y ou certainly ook and sound like him. Are you some demon emulating him?"
"I am Che, but not the one you have encountered before. | am from another redlity."
Surprise Two was taken aback. "I don't think | understand.”

"That isnaturd. It isahighly confusing Stuation. There are many Xanths, each with smilar people, plants,



and monsters. Thisoneis so Smilar to theonel camefrom that | couldn't be sure it wasn't mine, until |
saw you. Now | know it is different.”

"Areyou sureyou didn't brush the edge of aforget whorl and get confused?”
"Yes. You see, one of my companionsis—you. From the other redity.”
Surprise Two laughed. "Y our friend is not me, Che, though she does have asimilar outfit and hairstyle.”

"She used her talent to mask herself, so as not to startle you unduly.” He glanced at Surprise One.
"Please show her.”

Surprise Onereverted to her natura aspect. "Hello, me," she said.
Surprise Two stared. "Y ou do look like me now! But how can there be two of me?"

"One from each Xanth," Che said. "Ordinarily you would never mest, but we crossed into your redlity for
this purpose. Do you wish to verify your other self's nature?”

"| should think s0," Surprise Two said. "If she'sme, she can do smilar magic. Match this." She snapped
her fingers, and ydlow sparksflew out.

Surprise one snapped her fingers, making smilar green sparks.

Surprise Two floated knee high off the ground. Surprise one did the same, alittle higher. Surprise Two
coughed, and a blue snake flew out of her mouth, dropped to the ground, and dithered away. Surprise
one coughed, producing ared snake.

"You are me," Surprise Two said. "No one el se could demonstrate more than one talent, and even |
could not do exactly the same ones again.”

"That'swhy | varied them,” Surprise One said. "1 did the ones you could have done next.”
"l suppose | haveto bdieveyou," Surprise Two said. "But whatever possessed you to come here?
"|—" Surprise One stalled, and looked appedlingly at Che.

All four of Che's knees weakened. How could he ever resst her gpped ?"'We have no wish to bring you
any grief," hesaid to Surprise Two. "Buit it is possble that we will."

Surprise Two shook her head. "'l know that no other me would wish anyone harm, especialy not another
me. What grief could you bring me, without wishing it?*

"Your baby," Chesad.
"My baby!" Surprise Two shrank back, holding her deeping son closer.

Che couldn't stand to hurt this Surprise ether, so he delayed their business. "Please tell ushow he was
delivered. Wasthere anything unusud about it?"

"No, it was aregular stork delivery, brought by—" Surprise paused. "A stork like that."
"There may have been an error.”

"No error! We signded in good faith, and—" Again she paused. "Oh, no!"



"Therewas something?'

"We signaled six months ago. We weren't expecting the ddivery yet, but evidently the storks have
become more efficient snce | was delivered. | wasfive yearslate; now they're running early. Aren't

they?'
"| am afrad not."

"We were s0 glad to have our son that we never questioned it. Are you saying there was amistake?"
Tearswereforming, brightening her pretty eyes.

That tore Che up. "Did the stork question your age?"

"No, it knew better. | am eighteen. Umlaut went to the Stork Works and insisted that they correct the
record, so they wouldn't think | was underage. So there was no problem on that score.”

"Therewaswith me," Surprise One said. "We signaed nine months ago, but the stork thought | was
thirteen, and refused to ddiver my baby."

"And brought him instead to me, here?' Now the tears were flowing in earnest. "Thisis your son, not

"It may be s0," Che said. "That iswhat we have cometo ascertain.”
Surprise Two held out the baby. "I can't keep your baby," she said, her tears dripping off her sweet chin.
"I can't dothis" Surprise One said, turning away, weeping.

"We have to know the truth,” Che said. "We brought the stork who amost ddlivered in our Xanth. He
can tell the baby he brought by the smell. If you will dlow—"

Surprise Two held the baby toward Stymy.

Stymy stepped forward and sniffed. "That is not the one.”

The other three looked at him with mixed expressions. "Not?' Che asked.

"Definitdy not."

"I can keep my baby?" Surprise Two asked, amazed.

"Yes" Chesad.

"Oh, I'mglad,” Surprise One said. "Y ou are truly me, and without fault. | couldn't do that to you."

"I couldn't have doneit to you, ether,” Surprise Two said. Then, in sudden tearful generosity: "Would
you liketo hold him?"

Surprise One paused only athird of amoment. "Yes."
Two gave the baby to One, who held him like an infinitely preciousthing.
"But how can he not be yours?' Two asked. "If the stork went from you to me?”

"There are many redlities,”" Che explained. "We are checking the ones where the stork crossed between
two to deliver the baby. Y ours must have come from another redlity, not ours. Asfar aswe are



concerned, heisyoursto keep. Wewill check another redlity for ours.”
"I'mso relieved,” Surprise Two said. "It's selfish, | know, but | love my baby."

"He'slovable," Surprise One agreed. "Please take him back now, before fdl in love with him myself.
Thank you so much for letting me hold him." She gave the baby boy back.

"Y ou must make the storks correct your record,” Surprise Two said, holding her son.
"We have done s0," Che said. "But the baby was aready gone.”

"It must be awful .

"Yes" Onesad.

"But | am so glad to have met you,” Two said. "1 knew nothing of al this."

"Neither did |, yesterday,” One said.

"Wemust go," Che said. "We must check the other redlities.”

"Good-bye," the two Surprises said together, hugging each other, the baby nestled between them. Che
wished he could hug them both; they were unutterably lovely in their mutual emotion and generosity.

They started to walk back toward the others of their party, when something appeared in the sky. It wasa
bug, no abird, no adragon—no, aflying centaur. "' Cynthial™ Surprise exclaimed.

The centaur mare glided grandly down to land in the field near the Golem house. Che, knowing it wasn't
his Cynthia, tried to move on toward the forest, to get clear before she saw him.

Hewasway too late. "Chel" Cynthiacaled. "What are you doing here? | wondered when | saw you
from the sky. | thought you had important businesswith the Good Magician.”

"You can't avoid her," Surprise murmured. "Y ou'll haveto explain, asyou did so well with my other sdif.”

That seemed to be the case. He turned to face Cynthia as she trotted up. He had aways liked the way
shetrotted, especialy when viewed from the front. "Hello,” he said somewhat lamely.

"Oh, you can do better than that,” she said, stepping up and kissing him firmly but intimately on the
mouth.

Thiswas delightful but distinctly awkward. "Cynthia, there's something | need to explain.”

"By dl means, Che," she said, clasping him so that her large bare breasts pressed firmly against his chest.
He had aways liked that, too. "Now that we're together, maybe we can get aone and have that
phenomend mating session that got postponed.”

That was wickedly tempting. The dixir had oriented him on Surprise, but that did not mean he had lost
hisfeding for Cynthia. She was awonderful match for him. But thiswas treacherousterrain. "1 fear |
must demur.”

"Y our timeis squeezed? In that case it can be very quick, but till satisfying. Come into the shelter of the
forest—or do you prefer to doit intheair, out of sight of the house? That's anice challenge.”

"It'snot that," he said. "'l would loveto doit. But | must not.”



Now she was concerned. "Che, isthere a problem?’

"I am not the one you take mefor," he said bluntly, unable to finesse the issue further.
"Y ou certainly are fooling me. If you're not Che, who are you?"

"l am Che. But not your Che. I'm from another redlity."

She was a centaur. She caught on rapidly. "There are other redities? | don't believe we have discussed
thisbefore”

"I didn't know, before. | learned it from the Good Magician. | am here on special business.”

Understanding did not necessarily bring belief. "It isnot that | doubt you in anything Che, but perhapsl
require more substantia evidence."

Nicdy put. "We have the Surprise Golem from my redlity here dso.”

Cynthiaglanced around, seeing Surprise One. "That's odd; | thought | saw her standing by the house.”
"Sheis." He gestured to Surprise One. "We need to show her."

Surprise understood. She walked back to join Surprise Two. The two women stood side by side.

Cynthiagazed at them for amoment, then nodded. "Point made. Just what isthis specid busnessyou are
on?'

"Inmy redlity, the stork brought Surprise's baby, but declined to ddliver it, citing her age. He thought she
was thirteen, counting from her date of delivery. Hetook her baby to another redlity for delivery where
there was not aquestion about her age. We are trying to recover it for her.”

She nodded. "And thisisthe one? | know her delivery wasearly."

"No, this turns out not to be the one. So we shall continue our search.”

"That'snice. This Surpriseis certainly worthy, and it would be a shame to deprive her of her baby."
"So now wemust go," Che said. "1 gpologize for decaiving you, however inadvertently.”

She considered haf amoment. "How are you traveling?’

"By foot. We have severa other members of our party, too many for meto safely carry done.”
"Suppose | join you, and carry some?’

Che needed only a quarter of amoment to consider. "That would be agenerous offer.”

"It isan expedient one, as| would like to learn more of this matter, and will not otherwise havea
chance."

Che knew Cynthia; she had something else on her mind. What was it? He couldn't dways fathom her
moods. But there was no point in chalenging her. "If you are satisfied to perform this chore, it will be
appreciated.”

"L et me make amendsto Surprise; then | will join you.”



"I will explain to my companions.”

They separated for the moment, then rejoined when the amenities were accomplished. Che introduced
Pyrato Cynthia. No other introductions were needed, as Cynthia and the children knew each other, and
al understood the distinction between redlities. Cynthiatook the three children, while Che carried Pyra
and Surprise.

"That isone savvy filly," Pyraremarked. " She has her eye on you, Che."
Surprisewasinterested. "Well, they are mated, in their own redlities. Such interest is natural..”
"Thisgoes beyond that," Pyrasaid. "Didn't you notice?"

"Thereissomething," Surprise agreed.

"l do not understand,” Che said.

"Naturdly not,” Pyrasaid. "Youremde." Both women laughed.

Che knew better than to dismiss her notion; Pyra had proved to be accurately perceptivein hisown
cae. "Please explainittome.”

"There are differences between theredities,” Pyrasaid. "l have seen it endlesdy when comparing them
viathe Mask. Some are of little consequence; others are subtly significant. Such as whether the storks
know your age, Surprise.”

"Yes, that made dl the difference," Surprise agreed. "The other couple dso sgnaed the stork only six
months ago. So what seemsthe same a present has adightly different history. But the relationship of
Che and Cynthia seemsthe same.”

"Perhaps. But let'stry thisfor aconjecture: in Reality Two, the centaur coupleis not as close. They may
even be consdering separation.”

"Never!" Chesad. "l love Cynthia" It wastrue, if no longer the whole truth.

"Of course,” Pyrasaid smoothly. "Couples, once formed, seldom if ever separate, in our redlity. All
marriages and matings are happy and permanent. But suppose that thisis not the case in Redlity Two?
That couples can tire and separate, asthey do in Mundania, where hdf of all marriages founder.”

"Xanth isn't Mundania," Chesad.

"To be sure. And Redlity Two isnot Redlity One. Assume my conjectureis correct: what would Cynthia
doif her rdationship was weakening?'

"Shewould try harder to interest Che," Surprise said. "As she did, before learning he wasn't the same
gdlion.”

She had indeed, Cheredlized, fedling guilty for being tempted.

"And when she learned he was a different stalion,” Pyra continued inexorably, "why did her interest not
abate’?'

"Because she recognized him as anew prospect,” Surprise said. "With dl the qudities sheliked in her
own mate."



"So shefollowed up,” Pyracontinued. "Finding away to accompany him further. Perhapsto ascertain
whether there were additional qualities her own mate lacks."

It made entirely too much sense, Che redized. Thiswas doubly treacherousterrain. "1 am not interested
inany such ddliance" he protested.

"Y ou were not moved when she broached you?' Pyra asked.

Bleep her perception! " She strongly resembles my Cynthia.”

"Precisely. So maybe you should take her up on her interest, at least for anight.”

"That's outrageous,” Surprise protested. " Centaurs aren't like that.”

Chefdt guilty again. Surprisein her innocence had no notion of hislonging for just such aliaison with her.
"Perhaps, in our redlity,” Pyrasaid. "But in other redlities, perhgps not.”

Now Che redlized what the woman was doing. She was probing Surprise's attitude on such aliaison,
knowing of Che's passion. Fortunately Surprise was having none of it.

Y et he wished that was not the case.

They reached the Stork Works and landed. The speed of flight had made the trip much faster and
prevented the obstacles of the terrain, such as weed whackers. "I thank you for you kind assistance,
Cynthia," he said as the women and children dismounted.

She led him aside amoment. " Perhaps we could camp for the night. Thereisa private place within easy
rangeby ar."

Hetackled theissuedirectly. "In my redlity, matings are permanent. There are no outside daliances.”
She shrugged regretfully. "And does Surprise Golem agree?!

"Of course.”

She amiled obscurely. "Redly?"

He gazed at her, appdled. She knew. She had fathomed hisillicit passion, just as Pyrahad.
"We—waded through alake of love dixir. It affected me more than | anticipated. | shdl not act oniit.”

"At such time as you may reconsider, return to thisredity. | am of your species, and well acquainted with
you. Therewould be no need of dixir." Then she spread her wings and took off.

He watched her graceful ascent, hating the fact that he wished he could follow her.

6

Crossovers

Surprise watched Cynthia Two fly away. It had been dmost asweird interacting with the ternate



centaur mare aswith her dternate self. Thefolk of Redlity Two werejust like those of Redlity One,
amost. What complicated it was her own surge of jealousy as the two winged centaurstalked privately.
Surprise wanted to be the one to get private with Che. Darn that lake of love dixir! When Cynthia Two
hugged and kissed Che One Surprise had felt like screaming, though she knew that it was perfectly
natura for Cynthia Two to mistake Che for her own mate.

"This has been an adventure of asomewhat different naturethan | anticipated,” Che said.

Surprise hesitated to agree too emphaticaly. "It was nice of her to carry the children, so that we could
fly."

"Shel'sanice person.” He glanced unobtrusively around, verifying that the children and Pyrawere for the
moment out of earshot. "She made me an offer. | regret that | was tempted.”

She dtifled ashock of envy. "Well, she's your mate. Attraction between you is natural, even across
redities”

"l am glad you understand. | fear otherswould not.”

She understood far better than she cared to. But she lacked the pretexts of matching species or honest
confusion; she could not smply fling her arms around his human section and kisshim. Y et she wished
there could be a pretext. She had expressed outrage at the idea of any love dalliance of convenience, but
she had been only haf sincere. It was histryst with Cynthia Two she objected to, rather than the notion
of any liaison. If Surprise herself could have the chance for anight of love with Che, that no onedse
would ever know about, she feared she would take it. She loved her husband Umlaut, but thiswasa
specid passion that it seemed could be gotten beyond only by indulgence.

Fortunately Che was a centaur, and immune to such notions. It was her guilty human weskness that gave
her such an awful secret desire. She would never soil their friendship by revedingit.

They entered the Stork Works chamber, where Pyra had | ft the Reality Mask. They would of course
have to try again. Surprise hoped that this time she found her own baby, and that the other Surprise
would in some way be undeserving so shewouldn't haveto fed horribly guilty for taking it. Already she
had learned that this quest wasfar less smple, physically and emotionaly, than she had supposed. Had
the Good Magician known it would be? Probably so, because he knew everything. He had tried to warn
her.

Pyradiminated the first little picture. Now there werefive. "Shall wetry the next in order?" she asked.

Che glanced at Surprise, sending aminor illicit thrill through her. "Yes" she said. "We can't tell which one
iscorrect, 0o might aswell be methodica.”

"Thisone" Pyratold the stork attendant.
"Exit," the sork said.

They drew aside the heavy curtain and departed the Stork Works again. Do we have to go through all
thisdull stuff again?' Ted demanded.

"Y ou ingsted on coming,” Surprise reminded him.
"You didn't say how dull it would be," Monicasaid.

"It occursto me that my usefulness ends when separated from the Mask," Pyrasaid. "All you redlly need



aongis Stymy Stork, to sniff the baby. Why don't | babysit here, so the three of you can fly efficiently
and accomplish your mission rgpidly?'

Hy essentidly donewith Che? What adream! But she dared not show eagerness. "Are you sure?
Keeping these little demons under control can be adaunting task.”

"l can show them different pictures on the Mask.”
"What pictures?’ Ted demanded truculently.

"Huge messy battlesin other redlities, between goblins and harpies, with horrendous sound effects, for
example"

"Great!"

"Not,” Monicasaid. "Who wants to see blood and feathers fly?"

"Also pictures of costume dancesin aternate Castle Roognas, with grest music and someillicit kissng.”
"0O0o0o00!" Monicaagreed enthusiastically.

Ted grimaced. "Ugh!"

"Split pictures,” Pyrasaid. "Onefor Ted, onefor Monica" She glanced t little Woe Betide. "And athird
showing amatchless garden of magic matches."

Thewaif smiled and clapped her little hands ineffectively together.
"What about me?' the peeve grouched.

"A fourth picture, showing the annua Carnivals of Insults, where dl the foulest mouths get to get together
and mouth off a each other. It usudly devolvesinto abrawl."

"How come | never heard of it?"

"It'snot in our Xanth. | found it when exploring dternates. Some of those insults are choice.”
"Okay, flame-head," the peeve agreed.

It seemed Pyra had the bases covered. "We owe you one," Surprise said.

The woman shot her abriefly burning glance. "Or two,” she murmured. "Be sureto get your business
done."

Surprise was shocked. What was she suggesting?
"We shdll locate the baby," Che agreed.
Oh, of course. How could she have forgotten, even for amoment? " Thank you so much,” Surprise said.

She mounted Che, who spread his wings and took off. Surprise looked back and saw Pyra herding the
children back into the dome, shooting out little warning jets of fire when the demons wandered too far
afield. She did seem competent, considering she had no children of her own.

"Pyrahas more sidesto her persondity than | had seen at first,"” Che remarked as they followed the stork
acrossfields and streams.



"Shedoes" Surprise agreed. "I readly appreciate the way sheis helping. Well finish much faster this
way."

"Y et she came with us because she desired personal adventure. Why should she sacrifice that?”!
"Oh, | wouldn't believe for amoment that she has any bad motive."

"Not by her definition.”

"Am | missng something?'

"Surprise, sheis putting us aone together, as it were. Does that seem odd to you?"

Did Pyrasuspect how Surprise felt about Che? She must, because she knew of the love dixir. "Are you
suggesting that she believes there is something between us?*

"I do not wish to offend you, but she did suggest something of the kind to me.”
"Apart from our elevated centaurly love?' What a hypocrite she was!

"Surprise, honesty ismy nature. | fear | am not being completely honest with you, and it isweighing
increasingly heavily on my conscience, especialy after the approach Cynthia Two madeto me. | wishto
gpesk frankly at therisk of giving offense.”

"By al means, Che. If | have disgppointed you or become a burden, | wish to know it."
"No, by no meansno! Y ou are excdllent. It isthat the elixir has had greater effect than | judged &t firs.”
"Metoo," shesadfaintly.

"It indtilled in me the desire to be physically passonate with you. Y our reversion to your own form did
not dleviatethis"

"Metoo," she repeated. She had never expected to have this dialogue, and felt guilty having it, yet dso
relieved.

"Pyrasuggested that the standard way to abate such passonisto indulgeit. It seemsthat after afairly
intense sesson it passes and hasllittle further effect.”

"Asiscommonly seen when animas meet a love sorings,” she agreed. Her heart wasracing.

"It seems we have a choice: to suffer asit seemswe both are doing, or to yield to the passion in the hope
that it will rgpidly pass, leaving us otherwise unchanged.”

"Yes" Shewas glad that he was accurately expressive, as centaurs were.

"Y et there are cong derations. We are both committed €l sawhere, and such adalliance might be taken as
abetrayd of the other parties and damage the relationships, however understanding of the Situation the
othersmight be."

llYall
"Wewould of course haveto inform them."

"Yes" Then shereconsdered. "Or would it be kinder not to inform them?"



"Kinder, yes. Honest, no."

"Wewould haveto tell them," she agreed. "They would be tolerant but hurt.”

"We need to cometo aswift decision,” he said. "Shall we vote?"

She laughed. "Public or secret?"

"Openly, in turn, as we must come to an agreement. What is your decison?"

"No," shesaid. "I cant—"

"l agree. Wewill not indulgeit. It will be difficult, but at least we are not at cross purposes.”

"Yes" she agreed faintly. Actually she had meant to say that she could not decidefirst; she needed to
know his preference before judging whether she had the willpower to carry through. He had taken it as
no to the indulgence, and she lacked the gumption to disagree. So they had decided, half by accident.
They would beloya to their own, and suffer. It was probably best.

The stork descended. There was the Golem house, smilar though not identicd to the others. They landed
inthe nearby field. "The prior approach seemed effective,” Che said. "Shal we employ it again?'

"Yes" Surprise haf-dreaded encountering her dternate saf again, maybe taking her baby, but Che's
cautious introduction would smooth the way.

She dismounted and walked beside him to the house, changing her hairstyle as she went. Hair could
make an enormous difference, when it was supposed to. The door opened as they approached, and
Surprise Three emerged, holding aswaddled bundle.

"Why hello, Che," Surprise Three said. "Back so soon?" She walked to him, reached out with her free
hand, drew his head down, and kissed him solidly on the mouth.

Surprise Onetried to soften her stare of astonishment. Wasthisthe way friends greeted friendsin this
redity?

Che seemed smilarly surprised. "Thereis something | need to explain.”

Surprise Three laughed. "That your passion for me brought you back from your mission early?1 can live
with that." She kissed him again, he being evidently too stunned to resist. "Come on insde, beloved, and
weélll tackle our second stork in style. What form would you like me to take thistime?' Then she paused.
"Oh, where are my manners? Y ou haven't introduced your friends. Perhapsthe lady will hold our foal
whileweindulge

Thistime Surprise One's stare burst out unrestrained. ™Y our foa ?* she asked numbly.
"What else?' Surprise Three handed her the bundle. Thereinsde was atiny winged centaur fodl.

The numbness extended from her voice down to her arms, locking them in place so that they didn't drop
the bundle. Che and Surprise Three had mated!

"This| fear iscomplicated," Che said avkwardly.

"Come on insde and you can explain it while we mate. Oh, Che, it's S0 good to have you back aready!"
Surprise Three took him by the hand and hauled him into the house.



Helooked helplessly back at Surprise One. "I will try to explain,” he said. Then the door closed behind
them.

Surprise One stood with the fod in her arms. Stymy gpproached and sniffed. "That is not the one |
delivered.”

She had to laugh, out of amixture of rdief and hysteria. "I had gathered as much. Can they be married, in
thisredity?"

"Evidently they can be. She takes Che for her stdlion, reasonably enough.”

And Che's passion for Surprise One would extend to Surprise Three, because she wasreally the same
person. That was why he had been vulnerable to her kisses, and unable to hang back. Would he be able
to resist her charmslong enough to explain histrue identity? Could Surprise One hersdlf ress, if faced
with an equivaent challenge?

A form was coming in to land; she had not noticed, in her distraction of fod and concept. "Surprisel” he
caled. It was Che Three, looking and sounding exactly like Che One.

"I will let you handle this yourself,” Stymy said, fading back. "I don't think my input would be hepful .
"Hello, Che" shesad fantly. "I haveto tdl you—"

"How you have missed me?| returned asrapidly as| could, eager to see my love and my fod again." He
approached, reached down, put his strong hands on her elbows, lifted her up, and kissed her firmly on
thelips. "Congratulations on your new hairstyle. | likeit."

He thought she was hiswife, and there she was holding hisfod. "But I'm not—"

"Not sorry? Oh, my love, even aday away from you istoo much, and right at thistime, too." He set her
down and took the fod-bundle from her arms. "But now we are together again. | must possess you
immediately. Choose aform.”

Dizzy from the kiss and redlization, she was unable to spesk intelligibly. She changed into awinged girl.
"Ah, inthesky," hesad. "Delightful." He spread hiswings and legped into the air, carrying thefod.
What could she do? She napped her wings and followed him.

They circled over asmall lake. "Actualy, that form isnot ided for this" he said. "We can't get close
enough together. Try ahippogriff.”

"I haveto explain,” she blurted. "I'm not your wife."
A handsome furrow crossed his brow. "Has the past year been adream?’
"No, it'snot that. I'm from adifferent reality.”

He was a centaur; he caught on quickly. "Y ou're aredity traveler? Then what are you doing a my house
withmy fod ?*

"Y our wifeis—it'san awkward story."

Now hewas quite serious. "Sheisadl right?"



She decided not to start with who wasin the house and why. "All right,” she agreed. "'l am Surprise
Golem, from aredity wherel married Umlaut.”

"Umlaut!" He was astonished.

"And nine months ago we signaded the stork, and it ddlivered yesterday—but balked because it thought |
wasonly thirteen.”

"Ah, that confusion of ages, because of your own late delivery. Y ou did not go to the Stork Worksto
make a correction in their record?"

"It was stupid of me, | know. | just didn't think of it. | somehow thought they would know. After dl, my
sgna was accepted.”

"True. They should have rgjected the signd. That makes them culpable. Once they accepted it, they
should have ddlivered."

"Then the stork took my baby to another redlity. | was horrified."
"Understandable,”" he said.

"So | came hereto try to get my baby back. Only it's not mine."
"And we are not mated in your redlity."

"Yes Only—"

"Surprise, | know you, even if you are not my Surprise,” hesaid. "Thereislovein your kissand in your
eyes. You have apasson for me, asl do for you."

"| confess| do," she said. "Because Che—the onein my redity—and | waded through love eixir. Now
we long for each other, but don't want to hurt our spouses. It—it's difficult.”

"Who ismy spouse, in your redity?"
"Cynthia Centaur.”

"The one converted from human? She is afine person, and would surely understand. Y ou should do the
sensble thing and take afew hours off to abate that passion the direct way. Then it would no longer
bother you, and you could return to your respective mates.”

"We—agreed not to."

"Because you want to be neither unkind nor decelving with your sgnificant others?"
"Yes, exactly. Y ou undersand marveloudy.”

"Itisbecause | love you, wherever you may come from. Whereis my Surprise?’
"In with my—my redlity's Che. He'strying to explain, dso."

"While shestrying to seduce him.”

"|—I fear 0."

Helaughed. "Evidently your redity is gtricter about such things. | suspect she recognized him asaforeign



entity and decided to have some fun with him. Shesamarveloustease.”
"Fun?'

"Sheisacreature of fun. Areyou not the same?"

That took her aback. "1 was, before | lost my baby."

"Which accounts for the odd underpinning of grief | also detect in you. Surprise, | believe | understand
your position, and will not try again to seduce you, now that | fathom your identity, though | admit |
would liketo. Perhapsit would help if you met the other couple.”

"Other couple?!

"Thisway. This should not take long, and your understanding should increase, and with it your ability to
Settle your own case" He changed direction and flew swiftly across the landscape.

Shefollowed, bemused. Here was a Che who knew her and loved her, or an edition of her, and who had
the honor to treat her with the respect due onein her awkward situation. So for dightly different reason
they did not indulge their passion, just as she had not with Che One. And for dightly different reason, she
wished they could. Would doing it with this Che abate her passion for Che One? But then where would
that leave him, emotiondly?

They landed before awe l-constructed stall. "Hey folk, cease your romancing amoment,” Che caled.
"Y ou have company.”

Two figures came out: aman and awinged centaur mare. "Umlaut! Cynthial" Surprise exclamed. These
two mere married in thisredity?

"Hello, Cheand Surprise,” Umlaut said. He looked and sounded exactly like her husband. ™Y ou brought
your fod."

"And you restyled your hair,” Cynthiasaid. "It looks nice. Che surdly likesit."

"l do" Che agreed. "However, there isamatter of somewhat seriousimport to discuss, and perhapsyou
can help us cometo better termswith it."

"WEell beglad to,” Umlaut said. He kissed Cynthia. "We can spare two moments from our romancing.”

Surprise dmost fresked out at the sight of them kissing, but reminded hersdlf forcefully that this was not
her Umlaut. Somehow the matchings had occurred differently in thisredlity.

"Thisis Surprise Golem, from another redity, with adapted wings for the moment,” Che said. "Shelost
her baby, and is seeking it here. In her redlity sheis married to you, Umlaut. Heisthe father of her baby."

Now it was Umlaut who was astonished. "How did that happen?’

Surprise had to smile. "It seemed natura at the time. How did you get together with Cynthia? In my
redity sheismated with Che."

"I was stranded beyond abog," Umlaut said. " Cynthia volunteered to carry me across. | admired her
form—"

"Y ou couldn't take your eyes off my breasts,” Cynthiasaid.



"Well, they're good breasts. | was not &t that point very familiar with centaurs. One thing led to another.”
"He emulates o nicely,” Cynthiasaid. "l liked that.”

"Hereisacomplication,” Che said. " Surprise waded through love dixir with my dternate sdlf, but both
being married el sewhere they chose not to indulge their mutual passon. So they are suffering. | thought
the two of you might have someinput. How would you fed if for example you were married respectively
to Surprise and me, and the two of uswere caught by the dixir?’

"I can hardly imagine being married to any other creature,” Umlaut said.
"Maketheeffort,” Cynthiasuggested. "Kiss her."

"But—" Surprise protested feehly.

"What is your objection?' Che asked her.

"Umlaut—he—in my redity heismy husband. I love him."

"Precisdy. This should be an easy coupling to imagine.”

"l admit to being curious," Umlaut said. "Provided Cynthia understands.”

"I do. I'll even kissChe," Cynthiasaid. She stepped up and did so. Then she stepped back. "Oh, my.
Hesquiteagalion.”

"Stop teasing,” Umlaut said. He advanced on Surprise, and she was unable to formulate any further
objection.

He kissed her, and shefdt the familiar rush of ddight and desire. She kissed him back, passionately.
"Oh, my," he said d o, taken aback.
"l gpologize," shesaid quickly. "In my redity | loveyou. | can't help responding.”

"Shelovesyou," Cynthiasaid. "And | could see how | could love Che, had | kissed him before Umlauit.
So now we must address the question: how would we fed about Che and Surprise abating atemporary
passon born of dixir?"

"They should just do it and be donewith it," Umlaut said. "After dl, they aremarried in thisredlity."

"Y ou're thinking because their—our—whatever—rdationship isvalid here, it would be dl right to cheat
on our partnersthere,”" Surprise said, annoyed. "That's not good logic, isit?"

"She'sright,” Cynthiasaid. "What'sright hereis one thing. What countsiswhat's right there. They should
not doit."

"Though their passion then lingers, interfering with their misson?' Che asked her.
She considered. "Maybe if they brought their partnersin to watch?'

"Andredly really upset them?' Surprise asked in turn.

Umlaut was doubtful. "Would it redly, if their partnersagreed to it?"

Surprise made asudden, possibly dangerous decision. "L et'sfind out. Here are your partners Che and



Cynthia. See how they react to the two of usdoing it." She advanced on him.
"That seemsfair,” Umlaut agreed uncertainly.

Shetook hold of him and kissed him, knowing exactly what he liked. She stroked him in the placesthat
turned him on, and whispered the nothings that delighted him. If there was one thing sheredly knew, it
was how to make loveto Umlaut, regardless of theredlity.

He responded, as he had to. He kissed her back, and stroked her back, only in neither case wasit redly
her back. It was her front. Soon their clothes were coming off and they were both breathing hard.

"Stop!" Cynthiacried. "l can't sand it!"
"Nor canl," Chesaid.

They stepped in, and Cynthiawas kissing Umlaut, and Che was kissing Surprise. Then he paused, with a
visgble effort. "But you are not my mate," he said. "Y ou only seemto be."

"Y ou made your point,” Cynthiasaid. "Don't havethat illicit affair." Sheturned to Umlaut. "Asfor you,
you responded too readily. Couldn't you have managed some decent modicum of resistance?"

"Don't blame him," Surprise said. "I know how to push his buttons, even when wearing wings."
Cynthianodded. "Teach me those buttons.”
"Gladly." Therefollowed aspot education session.

Then Surprise and Chetook off for "home." "That wasintdligent of you," Che said. "Y ou made afair
demongtration that proved your case. | dmost believed you were serious.”

"| got that way," shesaid. "It'shard to do agood act without redlly getting into it. Thanksfor rescuing
rre.ll

"Y ou looked like my mate making love with my friend,” he said. "My tolerance turned out to be less than
| supposed.”

"It is easy to make sensible decisons when it's not your own ramp getting gored. | needed to know how
they felt, not how they reasoned.”

"Y ou were effective in evoking an honest emotional response.” He paused thirty three percent of a
moment, centaurs being precise creatures. "May we accel erate’?’

"I'm not sure | understand.”

"I have learned things about my mate in the course of my association with you. | love you—her. | want to
get hometo her rapidly.”

Oh. "Of course. I'll fly asfast as| can.”

They flew at top velocity, and soon returned to the Golem house. Surprise Three and Che One were
outside awaiting them. "I think they will have figured things out, aswe have," Che said asthey glided
down for alanding. "I suggest we part quickly and amicably.”

"Agreed." He was evidently desperate to romance hiswife, and the dixir made her understand dl too
perfectly.



They landed. Che Three swept Surprise Three into his embrace as she took the foa, and they hurried
into the house. Che One glanced at Surprise, hoted her wings, and spread his own wings.

"Stymy!" shecdled. "Wearereturning.”

The stork appeared and joined them in flight. "I trust everything has been resolved?!
"Toadegree" shesad.

"Well spoken,” Che agreed. Then, asthey gained eevation: " Shall we compare notes?'
"Did she succeed in seducing you?'

" She came uncomfortably close. She knew exactly which, shal we say, buttonsto push.”

"Shewould,” Surprise agreed, remembering how she had used her knowledge to do the same with
Umlaut Three. There was nothing like marriage to thoroughly acquaint one person with another.

"Only when she had me ready to, um, perform, did she confess that she knew | was not her husband.
She had been teasing me throughout, rather more effectively than | thought possible.”

"Che Three said she was atease.”
"Itissurely an ability you aso possess, when you choose to exerciseit.”

"Perhaps," she sad, preferring to retain some secrets. " Che Three returned, and naturally assumed | was
hiswife, with hisfoa. He was eager to, well, you know, before | explained. Then we visited Umlaut and
Cynthia Centaur."

"The complementary couple,” he agreed. "Y our spouse and mine, in our own redlity.”

"The surprising thing was that they made agood couple. They plainly love each other. [t—well, it
broadened my perspective.”

"l understand.” She knew he was not being merely polite.

"It ssemsthat thereisno single boy for asingle girl," she said. "Umlaut was dazed by Cynthias bare
breasts, when they interacted, and she liked his emulations, and now they're married. It must have been
gmilar with Che Three and Surprise Three."

"It was. They wereintroduced by mutud friends, who | now divine must have been Cynthiaand Umlauit.
She had always been afancier of equines, as some girls are, and he much admired her assorted talents.”

"I dways liked equines,”" Surprise said. "Even Mundane horses. | suppose that's not coincidence.”
"And | have admired your severd taentssincel learned of them."”

"So one thing led to another," she said. "It does seem to be avaid match.”

He made an dmost humanlike sigh. "Surprise, | fear we are avoiding anissue.”

She understood al too well, but shetried to demur. "1 thought we had settled it.”

"That was before we encountered the revelations of Redlity Three."

"Whereyou and | are married,”" she agreed.



"We shdll take as given that neither of uswishesto change our state in our own redlity, or to hurt our
partnersin any avoidable way."

"Given." He wasright: what they had discovered had changed their perspective.
"Y et when Surprise Three addressed me—"

"When Che Three kissed me—"

"Therewould seem to be more between us than ixir."

"Have you changed your mind?" She did not need to say what about.

"l may have, depending on your perspective.”

She thought for barely atenth of amoment. "I may haveaso."

"Infact, after Surprise Three—"

"You are not merdy willing, but inamanner eager.” As, it seemed, was she, guilty though she fdt about
it.

He blushed. She had not seen that before. "True, though | would never have imagined such athing prior
tothedixir.”

"Nor would |, prior to Che Three."
"We have suffered what the Mundaneswould call aone-two punch. We can no longer deny itsimpact.”

"I think we should kiss," she said. "To see whether what our aternates can do to usistrue for us
directly.”

"Andif itis?"

" wonder whether what would be forbidden in our redlity is proper here.”

"That isapertinent thought. We arein aredity where our loveis proper. That suggeststhet if we are ever

to do what we contemplate, thiswould be the place. It might even be said that we are not the same
people here as we are there. What occurs here need not be repeated there.”

He had endorsed the rational e she had not quite been able to formulate on her own. They could emulate
their selves of Redlity Three, and theregfter fed no need of anything further. They could abate the effect
of thedixir. "Stymy!" she cdled to the stork flying ahead. "Please go on without us. Tell Pyrathat well be
there soon. She will understand.” All too well, she suspected. Could the fire woman be trusted to keep
her mouth shut at home?

"Asyouwish," the stork said, flying on. Did he, too, understand? He was after dl in the business of
ddivering theresults of such sgnas.

Surprise shut off that thought. "L et's go below. | do not wish to be observed, even though we may be
legitimate, here”

"I comprehend perfectly, and agree. Legitimacy can have aternate interpretations.”

Indeed it could. She had amenta picture of dangeroudy roiling waters, yet could not help hersdf. Her



desrewasdriving her on like the bresth of a pursuing dragon.

They circled down, locating a pleasant glade. Of course the most innocent glades could be treacherous;
they would have to check it carefully, lest there be areal dragon, or tangle tree, or some other threat. But

this one seemed especidly appeding.

Che landed first, and his bow appeared in his hands, an arrow nocked. He turned in place, scanning the
verge of theforest. She admired his dertness.

She landed beside him, ready with her own magic. "'l see nothing."

"That could be because it saw usfirgt,” he said with athird of asmile. "But certainly thereareno
mongers here.”

"Just winged mongters,” she agreed. It was humor; al magica crestures bearing wings were by definition
winged mongters, though some were beautiful.

Heturned to her. "If you will, for the kiss—assume your normal form."

That made sense. If she kissed him in the form of awinged monster it would not be afair test, because
the wings would add apped. They had to know whether they were naturaly attracted to each other in
their separate natural forms. She banished the wings.

They approached each other. He stood significantly higher than she did. "Maybe you should pick me up,
asCheThreedid.”

He nodded. "Oh, Surprise, | fear | already know how thiswill end. Once we are certain—"

"Then | will assume amore competible form for you, as Surprise Three doesfor Che Three." Form did
make a difference, when it came to certain types of interactions. There was no need to specify what. She
stood before him.,

"Exactly." Hereached down, took firm hold of her girlish hips, and lifted her to his upper level.
She reached around his human torso, drawing hersalf close. Their faces came together. They kissed.

Little hearts exploded outward and formed a dancing cloud around them. She fdt asif she werefloating,
and not just because he wasllifting her.

The kiss ended, but they remained embraced. "Oh, Che, it istrue," she said. "Now | know what is meant
by akissthat half-summonsthe stork. | am very much afraid | loveyou.”

"Again, | comprehend more perfectly than seems proper,” he said. "I desire—"

Hiswords were cut off by her second kiss. She knew exactly what he desired, as shefelt the same. Love
eixir normaly rendered the participants quickly and thoroughly physica.

He stiffened, and not in aromantic sense. She broke the kiss and looked around.

A man was moving erraticaly toward them. He looked harmless, but wasn't watching where he was
going.

Che quickly set her down, and she retreated behind him, letting him dedl with theintruder. Che spun
about to face the man, but the man wandered | eft, then right, and crashed into Surprise before she could
avoid him. Shein turn crashed into Che, and both she and the man wound up in ahegp entangling the



centaur'sfront legs.

Che reached down and lifted the man up by his collar, holding him suspended in air. "What isthis?* he
asked.

The man looked a him. "Oh, hello, centaur. | didn't seeyou.”
"You crashed into us," Che said.

"Of course. That ismy nature. | am Com. Com Plication. | crash into things, and then they crash too.
Pewter wasn't right for aweek after crashing.”

So there was a Com Pewter herein Xanth Three. "Y ou're dangerous,” Surprise said.
"Only to thingsthat can't handle crashes" Hication said. "For the others | am merdly inconvenient.”
"True," Che said, setting the man down, facing away from them. He meandered on acrossthe glade.

"l believe we were in the process of discovering something,” she said. "If you concur, | will change my
shape. Do you have a preference?”

"Any formwill do, aslong asit isyou. I—" He broke off, soying something else.

She looked. There was another man approaching. He was roughly human, but so fat asto be globular,
and covered with what looked like bits of food.

Thistime Surprise took the initiative. She stepped out to intercept the man. "Hello. | am Surprise Golem.”
He stopped walking. "I am Pete. Pete Za."

"What may we do for you, Pete?’

He shook hishead. "It iswhat | can do for you. | felt your hunger, so cameimmediatdy.”

Shedid not quite like the sound of this. "My—hunger?

"| feed hungry folk. What flavor do you prefer?’

Che caught on. "Pizza. Y ou make Pizza."

"Magicaly good,” Pete agreed. " Choose your type.”

It seemed that the only way to get rid of Pete was to accept what he offered. "Mushroom,” Surprise said.

Pete put two fingersto his collar, jerked outward, and peeled off hisfront section. Thereit was. a
mushroom pizza, seamingly hot. He handed it to her and glanced at Che.

"Cheese," Che said. The man ripped off another section and gave him abig cheesy disk. Then he went
cheerily on hisway, having done afavor, he supposed.

"l sugpect he misinterpreted the hunger hefelt inus" Che remarked. "But thiswill do for the moment.” He
bit into his pizza.

"Yes" Shewasglad for the confusion, for she would not have wanted the kind of hunger shefdt to be
pecled off astrange man'sfront. She bit into her pizza. It was very good. She was hungry in that manner
a0, asit turned out.



They finished egting, and faced each other again. "Now about forms,” she said.

"Ancther,” hemurmured grimly. "Two, in fact.”

Sheturned. A girl was approaching from one direction, and a boy from the other.

Surprise addressed the girl, conceding her irritation at the interruption. "Hello. | am Surprise Golem.”
"l an Cdest. My tdent isto summon falling sars.” She glanced upward. "Likethis"

There was abrief whistle and thunk as something plunged from the sky into the ground, gouging out a
smoking pit. Celest walked acrossto the pit and dug into it with her dainty shoe, kicking out afive
pointed Siver gar.

Cheintercepted the boy. "I am Che Centaur.”
"I am Aaron. My tdent isto place wings on objects, like watches. That makestimefly."
Celest gpproached him, kicking the hot little star ahead of her. "What about stars?’

"Sure." A little set of wings appeared on the star. They flapped, and it flew into the air, circled, and
departed.

"That's great," Celest said. "How about adate?’

"Sure," Aaron agreed. He put his arm about her waist and they walked out of the glade together.
"That was convenient,” Surprise said.

"They canceled out,” Che agreed. "I think anice form for you to assume would be—" He stopped.

Another person was entering the glade. Thiswas a curvaceous girl with honey-brown hair to the middle
of her back, with abit of acurl. Her skin was peach porcelain so that she almost seemed to glow. She
carried a short-haired silver and brown cat with a striped tail. But she looked sad.

Surprise suppressed a hidden sigh. Suddenly this glade had become amgjor crossroads! "Hello. | am—"

"I am Nikki. | can seefolks natures." Nikki looked directly at her with amber-brown pupilsfading to
clear muted gemstone green irises rimmed with blue-gray. "Y oursis—that'sweird! Y ou're nice, but
you're not from anywhere close to here. In fact—"

"You're very perceptive,” Surprise said quickly. "But why are you here?’

"I need to find aboy who loves cats as | do, and who can get along with Clarabelle.” She stroked the
cat.

Meanwhile ayoung man had entered the glade. "Hi! I'm Dave," hecaled. "I canlook at things from
different angles.” He caught sight of Nikki. "What alovely cat!"

Nikki turned her marvelous eyes on him. "Y ou're Mundane!”

"l was," Dave agreed. "l liked to cycle and glide. But now that | am encountering folk likeyou, | believe
prefer Xanth."

"Doyou bdieveintruelove?'



"l do." They linked arms and departed.

Che and Surprise faced each other again. "Now that we're alone,”" Che said, and paused asif concerned
that there would be another interruption.

Therewas. An old man appeared. "It's good to see you young folk getting together, herein Promenade
Glade. That'swhat it'sfor.”

Che and Surprise exchanged half aglance. "Thisisameeting place?’ she asked.

"Of course. It helps reduce the randomness of such things. Compatible folk tend to be attracted here, just
asthetwo of you surely were."

They exchanged the other haf of the glance. They had been attracted to this glade. Which wasfine for
others, but not for them, asthey had not needed to meet each other. The one thing this place would not
provide was privacy.

"Thank you for informing us," Chesaid. "l am Che Centaur, and thisis Surprise Golem.”

"l am Billy Applegate. | dwaysliked hearts, so made a place for heartsto mest.”

"It certainly seemsto be effective,” Surprise said. "1 see another one coming.”

It was awoman. She had curly brown hair and blue eyes. "Hello. | am Philomena, but call me Mena.™

"Welcome, Meng," Billy said. "I'm sure ther€lll be ayoung man aong soon, who will find you
worthwhile"

"Surely,” Menaagreed, smiling.
Surprise took Che's hand. "Let's give them room," she murmured.

He nodded. They had no chance to do what they had in mind here. Helifted her onto his back and
trotted into the center of the glade. "Thank you, Billy," he called as he spread hiswings and took off. Billy
waved cheerfully.

When they weredoneintheair, Surprise spoke. Do you think that this was accidenta 7'

"I believein magic, not fate," Che said. "Y et it does seem that we are not fated to have the privacy we
seek. | believe we must postpone what we had in mind. | am severely disappointed, yet also rlieved.”

"Soam|," she agreed fervently. "Part of meredly wantsit, but another part of me will never forgive
mysdf. | think we shall haveto endure aswe are.”

They issued amutud sgh.

7

Demon Bet

Pyraknew the moment she saw Cheflying in, carrying Surprise, that they had not made it together. The



elixir-inspired tenson between them remained. Too bad. That was not the game, but it was astage of it.
When Stymy Stork returned alone she had hoped it was done.

Meanwhileit had been ajob watching the children, who were partly or wholly demon and rambunctious.
There was only so much even the Mask could do to keep them diverted. So did she want to have
children hersdf? Maybe, if she was ableto keep afirm discipline in the house. If she had theright
husband.

There, of course, was the essence. If she accomplished her assgnment correctly, she would have the
right male. That was why she had agreed to undertake this treacherous mission. There was no other way
tonab him.

They landed, and trotted to the garden where Pyra and the others waited. "Wrong redlity,” Che said as
Surprise dismounted.

They surely knew, but she asked anyway: "Areyou sure?"
"The baby isawinged fod," Surprise said.

Pyra acted surprised. "How could that be?!
"Inthisredity, | an married to Che."

So thiswas one of those. Pyra had seen different matchups in the Mask, but hadn't known whether this
was one of them. So now they knew that there was nothing sacred about Surprise being with Umlaut, or
Che being with Cynthia. "That isremarkable," she said, knowing it wasnt.

Che angled aglance down at her, in the handsome way he had. "Y ou saw it in the Mask."

"I have seen redlitieswhere different couplesformed,” Pyraagreed. "But there are o many, it isdifficult
to know which oneswe are vigting." Which wastrue.

"Let'sget ontothenext,” Surprise said atriflegrimly. "My baby iswaiting."
Pyranodded. "I need the Mask," she announced.

"Awww," the three children and pet peeve said together. But it wasn't astrong avww, so they were
about sated. They trooped insde the transition chamber.

Sherestored the array of redlities and selected the next picture. "1 can watch the children again.”
"No, wewant to go dong thistime," Ted said.
"To seethe dghts,” Monica agreed.

That did not suit Pyras purpose. She wanted Che and Surprise to be alone together, knowing that they
were on the verge of working things out. Becauise they both believed that such an interaction would be
wrong, it would be astagein their corruption. "It ismore efficient if they go done.”

To her surprise, Surprise demurred. "Efficiency isn't everything. They might aswell come aong.”

Pyracouldn't argue the case without giving away her motive. "In that case, we will need additiona
transport.”

Surprise became awinged horse. "There you are,” Che said. "I'll lift you to her back.”



"Naw, wewant to rideyou thistime," Ted said.
"So we can talk to you,” Monicasaid.

Che exchanged afull glance with Surprise. Pyrasaw that they were getting good at that. Then he lifted
the children one by one up onto his own back. The peevejoined them, evidently preferring to ride this
timerather than fly on itsown. It was acurious bird.

Meanwhile Pyragot onto Surprise's back. She had talked directly with Che, advising him of the nature of
the dixir; now she could do the same with Surprise, perhapsto better effect. Of course Surprise couldn't
answer in thisform, but that wasn't Strictly necessary.

They trooped outside. The stork took off, leading the way, and Che followed. Then Surprise spread her
wings and launched into the air.

Oncethey werefairly on their way, Pyraspoke. "I know the effect of the love dixir can be abated only
oneway. | advised Che of that.”

"Hetold me" Surprise said.

Pyrawas dartled. "Y ou can talk!"

"| assumed theform of atalking winged horse. There are many variants.”
Pyralaughed. "I should have redized. That makesit easier.”
"Makeswhat easier?’

"Persuading you to abateit."

"Why should you care what we do?"

"l want to see you accomplish your mission, of course. Y ou can do that more efficiently if you abolish
sgnificant digractions.”

"Thisoccurred to us," Surprise agreed. "But it didn't work out. Maybe that isjust aswell.”
"Jugt aswdl?'

"I don't want to be unfaithful to Umlaut, and Che doesn't want to be unfaithful to Cynthia, even with an
dternae Cynthia"

"Yetinthelast redity, you said you were married to Che."

"Inthat redity,” Surprise agreed. "Not in our own."

Pyrasaw that it was usaless to argue the case further. "1 suppose that does make a difference.”
"It does. Y et we were prepared to do it, had we been able to achieve sufficient privacy.”

Oho. So it had not been astraight intellectual decision. "Then maybe there will be another chance, in
another redity.”

"Or maybe we will complete our missons and return without doing any such thing.”

The woman was not very corruptible. That was not good. "Maybe," she agreed. "But | doubt | would



havetherestraint. | think | would prefer smply to expiate the passion and be forever donewith it.”
"What isyour interest in this?" Surprise asked sharply.

Of course Pyrahad tolie. She didn't like doing it, because lies tended to have tag ends that could unravel
them, but she had no choice. "Once | walked down to the swamp and dipped my toe, curious to know
whether it wasredlly what it was said to be. Unfortunately, it was. Thefirst male| saw thereafter wasa
passing faun. Naturally he pursued me, and naturaly | fled. But the passion flared up and controlled me,
and soon | turned around and clasped him, celebrating in the manner of anymph. In the next hour | fairly
wore him out. Then we separated, our desire faded, and | returned to the castle done. Fortunately the
storks tend to ignore the signds of fauns and nymphs, so therewas no ddivery. | never tested the elixir
again. But | know its power, and want to save you the struggle you otherwise face. It's not your fault that
you were exposed to it.”

"Weknew its nature," Surprise said. "We waded through it anyway."

"Because you had no dternative, other than to give up hope of recovering your baby. That preempts
everything, of course.”

"| doubt that makes me blamdess.”

"Y ou had adifficult choice. Sometimes blameisreaive." Therewasakey concept she wanted Surprise
to mull over.

"Relative blame," the horse repeated, irony in her tone.
"Y ou would do anything to recover your baby, wouldn't you?'
Surprise hesitated. "I'm not sure. | didn't want to take Surprise Two's baby from her."

Darn that conscience! Pyralet it drop, having done what she could. Thismisson wasfar from complete;
there was ample chance for Surprise to change her mind.

They were coming to the Golem house. Che descended to land behind a copse out of sight of the house,
and Surprisefollowed.

Pyradid off. "I'll watch the children,” she said.

"Aw—" Ted began.

Pyraflared, the fire amost touching his nose. He got the message and did not complete his complaint.
"Should | change?' Surprise asked Che.

"I see no need, unless the baby turns out to be yours, in which case you will need your hands."

Widl, now, Pyrathought. That winged horse form would beided for her to complete aliaison with the
centaur. That was to be encouraged. "And you can fly folk back," Pyrasaid.

"That, too," Surprise agreed. Just 0.

Pyratook charge of the three children and peevish bird, while Che, Surprise, and Stymy approached the
house. They watched from the cover of the copse.

"Y ou're up to something, flame-brain,” the peeve said.



For half aningtant Pyrafroze, which was not comfortable for her fiery nature. Then she bluffed it out.
"What's the word, bird?"

"Y ou don't like us much, hutch."

The peeve was on the wrong track. She wasrelieved. "We could get this business done faster and easier
without the four of you dong.”

"Too bad, tad."

Shelet that pass. They peered through the brush as the trio reached the house. Would this be the right
baby?

The door opened. A walking skeleton stood there.
"Moldy goldy!" Ted exclaimed. "It's FickaBone!"
"From the skeletd family,” Monicaagreed.

"Marrow's son," Woe added. Woe, though perpetualy five years old, had been around for centuries.
"He's nineteen now."

"And handsome," Monicasad. "Though thin."
And the baby would be a cross between human and skeleton. That was not the one.

The party |eft the house. Pyraremained amazed. In three alternate redlities, Surprise was married to
Umlaut, Che, and Picka Bone. That girl certainly got around.

"Wrong baby," Surprise announced as they reached the copse.
"We saw," Pyrasaid. "Too bad."
"l admit to being astonished by the differencesin unions," Che said.

"Who would have thought I—she—would ever get together with Picka," Surprise said, seeming dazed.
"But they told how they met in the gourd, where she was visiting and he was taking temporary work, and
onething led to another. Heis certainly a decent person.”

"But thin," Monicarepeated, and sheand Ted giggled.

The children piled back on Che, leaving the horse for Pyra again. Too bad, Pyrathought, that there
wasn't away for Che and Surpriseto travel aone together again. Nothing would happen in the presence
of the children, and not just because of the Adult Conspiracy to Keep Interesting Things from Children.
But maybe when night came and the children dept there could be something.

They flew back to the Stork Works. Thistimethey didn't talk, so Pyras thoughts were her own.

She reviewed how she had gotten into this business. It had not started, as the others thought, with the
stork's bak on the delivery of Surprise's baby. That was merdly the officid start of the action.

No, it had started with a Demon bet between Xanth and Fornax. Pyra didn't know the stakes, but
suspected that Counter Xanth had something to do with it. Xanth had won that from Fornax, and it was
dowly being colonized by Xanthianswho liked itsreversas. Demoness Fornax wanted to win it back. Or
maybe it had something to do with Demon status, aways important; they were perpetualy vying for that.



They did it by means of bets on devioudy stupid things, such as whether a given mortal would do
something or not doit.

Thisbet related to Surprise: could she be corrupted? If she could be, Fornax won; if not, Xanth won. So
they set her up with something she desperately wanted, her baby, and were watching to see how far she
would go to recover it. It was acruel game, for it was one Surprise could not realy win. If sherefused to
be corrupted to get her baby, shewould not get the baby. So Xanth would win, but not Surprise, redly.
If she was corrupted, and got her baby, Fornax would win, but Surprise would aways know it had cost
her her honor.

Thisbet differed from most in that the two Demons were actively participating. Each had an agent inthe
field, asit were, to encourage a positive decision. Xanth's agent was Stymy Stork, who would be
rewarded with a promotion to Head Stork. Fornax's agent was Pyra, who would be rewarded by
marriage to Che Centaur. That was why she wanted Che to have the affair with Surprise: not only would
it start the process of her corruption, with luck leading to the victory of Fornax; it would encourage Che
to redize that there was nothing sacred about his marriage to Cynthia. That would set him up for marriage
to Pyra, which thelove dixir would confirm.

She remembered how she had fixed on Che. Her story to Surprise had had a single element of truth: she
had dipped her toe in the lake. She had been done, seeing no faun or other male, astheidand was
normally uninhabited except for the guardian monsters. She had avoided the monsters by using a secret
entrance. Then, thinking hersalf secure, she had used the Mask, as she often did in the lonely evenings.
And the first image on the screen was that of Che Centaur.

Oops. Sheloved him from that moment, but could do nothing about it. Until Demoness Fornax contacted
her.

What could she do but agree to be the Demoness's agent? She knew it was the only way to get Che,
who would otherwise be true to Cynthia Centaur. Pyrahad nothing against Cynthia, and wished her well
in finding another mate. It was smply that she had to have Che. When she told Surprise that she knew
the elixir's power, she was speaking literaly.

So here shewas, working to help corrupt agirl to whom she had no animus. Surprise was a hice young
woman. But that was the point: was she nice enough to be beyond corruption? Demon Xanth had bet
that she was. Pyra had to help Demoness Fornax prove she wasn't. It wasironic that Pyra had to
encourage Surprise to indulge her temporary passion for Che. Pyrawould gladly have taken her placein
that respect, but of course he had to clear his own temporary passion for Surprisefirst. Love was
complicated.

There was one other thing: if any of the other participants—Che, Surprise, the three children, or the pet
peeve—redized that this was a setup, a Demon bet, then the bet was off and nothing counted. They
would revert everything to just before things started, and set up anew bet e sewhere with other
participants. The stork would lose his chance, and Pyrawould lose hers. Indeed, they would hardly
know what they had missed, though some faint memories of the erased event might linger. So though they
were on opposite Sides, Stymy and Pyrahad acommon interest in seeing that no one caught on. That
meant that they could not be too obviousin pushing their cases.

The danger was the tyke, Woe Betide. She was an aspect of Demoness Metria, who had once been
Fornax's agent in the past. If thewaif had any real memory of that, she might indeed catch on. That
would ruin everything. So she had to be treated very carefully. Both Pyraand Stymy Stork were well
aware of that. So completion of the bet was by no means assured, let alone the reward Pyra craved so
ardently.



Actudly, she knew shewould be good for Che. In the course of this adventure he was learning that he
did not have to be married to another centaur. He could be with a straight human woman, aswasthe
caseinthethird redlity. It wasn't necessary for her to change forms, either, or to use an accommodation
spell. There were ways and ways, and what she wanted mostly wasto ride him across the Land of Xanth
and see dl the sights. He would soon love her, and if not, amere sprinkle of the dixir of the swamp
would fix it. If its effect faded, she would sprinkle him again, and again, making sure he would not revert.
Her own passion for him, unabated, had become set; she wanted him in the same State.

Now, blissfully unaware, Che and Surprise were gpproaching the Stork Works. Pyra had to control her
emotion in Che's presence, lest she give herself away. She had to treat him like merely amember of the
party. Until the bet was decided.

Surprise was businesdike. "On to the next redity. | must recover my baby."

Pyraobligingly sdlected the next redity, and they trooped out to it. "I can watch the children again,” she
said. She needed to get Che and Surprise alone together again, until they abated their passion.

But immediately the children set up ajoint scream. "We want to seethe action!” Ted cried.
"And therés no action here," Monicasaid. "Boring."
Surprise, bound by her annoying niceness, yielded. "Come aong, then,” she agreed.

Immediately the children clambered onto her back, and the peeve perched on her head. They had chosen
to ridewith her thistime.

That left Pyrato ride Che. That mixed her emotions. She wanted to ride him, but she wanted him to be
hers. The one interfered with the achievement of the other.

There was no help for it. There would be other chances. The important thing was the bet. She mounted
Che.

They flew across the landscape, as before. The way was becoming familiar, asthe general geography
wasthe same. Dull, even. If only she could have the kind of dialogue with Che she wanted!

"Y ou seem pengive, Pyra."

She jumped, startled, then immediately controlled herself. "I suppose | am. | came dong on thismisson
mainly for the excitement, but so far it'sdull.”

"So much of life congsts of intergtices. They do get dull.”

He was smart and fedling, as centaurs could be. She would have liked that even without the effect of the
eixir. "Intergtices," she agreed.

"That iswhy we have the capacity to tune out much of the routine. It leaves our mindsfree for more
interesting things."

"Suchaswhat?' Asif shedidn't know.
"Intellectud riddles. Fedings. Plans™
Oh. "Yes, of course. Exercising the mind." Though that was not really what she wanted to exercise now.

"Though | find | am wasting that opportunity, dwelling on my problem with Surprise, as you know."



"Thedixir," sheagreed.

"I know the effect isartificid, but that does not dissipateit. | never thought | could be madeto fed that
way about agtraight human woman."

And not thelast one, if she had her way. " One migudges the potency of the dixir a one's peril." Asshe
hersdlf hed.

"Precisgly. Perhaps | was made vulnerable by my knowledge that Cynthiais atransformed centaur,
origindly human. | love her, and so know | can love ahuman. But | had thought she wasthe only one."

"The other redlities show that any two creatures can love each other.”
"Any two?" he asked. "Even a Sphinx and a nickel pede?'

She smiled at what she knew was a deliberately exaggerated example. "Y es, though that would require
an extremely potent accommodation spell. Y ou could and would love any woman you shared the dixir
with."

"Unfortunately yes. But | am sorry that it is Surprise. Sheisawonderful person, with afamily, in no way
deserving of such acomplication.”

"Y ou mean you would rather have waded the swamp with me?" She was tempting fate, risking revelation
of the larger Situation, but couldn't help it; she yearned to do exactly that, turning him on to her as she had
been turned on to him. What utter joy she could have of him then!

He congdered. "Yes, actualy. Y ou have no marriage to complicate, and no baby to rescue. That would
ease hdf thequilt."

A wicked notion cameto her, surely delivered by arogue night mare. "1 wonder whether if you waded
with me, and we then abated it in the normal manner, that would erase your passion for Surprise, leaving
you free?'

"Now that isatruly intriguing thought. But there are two cautions.”
She dreaded hislogic, but had to ask. "Two?"

"Hirgt, that asfar as| know, love eixir does not erase prior passion. | retain mine for Cynthia. So it
would more likely smply add athird passion. Abating that would merely leave me with the prior two,
solving nothing. Second, eveniif it worked, overriding its prior effect, that would not eiminate the passon
Surprise hasfor me. So it would be only half asolution.”

"You are surely correct,” she agreed regretfully. "Y et if it should happen to work for you, it should dso
work for her, and she could wipe out her passion for you with some other male.”

He laughed. "Which would be more complicated than necessary. The two of us could more readily abate
it with each other without burdening others. Which issurely ardlief to you, evenin theory.”

"Surely," she agreed sadly. Thisaso made her redize that getting him into the elixir with her would not be
aufficient, and getting him to abate things with Surprise would not be either. He would not be hers
regardless aslong asheloved Cynthia Only if Cynthiadied would he be free. That was chilling; was that
how Demoness Fornax planned to pay off on her promise? Suddenly Pyrawasn't certain she wanted
this. Oh, sheloved him and wanted him—but death had never been part of her ambition. She hadn't
thought it al the way through.



But what could she do? She had made the dedl, and would surdly suffer much more grievoudy if shedid
anything to interfere with the Demon bet. She had to follow through.

"| gpologize for saddening you with such adiscusson,” Che said. "I meant no disrespect to you. | hope
you find your own man with no such complication.”

And there might be her answer: wade with Che, abate their mutua temporary passion, then arrange to
share eixir with some other worthy male. Leave Cheto rgoin Cynthia, and Surpriseto rgjoin Umladit.
Shewould doitif she could, without ever telling him her real reason.

Now shefdlt better. "1 hope so too," she said.

They landed, and the three went to the Golem house. Thistime Surprise turned out to be married to the
twenty-two-year-old Brusque Brassy, who in Xanth One was Becka Dragongirl's man. It was amazing
how Surprise circulated in the other redlities. So it was another wrong baby.

Thistime the children elected to ride again with Che, so Pyrarode Surprise, who remained in winged
horse form. Since the girl could not do the same magic twice, she was sparing inits use, and did not
reedily throw away auseful form. That was sensible of her.

"Y ou appear to be able to capture any man you want,” Pyraremarked asthey flew.

"Unless | took whatever offered,” the horse responded. "I am beginning to see that my association with
Umlaut was by no means unique. He was just the one | encountered when | was ready.”

"That does seem to be the way of it." Just as Che was what Pyra encountered via the Mask when she
was primed by the dixir. Did sheer chance govern supposedly unique relationships?

"But | do love Umlaut, regardless.”

"And Che Centaur?'

"Darn thet dixir!"

"| regret being the cause of that."

"It wasn't your fault. We had to reach you. We thought we could handleit.”

Just as Pyra had thought she could handle atoe-dip. Education came hard. Now she redlized that there
was areason Surprise could have any man she chose, and it wasn't merely her magic or her appearance.
She was agenuinely nice girl, as Che had pointed out, who treated others with sincerity and compassion.
Pyrawas coming to respect that, and didn't want to hurt her either. Y et her misson wasto see Surprise
corrupted, or suffer the wrath of the Demoness. Darn, as Surprise had gently put it, that Demon bet.

She had to say something, and not the truth. "Asyou know, | believe you should smply get together with
Che and abate the dixir-spawned passion. Then you both will be free to pursue your mission without
didraction."

"Wetried, but couldn't get sufficient privacy. I'm not sureit was agood idea anyway.”

"Weadl get into Situations where there seems to be no perfect way out. We do what we haveto do.” She
hoped Surprise would take that as empty reassurance.

"Nevertheless, we will muddle through aswe can. The onething | really must haveis my baby."



And there would be the instrument of her corruption. Pyradid not know precisely what the demons had
set up, but was sure there would be a hefty price. Surprise would be corrupted, or would lose her baby.
It wasthat Smple. That brutal. Pyrafdtill.

Thistime the geography was dightly different. The Golem house was at the edge of some kind of
development. It seemed harmless, so they landed beside it. Pyratook over the children again, and Che,
Surprise, and Stymy walked to the house for their key interview.

"Hey, isthat an amusement park?' Ted exclaimed, looking &t the devel opment.
"O0000!" little Woe Betide 000Oo0ed.

"Set up likeacomic grip,” Monicasaid. "Let'sgo!”

"Morefun,” the peeve bird said mdicioudy.

"No!" Pyracried. But she wastoo late; the mischief was aready under way. One had to be on top of it
before it started, and that was amost impossible with this bunch. All she could do was chase after them,
hoping to corra them before things got too bad.

At the fringe of the suspicious region was a statue of a donkey made from black road paving. Ted legped
up, trying to ride its back, but didn't makeit. A fissure opened a the statue's rear under itstail and hot
gas hissed out.

"Itsapun!” Ted said, delighted.
"A gassy donkey," Monicaagreed, her brow furrowing. "I don't get it."
"Ass Fault," the peeve said.

Both children fdll over laughing. Fortunately the waif Woe just stood there looking blank. The statue
faded out, its challenge surmounted.

"Timeto return,” Pyrasaid, making herding motionswith her hands. But now they were surrounded by a
small field within acircle of trees, where grass grew with quite sharp edges. They couldn't step through it
without getting cut.

"Another pun,” Ted said.
"Cutting grass,” Monicasaid. But the grass did not fade. She had not gotten the right pun.

"WEell find some other way out,” Pyrasaid. But she wasn't sure where. They were all pretty much caught
inplace.

A young woman cameto thefidd. "Who are you?' Ted demanded rudely.
"I am Chagta," the woman said, smiling at him. She was pretty when she smiled, as many women were.

Ted fell back, abashed, as he tended to do when faced with something he was not yet quite able to
aopreciaefully.

Pyrakept slent, redizing that the appearance of the woman could be a clue to the nature of the pun that
would free them.

"What are you herefor?' Monicaasked, atriflelessruddly.



"I need to shavemy legs,” Chastasaid. "So | can freak out my boyfriend.”
"| thought only pantiesdid that,” Monicasaid, eager to learn.

"Smooth legs help." Chastaknedled at the edge of the sharp grass, took careful hold of ablade, and
severed it with adeft twist. She sat back with her kneeslifted, brought it to her calf and stroked it across
her skin. Her leg was very smooth where the little blade passed.

Ted's eyes began to glaze, but he wasn't old enough to freak out. Pyra opened her mouth, knowing she
had to break this up before the boy saw Too Much. All it took was long legs and ashort sKirt.

"It'saRazor Glade," the peeve said.

The glade, grass, and woman faded out. That wasthe pun. "Thank you, peeve," Pyrasaid hafway
sncerely. Thebird generally meant ill, but did sometimes have its uses.

Severd hoofed animals approached. They seemed harmless, but crowded in so closely that it was
impossible to get anywhere. They were trapped by another pun.

The children went at it with gusto. They had not gotten old enough to hate puns. "Can | pet you?' Monica
asked.

"Yes," theanimals chorused.

All three children set about some heavy petting, as the animas were softly furry and happy for the
attention.

"Now you've been petted,” Pyrasaid. "Please let us pass.”
"Yes," the animals agreed. But they didn't move.

"Zoofiles" the peeve said. But for onceit was wrong; that wasn't the pun, and the animals didn't budge.
They merely chorused 'Y es™

Then abulb flashed over Pyras head. "Y es Deer!™
The herd of amicable deer faded. She had gotten it.

Now therewas abig nut lying before them. Ted picked it up and put it to his mouth before Pyra could
prevent him. He bit oniit, but it wastoo hard for histeeth. "That's one tough nut,” he said ruefully.

"You can't crack it that way, dummy,” Monicasaid. "Let metry." She picked up arock and smashed it
down on the nut. But it resisted her effort.

Pyratook it and heated a spot fire around it. The nut scorched but resisted. It was fireproof too.
Then the peeve got it. "The Gordian Nut! Redlly tough to crack.” And it faded.

Pyra pounced on the opportunity between puns. "Now we must get back.” As she spoke the peeve
cameto light on her shoulder. Evidently it had findly had enough of puns.

But ademon was blocking their way. It appeared to be male, but wore a skirt, and had abig letter Son
itsjersey. "Who am 1?" it demanded.

"Get out of our way, you cross-dressing freak!" the peeve said, using Pyrasvoice.



The demon swelled up to 1.33 timesnormal size. "Y ou have a big mouth, hot chick. How would you like
amouthful of knuckles?" It pushed at her shoulder.

The demon's hand szzled and smoked as Pyra heated, literdly. "Awk!" the peeve exclamed, sailing off
her burning shoulder.

"I haveit," Monicasaid. "Y ou are Demon S—amae demoness."
"0, phoo," the demon said, fading.

"Move. Now," Pyrasaid. For once the children obeyed; they had evidently had enough of punsfor the
moment. They trooped to the edge of the amusement park.

Not quitein time. A mountain appeared before them, surmounted by a huge eye. It peered grandly down
at them. It was too massive and steep to pass. It had to be another pun.

"What amassivefraud,” the peeve said, returning to Pyras shoulder and using her voice again. "What are
you, amolehill with the bloat?"

The mountain rumbled with rage. The eye squinted at Pyra, who of course seemed to be the one talking.
She could redlly get to didikethe bird, if shetried. What was the pun?

"You look sort of peaked," her voice said. "Got rocksin your head?"

The mountain shook asif about to erupt, though it was not avolcano. The eye stared maignantly at them.
But another bulb flashed over Pyras head, triggered by the peeve'sword. "Mountain Peeks!" she cried.

The mountain faded. Thistime the children needed no urging; they grouped around her and ran acrossthe
gpot the mountain had been, getting out of the comic gtrip. Thistimethey madeit.

Che, Surprise, and Stymy were just returning. "Oh, were you visiting the park?" Stymy asked. "That
lookslikefun." He stepped toward it.

"No!" Pyraand the children cried. Asusud, too late.

A whirlwind formed around him. Feathers started pulling themselves out of hiswings and body. Hetried
to retreat, but acone of wind held himin place. "Help!" he cried. "I'm being stripped!"

"Stork Naked," the peeve said. " Serves you right, lamebrain. Don't you know a strip mal when you see
it?'

"Wevegot to help him," Pyrasaid. She dived into the windy park. The children followed, which wasn't
what she had intended; she had misspoken.

Thewhirling winds caught them dl, tearing a their clothing. All three children screamed, not redly with
horror. Thiswas legitimate naughtiness, because they weren't doing it deliberately.

Clutching a her loosening dress, Pyramanaged afleeting thought: why hadn't the effect stopped when the
peeveidentified it asastrip mal? She concluded that it was because it wasn't an origina pun; such mdls
exiged in Xanth, lurking for unwary shoppers. They would have to find another pun to Stopit.

She looked desperately around. There had to be a pun handy; that was the nature of comic strips,
whether real or emulation. All she saw was atable with severa glass bottles, untouched by the wind.
They werelabeled FRENCH, ITALIAN, BLEU, THOUSAND ISLAND, RUSSIAN and others. If
there was a pun there she was too frazzled to get it. But maybe she could fakeiit.



She picked up thefirgt bottle and dumped it on herself. Immediately she became clothed with an ornate
Parisian costume. Good enough. She took the second bottle and sprinkled it on Ted. He developed a
Roman toga. She took the third and flung it at the bel eaguered stork. He became clothed in moldy
cheese. She put the fourth on Monica. She got covered with adress so patchy it seemed to beina
thousand little idands. The next one she poured on little Woe Betide, who was looking truly woeful as her
dressripped gpart. She became alittle costumed Cossack girl.

Then shegot it. "Dressing!” she cried. "Sdad dressing. These are dressings—dressing us.”

Thewind died. They wereleft standing in their assorted costumes. They hustled back out of the park
before anything ese could manifest. Asthey did, their clothing reverted to norma, and the stork
recovered hisfeathers.

"That was quick thinking," Che said. "Good for you, Pyra."

She basked for haf amoment in his praise. Then she snapped back to business. "1 should never have let
the children get into that park.”

"It would have been impossible to keep them out,” Surprise said. "They'reirrepressible”
And this decent girl was the one she had to help corrupt. She was coming to hate her mission.

Sherode back on Che. "Who was she married to thistime?" For Surprise still had no baby; it was
another falselead.

"Lacunas younger son Jot. He's twenty-three now."
"Jot?1 don't place him."

"We were children when Lacuna suffered her change of life. She got married retroactively, and suddenly
she had a husband, ason Ryver, and twin children Jot and Tittle. Few are aware that her history had

"Higtory can change—in the past?"

"It isadifficult concept, | know. It seemsthat history can be changed, at least with respect to certain
individuas. Theoreticaly | am destined to change the history of Xanth; | have never known precisely
what that means. It may be that my tutoring of the Simurgh's chick Sim accountsfor it. | am not sure.”

"Y ou will changethe history of Xanth," she repeated, impressed. "I wonder whether traveling in redlities
could have anything to do with it? They al seem to have different recent histories, if Surprisg'svarying
marriages are any indication.”

"That ispossible," he agreed. "We smply don't know. Certainly the Smurghisinvolved. | believe sheis
trapped in the same redlity as Surprise's baby."

"So once you locate the baby, you'll know in whét redlity sheis," Pyrasaid.

"That isour hope." Repegting it seemed to comfort them both.

"We had six redlities to check. We have visited five of them. The next one must be the one.”

"By dimination,” he agreed. "If that is not the one, we shadl have some serious reconsideration to do.”

"Itistheone," she said. "The Mask can't be wrong.”



"But there has been agood ded that the Mask has not informed usin advance.”

"It could have, had we taken the time to explore each redlity more thoroughly. It seemed more efficient
just to go and see for oursaves. Who would even have thought that Surprise would have severa different
hushands?'

"Including me," he agreed. "We assumed that she would have the same husband throughout, so that it
would be difficult to ascertain which baby was correct. Unquestioned assumptions are treacherous; |
should haveredlized."

"Unquestioned assumptions must be the autopilot of the mind. Tuning out. We need them to function
efficdently.”

Heturned his head to look back at her as heflew. It was agraceful maneuver, thetwist starting in his
back and progressing through his neck. "Y ou seem smart for a human.”

Sheredlized that this was a cons derable compliment from a centaur. Theat thrilled her. She was getting his
attention. Shetook a breath, hoping it would attract his unconscious attention to her upper torso. "Thank
you. | have had timeto ponder, living doneas| do." And of course shewastired of living alone. But
what was the use, playing up to him, when she had decided to let him go? She was just confusing hersdif.

"Perhaps, when this quest is done, we can be friends.”
"l would likethat." A monstrous understatement.

By thetime they reached the Stork Works, the day was waning. They agreed to rest in the Stork Works
chamber for the night, and tackle the findl redlity in the morning. They al knew that had to bethe one,

Che and Surprise chose not to be together, so she supervised the children while he dept in the garden.
Pyrawrestled with her better judgment and lost. "Do you mind company?* she asked him.

"Yoursiswelcome," he said generoudly.

Helay down, hislovely wingsfolded. Shelay by hisfront legs, her head using a soft wing asapillow.
Divind

She dept, and dreamed she was taking his handsome head in her hands and kissing him as he dept. She
knew it was only adream, but wondered whether he could have any smilar dream. No, he would dream
of kissng Surprise or Cynthia. Sigh; evenin her dreams she could not redlly have him.

8

Horrors

They got organized early, as Surprise was eager to findly find her baby. She knew thiswasthe right
redlity; there were no othersthat qudified. She would have her baby at last.

Or would she? She had dready had some significant surprises, no pun on her name, and feared that more
were coming. Her baby had been lost for two days now, and might be that much harder to recover. After
all, how would shereact if she got her baby delivered, then had someone show up on her doorstep



demanding that she give it back? That was a quite relevant question, because it would be hersdf on the
other sde, reacting exactly as she would. Thiswas bound to be difficult in both the practical and
emotiona sense.

She retained her winged horse form, though she suspected she would abandon it the moment she got her
baby. The children eected to ride with Che Centaur again, and she alowed them to comein part
because she wanted some sort of support, thin and uncertain asit might be. So Pyrarode her, and the
peevejoined her too.

"Peeve" shesad carefully. "1 amin astrained femalish mood today, and if you start tormenting me with
insults | won't be responsible for my reaction.”

"Let metell you something,” the bird said in her own voice. "Y our folks gave me agood home when no
onedsewould. If | losethat, I'll be out on my tail and stuck homelessfor along time. | am not about to
risk that, for solid economic reason. | am peevish, not supid.”

Pyrachuckled. "If | didn't know better, I'd suspect you of getting softhearted, peeve.”
"Y ou can keep your burned-out opinionsto yoursalf, hotbox," the bird snapped.

Surprise would have smiled, had her horse-mouth enabled it. The peeve had not changed its nature. Its
insults were as aptly targeted as ever. That wasironically reassuring.

"If Surprise Sevenisasmuch likeyou asshe surdly is," Pyrasaid, "it will not be easy to take the baby."
"That's onereason I'm tense," Surprise agreed. "I don't know how I'll deal withit."

"Y ou'd be better off if you could cuss," the peeve sad.

"That's not her nature," Pyrasaid. "She'sfar too nice.”

"Fortunately you're not so nice, burn-bottom,” the peeve said in her own voice. "Maybe you could stedl
the baby and giveit to her, sparing her the heartache.”

"Wdl—"

"No!" Surprise cried. "None of that! | will have my baby honestly, or not at dl.”
"Of course," Pyraagreed, sounding regretful.

"Got it, horse-face," the peeve said, subdued.

All too soon they arrived at the Golem residence, which looked much the same. They landed asuitable
distance from it, as before.

Pyrajumped off. "I'll watch the children. No comic strip thistime.”
The peeve stayed. "L et me come, and I'll keep my beak appropriately shut.”

"Of course. Surprise suspected that Pyrawasright: theirritable bird had alittle bit of heart, though it
would never admit it. The bird hopped to her shoulder.

They trooped to the house: Surprise, Che, and Stymy. Surprisetook severa steps, then resigned herself
and reverted to her natural form. She couldn't hold her baby in equine form.



Thistime the door did not open before they arrived. She had to knock. Evidently visitors weren't
expected. That was mildly curious.

Now the door opened. Surprise Seven stood there. Behind her came the sound of ababy crying. Why
wasn't she holding it?"Y es?" The voice was sharp.

"l am Surprise Golem, from another redlity. | believe you have my baby."

Seven'slip curled. That was an expression Surprise had never tried to manage. "Proveit.”

"I have brought along the stork who ddlivered it. He knowsthe smell. Let him sniff it."

"Likebleep | will. Go away." The door dammed in her face.

Che exchanged a dgnificant glance with her. " Something hereis odd. She does not mirror your nature.”
"Maybe she doesn't want to |ose her—the baby."

"Theres something else," the peeve said. "I can't quite placeit, but it's not good.”

There was definitely something, Surprise thought. The other Surprises had al been nicegirls, very feding
and understanding. This one wasn't. How could that be?

"Let metry," Che said. He stepped forward and knocked on the door.

After apause that was dightly too long, it opened. Umlaut stood there. The sound of the baby crying in
the background returned. " Get out of here, centaur. We don't need your kind in these parts.” Hetried to
close the door, but Che's hoof wasin the way.

"We need to check the baby," Che said firmly.

"Y ou need to get your tail the bleep back whereit came from." Umlaut kicked at the hoof, trying to
didodgeit.

"Let metry,” the peeve murmured in Surprise's ear. When she did not object, the bird turned its head
adde.

"Dear, come here," Surprisesvoice cdled from adightly muffled distance.
"What the bleep do you want?" Umlaut snapped, turning and taking a step away from the door.

"What do you mean, what do | want? When | call, you snap to attention, laggard, if you know what's
good for you."

"Oh, yeah? Well see about that." Umlaut forged back toward the voice.

"Get oninthere," the peeve said. "The door's open.”

Che paused only haf amoment. "That wasyou!" he said. "Imitating Seven's voice, you naughty bird."
"Told you I'd try," the peeve said with Che's voice.

Surprisg's mouth fell open. That waswhy it had sounded muffled: to conceal the true origin of the voice.
What adirty trick. She couldn't praiseit, of course; she wasn't like that. But she turned and kissed the
bird's beak.



"Ugh!" the peeve said, turning a deeper green. That counted for a blush.

Meanwhile Che was urging her forward, into the house, followed by Stymy. They cameto themain
room, where Surprise Seven and Umlaut Seven were having a heated argument about who had called
whom, and who was deef. It was evident that they didn't like each other much.

The baby wasin adirty crib, anaked little girl, crying desperately. Her baby! Surprise's bosom swelled
with grief and love. In bardly an instant she was there, picking up the baby, cuddling her. The crying
stopped.

The stork put his besk close to the baby, sniffing. He nodded affirmatively. Thiswasthe one.
"Hey!" Umlaut cried. "Unhand that brat!"

"Brat!" Surprise repested, shocked. "My baby!"

Surprise Seven turned to face her. "The blegp it is. It'smine.”

"Y ou don't even want her!" Surprise said, appaled. "You let her cry.”

"Oh, | want her," Seven said. "l just don't love her."

Surprise tried to speak, but was too amazed and horrified to formulate any words.

Che stepped into the breach. "Thisis her baby. We have verified it. Weintend to take her home to our
redity.”

"Shewas ddivered here," Umlaut said. "That gives us possession. She'sours.”
"Shewas misddlivered here," Che said evenly. "We have cometo correct the mistake.”

"Y ou centaurs are supposed to be logica and ethicd," Umlaut said. ™Y ou know you can't just sted a
baby likethat."

Surprise saw Che nod, reluctantly. "We must negotiate afair compromise.”
"No compromise,” Surprise Seven said. "Thet brat ismine. | got ddlivery.”

Surprise hadn't known what to expect, but thiswas far outside any parameters she might have
congdered. Mean-taking, indifferent parents? She and Umlaut had never been like that. What was the
matter with this couple?

The baby girl opened her eyes. She saw the peeve on Surprise's shoulder. She smiled. "Coo!"”
The peeve dmosgt fdl off. "Shelikesme!" it said.

Surprise had to smile, faintly. " She's only three days old. She doesn't know any better."
"Compromiseisnecessary,” Che said. "Y ou know this baby is stolen property.”

"S0?" Surprise Seven demanded.

But Umlaut, gazing at Surprise, aboruptly became reasonable. "L et metalk to her.”

The two Sevens exchanged some sort of glance. It fairly dripped with mutua detestation and malign
understanding. "Do it, charmer,” Surprise Seven said. "Take her in the bedroom.”



"Put down the br—the baby and come with me,” Umlaut said.

Surprise did not want to do ether, but realized that she had to try vaiantly to be reasonable. There were
conflicting rights, however awful the Stuation.

"I'll watch her," the peeve murmured, jumping to the top bar of the crib.

That would have to do. Surprise set the baby into the crib. She started to cry, but the peeve spread its
wings, attracting her atention, and she lay back, watching it. She did like the bird, or at least was
intrigued by it. That was remarkable for so young achild, but clearly possible. The peeve was dso clearly
delighted to have that adoration. It was probably the first time anyone had actudly liked it at first glance.
The peeve was normdly achalengingly acquired taste.

Surprise followed Umlaut into the bedroom. It was the same one she and Umlaut One used, whilethey
prepared to get their own house. That made her uncomfortable.

Umlaut shut the door. Y ou're a hot-looking babe.”

He looked exactly like her husband, but his words were worlds—redlities—away from anything Umlaut
One would ever say. He was definitely not the man she loved.

"And I'm hot for you," Umlaut continued. "So I'll makeyou aded."
Shedid not trust thisat dl. "All | want ismy baby."

"l will put in aword for you with Surprise—my Surprise. I'm sure shelll agreeto give you the baby. After
you let me have my way with you."

"Y ou're not my husband!"
"That'swhat makesit so ddicious. Thereisnojoy like stolen joy."

She was disgruntled and confused. Something was nagging her, but she couldn't quite placeit. "If that's
what you want, you can have it with your own wife, can't you? In fact you must have signaed the stork
with her, to become digiblefor thisdelivery.”

"l did, but it was a chore. She'snot nicelike you."
"Sheisme, inthisredity! How can she not be like me?"
Hesmiled. "You saw her. Is shelikeyou?'

He had her there. "No. But | don't understand why."

"It hardly matters. Redlities differ, that'sal.”

Then her nagging thought exploded into the foreground of her attention. "How do you know so much
about redlities? Y ou weren't even surprised when | announced that | was from a different one.”

"Oh, we were expecting you," he said eadly. "We knew you'd be after the baby."
"My baby!"

"That you want to recover." He advanced on her. "Will you take off your clothes, or do you prefer meto
doitfor you?'



She shied away. "Don't touch me! | came here only to talk.”

He shook hishead. "Odd. | was under the impression you wanted to recover your baby."
"l do!"

"Y ou don't even need to pretend to likeit. Just let me do it, you luscious creature.”

Theweird thing was that he looked so much like the Umlaut she loved, and with whom she had made
love many times. It would be easy to, asheput it, just let him do it. If that waswhat it took to get her
baby back.

Frozeninindecision, she stood till as he dowly came at her. He unbuttoned her blouse, and she didn't
move. Hetugged it off, and she did not resist. Did it count if she made no motion of participation? She
samply didn't know.

Hewrapped hisarms about her and kissed her. Hislipsfelt very much like her husband's. But not
exactly.

Suddenly she was struggling free of hisembrace. ™Y ou have no soul!" she exclaimed.
"Wdll, | had asoul emulation,” he said. "But that wore out." He tried to recapture her body.
"But you had haf of mine—hers. When the Demons didn't want mine.”

He paused to look at her face. "They gave your soul back, in your redity?"

"Oh, my! They didn'tinyourd Y ou and she—no souls?"

"No souls," he agreed. "Why would they give yours back, having made the ded ?*

"Because the half-souls gave them consciences. That wasinconvenient. They didn't likeit. So they put
them into the—the two of us. And |eft them there, though they didn't have to. So we have anormal
existence, together.”

"Interesting,”" he said, uninterested. "It will beintriguing to make it with a souled verson of you. Where
werewe?'

But Surprise was having second and possibly even third thoughts about sitting till for hisillicit attentions.
He had no soul, and neither did Surprise Seven. That meant no consciences, and no capacity to love.
That explained why they obvioudy didn't like each other much, and cared nothing for the baby. It didn't
explain why they even wanted the baby. There was more she needed to know before she could make a
decison on anything, especidly about yielding to his purely physica urge.

In fact, how could she trust him to do what he promised, after? Soullessfolk wouldn't hesitate tolie, to
get what they wanted. He might tell Surprise Seven to keep the baby. So her reluctant effort might be
wasted anyway. Still, there might be ways to manage the soullessfolk, asthey cared about only the
immediate advantages of a Stuation, rather than the longer term consequences.

"We were consdering exactly how to be sure your Surprise will give methe baby. | think it would be
more convenient if sheturned her over firg."

"How can she do that when you're with me?"

"Che could take her, and | could rgjoin him. After."



He studied her cannily, which wasn't an expression she had seenin her real husband. ™Y ou souled folk
keep your given words, don't you."

"Wedo. But | haven't given mine. We're till negotiating.”" She wished there were some other way to get
her baby, but she feared there wasn't.

"Surprise gives the centaur Prize, and you give me your nicelittle body." He eyed the exposed upper
portion of that body, making her fed hafway unclean.

"Prize?'
"The brat's name. Didn't you know?"
"l never got possession of the—of my baby! | never learned her name.”

"It was going to be Sir Prize for aboy, because held be aleader. Just Prize for agirl, because she'sa
possession, of course.”

Surprise choked back aclog of gdl at the reasoning. She had to control her girlish emotionsif shewasto
preval. "Clever," she agreed.

He reached for her again. "Now that that's decided, we can have some fun.”

She drew away again. "It's not decided. | want to see Prize safely out of this house, after | hear Surprise
agreeto let her go." Actualy shewasnot at al sure she could do what he wanted even then, because it
waswrong. It was bad enough having a passion for Che Centaur, who was afully decent souled
creature, but this soulless version of her husband was too much. She was redlly looking for some other
way to rescue Prize. She liked the name, despite its nasty interpretation he had given. To her, the baby
girl was a perfect prize, and possession had nothing to do with it.

"Maybe some other dedl," he suggested.

"Maybe." That waswhat she wanted, but she didn't trust this. He surely had something deviousin mind.
"Something we could give you, to make you go away."

"Without my baby? No way."

"Why are you 0 het up about asqualling baby, anyway? All shell doistake up dl your time."

Surprise refused to be baited. "That's my problem. | will be happy to take her off your hands. Why do
you want her so much, anyway?"

He evaded theissue. "We have a collection of items of interest. Maybe you would like one of them
instead of the brat."

"| doubt it." She was understating the case. What was he up to?

He reached down to haul achest from under the bed. He opened it with awhispered spell. It wasfilled
with dugs and snails and puppy-dogs tails, aswell as sugar and spice and dl things nice. Evidently the
Umlaut and Surprise of thisredity shared it for oddments of interest. What could she possibly want from
such acollection, in lieu of her baby?

Then she realized that to a soulless person, everything was negotiable. If he wanted a baby, but was
offered something he wanted more, he would trade the baby for it. He expected her to react smilarly.



Those without souls could never truly appreciate their nature. That was why the Demons had been so
dismayed in the ingtant they got haves of her soul that they had immediately rejected them.

He lifted out ashoe. Not apair of shoes, just asingle one, with arather nutty surface. Infact it looked as
if it had been fashioned from alarge nut. "How about this Cash Shoe?' he asked. "Wear it, and it leaves
cash behind."

She had to laugh at the incongruity of it. "That's apun: cashew. Who needs cash in Xanth?'

"But with enough cash youll berich.”

"Theriches of Xanth are notin money. Y ou have it confused with Mundania.

Hedidn't argue. He set the shoe aside and brought out another item. "HereisaTooth Brush.”
"That's a brush made out of teeth!" she exclaimed. "Another pun. What good would that do anyone?”’
"Well, it bites bad children. It's agood way to keep them under control.”

For aflegting haf ingant she imagined using that to subdue the rambunctious haf-demon children. Then
her niceness reasserted itself, banishing the wisp of nastiness asif it had never been. "1 wouldn't use
anything like that! Children need to be raised with understanding and love.”

He shook hishead. "Weird." He delved into the chest again. "How about this?' He held up asmall white
ball.

Despite her averson to thiswhole scene, shewas curious. "What isit?
"A Goof Bdl. Play with it and you will goof things up."

"What useisthat?'

"Giveit to the children. They will soon bein no condition to oppose you."

Wheat did he know about the children? Bringing them had been mostly amatter of accident. He knew
entirely too much about her, for one supposedly surprised by her vist. "No."

He brought out asmal rag doll with along pin throughits hair. "This should redly help manage children,
even part demons. It'sa'VVooDoo doll.”

Again, curiosty overcamerevulsion. "'l don't understand.”

"Merdy orient the doll on aperson with aspot verba spell. Thereafter whenever you stick thepininit,
the person fed s the same stick, though nothing shows. It isamarveloudy safe yet effective way of
delivering pain." He withdrew the pin from the doll's hair and oriented on the dolI's belly.

"No!" Surprise cried, dmost feding astab through her own belly. "Put it back!”

"You aredifficult to satisfy.” Somehow he conveyed anuance that had a sexua connection.
"Don't you have anything that doesn't hurt people?’

Hefished around. "This, maybe." He held up acompact squarish congtruction. "A Soap Box."

"lsn't that abox for sogp?"



"It isabox made out of soap stone. Stand on it and vent your opinions, however obnoxious they may be.
It washes you clean of them, leaving afoul taste."

Surprise had avision of the pet peeve perching on the box and opening its beak—and choking on the
taste of sogp. But again sheralied. "No."

He studied her, evidently perplexed. "Isthere no greed or meannessin your body?"
"None," she sad, hoping it wastrue.

"Let'ssee" He brought out abottle of pills. "This should interest you.”
"Rills?Why?'

"These are magic pills, compressed from the dust near the Magic Dust Village. They have very strong
magic, enough to enable a person to perform some magic in Mundania, or to grestly enhance individua
talents. Whatever you do, you could do with greater effect, swallowing one of these. Pop! Twicethe
power. Make your taentstruly effective.”

That was interesting. She could use each talent only once, and if once wasn't enough, she could not cdl it
back for another try. Greater power of talents could be very nice. "I don't know."

"Hal Youwaver."
That giffened her softening backbone. "No! I'll never be a pill-popper.”

He tossed the bottle aside and brought out a hank of shiny gray yarn. "Stee Wool, shorn from metdlic
sheep. It will make very fine protective garments that till readily flex and look nice” Heheld it up,
measuring it againgt her body with hiseye. ™Y ou would look spectacular in a close-fitting gown woven of
this"

Hewas getting closer. A truly flexible but impervious cloth that enhanced her figure. But not at the
expense of her baby. "No."

"Won't you at least try it on?' He shook the yarn, and it dropped down into adinky garment. "It would
be ashameto wagteit on afigureinferior to yours."

She fought hard and won. "No."
"Surprise wears it when we go out. She looks great.”

That did not have the effect he intended. He was referring to the soulless cresture of thisredity. Surprise
did not want any dressthat had touched that flesh to touch her own. "Forget it."

He consdered adisturbing moment. She didn't like it when he thought, knowing his thoughts were not
hedlthy for her mission. Then he brought out a packet of something. "Rows Seeds.”

"Roses?!

"Rows. Plant these seeds and their flowerswill grow only in neet rows. Excdllent for decorating walks
and around houses; nothing grows out of line."

Surprise thought of that around the Golem house, whose surrounding plants were somewhat doppily
arranged. But again, it was hardly enough to sacrifice her baby for. "No."



"Then what about this?' He grasped one of the dog'stails projecting from the chest and hauled it out. The
entire dog came out: aMundane German Shepherd and Samoyed mix, white and light tan with awhite
nose, white brows, and freckles. "Thisis Spunky, looking for agood home."

Thedog blinked. "He's divel" she exclaimed, astonished. "And you had him buried in the chest?!

As she spoke, Spunky cocked hishead to look at her. Hisleft ear flopped over. Her knees dissolved.
She loved animals, and knew that Mundane pets were in specid need of homes, asit took them timeto
get used to the magic and monsters of Xanth.

But instead of her baby? She couldn't. "No," she whispered, heartbroken.

"Wrong dog?' Umlaut pulled on another tail, bringing out another Mundane crossbreed dog, a
combination of black lab and American bull, with long silky hair, black with awhite flame pattern on his
chest. "ThisisHercules. He saved a girl from arattlesnake, but he's very gentle. Y ou couldn't havea
better guard dog.”

The dog gazed soulfully at her, in sharp contrast to the gaze of the man.

Surprise sruggled. The soulless Umlaut must have doneit deliberately, plying her with minor inanimeate
things before suddenly springing thewarm live creatures on her. If the price had been anything other than
her baby—

"No. Stop with these things. | don't want any of them." At least, not considering his asking price.

Umlaut shrugged. He jammed the unprotesting dogs back into the chest, dammed shut thelid, and
shoved it under the bed. Surprise winced to think of the poor dogs trapped in there, but there had to be
some sort of spell to keep them dive. "Then it istimeto return to our tryst, Y ou never said whether you
preferred to undress yourself or have medo it for you. At least you're hdfway there" He eyeballed her
bare top again.

"Why should | express apreference?’ she asked, flustered.
"So | can havethe pleasure of ignoring it.”

"l don't trust you. | told you, | need to see my baby—~Prize—taken out of this house with Che Centaur.”
She grabbed her loose shirt and put it back on. Fortunately she didn't need an undergarment.

"That isnot convenient at the moment.”
There was same additiona nuance of annoyance. "At the moment ?'
"See." He touched the bedroom door, and it became a glassy window showing the other room.

She looked through the pane. There was Che with Surprise Seven. He was standing on the floor. She
was standing on the chair, naked, and plastered to hisfront, kissng him avidly as her hands stroked his
back. There was no sign of Stymy Stork; he must have gone outside.

Surprise hauled her dack jaw up. "What isgoing on?'
"Wecdl it seduction. Maybe it has another namein your redity.”
"But he hasno interest in her!™

"That seemsto bein question. | agree, however, that he does not seem to be responding. Yet."



"How can you watch your wife do that with another mae?!
"Oh, it turnsme on. Assuming it does the same for you, shal we proceed with our own liaison?”'

"No!" But her eyes remained fastened to the awful scene. Every time she thought she had the measure of
the horror of this Stuation, some new ugly twist developed. How could Che tolerate the efforts of that
soulless creature?

Unfortunately, she had an answer. In Redlity Three Che was married to Surprise Three, so obvioudy
they were compatible. In Redity One the two of them had waded through the love dixir and suffered
greater effect than anticipated. Here was Surprise Seven, looking exactly like her, catering to that
passion. How could heress?

Yet resst hedid. Hisarms did not enclose her, and hislips did not respond to her ardent kisses. He
merely stood there despite maneuvers that should have driven him to distraction.

At lagt Seven gaveit up. "Bleep! Youwin."
Che did not respond to that either.
"| should have tortured the baby. Just afew pinches would have made her scream.”

Now the peeve spoke. "Y ou agreed not to, shrew, provided he alowed you to exercise your dubious
wileson him. Faceit: you gambled and logt."

So that wasiit! The witch had threatened the baby, and Che had acted to prevent that. He had been
noble rather than dissolute. She owed him for hisloyalty.

But why had Seven wanted to tempt Che? There, too, she might have an answer: she was turned on by
him, and her soulless condition alowed her to do whatever suited her whim of the moment. So she had
chosen to passthetimein her own unscrupulous fashion.

Umlaut's questing hand touched her hip. She shook it off. "We're done here," she said sharply. Part of
her mind wondered why he was being so careful to obtain her consent before acting; surely he would try
to force her if he thought he could get away with it. Of courseif he tried force she would smite him with
her magic; maybe that was the reason. But she suspected there was something else. She had not yet
fathomed the compl ete depths of thisugly Situation.

She pushed open the door and entered the other room. She was ready to kill someone, eveniif it was her
other sdif. ™Y ou want to torture my baby?" she demanded dangeroudly.

Seven, naked, shrugged. "Why not? She'sapain to take care of ."

That had to be ddliberate baiting. Did Seven want to fight her? What would it be like, to struggle
magicaly against one who could match any taent, once?"What's going on?"

"Y ou are trying to take our baby, that's what's going on," Seven said arrogantly. "Why don't you smply
get your pushy little butt out of here and leave usaone?!

"Because you have my baby," she retorted. "And you are mistreating her. She can't remain with you.”

"She can and will," Seven said. "What are you going to do about it?' She remained naked, the view
compelling Che's unwilling attention. In fact she was flaunting her body to distract the centaur, making
aspects move or jiggle. Surprise had to admit it was agood body, well managed.



It was definitely achallenge, to both of them, with different facets. Surprise had never been aviolent
person, but she had been driven to the verge of her limit. "I'm going to—"

"Surprise,” the peeve said fromits perch on the crib.

That made her pause. The peeve never caled her by name, only by someinsult, though they understood
each other and got dong well enough, considering. "What?*

"I have something to tell you that you need to know."
"Stay out of it, bird-dropping!" Seven snapped.

The peeve did not respond with another insult, oddly. It focused only on Surprise. "That woman is
dangerous. Sheis not what she seems.”

"I'm going to fry you for dinner, if you don't shut your lying beek,” Seven said fiercely.

That, too, was odd. The peeve could lie with the best of them, but had never done so to Surprise or her
family. What did it want to tell her, and why was Seven so dead set againgt it?"'| already know she has
no soul.”

"Not exactly,” the peeve sad.

Seven strode toward the bird. Surprise conjured a pane of hard plagtic to bar her way, knowing Seven
would immediatdly dissolve it with another spell, but not thinking of anything better on the spur of the
moment. Shedidn't like spurs; they were likely to get her into trouble.

But Seven did not. She batted at the barrier with her figts, uttering words Surprise hardly knew and
would never use hersdf. Odd, odd; why didn't she use her magic?

Surprise put her head down to listen to the peeve. "What isit?"
"That's not redlly Surprise,”" the peeve said. "That's a souled entity, but no better for it."
"l don't understand.” Indeed she did not.

"I recognize her because | have run afoul of her before. SheisMorgan le Fey, a Sorceress from ancient
Mundania. She'slooking for abody to take over, in the manner of the SeaHag, and evidently Surprise
Sevenisit. Beware of her; sheis utterly unscrupulous.”

"Morgan le Fey!" Surprise exclamed, amazed. "Why would she want my baby?"

"Because that's my future host and entry to Xanth proper,” Seven/Morgan said. Y ou might as well
know, since the bleepity bird blabbed anyway." She had finaly abolished the plastic pane.

"Somebody had to, bitch-butt,” the peeve retorted.

Surprise fumbled for emotiona or intellectud anchorage. "'But you're tormenting her! Why ruin the one
you want to use?"

"l am taking good care of her body. It's her mind that is of no vaue to me, as| will banish that when |
take over.”

It made such dreadful sense that for the moment Surprise was speechless,



Chefilled in the didogue. "How did you get the stork to deliver the baby to you, since you are obviousy
unqudified?"

"It wasasacrifice,” Umlaut said. "We had to leave our marriages and pretend to be a couple, and
actudly signal the stork, nine months ago, fooling the system. What achore!”

"Youliked it at thetime, lout-brain,” Morgan snapped.

" liked her body, not your mind, you arrogant fairy,” he retorted. "Y ou sneered al the way through.”
"Naturaly, dullard. Who in her right mind would want to sgnd with you?'

"My wifewould!"

"Big ded! Y our wifes made of metd."

Surprise exchanged afleting glance with Che. Thiswasfascinaing initsugliness.

"And your husband'san ogre," he said.

"Exactly who are the two of you married to, in thisredlity?' Che asked.

"The crossbreed twins ddlivered to Esk Ogre and BriaBrasse," Umlaut said. "Epoxy Ogre and Benzine
Brasse"

"But they're only fifteen yearsold!" Chesaid.
Both Umlaut and Morgan looked at him. "What's your point, horse-nose?' she asked.
"The Adult Conspiracy forbids underage stork summoning.”

"Not hereit doesn't,” Umlaut said. "Thereisno Adult Conspiracy in thisreality. Children can and do
attempt stork summoning, if they're minded to."

"And some succeed,” Morgan said. She amiled, not nicely. "Epoxy is satisfactory, when | chooseto have
him so; histalent isto make things hard and fast. But the lout here has a problem: Benzinestalent isto
make things soft and loose."

"Haw haw haw!" the peeve laughed. "No wonder Um Lout is S0 hot to make it with other girlgl"

Umlaut looked ready to kill. Surprise would have been shocked, had she had afew more of her wits
about her. What filthy laundry was being aired herel!

"That does not explain why you attempted to seduce me," Che said to Morgan.
"Apart from the fact that you're a handsome equine specimen?”
"That can hardly be your prime motive."

"To digract you from the lout's effort with Surprise,” Morgan said. "What countsisthat she agreeto give
up her clam and leave the baby here. We need that release, or there could be complications.”

Umlaut had attempted to seduce her in exchange for giving her the baby. Now Surprise redized that the
other facet of that deal wasthat she would agreeto give up her baby if she didn't want to be seduced.
The spines on this mace struck every which way.



"Complications. Because Prizeisredly Surprise's baby, not yours," Che agreed. "But that doesn't explain
how she was delivered here. How did you arrange the fissure between redlities? Y ou couldn't have
managed afest like that on your own."

The naked Sorceress eyed the centaur speculatively. She took another breath, deeper than it strictly
needed to be. She evidently had not redlly given up on him. Any ordinary man would have freaked out by
now. "You are observant. | likethat. Y es, that required Demon magic. Fornax did it."

"But Demoness Fornax can't interfere with Xanth. Demon Xanth wouldn't dlow it."

"Demon Xanth has no authority to prevent it. Asatag end of aprior Demon agreement, Demoness
Fornax has haf of Surprise's soul, and Demon Jupiter hasthe other half. That givesthem acertain tacit
claim on the bodies. Fornax may use thisbody as alegitimate entry to the Land of Xanth, after | am done
with it. That's her business. | am maintaining the body for her in theinterim.”

Surprise could only marve at the dastardliness of the deal. None of the participants cared haf awhit
whom they hurt. The Good Magician must have suspected this, that was why he had tried to dissuade her
from coming after her baby. Y et what a ghastly fate awaited innocent little Prize if Surprise did not rescue
her!

"| think we have heard enough,” Che said grimly. ™Y ou folk have no legitimate claim on this baby. Well
take Prize now, regardiess.”

"| think not," Morgan said.

"Y ou have away to stop us, knowing that your Sorceress magic cannot match Surprisés abilitiesin this
limited venue?'

Because it seemed that Morgan could not use Surprise's taents, which were attached to her soul. Only if
at least part of that soul were returned to the body would her talents return. Morgan surely had powers
of her own, but she was at a disadvantage here. Che was tacitly reminding Surprise of that.

"I have tried to be reasonable," Morgan said, facing Surprise. "But since you will not haveit, it'sno more
Miss Nice Sorceress. Y ou must make amore difficult choice: the baby or the children.”

"The children!" Surprise said, gppalled. "Y ou would threaten them?”

"Of course | would, you ninny. While we dickered here | sent an gpparition to separate them from their
naive baby stter. Now they arelogt, and will surely cometo grief, and it will be your fault. Unless, of
course, you elect to yield your claim on the brat. Then | will indicate the location of the children.”

Surprise was frozen with painful indecison. She couldn't desert her baby—but neither could she sacrifice
the children. What aterrible pass!

Che rescued her again. "Y ou pretend that it is an either/or choice, malign Sorceress. That isnot so. We
ghall search and locate the children, then take the baby to her rightful home."

Morgan took another deep breath, as she made a high-silhouette quarter turn toward him. "Lots of luck,
gdlion."

The centaur ignored the naked taunt. "Come, Surprise, peeve. We have work to do." He led the way out
of thehouse,

Stymy Stork wasthere. "Did you get the—?" He broke off, seeing that she hadn't. "I'm sorry. | could not



facethat thing in your body."

"Not your fault,” Surprise said. "But now we can use your help, if you arewilling to lend it.”
"Whatever you ask," he agreed. "I'm sure Pyrawill too."

"Sowill I," the peeve said. "I like Prize and hate Morgan le Fey."

"Thank you," Surprise said tearfully.

They walked out to where they knew the children would not be. Pyrawas running toward them, alone,
with newsthey aready knew.

9

Stymied Stork

Stymy was chagrined asthey |eft the house and came to meet the distraught Pyra. 1t seemed that not only
had Surprise not recovered her baby, the children had been logt, because of the mischief of the Sorceress
Morgan le Fey who now occupied Surprise Seven's body. He had not anticipated this bypath.

He knew that his exit from the house made him appear cowardly, and that Surprise and Che could have
used hishelp insde. But the moment he recognized Morgan he knew he had to retreat, because she
could when she chose read minds to a certain extent. If she discovered that there was a Demon bet, and
that he was the agent of Demon Xanth, she would either use the knowledge to force Surprise to yield the
baby, or blab it to them al. That would abrogate the bet, and everything would revert to the starting
point. If it was determined that Stymy had given away the truth, then Demon Xanth would forfeit the bet.
He couldn't risk that. So he had gotten away from her asrapidly asfeasible and waited outside.

He did want Demon Xanth to win, and not just because of the promised promotion to Head Stork. He
liked Surprise Golem and wanted her to prove hersdlf. And it would be horrible to leave the innocent
baby with the mean-spirited Morgan. So if there was any way for Surprise to win back her baby without
being corrupted, he had to help her find it. The dternative was too ugly to contemplate.

Pyrawas the agent of the Demoness Fornax. She was his opponent, yet they had acommon interest in
seeing the challenge proceed, and in keeping the secret of the bet. Pyra seemed like a decent woman; he
was sure she would not deliberately have lost the children. The bet concerned the corruption of Surprise,
not the children. Morgan'sfoul play was no part of Pyras effort, though Demoness Fornax was evidently
using her to force theissue. Fornax was taking advantage of aloophole involving her possession of haf of
Surprisg's soul in thisredity, bargaining with Morgan to put pressure on Surprise. Demon Xanth must
have gone aong with it, for the sake of the bet. Stymy had assumed the corruption would be merely a
matter of temptation, such asher having an affair with Che Centaur. Now he saw that it was uglier than
that, with Surprise being forced to choose between evils. He did not like that, but had no control over
that aspect. All he could do was encourage Surprise to be true to her decent nature and do the right
thing, hoping she was strong enough.

They cametogether with the tearful Pyra. "1 was watching the children, honest | was," she said. "Then
suddenly, puff! and they were gone. The three of them wereillusion. | went back and followed their
footprints. They diverged from the way | had gone. | had followed illusion children, being led asiray. But



the footprints disappear in hard ground and do not resume. | don't know what happened to them. I'm so
sorry!" Her tearsburdt into little flames as they struck the ground.

"It'snot your fault,” Surprisetold her, as she had told Stymy. She had such agenerous persondity! "But
we can use your help finding them.”

"Anything!" Pyrasaid. "l should never have been fooled. | just never thought—"

"None of usdid,” Che said. "What we encountered in that house was beyond our worst expectations.”
He efficiently summarized the Stuation; as a centaur hewas good at that. "So as | seeit, we shall haveto
split up and search in every direction. Y ou and Surprise can search the close land; we flying creatures will
searchin circlesfarther out. The children can't have gotten far. Doubtless they were deceived by illusion
too, thinking you were with them. Then when they werefairly logt, your image disappeared and they
were stuck. If they have any reasonable sense, they will either follow their own tracks back, or wait
wherethey arein the hope of being found soon. With luck, one of uswill accomplish that.”

They worked out five quadrants. two semicircles starting at the place the children's footsteps ended, for
Surprise and Pyrato search, and three larger sections beyond for the winged creatures. They agreed to
return to the starting point before dark, unless unable, to compare notes. It seemed perfectly sensible.

But Stymy knew it would not turn out sensibly. The Sorceress Morgan le Fey would not hide the children
where they could be readily found. She would have some more devious angle. She wanted to force
Surpriseto give up her baby in exchange for the children. They weredl likely to come up empty winged.
Stll, dl they could do was search diligently, hoping to fail thefdl plot.

Becauseif Surprise had to choose between baby and children, she would be corrupted, asit wasnot a
choicethat could have any clean outcome. Demon Xanth would lose, and Stymy would remain a
hopelesdy fouled-up low-echelon stork. Pyrawould have her reward, but probably not have any red joy
of it, as she meant no harm to ether the children or the baby. The innocent test of character had become
aquilty grind.

The three took wing, flying to their agreed sections. Stymy's was to the south, a nondescript region
inhabited by the usual dragons, nickel-pedes, and stray human and crossbreed folk. The children surely
knew to stay clear of the dangerous ones, and actualy they could defend themselves reasonably well,
being part or full demon.

Maybe they had had the wit to set up asignd to attract the attention of arescuer. Stymy flew back and
forth, peering down. No recognizable sgndl.

A nasty thought occurred to him: suppose they did not know they werelost? If the phantom Pyra
remained with them they might not redlize they were going astray. She could lead them into a cave, hiding
them, entertaining them with bals of fire or flashes of lightning. Did Morgan have an evil accomplice? The
arr might be no placeto look for them.

Stymy glided down to the ground, looking for traces. He found none. There was only aman walking by.

Wéll, there should be no harm in asking. Stymy approached the man. "Hello. | am Stymy Stork, looking
for logt children.”

"I an Nine. | can gtitch any two things together, such as a person and atangle tree. Would you like a
demondration?"

Stymy thought about being stitched to ahungry (hungry was the only way they came) tangletree. "Thank



you no. Have you seen three children passthisway?"

"No children,” Nine said cheerfully. "How about getting stitched to athyme plant? A gtitch in thyme saves
Nine"

Thisman was evidently taented, but was being of little help. " Thank you no." Stymy spread hiswingsand
took off.

Helanded not far away, in aglade with a spotty object in the center. "'I'm spotting you!" the thing cried,
flinging out spots. Severa stuck to Stymy, soiling hiswhite feathers. He had been spotted. He struggled
to wipe them off, but they clung like coagulating glue. Ugh!

Hefound a puddle of water and with its help managed to soak and pry the spots off. He had lost
vauable time. He was about to take off again, when another stork landed. "Beware the spotd™ he called.

But the spotter did not fling out any more spots, evidently it had used up its stock and was recovering.
The stork approached him. 1t was female, and he rather liked her look. But not her ook, paradoxicaly:
shewasglaring prettily at him.

"Did you deliver an unlicensed baby here?' she demanded.

"Y es, actudly, to the Golem residence. But—"

"Y ou beast!" she cried, atacking him with her beak.

"But | couldn't helpiit," he protested, trying to protect himself. "I had to—"

She caught awing fegther in her besk and yanked it out. That hurt. "Thisismy delivery territory! You
had noright!"

"| couldn't deliver to the origind girl, because—"

She caught atail feather and yanked it out. Y ou brute! Y ou utter bird-brain!™

"Shewas underage,” he continued desperately. "At leadt, | thought she was, according to my records.”
She yanked out a head festher. "How could you!"

Her determined effort was denuding him! But how could he oppose such a pretty lady? "It wasn't my
fault. The record was wrong.”

She yanked out more. "Ridiculous. Babies are sent out only when ripe. They can't be underage.”

That set him back, until he realized her misunderstanding. " The mother. Shewaslisted asthirteen, instead
of eighteen. I'm already on probation; | didn't dare make awrong delivery.”

"So you ddlivered it here, and got me in trouble!” She plucked out several morefeathers. "They think |
delivered anillegitimate baby. | could get fired. All because of you." Another feather.

The pain and humiliation overwhelmed him. "It's not my doing. It'sa Demon bet!"
Shewent quite ill, staring at him.

"Oh, blegpity blegp!" he swore. "'l shouldn't have said that."

"Now you had better say more," she said.



"Please, please, forget what | said. Everything's at stake.”
"Well, it would be."

"But if any of the participantslearn or catch on, it'sdl off, and my sidelosesif it'smy fault." He shrank
into himsdlf. "And it is. | shouldn't have blabbed.”

"How doesit end, if it ends?

"If the bet is voided, everything revertsto what it was before the bet got in motion. But if | am
responsible, Demon Xanth will lose the bet, and it must be something important. | can't tand to be
respongble.”

"Tel meal, and I'll decide whether to keep my besk shut.”
"How can | trust you? Y ou just defeathered me. I'm stork naked.”

She considered. "True. | was mad. | thought you did it on purpose, or out of stupidity. Now | seeyou
are ahdpless creature of fate, as| am. | apologize.”

"That doesn't restore my feathers. | can't even fly until they grow back."
"There'sahealing spring not far from here. Thisway." She waked away from him.
What could he do? He followed her, ashamed of his nakedness.

"There" shesad, pointing with awingtip.

It looked like amud puddle, but he took her word and walked into it. The pain stopped and new
feathers sprouted wherever the mud touched. He got down and rolled in it, getting al of his skin and
feathers restored. He was whole again. No wonder he hadn't known about this spring, if it existed in his
own redlity; who would have guessed?

"Congratulations, mudball,” she said. "Y ou're re-feathered.”

And completdy black with mud. He would not be able to fly with that fouling hisfeathers. "Istherea
clear water spring or river or lake nearby?"

"I'll take you there while you tell methewhole story."

Wheét did he haveto lose, at this point?"Maybe we should start with an introduction. | am Stymy Stork.”
"You can't be. That's my name.”

"Your name?'

"Stymie Stork."

"Oh, now | see. I'mthe malevariant, withaY."

"I'mIE."

"l am glad to meet you, Stymie Stork.”

"Likewisg, | think, Stymy."



"We have the same territory. We're equivaent.”

"Almog," she agreed, glancing modestly aside.

"Except for gender,” he agreed. "And you're lovely. Pardon my candor.”
"You arent lovely." But she seemed flattered.

He climbed out of the mud and they walked to the clear water she knew of. He told her the whole story
of the bet and the challenge to Surprise Golem to recover her baby without being corrupted.

"But that'sarigged case," she protested. "'If she sacrificesthe children to get her baby, she's corrupted. If
she sacrifices the baby to save the children, she's corrupted. Y our side loses either way."

"That'swhy we have to find the children," he said. " So she doesn't have to make that choice.”

"l see." She consdered amoment. "I know Surprise Golem. Shelost her soul four years ago, and hasn't
been decent since. She faked amarriage to Umlaut and even signaed the stork with him nine months
ago, but of course we refused to honor the order. She doesn't deserve a baby.”

"Not assheisinthisredity,” heagreed. "I didn't know that when | delivered. | can't think why | wasn't
uspicious.”

"Because Morgan le Fey enchanted you to not be," she said. "Now that you've explained about the way
shetook over Surprise, things are clarifying. Y ou were avictim of circumstance, aswas|."

"YS,"

They waked in dlenceto the clear river she knew of. Stymy waded gladly in. In two and ahaf moments
he was clean and white again. He emerged and shook himsdlf off.

"I will keep your secret,” Stymie said. "I'm not one of the participants, soif | don't tell, thereésno harm
done."

"Thank you!" he said, vastly relieved. "1 could kissyou." Storks did not kissin the doppy way humans
did, of course; it was more amatter of clicking beaks together. But the sentiment was smilar.

"Not if | kissyou firgt," she said, and clicked hisbegk. "I'm sorry | pulled your feathers. | didn't
understand.”

"That'sdl right," he said, sunned in much the way a human man would have been by the gesture.

"l have been in trouble much as you have," she confided. "'I'm on probation too. One more bad mistake
and I'm out on my tail. That'swhy | was so angry. | searched for you—for whoever made that wrong
ddivery—and, wdll, | have atemper.”

"l noticed,” he agreed.

"l didn't understand. | wish | could make it up to you."

"Y ou have done that, by restoring my feathers and agreeing to keep silent about the Demon bet.”
"You'revery nice." Sheclicked hisbeak again.

"Dont do that! Youll get meadl excited.”



"That had occurred to me," she confessed.

"| can't be distracted. | have to search for thelost children.”

"I'll help you search, to make up for your lost time."

"I haven't lost alot of timeyet. But | need to resume the search.”

"And | need to make it up to you, for my misunderstanding. And because | understand about fouling up
and being on probation. That's my casetoo.”

"Wearemuch dike," he agreed.
"Describe the children we are searching for.”

Stymy was glad to ablige. "The boy is Demon Ted, age ten, haf demon, sort of surly in expression. Heis
congtantly rebdlious and getting himsdlf and othersinto trouble.

"Absolutely typica mae human child. | have delivered many who grew into such children.”

"Thegirl isDeMonica, o ten, haf demon, and looks like Ted's twin, but she's actualy no relation.
She's cute, with hair that changes without notice, and she's looking ahead to when she can fascinate boys
with her panties™”

"Typica human girl. But what'sthis about panties? Don't dl girlswear them?”
"Yes, but boy's aren't supposed to see them. They freak boysout.”

"They do?How odd."

Then Stymy remembered something. "Therés no Adult Conspiracy herel™
"Conspiracy to do what?' she asked blankly.

"Inmy redlity, it isknown in full asthe Adult Conspiracy to Keep Interesting Things from Children. Such
as cusswords, and how to summon us storks to deliver babies.”

"How quaint. Why should this information be concealed?’

"To prevent children from doing it too soon. There needs to be a certain maturity to be responsible for
babies, who need good care.”

"That isapoint,” she agreed. "Xanth isredly no better than Mundaniain that respect.”

"Itisin my redity. Children don't learn the secret until they are eighteen, or have aspecid need to learn it
sooner. So they have mature, |asting relationships, and marriages never break up.”

"That isachange! Here couples have externa affairs and marriages break up haf thetime, and children
uffer.”

"That explainsalot,” Stymy sad. "We were amazed to learn that Surprise and Umlaut are married to
Epoxy Ogre and Benzine Brassiein thisredlity. They faked being with each other, and even sent out a
summonstogether. That would never happen in our redlity.”

"I think | am getting to like your redlity. | wish | could deliver thereingtead of here. | would fed much
better about the future of my ddliveries.”



Theideaof having her in hisredity thrilled him. But of course that wasirresponsible. So he focused on
the subject. "Thethird child is about age five, Woe Betide. She's actualy the—"

"The child aspect of the Demoness Metria," she sad.
"Metriais here?'
"Metriais everywhere, | think. That demonessredly gets around. Shefitsright in with our culture.”

"l canimagine,” Stymy said, thinking of the way Metriatried endlesdy to seduce any mae of any species
she encountered, not from any rea passion but Ssmply to make mischief.

Therewasaswirl of smoke. "Did | hear my nomenclature?”

"Your what?' Stymy asked.

"Character, denomination, gppellation, designation, luminary, celebrity—"
"Name?

"Whatsoever," the smoke agreed crossy, forming into the most luscious imaginable human torso, with the
head of astork. "What are you odd birds up to?"

Wasthere any harmintelling her? "We're looking for threelost children.”
"Hal Does one of them look like this?' The demoness fuzzed into mist and reformed as little Woe Betide.
"Yed" Stymy sad. "Have you seen her?'

The grown demoness reformed, thistime as astork’s body with ahuman head. "Naturaly not. She'smy
child aspect.”

"She'sfrom adifferent redity. Not this one. So you can probably coexigt.”

"Now that promisesto beinteresting. | can fission into hafway crazy D. Mentiaand me, and we can
interact, but Woeistoo young to know how. I'd like to contest her."

Stymy knew he shouldn't, but his beek was dready opening. "To what her?'
"Confront, encounter, congregate, converge, adjoin, anima flesh—"

That would be mest. Or—"Meet?"

"Whatsoever! I'll help you look for her."

Why not? She certainly had an interest in rescuing her other redlity child sdf. "We think the Sorceress
Morgan le Fey led them astray and is holding them hostage. We must find them to stop that.”

"Morgan! Even | didike her, and that's hard to score.”
"Hard towhat?"
"Accomplish,” Stymie said impatiently.

"Whatsoever," the demoness agreed as crosdy as ever.



"Well fly low acrossthe land, and descend to investigate any prospect,” Stymy said. "Oh—Metria, one
of the children isyour son Demon Ted."

"l haveason?"

"In my redity you married amortal man, got half asoul and conscience, and after sending about fifteen
hundred signals managed to get a stork to pay attention.”

"My dternate did that? I'm sure | could have done it faster. She can't be very cogent.”

"Very what?'

"Sound, solid, satisfactory, telling, convincing—"

"Persuiasve?'

"Whatsoever," she agreed crosdy. "Though it istrue you storks have a canned ear for demon signas.”
"Atinear?" Stymieasked.

"Whatso—hey, you skipped my litany."

"Sorry about that," Stymie said without apparent regret. "l just want to get on with the search.”
"For suitable prospects,” Stymy reminded her.

Metriabecame afull stork, asexy one. "I'm aprospect. Investigate me."

"Areyou hereto help or hinder?' Stymie demanded sharply.

"One or the other." The demoness spread her wings and took off.

"Sheannoysme," Stymie muttered.

"Understandable,” Stymy said, privately pleased by her interest. He didn't care to admit that Metriain
saucy stork form was quite interesting. It helped him understand why human men tended to have eyesfor
more women than they ever hoped to accommodate.

They flew to the next glade. There was agroup of severd pink vaguely storklike birds. "Y ou check
farther ahead,” Stymy caled. "I'll ask theseiif they have seen the children.”

He descended. The birdswere not only pink, their beaks were spoons. They were roseate spoonbills.
Helanded and approached them. "Hello. | am Stymy Stork.” Introductions were aways better, fird.
"We're sposeate roonbills,” the nearest one replied. "We pangtrose sinitial ounds.”

Stymy digested that. After along moment and ashort ingtant hefigured it out: they weretrangposing initia
sounds. That wasther talent, or curse. "So | gather.”

"Wedishwewidn't," another spoonbill said.

Stymy remembered now: such switches were called spoonerisms. Naturaly the spoon-beaked birds
practiced them.

Stll, maybe they could help. "Have you seen three lost children?”



The spoonbills considered. "Y es, we taw swo,” one said. "In the fext nield.”
Two? Maybe the third wasn't in Sght at the moment. "Y ank thew!" Stymy called as he took off. Oops.

The next field did have two children. But not the right ones. Unless the Sorceress had somehow changed
their gppearance. One was an athletic looking girl of about dmost fourteen, holding the other, aboy of
about dmost one and ahalf.

He landed before them and got right to business. "Hello. | am Stymy Stork. Who are you?”
"A taking stork!" the girl said, amazed. Thelittle boy clung to her more closdly.

"Y es, storks can talk, when we need to. I'm looking for two ten-year-old children and afive-year-old
girl. Their names are Ted, Monica, and Woe Betide."

The girl shook her head. "I am Sophialsadora, an acrobat from—from—"

"Mundania," Stymy said, catching on. Sometimesfolk cameto Xanth involuntarily, and it was best not to
inquire the detalls.

"Mundania," she agreed uncertainly. "Thisis Devin McClane Kowalick, dso from there. Were
hopeedy log."

Stymy had to do something to help them, but had no time to spare. "Go to the next field. The spoonbills
arenice birds, they will surely help you find your way to ahuman village. They talk oddly, but they mean
wdl."

"Thank you," Sophiasaid politely. Shetook Devin's hand and led him toward the next field.

Stymy spread hiswings and took off. He hoped there was a suitable human village nearby. It usudly took
involuntary visitorsawhileto get their bearings. But in time they would come to like Xanth, and even
develop magic taents of their own.

They landed in the next glade, spying two figures there. But these were not the children. Onewas alovely
young woman with amost trangparent skin. In fact she was trand ucent throughout, her body an appeding
pink. Besde her wasasamilarly tranducent man, gray throughout, looking surly.

"Hello, people” Stymy said. "l am Stymy Stork, and thisis Stymie. Werelooking for threelost children.”
"Youlost your ddliveries” thewoman said sympatheticaly. ™Y ou poor things.”

"Nono," Stymy said quickly. "These are three older children, agesten, ten, and five. Have you seen
them?'

"Not at dl, I'm sorry to say,” thewoman said. "I am Rose Quartz. My taent isto soothe troubled hearts.
| can't help you find your children, but | can ease your heartache about theloss. All | needtodois
embraceyou.”

"The blegp you will," the man said hatly. "Y ou're entirdy too friendly with strangers.”

"It'smy nature," Rose said. Then, to the storks: "Thisis my boyfriend Smoky Quartz. HE's constantly
heated up about something. That's his nature.”

Thethird stork fuzzed into smoke, then reformed as aluscious trand ucent blue human woman. She
approached Smoky. "Well hdlo, hot, hard, and handsome. I'm Crystalline Quarts, and—"



"Crygtdlinewhat?' Smoky asked.

"Milky, Brown, Yédlow, Citrine, Amethyst—"

"Quartz," Rose said, her color degpening amost to red.

"Whatever," the demoness agreed crosdy. "L ets go and make beautiful inclusonstogether, Smoky."
"Dothat, and I'll bash you into rock crystd," Rose said, not at al soothing at the moment.

"Now don't get fractured, Quartzite," Smoky said, backing away from the demoness. He had evidently
caught on to what was real and what wasn't. The two trand ucents moved away.

"If that'sthe way you're going to help us search, we don't need it,” Stymie said severely.

Crystalline morphed back into stork form. "I just couldn't resist. It's my nature. When | saw how hot and
smoky hewas| just had to have apiece of him."

Another cloud of smoke appeared. "A peace of what?" it demanded.

What was this? Stymy knew it couldn't be Metria, because here shewasin stork form. "How do you
spell that?' he asked the cloud.

"THAT, of course" the cloud responded.
"I mean the other word you used.”
"WHAT," thecloud replied.

"Could it be PIECE?" Stymie asked.

"Whatsoever," the cloud agreed irritably asit formed into afourth stork. That stork eyed Stymy
speculaively, fluffing out her wingsin an gppeding manner.

"What are you doing here, Mentia?' Metria asked.

"'Something interesting was happening, so naturdly | cameto seawhat was up.”
"To dowhat?' Stymy asked before he thought.

"See" Stymie sad impatiently.

"Whatsoever," the Demoness Mentia agreed irritably.

"Thisisthe Demoness Mentia, my dtar ego,” Metriasaid.

"Y our what ego?' Stymy asked.

"Mound, platform, structure, edifice, sacrificid stand—"

"Alter, asin change," Stymie snapped, her beak clicking sharply. "And we are Stymy and Stymie Stork,
searching for logt children.”

"So pleased to meat you," Mentiasaid, stepping closer to Stymy.

"Towhat me?" Stymy asked, unableto curb histonguein time. "I mean, how isthat M-word spelled?’



"SpeledM EET," Stymiesaid.

"Whatsoever," Mentiaagreed irritably.

"Now that'sinteresting,” Stymy said. "In my redlity, Mentiaisalittle crazy, but doesn't garble words."
"Somefalk cdl her synonym and me homonym," Mentiasaid. She now stood quite closeto Stymy.
"We both garblewords," Metriaagreed, stepping closer hersdlf. "Only in dightly different ways."
"But if you are ater egos, how can you exist gpart?’ Stymy asked.

"Wefuson," Metriasad.

"Youmean fishing,” Mentiasaid.

"Fisson,” Stymie said crossy and irritably. "Why don't you two egos get back together and help usfind
those children?"

"Maybe we should,” Mentiaagreed.

The two storks marched toward each other, collided, and fused into one stork. "Now | am hole," she
said. "l mean holo."

"Whole," Stymiesaid. "But ill half-reared.”

The stork exploded into smoke, which swirled around and formed back into two storks. "We fragment,”
onesad.

"We'retoo interndly conflicted," the other agreed.
Stymy redlized that two additiona searchers were probably better than one. "L et'slook for the children.”

They took wing again. Two things occurred to Stymy: onewasthat if they checked only the glades, they
could miss children lost in the forest sections. The other was that Stymie had reacted much as Rose had,
when a demoness came too winsomely close to him. Was she jedlous of the attention other femaes paid
him? He hoped so.

"It occurs to me that we need to check the forest too,” he said. "The children could be caught there.”
"What agrateidea," Mentiasaid. "I'll go into the deep dark forest with you."

Once again he couldn't stop histongue in time, despite knowing he was playing her game. "What kind of
ideg?'

"GREAT," Stymiecdled. "Great."
"I'm glad you agree,” Mentiasaid smugly. "Stymy and | will check the forest.”

Stymielooked asif she had swallowed a stinkworm. But she had inadvertently agreed, so had to let them
doit.

They flew down into a thinnet, which was of course athinned thicket. "1 had better stay quite closeto
you," Mentiasaid, "to protect you from the frights of the forest.” She suited action to word, her silky left
wing touching hisright wing.



Did sheredly want to help find the children? She was probably just as mischievous as Metria, being of
the same substance, asit were. "No need,” he said gruffly. "I can take care of myself.”

"Redly?'
What waswith her?"Redly."

She stepped in front of him, spread her wings and enfolded him before he could react. "Stay till asa
Steek.”

Stymy froze, mainly because he had no ideawhat €l se to do. He had never before encountered romantic
aggression likethis. It was not entirely objectionable; she was avery soft and pretty stork, evenif he
knew she wasredly ademoness. "Asawhat? Spelled how?"

"It'sabig iff pole" she said, keeping him closely clasped. Her embrace was so tight that his feet were
off the ground. In fact hewasfloating.

"STA KE," hespeled uneasily. "Now if you will kindly let me go—"

"Not yet," she murmured. "We're not threw yet."

That waswhat hewas afraid of. But he seemed to have no fair way out. "Not what-spelling yet?"
"Finished. Done. Ended.” Shelet him go and stepped back.

"THROU GH," hespelled as her feet landed back on the ground. Then he looked around, surprised.
"What did you do?'

"What did | dew?'

"D O! We aren't where we were."

"Oh, that. | moved you to safety before the B's could sting you to desth.”

"B aposirophe S?' That didn't make sense, what €l se was there? She must have used the correct word.
"That weigh,” she sad, pointing with awing.

"W A'Y," heagreed, looking. "But that's amonstrous hive in the shape of aship! It must have thousands
of B's"

"Exactly. Y ou were about to walk into it. That would have annoyed the scholars something awful. | had
to get you away from it before they noticed.”

"Scholars?' He couldn't think of ahomonym, but it didn't seem to make sense asit stood.

"That'san Ark-hive," she explained patiently. "Where scholarly B's research new types of honey and
sting-venom. One of several arks. They don't like to be disturbed.”

Stymy thought about blundering into such an ark. Indeed, he would have gotten badly stung. But Mentia
had intercepted him and floated him to safety before the B's noticed. ™Y ou're right,” he admitted. "1 do
need your protection.”

"| garble words, not dangers,” she said, satisfied.

They resumed their search, avoiding the hives. Only to be intercepted by severa green toothy reptilesin



vests. They looked like alegories or alegations or worse. "Wed better flee," he whispered.
"Hea? There are no fleason me."

She had trouble both ways with homonyms. "F L E E," he said urgently. "Before those monsters chomp
s

"Oh, those aren't dangerous,” she said. "They're invest-i-gators. All we haveto do isanswer their
questions.”

The lead gator approached. "Inspector Al here," he said, flashing abadge. "What's this about a
blundering bird being stung to death?"

"I caught him before he struck the ark,” Mentiasaid. " So he escaped.”
The gator made anote on apad. "Very good, citizen. We don't like aruckus." The gators departed.

Soon they encountered another young woman. Do you birds need amemory repressed?" sheinquired.
"l am Summer; my talent isto repress asingle memory in someone.”

"No thank you," Stymy said. "We arelooking for three lost children.”
"Sorry; | haven't seen them," Summer said, and went on.

Beatedly, he wondered whether Summer's talent ever bounced back at her. Could she have seen the
children and repressed the memory? Probably not, he hoped.

"l don't want to be negative,” Mentiasaid. "But | don't think the children arein thisarea. No one has seen
them.”

"Let's ask one more person,” Stymy said, suspecting she wasright.
They saw aman resting by atree. Stymy introduced himsalf, and asked.

The man shook his head. "I've been here dl day, and not seen them. I'm Scott; | can dematerialize atoms.
But then they get upset and fuss, and revert the moment | stop concentrating. It's anuisance. 1'd trade for
your problem.”

Stymy tried to think of someway Scott's talent could help them find the children, but couldn't. "Thank
you."

"Let'skeep looking," Mentiasaid encouragingly.

They quested through the forest, but found no children. "We had better rgjoin the others,” Stymy said.
They found an avenue to the sky and flew up. In two and a half momentsthey found the others.

"And what did you accomplish down there?' Metriainquired with awry twist to her besk.

"Weflu around, but found no children,” Mentiasaid. "We saw agate or ark, nothing else.”
"FLEW," Symy spelled. "GATOR"

Neither Metrianor Stymie seemed to believe that, but didn't make an issue.

The day was fading. "No children here," Metria concluded. "Wed better be on our ponderosity.”



"Y our what?" Stymy asked.
"Way," Mentiasaid, getting the wrong word almost right.

The two storks did not fly away. They smply dissolved into smoke. “So how long did it take to seduce
him?' one asked the other.

"No thymeat awl," the other responded. They faded out, leaving nothing behind but Stymi€s glare.
What could he say that shewould believe?

But she rescued him. "Those demonesses never tdll the truth, they just make mischief. So | know she
didn't get anywhere with you."

"Nowhere," he agreed, relieved.
"Let's make abower."
He stared at her. "But we hardly know each other.”

"I think we do. Well enough.” She clicked his beak again. "Soon you will depart and I'll never seeyou
again. So anything we do together must be done now."

Stymy was beyond resistance. No real female had ever liked him, let alone offered to make a bower with
him. She had offered to help him search for the children, so that the lost time would be made up, and had
done s0. She had shown redl interest in him. She understood what it was like to be avirtua outcast
among storks. He liked her more than he would have imagined before this day. How could he refuse?

"l suppose we do havetime, thisonetime," he said, wishing that this didn't have to bethe end of it.

"And | will keep your secret mission secret forever,” shereminded him. "1 hope your sidewins. | wish |
could have helped more.”

"You helped agreat dedl. I'm sorry the demonesses got in the way."
"It'stheir nature." They laughed together, understanding perfectly.
They made abower together. Then they entered it and sent the signa that Summoned the Man.

10

Peeved Dreams

The peeveflew to its sector, determined to find the children if they were there. It wasn't thaet it redlly liked
the children; it didn't like anyone or anything. But they got along well enough, with their shared propengity
for mischief. Mainly it wasthat Grundy and Rapunzel Golem provided the peeve agood home, which
was a consderableimprovement on itsresidence in Hell, asit had told Surprise, and it didn't want that
messed up. So it would do its best.

And the baby Prize liked the peeve. That infused the peeve with aweirdly unfamiliar and doppy emotion
that for want of a better explanation suggested that the peeve liked the baby back. Nothing like that had



ever happened before. No emotion other than irritation had ever motivated the peeve before. Oh, there
was the guarded mutual respect it shared with afew, such as the Gorgon, Hannah Barbarian, and Grundy
Golem, but thiswasn't the same. It would take some getting used to, but thereit was. If Surpriselost the
baby, there would be nothing. Now that the peeve had discovered that tiny bit of like, it didn't want to
loseit.

The peeve flew down to the edge of its search territory. It expected to do an efficient job, crisscrossing
theland in alattice pattern so that nothing would escape its notice. If the children were here, the peeve
would find them.

Almogt immediatdy it spied adall-like girl walking nervoudy dong aforest trail. She wasn't one of the
children, but maybe she had seen them. "Hey, dollface, have you seen three children around here?’

Thegirl paused in place, stlanding in her own tracks, which waswhat folk normaly did. Shewas
extremely well formed, as dolls could be, with alarge bosom, small waist, and long legs. "A taking bird!"

"A talking dall!" the peeve mimicked. "Are you too stupid to answer my question?”
For some reason the girl frowned. "Y ou've got afoul beak on you, bird."

"Thank you. Y ou've got an overstuffed shirt on you, and not enough stuffing in your skull. Now are you
going to answer, or isthat beyond your meager powers of focus?’

She frowned worse. "Who are you, bird?’
"l am apet peeve. Couldn't you tdll?"
She burgt out laughing. "A pun! What astinker."

"Thank you." The peeve dways thanked folk for true observations, mainly because that tended to annoy
them.

"| am Barbie Que," the girl said. "My tadent isto cook raw food instantly by touch. It's another pun.”

"Ha," the peeve said sourly. "Ha. Ha. There: | have laughed. It was an effort. Now can you compressthe
ar inyour head enough to answer my question?'

"No, | haven't seen any children. Only an awful ram or wolf with ten tongues who | fear wantsto devour
rre.ll

The peeve's sympathy was limited. But she had finally answered its question, so it dallied amoment and a
half more. "Comeon, sgter: isit aram or awolf? The one won't eat you; the other will."

"l think it'sacrossbreed. It has big horns and huge sharp teeth. | don't want to get gored or chomped.”
"Idiot, you have no need to be afraid of it," the peeve said. "It should be afraid of you."

"l don't understand.”

"Of course you don't, doll-brain. Hereit is. consider it raw food, and touch it. That will cook its goose.”

Barbie's pretty mouth fell open. "I never thought of that! Y ou'reright.” Her cutelittle chin firmed. "I'll tell it
to begoneif it doesn't want to be roasted.”

"No timelike the present, D-cup. There heis”



Barbie's manicured hair swirled as she spun around. "Oh!™ she cried with maidenly distress.
"Hey, dog-snoot!" the peeve cdled, usng Barbiesvoice. "l dare you to try to devour me!”

The crossbreed monster was taken aback. He curled severd of histongues around to form words. "l
don't want to eat you. | want to be your friend. | was hoping you are aslonely as| am.”

"My friend!" Barbie exclamed with maidenly shock. "But what big teeth you have, wolf!"

"Wolfram Tungsten,” he said. "Two namesfor the same element. So I'm part wolf, part ram, and have
tonguesten. It'saburden.”

"You'reapun too!l" Barbie exclaimed.

"Yes. HAf thefolk | meet don't get it, and half sneer at it. That doesn't leave many to befriend. | thought
maybe a creature like you would understand.”

"Oh, I do!" she exclaimed, thrilled. "Now that | know your nature.”" She kissed the wolf on aram horn.
"Y ou redly don't want to ram me or wolf me down?"'

"Not asamed," the peeve said, picking up a couple of marveloudy naughty unintended interpretations.
"Ha-ha-ha"

Both maiden and monster glared at it. "Let'sleavethis birdbrain,” Wolfram said.
"Delighted,” Barbie agreed. The two newfound friends departed together.

Wéll, it had been fun whileit lasted. The peeve had gotten off acouple of decent insultsand asnide
observation before the subjects caught on. It resumed the search.

Soon the peave located something not by sight but by smell. It wasaboy hiding invisbly inagnarly
crevice of an old beer-barrel tree. "What are you up to, twerp?’

"Oh, you found me," the boy said, disappointed.

"Of course | found you, brat. I'm sniffing out children.”
"But I'm Hidey. | can hide from anything."

"Visudly maybe. Not from agood nose.”

"Oh, | forgot!" Then Hidey faded out, losing hissmell.
"Did you see any other children, gamin?" the peeve called.

"None, hummingbird!" the boy's voice replied from midair. He really was good at hiding, and he had
gotten off agood insult: the peeve was smdll, but not that small. That had to be respected.

There was yet another irrdlevant person, thistime alonely-looking young woman sitting on astone. The
peeve perched on alow branch before her. "What's bothering you, airhead?'

She looked up. "My name's Lydia, not Airhead.”
She had missed mogt of the insult. That was annoying. ™Y ou didn't answer my question.”

Lydiasighed. "I have agood talent, I'm sure of it. But no oneisinterested. | can interpret dreams, but



most folk can't even remember their dreams. | wish | could find somewhere where dreams are
remembered. But | have traveled dl around Xanth, and there's nothing."

The peeve was about to launch another cutting insult. But then Lydialooked at it and spoke again. "Oh,
one of your pretty green feasthersisruffled. Let me straighten it." She reached out and set the feather in
order. For some reason that stifled the insullt.

"Maybe| can come up with something,” the peeve said, hating the sudden foolish irrational wish to be
helpful. "I'll ponder it."

"Oh thank you, lovely creature!” she exclaimed.

The peeve returned to the quest. Thereredly was nothing significant. Just ordinary stupid pedestrians
who hadn't seen any children, and routine mongterslike tangle trees and nickelpedes. Certainly no lost
children,

Then the peeve spied avine bearing agourd. It was alarge one, and yes, it was a hypno-gourd, an entry
to the dream realm. Could the children have gotten into that? There were no bodies lying with their eyes
glued to the peepholes, but they could be hidden by aspell by the Sorceress Morgan le Fey. That would
be afine way to hide the children for an indefinite period. Their bodieswould be absolutdly till and silent,
while their minds were locked into the horrors of the dream realm. They could be anywhere in there.

Wi, there was one way to find them: by their minds. If they were in the dream realm, they'd be happily
making mischief in the bad dream sets, not invisible at dl. The disruption should be considerable. They
shouldn't be hard to locate.

But it wouldn't do to look into the peephole and freeze the way others did, because there was no easy
waly to escape the trance. The peeve knew it needed to bein full control. Wéll, for abird who had had
experience with Hell, there was away. The peeve flew toward the gourd, closed itswings, and plunged
through the peephole. It had entered physicaly.

It found itsdlf in the standard opening setting: a creepy haunted house in ascary forest. Everythingwasin
thick shadow, and there was afaint background of eerie music. Idedl for giving innocent folk the
guessies.

But thiswas not asocid vidt. The peeveflew rapidly around to the sde and into a broken upstairs
window, bypassing the ghosts and pitfalls of the main drag. It found itself in a bedroom with a cresky bed
festooned with cobwebs. A skeleton lay under the covers, awaiting the gpproach of afrightened victim.
Then it would groan and stir—the peeve wasn't sure how fleshless skeletons could groan, but they did
when they needed to—and with luck frighten the victim into jumping right out the window in mid-scream.

But thiswas no time for fun. The peeve flew to the bed and perched on the bare skull. "Wake up,
hollow-head. Have you seen any children here?'

The skeleton jumped, startled in the manner normally reserved for human victims. "Whooo?" it asked,
dazed.

"Ted and Monica Demon, and Woe Betide. Agesten, ten, and five."

The skeleton began to get organized. "1 meant, whoo are you?'

"| asked first, bonehead. Answer before | poop on your pate.”

The skeleton grabbed with bone fingers, but the peeve was dready in the air and hovering. It had had



decades of experience avoiding angry folk. It dropped asmall blip on the skull's polished pate. "That's
just awarning, vacuum-head. Next one will be poop du jour."

The skeleton had very little wit inits hollow head, but that was enough for it to know when it was
overmaiched. "No children here”

"Thanksfor nothing." The peeveflew to the closed door and scrambled under the sill.

Now it wasin the upstairshal. A female ghost was lurking, facing the Stairway, expecting avictimto
ascend.

"Take off, empty skirt," the peeve said loudly right behind her.

The ghost did. She sailed up and passed halfway through the ceiling before recovering. She drew hersdlf
back and floated down, looking nervoudy around. She was accustomed to being the spooker, not the
spookee.

"Good thing you don't have anything to see down here," the peeve remarked from under her full
bell-shaped dress.

"EEeed!" she screamed, capitdizing thefirst two €sin her dismay as she sailed up again, pulling her skirt
close about her invisble ankles.

"Y ou might at least have the courtesy to wear ghost-white panties,” the bird peeved.

"Get out of here, you dirty little snoop!" she cried angrily. "Y ou're messing up the set.” She huffed up her
top section like aforbidding matron.

"Just tell me whether you have seen three children here, baloon-bra.”
The ghost pulled her décolletage tight as her face went grimly white. "No children, you nagty little beak."
"Thank you, paeface.

The peeve flew on down the stairs, passing an empty pair of walking shoesthat were tramping down the
steps, making a clattering calculated to freak out any visitor aready shaken by the gpparitions
downgtairs. Accordingly, it dropped asmall smdly offering in one shoe asit passed. "Courtesy of the
trade, footfdls."

Both shoesfrozefor fully half an instant, then legped up and turned over to dump out the dottle. Naturdly
it stuck in place. The shoes knocked their hedlstogether, finaly didodging the gooey gob. They made
violent kicking motions. The peeve nodded, satisfied; one might dmost get the impression they were
annoyed.

There were no children in the house, and no evidence of the disruption of their passage. But they could
have entered the dream realm via another ste, especialy if they had vigted it before; it generally held the
place of each visitor, S0 no one could avoid anything by waking and returning another time. All settings
would have to be checked, until the children were found. That was apt to be abig job, but easier if any
of the denizens of the dream realm had news of them.

The peeveflew out the back, rapidly checking the zombie graves, the children wouldn't be underground,
being dive. It reached the edge of the horror set, which wasawall painted realigtically with further
gloomy trees, graves, and suggestions of dark monsters going bump in the night.



There was room to scramble under the wall where the ground dipped. The peeve scrambled, and
emerged in the next set: ahdfway pleasant scenewith avillagein avaley, not far below amassve
cracked dam that looked about to burst asunder. Beyond it loomed deep dark storm clouds threatening
torrentid rain. This stage would beto craft dreamsfor folk concerned about flash flooding; it was
probably quite asght when that dam let go.

The peeve flew through the village, searching for sgns of mischievous children. There were none. In fact
the village seemed unoccupied. Thiswas either the off season, or there was no current call for abad
flood dream.

It came to adope beset with caves; those could hide alot, if they were extensive.
A dull-looking man sat before one cave. The peeve gpproached. "Hey, dullard—any children here?"
"Who wantsto know?"

"I, the pet peeve.”

"I'm Dennis. This here's the cave complex of Denver, where dl the denizenslive when they're not
working on sgts.”

That would be the spot dream sets, which required alot of design, manufacture and assembly before they
could be used in bad dreams. "' Children work on the sets?'

"Sure, many. Which onesyou want?'

Uh-oh. That could mean multiple dream children. "Live human ones, part demon or even full demon.
Agesten, ten, and five."

"Live children?' Dennis asked. "None of that kind here, just dream children. | thought that's what you

So much for that. The peeve flew on, looking for the edge of the scene. It didn't want to fly intoa
redigticaly painted wall.

Therewasaswirl of smoke that paced it. "What are you up to, bitty bird?'
"What wants to know, smoke-face?'

The smoke formed into a human head, neck, and part of a splendid set of breasts seemingly molded from
gone. "I'm abuffet."”

"Youreawhat?'

"Sap, smack, cuff, box, spank—"

"Bug?'

"Whatsoever," the head agreed crossly. "The top section of astatue.”
"Y ou expect meto cdl you Satuesque.”

"Certainly. Doit." More stone flowed to fill out the burgeoning bosom.

The peeverefrained. "What are you doing here, Metria?'



"Finding out what you're doing on this course, birdie.”
"I'm looking for three logt children.”

"How long have they been log?

"Centuries!" the peeve said sarcagticdly, losing whét little patience it possessed.
"That long ago? Maybethey're a Buick."

"Where?'

"The colony they founded at Buick Rock."

"Where?' the peeve repeated peevishly.

"Chevy, Chryder, Jeep, Ford, Volks—"

Ah. Mundane craes. "Plymouth?'

"Wherever," she agreed crosdly.

"Isthere a Plymouth Rock herein the dream ream?”
"No."

"Then get out of here, you infernd teasa!"

"l can't. I'm not through with my dream.”

"Demons can't dream, you twit."

She looked dismayed. "Oh, that'sright! Anyway, I'm currently busy elsawhere. | can't be here.” She
faded out, leaving only awisp of smokein theform of the heaving outline of her overstuffed halter.

The peeve flew on. Demonswere usualy apain in thetail, and this one moreso. It found the boundary
wall and scrambled under.

There was a sound, a sustained note. The peeve went toward it, and found severa large lakes or smdll
sess. Each was at adifferent level. The notes were coming from them, each an octave apart. "What's
this?" it asked itsdlf.

The demoness reappeared, head, shoulders, bosom trailing into afuzz of smoke. "The C's" she
explained. "High C, middle C, low C."

"Get out of here, smoke-tail!"
"Spoilgport.” She vanished.

The peeveflew on acrossthe C's. The dream realm was big, and thiswasn't accomplishing much. There
needed to be away to check al of it a once. How could that be accomplished?

At the edge of the lowest C aman of middle age was standing. Maybe he could help.

"Say, grizzlepuss—have you seen three children around here?"



"Cdl methe Mariner," the man said affably. "I work with water." He dipped his hand in the C, splashing
the water into an arc. The water remained in the air, and the Mariner put his boots on it and climbed it
likearidge.

The peeve was impressed despite its cynicism. Thiswas useful magic. "What are you doing here?!

"My sole mativation isto find rare and peaceful fishing spots,” the Mariner said. "'l aways get pulled into
some adventure that diverts me. | have an enchanted fishing rod and spear to catch huge catfish, if | ever
find the right water."

"The dream fish that got awvay?'

The question was meant to be annoying, but the Mariner merely smiled and agreed. Couldn't win them
dl.

A big whiskered fish poked its head out of the C. "Meow," it said.

"There'sone now," the Mariner said, whipping hisfishing rod around. But in hisdistraction he forgot his
gpell on thefloating splash of water, and it dropped him into the C with agreat splash. The catfish, of
course, was gone.

Then the peeve caught on. Fishy business. "Metria"

The demoness gppeared beside him, shifting from catfish to luscious human woman form. "I couldn't
resst," she confessed.

It occurred to the peeve that the bothersome demoness could be useful after al. "How would you like to
redly mess up the dream redm, prune-bosom?’

"Those are overripe melons, not dried plums," she said, glancing down at her swelling front. Y ou didn't
notice, muck-tail?' Shewas handling theinsult distressngly well. "How can | messup big time?”

"Form into a super megaphone and let me use you to blast out my announcement about the children
acrossthe entire spectrum.”

Metriaconsdered. "That's too much like doing you afavor, pigeon-brain. | can't risk it." She faded out.

The peeve hardly cared to admit it, but the demoness was annoying it dmost as much asit hoped it was
annoying her.

It found the next boundary wall and scrambled under. The next scene was ajunglefilled with tigers,
crocodiles, mean men with big knives, and other Mundanian brutes, dl of them davering. A lovely young
woman in revedingly tattered clothing was fleeing everything, staying bardly ahead of the pursuit. This
was of course astandard bad dream, probably for delivery to some naughty Mundane maiden. The
peeve understood that the export trade was very good; Mundanes were constantly in need of punitive
dreams.

Naturally the peeve approached the girl. "Hey, tear-skirt—have you seen three children around here?"

Sheignored him, continuing her panting progress up the dope as the mongters gained on her. She panted
quite wdll; human maleswould be staring.

The peeve landed on her touded tresses. She had long red hair that flew fetchingly out behind her head.
"l said, HAVE YOU SEEN ANY CHILDREN, straggle-locks?'



Shetried to brush it off her head, but the peeve fluttered up, avoiding her swing, and landed again when
her hand was safdly past. "Answer, or I'll poop.”

That got her attention. "Get out of here, you stupid little bird, before you mess up the shot.”
"You werewarned." The peeve let loose afoul poop that splattered on her glorious hair.

"Ugh!" she cried, trying desperately to brush off the stinky stuff. But her effort only got her dainty hand
gooked too. "Y uckety yuckety yuck!" she cursed.

"Cut!" someone yelled loudly. The monsters paused in place. A stout man in avisor gppeared, carrying a
megaphone. "That's not in the script, Diana. Y ou know you're not supposed to use foul language. What's
the matter with you?'

The luscious redhead became asmall blonde woman wearing glasses. "This awful bird just soiled my
har!"

"What bird?' the man demanded. For of course the peeve had vacated the moment the action paused. It
was ingpecting the megaphone from cover. It also noticed that there was a crew with afancy camera,
and anumber of other hangers-on. Thiswas afull-fledged filming. Could this dream be intended for a
Mundane movie starlet?

"An obnoxiouslittle green talking bird,” Dianasaid. "L ook at what it did to my hair! Director, you've got
to do something." She showed her poopy head. "I didn't escape to fantasy to endure an outrage like this."

The director snapped hisfingers. Immediately two plain women appeared with water, soap, sponges and
other apparatus and got to work on the soiled hair and hand. In one and ahaf momentsthey had her
clean and shining again.

"Action!" the director said, the megaphone amplifying hisvoice. Dianaresumed her vibrant full-breasted
red-haired personaand her panting fleeing, and the mongterstheir davering pursuit.

A shape appeared on the dope above. It had four legs below, two in the middle, two arms above, a
head in front and another at the top, and glinted somberly. The mongters held back, wary of this
goparition. "Avadt, varlet!" it cried.

The maiden paused. "A knight!" she exclamed. "My rescueisat hand!™
Theknight lifted hisvisor to peer down &t her. "A damsdl in distress™

"Verily! she exclamed gladly, her bosom heavingly active. Her décolletage had dipped somewhét,
revealing additiond rondure. " Swoop me up in your mighty arms and take me away from al this."

But the knight did not swoop her up. He peered down inside her fragmented halter asif therewas
something interesting there. "A point of observation, damsel. Do | bestride ahorse?!

"No," shesaid, surprised. "It isagreat black bull."

"Doesmy armor shine?'

Shelooked more carefully. "No, it glintsdarkly.”

"And what doesthat signd to your limited intellect?"

She clapped the back of her hand to her forehead. "Y ou don't serve thelight.”



"l am adark and stormy knight,” he agreed. "'l servethe Dark Power. | certainly have ausefor a
creature of the light asluscioudy exposive asyou are, but | would not term this rescue.’ Acquisitionis
morelikeit. Now yield thee to my dubious mercy forthwith and | will not throw you to the monsters after
| and my virile steed are done with you. Y ou will serve asascullery maid betweentimes.”

"Never!" she cried despairingly, evidently having someinkling of hissnister intent.

"Too bad, dut." His visor snapped back into place, and along dark lance appeared in his hands. "1 will
smply run you through in another fashion." Hisarmored bull snorted and charged, steam blowing fromits
nogrils.

"eeeEE!" she cried, in her digtraction capitaizing the last two €'s. She dodged to the Side, so that the
point of hislance missed by amedium hair breadth. He was unable to stop his charge quickly, asit was
downhill, so he moved on down, skewering bystanding monsters galore. The monsters were hardly
pleased.

Meanwhile the maiden, having dodged the bull-et, resumed her plunge up the hill, panting anew.
The peeve flew back into the scene. ™Y ou were about to tell me about the children, Diana," it said.
Sheflinched, but couldn't answer without violating the script. She forged on up the dope.

"Soit'slikethat,” the peeve said, landing back on her head. " Are you sure you don't want to answer? It
would be such a shame to poop such lovely fresh-washed hair again.”

Now the fleeing maiden came to the brink of a horrendous cliff. Vultures circled above the abyss below,
eying her hungrily. The monsters behind closed in, knowing they had her trapped. "Get log, you little
turd," she hissed. The air shimmered around the dirty word, and the hint of afoul smell wafted ouit.

"So beit, wastrel." The peeve readied a phenomena poop.

Dianalegped into the void, avoiding the valiant effort, and also, incidentally, the charging mongters. She
salled downward in aswan dive, her lovely hair spreading like a parachute. The peeve was annoyed; she
had caused it to waste asignificant deposit. After adl, quality poop didn't grow on trees.

Well, she wasn't going to escape that way. The peeve folded itswings and dived after her.

A Mundane hdlicopter zoomed across, its enormous whirling propeller dmost chopping through the
peeve. The peeve had to take immediate evasive action to avoid losing some tail-feathers. "Bleep!” it
swore.

The helicopter dropped a dangling ladder right before the diving maiden. She caught the bottom rung with
both hands and siwung like a pendulum below the machine, hair and skirt flaring appedingly. "Saved!" she
cried.

A large man with a complexion reminiscent of awarthog leaned out of the copter. "Hal" he exulted.
"Now you arein my power, you luscious wench!"

The maiden looked up. Panic spread across her face and down her neck to her bosom, amost
obliterating aheave. "Oh, no! Black Repetel”

"Y our ancient nemesis," Repete exulted. "Come on up, my lovely, so | may have my ill way with you
repeatedly before | throw you to the mongters.”



"Never!" Dianacried plaintively.

"That'swhat you think, you tempting tidbit. If you won't come up, I'll come down." Repete swung himself
onto the ladder, showing heavily muscled arms. "I'll ravish you in midair. | dwayswanted to do that."

"Eeeeck!" the maiden cried despairingly.

But now the peeve caught up. It perched again on her hair. " Now will you tell me about the children?’
"Y ou unmitigated—" she Sarted.

"Thank you," Black Repete said. He hadn't seen the peeve,

"One more chance,”" the peeve sad, lifting itstall.

"Oh! You'reawful!" she cried in the very depths of disgust.

"l amindeed," Repete agreed. He was dmost down to where she clung.

Then the maiden let go of the rung.

"Cut!" the director bawled through his megaphone. "That's not in the script!" He and the monsters were
gtanding at the brink of the cliff, above.

"Bleep the script!” Repete growled. "What happened?’

The maiden dropped below camera range, bounced on the safety net, and sailed up dmost asfar as she
had dropped. "That blegping bird was going to poop on me again!" she said furioudy.

"What bird?' Repete demanded.

By thistime the peeve had reached the director's megaphone. It put its besk to it and let forth its loudest
voice, suitably amplified. " THIS BIRD, MORON!"

Severa dartled assigtants and amongter or two dmost fdl off the cliff. The director lifted up the
megaphone, but the peeve clung to it. "WHERE ARE THE CHILDREN?" its voice reverberated.

"What children?" the director asked, trying to shake the bird off.
"THE LOST CHILDREN, IMBECILE."

"Y ou've ruined the whole scene,” the director complained. "Well have to shoot it over from the
beginning.”

"Not before you tell me about the children, dimwit,” the peeve said, findly shaken loose from the
megaphone.

"I don't know anything about children!” the director said. "Thisis an adult-rated dream. No children
here"

"What about in therest of the dream ream, jerk?”’

"How should | know?1'm just doing my own scene. Now get out of here, you speck of dirt, beforel call
thelaw.”

"What law? I'll poop on your head.” The peeve flew up over the director.



Then the entire scene froze. The director and monsters were unmoving, the helicopter blades became
visble and gill, and Diana hovered in mid-bounce, part of an eyeball-freaking panty showing under the
floating skirt.

Thegreat Night Stalion stood in mid air. "Thislaw,” he said without moving his mouth. "We can't have
our setsdisrupted by intruders.”

"Too bad, horse-face. | won't leave until | get what | camefor."
"Youwill leavewhen | hurl you out, bird."
That made the peeve nervous, but he bluffed it out. "Try it and I'll poop on your mane, founder-foot."

Theair wavered around the Stallion. A tremendous force coaesced, focusing in the peeve. The entire
realm of dreams seemed to turn insde out.

When it cleared, the peeve remained whereit was. It had not been gected. "What the matter,
numbskull? Lose your power?!

"You're not of thisredlity,” the Stallion said, surprised. "I lack power over your dreams.”
"Tough spit, cow-eye. So you'd better just tell mewhat | need to know."

The Stdlion steamed dightly, but hisvoice was even. "What isthat?"

"Where are the three lost children? Ted, Monica, Woe Betide?!

"That would be complicated. | would haveto inventory al our children, to ascertain whether those three
are among them."

"Get busy, laggard. Do you think | have al day?'

The Stalion blinked, and the scene vanished. Now they werein asomber hal, just the two of them. An
independent observer might somehow have gotten the impression that the horse of another color was
angry. "Tel me about these children. Arethey of thisredity?"

"No. They'revigtors, likeme."
"What are you doing here?'
"Asif you don't know, fleabag.”

"I do not know the affairs of other redlities,” the Stallion said evenly. Wisps of acrid vapor drifted in
minor ar currents. "'In fact | was unaware that individuas could travel between them. How did you

manage that?"

"The Stork works, dullard. That connectswith dl theredities. Y ou didn't know?"

" did not know the storks alowed children and birdsto utilize their facilities.”

"It'saspecid case, hoofer.”

The Stalion nodded gravely. "So it seems. | suspect there is something larger here than meetsthe eye.”

"Y ou do have bigger orbsthan | do, horse-head. If you can't seeit, why should I?*



The equine body glowed dangeroudy. "1 may not be able to gect you from my realm, aien bird, but |
can put you into dreams that will make you wish you had departed.”

"Ligten, rump-rot, I'velived in Hell. What do you have that can match that?'

The Stalion considered. "Y ou strike me as a creature dmost without conscience. What interest do you
havein finding children?’

"What businessisit of yours, puke-tail?'
"If you want meto locate them for you, that becomes my business.”

The peeve searched for away to refute that, but could not. " The Sorceress Morgan le Fey isholding the
children hostage so asto force Surprise Golem to give up her baby for Morgan to use. We haveto find
those children so Surprise can keep her baby."

"Surprise surely cares. Why do you?"
The peeve squirmed uncomfortably. "Isthisrelevant?!

"Motiveisrelevant. Before | help you, | need to be sure you are not planning to harm her or the
children.

"l wouldn't do that!"
"A creature without conscience would sdll out anyone for persond benefit. Convince me you would not.”

The peeve saw no dternative but the truth. " The Golems gave me agood home. The baby likesme. |
don't want to messthat up."

" Suppose the Sorceress Morgan offers you amountain of divine birdseed?' The Stalion flickered, and
the mountain appeared, formed of every kind of seed, common, rare, and exatic. There were even the
seeds of Doubt, Dissension, and War, which were guaranteed to give abelyful in short order.

The peevelicked its beak, but held firm. "The harpy can eqt it hersdlf for dl | care.”

"And if she offersyou the Big Book of Insultsfor All Occasions?' The huge tome appeared, bound by
two hefty leather straps, with wisps of smoke leaking out from between the pages.

The peeve hesitated haf aflicker. "Including thefilthiest ones?"
"Including onesthat scorch foliage and make maidens swalow their tegth.”

But the peeve remembered nice Surprise Golem. How could her welfare be traded for a pot of puke?
"No."

"What about a perch over an abyssfilled with beseeching faces?' The abyss appeared below them, filled
with the features of humans, monsters, and crossbreeds of every fantastic description, al staring up

pleadingly.
The notion was dizzying. All those facesto poop on! "Well—"

"Or the combination,” the Stallion continued persuasively. "Birdseed to stoke your poop-tract, insults
gaore, and the faces of everyone who ever didiked you?' The three scenes superimposed in an artitic
dream.



Even Hell had not offered such opportunity! There had been atime—along time—when that would have
beenirresigtible. But as of the past year the peeve had begun to experience life with aloving family, and
as of the past hour had been the recipient of asingle unfeigned smile. It would be ludicrousto trade
seeds, insults, and facesfor such pittances, yet the Golem family, including the new baby, had somehow
lassoed the peeve's wizened heart and would not let go. "No," it whispered regretfully.

"That isnot apurdy rationa decision. How can any puny trace of emotion be alowed to interfere with
unadulterated sdlf-interest?’

"I know," the peeve agreed, ashamed. "I'm just not the bird | was."

"I will helpyou," the Stallion said abruptly. The Temptation scene retreated to the background, restoring
the somber hall. A monstrous megaphone appeared. "Now hear ye," the horse said, his voice amplified
beyond dl reason by theinstrument. "All children are to report to headquarters this moment for tallying.
Any child hanging back will be denied candy for aweek."

There was an immediate scramble, and the hdl filled with children.

There were humans, elves, goblins, trolls, ogrets, skeletons, demons, cubs, little dragons, small ghosts,
puppy cats, kitty dogs, and more dien youngsters.

"Which are yours?' the Stallion asked.

The peeve eyed every child. "None of these" it said sadly.

"Then they are not inthe dream ream.”

"Then my job hereisdone. | wasn't ableto help Surprise.”

"Y ou have helped her by diminating one sector,” the Stallion said. "That isthe most you can do.”
"| wanted to do more."

"That isthe pendty of developing your soul, conscience, and empathy.”

"Now hetdlsme" the peeve muttered. Then it remembered something. "Therésanice girl named Lydia
who islooking for work. She can interpret dreams, but few folk remember them long enough. |
wonder—"

"We can use her," the Stalion said. "Next time she degpswe will bring her here and present her with our
uninterpreted dreams. We like to understand them perfectly before using them, so they can't go wrong,
but some are awkward."

"Tdl her the pretty green bird arranged it."
"I will."

Meanwhile the children had discovered the objects in the background. " Seedd!” one exclaimed, and
severd dived into the mountain, throwing seeds at each other. "Insultsl” another cried, trying to unfasten
the containing straps. " Poop-deck faces!™ athird said, looking down into the abyss.

"I had better get out of your way," the peeve said.

The Stalion glanced back. The seeds became candy, the book agiant Fairy & EIf Tales volume, and
the faces became amural on thefloor. "Awww," the children groaned, disappointed.



"Jugt fly through the bull's-eye."

The peeve found itsdf back in the cliffhanger horror sequence, which was being rerun. The Dark and
Stormy Knight was charging the Desperate Maiden, who was dodging aside. Now it was evident that
this event was carefully choreographed; the knight was not really trying to impale her, but to make it look
likeavery close cal. The dreamer who received that bad dream would not know that, of course.

The bull was snorting, itsarmored eye glaring. The peeveflew right at the eye, passing between the dats
of thearmor and diving into the angry pupil.

It emerged from the gourd whaose peephole it had entered. The standard dull Xanth scenery remained. It
was good, initsfashion, to be back.

The peeve resumed its search of the remaining sector, but was sure the children weren't there. Maybe
someone else would find them. At least it had done what it could.

And learned something about itself. Indeed, it was not the bird it had been.

11

Piquant Sea

Che Centaur flew across his sector, searching for traces of the children. His gaze was keen and so was
his hearing; he was confident he could spot them if they were here. They tended to be noisy little rascals,
aways up to some mischief; that made them easier to spot.

He cameto alargelake or smal sea, half shrouded by fog. He redized he was thirsty, so he glided down
for adrink. He landed on the bank, brought a cup from hisarrow quiver, and dipped out some sparkling
water.

Then he paused. Things were not the samein thisredlity asin hisown. He was not necessarily married to
Cynthia Centaur here, for one thing. What looked like good |ake water could be a huge love dixir pond.
He dready had trouble enough with hisillicit passion for Surprise Golem; he did not want any further
complication.

A cresture emerged from the fog. It looked like asmall human woman, or alarge f, but not exactly. It
was femae, with cat earsand tail, and wings. A crossbreed of some sort.

The creature saw Che. "Well hail, centaur! What are you doing in this neck of the woods?'
" am Che Centaur. | thought | would take adrink of thiswater, but | am uncertain of its nature.”

"And | am Chaska, hdf human, haf demoness, and haf whatever," she replied, changing form to smal
winged centaur. "My talent is seeing through fog. Have no fear of thiswater. Thisisthe Vitamin Sea, very
hedlthy.”

Thissurprised Che. "How can you have ataent in addition to shape-shifting?"
"Why shouldn't 17"



"Folk are normdly limited to one magic taent. Mineisflying. Any others| haveto develop by serious
practice, such as accurate archery."”

She glanced sidelong a him. "Y ou're not from around here, are you?"
"l anfrom far avay, yes."

"So you don't know that thereisno limit on magic talentsin Xanth. Not that | have more than one; it'smy
demon ancestry that enables me to shape-shift." She became afully human bare girl with wings.

"I did not know that," Che agreed. "Thank you for your information about thiswater." He lifted his cup
and drank.

Thewater was dizzyingly hedlthy. He felt wonderful. And alarmed. Had she told him the truth? Suppose
it was after dl love dixir? She had for the moment assumed bare human form, which in that specieswas
congdered seductive. After his experience with Surprise Seven, who had tempted him far more than he
cared to admit, he did not trust anything about thisredlity.

"You are welcome," Chaska said. She walked back into the fog, and disappeared.

Chefelt no passion for her. So she had not tricked him; the water was merdly full of hedthy vitamins. He
wasrelieved.

Chaskaresppeared. "l just thought: might you belooking for other winged centaurs?'

"Actudly | waslooking for three lost part-demon children. But | wouldn't mind meeting others of my
kind."

"I know where they are, through the fog. Catch my tail and follow me." She returned to smal winged
centaur form and switched her tail toward him.

Wasthiswise? Y et winged centaurs might be willing to help him search for the children, or know where
they might be. It seemed afair thing to risk.

He caught thetip of her tail. She spread her wings and legped into the air. He followed. She plunged into
the bank of fog, and he followed. In aquarter of amoment hewaslogt in the thickness of it, having no
ideawhere he was with respect to land or sea. He had to trust Chaska's direction and motive.

They popped back into clear air. There below was an open stal such asflying centaurs used. "1 believe
they are home now," Chaskasaid. "Have agood vist." Shetwitched her tail from hisgrasp and

disappeared into the fog.
"Thank you," he called after her.

He glided down to the stall. As he landed, two winged centaurs emerged, one male, the other female.
"Hello," hesaid. "l am Che Centaur. | am looking for three lost children.”

The mae gpproached to shake hands. He had flame colored wings and afiery coat. "1 am Challenge
Centaur, with the talent of the production of fire."

The femal e gpproached. Her coat was brown with lightning stregks. "1 am Chellony Were-Centaur, with
the talent of the production and control of lightning."

"Pardon my ignorance,”" Che said. "Did you say were-centaur?'



"Yes. | havefiveforms. Thisone, straight centaur—" her wings disgppeared. " Straight human, winged
human—" She assumed those forms, the human woman sprouting wings. "And winged horse.” The horse
appeared.

"l anamazed,” Chesaid. "l am from far away, where our only magic taent isflying.”

"Asfor thelost children—oursare not lost, asyou see” Chellony glanced back into the sdl, and three
small winged centaurs emerged.

"They are part-demon children,” Che said.

"Like Chaskal" one of the young centaurs exclaimed.

Chaska reappeared. "Areyou ready to play in thefog?"

"Be back by nightfall,” Chellony called asthe three legped into the air to join Chaska
"Wewill," achild called back asthey disappeared into the fog.

"We have not seen any part-demon children recently,” Chalenge said. "Other than Filly Buster and De
Hate"

"Those are not the names, unless they somehow got changed,” Che said. "What are those children like?"

Chellony smiled. "Filly Bugter isacute girl, but she will talk your ear off. Wefind earslying on the ground
where she has been.”

"The only onewho can shut her up is her friend De Flate," Chdlenge said.

"The children | see are named Demon Ted, DeMonica, and Woe Betide," Che said. "They lack those
talents. So | think you have not seen them. Has there been anything € s?

"Jugt alargelost bird," Chdlony said.

Something about the way she said it derted Che. "Would that bird be telepathic?’
"Indeed. And from very far away."

"Ancther redity,” Chalenge said.

"The Smurgh!"

"So you know of her," Chellony said.

"Yes. | tutor her chick, Sm."

Both centaurs paused with surprise. "That isindeed another redlity,” Challenge said. "Inthisone, the
Simurghismale, and has no chick."

"Many things are different,” Che agreed. "l find it confusing at times.”

"I am femalishly curious,” Chellony said. "Y ou must have to know agreat ded, to tutor one as smart as
that chick must be. Has Sim ever asked a question you were unable to answer?'

"Many times," Che agreed ruefully. "Then | have to research. For example, when | mentioned that the
Demon Tallyho assigns taents to babies, Sim asked who assigned talents for adults who devel oped them



later. | haven't yet learned the answer to that one.”

"| can gppreciate why," Chalenge said. "I would never have thought of the question, et donethe
answer."

"Maybe you should make up aname, such asthe Demoness Jessica," Chellony suggested. "' So as not to
appear ignorant.”

Chewas horrified. "I would never—"

Both centaurs burst out laughing. They were teasing him. No centaur would pretend knowledge he
lacked.

"l believe the Smurgh has been waiting for you,” Chdlony said. " She has not wished to interfere in the
events of thisredlity, so has kept to hersdlf. She contacted us only to be certain we did not object to her
presence.”

"l must talk to her," Che said.
"If shewighes"

Che gamiled. "I understand your meaning. No one can contact the Smurgh without her agreement. But |
believe shewill tak with me." He sent out athought. Smurgh—Che Centaur isin thisreality with
friends.

Welcome, good centaur.
The two other centaurs nodded together. " She knows you,” Chalenge said. "Go to her.”

"Thank you." Che spread hiswings and took off in the direction indicated by the Simurgh's powerful
mind-signal. He was no longer concerned about the fog, knowing she would not midead him.

Helanded inasmdl crater. There was the Simurgh in ahuge nest she had fashioned. "'l am so glad to
havefound you," he said. "Though a the moment | waslooking for the children.”

Itisatrying time, sheagreed. Though it has allowed me opportunity for thought.
"You think?" he blurted before he thought. "1 mean—"

| know what you mean, good centaur, she thought, amused. Asit happens| know a great deal,
but there are aspects of understanding that | lack. For example, there isthe question of the
soldiers Magician Trent brought with him when hereturned to Xanth and became king. They
were Mundanes, but in time Mundanes can develop magic talents, as the magic of Xanth
slowly infuses them. The question iswhy this was not observed.

Chewas surprised. "I never thought of that."

You were busy with other matters, such as tutoring my chick. Now | believe | have made sense
of that matter: the soldiers did develop talents, but they were so minor as to be unnoticed. Such
asthe ability of a man to change his eyes from one shade of blue to another, or altering the
color of hisnails, or the ability to speak to basilisks.

"But the Sight of abasilisk will turn aperson to sone!”

The Smurgh smiled mentdly. Therefore there was never occasion to invoke that particular talent.



"| seethat you keep yourself busy regardless of your situation.”
Ancther mentd smile. Unfortunately | never found the lazy bone.
"Whet kind of bone?'

It isthe cure for the WORK Ethic curse.

Oh. Shewas having abit of fun with him. "How isit you are caught here?' He had afair notion, but
wanted to be sure.

The fissure between realities defined its two connections, shethought. When it terminated, they
were no longer defined. | could leave thisreality via the Stork Works, but not be sure of
returning to theone | left without that definition. There are an infinite number of very similar
realities.

"What about the one where you are missng?'

There are an infinite number of those, also. | have a foolish preference to return to my own,
rather than a similar one.

"But if you can't be sure of the correct redlity, how can we?'

You can not, shethought. You will have to discover a way to identify the correct one.
"But we lack expertise!”

True. It isa challenge. We depend on you.

A fluorescent bulb flickered over his head. "Does this have anything to do with my destiny?"

Everything, good centaur. You are destined to change the history of Xanth. You must endeavor
to change it aslittle as possible.

"By locating the closest redlity,” he said, awed. "Lest theland | know be rendered moot.”
True.

He moved on to the more immediate problem. " Surprise. Baby. Stork. Morgan le Fey. Children." Each
word he said oriented hismind so that the Smurgh could instantly pick up al that wasrelevant. Infive
ingantsshehad it dl.

| will help you to the extent | can. The three children are not in this sector as such. But if they
were transformed, thereisa chance. There arethree blips| am unable to fathom fully.

"But you know everything in the universe," Che protested.

In my reality. Thisisnot that. The blips are very small, while my thoughts are large. We do not
relate. But they do seem to be from a different reality.

"That could be the three children,” Che agreed. "How to | locate them?”
The blips are deep inside an anthill. You must enter it and verify them personally.

"l am too big to enter an anthill," he said with acertain brief humor.



As it happens, another anthill owes me a favor. They have a drone

who got touched by a forget whorl and lost his mind. You can take over that body. That should
suffice. The Smurgh sent him adetailed thought, clarifying the stuation. Now Che understood.

It took ahbit of practice for Cheto get used to walking on six legs and communicating via antennae, but
these things were natural to the host body and soon he had them down. He aso learned to use the
gpecia sense the Smurgh bestowed on him: awareness of the direction and nearness of the dien
presences. These might not be easy to verify; the pique ants never brought them out into the open. There
was definitdly amystery there.

The hill was near apond that was the Sze of aseain ant terms: the agreeably pungent and pleasant
Piguant Sea. It was somewhat higher than the water level, so was unlikely ever to flood. In fact the ants
probably had to delve deep to reach the water levd, if they wanted to be sure of plenty to drink. Overal,
it seemed like avery nice site, but somewhat exposed; didn't ant-eating crestures regard it as an easy
med? Evidently not.

He spied some tasty-looking berries. Each one was larger than he was, in thisform, but he was hungry.
He went to puncture one to get some of itsjuice.

Do not, good centaur, the Smurgh'sthought came. That is the notorious diary/diarrhea berry,
unigue | suspect to thisreality. If a person eats one, he spews out his secretsin the manner of a
diary. If he eats two, he has severe digestive difficulty. At your present size, one sip could

inflict both curses on you together .

Che decided he wasn't that hungry after al. He moved on, in anew direction.
You are losing your way, the Smurgh'swarning came.
How had he done that? Che turned about and resumed the path toward the anthill.

He was digtracted by a bug traveling the other way. The bug had feders, so Che touched them. "Who
areyou?' he asked.

"l am abeetle from Mundania," the bug replied. "I thought coming here would solve my problem, but it
only modifiedit.”

"What isyour problem?'

"I am manic/depressive. | cycle through episodes of joy and misery. | would gladly dispense with the one
in order to avoid the other. But herein Xanth | cycle through episodes of magic and repression.”

"Canyou clarify?' Che asked, interested.

"l am entering my magic phase now. But it manifests erratically.” The bug looked at anearby blade of
grass. It burgt into flame. "Next time it may become adrop of water," the bug said. "1 wish | could
control my effect.”

"| agree: you have exchanged one curse for another,” Che said sympatheticaly.
"I will move on now, before some effect harmsyou.”

"Thank you."



Resume your mission, the Smurgh thought firmly.
He had doneit again. Thistime hefocused determinedly and completed histrek to the anthill.

He approached the main entrance to the hill. A guard chalenged him immediately, recognizing him asa
foreign ant. The communication was el ectronic, but hismind interpreted it as verbd didogue.

"Hdlt, intruder drone! Y ou are not from thishill. | can tell by your smdl.”
"l am Ambassador Che of Pique Ant Hill 53. Hereismy credit." He sent the authorizing sgnd.
"Wedon't have rdationswith Hill 53."

"Y ou do now. Y ou must accept a proffered Pique Ant ambassador, as you are pique antstoo. By antly
protocol you are obliged to grant me the hospitdity of the hill for aday and night.”

"Thisishighly irregular.”

"Neverthdesslegitimate. I'll take your best guest room, with room service and an early audience with the
queen.”

"Thisis preposterous. No one gets treatment like that.”
Che affected lordly sarcasm. "Oh, are you an authority on protocol ?*

The guard had to give way, not being equipped to respond to higher intellectua chalenges. "I'll check
with my supervisor.”

"Do thet, officer.”

The guard checked, and the supervisor reluctantly yielded to the requirement. It was indeed protocol,
though sdldom implemented. Mogt anthills, pique and otherwise, smply minded their own business. Che
soon found himself in acomfortable chamber just off the main drag, with adocile worker ant serving as
servant and intermediary. He was, after dl, adrone: one of the few full malesin the ant kingdom.
Ordinary workers were stunted femal es, constrained to serve and feed their betters. Thisworker was
AnonaAnt, completely unassuming and undistinguished.

Che touched her antennae with his own. Her whole meek, subservient persondity came through with that
touch. "I hunger," heinformed her.

Shewaited. After most of amoment he caught on: she wasliterd minded. He had informed her of his
dtate, but had not told her what to do about it. "Bring me an appropriate meal.”

She departed immediately. He knew that the chef-ant would know what was appropriate and provide
her withit.

Soon she returned with aglob of royd jelly. Che had never encountered that before, but his ant host
body reacted: thiswas princely fare.

Hetook it and started eating. Anona retreated to a crevice area and waited.
He signaled her with aglance, and she approached for an antennatouch. "Are you hungry?* heinquired.

"Yes, lord."



"Would you liketo have some of this."
Shewasthrown into acrisis of indecision. Her mandibles quivered. "I don't know."

He caught on. She was not one to have likes or didikes; her station was beneath preferences. "Common
ants are not supposed to eet royal jely?’

IIYSII
"But you are aso supposed to do what | tell you.”
llYall

"I want you well and vigorous, to better help mein my misson here. Takeasmall part of thisglob. A
globule”

That direct instruction resolved her doubt. Anonatook aglobule and ddlicately ate it, while he consumed
therest.

The effect was swift and remarkable. Chefdt invigorated and princely, while Anona's appearance shifted
in subtle but effective ways. She was becoming more female. She was aneuter ant, arepressed femae. It
wasdiet that did it: onefed on royd jelly became a queen; those denied it remained physicaly like
juveniles. He had committed a breach of antly protocol by having her et it.

WEéll, too late to do anything about it. Hewouldn't do it again. Meanwhile, it could get her in serious
trouble. He knew that ant queens normaly beheaded competition. "Do not reved that | gave you royal
jdly," hecautioned her.

"I will not tell," she agreed obediently.

He knew where he needed to go, but was not sure he would be given free access. So he approached the
matter cautioudy. "l wish to tour the hill."

Anonawaited.
Oh. "Take me on atour of the hill."

Shetook him through the hive: the workers quarters, the guards barracks, the fungus farm, the mess hall,
the deep water well region, the high ridge where sharp-eyed ants watched for possible gpproaching
threats, and past but not into the sacrosanct queen's apartment. And not to the one section he needed to
vigt: wherethe three dien visitors resided. His awareness informed him where it was, but she never went
there.

Back in his chamber, he cautiously broached the matter. "Y ou did not show me everything, Anona."
Her return impulse was perplexed. "1 showed you dl | know, lord.”
"Thereisanother region. Perhapsit is secret.”

She struggled with the notion of secrecy, something normally foreign to her open nature. Then shemadea
connection. "Y ou gave meroyd jelly. | must not tell. That isasecret.”

"Y es. But that is not the secret | meant.”

She struggled further, and managed to make another connection. "1 am now becoming femae. You are



male. Y ou want meto—" She broke off, not conversant with the process. The ants did not need any
Adult Conspiracy to mask the process of reproduction; workers smply lacked the capacity. But now,
likeachild onthe verge of adult interest, she was struggling withit.

"No, no," hesaid quickly. "That'snot it."
"You arergecting me," shesad, her antennae wilting.

Now she was becoming emotiond, like a non-centaur woman. He was coming to appreciate why roya
jely waslimited to royd ants. "No, not a dl! | jus—" But how could he explain?

"I am not adequate," she wailed electronicaly. He fdlt her utter devastation. She had no experience with
the female state, so tended to overreact.

"You arefine, just theway you are,” he said quickly, and felt her mood swing positive. "l just did not
havethisin mind when | came here.”

"I'msure | can pleaseyou, if you show mehow," she said eagerly.

Che had three problems with this. First, he did not want to take unfair advantage of atruly innocent ant
girl. Second, he did not want to further complicate hisemotiond life, which aready had anillicit passon
for Surprise Golem. Third, he had no idea how ants sgnded the stork, if that waswhat they did. He
might figureit out in time by trial and error, but that was bound to be awkward.

Then he had an idea he hoped was unworthy of him. He could ask her to take him to atruly private
place. She might not know about the alien presences, but think that the place they were kept was
deserted. Thus she might after al lead him to where he needed to go.

However, being an ethical centaur, he rgected that unworthy ploy. "Thisis not the place or thetime," he
sad. "I mug first accomplish my misson.”

"Another place, another time," she agreed, patheticaly ardent. "What is your misson?' She now had
moreinitiative, too, no longer waiting for direct commands.

And of course he couldn't tell her that. For one thing, his true mission was secret; for another, he was not
at al surethis chamber was as private asit seemed. The pique ants had been amitetoo obliging in
providing it, and might be watching himin waysthat didn't show.

"To ascertain whether thishill is suitable for my hill to establish forma diplométic relationswith,” hesaid.
That wastrue; it was part of the ded they had made with Hill 53. but it was hardly the whole truth.

"Oh, I'msaureitis” shesaid. "We're awonderful hill, with many fine qualities and good workers. Not
long ago we raided another colony and took some daves, and now they are loyal workers. Except—"
She broke off, perplexed.

Hewasinterested in whatever mystery thishill had. "What isit?'
"Some were odd. | don't know what happened to them.”
Wel, now. "Were there three of them?"

"Yes, | think so. They looked regular, for their variety. Like ordinary vari ants. But they weren't the same
asthe others”

Likethree transformed children, he thought. So they had been hidden away, per adirective from the



Sorceress. "Could they be ench ants?'
"Yes Enchants”
"l would like to see those ench ants."

Sherippled her antennae in ashrug. "They're gone. | never saw them, and heard no more of them after
theraid."

Che had afair ideawhere they would be. But he still needed a pretext to go there, and had to find away
to get into a section that was surely well guarded. Maybe he could go done at night, when the hill was
quiet, and explore.

"Wél, let'srdax for now."
Anonawas glad to cooperate. "Anything you wish, lord."

Hefolded six legs, sttling to the floor. She settled next to him. Now she had a musky female scent that
gtirred his awareness. How far was her transformation likely to go?

A guard ant gppeared at the entrance. Che got up and went to touch antennae, asit was the only way to
know what brought the brute here.

"Y ou arelooking for ench ants?' the guard demanded.

Was thistrouble? How did they know of his private dialogue with Anona? Straightforward seemed to be
best. "l am."

The guard moved aside and aregular worker ant came forward. Che touched antennae. 'l am Conspir
Ant. Some of us seek to overthrow the queen and establish anew order. To do that we need to gain
control over the ench ants. Are you with us, foreign drone?"

Chedigrusted this. "'l have no interest in revolution. | merely want to see the ench ants.”
"Then we shdl haveto kill you, for you know too much.”
"Thisisridiculous"

But aready the guard ant was pushing into the chamber. Its forelegs had huge sharp pincers suitable for
snipping off legs or head. It came at Che with those weapons raised. He retreated; as a drone he was
stronger than worker ants, but wasn't equipped to resst awarrior ant.

The guard quickly backed him against awall. He could not retreeat farther. The two pincers came a him
with terrible efficiency.

Then the guard hdted, its antennae waving. Something had charged it from the side, and had hold of one
leg just below the pincer. It was Anonal

Che leaped forward, grabbed the captive pincer, and bent it back. After amoment the leg snapped of f
right beyond where Anonawas holding it.

The guard seemed not to know itsloss. Its other pincer shot toward Che's neck.

But now he knew how to fight thisthing. He dodged aside, grabbed the leg behind the pincer, and bent it
as hard as he could. It too snapped, rendering the guard helpless.



Conspir Ant was retresting. " Stop him!" Che cried, but he lacked antenna contact so his cry was silent.
Instead, he charged the other ant and used his mandibles to chomp one of itshind legs. Loya Anona
chomped another.

Then the hal beyond wasfilled with guard ants. There were way too many to overcome. They were
donefor.

Che managed to touch antennae with Anona. "Stop fighting! We can't handle these.™
She stopped immediately. They retreated back into the chamber as the guards crowded in menacingly.

"Youdidwell,” Chetold Anona, and felt her eectric thrill of responsive joy. Then they waited for the
end. Actualy it would be the end only for her, because he would merely revert to his centaur form. Yet
his mission would beincomplete.

But the guards did not attack. One approached Che to touch antennae. "Come with us, drone.”
Surely to beformally executed. "Leave Anong," Che said. "Sheisno part of this"

But that was not to be. The guards marched both of them to the queen's gpartment and shoved them in
together.

Suddenly they were in the presence of the Pique Ant Queen. Anona progtrated herself abjectly. Che,
uncertain what to do, merely bowed his head.

The queen approached. She was a splendid specimen of her kind, twice Che's size and devastatingly
femae. She clearly had no doubt of her command of the situation, and neither did he. She touched
antennee briefly with Anona, then with Che. To describe her touch as eectrifying would have been a
severe understatement. "Tell al.”

Such was the power of her command that he did not hesitate. There was no confusion or holding back;
the truth poured out. "1 am Che Centaur, occupying an ant body so asto investigate three inhabitants of
your hill. They may be three human or demon children transformed to ant form by an evil Sorceress. If
S0, we must rescue them.”

"They are not," the queen said. She disengaged, wiggled an antenna at aservant skulking in the
background, and touched antennae briefly with the servant. Then shereturned to Che. "I have summoned
them here s0 you can verify this”

"But if you captured them in adaveraid, how can you be sure of their nature? They seem to be from
another redity." He hoped she understood that concept.

"They arefrom another redity," she agreed. "But they are not transformed human or demon children.
They are enchanted ants. We do not know their ultimate origin, but it seems they were not welcome
there, and were put among workers subject to raiding. They had passed through severa hillsby thetime
we got them and recognized their worth."

"Those other ant hillswanted to lose them?”
"So it seems. Before| clarify their nature, it seems best that you meet them. Then you will understand.”

Soon the three ench ants arrived. They were al suppressed females, exactly like other workers. Che lost
interest in them immediately.



"Do you wish to interview them directly?' the queen asked.
Cheredlized with astart that he had not completed hismission. "'l suppose | should.” But he didn't.
"Try again,” the queen advised.

Why hadn't he aready done s0? It wasn't like him to be so forgetful. He took a step toward the three,
then was distracted by Anona, still humbly prostrated before the queen. "About her," he said. "l gave her
royd jdly, unthinkingly. Shetried to protest, but | didn't understand. She did not willfully disobey the
protocal.”

"Have no concern,” the queen said. "Anonais my loyal servant, reporting everything to me. That ishow |
knew about your refusal to betray meto another hill.”

"But she never left mel She defended me at therisk of her own life”

"Because that was her directive. | was curious about your nature and motive, so assigned her to you. This
isnot conscious on her part; | am partiadly telepathic, and sheis partidly so aso, so | am ableto receive
the communications she receives and sends. More specificaly, my talent isto read minds only when
others are thinking bad or evil thoughts. Sinceit is by definition evil to oppose my rule, | learn what |

need. But | can't bein al placesat al times, so Anona serves as my surrogate, evoking those thoughts if
they exist. Be assured that no harm will cometo her aslong as| govern; sheisfar too vauablein
ferreting out plots such as the one you encountered.”

"] wondered whether | was under observation, but | didn't know how."
"Y ou have forgotten your misson again.”

This brought him up short. He advanced on the three, amazed that he had been distracted so often; it
wasn't like him. In fact he was normally quite focused. He remembered atime when—

"Try again," the queen advised.
Now hewasredly confused. "What is happening?'

"The three ench ants have the talent of aversion. They can escape notice, or be forgotten, or even repulse
activeinterest. Each seemsto have one variant; together they are virtualy impregnable. This can be
overridden, but the moment concentration lapses, they are lost to the attention of the other party. We use
them to repd hogtile raids; aggressive hills don't even know why they never get around to raiding ours.
They are our prime defense.”

That explained why the hill could afford to be on an exposed location. Anything interested in attacking or
egting ants would be repelled. That aso explained why he had had such trouble approaching the anthill:
the generdized aversion had been working on him. Thiswas arare and highly effective defense. "But why
didn't the other hillsthey were at appreciate their value?!

"Because the three did not wish to be recognized. They were looking for amore compatible Situation.
We offered them that, completely exempt from other duty, well fed and housed, and they are satisfied.”

"Y ou did not mention gppreciation. Don't they crave that?'

"Centaur,” the queen said kindly. "They are ants. All they want isto be alowed to do their job without
interference. Ther job isprotecting the hill."



Che straggled with his duty. "Queen, | do not wish to question your information, yet | should verify the
identity of thesethree directly. Can their aversion magic be turned of f?"

The queen crooked an antenna at the three. They seemed to shimmer, and now he saw them more
clearly. He went to them, and did not get distracted. He touched antennae with the nearest.

"What isyour red identity, and how did you come here?"

"Wearefrom afar redlity,” the ench ant responded. It was a neuter worker, quite ordinary except for its
averson magic and itslimited initiative. "Where we hatched, dl ants are like us. But we wandered too far
afield, and got on the back of a snoozing stork. Before we knew it, we were caught high in the air, and
then a the Stork Works. By the time we were able to dismount safely, we werein adifferent redlity,
where no ants had our ahilities. Wefelt lonely, so searched for antsthat had at least some mind abilities.”

"The queen! Sheistdepathic.”

"Yes. That is not the same, but we concluded that it is close enough. She understands mind powers, and
treatsuswell. Wewill remain here"

The antenna.communication did not allow for deceit. Che had no doubt that these were ants, not
transformed children. "Thank you."

"Y our Smurgh must befascinating,” the ant said. "Her mind isoverwhemingly strong. Sheisavery
powerful queen.”

The ant had picked that up from hismind, interpreting it in ant terms. He could not concedl the truth
ether. "Yes" He broke contact.

The three ench ants faded out, either gone or forgotten. Anonawas gone. Che was now alone with the
gueen. "Before you depart,” she said.

"YS’?I

"| trust you gppreciate my cooperation. It allowed you to accomplish your mission, even though the result
was negetive."

"That istrue. | do appreciateit. Isthere some return service|l can do for you?”

"Thereis. | have not had relations with adronein sometime. | have been busy. | believe |l will take a
smdl refreshing breek.”

Suddenly he caught her meaning, which she had not signaed before. The worker ants were incapable of
deception, but now he understood that the queen could communicate exactly what she chose, keeping
the rest of her mind private. She was looking for aspot liaison, which by the rules of thisreality and her
gpecieswas legitimate. "But | am not redly an ant,” he protested. "Thisis merdly the body of amindless
drone.”

"But you provide that mind, centaur, and an apt mind it is. No ant has the intellect you do. | appreciate a
maewith aformidablemind.”

This, unfortunately, wastypica of femaes, just as gppreciation of physical quditieswastypica of maes.
"l annot a dl sure—"

"My timeislimited,” the queen said.



llBut_ll

Then she became the most magnificently aluring femae creature he had ever encountered. It was not
mere gppearance or manner; there were magic pheromones gaore. There was no gainsaying her. All his
concerns about his mate Cythia Centaur, or Surprise Golem, or any other relationships became abruptly
moot. Therewas only the queen of the pique ants.

He stepped toward her, overwhelmed by her phenomenal sex appedl. There was no longer any doubt
about the ant mating process. He was sure he would be aghast hereafter, but right now he had no choice.

Heblinked. He was standing ashort distance from the anthill, which had shrunk to diminutive sze. No, it
was normal; he was back in his natural centaur body. He spread his wings and took off.

"Thank you, Simurgh," he said to the air around him.

Welcome. | concluded that your mission was done, and that you wished to depart your ant
host.

"l did," he agreed. "It's not that the queen ant was not worthy or appealing, but | have emotiona
complicationsthat interfere with such addliance.

It will take her awhileto realize you are gone, as the drone body remains.

"Bleep!" The cussword came through verbally, though it was telepathically projected.

Or maybe not, the Smurgh concluded.

Che fdt guilty. The queen had helped him, and was entitled to areturn favor. He had reneged.

You wish to return for a limited time?

That brought him back to redity. "No."

| will try to find some other intelligent male to occupy that body for the occasion she desires.

That made him fed better. However, the day waslate. "I need to return to report my finding," he said.
"But what of you, Smurgh?’

First recover Surprise Golem's baby. Then calculate the correct homereality. | will bein
mental touch, now that we have connected. When we are ready to return, | will carry the
flightless member of your party, and we will pass the Stork Works and select our destination.
All should end well.

Che hoped that would truly be the case. Somehow he lacked the confidence the Simurgh projected.
After dl, asfar as he knew, they had not yet found the children.

12

Hell & Slimeballs

Pyrawaked through her sector, amost certain she would not find the children. It was evident that



Demoness Fornax had enlisted more than one aly, contrary to the Demon dedl, and was using the
Sorceress Morgan le Fey to force the issue with Surprise Golem. Pyra had never met the Sorceress, but
couldn't stand her; she made the contest unfair. But it was not her place to do anything about that.

In her role as ahdpful acquaintance of Surpriseit was now her job to locate and rescue the three lost
children if she could. She would play that role completely. She no longer wanted to corrupt Surprise, but
would have to do her best in that respect too. The difference was that now it wouldn't bother her much to
lose. She knew she didn't deserve Che, and she didn't want to hurt him by taking him away from Cynthia
Centaur. She had to find someone e se. If only she could somehow override the love dixir and do it
naturaly.

She cameto an arch. It wasformed of tranducent stone wedges with pearly surfacesthat glowed faintly.
"Moongtone!" she exclaimed, recognizing the type.

The scene beyond the arch was different from what was around it, and she redlized that this was magic,
leading to some other realm. It must be someone's secret access to a gpecia playground or vacation
spat, for the other region looked fabuloudy entertaining.

Could the children have gone through it? What she could see was surely gppedling to little imaginations.
There was even acandy stand in Sght.

Pyrawas not one to enter anything she did not properly understand. She brought out the Reality Mask
and oriented on the arch. It showed pictures of severa arches, and within each was adifferent scene.
Some were parks, some forests, and some quite alien landscapes.

Then she caught on. "Moonstone! Thisisa shortcut to the moons of Princess Idal™ For there seemed to
be an infinite number of ever-smaller moons, each aworld in itsdf. This could be aroute to one of them.

But who would have put such an edifice out here in nowhere? That would have required real magic, and
what use wasiit?

Who but the Sorceress Morgan e Fey, with the considerable help of the Demoness Fornax! Thiswas an
attractive nuisance that would virtualy suck the children in. Morgan would not need to do anything more;
the children would be gone.

Stll, there was a problem. Folk could not go to the moons of Ida physicaly. They had to leave their
bodies behind, because the moons were too small. So the bodies dept, somewhat in the manner of those
who entered the dream realm via the peephole of agourd. If the children had entered here, where were
their bodies?

Pyrawaked around the arch, instead of through it. She saw that it did not lead directly to the other
world; it wasin thewall of astout stone building that looked like amausoleum. A tomb big enough to
hold anumber of bodies. That explained that: the bodies were stored there, and reanimated when they
emerged. If they emerged.

Pyrafdt achill. Had the Sorceress disposed of the children permanently? No, because then she would
not be able to bargain with them as hostages to trade for Surprise's baby. They had to be recoverable, or
the dedl would be no good, and Surprise would be uncorrupted. So this had to be atwo-way arch. Like
the piper who piped the children into the mountain, not hurting the children but teaching the cheeting
villagers aterrible lesson. Pyrahad dways rather admired that piper; he knew what was what.

Shewaked dl theway around the building, finding no entrance other than the arch. So she couldn't goin
and look for unconscious children in crypts or whatever. In any event she would not be able to wake



them, without their souls. She had to find the souls first, and bring them back; then the bodies would
reanimate.

Pyranerved hersdf, then walked through the arch. She experienced amomentary delirium; then she was
in the other world. She was now a compacted soul, vastly smaler than her physical body, but looking
and fedling much the same. Even her weight; gravity was the same, though this world should be way too
small to match that of Mundania and Xanth. These moons were indeed remarkable.

She was on a pleasant pebbled path. She walked adong it, and cameto afancy gate with asign:
WELCOME TO ALWAY S ALWAY SLAND. Beyond it were innumerable fancy entertainments
ranging from roller coasters to candy-cane houses. Thiswas definitely alurefor children. Indeed, children
were everywhere, running and screaming in childish glee while their parentslooked somewhat harried.

She entered and looked around. Where would her (so to speak) children be? It would take
forever—perhaps literally—to check every one of the distractions. She needed to locate the childrenin
the next two hours or so, or to be certain that they were not here. She needed help.

Who would help her, and why? She was an attractive woman, apart from her fire; she could probably
enticeaman to do it. But he would want payment of a certain sort, and might tell her anything to get it,
then be off like aghost the moment he had it. Men were like that; she had seenit often in the Mask. A
woman would be a better bet, but what did Pyra have to entice awoman? Thiswas a problem.

She studied the assorted boothsin sight. One had a man who passed his hands acrossthe limbs and
necks of the children who put them out. What was he doing? She waked close enough to observe more
closly.

The sign on the booth said JASON'S BASIN—A HAIR RAISING EXPERIENCE. The
proprietor—Jason, surely—stroked his fingers across flesh and left atrain of shaven skin. One boy had a
hairy arm; it was hairless after the stroke. Another boy put hishead in, and Jason neetly shaved the hair
off the back of hisneck. One girl verging on teenhood sat on the counter and swung her legsinsdefor
stroking and shaving, before her shocked mother hauled her out. Pyra smiled; teens were notorious for
testing the limits of the Adult Conspiracy. Of course therewasn't any in this particular redity. Still, parents
obvioudy tried to protect their children.

Another booth's banner said FANNIE'S FANS and had a picture of afolding fan. Children were getting
ordinary-looking fansthat turned out to be anything but ordinary. Onelabeled FANCY made sullen folk
suddenly like others, becoming their fans, asit were. A FANDANGO made its users dance exuberantly
threetimes asfast as normal, snapping ther fingers sharply. A FANTASTIC made folk fed so greet that
they practically floated. The FANATICAL made them extremely enthusiastic. One who picked up a
FANFARE suddenly spoke in trumpet tones. The children plainly enjoyed such shenanigans.

Another booth was labeled POX & BUGS. Thiswas extremely popular with children. The pox wasin
the form of abig red hen that would dab children unmercifully with red pox marks unless someone made
such afierce display that it scared the chicken off. It was a chicken pox. The bugs were in the form of
lice that made people lie uncontrollably. Children were running around telling the tallest storiesthey could
imagine. Probably thiswasn't allowed a home, but here they had a pretext.

Still another was labdled JAMES SUN BEAMS. The man in this booth put on adizzying display of
beams, focusing them without alens, directing them into dark cornersto light them up, making them turn
corners. Then the sun went behind acloud, and his act was halted.

All thiswasfine, but it wasn't accomplishing her purpose. Shaving fingers, fans, cowardly fowl, and
bending sunbeams would not find the children for her.



She looked some more. Therewasastall saying LLIANE & LLIANA—ILLUSIONS GAL-LORE.
They were making athing of dl the L's, but if the children had been masked by illusion, this could be
relevant.

She gpproached. Fortunately this booth was not busy at the moment. "Hello. | am Pyra. | am looking for
threelost children.”

Blonde Lliane—her name was on her cap—smiled. "Maybe you could check with the Llost & Ffound
office. Children gat midad dl thetime."

"Thank you; | will do that. Can you direct me there?"

"Walk down the center aide,” the other woman, brunette Lliana, said. "Turn right. Y ou can't missit; it'sat
theend of that aide."

"Thank you." But thisdidn't seem enough. "I am not achild, but | am curious about your show."

"My taent isto makeillusonsred,” Llianesad. "My sgter'staent isto makered thingsilluson. We
complement each other, which iswhy we prefer to work together. Would you like ademonstration?”

"Yes, please” Illusions were chegp magic, but could be very effective.

"Hereisared thing," Llianasaid, picking up ared bal from a basket with severd bals of different colors.
"Takeit, fed it, verify itsredity.”

Pyradid so. The ball was quite solid.

Llianatook it back, then held it back out to Pyra. "Now try it."

Pyrareached for the ball—and her hand passed throughit. It had becomeillusory! "That'simpressive.”
Llianereached out to touch it. "Now try it," she said.

Pyratouched it, and it was solid again. "That isimpressive,” she said. "Can you do it to living thingstoo?"

"No, only objects,” Llianasaid. "If therésanillusion of a person, my sister can make astatue of it, but
not aliving cregture.”

"And living things don't stand till long enough for her to meakethemillusion,” Lliane said.

So they couldn't have doneiit to the children. That was ardief. "Thank you," Pyrasaid. "Hereismy
talent: fire." She heated hersdf so that the flames danced dong her body.

"Too bad," Llianasad. "Thiscarniva dready has afire-eater.”
"Oh, I'm not looking for work here. Just for the children. Now I'll check that Lost and Found office.”

Pyrafollowed their instruction, and soon found it: LLOST & FFOUND—Jean Poole, proprietor. She
paused, ng it: gene pool ? Surely a stage name.

"May | hdp you?" Jean inquired. She was young, hardly morethan agirl.
"I am Pyra, looking for threelogt children, agesten, ten, and five. Have they—"

"No lost children have been turned in heretoday,” Jean said. "When did you last see them? They may be
at agame booth, such asthe Fairy Tails."



"Stories?"

"Yes. Thefairies tailsgo to the Fairy Tail Tree, and children pick them for stories.”
Pyraconsdered. "Are the sories suitable for children?

"Ohyes, of course.”

"These ones wouldn't be interested, then. They're naughty children.”

Jean laughed. "Sorry | couldn't help you."

"Thanksanyway. | can't even be sure they're on thisworld."

"Oh, youre aworlds-traveling tourist?"

"Not exactly.” Pyradidn't want to talk about hersdlf, so asked the girl about hersdlf. "Isyour namea
pun?'

"Only partly. My tdent isto have dl the talentsin my ancestry. Thetroubleis| don't know them dl, so
can't use them unless| happen to discover them by accident. My father is Whurl Poole, whosetdent is
making whirlpools. His parents were an anonymous woman and aforget whorl that met in alove spring.
My mother is Blue Jean whose talent is making pants;, her father was Denim, who could turn cotton into a
hard substance, and her mother Jean could saw without using her hands. My parents met after running
into the same forget whorl that was one of Whurl's parents, so they may have forgotten more than they
ever knew. It'sa problem, because | want so much to know about my past. My magic dependson it.”

"| gppreciate your problem,” Pyrasaid.

"l work here so | can meet many people,” Jean said. " Some of them may have known my parents, and
known more about them than | do. Darn that forget whorl, even if it ismy grandfather.”

"I hopethat works," Pyrasaid sympatheticaly. She was discovering that actudly talking with folk and
getting to know them was far more evocetive than merely seeing them on the pictures of the Redlity
Mask.

She walked back toward the main aide. She passed a booth whose banner ssid DON'T BE A
LITERALIST. She paused, curious despite her need to get on with her search.

"Have some milk," the man in the booth said. "It's the cream of the crop.” He proffered aglass.
Pyraaccepted it and Sipped it. It was indeed cream. "Y ourethe literdist," she said, catching on.

"Yes, any figure of speech | use becomesliterd,” he agreed. "So | am being careful not to say to say that
you look good enough to eat.”

"Thank you for not saying that," Pyrasaid, smiling. She moved on.

Then she saw anearby stall containing ahandsome but clearly disconsolate man. The sign said FINN
THE AMAZING FIRE-EATER. So why wasn't he egting fire? She had a certain interest in the subject.

She approached the booth. "Finn?" sheinquired.

The man looked up. He had flame-colored eyes and appealingly scorched skin around his mouth. She
liked hislook. "No show today,” he mumbled, and returned his head to his hands.



"l know something abouit fire. What happened?”
Helooked up again, sadly. "Y ou redly want to know? It'sadull story.”
She flashed him afetching amile, exerting the femal e aspect of her nature. "I realy want to know."

He reacted as he had to, becoming more accommodating. 1 eat and breathefire. That'show | earn my
keep. But I'm afraud."

"How could you do it, if you're afraud?’

"My magicisredlly to bresthe combustible fumes. | have amagic sparker to ignite them. Then | can do
clever things with the flames. But my sparker isused up, and | don't know where to find another. I'm
finished. | dread tdlling the boss; I'll get fired. Ha-ha" But he wasn't laughing.

This continued to be interesting. "Maybe | can help.”
"Do you have a sparker?’
"Inamanner of speaking. Blow somefumes.”

He pursed hislipsand blew out asmall jet of gas. Pyra passed one hand near, and the jet ignited.
Suddenly it wasacolumn of fire.

"Youdidit!" Finn exclamed, the flames playing around histeeth. Y ou lighted my firel" Hisreassessng
glance a her body hinted that there was more than one interpretation of his statement. Neither
interpretation bothered her at dl. Sheliked to verify that she could till fascinate the male eye when she
chose. There was a certain pride of power in being female.

"Il makeyou aded. I'll light your fireif you will help me search for threelost children.”

Finn shut his mouth and the fire went out. "But you can't stay here forever. When you go, I'll be quenched
agan.

She saw his point. But she had an answer. "Y ou can look for another sparker while I look for the
children." Of course he could ook without her company, so that wasn't much of an offer.

He considered. She smiled encouragingly and took a deeper breath. Men could beillogicaly influenced
by suchirrdevant things. She hadn't promised him anything, but the mere whiff of the hope of sucha
promise could work occasiona miracles.

It did. His eyes connected to her chest and turned off hismind. "Agreed. How can | help you search?”
"What isthemost likdly distraction haf-demon children would go for?!

He smiled, and hisface became handsomer. "The Hell & Slimebals Express. It's notorious. Children love
it"

That did sound apt. "Take methere.”
He lifted the counter of his booth out of the way and stepped out. "Thisway, Miss—?"

"Wra"
"Pyra," he agreed. "Of course.”



He brought her to alittle station marked HELL & SLIMEBALLS EXPRESS. A miniauretrain with
severd carswas rapidly filling with children. A man in an engineer costume sat on thelittle engine.

Then Pyranoticed another sgn: ADMITTANCE—A PIECE OF SOUL. That set her back. "I don't
want to lose any of my soul!" For that would make her smaller, as her body here was composed of soul
stuff, and she would be missing it when she returned to Xanth.

"Readily solved,” Finn said. He went to the admittance booth. "Pyraand | will serve as guards.”
"Great!" the man said. He gave Finn two tickets.

Finn took Pyra's hand and led her to afront seat. The two of them barely fit; it was sized for children. In
fact it was redly two seats dong the sdes with their knees colliding in the center. "' happened to know
they are short of guards. There have been a couple of accidents and folk aren't eager to serve. Don't let
the children know."

"It's dangerous?’

"Not normally. It's probably just an aberration. But until they're sure things are clear, they try to put a
guard or two on every train."

Pyralooked at her ticket. It ssid GUARD—FRIENDLY COURTEROUS SAFE. Then something
occurred to her. "The onesI'm looking for aren't on thistrain. How can | check the others?”

"Thetrains pass each other along the way. Y ou can look across to see whether your children are there.”
Pyranodded. "That seemsfeasible.”

Thelast car filled and the engineer sarted the train moving. It chugged dong, emitting cute balls of smoke
from itslittle stack. The children screamed with anticipation. The occasiona parents along looked
resigned.

"Fasten your seat belts, kids," Finn called. "It gets steep.”

"Awww!" they chorused in protest. But the parents insisted, and most of them did belt up. Pyraand Finn
tried to set an example by fastening their own.

Thetrack climbed a steep hill. Thetrain handled it, risng a adaunting angle. The children screamed
again, loving it. Some might have falen out, without the seat belts. Asit was, anumber were leaning out
over the edges of the cars, daring each other.

Thetrain madeit to the top of the hill. Now Pyra saw that thiswas actually atal wooden structure, the
height of aroller coaster. Thetrain crested the ridge and accelerated down the other side. It was scary
and the children screamed with due appreciation.

At thefoot of the hill, when the train was going at breakneck speed, another set of tracks swerved close
and another train passed, going the opposite way. Pyranearly popped her eyebals checking the children
on it. None of them were Ted, Monica, or Woe Betide. She wasn't sure whether to be disappointed or
relieved.

Now the train made a dangeroudly sharp turn and ran beside a meandering river. Huge sea monsters
popped their heads from the water and plunged ugly toothy heads toward the train. The children
screamed again, thistime with more authority. But the gaping jaws snapped closed just shy of thetrain;
no children were gobbled.



"The tracks are enchanted,” Finn explained conversationdly. "The mongters are red, but they never seem
to learn that they can't get at the morsdls. It makes afine show."

"Except for accidents?' she asked.

He looked somber. "Best not to speak of those too loudly. We're pretty sure the enchantment remains
tight.”

"Pretty sure?'

"Well, until we find out exactly what has gone wrong, we can't rule anything out. But the spdll hastested
perfect every time."

Y et there was some sort of mischief they weren't openly talking about. Pyradidn't like that. Supposethe
demon children got caught in an "accident"?

Thetrain turned and chugged into athick forest. Now the monsters of the woods came out, looking
vaguely like dinosaurs, with wetly glinting teeth. They made horrendous passes at the occupants of the
train, but couldn't touch them. The children, encouraged, started making faces and calling "nyaa, nyaal"

They cameto amountain, but thistime did not climb it. Thetrain plunged into atunnel, and darkness
closed inlike amassive figt. Then the monsters of the subterranean realm gppeared, with hugely glowing
eyes and questing long noses. They couldn't get close either.

Light appeared: the glow of heated rock. Rivers of lava coursed along beside the tracks, and therewas a
snigter rumbling. The children had been getting cocky; now they held on abit nervoudy. Where were

they going?
"Thisisone good show,” Pyramurmured.
"It gets better.”

It did. Suddenly there was ajump in the tracks, and the train zoomed downward into a seeming abyss.
The mongters could be seen in the high distance, looking baefully down; they didn't dare go into this
dread depth. Weird shapes coiled around the tracks, forming a menacing kind of tunnel, but the train
rushed heedlesdy on. Pyrafound herself hoping that this wasn't where any accidents were occurring.

Thetrain dowed, and demons with pitchforks menaced the children, again with no success. Severd
buxom demonesses turned, hoisted their skirts, and made asif to flash their panties, but somehow
something dways got in the way so they were never quitevisible. "Thisisan Adult
Conspiracy-Approved tour,” Finn said.

"| thought there wasn't an Adult Conspiracy here."

"Oh, are you from one of the Non-Conspiracy worlds? Here at Always Always Land we try to honor it,
because many of our tourists are from Xanths where it counts.”

That was just aswell, because severa of the dightly older boys were watching rather too eagerly, prime

candidates for freaking out. One of the crazy things about boys—and men—was that they never seemed
to learn the danger of panties, and so got freaked out again and again. Or maybe that was more properly
Always-Always.

"My homeredlity honorsit,” shesad.



"We draw from many redlities, and many moons. We pride oursalves on being amajor tourist attraction
for children. Folk come here from most of the moons.”

A subway train station formed around them, with regular lights and platform. Thetrain glided to astop.
They were at abanner saying welcometo hell.

"Rest stop,” the engineer caled. "The ation is safe, but don't go beyond it.”

The children piled out onto the platform. There were machines with every flavor of—dimeballs. They
seemed to be big gooey globs of spun sugar. The children quickly grabbed all the ballsthey could hold
and returned to the train, where they soon got into a dimeba l-throwing contest.

Thetrain resumed its course. In amoment another train passed it, and Pyraflexed her eyebdlsagain
trying to check every childinit. None of the three she sought were there.

Now the train was climbing. Hell, it seemed, was deep underground. It forged to the base of amighty
chasm, passed into atunnel on the opposite side, turned, crossed the canyon at ahigher level, entered
another tunnel, and came to a screeching halt.

"Trestlesunsafe," theengineer said. "Lucky | saw itintime."
"Thisisour cdl," Finnsaid grimly, getting out.

Pyrafollowed him. They emerged from the tunnel and saw thetrestle. It was anetwork of wooden
timbers braced in triangles supporting the tracks. A section had been knocked out. The tracks were
unbroken, but the weight of the train with its passengers would surely bear it down and dump them all
into the abyss. The engineer had been right to cdl ahalt.

"What do we do now?' Pyraasked worriedly.

"Wefixit."

She gazed nervoudly at the destruction. "That's our job?"

"Someone hasto doit. Y ou can return to the train if you wish. I'm going after fresh timbers.™
That shamed her. "No, I'll hdp, if | can."

"Let's see what we'll need." He walked to the track above the gap and peered down. "Tooth marks," he
sad.

"Something bit through the trestles?”
"Something big."
She saw the marks, and the damp ripped edges. Saliva? "l thought the spell protected the tracks.”

"Thetracks, yes. Evidently it doesn't extend to the base of the trestles. The monsters must be getting
smarter. They bit where they could reach, before the train got here.”

"A smart monger," shesad, chilled.

"Something you should know," he said grimly. "Well have to go down far enough to replace the fractured
planks."



"Yes, of course. We can rope oursalves to the tracks so we won't fall, and swing across.”
He nodded. "Good idea. Y ou're smarter than the average tourist.”

"Thank you," she said, flattered.

"But that wasn't my point. Where do you think the monster is?"

Now she got it with avengeance. "Lurking. Waiting for usto get withinitsreach.”
"Exactly. So maybe you had better return to the train after dl."

"So you can get chomped alone? That won't get the job done.”

He gazed at her, his eyes narrowing in assessment. "Thisis serious. | can't afford to have an uncertain
assgtant. If you have any doubtsat dl, go back now."

She was shamed again, though she knew he wasn't trying to. He naturally assumed she was aweak
woman. She had been ableto intrigue him before with her womanly charms, but now he was serious
about hismanly nature. "1 can take care of mysdlf. | can't lift heavy planks, but | can fend off the
monder."

"Canyou?'
Shelet her fireshow. "Yes. | can burn anything. Y ou handle therepairs, I'll keep the monster clear.”
He nodded. "So you're not afraud, likeme. Y ou redlly have magicfire."

"Yourenot afraud! You just don't have amagic spark.” As she spoke sheredized it wastrue. When the
need came, this man was proving to be brave and capable. He had character rather than magic.

Finn shrugged. "I will fetch planks. They are stored nearby near the tunnd. Y ou reassure the children and
be ready to use your fire when | get to work below the tracks."

Shedidthat. "Thereisabresk in thetrestle," she explained to the children and parents. "We arerepairing
it. Stay with thetrain until thejob isdone.”

The engineer got up. "You'll need help."

"Y ou know the nature of the work," she said, keeping her voice cam. She waswarning him.
"Yes"

Severd parents stood: adaddy and three mommies. "Well help too.”

"| don't think—" Pyra started, taken aback.

A mother gave her adirect look. "Y ou can protect us, fire woman?"'

She understood, and had caught on to Pyrastaent. "Yes, | think so. But it may be uncomfortable." She
flared her body, radiating heet. "If | have to burn—something."

"WEell rik it," the woman said.

"In that case, the men could use another man to carry and hammer. | could use some good eyes to spot
danger early."



"Youll havethem."

Soon therewas a pile of fresh planks and severa coils of rope. Then men anchored themselvesto the
tracks and swung down to use crowbars and hammers to remove bad planks. When they had the region
clear, the women tied ropes around planks and carefully lowered them down to the hanging men. They
were dl sensiblefolk, and the work was proceeding far more rapidly than it would have with only one or
two.

They swung thefirst plank into place and hammered it to the base of the tracks. They placed the second,
forming atriangle. At thisrate it would not take long to shore up the trestle.

There was ahorrendousroar. "Monster ahoy!" alookout woman called.
"Stay wdll clear of it," Pyrasaid. "l may haveto usealot of power."

The three men had no timeto climb to the tracks. They hung in place, looking grim. They feared they
were about to die. Strictly speaking they couldn't die; they would merely lose their soul bodies and return
to their larger or smaler soul bodies on their home moons. But that would be an unpleasant and
inconvenient process, and desth seemed rather red.

The monster appeared: adinosaur so big that it walked aong the bottom of the chasm, its head reaching
amost to the tracks. It had to have been the one that had bitten off the trestle. It opened its mouth bel ow
the three men, big enough to takethem dl in, in one gulp.

Pyra pumped up her heat. She focused on the monster's head, and projected her fire there. A glowing
sheet formed at the toothy nose, and its surface scales crackled asif being roasted.

It rocked back, howling. The men applauded; they knew good magic when they saw it. Then they got
back to work on the timbers.

"It'sreconsdering,” the lookout woman said.

Soit was. A sore was developing on the monster's nose, but that was atiny wound on such alarge
surface. The cresture was coming in again, thistime more cautioudly.

Pyra projected another pand of fire, but the monster ducked benegath it, came up beyond it, turned
about, and gaped its giant jaws toward the men.

Pyrasent out another panel of flame. This one singed the surfaces of the bared teeth and bored in toward
the nerves. The dinosaur snapped its mouth closed and ducked down. "Mmmmm!" it groaned asits
roasting teeth continued to hurt.

The men placed another plank. Soon they would be done.
"Coming back," thewoman said.
The thing was determined! Pyra readied another panel of fire. She could keep thisup aslong asit could.

Thistime the mongter pursed itslipsand blew directly at Pyra. The gust of wind caught her skirt and
boosted her off the tracks. She fell—

Directly into the mongter's waiting mouth. The thing had fathomed the nature of its opposition and
outsmarted her!

But it had also outsmarted itself. She landed on its tongue—and the flesh scorched as she heated



incandescently. The tortured tongue flipped her up and out.

But as she sailed through the air she knew that she would fal far from the trestles, and not be ableto
defend the men any more. They might be doomed.

"Finn!" she caled asshe salled by. "Spark!" She sent ignition as he opened his mouth.

Then shewasfdling, falling, and had to take care of herself. She heated the air around her so that it
expanded explosively, generating cracks of thunder. That hot air cushioned her landing as she cameto
thefloor of the canyon. Shewas safe.

She walked toward the trestles, hoping to climb back up to the track. That wasn't her concern. What
about the men? Could Finn do enough with hisflaming bresth?

The mongter, satisfied thet it had €liminated the pesky opposition, opened its mouth and readied amighty
chomp that would take in dl three men and the new planksthey had instaled.

Finn breathed out a devastating column of flame. It shot into the monster's mouth and down its throat.
"HOOOOQO!" it cried, truly in pain. Inabig, in fact amonster moment, it turned tail and ran, surely for
the nearest underground lake for quenching.

The women gpplauded again. Finn had saved the day.

By the time Pyra climbed to the tracks, the men had finished their job. The trestle had been repaired and
was ready for thetrain. She walked toward the train, brushing herself off. She was hopelessy mussed.

"Pyral" Finn cried, spying her. "1 oweit dl to you. Y ou gave mefire. Y ou're wonderful.”

"Well, | wanted to see the job finished,” she said gruffly. She redlized that sounded ungracious, but she
wasn't sure how to correct it. She wasn't used to being complimented, especialy when mussed.

"I think | loveyou."

That stalled whatever ese might have been on her mind. She stood there, having no ideawhat to say.
The very notion was ludicrous. She couldn't possibly return the feding.

Then hekissed her.

Her knees mdlted, but she didn't collapse because he was holding her. Tiny burning hearts formed and
orbited their heads. They st fireto the notion "ludicrous’ and destroyed it like an ugly mongter.

"Isthat how they sgnd the stork?" a child's voice asked. Pyraredized belatedly that the trainful of
children was wetching.

"Hush, child," the mother cautioned. " She hasn't even shown him her panties™
Indeed she hadn't, Pyraredized, blushing at the suggestion. What had she so suddenly gotten into?

"l shouldn't have done that,” Finn said gpologetically asheled her to thetrain. "I thought the monster was
going to chomp us. Then you gave me the spark, and made melook like a hero. Y ou're such awonderful
womanin every way."

"I'm nothing of the kind! I'm a hot-tempered scheming hussy!" Of course now the parents and children
were lisgiening to their didlogue asthe train started, but she no longer cared.



"Areyou? Then you would do well at Always-Always Planet. Why don't you stay here with me? 1 won't
need aspark if you are here.”

"I can't. | have other thingsto do."
"Y ou haveto find the children, of course. But after that?"

The most astonishing thing was that she found herself tempted. Finn had proved to be abrave and
capable man, and he did need her. She could do worse, much worse. Of course there was that
elixir-ingpired fixation she had on Che Centaur, but she had already concluded that was no good. This
wasaworthy aternative.

But there were complications. "I am not of thisworld.”

"Noneof usare," hesaid. "Were all workers or tourists. Children come from all the Worlds of Idato be
entertained here”

"I'mfrom Xanth."

He stared, and the children and parents murmured in awe. "Y ou're areal person? Not a
might-have-been”?"

"I'mred," she agreed. "My body liesin avault while| search here."

Finn sighed. "1 should have known you were too good to be true. Of course you won't give up your red
exigencefor amight-belife”

Now that he was seeing redlity, she found hersaf warming to unredity. "Isthisredly what you want to do
with your life? Put on fire-eating shows?"

He amiled ruefully. "No. It'sjust what | can do. Or could do, when | had the spark. My real passionisto
be a sculptor and work with colored stone.”

"Oh, areyou good at that?'
"No, | have no sculpting talent at all. It'sjust my foolish dream.”

"Totheleft,” the engineer announced asthe train pulled out of the canyon, "isthe famed Ogre Orchard.”
Pyralooked and saw the shaggy huge ogres tending stony fruit trees. "Those fruits are pummel granites,
good for practice fracturing stone.”

She had dreamed foolishly of snatching a centaur from hisloving mate. Finn's dream was better than hers.
Hewas not daunted by her fire; heliked it. " Suppose you were on an idand in a swamp with nothing
much to do al day, and only mefor company?"

"With you for company there would never be nothing much to do," he said gdlantly.

The children laughed. They were finding thisfar more entertaining than the sightsthe train tour was
showing. "Heredly likes her," one said. "She likeshim too," another said. "Maybe if we'rered quiet
they'll forget we're here and will sgnd the stork,” athird said. 'Y esh!" they dl said, while the parents
were suitably horrified.

Pyraforged back to the subject. "1 meant the sculpting. Would you be satisfied to do that dl the time?”
"Between kisses?'



Shehadtolaugh. "Yes"

"Would you givemeadl | wanted?'

She pretended to misunderstand. "All the colored stone?”
He pretended to believe that. "And al the kisses."
Decision was coming upon her. "Yes."

"Then there would not be time for sculpting.”

The children laughed gleefully, carrying the parents dong. Pyraknew she should be embarrassed, but the
idea of being with aman that hungry for her kisses apped ed.

"There are ways for might-be folk to cometo Xanth," she said. "I have afriend who knows how to form
empty bodies from organic materid. Then the soul from the moon comes and animatesit. Xanth was
repopul ated with dragons that way not long ago. Y ou could do it too, if you wanted to."

Therewasamurmur of awe through thetrain. All of the parents and children longed for exactly such an
avenue. But it had to be carefully arranged, so most of them would never makeit. That wastheir tragedy.

"l want to," he said without hesitation.

"Then consder it adate.” Shekissed him, and the children and parents gpplauded. Thistimethefiery
orbiting heartswere twice their prior Size and intengity.

The train completed its round. The engineer talked with his supervisor asthe children unloaded. "These
guards saved thetrain. A smart monster chomped out atrestle, but they organized repairs and used fire
to driveit away. They're heroes."

"Then they have ajob here," the supervisor said.
"No, she'sred, and she'staking him with her."

The supervisor turned on them alook of unadulterated envy. "Good for them." Then he peered more
closdy at Pyra. "You'reright; she'sred. We don't get many of those here.”

But they had not yet found the children. Pyra approached the supervisor. "Have you seen three demon or
half-demon children herein the past two hours, ages ten ten and five?"

"Multitudes. But | takeit you mean from Xanth."
"Yes. They arered children, though perhaps ensorceled.”

"Ensorcdlments don't work here. Their soulswould form their real sdves. There have been nonefrom
Xanth."

Shewas satisfied with hisverdict. "Thank you."
"Any time you want to serve as guard again, you'll have afreeticket.”
Shelaughed. "l earned it!"

"You did. Well put guards with flamethrowers on the trestle bridge. We don't want to lose any more
children.



She could gppreciate why.

She returned to Finn and joined him in hisfire booth for afew more kisses and half asmooch, so he
wouldn't forget their agreement. "Remember, check every so often for abody that |ooks gpproximately
likeyou. When you find it, animate it. It will then assume your perfect likeness, and | will take you away
tomy idand." She paused. "It'snot redly anidand, it'sacircular mesain aswamp. Well have to wade
through the svamp to get there. The swamp is made from love ixir."

"It won't have any effect,” he assured her. He was probably right: he was already smitten. So was she.

She walked toward the exit. It was time to recover her body and report that the children were not in her
sector. She was dmost relieved; she had done her best, without having to make any difficult ethical
decison with respect to the children. Instead she had perhaps found a solution to her socid dilemma.

13

Guilt Trip

Surprise Golem conjured herself to the edge of her segment and started searching. Sheredlly appreciated
the way the others were pitching in, including even the stork and the peeve; it made the search so much
more competent. She suspected that they needed al the competence they could garner, and more,
because the Sorceress Morgan le Fey was not about to make it easy for them.

And if they failed to find the children, what would Surprise do? What could she do, except make the
awful bargain the Sorceress demanded? Either way, something invaluable would be lost. She couldn't
stand to sacrifice elther the children or her baby. Y et she might have to choose between them. She did
not know which way she would go.

She could fly if she chose, but concluded that walking was better; she wouldn't overlook anything on the
ground. The children might be anywhere, in any form; only atedioudy careful search could be sure of
locating them. So she walked, and used her magic to make X-ray vision so she could see through trees
and rocks, covering awider swath.

This section of Xanth seemed to be deserted. She encountered no people, animals, or unusua plants, this
was apurely routine quiet forest. That itsdlf might be suspicious, why were the usud monsters and pun
formations absent? Had the Sorceress somehow cleaned out the region? Why?

She saw something she could readily have missed: acrevicein the ground. It was only afinger-width
wide, but quite deep, and it extended in azigzag manner asfar as she could seeto left and right. She
peered down it with her X-ray eyes, but saw only the parald walls extending down. She picked up athin
stick and poked it into the opening, and it did not touch the bottom. How could it be so long and deep,
yet SO narrow?

She knew of only one crevice of that nature: the Gap Chasm. That was not very far from the Golem
residence; she had often visited it in her own redity. This must be an offshoot, maybe one that didn't exist
in her own frame. Was the difference significant? She could not afford to assume that it wasn't.

She followed the crack north, toward the main chasm. Sure enough, it soon widened, like ariver
wending itsway down toward the sea. It became wide enough for a person to fit in, and still too deep to



fathom. Could the children have wandered here, and fdlen in? That didn't seem likely; they were active
and often obnoxious, but not foolish. Also, asfull or part demons they had some demon powers, and
could float when they put their mindsto it. Still, they wereinsatiably curious, especidly about Sgnificant
naturd features. They might have followed it, and entered it where they had opportunity.

And if they followed it far enough, they could wind up in the Gap Chasm itsdlf. Of course they knew
Stanley Steamer, the Gap Dragon; he was no threat to them. Or was he?

She paused in place. In thisredity shewas married to Epoxy Ogre and had no soul. Umlaut was married
to Benzine Brassie, and had no soul ether. Why should the Gap Dragon be any child'sfriend in sucha

redity?

But Ted, Monica, and Woe Betide didn't know of theill nature of Surprise Seven. They might think this
redlity was more smilar to their own than it was. They could run gladly up to the Gap Dragon to play—

She shuddered. She needed to check more swiftly. She doused the X-ray vision and made herself float,
using avariant spdl she hadn't used before. She floated rapidly over and along the widening crack. Her
best bet might be to locate the Gap Dragon and ascertain first whether the children were near him, and
second whether he was dangerous to them. If neither was the case, she could move back and search the
Gap offshoot crevices more carefully.

The crevice widened into a canyon. Now the bottom was visble, athin line way down. She cruised along
and thewalls retreated on either sde. Then the canyon debouched into the main valley that was the Gap
Chasm.

Now thewallswerefar apart. There were trees here, and rivulets, and grazing animals. It was a peaceful
scene, part of aland isolated by the fantastically high cliffsthat bounded it. There was only one predator
here: the Gap Dragon. If it appeared, the grazers would take evasive action, though there was nowhere
they could really escape. They might even beresigned, and smply let the dragon take whichever ones he
selected.

That was not her concern. Her business here was only the children. If she could be sure they were not
here, she would depart. She wished she could orient on their identities, but in this different redlity she
lacked away to fix on them. She needed to tunein, in their presence.

She saw apuff of steam ahead. That should be the dread Gap Dragon, aterror to al except hisfriends.
She floated toward the steam.

She was correct: there was the Gap Dragon, alow-dung serpentine six-legged monster with a big toothy
head and small wings. He had to have been descended from avariety of flying dragon, but he couldn't fly.
Instead he whomped, making vertica wriggles, one set of feet lifting and landing at atime. Hewasa
steamer, considered by someto be alesser threat than afire-breather that could roast an anima whereit
stood, or asmoker that could tifleit in aroiling cloud. But steam, when used well, was just about as
dangerous. Steamers had been known to stifle the other kinds, dousing their fires and dissipating their
smoke.

She floated before him. " Stanley Steamer,” she said. "I am Surprise Golem. | know you; do you know
me?'

The dragon shot afierce column of steam directly at her. She barely had time to conjure a protective
shield. The steam bounced off it and formed afrustrated cloud.

But when she conjured the shield, she stopped floating. She could exercise only onetalent at atime. She



landed on her feet with ajolt.

The dragon whomped forward, ramming into the shield. Surprise had to levitate hadtily to avoid getting
flattened by the falling barrier. Which of course faded out.

The dragon amed his snoot upwards and fired another fiercejet of sseam that would have cooked her in
place had it scored. She summoned agust of wind that blew it away—and dropped to the ground, her
levitation gone.

The dragon pounced on her. She became atar baby that caught and held the crunching teeth. " Stop this
attack, Stanley,” she said. "I'm trying to talk to you. | know you can understand me."

The dragon blew out awaft of steam that melted the tar baby, freeing histeeth. She countered by
becoming afire woman, not solid like Pyra, but made entirdly of fire, her flames unaffected by the teeth.
"l don't want to hurt you, | just want to talk to you."

The dragon snapped repeatedly at the flames, getting nowhere. Then he got smart and inhaed, sucking
the flame woman into himself.

Surprise became an iron-spine cactus, impossibleto swalow. "I'm warning you: desist.”

Stanley steamed the cactus, melting the spines. Surprise converted to adiamond girl, her sparkling flesh
invulnerable to both steam and teeth. ™Y ou crazy beadt, quit!”

The dragon picked up astone in his mouth and made ready to smash the diamond body to diamond dust.

That did it. Surprise became adevice, aform of demon adept at crushing things: Demon Vise. She
caught the dragon's head in her square jaws and squeezed, dowly. He struggled, whomping his green
body around, but was unable to break the powerful grip. "Give up?' she asked grimly.

Instead, Stanley blew out so much steam that the ground bel ow the vise melted and caused it to Sink.
Rather than get mired in forming lava, Surprise changed form again, releasing the head. Thistime she
became asmall cloud of smoke, demon-fashion, while she considered her next approach.

"Okay, no more MissNice Girl," shesaid. "I'm going to make you pay attention.”

Stanley charged the cloud, revving up anew head of steam. Surprise transformed into afemale gap
dragon, with six legs and long eydashes. "What are you up to, seam-for-brains?’ sheinquired in steam
pulses.

Thisdid get hisattention. "Who are you?' he demanded in the same language.
"l am Surprise Golem, as| said. Y ou don't remember me?"
"If I had encountered you before, | would have steamed and eaten you. Y ou're a shape-changer?'

"Not exactly. My magic isto have any taent once. When | studied the matter, | discovered that | actualy
borrow each talent from someone e se, but theresfter that person resstslosing the talent again, so | can't
takeit twice. Eventually | might be ableto, but it doesn't matter, because there are so many talentsthat |
can smply take asimilar one next time. Did you notice that | never repested?”

"No. What | noticed wasthat you didn't know my name."

"It'snot Stanley?'



"It is Stefan Steamer. So | knew you were an impostor.”

Surprise took stock. No wonder the dragon had been determined to steam her! "I gpologize. In my
redity you are Stanley.”

"Y our what?"'

"I comefrom adifferent redity. It'shard to explain. Things arelike this, only not quite. Like your name
being different. Like mysdf being different. The Surprise Golem of thisredlity isasoulless creature who
doesn't care whom she hurts.”

"What do you want with me? | doubt it was to smooch.”
"I am looking for three lost children. | need to know if you have seen them. | hope you didn't eat them.”

"If I had seen them | would have eaten them,” Stefan agreed. "But | didn't. Are they bouncy delectable
sweet-tagting children?"

"No, they're part demons.”

Stefan blew out a discolored wad of steam. "Y uck!"

So demons didn't taste good. "That's al | needed to know," she said. "I must find those children.”
"Hold up two moments, Golem. Y ou'reredly from adifferent redity?'

"Y es, where you are named Stanley and are friendswith Princess Ivy."

"yy?

"Evidently not the case here. She has three daughters, triplets, who like to play with you.”

"They wouldnt |last longer than thetime to seam them.”

"They are Sorceresses.”

He considered. "That would make a difference. Queen Ivy does not have triplets here. | would know."
"Queen lvy?'

"Queen of the Nagafolk, because her husband Naldo Nagaistheir king. Heand | get dong. Therefore
tolerate Ivy; Naldo would be annoyed if | steamed her."

"Then who governsthe human folk of Xanth?'
"King Dolph, of course. And hiswife NadaNaga. | get along with her too."

Surprise redlized that thiswas another marita realignment. In her redlity, Dolph had loved Nada but
married Electra, and they now had twin daughters. So what had happened to Electra, here? She decided
not to inquire. "Inthisredity | am married to adifferent person than | aminmy own. | cant say | likethe
person| am here."

"Asit happens, | do know of that Surprise. | understand she's talentless.”

That might explain why Surprise Seven was S0 ready to make an ugly dedl with the Sorceress, and even
signal the stork with aman she detested. Surprise'stalent was attached to her soul. When the Demons



took her soul, that deprived her of it. Fortunately in her own redlity they had returned her soul, or enough
of it so that her body regenerated the rest. "That should establish my foreign nature.”

"Yes. | thought that the Sorceress was with you. But she couldn't do what you're doing now."
"| certainly hope she couldn't. She has my baby. | must recover my baby girl."

Stefan evidently made adecison. "l will summon Nada"

"I'm not sure | want to meet her in thisredlity, unless she hasinformation on thelost children.”
"Shemay. She can find out, if she chooses.”

There was something skew about this. "'If she chooses?!

"' She has a problem. Maybe you can help her withiit.”

"She would want to bargain?' Surprise asked distastefully. "Over the lives of children?”

"lsn't that what you humans do? Make deds?"

"Sometimes," she agreed grudgingly.

The dragon lifted aforeleg. On it was athin golden chain supporting aring in the form of asnake biting its
own tall. Stefan gently steamed thering, and it seemed to wriggle. It was surely an amulet.

There was a sound beyond the rim of the great canyon. A huge bird appeared, flying swiftly toward
them. It was aroc.

Surprise looked for cover. "Even you can't handlearoc,” she warned the dragon. Rocs ate dragons, and
anything dsethey chose.

"That'sKing Dolph in bird form. He's carrying Nada."

Now she saw that the monstrous bird carried alarge snake in itstalons. That would be Nada Nagain her
serpent form. She could move rapidly in that form, but not nearly as swiftly asaroc bird could.

Theroc camein for alanding, shaking the ground. The snake dropped down just before that, dithering
out of theway. It became a serpent with ahuman head: anaga. The naga dithered up to the dragon and
they touched noses with no harsh steam issued.

Then Nada Nagafaced Surprise. "Y ou are human?”

Surprise changed back to her natura form. "I am Surprise Golem, daughter of Grundy Golem and
Rapunzd EIf. | am from another redlity.”

Nada became lushly human, in the form of the serpent woman Surprise knew in her own redlity. She
lacked clothing, but in amoment the roc became the man Dol ph, who brought her aroya robe. She
donned it, and then asmall gold crown. "1 am Queen Nada Naga, now Nada Human. What is your
business here?'

Surprisetried to condenseit. "I have to recover my lost baby from my alternate self here. The Sorceress
Morgan le Fey hid the children who accompanied me and wants to make me give up my baby to recover
them. So now | need to find them."



"Why not just let the Sorceress have your baby?"

"l couldnt!" Surprisesaid in anguish.

"Why not?"

"She'smy baby! I'm her mother. | can't give her up.”
"Then why not let the children go?"

Did the queen truly not understand? "My conscience won't let me. One of them isyour daughter, in my
redity.”

Nada turned to the dragon. "Thank you, Stefan. Y ou were right to summon me." She turned back to
Surprise. "Comewith us."

"Will you help me search for the children?"

"Wemay. Firs we mugt talk."

"I have hardly two hours. | can't take time off."

"Y ou don't have a choice. Dolph will carry us back to Castle Rockbound.”

"| can't go there,” Surprise said, appaled by thewoman'sindifference. "1 redlize that you don't have the
same children here, but | can't leave them to whatever fate the Sorceress hasin mind. | must do my
utmost to rescue them.”

"Pick her up,” Nadasaid to Dolph.

The man became the roc. One giant claw reached to enclose Surprise.

She changed to roc form hersdlf. "No!" she squawked in bird talk.

Nada nodded. "Y ou do have a conscience."

"Of course | have aconscience!” she snapped in squawk talk. "Don't you?'

"Y es. But you are going to have to trust me. Y ou must accompany usto the castle. Wewill hdp you if
wecan."

That seemed to be the best she could hope for. Surprise returned to her natural form.

The roc enclosed them both in the talons without squeezing; the foot formed akind of barred cage. Then
the big bird took off.

"Hereisthe stuation,” Nada said asthey traveled. "The Surprise of thisredlity iswithout soul or
conscience. She can't be trusted. Any deal you may have with her is suspect. | had to be sure of your
datus.

"Because | look just like her," Surprise said, redlizing. "1 am her—only with my soul.”
"And with your full talent, near Sorceress cdliber. Y ou could be dangerous.”

"I'm not trying to threaten you or anyonein thisredlity. | redlize that things are not the same here, with
different marriages and different kings and queens. | accept that. | just have to do what | cameto do:



save the children in my care, and recover my baby."

"And if the Sorceress offersyou dl of that, if you help her overthrow the present king so she can be
ingalled asthe new ruler?'

Surprise stared at her with horror. Could that be what Morgan le Fey had in mind? No wonder Nada
was nervous!

Shetried to answer honestly: "1 don't know. | don't want to have to choose between the children and the
baby. | would hate even more to have to choose between dl of them together and what | know isright.”

"Itisfairly easy to choose between right and wrong, when you know whichiswhich,” Nadasaid. "It is
harder to choose between wrong and wrong, or between mixed Situations.”

"Ya"

The roc squawked. "Y es, dear,” Nadacalled. "That'sagood point; I'll tell her." She focused again on
Surprise. "He reminds me that knowing which iswhich can be difficult, because what isright to one
person may be wrong to another. So we wonder &t times whether there is any such thing asinherent right
and wrong."

"Yes" Surprise agreed again. It was clear that the king and queen had redlly thought about this. "Just as
there may be no such thing asanatura order of thingsin Xanth. | have seen severd redlities, and what
one regects, another accepts. Like the Adult Conspiracy.”

"Thewhat?' Nada asked blankly.

"Never mind; it would be complicated to explain, and maybeirrdevant. It isa particular conventionin my
redity that gppliesmainly to children.”

"At any rate," Nada continued, "Dolph and | have a problem, and you may be able to help ushandleit. |
redize that you don't want to take time off from your search for the children, or to make any unethica
bargains, but perhaps you will consider this as a convenient package: we will put the resources of the
kingdom into aswift search for the children, and hope that you will help uswhile we await the result.
Both can be accomplished within the two-hour period you require. Does this seem fair?'

"Yes" Surprise agreed, relieved.

They arrived at Castle Rockbound, which seemed much the same as the one she knew at home, Castle
Roogna. Dolph landed and reverted to human form, and they walked through the orchard.

"We had better pick some fresh pies,” Nada said. "So we won't have to delay for a separate meal.”
Surprise picked asweetie pie and amilkweed pod; that was the extent of her appetite at the moment.

The moat mongter lifted its head, eying Surprise, plainly knowing who was new here. It was not one he
recognized.

"It'sdl right, Sourdough,” Nadacalled. "Thisisn't who shelookslike."
The monster shook his head.
Nadaturned to Surprise. "He thinks you're soulless. Would you mind showing your talent briefly?*

Surprise conjured ajunior porcupine, which looked like a cross between a pig and a pine tree, except



that it was covered with quilts.
"What isthat?' Nada asked, startled.

"A red porcupine from Mundaniais covered with sharp quills, which it dapsinto the nose of whatever
triesto biteit. Thisvariety is child safe because the quilts are soft.”

"Quill to quilt,"” Nada agreed. "So smdl ashift." Then she faced the moat mongter. ""Could the soulless
Surprise do that? The talent attachesto the soul.”

The mongter agreed that Surprise was different. Meanwhile the porcupine wandered toward the zombie
graveyard. It would surely find awelcome there, asthe zombies liked soft covers.

"Desr, tell the staff to organize a search for three children,” Nadatold Dolph. "Use magic. We need them
withintwo hours.

Surprise gave the descriptions of the children, and the king departed on his errand. "He's such adear,”
Nada remarked.

"It'shard to believe heisthe king of Xanth. He actslike your servant.”

"It'slove. HE'sloved me since hewas eight years old, and | have loved him since | was about twenty,
when | took love dixir. Heisredly quite kingly when not with me. We dso have afine son, Donad.”

Surprise redized that the name derived from DOIph and NADA or her brother NALDo. "A son instead
of two daughters.”

"He can change his own and others forms, temporarily,” Nadasaid proudly.

Soon Dolph rejoined them and they went to a private chamber and closed the door. "No onewill disturb
ushere" Nadasaid. "Now aswe finish eating, Dolph and | will explain our Situation.”" She went and
kissed him. "Areyou up to it, dear?'

"Yes, if therédsachance of fixing it."

Nada nodded. "Y ou see, we have a spell we received as awedding gift, that could really do us some
good, but we lack the ability to invoke it completely. We think you may be ableto do it for us."

"I'm not sure | could do better than you could. Doesn't a spell work for whoever invokesit?”
"Toadegree. You see, thisisaGuilt Trip."
"A guilt trip?1 don't understand.”

"The spell conjures a path you can take that leads to your greatest guilt. At the end is a stone you can tap
to dleviate guilt. But aperson can't aleviate her own guilt, only that of someone else. That's because the
stone isa Punk Rock, with avery bad attitude. So Dolph and | have tried to take that trip together, and
abate each other's guilt. But we have not been able to make it to the end. Our guilts cripple us, and we
have to turn back. Y ou, in contrast, seem to havelittle to fed guilty about; you should be able to reach
the stone and ask it to ease our guilts.”

"But couldn't anyone here do that?'

Dolph grimaced. "We prefer that others not know our guilt. Y ou are from elsewhere, where things are
different; you won't be spreading it about as gossip.”



"I wouldn't do that!" Surprise protested.

"Wetrust your discretion,” Nadasaid. "And hope that you can do thisfor us, and we can find the
children for you."

"Yes, of course. It'safar bargain." Surprise hesitated. "1 hope you aren't guilty of murder or something. |
don't know how that could be absolved.”

"Not murder," Dolph said. "Not exactly."
"Now dear,” Nadasaid. "Y ou know it wasn't that."
"My conscience doesnt," he said uncomfortably.

"In any event, the Rock does not absolve the guilt as such,” Nadasaid. "It correctsit, allowing you to
changeit, so you have no further causefor guilt. It'savery strong spell.”

Surprise nodded, appreciating that. The Rock seemed to offer some kind of absolution, though she il
wasn't sure exactly how it worked. "I'll try. Pleasetell mewhat your guilt is, so | cantell the stone.”

Nada shook her head. "We don't care to speak it herein the castle. The wallshave ears.” She turned
suddenly and smacked an ear that had quietly sprouted from thewall behind her. It reddened and shrank.

"And eyes," Dolph said, flicking abit of grit into an eye just opening in thewall besde him. Theeye
blinked and watered, but couldn't didodge the grit and had to fade out.

"But the Guilt Trip Pathisprivate," Nadasaid, bringing out asmall bottle. "Are we ready?'
"l am, | think," Surprise said, marginaly bemused.
Nada opened the bottle. "Guilt, weinvoke you," sheintoned. "Takeusonthe Trip."

Vapor issued from the bottle. It curled up, spreading. It formed a pattern against the wall that had
recently sported the ear and eye. Now that wall had anose. The nose sniffed the vapor, sneezed, and
blew itsdf back into thewall.

The pattern shaped into a picture drawn on the wall. It showed a path meandering through a pleasant
meadow. It looked dmost red; flowers were scattered acrossit, and several puffy clouds floated above
it. The vapor was agood artist.

"I'll lead," Dolph said. He stepped into the wall—and through it, following the path.
"Do you careto go next?' Nada asked Surprise.

Surprise hauled her lower jaw back up into place. "Yes." She stepped into the wall where Dolph had,
bracing hersdf for acrash.

There was none. Shefound hersdf on the path in the meadow. Now she smelled the flowers.

She looked back. There was a square outline behind her, where the wall had been, and insde it stood
Nada Naga-Human. She waved, smiling. Taken aback, Surprise returned the wave. The vapor had
really made a portal to another scene. Magic could still surprise (no pun) her on occasion.

Nada stepped forward, joining them on this side of the frame. Then she turned, reached up, and drew
down acurtain acrossit. The curtain showed the meadow scene on the near Side, and surdly the wall on



the other side, concealing the access. Such a bottle of vapor would be very very nicefor folk shut up
indoors, offering a private escape.

But where was the guilt?

"Youwill see" Dolph said. "The Guilt Trip does not let you walk slently. Y ou haveto reved your
greatest guilt.” Hewalked on.

Surprise followed, wondering. Why should anyone volunteer to talk about what he was ashamed of ?
"Youwill see" Nada repeated, answering her thought.

The path wound through the meadow and around alow hill. There was anice brook chuckling aong. "I
alwaysloved NadaNaga," Dolph said. "Ever sincel met her asachild. | was required to betroth her, for
the sake of ahuman/nagaaliance, but she quickly won my heart, even before she blossomed into the
maost beautiful woman in Xanth."

Surprise found nothing odd or guilty here. Nada was the loveliest cregture in human femaeformin
Xanth. How could he fail to love her? Men were notorious for being swayed by appearances. Women,
fortunately, had more sense; that was why they ran things, whileletting the men believe that maes
governed. Why ruin agood thing?

"But | dso got betrothed by the girl from the past, Electra," Dolph continued. " She was under an
enchantment, and had to marry me by the time she turned eighteen, or die. She loved me, but | didn't
love her. Shewas plain, and not a princess, and her magic talent was modest. She could not compare to
Nada the Naga princess."

"No one could,” Surprise said.

"Oh, any demoness could, if she chose," Nada said.

"But demonslack souls," Surprise said. "So they aren't suitable. It's all gppearance, with them.”
"Not necessarily." But Nadadid not clarify.

"And so when it cametime for meto marry,” Dolph said, "I had to choose between the two: the one |
loved, or the one who loved me. | was sdlfish and chose the lovely princess. Thus Nadais my queen, and
| fill love her and find no fault in her."

"That seemsreasonable,” Surprise said.

"But | find faultin me," he continued inexorably. "Because she did not love me, and | knew that; she had
to take the love dixir. | wasfifteen, she twenty; shewould not ordinarily have loved or married ayounger
man. A boy, redly. | knew nothing of stork-signaling; she taught me that. She guided mein governance
too; | have been abetter king because of her.”

Surprise was perplexed. "Then whereisthe guilt?'

"Two things: | took her against her will. She had to agree, to safeguard the liaison between our species,
which the nagafolk desperately needed. So shetook the dixir, but | shouldn't have made her doit.”

"Yetif sheishappy now—"

"But she might be happier without me," he said. " She has benefited me, but | have not necessarily
benefited her. If | had it to do over, | would stedl mysdlf to let her go. After dl, | could have taken the



lovedixir with another woman, and been satisfied.”

Surprise glanced back at Nada, but the naga princess was slent, her face impassive. "What isthe other

The king winced. "Electraloved me and would gladly have married me without the dixir. She was
enchanted to love me &t the outset, when | woke her from her long deep, but that was replaced in time
by redl love as she came to know me. She dso was cursed to dieif she did not marry me by her
elghteenth birthday. | thought that was at least partly psychologica, and that she would survive and find a
life elsawhere. When | chose to marry Nada, Electramade no complaint. She said she was happy theat |
was happy and had agood wife. Then shedied.”

Dol ph stopped speaking abruptly. He stood shaking with the force of his manifest guilt. Nada stepped
forward and put her arms about him comfortingly. "Y ou didn't know, dear. It wasn't redly your fault.”

"| should have married her!" he said. "I should have been unsdlfish. It would have worked out some way.
It would have been better for both of you."

Surprise did not comment. In her redlity Dolph had married Electra, and it had worked out very well. She
had become thefirst Xanth princessin blue jeans, and her plainness had somehow blossomed into a
certain competent appedl. She had been friendly with everyone, and was widdly admired. They had two
bright, attractive, Sorceress daughters, Dawn and Eve. So Surprise could not say that Dolph had not
made amigtakein thisredlity. His choice had cost aworthy girl'slife. He did have guilt.

Nada moved ahead. "I too have two aspects of guilt," she said. "Firdt, that | deceived Prince Dolph by
pretending to be eight years old when he was nine, when | was redly fourteen. By the time he learned the
truth, heloved me. | should never have donethat.”

"Y ou were required to," Dolph said. "Y our family made you do it, because they needed you to marry a
human prince."

"It was still wrong. Maybeif | had let you know my real age, and you handled it and loved me, then it
would have been dl right. But | should never have deceived you for political reason.”

"It was ashock when | learned,” Dolph said. "But | did accept it, and loved you ever since. So it was no
continuing deception, and you never decelved me since.”

"Still it waswrong, and | bear the guilt." Nada paused, evidently marshaing her courage, then continued.
"But the larger guilt is el sewhere. There was a demon who wasinterested in me, D. Vore. He was
eligible, being aprince; | could have married him and had an dliance for my people with the demons.
That would have accomplished my parents purpose. But | was fixed on the human connection, and
thought it would be more advantageous to marry ahuman prince. In fact—" she paused again, flushing
dightly. "I thought that it would be easier for meto control ayoung human than amature demon. | liked
the notion of queenly power. So | chose the human, knowing he would choose meif | did not dissuade
him. It was my decison.”

"Yet it worked out," Surprise said. "Y ou have been agood and supportive wifeto him."

"Demon Vore's passon for mewas greater than | judged,” she continued asinexorably as Dolph had
before. The guilt path was driving her. "When he saw that he had lost me, he swelled into ahuge
mushroom-shaped cloud and faded into the wind. He had returned to the earth that spawned him. In fact
he was dead." She stopped, verbaly and physicaly, as Dolph had before, intears. "I killed him with my
indifference.”



"Y ou couldn't know," Dolph said comfortingly.

"Yetif | had it to do over, knowing what | know now, that you could have made it with Electraand |
with Vore, | would marry him. That would savetwo lives."

Surprise could see her point. Each had done the selfish thing, and bore the continuing guilt of it. They had
agood life together, yet were haunted by what might have been.

"And that is our respective guilt,” Dolph said.

Surprise was perplexed. "Y ou have expressed it well. Isn't that dl you need to do to complete the guilt
trip?"

Both shook their heads. "We have not expressed the last vestige of our guilts,” Nadasaid. "We have
been unable to make ourselves revea our find secrets. So we are unable to complete the trip. But you
seemto havelittleif any guilt, as| noted before. Y ou can achieve the end, and touch the guilt stone for
lel

"Maybe| can," Surprise agreed. "But | remain confused about adetail. Just what does the stone do?
Doesit smply makeyou fed better?!

"No," Dalphsad. "It fixesthe guilt.”

Nada had said something of the sort before. Surprise till couldn't make much sense of it. "But if the other
people are dead, how can it ever be fixed?'

"Itisretroactive,” Nadasaid. "It changes spot history. It leaves nothing to be guilty about.”
Surprise was amazed. "Retroactive! That is powerful magic! Areyou sureit iswise?'

"We cant live with our continuing guilt,” Dolph said. "We regret changing history for others besides
oursalves, but the main folk affected are the two who will havetheir livesrestored. We believethat is

Surprise had to agree, especiadly because she knew how well both marriages had worked out in her own
redlity. Y et she had one more question. "Y ou love each other and are good for each other. Won't this
break you up?'

"Yes," Dolph agreed. "I hate that.”

"| fear for hiswefare without my guidance,” Nada said.

"l loveyou, dear," Dolph said.

"I love you, dear," Nada echoed.

They embraced and kissed. They made atruly lovely couple, the handsome king and the lovely queen.
Surprise remained uncertain. "Are you sure you want to do this?"

"Yes," both said together.

"Our loveissugpect,” Nada explained. "We harmed othersto achieveit.”

"Wedon't deserveit,” Dolph said.



They kissed again. Little heartscircled them.

Surprise shrugged. They werein evident agreement, so it was not her place to argue further. "Then | will
try."

Sheforged ahead adong the guilt path. But now her own guilts beset her, and she had to speak them
aoud; the path compelled it. "1 wasimperious as achild, thinking | could do anything. | flaunted my
talents, embarrassing other children. | was hard to handle; they had to bring in agargoyle to tutor me.
When | discovered that | could use each talent only once, | was crestfalen, and for atime | was afraid to
use any taent. | should have redlized that character counts more than magic, and for that willful ignorance
| ill bear guilt."

"But didn't you mature, in character?' Nada asked.
"Yes, and | hope | am abetter person now for that effort. But the early guilt remains.”

"l intend no offense,” King Dolph said. "But as guilt goes, that'strifling. Every child isimperious, and has
to learn better. | did. Y ou were norma, apart from your remarkable talent.”

Surprise forged on adong the path, talking compulsively as shedid. "Then | forgot to get my record &t the
Stork Works corrected, so the stork thought | was only thirteen, and took my baby el sewhere. Now |
am herein thisredlity, complicating things, trying to correct that mistake. In the process | waded through
love dixir with Che Centaur, and now we have aniillicit passon for each other.”

"Why not enjoy it?" Nadaasked. "Such artificid passon doesn't last long when indulged fredly, unlessthe
person wantsit to, as| did with Dolph.”

"That isn't proper, in my redity,” Surprise said uncomfortably.

"But if you don't useit up, it will last forever," Dolph said. "If you redlly don't want it, the sengble thing to
doisto have awild affair, for the brief timeit lagts.”

"Have you donethat?" Surprise demanded.

Nadalaughed. "Of course he has. We both have. Once | dipped somelove dixir into hiswater when he
was setting out on atour of the kingdom, and made a pretext to stay behind. It was hilarious.”

Surprise did not trust hersdlf to speak. She kept being surprised by the differences between redlities.

"When | drank that water," Dolph said, "thefirst femae | saw wasan old ogress of the classic
description: her face looked like abowl of overcooked mush that someone had sat on. But therewas no
help for it. | assumed the form of an uglier ogre and had a her. She bashed mein the snoot afew times,
but I would not be denied. And do you know, she was the best lover | ever encountered. She said so
was|; that'stheway ogresdo it, you know."

"I nearly passed out, laughing, when hetold me abouit it,” Nada said.

"But | got Nadaback," Dolph said. "I put dixir in her drink when she went to negotiate with agoblin
chief for anew boundary between the naga and goblin territories. The naga hate the goblins, you know.
That messed it up awfully, because they were able to set no boundaries.”

"Wedill hate goblins," Nadasaid. "But sometimes | arrange atryst with that one chief, by that fuzzy line,
for old times sake. HE'sawonderful brute, and he can't keep his hands or anything else off me. A
woman likesto be appreciated.”



Surprise poke very carefully to mask her utter shock. "We don't do it that way in my redlity.”
"Just one partner?' Dolph asked doubtfully.
"It must be dull,” Nadasaid sympathetically.
"Just one" Surprise agreed grimly. "So my passion for Che Centaur isillicit and inspires guilt.”

Dol ph and Nada exchanged a glance, as of how to handle a person with atruly unreasonable fixation.
"Of course, dear," Nadasad. "That'stheway it s, for you."

"Evenif noonedied," Dolph agreed.

Surpriseforged on, her feelings mixed. She had reveded her greatest current guilt, and learned that it was
not even ablip on the screen in thisredlity. She wasn't sure whether to be embarrassed.

She cameto the end of the path. There was the great Punk Rock, in the shape of a punkin. She looked
back and saw that neither Dolph nor Nada had been able to make it to the end. Their remaining
unexpressed guilt held them back.

Surprise stood beside the stone. Now what?
"Invokeit!" Dolph caled.
"Tap it with afinger,” Nada added. "And name us both.”

Surprise reached for the Rock. It made a nerve-jangling sound, warning her off. It did indeed have abad
attitude. But she nerved herself and tapped it. "King Dolph Human. Queen Nada Naga-Human."

Something like a spark jumped to her finger and coursed up her arm dl the way to her mouth. Awful sour
musi ¢ sounded, making her body twitch with distaste. The Punk Rock was possessing her, exploring her
body and mind, verifying that she had indeed cometo it properly, having reveded her own guilts.
Grudgingly, it told her what to do next.

She faced the two, who remained back, pain showing on their faces. Roya pain. "Dolph, come forward,”
shecdled. "Reved your find guilt.”

"l can't," hesaid.

The nagtiness of the Rock pushed her. ™Y ou will." She pointed to the path behind him. It caught fire,
scorching the foliage on either side. Surprise wasn't sure whether this was magic from the stone, or her
own that it required her to employ. The fire advanced, forcing the king to come toward the stone lest he
be burned.

As he advanced, he spoke. "When | remember Electra, and how shewas, | think she might have been a
better wife for me than Nada." He was flushing with shame for hisbetraya of hiswife as he reached the
doneat lagt.

"Oh Dolph, you could have told me," Nada said. "I would have forgiven you. | know I'm not perfect.”

Surprise kept astraight face. That was his most secret shame? That he had some bit of doubt about his
wife? Surprise knew that there were many men who might have been better for her in oneway or another
than Umlaut, but it didn't bother her. She had married him, and was loya to him; what might have been
didn't matter. It was physica unfaithfulness that mattered.



She spoke again, her voice coarsely musical. That was the effect of the Punk Rock. "Nada, come
forward. Reved your find guilt."

Nadatried, but her feet didn't seem to want to move. Surprise pointed to the path behind her, and awisp
of smoke curled up. Was she using adifferent spell thistime, per her limit? Nada hastily moved.

"Demon Vorewas older than | am, by thousands of years,” she said. "When | remember him, | think |
could have had an older man, instead of aboy." She blushed furioudly.

"Of course | wasaboy," Dolph said. "Y ou made aman of me. | blessyou for it."

Nadamade it the rest of the way to the stone. "Oh Dolph, weve doneit,” she said. "We have spoken
our betrayas of each other. Now at last we can clear our guilts.”

"Now at lagt,” Dolph agreed. "I love you, Nada. | think | wayswill."
"Wecan dill havetryss” shesad.
"That will begreat." They kissed.

Again, Surprise withheld her reaction. These two people, so completely in love, expected to break up
their marriage retroactively, so that it never happened, so they could do right by the two who had loved
them and died. Y et they aso expected to have akind of continuing romantic association that would be
illicitin Surprisgs redity but was reasonable in this one. She was beginning to get her scruplesredigned,
recognizing that she could not judge the folk of thisredlity by the standards of hers. What they were
doing seemed to make sense for them.

All she said was"What now?"'

"Now we go back," Nada said. "Thank you so much for your help."

"We couldn't have doneit without you," Dolph said.

Surprise turned to the brooding stone. "Thank you, Punk Rock."

There was aflare of discordant melody. The Rock was not pleased to have served.

They walked back aong the path. There was no resistance. Dolph and Nada held hands and paused
frequently to kiss. They seemed sorry about having to part, yet also glad to be doing it. Surprise
suspected she would never completely understand.

They reached the covered pandl. Dolph lifted up the curtain, reveding the exit to the castle, and they
stepped through. Nothing seemed to have changed. The portal faded out behind them; this guilt trip was
done.

"Oh, Dolph, weve doneit!" Nada said.

"No one else will remember except Surprise” he said.

"I won't tell," Surprise said, redlizing this was expected.

Dolph and Nada embraced and kissed once more, lingeringly. "Until thetryst,” Nada murmured fondly.

"But secret, lest it reved the change,” he said.



"Of course. Now let's see what the search for the children has turned up.”

They left the room and went to the main chamber of the castle. There were severa people there. One of
them was Electra, much like the one Surprise knew, in blue jeans and crown. She cameto hug Dol ph.
"Areyou finished, dear?'

He hesitated bardly an ingtant. "1 think so, yes."

There was a swirl of smoke and Demon Vore gppeared. "And what were you doing with the human
king, you luscious reptile?' heinquired cheerfully as he swept Nadainto hisarms.

"Y ou have no idea, smoke-head," Nada said affectionatdly.

Surprise recognized these as the spouses Dol ph and Nada had in her own redlity. Thisredity wasnow a
step closer to that one.

"What about the search?' Dol ph asked.

Two attractive teen girls appeared at the entrance and ran bouncily up to him. Surprise recognized them
as Dawn and Eve, the onefair asthe morning sun, the other sultry asdusk. "I checked the whole area,
and nothing aive knew anything about any lost children,” Dawn said.

"I checked every nonliving thing, and they didn't know either,” Eve said.

They had gotten the suddenly restored daughters to search, Surprise redized. The daughters who had not
existed in thisredity before the Guilt Trip, but didn't know that they had only recently been retroactively
generated. Her mind threatened to spin out of control.

It got worse. Ten-year-old DeM onica appeared and joined her mother, Nada. "1 asked Magician
Humbolt about it," the girl said. "He saysthe children were transformed.”

"Thank you, DoMinica," Nadasaid. A flicker of pain crossed her face, quickly suppressed.

Oh—thiswas not DeMonica One, but DoMinica Seven. But why the pained expression? Then Surprise
realized that this meant that Dolph and Nada's son Donald must have disappeared along with their
marriage. That was the pendty for clearing their guilt. But surely Donad remained on Ptero, the moon
wheredl folk who ever existed or might exist dwelt. He smply had lost hisentry to redlity.

"And how were they transformed?’ V ore asked.

"Not physicdly, exactly,” DoMinicasaid. "They—they just don't relate well, now, Humbolt says."
The demon blew two jets of smoke from hisears. "The Good Magician is ever the one for obscurity.”
That much hadn't changed, Surprise thought.

"Did he say how to relate to them?' Nada asked her daughter.

"You just haveto go there and look theright way. They'rethere, if you look right.”

Nada faced Dolph. "Dear—I mean, oh dear, that means our search is not over."

"Wewill have to mount a search party and go to the appropriate region,” King Dolph said. "And try to
look theright way."



"Thank you," Surprisesaid. "That will surdy help.”

"How comewere doing this, anyway?' DoMinicaasked. "Why are we helping the humans?'

"l havenoides," Nadasaid with asmile.

"| caught that!" DoMinicasaid. "That's an Obscure Smile, mom. Y ou know something you're not telling."

Nada shrugged. "Maybe | do. Leave memy little secrets, child. When you come of age you'll have
secrets of your own.”

"l surehope s0."

Fortunately only Surprise saw the similarly obscure smile King Dolph made. He had not forgotten either.
The two had changed from love and marriage to love without marriage, at least not to each other. Would
they retain thekind of illicit passion Surprise had for Che Centaur, that would have been finein another
redlity? Fortunately for them, in thisredity they could havetrysts, asthey put it. Surprise envied them that
much.

Asthey organized for the search, Surprise reflected on the smilarities and differences between her redity
and this one. Two couples had been brought into aignment, but Dolph was not king in her redity. A
portion of the history of thisredity had been significantly changed, but most of its resdents were unaware
of that. Serious guilt had been abated, but only those who had felt that guilt remembered it. And Surprise
remembered too, of course, but she would not tell. Others would not readily understand. At least they
had made progress on the search for the children. If only they could figure out how to |ook.

14

Child's Play

"Come, children," Pyrasaid cheerfully, her body flashing with itsinherent flames. "Thereisapatch of
candy canes growing close by, and jelly beans.”

Naturally Demon Ted and DeMonicafollowed her eagerly, and Woe Betide was satisfied to tag along. It
was fun to get sick on candy canes and jelly beans. They followed alittle path through the tangled brush.
Sure enough, there was the patch, with the stripy canes standing tall and the bean plants twining around
them. It was what adults called compatible gardening.

Ted and Monica plunged ahead, eager to get started on getting sick before Surprise returned and Knew
Better. Woe, smaller and dower, lagged. Thusit was that she saw what happened. She saw Pyra
contemplating—well, that was too big aword for her smal vocabulary, but it meant looking ai—the
children. The woman nodded asif satisfied with something. Then she faded out.

Woe Betide wondered what had happened. One moment Pyrawas with them, and the next she wasn't.
She had smply disappeared. So Woe went to ingpect the spot where the fiery woman had stood hardly
amoment before. There was nothing except the faint aroma of magic.

"Ted!" shecdled. "Monical"
"Theré's enough for you too, brat," Ted called back. Heliked calling her that, knowing that she couldn't



dissolve her form and re-form as his mother.

"Not that. Pyras gone.”

Both Ted and Monicalooked. "Whered she go?' Ted asked.
"Shejust faded."

"But she's supposed to be watching us," Monicasaid. " She knows she can't even blink without us getting
into mischief.”

"Sheblinked out," Woe said.

"Shemust be hiding," Ted decided. "To make us think we're done, so she can catch us getting into
trouble

They looked al around, but found no sign of Pyra. They tried making horrible faces and calling her nasty
names, but the woman did not reappear. Findly they concluded that she redlly was gone.

"Maybe wed better get back,” Monicasaid uneasily. "Just in case." She tended to be the most
respongible child, being the older girl.

They collected armfuls of canes and stuffed beansin their pockets, then sought the path they had come
on.

There was no path.
Now they began to get darmed. Thiswas more than just chance; that path had been there before.
"Shedid it on purpose,” Ted said, voicing the dark suspicion they had held back on.

But Woe, being full demon ingtead of haf demon, had more perception than they did. " She was never
here. Shewasilluson.”

"llluson!™ Monicarepested. "Why?'

"To get usaway from thered Pyra," DeMonica said with belated insght. "To lose us. Someone wants us
logt."

Woe Betide clouded up. "We're lost!"

Monicagave her aquick hug to stabilize her, acting motherly. "We won't stay lost, dear.”
"Who wants uslost?' Ted demanded belligerently.

Monica considered. "Maybe that other Surprise who's got the baby."

"Why'd she care? We're going back to our own redlity soon anyway."

"Unless she wants usto stay here, to keep the baby company. So we're lost until the real Surprise and
Cheand dl go home."

"Lost!" Woe repested piteoudy.
"Oh shut up, brat," Ted snapped.



Woefelt asurge of righteousrage. "Y ou wouldn't say that, if | could change back into your mother.”
"Tough beans, brat. Now make yourself useful: light amatch and wish usunlogt.”

A match! Of course. Woe opened her matchbox and brought out a magic match. She struck it and it
flared brightly. And doused itsdlf.

"What happened?' Ted asked.

"Nothing happened,” Monicasaid. "That's the problem.”

"What did you wish for, brat?' Ted demanded.

"The matches don't grant wishes, dum-dum,” Monicasaid. "They grant folk their heart'sdesire.”
"Samething, harebrain.”

"Noitisn't, crazy-face. A person can make awish, but can't change her red heart's desire.”
"So what's her real heart's desire?

"To change to Metriaand spank your insolent butt,” Woe said boldly. "But Humfrey's stasis spell balked
it

"Why you little bleep!" Ted grabbed for Woeslittle arm, but his hand passed through her flesh asif it
were mist. Shewas achild, but shewas dso afull demon, and could demateridize at will. He couldn't
touch her, literdly.

"Ted!" Monicasaid. "You said 'blegp!™
"And I'll say it again,” hesaid nedtily.

Then both paused. Woe saw the problem: how could Ted have violated the Adult Conspiracy and said a
bad word? How had Monica been able to repest it?

Then alittle bulb flashed over Monicas head. "Thisis adifferent redlity. No Adult Conspiracy herel”
"Oh, wow!" Ted said, delighted. "Bleep, bleep, BLEEP"

"Just because you can, doesn't mean you haveto,” Monicareproved him. "Anyway, al you haveisone
word."

"Widl, | haven't had timeto learn any more," he said defensively.
"Weredill logt."

"Becausethe brat's heart's desireisn't what it should be," he retorted.
"That's readily solved. She can light amatch for one of us”
"Mefird,” Ted said. "Doit, brat, or I'll redly cussyou out.”

Cowed by the threat, Woe took out another match, struck it, and held it before him. This one was not
dtifled; it flared brilliantly.

"SEEP! ! **** 11" Ted exclamed zestfully. The air shimmered and the grass around hisfeet wilted.



"Ted!" Monicacried, covering her ears.

"Well, | got my heart'sdesire,”" he said. "To be adult enough to handle redlly bad words."
"Y ou were supposed to want to be unlogt.”

"&&&& it," hesaid unrepentantly.

Monicagave up on him. "Woe, please light amatch for me. Maybe my heart'sdesireiswhat it should
mll

Woelit athird match. It flared.

Monicachanged. Her hair grew longer and her lipsturned bright red. Her eyes became huge and dark,
and her hips devel oped a certain subtle sway.

"You sick dl asudden?' Ted asked.

"No, | have become alluring, in the manner of abig girl, with the power to daze men with asngle glance
and hdf aamile. | didn't redlize that was my fondest heart's desire; | thought it was, oh, maybe third or
fourthonthelig.”

"Alluring! You? What alaugh!™

Monica batted her long eyelashes at him and let out a quarter-smile. Ted's laugh stalled as he stumbled
back, dazed. Woe redlized that the match had indeed granted her desire, and this reality'slack of the
Adult Conspiracy had dlowed it to be granted. That was dangerous.

Monicaturned away, and Ted dowly recovered. "Just be thankful | didn't flash my pantiesat you," she
sad.

"Aw, I'm too young to fresk."

She casudly lifted a section of her skirt, giving him a haf-reared glimpse of panty. Hefdl to the ground,
totally freaked out, and lay there staring at the sky. "Y ou forget: no Adult Conspiracy here. If you can
cuss, you can fresk."

Woe nodded. Indeed he could; Monicahad proved it. Their age of ten was no longer any barrier to adult
behavior. That was doubly dangerous. The two haf-demons often acted like brother and sister, but they
were unrelated. If Woe could change back to being Ted's mother, she would nearly freak out with
dismay at the potentia for mischief. Asit was, she was merely concerned about a Situation she did not
understand.

That made her redize something: there might be no Adult Conspiracy in thisredity, but she remained
bound by it. Apparently the Good Magician's stasis spell had locked her into the nature aswell asthe
substance of childhood. The older children might revel in breaking the Conspiracy rules, but Woe hersdlf
was unable to. She was forever locked into her innocence.

But that was the lesser problem at the moment. "How are we going to get unlost?' Woe asked plaintively
as Ted recovered from hisfreak-out.

Now the two older children turned serious. "That'sright," Ted said. "All the cusswords and dl the glances
in Xanth won't be any good if there's no one to use them on.”

"And we don't want to be stranded here when the others go home,” Monicasaid. "So wed better focus



on finding where we are and how to get back to rejoin the others.”
Ted looked around. "Thislooks pretty much like regular Xanth."
"Then maybeif we just walk, well get somewhere.”

They walked. Soon they found a path and followed it. But Woe was nervous about it. She looked back,
and saw no path. "Monical" she cried. "Look!"

Monicaturned. "Oh, no! It'saone-way path. Just tangled brambles behind.”

"Oneway," Ted said. "That explainswhy we couldn't go back before. Wewereonit al dong.”
"Led by afake Pyra," Monicaagreed. "It didn't take much to lose us.”

"W, were children. But well be smarter next time.”

Woe hoped his confidence wasjustified. There was certainly something strange going on. If someone had
wanted to berid of them, why hadn't they been led into the clutches of a hungry tangle tree? Why go to
the trouble of putting them on aone-way path? Where did it lead?

"Maybe wed better get smarter sooner,” Monicasaid uneasily. "If wefollow this path, we're going right
where someone wants usto go."

"Right," Ted agreed. "Might as well make some trouble for him." He looked to the Sides. "It's pretty thick
and brambly.”

"To keep uson the path," Monicasaid.

"I'll forge through and make anew path.” Ted stepped off, into the foliage.
But immediately he fell back, looking ill. "Oooh," he groaned.

"What happened?' Monica asked, steadying him.

"I think I'm gonna—" He shut his mouth.

"Y ou are going to what?' Monica asked, concerned.

The boy's mouth reluctantly opened. His belly heaved. Half-digested candy cane and jelly beans flowed
out and spattered on the ground. "Puke," he said belatedly.

"But you didn't eat enough candy to get Sick,” Monica protested.
"l wasfine until just now. But when | touched those leaves—"

Woe ingpected the leaves. Sheraided the stored memories of her adult saif; those that did not relate to
Congpiracy matters were open to her. "Sick Leaves" she said.

"No wonder," Monicasaid. "Those aways make you sick when you get near them."

Ted seemed recovered, but abit wan. "Let's not cut across the brush.”

"Well follow the path," Monicaagreed.

Woe saw no way to avoid it, but she didn't likeit. They had been put on this path by anillusion, and it



did not let them go back; the sick leaves werefilling in behind asthey progressed. The trap was il
springing. She doubted they would like where this path led.

They cameto an intersection. Their path joined alarger path at right angles. The new one was two-way;
they could go in ether direction. They consulted, and decided to explore both ways. Ted went left and
Monicawent right. The path they had been on faded out; now there was only the two-way track.

"But what about me?' Woe asked woefully. "I'mtired.” Actualy demons did not get tired the way fleshly
creatures did, but it was appropriate for her age.

"You st there, brat,” Ted said. "Well come back for you after we find the best route.” He paused. "If we
don't forget.”

Woe burst into tears.

Monica hurried to console her, and to reprove him. "Do that again, Demon Ted, and I'll freak you out so
bad youl'l till belying here by nightfdl,” shesaid fiercely.

"Aw, I'm red scared,” he said derisively.

She put her hand to her skirt.

"Okay, okay. I'm on my way." He hurried along the path.

"Hewasjust teasing, honey," Monicasaid. "Wewon' forget you. | promise.”
"Okay," Woe sad bravdy. "I'll wait."

Monicawent to the right, and soon disappeared around a curve. Woe remained alone, nervoudy
reminding hersdf that it wasjust for alittlewhile.

She looked around, and saw something lying near where the one-way path had been. She picked it up. It
was an egting utensil, asmall fork with five dull tines. Someone must have dropped it and not missediit.
Therewasn't much usefor it here, where pies and fruits could be best eaten by hand. But it was well
made, with little runes aong its Sdes. She decided to keep it.

Ted appeared on the right. Then Monica arrived from the left. But they had gone the opposite ways.
Woe found this confusing.

Thetwo older children spied each other. "What are you doing here, bimbo?' Ted demanded.
"I'mfollowing my path, pith-head,” she retorted.

"Y ou couldn't have gotten ahead of me."

"l didnt try to."

"Ahem," Woe said.

Both children saw her now. "Cheese and crackers!" Ted swore. "We're back where we started!"
"But that'simpossble,” Monicasaid. "'l never turned.”

"Neither did I. It must beacircle

"Then we should have passed each other on the opposite sde,” shesaid. "Wedidn't."



"Thisisweird."

"Redly werd."

"Soit'samagic circle” Ted said. "How the blegp do we get off it?"

"Maybethisisthetrap we were sent into,” Monicasaid. "To get on the circle and never get off."
Ted looked around. "Sick |eaves everywhere."

"There must beaway,” Monicasaid. "Woe, what do you think?"

"Would thishelp?' Woe asked, holding up thelittle utensil.

"A fork!" Ted exclamed. "That's what we need. Gimme." He snatched it out of Woe's hand.
"Ted!" Monicasaid warningly.

Thistime heignored her. He held up thefork. "Fork, I invoke you," he said.

A fork in the path appeared before him. The fork in his hand disappeared.

"Youfiguredit out!" Monicasaid, kissng himontheear. "Y oureagenius."

"Wadl, smart, anyway," he agreed, obvioudy pleased as his ear turned pink.

Woe'sfedings were mixed. She was glad that they had found away off the circle, but sorry she had lost
her nicefork, and irritated that Monica had changed emotions so readily. She should have punished Ted
for his meannessto Woe. But of course Monicawas achild. In that corner of her mind where Metria
lurked, Woe Betide knew that allowances had to be made for children.

They were about to follow the new path when there was a galoping sound. A blue-eyed blonde
centaur/unicorn filly galloped up, her bouncing bare front causing Ted's eyeballs to bulge dangeroudy.
Woe was seeing increasing reason for the Adult Conspiracy; in their own redity Ted would hardly have
noticed such adetall, or at least not taken it serioudy. Bareness made children snigger, not pant.

"Hello," thefilly said. "Y ou must be the new arrivas. We had areport someone was on the circledrive.”

Ted remained trandfixed by the centaur's breething, of al things, and Monicawas fidgeting jedloudy as
she studied the crossbreed filly's silver hooves and horn, so it was up to Woeto explain their Situation.
"Werelogd," shesad.

"Yes, of course. | am Elysia Centaur, of centaur and unicorn descent. | was sent here to pick you up.”
"Y ou can pick me up any time," Ted said breathlesdy.

Monicaspoke, suppressing her evident disgust with Ted. "I am DeMonica, of demon and naga stock.
Thisis Demon Ted, half demon, haf human. And the child isWoe Betide, demon.”

Good; Monica had not revealed Woe's full identity. Woe did not trust this Situation, despite the seeming
friendliness of thefilly. Why had she been sent to pick them up?

"Wejust want to go home," Monicasaid. She, at least, wasn't fascinated by bare fronts. " Somehow we
got on aone-way path and couldn't get off."

"Of course," Elysasaid. "The Sorceressdid it."



All three children stared. ' Sorceress?' Monica asked.

"Morgan le Fey, from Mundania. She's notorious. Anyone who getsin her way gets sent hereto the
other relm. We know of no escape. So welll bring you to the castle and show you the ropes, and you'l
surely do aswedll astherest of us™"

"We know of no Sorceress,” Ted said, finally getting some of his attention back.

"Few do. She hidesin the body of Surprise Golem, and has some nefarious scheme going. We don't
know what it is, but she must have been afraid we would interfere, and got rid of us."

"The baby!" Monicasaid. "She'smessing up Surprise o she can't get the baby."
"Y ou misunderstand,” Elysasaid. " Surpriseisinvolved with the Sorceress, lending her her body."

"No," Monicasaid. "We are from another redlity, and so is our Surprise Golem. She cameto fetch her
baby, who we think was misddlivered here.”

Elysianodded. "That would certainly make you athreat to the Sorceress. We did not know about the
baby. We're somewhat out of touch here, having no access to news of Xanth except what is provided by
refugees such asyoursdves.”

"Now can we go home?' Monica asked.
"I am sorry, but no. Wewould al like to return to Xanth, but we can't. We know of no way back.”

No way back. That made Woe freeze with dread. But this still didn't quite make sense. "Why the path?’
she asked.

"To fetch you in before the bloodhounds came for you,” thefilly said. "They come out at night, seeking
blood. The only safe place isthe Prime Monigter's castle.”

"Thewhat?' Ted asked.

"The Prime Monigter. Theruler of the land-bound monsters. Heis ahorror, but he takes care of those
who serve him. Itisnot anicelife, but it is better than the dternative. Now we must take you there.”

"We?' Monicaasked.

"My friends Cassy and Caitlin Centaur are coming. Wewill carry you."
"We don't want to go to amonster'slair,” Monicasaid nervoudly.
"None of usdo, dear. But it's not as bad as the bloodhounds."

Woe thought of hounds seeking blood, and shuddered.

"Maybe we better go there, for tonight,” Ted said reluctantly.

The two centaurs arrived. Cassy was red-haired and Caitlin was brown-haired; both were bare-chested,
of course. Cassy lifted Woe onto her back, Caitlin lifted Monica, and Elysia picked up Ted, to his
evident delight. Centaurs were of course used to the way human men and boys reacted to them.

The Monister's castle was spectacular. It was huge, covering much of amountain, with turretsrisng high
aboveit. Its outer wall was solid stone, with metallic spikes poking out. No creature would care to come



up againg that rampart.
"The bloodhounds are that bad?' Woe asked.

"Yes," Cassy sad. "They smell dl the blood inside, and charge the castle, but the only blood they get is
their own asthey hit the spikes. We are safe from them, inside.”

"What about the Prime Monister?"
Cassy shuddered. "Try to stay beneath his notice. He's not much interested in children.”
That did not sound good. "What is heinterested in?"

"Workers, mostly. Cooks, scullery workers, cleaning maids, stable hands—it'sabig castle, and requires
acongderable gtaff.”

Woefdt acertain hestation. "What ds2?'

"Maidens," Cassy said reluctantly. "Of al species. We don't know what he does with them; they never
tell. But wedread it."

It certainly seemed bad. There were thingsin the prohibited dusky recesses of her mind that hinted a
what amae monster—monister—would do with young females. They would need to get away fromthis
castle as soon as possible.

They trotted up to the front gate. The guards evidently recognized the centaurs and waved them on by.
The massive portcullis dammed down behind, shutting them in. For ill or worse, they were here for the
night.

They did not stop at a chamber. Instead the three centaurs trotted through the castle to a giant central
courtyard. "The castleis built on an old volcano,” Cassy explained. "Mount Pinatuba's sauicer once rested
here

Woe knew very little about volcanoes, but this was odd. " Saucer?'
"In Mundania, we understand, volcanoes Sit on tectonic plates. Pinatuba Sits on atectonic saucer.”
Thiswasway beyond Woes very limited understanding. "Okay," she said.

"Normally volcanoes and other mountains don't like to move much,”" Cassy continued blithely. "Platesjust
aren't very mobile, except extremely dowly. But saucersmove dl thetime. | understand someone found
amustard seed's amount of faith and moved the mountain from north of the Gap Chasm to south of it.
They werelucky ‘Tubadidn't blow itstop right then, and cool Xanth another degree.”

"Okay," Woe repeated blankly.

"So thisisthe old depression where the volcano once rested,” Cassy concluded. "The mountain that rings
itiswhat isleft after Pinatuba departed. 1t's an ideal spot for the castle, because the walls are aready
made, asit were."

"Okay."

Cassy turned her front section around and lifted Woe off her back and to the ground. "Y ou won't like it
here, but you will have plenty of companionship.”



Meanwhile Caitlin and Elysawere smilarly lifting down Monicaand Ted. Elysakissed Ted onthe
forehead as he passed her face, and his expression turned to mush. The Match had given him far too
much malenessfor hisage.

"Sngp out of it, doughboy!" Monicasnapped jealoudy. And she had become too female.

"Now well introduce you to some guides,” Caitlin said. "Then well be off, because we have to round up
any more refugees out there. The Prime Monigter isvery trict.”

"How come nicefolk like you serve amongter?' Monica asked.

Caitlin smiled wigtfully. "We are land mongters too. We don't have much choice." She looked around.
"Akimbo! Extricate! New arrivas.”

Two of the folk clustered in the courtyard came over: aboy and agirl of about ten. "Aw, what'sthe
point?' the boy demanded in a surly manner.

"ThisisAkimbo," Caitlin said. "Histdent isto cause tangles of any size or complexity. He's not bad once
you get to know him."

"l amtoo!™ Akimbo retorted. "I'mred bad! I'll tangle your taill something awful, filly."

Caitlin picked him up and kissed him on the cheek. He turned to mush just as Ted had. Thefilly centaurs
clearly knew how to handle boys. There was just something about a bare-bosomed kiss. "Y ou'll get
along finewith Demon Ted,” she said as she set the boy down. She addressed the girl. "Thisis Extricate,
Kate for short, whose talent is sorting out tangles. Kate, meet DeMonica, who | just brought in from the
endlesstraffic circle. You'll show her around, won't you?'

"Sure," Kate said amicably. "Areyou redly part demon, DeMonica?’
"Hdf demon,” Monicasaid proudly. "Haf human.”
Caitlin looked around again. "Teddy!" she called.

A little boy of about five came. He looked mischievous. That wasagood sign. "Thisis Teddy Bare," the
centaur said. "Histalent isto make people naked. We try to discourage that, though it doesn't affect us
centaurs. Teddy, thisis Monica; shesademon.”

"Yeah?' Teddy asked. Helooked at Woe. Her dress fuzzed and faded, making her bare.
She ingtantly reformed her dress, asit was from her demon substance. " Stop that, or else.”
"Or esewhat?' he demanded.

"Or sl might do this" She stepped into him and kissed him hard on the mouth.

"Oooh, ugh!™ he cried, trying to rub the flesh off hislips. The other children tittered. Woe had recently
learned something about making unruly boys behave.

"Youll get dong fing" Caitlin said, smiling. Then she, Cassy, and Elysatrotted off.
"Do we gotta show these new twerps around?’ Akimbo demanded, his natural surliness returning.

"We may be new, but were not twerps," Monicainformed him.



"Yeah?Wdl | think you—"

Monicasmiled a himin the new sultry way she had since the incident of the Match, and lifted her skirt
half awhit so that the edge of her panty amost showed.

"Areno twerp," Akimbo concluded weskly. "I'll get my friend Arlisto help." Heturned and called. "Hey,
Arly! Cmerel”

Another boy walked toward them, this one about twelve. "Hi, Kimbo. Whao's your pretty friend?"
"DeMonica. She's hdf demon and—" Akimbo leaned close to whisper. " She's got pantied!™
"Wow! Can | seethem?’

"No!" Monica snapped.

"They're probably immature anyway."

Monicadidnt riseto the bait. Age twelve was interesting, and he had called her pretty, but there were
limits. "We don't plan to stay herelong. Tomorrow we're going home.”

Arlis, Akimbo, Extricate, and Teddy laughed, though there was more than atinge of ruefulnessinit. "We
al want to go home" Arlissaid. "C'mon, I'll show you around.”

They had become a group of seven. Arlisled theway across the courtyard, which Woe now saw was
quite varied. There were assorted trees growing in it, some forming thickets and thinnets, and anumber
of tentsand ramshackle smal buildings. Thiswas evidently where most of the captiveslived.

"Hi Notty!" Arliscalled to an older boy.
"Hi, Buttnose," the other replied.
"Buttnose?" Monica asked.

"That'smy tdent,” Arlissaid with resignation. "Alwaysto be called by anickname, never my red name.
I'm stuck with it. Notty'stalent is Nots: tying things up in Nots, like trees, rocks, and such.”

"Nots? Don't you mean knots? And how do you tie atree or rock in knots?'

"Likethis" Notty said. He touched asmall tree, and suddenly itstrunk was not. The base and foliage
remained, just not the trunk. "And this." He touched arock, and it became a pile of sand. The rock was
not.

"Ah, theresmy girlfriend,” Arlissaid, goproaching apretty girl in light blue with hair like afloating cloud.
"Hi, Skylal Youlook ary today."

"Areyou caling me an airhead, Goatface?"

"No, | think you are lovely.” Arlisturned to the others. " She's going to be mistress of the sky when she
growsup."

Skylakissed him. "And I'll be your mistresswhen you grow up, Barley."
"l can hardly wait. Maybe your friend Miranda can teach me how sooner."

"She better not, Smartidl”



Arlis glanced back again. "Miranda can teach anyone anything, except new tricksto her dog, OId.”
"And hereis Tish," Arlissaid. "Her talent ismaking folk fresk out.”

"Without panties?' Monica asked.

"Without anything. She could go naked and folk would till fresk out.”

"Hello, Smartis" Tish said. "Have you found away out of hereyet?'

"Don't | wish." They moved on, but Woe was thoughtful. A talent of freaking out anything could be useful
in an escape attempt.

"And herés Sonya, whose taent isfiguring things out,” Arlissaid.

"Hi, Tuna" Apparently the nicknames did not have to be even close to the real name.

"Can shefigure out how to get out of here?' Ted asked.

"No, just punsand chalenges," Sonyasaid. "Thingswith answers. Theré's no way out of here.”

The introductions continued, but Woe logt track of them. There were just too many people here, and dll
they had met so far were the children.

"Better make aplace to spend the night,” Akimbo recommended. "There's a pillow-bush, and the trees
provide pretty good shdlter. Pieplants are plentiful. I'll introduce you to Stephanie; she can summon tsoda
pop for you to drink. Y ou can be wherever you like."

"Thank you,” Monicasaid. "Well do that." But Woe knew that look: Monica had no intention of settling
down. They had been trapped in the Punderground before, and made every effort to escape; thiswas
smilar but worse, so they would have to try harder. Monicawas assuming the Lead Femaerole, since
there was no adult in their party to do it.

Indeed, Monica exchanged a glance with Woe, acquiring her support. Woewas glad to giveit.
There was adespairing scream. "What'sthat?' Ted asked, alarmed.

Arlislooked pae. "That's Cadence. | know her voice."

"Why did she scream?’

He looked grim. "Maybe I'm wrong."

"l doubt it," Sonyasaid. "There's only one thing that would affect her like that."

"Still, wed better ask.”

They went in the direction of the scream, and soon came to awinged centaur filly. No, her body was that
of awnhitetiger instead of ahorse. Woe had not seen that species before. "She'sacentiger,” Arlis
explained. "Maybe shell tdl you her story.” He waved. "Hi, Cadence!”

The centiger cleared the fading horror from her face. She had short spiky dark blonde hair, gray-green
eyes, and dark gray wings. Shewas adult, fully developed, and lovely for her type; Woe would have
known by Ted'sstaring, if it hadn't already been obvious. "Hello, Ozzie."

"These are new arrivals Ted, Monica, and Woe Betide," Arlissaid. "We heard your scream. Areyou all



right?’

"The messenger just left. The Prime Monigter has summoned me for tonight.”
Therewasaslence.

Monicaapproached. "Y ou must want to get out of here pretty much."”

"So much I'm ready to fly over thewall and wait for the bloodhounds.”

No one laughed. They knew she wasn't joking.

"Canwetalk aone?' Monicaasked.

Cadence shrugged, causing Ted's eyebdlsto steam. "If you wish." She seemed resigned to her awful
fae.

"Comeon, kids," Extricate said. "I'll show you wherethe piesare.”

Woe started to go with them, but Monica sent her alook, and she stopped. " Diffuse and check around
to make sure no one overhears,” Monicamurmured. She knew that Woe, as afull demon, could do that.

Woe diffused into a thin mist—she lacked the mass for thick smoke—and suffused the area. Sheformed
avague face. "No one's snooping,” she reported.

"Stay dert, though."

"Shelsafull demon!" Cadence said. "Can you trust her?"

"Y es. She's Ted's mother, locked into child form. She doesn't want us trapped here.”
"Thereisno escape.” Tears dribbled from the centiger's eyes.

"Pleasetell usyour story.”

Cadence hesitated. "How would that be relevant?’

"We three children are from another redity where things aren't quite the same. We may not be bound by
the same rules that apply here. We may be able to escape, if we can figure out how. Maybe you can help
us, and escape with us. Severd of the children have specia talentsthat may also help. I'm trying to put it
al together.”

"Y ou seem smart for your age."

"I'm not. But I'm sensblewhen | haveto be. | try to get the facts and make sense of them. Sometimes
they add up.”

Cadence nodded. "My grandmother was Hia Harpy. She spied a handsome human male about to drink
from alove spring he obvioudy didn't recognize as such. She thought it would be agood joke to flash
him just as hefinished, then fly away, endlesdy tormenting him. Humans normally despise harpies, so this
would get him back for that. But when he saw her and was smitten, he had the wit to splash the water on
her, and so she was caught in her own trgp and loved him too. They had quite a sesson before the eixir
wore out and she could fly away, disgusted with herself.

"But of coursethe stork found her, and delivered a big egg from which the winged human girl Lena



hatched. She was raised by the harpies and thus had a somewhat fowl mouth. Her magic talent was
summoning the nearest Mundane animal. Thiswas frowned on, so she seldom used it. She was curious
about her origin, so when she came of age to be independent she flew to the love spring where she had
been summoned. She landed and gazed at it, awed by its significance. But for it, she would never have
existed. In her distraction shetripped over astick and fell into the pond. She panicked and accidentaly
used her talent. The nearest Mundane animal was awhite tiger who had recently crossed into Xanth. He
saw her and she saw him, and suddenly she understood exactly how it had been with her parents.

"Lenaand the tiger went their separate ways after wearing out the elixir, but the stork had taken note,

and in due course delivered me. | was raised by my mother, and moved to the Magic Dust Village at the
age of five when my mother got caught, toasted, and eaten by a dragon. They needed workers there to
process the magic dust, and | worked hard as | grew up. Theintendity of the magic in that region must
have affected me, because most crossbreeds don't have very sirong magic, while mineisvery strong. Itis
not flying; | can do that because | inherited it from my mother and grandmother. Whatever | sing
becomes temporarily real in my vicinity. | thought that made me proof against hostile magic, but | was
wrong. When | turned fifteen | set out to find adventure. When | inadvertently crossed the Sorceress
Morgan le Fey, not knowing her nature, she banished meto this other realm, and | have been stuck here
for severa months.

"And now the Prime Monister has summoned me. | don't know what he will do to me, but I'm sure | will
never be innocent again. My dreams of finding a handsome man of my kind will be ruined; no one will
want me when the Monigter isthrough with me. | am doomed." She wiped away another tear.

"The Monister doesn't kill you and et you? Others have returned from their nights with him?”

"Yes, but they refuse to talk about it. They seem afraid and ashamed, and withdraw from their friends. |
know it's something redlly horrible.”

Woe, listening, knew that somewherein her seded-off adult memories was an explanation, but children
would never understand it, and certainly she didn't. Somehow the Monigter hurt the girlsworse
emotionaly than physically. Cadence was surely correct: she needed to escape right now.

"Can't you sing about escape from the Monister?' Monicaasked. "And makeit rea ?"

"No, the Monister damps out any magic that might be used againgt him. Even if it worked, it would be
temporary, and I'd be back in hisfell clutches."

"Hereiswhat | am thinking of," Monicasaid. She wastaking hold nicely, and would surely some day be
acompetent woman. "Y ou carry the three of usto the place where wefirst were lost, and well search
for an escape. If we cameinto thisrealm, we must be able to pass out of it. We just need to figure out
how. Maybe Sonyacan giveusaclue.”

"She can figure only puzzles and things," Cadence said.

"Thisisapuzzle. Maybe it just needsto be phrased correctly.”

"Maybe," the centiger agreed with faint hope.

"|s there anyone who can seeinto the future?”

"Wadl, Tu-Morrow can tell aperson what helll encounter next day, once."

"Once?’



"When aperson learnswhat will happen, it seemsthat knowledge changesit, so hisfuture changes.
Tu-Morrow cant tdll it after it's been changed.”

"Maybe he can help, though. We'd better ask."
"l supposeit can't hurt."

"We don't want others to know what we're trying,” Monicasaid. "Because someone might tell the
Monister. We need to plan and act rapidly. Within the hour.”

"Within the hour," Cadence agreed.

Woe redlized that since the centiger expected to die soon anyway, she had nothing to lose by going aong
with Monicasplan.

Woe went to locate Tu-Morrow and Sonya. Soon they were there. Tu-Morrow was an older man who
had surely seen more yesterdays than tomorrows. Sonya of course was not much older than Monica.

"Hereésapuzzle," Monicasaid to Sonya. "How can | get from one realm to another?’
"You havetolook at it adifferent way," Sonyareplied. "That'sal | can say."

"Y ou mean like upsde down? Backwards?'

"No. More like seeing the spaces.”

"What does that mean?'

"l don't know. It doesn't make much senseto me.”

"Where do you see me tomorrow?' Monicaasked Tu-Morrow.

The man focused and seemed confused. " Somewhere e se, yet not el'sewhere. That doesn't make sense
ether.”

But it made sense to Woe Betide. Monicawould see the escape and useit, and be in the other realm
tomorrow. Shejust had to figure out how to do it.

"Let'sget started,” Monicasaid. "Now."

Woe located Ted, who was guzzling tsoda pop in the company of severd appreciative girls. Hewas ill
expanding into his new sense of masculinity. "We haveto go," shewhispered in hiseer.

"Awww."
"Unlessyou'd rather stay herewhile Monicaand | fly away with Cadence.”

"Cadencel" His eyes widened with the memory of her bare body. Bare evidently trumped the covered
bodies of the girls. "Okay."

The three children got on Cadence's back. She spread her wings and took off. In three moments they
wereflying over the castlewall.

An ogre guard looked up and spied them. " Sheeflee!" he bawled. There was an immediate flurry of
activity.



"The houndswill be after us," Cadence said grimly. "If we don't find away through, they'll tear us gpart.”
"Weéll findit,"” Ted said, though there was aquaver in hisvoice. "Won't we?'
"Well find it," Monicaagreed. "Somehow."

Soon they came to the endless circle, then to the candy-cane patch where the children had first
discovered they were lost. Cadence landed there and settled down on her feline legs so the children
could dide safely off.

"Hereiswhere the path was," Monicasaid. "Thishasto bethe place. All we haveto doisseeit
different.”

They tried. Ted looked cross-eyed, but that didn't help. Monica held her head sideways, but that just
made her dizzy.

Y et there had to be away, Woe thought. How could they seeit?
There was the sound of baying. "The bloodhounds!" Cadence said, shuddering. "' Can we hurry?

What could be different? Woe racked her little mind. She had to see differently. But what was there was
there; she could close her eyes and not seeit, or open them and see it the same as it was. There was no
difference about it.

The bloodcurdling baying drew rapidly closer. Then a huge hound appeared, blood-red. It spied them
and let forth an ear-shattering howl of discovery, telling the others. In amoment and ahdf therewasa
ring of them dowly closing in on the four escapees.

"We are about out of time," Cadence said. "Maybe you had better get back on my back. | can avoid
them for awnhile”

Ted looked up. "Bloodhawkd" he said.

Woelooked. Hewasright: blood-red hawks were clustering in the Sky above them, dowly circling.
There would be no escape through the air.

"Why arethey so dow?' Monicaasked.

There was ahuge ugly bellowing roar not far away. "Oh!" Cadence said, looking faint. "That's the Prime
Monigter! They'rewaiting until he gets here. So he can have his awful way with me after dl." Now she
looked sick.

"Do something!" Monicaydled a Ted.

"You do something, smarty-pants!” he yelled back. "It was your ideato come out hereinstead of having
funwith dl thosenicegirls”

There was an ominous glow from behind the trees. The Prime Monister was about to arrive.
"It'stoo late," Cadence said, her four knees waobbling. "Were doomed.”

Woe Betide knew that none of them would figure it out. She was the only one who could,
because—because her adult self had once been in a Situation that—which suggested that this was actudly
aDemon b—



The scene wavered. "Eeel” Monicascreamed with al the eee's she could manage for her size. She had
spied the Moniger.

The scream disrupted Woe's thought. Shetried to get it back, but it was gone. "Mice!" she swore.

The ground shook with the force of the Monister'stread, and the air flickered with the awful force of his
ghastly presence. Ted and Monica stared, transfixed.

"L et the children go," Cadence pleaded tearfully. "They didn't mean anything. I'm the only one who—"

The pleading beauty was drowned out by the bellow of the blast. The huge beast loomed over them.
Drops of drool fdl to the ground, making the leavesit struck curl and fester.

Woe concentrated with al the limited power of her little mind. Sonyahad said they had to look at things
adifferent way. Like seeing the spaces. Woe didn't understand that, so shetook it literdly. Instead of
looking at the prime Monister shelooked at the space around him.

And the space was the shape of two big trees and alow-hanging cloud with trailing curlicues of migt. It
looked exactly like Xanth proper.

Thereit was! "l got it!" Woe cried. "Ted! Monical Get on Cadence with me and close your eyed™

The others hardly seemed to hear her, but Cadence reached out without looking and lifted the three
children to her back. "Close your eyes!” Woe repeated. "Y ou too, Cadence.”

They closed their eyes as more drool fell around them, its stench making bresthing miserable. Woe
focused on the trees and cloud. It was just space between them, in Xanth. That was where they wanted
to be.

The burning-garbage breath of the Monister blew down at them, making their nosesitch. The thing was
cranking open his mottled jaws. But Xanth wasjust that space framed by trees and cloud. "Jump,
Cadence!" Woe cried. "Straight ahead!"

The centiger shuddered and tensed. Then she legped into the maw of the Monigter.

And landed in the space of Xanth. The horrors of the other realm were gone.

"Open your eyes,” Woe sad.

They did so, cautioudy. And stared. "Where are we?' Ted asked.

"Xanth," Woe said proudly. "1 found theway."

"But how?" Monicaasked, amazed.

"l looked at spaces.”

"l don't understand,” Cadence said. "'l thought | was leaping into afate arguably worse than death.”

"Thisis better than death,"” Woe said. "Herein Xanth it'sa space. If you look instead at the shape of the
space between the trees and cloud, you'll see where we came from."

Cadencelooked. "'l don't see—" Then she stiffened with horror. "The Monister!™

"Stop looking!" Woe said. " So you won't go back there. Shut your eyes.”



Cadence did, and in amoment relaxed. "Yes, | haveit now. No more looking at spaces. | can hardly
believe we'refree"

"Wadll, the othersaren't,” Monicasaid. "WEell haveto go to the castle and rescue them before the
Monister goes back there.”

"Including those nice girls," Ted said. Hisattitude toward girls had changed considerably since he picked
up on the secrets of the Adult Conspiracy.

"Including them," Cadence agreed, spreading her wings.

"Youdidit, Woe" Monicasaid."Y ou understood what we didn't, and saw what we couldn't. Y ou saved
us. You'reaheroine"

Even Ted wasimpressed. "I won't call you brat anymore,” he said.

That, coming from her rebellious son, was the best reward of al. Woe Betide was quite satisfied.

15

Magic vs. Magic

Surprise Golem returned to the starting place for the search with aheavy heart. Theroya search party
would be arriving soon, but she was pretty sure they would not find the children. Theloca version of the
Good Magician said they smply had to look the right way. Wasn't that what al of them had been trying
tododl dong?

Suddenly she came across atense tableau. A large cat was crouched facing an old woman and a dog.
There was gpt to be mayhem soon. The odd thing was that she had the impression that neither sde
wanted it.

"Whét is happening here?" Surprise asked.

Thewoman looked at her. "I'm not sure. Amber and | found oursalvesin this odd land, and Amber
growled at an odd girl, and the girl disappeared and the cat appeared. We don't want any trouble but we
don't know what to do."

"Y ou're from Mundanial" Surprise said. ™Y ou and your dog."
"Yes, of course. But we have the feding we're not in Kansas any more, so to speak.”

"You'reinthe Land of Xanth," Surprise said. "Where magic iscommon. | think you have encountered a
werecat." Shelooked at the cat. "I don't think the dog meant to threaten you. Shejust didn't understand
your smell. Will you change back now?"

The cat became agirl. "'l don't like being growled at."

"I'm surethe dog is sorry." Shelooked back at the others. "L et's introduce oursalves. | am Surprise
Golem, and | can do magic too." She changed momentarily into arock bird, and back to her natural
form,



"l am Ruth Sutpen,” the startled woman said. "And thisis Amber.” Thistime the dog wagged her tail.
"l am RainaWerecat," the girl said. "Maybe | overreacted. I'm sorry. How can | makeit up?’

"What these good folk really need is guidance to a safe haven, where they can get to know their way
around,” Surprise said. "Why don't you do that, Raina? I'm sure they would appreciateit.”

"Well sure" Rainaagreed. "l know agood place nearby. Follow me."
"Follow her," Surprisetold Ruth. "The folk of Xanth are friendly and helpful, once you understand them.”

"Thank you," Ruth said, evidently relieved. They followed the werecat. Surprise went on to her
rendezvous.

The other members of her party arrived back one by one or two by two. There were some new faces.
What had happened?

There was asecond stork with Stymy. "Thisis Stymie Stork,” Stymy said, introducing hisfriend. "She
has my territory in thisredlity. She helped me search. She—I—we—"

"Wereinlove" Stymiesaid. "Weknew well probably never see each other again, but well get together
if we possibly can."

"Congratulations,” Surprise said. "I hope it worksout.” It hadn't occurred to her that storks themselves
had romances, but it made sense.

"We searched diligently," Stymy said. "And we had the hel p of the demonesses Metriaand Mentia,
Synonym and homonym. But we didn't find any lost children.”

"But how can Metria—"

"The Metriaof thisredity. She's not locked into her childish aspect. | told her that her son was one of the
children. I don't think she hasason in thisredity, but she did help search.”

"That'swhat counts,”" Surprise agreed, dightly unsettled.

The peeve arrived. "1 found agourd and searched the dream realm, in case they went there. The Night
Stalion summoned dl the children there, but oursweren't among them.”

"The Night Stalion helped you search?!
"It seemed he wanted to get rid of me, for some reason.”
Surprise had to laugh. "Thank you, peeve.”

Chereturned. "I did not find the children, but did find the Simurgh. That accomplishes part of my
Sseparate misson.”

"Part of it?'
"It seems there may be a problem returning to our own redlity."
"A problem?' Surprise asked, darmed.

"There are so many different reditiesthat it isamost impossible to locate a specific one accurately. We
may haveto settlefor one very closeto the one we left.”



Surprise did not like theidea of that, but Pyrawas arriving back and she didn't want to argue at the
moment.

"| searched aMoon of Idacalled Always-Always Land. | did not find any children,”" Pyrareported. "l
did find aman. | hopeto bring him to Xanth in due course, if you will fashion a suitable body for him,
Che"

"| shall be happy to," Che agreed. "Give me adescription.”

Pyragaveit, and Che asked questions, getting it straight. So Pyra had found love too. This quest was
having complications Surprise had hardly anticipated. She didn't object, aslong asthey found the
children. But since none of them had, it seemed that they would have to dedl with Morgan le Fey on her
own terms.

"I'm sorry," Pyrasaid. There seemed to be more there than Surprise understood, but maybe she was
reading something into it that wasn't warranted. Maybe it was smply that the children had been taken
while under Pyras care. But there redly hadn't been anything the fire woman could do about it.

"Wehavetried,"” shesad. "But we haven't found the children. | shdl haveto talk again with the
Sorceress.”

"But you know her price," Chesaid. "Thisisnt right.”

"I know her price," Surprise said heavily. "But | cant let the children be permanently logt.”
The others gazed a her sadly, not arguing.

They went to the Golem residence, which had become a place of horror rather than comfort.

Morgan |le Fey was doing something to the front of the house, looking exactly like Surprise. "What'sthe
poop, Spook?" the peeve demanded, taking theinitiative while Surprise tried to cometo adecision. It
was perched on Che's head and was using Che's voice. The centaur seemed happy to alow it.

The Sorceress set down her hammer. There was a bassinet and a pile of framed papers beside her. "I'm
setting up aboard for my pictures, you little piece of excrement.”

"You're an artist now, witch?'

"No. These are collected pictures of familiars." She held up apicture of afierce hawk.
"Haw haw haw! Asif apicture can do anything.”

Morgan fastened the picture to the board. "Invoke," she said.

The hawk cameto life, hopping out of the picture, leaving the paper blank.

"Kill." The Sorceress pointed to the peeve.

The hawk launched into the air, winging powerfully toward the peeve. Then it backpeddedinair, for
Ché's bow was in his hands, drawn, an arrow nocked and tracking the hawk. No creature gambled that
acentaur might miss.

"Return,” Morgan said. The hawk flew back to the picture frame, entered it, and became the picture.

"That isinteresting magic,” Che remarked, putting away his bow.



"I have other pictures. Just beglad | didn't invoke thisone." She showed a picture of a mean-looking
golem. He was holding two sticks that were linked together by a short chain. "Thisis Numb Chuck. He
fightswith his sticks, but has no feding, so can't be dissuaded by pain or the threst of it."

Che didn't comment, and Surprise knew why: the centaur's unerring arrow would stop the golem
regardless, by crippling him eveniif he couldnt die.

"Or thisone," Morgan said, showing apicture of an df.
"What's so bad about an elf?" the peeve asked with Surprise's voice.

"ThisisLevi Athan, acrosshreed between an df and awhae. Helookslike an ef but hasthe mass of a
whde"

"Leviathan," Che said, getting the pun. "He would be difficult to stop.”" But Surprise noted that he hadn't
said impossible to stop.

Morgan picked up the baby and turned to Surprise. "Well?'

Surprise struggled. Here was her chance to get her baby back, saving her from the awfulness she
otherwisefaced in life. Y et how could she sacrifice the children in her care?

What was right? She had to choose between evils, and neither dternative was good, but she had no
choice but to choose. On the one hand was a single innocent baby. On the other were three uninnocent
children. Three against one. She hated it, but that was the number. She had to go for the benefit to the
greater number.

Shelooked a Che, Stymy, Pyra, and the peeve. None of them gave any indication. They were leaving it
to her.

"Freethe children," she said brokenly. "Keep my baby."

"My baby," the Sorceress said, gloating. She clutched little Prize like the trophy she had been made. The
baby cried. So did Pyra, oddly, her fiery tears scorching the ground.

Surprise was too choked up to say anything more. She turned and walked away from the house.
"They'refree now," Morgan said.
"I'll check," Che said. Hetook off.

"Bleep," the peeve muttered asit fluttered across to perch on Surprise's shoulder. It looked toward the
baby. "There goesthe one person in Xanth who likes me."

"That'snot s0," Surprise said through her tears. "l like you."
"That's an exaggeration.”
"Some," she confessed. "But you'reredlly helping now."

"How touching,” Morgan said sarcagticaly. "Now get your tails out of here, al of you. | have abrat to
rase”

Surprise suffered a surge of fury. She opened her mouth.



"Easy, girl," the peave murmured. "Thisisn't necessarily over.”
Surprise saw Stymy Stork and Pyra exchange aglance. Was there something she didn't know?

There was a speck in the sky. Che was returning with the children. But there was something ese: a
second flying figure, smaller but too big to be any ordinary bird.

"Bleepity blegp!" Morgan swore.

Thetwo winged crestures came to alanding: Che and some kind of crossbreed centaur femae. "Well
look at that!" the peeve exclaimed. "I haven't seen one of those since | |eft Hell.”

"What isit?" Surprise asked.
"A centiger. Very rare.”
Ted and Monicajumped off the back of the centiger and ran forward.

"This must be stopped,” Morgan muttered. She hurled some sort of spell, clearly not bound by the
Xanthly limit of one talent to aperson. The two children stopped in mid-run. The centiger frozein place.

"Thisisbad,” the peeve said. "It'sa stads gpdll with aside effect.”
"Side effect?"' Surprise asked.

"It slences the subjects on whatever topicis specified in the spell. Their minds remain restricted longer
than their bodies do. She must have had it ready, just in case.”

"What would she want to silence them about, after releasing them?”

"That's what we had better find out. A person can't even use such aHell-spdll without being pretty much
damned aready. She hasto have really bad reason.”

And the peeve had lived in Hell, and surely knew what it was talking abouit.

Only Chemoved. "A temporary stasis spell will not avail you, Sorceress,”" he cdled. "1 am proof against
it, to the extent that | can till talk, because | know the truth.”

"Triple blegp!™ Morgan swore. "The Smurgh'sbeen a him. | didn't count on that. I'll haveto bind him to
meimmediatdy." She walked toward the centaur.

"Beware, Chel" the peeve cdled. " She's going to enchant you!™

" Shut your besk, you tiny turd!" Morgan snapped. "Anyway, it'stoo late. I'll make him love me. He's
dready soft onthisform." Sheforged on, first divesting hersdf of al her clothing, then raising her handsto
make some sort of gesture, while the others stood aghast at the abusive language. 1t horrified Surprise
worseto hear it from thelips of her own dternate sdif of thisredity. She also wondered what the
Sorceress could know of theillicit passion she shared with Che; neither of them had spoken of it.

But she couldn't dwell on that a the moment. "What's she doing now?" Surprise asked.

"That's the windup for adominance spdll,” the peeve said. "The victim islocked into the will of the spell
cadter. It gdartswith alove-dixir-like sesson to lock it in, but it's not the same. After thefirst bout, the
victim congtantly craves more, which may be dispensed only grudgingly by the spellcaster, asan
occasional reward for complete submission to her will. It's one of the worst of the Hell spells. What |



don't get iswhy she wantsto make him her love-dave, when she wasn't redly interested before.”
"Maybe she's mad because he resisted her seduction.”

"| don't think s0. She was merdly playing with him, diverting him while Umlaut Seven did the dirty work
with you. Thisisserious magic.”

The more Surprise heard of this, theless she liked it, and she had not been keen on it to begin with. She
wanted to stop it, but couldn't think of a spell to invoke that would counter the deadly mischief of the
Sorceress. It would have helped if she had known what was happening in more detall.

The Sorceress hurled her spell. It scintillated with evil power asit sailed toward the centaur, who was
unable to move. But just before it reached him, alittle figure swung around historso and hovered before
him.

"Woe Betidel" Surprise exclamed.

"She'sfull demon,” the peeve said. "A stass spdll can't properly hold one of those. She was probably
shielded from it by Che's upper body anyway."

"But what isshedoing!"

"She'sintercepting the love-dave spdl.”

The spell bathed the child and dissipated. Che had been saved, but the child had just been endaved.
"Curses!" Morgan swore. Her bare body was beautiful, but her attitude was ugly.

Woeran forward. "l hear and obey your command,” she said. She went to the house, sorted through the
pile of pictures, salected one, and took it to the board. She checked the tools and found ascrew driver
and a screw. She used those to fasten the picture to the board.

Thereit was. anice portrait of acat. One of the stored familiars.

They dl stared at the picture. How could adominance or love spdl have trandated to such an action?
What did it mean? Obvioudy the Sorceress intent had been foiled.

Then the peeve burst out laughing. "Woeisachild!" it said. "Too young and inexperienced to have been
affected by thisredlity's absence of the Adult Conspiracy. She took the command literaly, not
undergtanding its adult Sgnificance.”

"l don't understand either,” Surprise said. "This makes no senseto me.”

Then Stymy and Pyra caught on, and laughed together. For some reason they had both stayed clear of
the recent action. " She fetched a screw driver," Stymy said.

"And acat," Pyraadded. Both dissolved back into laughter.
Woeturned to Morgan. "Did | doit right? | screwed your kitty."

The Sorceress turned angrily away without bothering to curse again. For half an instant the child's
expression darkened because of the rgjection, but in the other half of the instant it brightened into secret
satisfaction. The spell had been broken; she was no one'slove-dave.

"What am | missing?' Surprise asked, annoyed. "'l have no ideawhat's going on."



The stasis spell broke. Che cametrotting over. "Nothing," he said to Surprise. Y ou are missing nothing
you need to know, you sweet person, and are the better for it." Then to the child: "That was very good,
Woe. Thank you for intercepting the spell meant for me.”

"I had to help,” Woe said bashfully. She seemed to have about half of a childish crush on him, perhapsa
fading legacy of the disspated spell.

"You did. Y ou saved me from an extremely awkward endavement.” He glared at Morgan. " Get dressed,
you lady canine. Y ou wasted your Hell-spdll and can have no further power over me."

"Bleep,” the Sorceress muttered with extremely bad grace.

Surprise gave up on the baffling riddle. "Why did she want to sop you? Y ou were only bringing the
children back after she agreed to free them.”

"To slence me, when she discovered that | had been rendered partly immune to the stasis/'silence spell,”
he said. "Because | bear the news that she did not honor her part of the deal. She did not free the
children."

"That was an accident of timing,” Morgan said.
Heignored her. "They freed themsalves, and Cadence was carrying them here when | intercepted them.”
"Cadence?"

"Cadence Centiger." The cresture came forward. She had the body of awhitetiger, the forepart of a
fema e centaur, and wings. "The children freed her too,” Che explained. "Actudly they worked together.
They were dready free before you talked with Morgan, and | think she knew it."

"Already free?" Surprise repeated blankly.

"Therefore she reneged on her part of the deal. So you aren't bound by yours. Y ou can take your baby."
"| can teke Prize?'

"As| undergand it, yes." He glanced at the others. "Do you agree?”’

Stymy nodded. "I agree.”

Pyraconsidered, then nodded also. "As | understand it, yes."

"Dang tooting!" the peeve said.

"And we can dl go home," Che concluded.

"Not yet," Monicasaid, her tone oddly mature for her age.

Surprise looked at the child. ™Y ou aren't ready?"

"We haveto free dl the others the Sorceress sent to the other realm, now that we know how to do it."
"Of course" Surprise said. "'I'll take the baby, and support you in what you have to do."

"| think not," Morgan said from by the house. She picked Prize up from the bassinet. "I am keeping the
baby." She stepped quickly into the house and dammed the door behind her.



"Bleep,” Che said, uttering arare imprecation. " She acted too quickly. | should have blocked her.”
"Shewont hurt the baby physicaly,” Stymy said. " She wantsto save that body for herself.”

"I'm not completely sure of that,” Pyrasaid. " She might choose to sacrifice the baby rather than loseit.”
"Then | must go in and take it from her," Surprise said.

Che shook his head. " She's a Sorceress. She can throw magic at you that you've never seen.”
"I'veseenit dl," thepeevesad. "I'll help.”

"Youwill need more" Pyrasaid. "I'll help.”

"Sowill I," Stymy said. "l will try to find the baby and take it outside." His beak curved somewhat. "I
promise not to take it away from you again.”

"Inthat confined space, more of us might only get in each other'sway,” Che said. "Suppose | go with the
children to free the other captives? Woe Betide knows how to do it."

"Whatever works," Surprise agreed, heading for the house. Most of what she could think of was her
baby. She had amost been cheated of her most precious thing!

The peeve settled on her head, and Stymy and Pyra flanked her. They went up and tried the door, but it
waslocked. "I can burn throughiit,” Pyrasaid.

"Whatever," Surprise repeated. Her heart was pounding.

Pyra put one hand on the knob. It heated, and the wood around it smoldered. Then it came loosein her
hand, together with the lock. She pushed the door with her other hand and it swung open. She hadn't had
to burn the whole door, just the lock.

They entered. Surprise didn't know what to expect, and wasn't disappointed: there was nothing. They
werein the antechamber.

She was about to go to the main room, but the peeve halted her. "It'satrap,” it whispered. "She's hiding
behind something, ready to attack you."

"How do you know that?" Stymy whispered.

"It's standard operating procedure, SOP. | learned al about it in Hell, from some of the worst in the

"Then I'll spring thetrap,” Pyrawhispered. She waked into the room.

The Sorceress pounced on her from behind something, stabbing downward with aknife. The blade
touched Pyra's shoulder—and melted.

"Wel, now," Pyraflared, the flames brightening the room.

Morgan hit her with afreeze spell. The flames were snuffed, and ice formed on Pyra's head and
shoulders. She dropped to the floor, stunned. It seemed the Sorceress had been ready for her.

Surprise stepped into the room. "I want my baby."
Morgan whirled, another knife gppearing in her hand. She stabbed underhanded thistime, aiming for the



gut. "Knife," the peeve said belatedly.

The knifepoint touched Surprise's ssomach—and stuck there. She had made her skin develop a surface
of tarry cork. The knife was caught. "1 want my baby," she repeated.

"It'smine," Morgan said. She picked up achar and hammered a Surprise withiit.

"Club," the peave said. "Third wesgpon will be arope or net." Meanwhile Pyrawas recovering and getting
to her feet.

The knife dropped to the floor as Surprise | et that talent go and took another. Thistime her skin became
like stedl. The chair crashed againgt it and splintered.

A net appeared in Morgan's hands. Sheflung it over Surprise. But Surprise's body became like Pyrals,
with little flames dancing onits surface.

The net puffed into fire and ashes. The peeve's warnings, now coming just before the events, gave
Surprise the leeway she needed to prepare counters to the thresats.

"Dragon next," the peave murmured in her ear. "SOP."

"Thentry this" Morgan said. A dragon appeared, asteamer, blowing out white vapor that could cook
whatever flesh it touched.

Surprise became an ice dragon, whose breath sucked the heet out of everything it touched. It nullified the
steamer's heat and sent it running. Then she oriented her nose on Morgan hersdlf, but the Sorceresswas
dready retresting.

Where was the baby? That was al Surprise redly wanted. She saw Stymy checking around, searching
forit.

"Small mongters” the peeve said.

Therewas aloud scuttling. Half adew of nickelpedes appeared, heading for her legs. It would be
difficult and digtracting for the dragon to freeze them al. So she conjured alocal flood of mild acid. It
didn't burn her own legs, but stifled the nickelpedes, who could not breathe. They scuttled desperately,
mainly out of the house,

"Medium mongters,” the peeve said.

They appeared dmost but not quite immediately. Huge mean dogs, blood red including their blazing eyes
and glistening teeth. They massed and charged, and Surprise lacked room to evade them.

"Bloodhounds,”" the peeve said. "Make alake of blood."
"Thanks, peeve." Surprise conjured the lake, filling the cellar of the house.

The hounds smelled it and dived into it, utterly diverted. They had no further interest in the living folk,
who had very little blood in comparison. In hardly more than amoment they disappeared.

"Foiled again,” Morgan muttered.
"Takethe offense," the peeve advised.
Morgan threw afireball at it, but the peeve jumped clear so that it passed harmlessly, then settled back



on Surprise's shoulder. "Nicetry, harridan.”
"How?" Surprise asked. She was unable to concentrate properly amidst al this distressing violence.
"Makethe houseinvishble" Stymy suggested. " So you can see only the people—and the baby.”

Brilliant! Surprise focused, and the house disappeared, aong with the pool of blood. All that wasvisible
were Surprise, Pyra, Stymy, the peeve, Morgan—and the baby, nestled in alittle hammock that had
been concealed by two items of furniture: an easy chair and adifficult chair.

"Curses!" the Sorceress swore. She ran toward the hammock.
"Blagt her!" Pyraurged. "While shesdigtracted.”

It was possible. But Surprise could not bring hersdf to do such harm to aliving person, even an enemy.
Instead she conjured the baby to herself. As she did, the house regppeared, as she could not exert two
talents at the same time. But now she had the baby in her arms.

"Y ou spared her," Pyrasaid.
"It wastheright thing to do."

"Soitwas" Pyraagreed, seeming oddly relieved. Surprise didn't have time to wonder why thefire
woman should be relieved that Surprise had not done what she urged. Surprise had to get away from the
Sorceress before worse happened. She turned and started for the door.

"Not so fast, innocent,” Morgan said. "Now choose: protect the baby, or protect yoursalf."

"Huge mongter,” the peeve said.

There was aghastly bellowing roar that shivered the timbers of the house. "What isthat?" Stymy asked.
"The Prime Monigter,” Morgan answered. "Returned from the other rem.”

"Oh, poop!" the peeve said. "Conjure yourself away from here. Now."

"And leave you, Stymy, and Pyra?| can't.”

"Use your magic to protect the baby," Morgan suggested.

"Dont ligen to her," Pyrasaid. "Save yoursdf."

Surprise conjured an invulnerable capsule around the baby, proof against heet, cold, or magic. But that
left the rest of them vulnerable. She couldn't borrow another talent without |osing the one that protected
the baby. "Carry thisaway to safety,” shetold the stork.

Stymy hooked his beak into the loop on top and lifted the capsule. But before he could depart, the
Monister's feet landed on the house, splintering it. Its head crashed through the roof. All they could see
was its gaping mouth. Rancid drool rained down around them.

"My turn,” Pyrasaid. "If you die, | lose." She legped asthe jaws sngpped shut, her body blocking them
S0 that they could not close on Surprise.

But the teeth did not crunch Pyra. Instead she flared so hotly that they melted. She became a veritable
fireball, charring the Monister'stongue, lips, and the roof of its mouth. Then the firebal rolled on into its



throat, roasting its flesh aong the way.

The Monisgter screamed in agony and fled, smoke pouring from its nogrils.

"Thank you, Pyra," Surprise said weakly, disturbed by the Monister's pain.

"Oops," Stymy said.

Surpriselooked at the capsule. It was empty. "But it can't be!™ she exclamed. "It's proof against magic.”

"The witch pulled another fast one," the peeve said. "That was amock baby. It disappeared when the
cagpsule cut off themagic.”

"But then whereisthe real baby?" Surprise asked, dismayed.

"Whereyoull never findit," Morgan said. "Hahaha."

"What can | do?" Surprise asked desperately. " She'stoo devious for me.”

"Y ou can agreeto let me keep the brat, and get your nicelittle behind out of here," Morgan said.
"I can't do that."

"Maybe| can persuade you. Where sheisnow shewill die dowly of exposure, with much crying along
theway. If | can't have her, you can't either. At least with me, shelll survive"

"Don't make any ded with the Sorceress," Stymy said. "Y ou cantt trust her; you know that.”

"But | don't want Prize to suffer.”

"The femae hound will make her suffer worse, inthelong run,” Stymy said.

"But still—"

"Theré's bound to be atrick," the peeve said. "Take timeto fathom it before you make any decision.”
That seemed to make sense. "I'll wait."

"It'sthe brat'sfunerd,” Morgan said. "Assuming they ever find the body."

"Cover your ears, Surprise,” the peeve said. "I'm going to get rid of her. | don't want you to hear what
I'm about to say to her."

Surprise did so. That blocked off the sounds the peeve sent hurtling toward the Sorceress. Even o,
Surprisg's hair curled and frizzled, the backs of her hands stung, and the few splinters of house timbers
that hadn't already burned charred now. It was the verba torrent from Hell.

The Sorceress retreated before the barrage, and was gone. The peeve went silent, with only afew wisps
of smoke drifting from its beak. Cautioudy, Surprise uncovered her ears.

"Well spoken," Stymy said, brushing off singed feethers. "That would have done a harpy proud.”
"Someone had to say it," the peeve said. "1 do have harpy ancestry.”
They made their way out of the wreckage of the house. And paused, amazed.



There were children, people, and creatures al across the landscape. King Dolph, with severd members
of his party. The centiger Cadence, who evidently knew them dl, was checking them off alist she had.
She saw Surprise emerge, and called to her. "I am making sure no child gets|eft behind. Then well have
to see about getting them returned to their families. Ted, Monica, and Woe Betide are with Che Centaur,
locating them, bringing them across, and teaching them how to do it so they can never be trapped that

way agan."
"Trapped where?' Surprise asked.

"In the other redlm. It'slike Xanth but largely unoccupied. The Prime Monister built a castle there and
endaved dl those the Sorceress Morgan le Fey sent across. Now al of usarefree, or will beaswe
liberate them. We oweit dl to Ted, Monica, and Woe Betide. | don't know how we can ever thank
you."

"I didnt doit,” Surprisesaid. "I'm just trying to recover my baby."

"l saw the Prime Monister cometo the house," Cadence said. "I saw him flee, so knew you had
somehow bested him. The Sorceress must have brought him and the bloodhounds across. We are so
glad to berid of them! Are you a Sorceress yoursdf?"

Surprise hesitated. "Not quite. | do have magic, but I'm just agirl who wantsto go home with her baby.
The Sorceress has hidden her somewhere.”

"Suddenly | see how we can thank you," Cadence said. "We shdl find your baby. She must bein the
other reelm.”

Surprise redlized that was probably true. "1 must look there.”

Cadence shook her head. "Don't cross over yoursdlf; it requires aspecid ability to return, and the
children do it much better than adults do. We have many children who will be glad to help." Shelooked
around. "Auth! Ticity! We need you!"

A boy and girl detached themsalves from the confusion and came across. " Sure, Cade,” the boy said.
"Whatchawant?' the girl asked.

"These are Auth 'n’ Ticity, brother and sgter,” Cadence said. "They work together to verify anything's
vdidity. They'll be ableto tdl if any baby wefind isyours.”

"But | don't even know where to start to look."
"Maybethefamiliar cardswill provideaclue.”
"They're by the house," the peeve said.

They went to the house and found the pile of pictures, which had not been disturbed. Surprise picked
them up and sorted through them, seeing many types of anima. Then suddenly she paused. One of them
was apicture of Prizel

Auth and Ticity looked at it. "Yes, that'sthe one," Auth said.
"But how can shebe afamiliar?" Surprise asked, appaled.

"Anything can be afamiliar,” the peeve said. "Morgan just seemsto have many."



"She kegpsthem in the other relm,” Cadence said. "And summons them across by invoking their
pictures. So now we know where your baby is. Unfortunately, only the Sorceress can use her cards.”

Surprise remembered how the hawk had cometo life. It had been conjured from that other reelm. That
was where the sorceress stored her creatures. It did make sense. "How can | get her back?"

"Maybe Iffy can help,” Cadence said. Shelifted her voice. "Iffy!"

Another child responded. As she came toward them, Cadence explained: "Her talent isto create magica
items, though she can't do it perfectly. Since she's been to the other relm, she should be able to orient on
it

Then, asthegirl arrived, Cadence held up the picture. "We need to find this baby, quickly. Can you
make something to point to her? She'sin the other realm.”

"Sure" Iffy said. "Maybe."
"Maybe?" Surprise asked, unessy.

Iffy put her hands before her. A small arrow appeared between them. She held it and pointed it at the
picture. It flashed. Then she held it over her head. It turned dowly and oriented in anew direction. "That

way."
"Inthe other reddm," Cadence reminded her.
"Sure”

Che Centaur trotted up. "I believe we have freed al the folk who were caught in the other realm,” he said
to Cadence. "'l have arranged for a mess area to feed them.”

"Y ou've been doing more than that,” the peeve said. "Y ou've been talking privately with some of those
children.”

The centaur shrugged. "Perhaps.”

"Itissurely amess, with dl those children,” Surprise said with as much of asmile as she could muster in
her stress.

"But there remains much to do," Che said.
"WEell doit," Cadence said. "Y ou had better help Surprise now. We have aline on her baby."

"Of course," he agreed immediately. "I will take you wherever you are going." There was something
dightly measured about his manner, but of course he was under stresstoo. Thiswhole businesswas
difficult.

"We have an arrow," the peeve said, perching on Surprise's head.

Iffy passed the arrow up to Surprise, then ran off in the direction of the messarea. Surprisshdld it, and it
pointed like a compass, showing them the way. She redlized that she could have made asmilar arrow
hersdf, had she thought of it. But she wasn't thinking well right now.

"Y ou will be happy to know that Pyraisdl right,” Che said. "She burned the Monister until it ran so far
away itisunlikely to return at al soon. Now sheis making her way back here. | offered to carry her, but
shesaid it would take her timeto cool off sufficiently to be carried. | must say she did not look asif she



weredill burning.”
"I think shelikesyou," Surprise said.

He shrugged. " Perhaps. But she says she found a boyfriend during her search for the children. | helped
her make amass of protoplasm that he could inhabit.”

"Then shemust bewaiting for himto get toit.”

The arrow wavered. "Ah, thismust be where we have to enter the other realm,” Che said. He did not
seem particularly surprised. "I have learned how to do this, but | think you should learn too, so that you
can never be trapped there."

Surprise wasin ahurry to recover her baby, but redlized that what he said made sense. So she paid
attention to hisingtruction, and practiced, and soon was able to see the spaces and phase into the other
redm. It was much like Xanth, only emptier.

"There are two women who know how to enter thisrealm," Che said. "Cory and Tessa. They call it
Sdestepping. But it is better for usto doiit for ourselves.”

They resumed travel through the other realm. "Is Prize al right?" Surprise asked. "Morgan said shewould
dowly die of exposure.”

"And hunger," Che agreed. "Because she needs her mother. But it has not been long; I'm sure she
remainsin good condition.”

"WhereisMorgan?'

"That ismy concern. | doubt shewill alow you smply to come and take your baby. She has to know
you are here. Thelarger question iswhy didn't she smply take the baby and flee to somewhere so far
away you couldn't find them?"

"She gtill wants my agreement!™ Surprise said, abulb flickering. " She's been trying to trick or force meto
givethat dl aong. So | won't come back some other timeto clam Prize, if | lose her now."

"That issurdly it," he agreed. "l fear thereis somelast ploy she hasin mind. Thismay be somekind of
trap.”

"If I haveto spring it to recover my baby, then so beit.”

"Spoken like adevoted mother," the peeve said. "No, I'm not being sarcadtic. | want you to save her."

"Thank you," Surprise said. "l do appreciateit.”

16

No Idea

They cameto ashimmering glade. There was the bassinet with the baby. And there, after haf amoment,
was the Sorceress Morgan le Fey, still looking exactly like Surprise hersalf. Now she wore identical
clothing, too. There was even asecond little green bird with her. But there was no mistaking her manner.



"Very touching, avian poop, and | am being sarcastic.” She faced Surprise. "I have just about exhausted
my patience with you, you stubborn innocent. | suggest that you give up thisfutile quest and yield my

property to me."

"Y ou can't have my baby!" Surprise said, diding off the centaur's back and walking purposefully toward
the bassinet.

"Then maybe well let the centaur select which one of us getsthe prize," Morgan said, stepping forward
to intercept her. "Isthat agreeable to you, you Ssmpleminded creature?’

"Don't agree!” the peeve said.
But Surprise was confident of Che'sloydty. "Certainly. He brought me here for my baby."

Morgan put her arms around Surprise. "That will do. Now we shal give him the chance to make that
choice"

"Let go of me!" Surprise said, struggling. But the other girl was as strong as shewas.

"Inamoment.” The ground dropped out beneath them. They fell, entangled, into adeveloping pit. They
rolled and tumbled, locked together. The peeve squawked but did not let go of her hair.

They cameto rest at the bottom, unharmed but disheveled and dirty. "Get away from me," Surprise said,
renewing her straggle.

Thistime the Sorceress et her go. "What was the point in that?' she demanded.
"Inwhat?" Surprise asked as she got to her feet and brushed hersdlf off.

"In dumping usinto thisawful pit," Morgan said.

"Me?Youdidit!"

"Well, it won't work. I'm going to float myself right up out of here." But then the Sorceress|ooked
gricken. "Oh, no! It'sanull-magic pit!"

"What are you talking about?" Surprise invoked her own float spell. Nothing happened. Shetried a
different variant of it. Still nothing. She snapped her fingersto make a spark. Nothing.

It wastrue: magic was damped out here. They would have to scramble out physically. But thewall of the
circular pit was vertical, too hard to get agrip on, and too high to jump past. At the brink sat the
bassnet; at least it had not falen in too.

"Now you've gotten us both stuck,” Morgan said. ™Y ou evil Sorceress.”

Surprise stared at her. "What did you cal me?"

"Oh come off it, Fey. Don't try to pretend you're me. Y ou'll never fool the centaur.”
"Blegp!" the peeve said.

"l was afraid of this," the peeve said from Morgan's head. "l tried to warn you."
"Shut your begk, you little fakel" the peeve on Surprise's head said.

"What's going on?" Surprise asked it.



"She'strying to fool Cheinto thinking she's you. She's even got afake peeve.”
"Yourethefake, you turdy birdy!" the other peeve said.

A dreadful realization was reluctantly crossing Surprise's awareness, like arain cloud filled with pus. The
Sorceress had set this up to make them fall together, so that Che could not tell them apart by sight. That
was why she had clung to Surprise as she opened the pit. She had deliberately mixed them up. The
peeve knew who she was, because it had clutched her hair, staying with her—but how could Che ever
tell the two Surprises and two peeves apart?

Che looked down into the pit. "What happened?’ he asked.

" She opened this magic-nulling pit, and now I'm stuck in it with her," Morgan said. "1 can't float or
conjure mysdf out. Y ou'l haveto fetch me out.”

"She'slying," Surprise said. "That's the Sorceress.”
Che peered from one to the other. "Y ou look alike, except for the pattern of smudges.”

"We are dike," Morgan said. "Physicdly. It's our minds and soulsthat are different. Please, don't leave
me down here with thiswitch any longer. I'm afraid shelll attack me.”

"What aliar!” the peeve said.

"You'retheliar!" the other peeve said.

"I can't tell you gpart,” Che said, looking baffled.

Surprise paused to take stock. "What were you warning me of ?* she asked the peeve. "The pit?"
"No, the agreement. Now if Che chooses her, you've agreed. She can take the baby away."
"But | wasn't agreeing to that!" Morgan said.

"It'sastandard device from Hell," the other peeve explained to its companion. " Get aperson to make a
blank agreement, then invoke it in adifferent way. It'sacheat, but it's valid. She can take your baby."

"Can that beright?" Surprise asked Che, gppalled.

"Technically, yes" hesaid. "But of course | don't mean to give the baby to the wrong person.”
"That'sardlief,” Morgan said.

"Bleep!" the peeve said. "She'sgot it down pat.”

Surpriseredized it was true. Morgan had perfected the part. She had evidently planned for this, asalast
ploy to get technica permission for her to take the baby. The peeve had known of the Hell technique, but
Surprise of course had not. She had literdly walked into it.

Now she had to find some way to persuade Che that she was who she was. But how could she, when
the Sorceress was mimicking her nature?

"It seemswe have aproblem,” Che said. "I do not want to make arandom choice, because thereisa
fifty percent likelihood of it being mistaken. So | must question the two of you, and ascertain the truth by
logic and andyss”



"Of course, Che," Morgan said, exactly as Surprise had been about to.
All she could do was agree. "'l trust you, Che."

"First | must ask you to differentiate yoursalves," Che said from above. "So | can keep you distinct
without confusion. Please, one of you remove your clothing.”

Surprise was appalled. "That is not proper,” she protested.
"It'sagaingt the Adult Congpiracy,” Morgan said.

"| redlizethat, but we are dl adults.”

"My baby isn't," Morgan said.

Che picked up the bassinet and moved it away from the brink of the pit. "Now there is no underage child
present. Please cooperate. | need to be quite sure who provides which answers, even if you get

entangled again.”

It did make sense. " Scissors, paper, rock?" Surprise asked the Sorceress.
"Okay."

They threw their hands out together. Surprise had Paper. Morgan had Rock.

Morgan sighed exactly as Surprise would have. "l log." She did not argue further, as Surprise would not
have. She was exactly the good sport expected of the real Surprise. Reluctantly she pulled off her dirty
clothing. Soon she stood naked. She had agood figure, of course, dender and full in the proper places.

"Ooo-la-la™ her peeve chortled. ™Y oull freak him out, with your bare—"
"Quiet!" Surprise snapped. Then wanted to bite her tongue. She was playing right into the scene.

"Thank you," Che said. His eyes did seem to be somewhat sweety, but his voice was steady. "Now | will
address questionsto you in turn. Please wait until | address you before answvering.”

Both of them nodded. He had to do it hisway. Surprise hoped that his dlixir attraction to her form, now
displayed so well by Morgan, did not distort his reasoning capacity.

"Bare Surprise: when we abated our illicit passion so asto be able to return to our respective Spouses,
who fdt the most guilt: you or me?’

Surprise gtifled a shocked intake of breath. Thiswas one perceptive trick question! How could Morgan
know that they had not indulged their passon? Thiswould unmask her.

Alas, not so. "We did not do so in any physical manner,” Morgan replied. "Therefore there was no guilt
to apportion.” Somehow she had learned about that.

"Thank you," Che said. "Clothed Surprise, whét isyour answer to that question?”

"The same," Surprise said, knowing that it sounded asif she was merely copying thered Surprise. The
Sorceress must have picked up on the fact that the two of them till had that passion, so had not abated
it.

Che gazed at them both, considering. Nude Morgan was breathing hard. Surprise wondered at that, as



they were merely standing still on either Sde of the pit. Then sheredlized thet it was ddliberate: the
Sorceress was attracting his attention, inciting him to desire her, so that hisjudgment would be clouded.

"However," Morgan said, "1 would do anything to recover my baby, even that. Take me out of here, give
Prizeto me, and | will shareintense guilt with you."

Surprise was gppaled. How could anyone make such an offer? She would never have done so.

Then shereconsidered. Y es, she would, to recover her baby, rather than alow Prize to suffer inthe
possession of the Sorceress. But again the Sorceress had beaten her to it, and she was temptingly naked.
No wonder she had been such agood sport about losing the clothing contest. Maybe she had lost it
deliberately, to gain that advantage.

"Y ou would assume that guilt, to save your baby?' Che asked.
"If that istheway it must be, yes," Morgan answered. "Nothing isworth more than her welfare.™

He studied her breathing body, which was now artfully posed. Surprise was both disgusted and
fascinated. She had learned some things about fascinating centaursin the course of this adventure.
Obvioudy the Sorceress knew them too.

Of course Che would never accept it. He was an honorable centaur, and besides, he knew better.
"That ispersuasive,” Chesaid. "l believe we have an agreement.”

Surprise stared at him, shocked. How could he? Everything she knew about him, and everything he
knew about her, suggested that thiswas not at al theway it was done, if it wasdone at all.

"Wedo," Morgan said. "Fetch me out of here, gallant centaur.”

Che spread hiswings, flew dowly into the pit, caught Morgan's upstretched hands with his own, flicked
her bare body with thetip of histail to lighten it, lifted her, and swung her onto his back. He ascended,
while Surprise watched increduloudy. She wasn't able even to voice aprotest. Thiswasjust SO
unbearably sudden, amazing, and awful.

"Let me pick up the bassnet,” Che'svoice said from beyond therim. "Then | will fly usto asuitable place
for the rendezvous.”

"By dl means,” Morgan's voice agreed.

Inlittle more than amoment, which seemed not only brief but crudly twisted out of shape, they were
gone. Surprise was left donein the pit.

"What adirty ded!" the peeve said.

She had forgotten the bird. "How could he?' she asked tearfully. " Couldn't he see that that would not be
my way?' Y &, again, she knew she would have doneit, had that been the price of her baby. And she did
retain her passion for Che, so it would not have been onerous, whatever she might try to pretend. So she
wasn't redly innocent, much asit pained her to confessit to herself.

"He should know," the bird agreed. "But the way she was flaunting that borrowed body of hers, he must
have been half freaked out. Maes are like that; their common sense vacates when they seeadesrable

"Yes," sheagreed sadly. The disgppointment and hurt was threatening to overwhelm her. "Do you mind if



| ay?
"No. | would cry too, if I could. Infact | think | can. I've been learning how."

Surprise let the tears flow fredly. She knew she was trapped here, perhaps doomed to perish, but her
concern was for the horror her baby faced. All because she had not been able to persuade Che shewas
thereal Surprise. She had lost out to the cynical acting of the Sorceress.

"I met aman once whose talent was conjuring forget whorls," the peeve said. "Hisnamewas Levi. | wish
he were here now, so we could forget."

"I don't want to forget,” Surprise said. "I'd rather suffer than ever forget my baby."

"l met another who could change the environment with her emotions. Shewas Dina. | think you have
some of that talent; thiswhole pit is blegk."

"It has reason,” she agreed bleskly.

"Did you ever wonder how the night mares deliver bad dreams to Mundanes despite the lack of magic?!
"No. But now that you mention it—"

"Their horseshoes are made of magic dugt.”

Surprise manage to smile through her tears. "Y ou're trying to divert me, aren't you, peeve? To make me
fed better."

"Lessworse, anyway."

"It's not working. But thank you for trying." She kissed the bird on the beak. The remarkable thing was
that the peeve did not protest.

They stled into joint gloom, waiting for nothing. If they had not quite been friends before, they were
friendsnow.

Sometime later there was avoice. "Surprise!" It was Che.

"I am here," she responded, not having the heart to add "of course.” Where else would she be?
Hefluttered to alanding in the pit. "1 am sorry."

"Y ou found out you picked the wrong one!" the peeve said, its voice dripping with disgust.

"l did,"” Che agreed soberly.

"After you gave the baby to the witch.”

"es"

"So did she pay off before taking off?"

"No. She was gone the moment she held the baby, satisfied that shefindly had the necessary
permisson.”

"Servesyou right, moron!”



"Peeve, please, don't," Surprise begged. "He couldn't know."

"Y ou don't blame me?"' Che asked.

"I can't blame you, Che. She played me better than | did, and she was, well, nude.”
"Y es. She made her body most dluring.”

"Surprise wouldn't have donethat, idiot," the peeve said. "Couldn't you tdl?"
Chenodded. "Yes, | could tell. However—"

"You let her dazzle you with the promise of sex!" the peeve said. "Didn't you know she would renege the
moment she got what she wanted?"

"I knew," the centaur agreed.
"You knew!" For the moment the peeve ran out of words.

"Yes. It wasthe verification of what | suspected. Surprise would not have reneged, of course—but
neither would she have made that particular dedl.”

"I would have," Surprise said. "If | had to. But not that way."

"Precisdly. So | was pretty sureit was Morgan le Fey | wasrescuing.”

"And you gave her the baby!"

Thistime Surprise did not protest the peeve's accusation. "If you knew—how could you—7?"
"I gave her ababy."

Something was emerging from thefog of her confusion. "Not the baby?!

"Thered Prizeisnow with Stymy Stork. | made an arrangement with some talented children to exchange
Prizefor the baby Kaylynn, whose talent isto change her appearance to any other. Another girl'stalent is
to exchange places with anyone dse. Sheis Ronica. When wefindly located Prize, | Sgnaled them and
they got swiftly to work while Morgan was distracted with Surprise. She exchanged with Prize while
carrying Kaylynn, then left Kaylynn and exchanged with another person so asto get well clear.”

"So the witch got the wrong baby!" the peeve exclaimed, suddenly well satisfied.

"But didn't that |eave another person there, where Morgan's fury would strike?" Surprise asked. "She
might return when she discovered she had the wrong baby."

Chesmiled. "I'm afraid | was unkind. That other person is Martin, whose talent isto make people redly
cold. Hewould have struck the moment Morgan spied him and attempted someill deed, if shedid. Asit
was shedid not. At least not while | wasthere.

"Cold?' the peeve asked.

"Attempted?’ Surprise asked.

"Morgan would have become ablock of ice."
The peeve burst out laughing.



Surprise was doubtful. "But wouldn't that kill her?"
"Y ou softhearted fool!" the peeve said. "Who cares?!

"Not that Sorceress,” Che said. "It would take her aday or so to thaw. By that time we'd be long gone.
Ronicawill seethat baby Kaylynnisreturned safely to her friends. She can exchange with aknown
person even if she doesn't know where that person is. We smply needed the substitute baby |ong enough
to be sure we identified the right mother for Prize. | am satisfied thet you are that one.”

"Thank you," Surprise said weskly, still not quite assmilating her sudden change of fortune.
"Those rescued children have been eager to help.”
"Y ou cunning rogue!” the peeve said. "All the time you were setting up the trgp to catch the Sorceress.”

"| did need to be sure. | knew she would not |et Prize escape readily, and suspected there would be
some sort of faceoff to force Surprise to agreeto let her baby go. So | prepared. Timing was essentid;
had she caught on prematurely she would have hidden Prize e sawhere. Fortunately it worked." Hefaced
Surprise. 'l am sorry to have had to put you through thistrial. But a mistake was unthinkable.”

"Oh, Chel" Surprise cried, thistime with tears of relief. Shefell forward to hug him.

He caught her and lifted her up, kissing her. She kissed him back, passionately, overwhelmed by the
emotion of her reprieve. Somehow there seemed to be an awareness, asif something was watching
closgly. She hardly cared.

Then he drew back his head. "Oh, Surprise, | love you, but we must not.”
That restored her to redity. "We must not,” she agreed. "It would be—corrupting.”

"Too bad," the peeve muttered. The faint foreign awarenessfaded, amost asif disgppointed. Surprise
would have wondered about that, had she not had more emotion to control than seemed proper.

"Now we must return to the others, and go home," Che said.
"Yes." Shegot on hisback, and he spread hiswings and flew up out of the pit.

Soon enough they were back with Cadence, Stymy, Stymie, the three children, Pyra, and aman Surprise
didn't recognize. "Thisis Finn, from the Always-Always Moon of Ida," Pyraexplained. "My betrothed.”

Surprise redlized that there was much going on that she hadn't kept up with. "Congratulations,”" she said
weskly as shetook Prize from the stork and held her close.

"We'rehungry,” Ted said.

"There were SO many children here they ate up dl the good things," Monicaexplained.

Cadence looked around. "Courtney! Coronal" she caled. "We need you."

Two girlsran up to join them, obvioudy twins. "Anything for the folk who freed us," Courtney said.

"Courtney can make anything grow on atree," Cadence explained. "Corona can convert Xanth treesto
Mundane trees, and vice versa. Courtney, the children need to eat before we go on our way."

"Got it," Courtney said. She stepped up to the nearest acorn tree and touched it. Suddenly new buds



sprouted, forming into chocolate pies, candy canes, tsoda pop pods, and assorted other childish delights.

Ted and Monicagrabbed what they liked and stuffed it into their faces. " Thank you, girls" Surprise said
somewhat dryly. She would have preferred hedthier foods, but this did not seem to be the occasion to
ingg. 1t would only delay their return trip.

Cadence helped them carry Ted, Monica, and Woe Betide to the Stork Works. "We can never thank
you enough for rescuing us,” she said to them.

"Y ou and the others hel ped usjust as much,” Surprise reminded her.

Then Cadence set wing for the rescued children, for there was till much organizing to do. Just as with the
Punderground children, they had to be gotten hometo their families. The remaining group entered the
Stork Works.

There was the giant Simurgh awaiting them. Now comes the hard part, she thought to them. Locating
the correct home reality.

Surprise remembered that Che had found the Simurgh when looking for the children. She had been
caught here, and would be returning with them. "But can you fit inside the chamber where we choose
redities?' she asked.

Not in thisform, the Smurgh agreed. | shall change. Then she shrank into the form of aclothed
human woman. "Now | am Serenity, with the talent of spreading peace around me. Please do not bruit
my dternate identity about € sewhere.”

Indeed, Surprisefelt her tensions and nervousness fading in the presence of Serenity. Thiswas exactly
what she needed. "WEell never tdll," she said, speaking for dl of them.

They entered the inner chamber, where Pyra set up the Reality Mask and oriented it on their home
redity. Six pictures gppeared. "That's odd,” she said. "There should be only one."

"Not so, unfortunately,” Che said. "It ssemsit isastricky to locate our home redlity asit wasto locate the
onewith Surprisg's baby. Thisis because there are so many very smilar ones, the equipment smply can't
focusthat findy."

"But what about my misddivery?' Stymy asked. "I returned to my origind redlity without a problem.”

"That was because of the fissure between redlities," Che said. "They were locked together by that specia
event. The moment you returned, that fissure closed, and the only way to pass between reditieswasvia
the Stork Works. That is quite adifferent matter, because there are an infinite number of redlities, and the
dorksaddressthem dl.”

"It was the mischief of the Sorceress Morgan le Fey," Serenity said. "I would be annoyed, wereit my
nature.”

"So how do you propose to run down the right redlity?* Pyraasked. "Vidgt them dl, aswe did before?!

"That probably would not be effective, because we have no oneto verify the correct one by sniffing a
baby," Chesad. "I shdl smply haveto judge which oneis correct, and hopethat | get it right. | am fated
to change the history of Xanth, and this may be the occasion. | hopeto changeit aslittle as possible.”

Pyra sent an obscure glance a him; Surprise recognized it because of her recent experience with the Guilt
Trip. What was on her mind? But Che was dready focusing on the problem. "L et me examine each of



these closdly. Please magnify thefirg.”

Thefirg picture expanded to fill the screen. "Please focusit on something with which | am familiar, like
the throne room of Castle Roogna."

The throne room appeared. There was King Dor, Queen Irene, and a centaur just being ushered into the
roya presence. "That is Charles Centaur,” Che said. "1 know him; heis sensible, honest, capable, and
sdwart.”

Surprise laughed. She hadn't done that in awhile. "Haven't you just described al centaurs?”
"And not prejudiced against crossbreed centaurs, such aswe winged ones," Che added.
"That cutsthe list down considerably,” Surprise agreed.

"Turn on thesound," Che said.

The sound came on. "We have an awkward problem at Centaur Ide," Charles said, evidently answering
theking's query.

"Tough udders, horse-foot!" the floor said. The king'stdent wasto talk to the inanimate, and haveit
answer, and it tended to talk too much in areas he frequented. "Y ou uppity centaurs can just go—"

Queen Irene tapped one foot warningly, and the floor was abruptly silent. Shewas still shapely, with
excdllent legs despite her age.

Che amiled. "She dways did know how to keep the talking inanimatein line. Her Sorceresstaent isto
grow plants magically swiftly, but any object on the ground knows better than to peer up under her sKirt
and say haf aword about panties.”

"Whichisjust aswel," Surprise agreed. "The inanimate tends to be crude, loud, and not very smart.”

"Of coursewe will help in any manner we can,” King Dor said. "We vaue our good relationswith
Centaur Ide, though as you know, we aso maintain them with the winged centaurs.”

"Yes, and | for one approvethat,” Charlessaid. "Thisisarather different matter. We have discovered
that ageologica fault is causing Centaur 1deto drift away from Xanth."

"Whosefault?' Irene asked.

"ThisisaMundaneterm,” Charlessaid. "It refersto acertain stress and dippage in the ground that can
cause the landscape to rearrange somewhat. If this continues, it will intime remove our 1de from Xanth.
Wedo not desirethis.”

"Maybe our daughter 1o can help,” Dor said.

"Next," Chesad.

"What's wrong with thisone?' Pyra asked.

"In our redlity, their daughtersare lvy and Ida. Thereisno l0."

"That'sright," Surprise agreed. "Y ou're correct; that can't be ours, though it looks the same.”

The second redlity expanded. The scene wasthe same. "But Ivy'staent is Enhancement,” Charles said.



"We don't want the fault enhanced.”
"Thismay be ours,” Surprise said.

"Y ou centaurs will have to face an unpleasant redlity,” King Dor said. "Only magic will halt this process.
Ivy can enhance the magic in the centaurs so that they can oppose the fault.”

"Magicin centaurs!" Charles said, shocked. "Thisis obscene.”

Queen Irene smiled. "To us, the open display of certain natural functionsis obscene, but we have learned
to accept it in centaurs.”

"Just as we have accepted magic talentsin humans,” Charles agreed. "But we don't ask you to violate
your sexua scruples, and don't expect you to ask usto violate our magica ones.”

King Dor sighed. "Then perhaps we can contact Demon Litho. He should have the ability to solve your
problem, if he caresto.”

"I remember Demon Litho," Charles said. "Hisforceis Mdding, which means combining at the atomic
levd."

"Atomic?' Irene asked.

"Another Mundane term,” Charles explained, "aswe lack an equivalent magical concept. Helost a
Demon game millennia past and was forced by the Demon Xanth to meld hisworld with Xanth'sworld,
underneath. That allowed the volesto leave Litho and enter Xanth. His force also affects the formation of
magic dust. But how could he save Centaur 1d€?

"He could meld the underlying rock of Xanth with that of thelde," King Dor said. "Thus preventing the
Idefrom departing.”

"Thisseems promisng,” Charlessaid.
"Thisredity seems promising,” Surprise said.
"Yesit does,” Che agreed.

"I think not," the peeve said.

They turned to the bird. "Not?"

"Why aren't theinanimate things talking?"

The peeve wasright: the floor and furniture should be putting in their annoying remarks. "Dor must have
another talent,” Che said.

They tried thethird picture.

"How do we contact the Demon Litho?" the centaur asked.
"Thisisnot an easy thing, Charleton,” Kind Dor said.
"Oops," Surprise said.

They tried the fourth picture. "It can be done," King Dor said. "However—"



"Now comesthe kicker," the throne said. "Kick the centaur in the—"
"Tall," Irene said warningly, tapping her foot. "Or I'll shrink you into kindling.”
"She shrinks things?" Surprise asked. "Ingtead of growing things?"

They went to thefifth picture. Surprise was becoming tense. Suppose none of the six fitted perfectly? Of
course there had to be one, because their reality couldn't have disappeared. Y et she worried.

" So the Demon will want some sort of payment,” Charles concluded. "Do you have any ideawhat that
might be?'

"We did have contact with Litho once before," Dor said. " Our impression was that he wanted an outlet to
Xanth proper, so as not to be confined perpetualy to the depths. We did not fed free to grant that, but
perhaps the centaurs will."

"What would this entail ?*

"Probably a centrd plaza he can use as an entry, and when he manifestsin hisusud giant form, some
centaurs should hasten to serve as his guides on the surface. We understand from the Muse of History
that his nature is somewhat imperious and violent.”

"We should be able to handle that," Charles said.

"Thereislikely to be asde effect,” Dor continued. "That melding will make Centaur 1de closer to Xanth
more than physicaly. It will become more magical. Centaurs who never evinced magic talents may do so

Charles stood Silent.

"What's the matter, horseradish?' the floor asked. " Smell something bad?"
"Likearat?' the nearest wall asked.

"Inyour hat?' the throneinquired snidedly.

Queen Irene lifted one foot high enough to ddliver a considerable ssomp, and the threat sllenced the
inanimate jokers. In the process her leg showed afair sght beyond the knee.

Finn's eyes began to swest. "That's someleg,” he murmured.
Pyraelbowed him. "She's sixty-two years old,” she snapped.

He pulled his eyes away with adight sucking sound. "Promise me you'll have legslike that when you're
thet old."

"l promise," the peeve said with her voice. The children sniggered.
"| think thisisour redlity,” Surprise said.

"We should check thelast one also,” Che said, recovering his own eyes as the queen set her foot back
onthefloor. "Justin case”

"l can't wait only longer. | want to get home with Prize. Please, can't we just go now?"

Chelooked around at the others. "Any objections?’



There were none. So they summoned the stork attendant. "Thisone," Che said, indicating the picture.

Then they walked out of the Stork Works. Everything looked familiar. Now that they had chosen,
Surprise was having second or third thoughts, averaging two and ahdf thoughts. Should they have
checked the sixth redlity?

Serenity turned to Che. "1 believe your destiny has been fulfilled. | hope the changein Xanth history is
minima. Thank you for rescuing me."

"You arewdcome" hesad.

She became the huge Simurgh, spread her wings, and took off. In three quarters of amoment she was
gone.

"That'sonebig bird," the peeve said. It seemed that it was unableto field agood insult for abird that
awvesome.

A stork gpproached Stymy. It was Stifle, who had been officer of the day at the Information Office. "It is
good to see you again, Head Stork."

Surprise was astonished. "Y ou are Head Stork? | thought you were just aroutine delivery stork with a
troubled record.”

"It would be complicated to explain,” Stymy said. "But | oweit to you. Y ou have my deepest
appreciation.”

"But | didn't do anything for you," she protested. ™Y ou were the one helping me."

"It waswhat you didn't do,” Stymy said mysterioudy. "Beieve me, you will never have a problem with
any future ddivery." Heturned to Stymie. "And you will be my consort, of course, with authority beyond
any other ork. I am truly glad to have found you."

"l an glad too,” Stymie said. They clicked beaks.

"What birdbrained mush,” the peeve remarked.

"Now if you will excuse me," Stymy said to the others, "I have abusinessto attend to."
"Of course" Surprisesad faintly.

The two storks departed back into the Stork works.

"Do you need trangport to Lion Mountain?' Che asked Pyra.

"No, thank you kindly. Finn and I will make our own way there, and wade through the swamp. But—"
She hesitated.

"Thereissomething el se?'

"After you make your settlement with Surprise, will you come and make it amilarly with me? Finn will
understand.”

Che stared at her. "'l don't understand.”

But suddenly Surprise did. "The love dixir! When you crossed with him you got splashed!™



"Something likethat," Pyraagreed. "I do not wish to interferein hislife, but the effect lingers until abated.”
"l can't commit to that,” Che said.

"Perhaps not," Pyraagreed sadly. "But you do know where to find me, if there should be occasion.” She
turned to Surprise. "I'm glad you prevailed. Y ou may never know how important your victory was."

"But al | did was recover my baby."

"That too." Then Pyraand Finn set off by foot on their own.

"I hateit when folk talk inriddles" the peeve said.

"Dont wedl," Che agreed.

That left Che, Surprise, and the three children. "Do you wish to assume aflying form?* Che asked.
"I'mafradto.”

"Shesafradtofly!" Ted exclamed, laughing.

"Inamanner,” Surprise agreed. Her illicit passion for Che remained, and clearly hisremained for her. She
dared not assume afeasible form lest they both got carried away. How were they ever going to get rid of
thet?

"I believel can carry thefour of you," Chesaid. "If you will hold Woe Betide so she doesn't fall off."

"No need," Woe said. "The mission isdone." She fuzzed and became Metria "Come on, kids. I'll take
you domicile”

"Where, Mom?' Ted asked dutifully.

"Lodgings, habitation, house, dwelling, abode—"

"Home?" Monicaasked.

"Whatever," she agreed crosdy.

The two children laughed. Metriaglanced a Surprise. "Thank you for the babysitting.”
"Thank you for what Woe Betide did."

Then Metriabecame aball of smoke that enfolded them, and al three were gone.
"Weredone," Surprise said nervoudly.

"Almog," the peeve said.

"Perhaps,” Che agreed. He did not need to remind her that the demoness was not necessarily as absent
as she seemed. Shewas surdly quite curious about what Pyra had said, and wanted to see what they did
when they had the chance.

"Pleasefly mehome."

"Glady."



She got on hisback, heflicked her and Prize to make them light, and took off.

Wasthere aghostly sigh of disgppointment intheair?

"You know it can't be," Che said.

"I know."

IV

"I know," she repesated.

The peeve said nothing. It knew there was something, but that an insult would not accomplish anything.

That was al, externdly. They flew across the landscape to her house. Che landed and she got off, feeling
her weight recovering.

"Will you beal right?" Che asked.

"I hope so. Now go hometo Cynthia."
"l am eager to rgjoin her.”

"Asl amtorgoin Umlaut.”

"We do love our spouses.”

"Wedo."

He spread hiswings and took off, circling upward. She waited amoment, and when she saw him glance
back her way, she waved. He waved, then set off straight for hishome.

"Some day you will haveto tell mewhat's going on between you two," the peeve said.
"I'll tell you now: we waded through the love dixir together, but never consummeated the urge. Don't tell.”
"My besk isseded.”

Prize gazed at the peeve and smiled. It was asif the baby were rewarding the bird for its constancy. Prize
had become the most important human being in the peeveslife.

Surprise turned and walked toward the house she had |eft three days before, carrying her baby. All she
had done was recover the baby that should have been delivered without a challenge. Y et how much else
had happened a ong the way!

The peeve peered at the house. "That's odd."

As she cameto the door, it opened. Umlaut stood there. " Surprise! Y ou're home! | worried, but the
Good Magician said you were on aspecial mission and would return soon.”

"l was, and did,” Surprise agreed, kissng him. "ThisisPrize, our new baby."
"Great! | had thisweird dream that the stork got fouled up on your age. I'm glad that wasn't 0.”

Surprise kissed him again, then saw something odd. The house—it was the one she knew, certainly—but
it was facing the opposite direction. That was what the peeve had noticed.



Could they bein awrong redlity after al? One whose present was the same, but whose history and
conventions differed dightly? Wereillicit trysts feasible here? She shuddered, dismissing the possibility.
She must have misremembered about the house.

"Wasthe misson interesting, dear?"

"You haveno idea"

Author's Note

Sometimes | wonder whether it was amistake to turn 70. | had been living areasonably hedthy life,
egting well—by that | mean, following a hedlthy vegetarian diet—exercising, and in generd keeping my
body and mind in good order. But then things started going wrong. | devel oped a backache, and soon
after | passed 70, an X-ray of my spine showed severe degenerative disk disease. | had to have an
MRI—Magnetic Resonance Imaging—whichislike being dectronically diced into eighty thin divers, and
take physical thergpy sessions, where young women ingtructed mein various leg bending and stretching
exercises, and massaged my spine. | had afront tooth replaced by an expensive implant—and in three
weeksit fell out, and | had to have a bone graft there to serve as abasisfor areplacement tooth implant.
That will take months, meanwhile as| typethis, | have anice holein my face that makesfolk avert their
gaze, especiadly when | amile. It turns out that my prostate is dso enlarging; that may or may not be
mischief. | wonder what sort of physical therapy they havefor that?

At thistime Foridawas aso hit by four hurricanes. We have arepulsion spell to keep them away from
us, and that has worked well the past fifteen years, but maybe its batteries got weak, because Hurricanes
Frances and Jeanne headed determinedly for us and didn't miss by much. Charley and Ivan also took
dead aim on us but were diverted. Mae eyes do divert more readily than femae eyes. The spdll did
weaken the ladies power so dl we got were gae-force winds, but that was enough to take out our
electric power for aweek. We sweltered, and had to throw out our once-frozen or refrigerated food.
We flushed toilets by dipping buckets of water from the pool, and ate ambient-temperature meals. We
visted our daughter to get showers, asit does get ginky tiresome to be grubby for aweek.

So much for my deteriorating persond life. Of course thisnovel remained in stasi's, because my notesand
text were locked in the computer. | did make penciled notes covering the midsection, though. When the
power returned—ah, relief!—I caught up on backlogged correspondence and resumed writing, and did
manage to complete the novel on schedule, as can be seen.

Now before you say that | did lose some marbles from my hollow skull, let me explain that yes, | know
thereis no reference here to the feeding of a newborn baby, and that babies don't smilein thefirst few
days, unlessthey're having gas pains. They don't go for days without having naturd functionsthat require
digpers and cleaning up. Neither do they recognize green birds and say "Coo!" | have to make something
clear: thisis Fantasy. If astork brings a baby, instead of the more messy procedure they seem to prefer
in Mundania, surely that baby can prosper without having to be fed in away that might freak out more
conservative readers. Okay?

Of course there were one and a hdf dews (trandation: about 175) of reader suggestions, and | did my
best to use them up, with certain exceptions. Somefit so well for the next novel, Air Apparent, that |
reserved them for that. Some related to the children of characters who do not appesr inthisnovel, so |
saved them for when they can appear onstage, asit were. But the rest were used, up through about
SapTimber 2004. | regret that some excellent ideas were given short shrift, Smply because there are
more good ideas than room in the nove. The development of reader-suggested charactersinto significant



ones, such as Azaleaand Pyra, was mostly random; they were there when | needed characters.

Hereisthelist of credits, in the gpproximate order of usein the novel. The occasiona @ symbols denote
the email names of contributors, when | lacked their mundane monikers: Title Stork Naked froma
Looney Tunes cartoon, and story of aforgetful ssork—Barbara J. Hagman. Demon Ted and DeMonica
as main characters—Jeannette Nelson. Adult Conspiracy started with lvy—Darryl R. White. Summoning
spots on the wal to analyze—Sabbir Muhit. Spoken words become tangible shapes for art—

Susan Cormier. Lighthouse—Michad Irdan. Tdent of summoning flying rugs, conjuring ussful dixirs,
showing what's happening to someone in a hologram—Erin McKee. Talent of confuson—Sonja. Liquid
of beer-barrel tree cures ablue nose—William Bennett. Talent of granting wishes only for those with
wishes for others—Glenn Mundee. Pleasant Tree—Bailey@. Ash Tree—Ashley Leonard. In-fan-tree,
with its unusua fans—Rochelle Boku (Chelle Bell). Ann Serr with the answer—Susan K. Holt. Gross
Prophet—Jon Conyers. Thesaurus gives Metriawords—Max Jenkins. Dydexicon—Adam Bracken.
Unclear missives of Cuba—Da e Smith. Woe Betide as a character, Smurgh missing, Phrases becoming
litera—Nickelle Ismert. Woe Betide as match girl with magic matches—Marvin J. Cox. Demon Ted
puts reverse wood on stork—Gina Joven and family. Demon Ted part of a hostile takeover of the Stork
Works—Ted Ball. Storks summon the Man—+phillip J. Houx. Gold, Silver, Copper, and extinct Ivory
Coasts—SMoon Woman. Stork |oses baby's name in forget whorl—Roxanne Gill. Stork-eating
monster—Timothy Ferguson. Lazy storks attach talent to body instead of soul, Punapple Pie—Carolyn
Bolger. Stork nestsin Iberian cathedras—Crysta Purcell. A kissthat haf-summons the stork—Matthew
Predey. F-Bomb makesfolk explode with profanity—Vincent Champeau. Azaes, raised by flower
faries—Aaron Ellis. Lion Mountain—Al Horton. Pyra—Bailey. Lotuswho taksto flowers, Celest
summoning faling sars—LauraMunion. Taent of growing plants on animas—Phun Pun. Taent of the
vaidity of numbers—Dawn Queen. Punderground—John aTolle. Stopwatch—Joey Morris. Square
Mea—Terese Couture. Baby Shower—L ars Cook. Werehouse, Hair Die—Dorian Jensen. Iron
Knees—Adam Kestle. Eyer—Coleen Fleshman. Kidnapper—Anne Berlioux. Olive Y ew—L.ittle
Sdfiéou. Infant Tile, Penned Ants, Juven Ide, Bellied Ants, Adam Ant, buzzard, Rose Quartz—Anna
Bryant. Congenid Tea—Da e Brown. Age Spots—Summer Wilson. Thefaun & nymph game—Rachita
Jain. Pun Gents—David J. Barone. Escape Root—Greg Biscoping. The Loch Ness Monger's
sblings—Spader Dunno. Twins Kat and Frosteind—Cooper and Bernadette. Talent of making any
drink from any liquid—Zach Brenske. Wade, who wades through any depth of water—Wade Moriarty.
Imp Otence—Joe L esther, Ledlie Patterson. Weed Whacker—Jessica Davis. Backpack,
diskette—Kayla Michelle Swenson. Talent of being harmed by words, not physical things—Sarah
Husbands. Com Plication—Joanne Tesser. Pete Za—Gabe Pesek. Aaron placing wingson
objects—Curtis White. Nikki and Clarabelle—Carmin Rose. Dave—Bob Seaman. Billy
Applegate—Joshua Watson. Philomena"Mena'—Sherylina & Deborah Leonardi. Ass Fault—Wade
Svec. Chasta—Barbara Spencer. Razor Glade—Rachel. Gordian Nut—Gary Appenzeller. Demon S
cross-dressng—Stephanie Lindlief. Mountain Peeks—Katie Van Brunt. Cash Shoe—Jay Y aes. Tooth
Brush—Candace Heath. Goof Ball—BreannaKay. VVooDoo talent—Emioprotector967. Soap
Box—Bridgette Allen. Magic pills—Brian Cuz. Sted Wool—De Branham. Rows Seeds—Alis.
Spunky Dog—Joshua Watson. Hercules Dog—K ristinaHaydee Rivera. A gtitch inthyme saves
Nine—Ryan Robert Richardson. Being spotted—Bobbi Nunn. Spoonerismsin Xanth—Kermit
Schegffer, relayed by Dave Pierce. Roseate spoonbills uttering spoonerisms—Carol Jacob. Sophia
|sadora—L aura Stansdll. Devin McClane Kowalick—Rachd Kowaick. Thinnet—David Kaplan.
Ark-hives—Nehemiah Lewrd. Invest-i-gators—Stephen English. Taent of repressng asingle memory in
someone—Summer Le Shidler. Barbie Que—Elihu Hernandez. Ten-tongued wolf/ram
(tungsten)—Mike Bennett. Hidey, who hides—Ethan Suntag. Taent of interpreting dreams—Lydia
Nelson. Denizenslive in dens—Kevin. Metria's Buick Rock—Stephen and Padraic Kenny. High C,
middle C, low C—Damire 249@. The Mariner—Jason Rashid Floyd. Diana—Daphne Johnson. Dark



and Stormy Knight—Albert J. Galant. Chaska, humarn/demon girl—Brianna & ChrisHaining. Vitamin
Sea—Michad Y barra. Challenge and Chellony Centaur—Amanda Howard. Who assignstalentsfor late
adults?—JesscalLee Minor tentsof Trent's soldiers—Ed Starr. D. Flate neutrdizing Filly
Buster—Gabe Pesek. Lazy bone curesWORK ethic curse—Robert Pickthdl. Diary/diarrhea
plant—Christopher Walsh. Magic/M undane (manic/depressive) cycling—Jm Seawright. Tdent of
reading minds only when people are thinking bad or evil, talent of switching locations with another
persorn—MonicaMarie Ruiz. Fingersthat shave off hair—Jason Vasguez. Fannie's Fans—Kelley
Huston. Chicken Pox—Timothy Pierce-Tomlin. Lice make a person lie—Y asir. James controlling
sunbeams, Scott dematerializing aloms—Tim Jorgenson. Lliane and Llianamaking illusonsred or red
thing illus on—Rebecca Heath. Jean Poole and her ancestry—Robbie Demko. Fairy Tails—Jeff
Steinbrugge. Pummelgranites—Timothy Fox. Explanation for Surprise'staents, twin ssterswho make
anything grow on trees, or switch Xanth and Mundane trees—Courtney Loose. Donad, Dolph and
Nada's son—Sam Blanchard. Guilt Trip—Devonia Newsom. Punk Rock with bad attitude—Gary
Bushman. Sick Leaves—Calin Virshup. Circle Drive and fork—Elijah Reynold. Blonde centaur/unicorn
crossbreed—Eylsa Brenner. Prime Monister—Ryan Bennett. Cassy and Caitlin Centaur—Caitlin
Elyssabeth Harris. Mt. Pinatuba on amoving saucer—Jason Kincaid. Mustard seed's amount of faith
moved Pinatuba—Steve Fisher. Akimbo who makes tangles, Extricate who sorts out tangles—Ryan
"Ogre" Johnson. Teddy Bare, who makes folk naked—Ryan Bennett. Arlis, dwayscdled by a
nickname—ArlisMonzeglio. Taent of tying thingsin nots—Susan Gingrich. Skyla—misiress of the
sky—Agent Llyr. Mirandaand dog Old—MariaAlinaGarcia. Tdent of making folk freak out—Tish
Overdl. Tdent of figuring things out—Sonya Hylton. Ability to summon tsoda popka—Stephanie
Howard. Cadence, winged centiger—Caitlin Grimdey. Tu-Morrow telling of tomorron—AnaNovo.
Ruth Sutpen and Amber—Chris Bymaster. Werecat with any human form—Raina"Tiger" Ned. Numb
Chuck with the nunchaku—Ethan. Leviathan with ef form and mass of whae—Levi Morrow. Evil
Sorceress siopped by achild beneath the Adult Conspiracy—Breanna Larson. Auth 'n’ Ticity verifying
things—Bailey. Iffy, creating magica items—Cynthia R. Haynes. Levi who conjures forget whorls—L evi
Morrow. Taent of changing the environment with her emotions—DinaBurgess. Night mares have shoes
made of magic dust—Stephanie Howard. Baby able to change appearance—Kaylynn Johnsen. Taent of
making people redly cold—Joseph Martin. Serenity, spreading peace—Serenity Wilson. Centaur Ide
drifting out of Xanth, needs magic—Timothy D. Koughan. Explanation for Demon Litho and the
voles—Jm Delaney.

That'sit, until the next. Harpy reading!



