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   “Hey!” he shouted as Pesino snuck up behind him and poked him in the ribs, just as she had done the previous night.  And just as he had done the previous night, he started forward, and fell into the water of the harbor.
 
   “Pesino!  That’s mean!  And I think it’s a way for you to flirt with me,” Marco said.
 
   Pesino’s head snapped back, and the smile on her face became a straight-lined pair of lips.  “And were you flirting back last night?” she asked as they stared at one another.
 
   “I was, a little,” he said slowly, wishing that he could prevent the words from emerging.  
 
   “And,” Pesino closed the distance between them, “do you remember our kiss?” she asked.  “Because I started it, but you responded, didn’t you?”
 
   “I did,” Marco’s voice was husky now, despite the cool temperature of the water.
 
   “Would you like to kiss again?  Would that be flirting some more?” Pesino inched even closer.
 
   Marco closed his eyes.  “I’m engaged to a woman, a good woman, a beautiful woman.  I shouldn’t do this,” he told her, hoping that he had the will power to resist.  His inhibitions against telling the truth had been stripped away, and with them he feared that some other inhibitions had been removed as well.
 
   “Is she a land woman, a woman with legs?  Is she close by?  Is she the woman you left behind at our village?” Pesino breathed the questions.
 
   “Mirra is my beloved, and she does have legs, as I do.  She is far away in Barcelon, and I’ll return to her someday, when all of this is done.  And though I think you are very attractive, I do not want to break her heart, Pesino; please don’t temp me,” he begged.
 
   “Am I tempting?” Pesino asked.  Darkness had fallen, Marco realized, and he could see the pale oval of her face, and the softly tanned curves of her bare shoulders, falling down to the waterline, where her flesh was partially visible through the opaque water.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Alchemy’s Apprentice Series
 
   1.       The Gorgon’s Blood Solution
 
   2.      The Echidna’s Scale
 
    
 
   The Inner Seas Kingdoms Series
 
    
 
   1.       The Healing Spring
 
   2.      The Yellow Palace
 
   3.      Road of Shadows 
 
   4.     A Foreign Heart
 
   5.      Journey to Uniontown 
 
    
 
   The Ingenairii Series
 
    
 
   1.       Visions of Power
 
   2. At the Seat of Power: Goldenfields and the Dominion
 
   3. The Loss of Power: Goldenfields and Bondell
 
   4. The Lifesaving Power: Goldenfields and Stronghold
 
   5. Against the Empire
 
   6. Preserving the Ingenairii
 
   7. Rescuing the Captive
 
   8. Ajacii and Demons
 
   9. The Caravan Road
 
   10. The Journey Home
 
    
 
   Also by Jeffrey Quyle
 
    
 
   The Green Plague
 
    
 
   For more information, visit the Ingenairii Series on Facebook, www.facebook.com/ingenairiiseries
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Echidna’s Scale
 
    
 
   Alchemy’s Apprentice Series
 
   Book 2
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jeffrey Quyle
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   Index
 
    
 
   Chapter 1 –The Nightmare                                                                     Page 1
 
   Chapter 2 – The Fall                                                                                    Page 9
 
   Chapter 3 –The Temple on the Isle                                                       Page 12
 
   Chapter 4 –The Caverns Below                                          Page 20
 
   Chapter 5 –Back In The Lion City                                                       Page 41
 
   Chapter 6 – Honesty                                                                                    Page 52
 
   Chapter 7 –Transformations                                                                     Page 68
 
   Chapter 8 – The Partners Come Together                                          Page 83
 
   Chapter 9 –Departure From the Lion City                                         Page 93
 
   Chapter 10 –The Amber Trade Road                                          Page 99
 
   Chapter 11 –Among The Pixies                                                        Page 115
 
   Chapter 12 –              The Pixie Story                                                       Page 127
 
   Chapter 13 –A Mountaintop Interlude                                          Page 141
 
   Chapter 14 – The Marriage Ceremony                                         Page 150 
 
   Chapter 15 –Honeymoon                                                                     Page 155
 
   Chapter 16 –The Lonely Road                                                       Page 159
 
   Chapter 17 –Adventure at Clovis                                                       Page 172 
 
   Chapter 18 –The Curse                                                                     Page 198 
 
   Chapter 19 –Negotiating a Trip                                                       Page 206
 
   Chapter 20 –The Blind Marchioness                                          Page 214
 
   Chapter 21 –             A Different Vision                                                        Page 231 
 
   Chapter 22 –              Arima’s Wilderness                                                        Page 235
 
   Chapter 23 –              The Echidna’s Cave                                                        Page 244
 
   Chapter 24 – The Unwinnable Battle                                          Page 252
 
   Chapter 25 – An Underworld Guide                                                        Page 262
 
   Chapter 26 – Alone With A Ghost                                                        Page 273
 
   Chapter 27 – The Memories Lost                                                        Page 275
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   List of Characters
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Marco, alchemy apprentice from the Lion City
 
   Mirra, Barcelon daughter of Coosie, mother of Sybele
 
   Glaze, Brother of Mirra
 
   Sweetness, cook at Sant Jeroni castle
 
   Sheafield, huntsman at the castle
 
   Perago, steward of the Sant Jeroni castle
 
   Porenn, acolyte on the Isle of Ophiuchus
 
   Algornia, alchemist of the Lion City
 
   Iasco, high priestess of the Order of Ophiuchus
 
   Cassius, Merman of Kreewhite’s village
 
   Pesino, Mermaid siren of Kreewhite’s village
 
   Mitment, guard on the Isle of Ophiuchus 
 
   Folence, Barcelon priestess of Ophiuchus
 
   Iago, sorcerer of the Corsairs
 
   Kilson, captain of the palace guard in Barcelon
 
   Constance, dress model in the Lion City
 
   Siplin, duke of Barcelon
 
   Sybele, infant daughter of Mirra
 
   Sty, alchemist of the Lion City
 
   Echidna, great mother of monsters in the north
 
   Asterion, minotaur guardian of the underworld
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   Prologue 
 
   (the story of The Gorgon’s Blood Solution)
 
    
 
                Marco was an under-achieving apprentice in a prestigious alchemy shop in the Lion City, one of the most powerful trading metropolises of the cities around the rim of the Great Sea.  On a fateful day, a strange, unknown elderly woman gave him a coin, and a threatening stranger frightened him into swallowing the coin.
 
                 Marco became suddenly proficient in alchemy, rapidly completing a complex formula and showing promise.  But before his promise could be realized, he was caught up in an unforeseen raid on the city by a band of brutal Corsairs, aided by a powerful sorcerer who traveled with them.  
 
                 Seeing captives destined to become slaves, Marco freed two girls he recognized, but was caught by the sorcerer and taken captive by the Corsairs as they fled from the Lion City harbor.  Out at sea, Marco discovered that the other captive held in the bowels of the Corsair ship was a merboy, Kreewhite.
 
                 Together, Marco and Kreewhite escaped the sinking ship in a storm, and landed on an enchanted island, Ophiuchus.  They became separated, and Marco found that the island was a center and a temple for a female cult of healing.  
 
                 Marco used his time on the island to befriend dolphins in the surrounding sea.  He left the island under a cloud of disapproval, and went to a medium-sized city, Barcelon, where he found work for a dying alchemy shop.
 
                 Marco healed and helped a young mother, Mirra, and then helped save the city from both a plague and a raid by the Corsairs and their sorcerer-leader.  He suffered a deadly curse by the sorcerer – who he killed, and then fought a bloody battle at the palace of the duke to overcome the threat of the curse.  The duke was so pleased with Marco’s successes that he made him a nobleman and gave him a castle of his own.
 
                 To be healed from his deadly wounds, Marco was taken back to the isle of Ophiuchus.  Afterwards, he returned to Barcelon, and journeyed to a remote mountain castle to finally be re-united with Mirra, with whom he had fallen in love.
 
                 
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 1 – The Nightmare
 
    
 
   Marco awoke in a cold sweat.  He sat up abruptly in the dark room, and he felt the cool air on his skin.  He had goose bumps, and he wanted to attribute them to the temperature, but it was more likely that they were the result of the frightening nightmare he had just awoken from, he realized.
 
   He turned his head to both sides, trying to penetrate the darkness of the bedroom, to visually confirm that there was no threat, no evil, within the room.  The gloom grew less dense as his eyes adjusted, and he could see all the features that were worth noting.  There was the wooden wardrobe on the right side along with a door and a table and a chair; the heavy curtains across the windows were on the left side – doing much to keep a brisk breeze from blowing directly through his room, but still allowing the chill to penetrate.  On the far wall was the fireplace, dark now with the extinguished embers of the banked fire, and the head of a bear mounted above it as a trophy on the wall.
 
   He was used to all those things, or he had grown mostly used to them.  After two months spent living in the luxury of the mountain castle, Marco was used to many things that he never would have even fantasized about prior to his arrival at Sant Jeroni.
 
   He was not used to the type of nightmare that had shaken his soul so violently that it had frightened him awake.  He was not used to the bloody body of Captain Kilson of the guard of the palace at Barcelon, rising from his grave.
 
   Marco had dreamed of walking through the woods on a hunting expedition, as was planned for that morning.  In the dream he had entered a sudden bank of fog in the mountains, and then found himself alone, separated from the other members of the hunting party.   He called for Glaze, Mirra’s brother, a boy who wanted to be the huntsman for the estate someday.
 
   “Here,” a voice had called.  Marco had walked in the direction of the voice, and suddenly emerged out of the fog bank.  The end of the fog was abrupt, as if a wall separated it away in its own space.  Beyond the fog, Marco found himself walking in an endless cemetery.  Graves, marked by a wide variety of monuments, stretched endlessly towards the horizon.  There were numerous trees present, but like all the other trees in the forest, their branches were mostly bare, as autumn’s breezes blew the brown and yellow and red leaves to the ground.  Unlike the trees in the forest though, the trees in the cemetery look ominous and threatening without their leaves; they added to a sense of threat and decay in the cemetery.
 
   “Glaze?  I don’t see you Glaze,” Marco called out as he looked around the inexplicable cemetery.
 
   “He’s over here,” a voice had called from Marco’s right.
 
   Puzzled, Marco looked, but saw no one, neither Glaze nor the person who was calling to him.
 
   “Where?  Who are you?” he asked.
 
   “I am the future,” the voice answered.  “Come see me.”
 
   Marco held his bow and arrow cautiously.  He was not good with the weapon; he’d never shot an arrow before coming to the mountains.  The chief huntsman had been patient in teaching Marco the fundamentals of archery during the past several weeks.  Marco could hit the targets that Sheafeld the huntsman set up for him.  It helped a great deal that the targets stayed stationary, Marco had noted wryly to Sheafeld and Glaze as they continued to practice.  And now Sheafeld had planned to take the new lord of the estate and his future brother-in-law hunting for deer up in the mountains that rose behind the castle.
 
   So holding his bow and arrow, knowing that they would provide little real protection, Marco stepped around a tree and walked slowly in the direction of the voice.  He walked several yards without noise or incident, until the voice spoke.
 
   “You are here with Glaze now,” it announced.
 
   Marco looked around.  There were untidy rows of headstones, most of them too low for a person to hide behind.  Neither Glaze, nor anyone else, was anywhere in sight in the eerie light that seemed to flicker as clouds raced overhead, blocking the sun’s rays to varying degrees.
 
   “Glaze!  Glaze?” Marco called in his dream.
 
   “Down.  Look down,” the voice of the future told Marco.
 
   He looked down, and saw that the headstone he stood near had Glaze’s name upon it.  Marco stepped back in horror, and bumped against another headstone.  He glanced at it, and saw Gabrielle’s name, the widow who had opened her empty alchemy shop to him in Barcelon.
 
   Marco gave a cry and turned.  There was another gravestone immediately in front of him, and Sybele’s name was upon it, the infant girl who would be his stepdaughter come next spring’s wedding.
 
   “No!” he had shouted fearfully, and then he saw Mirra’s gravestone, and Algornia’s, and Phillippe’s, and then strangely, he had seen Kreewhite’s and Kieweeooee’s gravestone, though neither of the creatures of the sea were likely to be buried upon land.
 
   “Here, look here,” the voice of the future had called from a large tombstone that now appeared before him.
 
   Marco looked, and the tombstone had the name Future etched within the marble, but as he watched, the letters morphed, each of them changing and becoming something different, so that the name was Kilson, and then the earth in front of the tombstone began to rise and crumble apart.  And to Marco’s horror, the decaying body of Kilson climbed out of the disturbed grave with a zombie-like slowness, and drew its sword.
 
   “I am the future, the future of you and all your friends.  You and each of those you know will die, slowly and painfully, as the future catches up to you,” Kilson’s voice had sounded hollowly.
 
   Marco dropped his bow and arrow, and drew his sword as his frightening, dead opponent drew a sword of its own.  They began to fence, and despite the magical powers that Marco’s sword possessed, he suffered a constant barrage of small wounds, shallow stabs, and bleeding slices that forced him to retreat, step by step, as the murderous zombie pressed the attack, its odor of earth and rotten flesh adding to the horror of the nightmare he was trapped in.
 
   He took one last step back away from Kilson, and felt the earth beneath him crumble away.  He fell backwards, back into a hole dug in the ground of the cemetery, and he realized it was his own grave he was falling into before he even landed at the bottom of the hole and laid there, stunned into paralysis.
 
   Kilson gave an evil laugh of triumph, then picked up a shovel, and threw a shovelful of dirt down towards his face.  “You are on your way to the underworld,” he snarled.  “Never to return.”
 
   And that’s when Marco woke up.
 
   There was no going back to sleep.  He pulled on a pair of pants and a heavy shirt, then silently padded out into the hallway and closed his door behind himself.  He looked down the hall towards where Mirra and Sybele had a suite, tempted to go down to check on their safety, to see them sleeping peacefully, as he knew they must be.
 
   After moments of longing indecision, Marco went the other direction, then down the stairs in the tower that provided the only means of access to the bedrooms where he stayed.  The castle was not very defensible as a castle in many ways, but the single winding staircase access did provide maximum security for the bedrooms, the way Marco had imagined a castle would.  It had no great, thick walls, not even a moat, and it had too many windows, but it had that isolated wing with a solitary staircase where one could assume a defensive position.
 
   He passed through the great hall and the entry, then opened the door and stepped out into the evening darkness.  His breath made a slow-moving cloud in front of his face, and he looked up through the pure mountain air of the evening, and stared at the stars overhead.  Orion was high in the sky, and Jupiter was far above the horizon as well, both signs that dawn lay not too far away in the east.  He’d watched Jupiter during the late summer, as it had started as the morning star, and gradually risen earlier and earlier, until it now was a bright jewel high overhead by the time of sunrise, giving astrologers something to discuss with their customers.  He experienced a momentary flash of a memory of the astrology shops he had seen in the Lion City, where men with neatly trimmed beards had worn long robes and promised customers to tell their futures.
 
   Perhaps the sun was already starting to rise on the eastern lands, places such as the land of the Corsairs, far, far to the east, or even the Lion City, relatively closer but still east of his new home near Barcelon.
 
   The cold air remained cold, and Marco shivered, then turned and hastily re-entered the castle and went back to the back of the building.  He stopped in the kitchen and lit a candle, then went down to the subterranean chamber that he had appropriated for his own use.  The former cool larder, where the cook had kept root vegetables and smoked hams, had been turned into Marco’s own small alchemy workroom.  He didn’t know where the poor cook had been forced to relocate the dispossessed food stuffs; he only knew he now had the place he wanted for his dreams of dabbling in alchemy.
 
   With his candle he lit two lanterns and turned their wicks up, adding a cheery illumination to the space, and helping to take the last steps needed to dispel the discomfort he felt from the terrible nightmare.  He looked at the various items that he had acquired, the supplies and elements and tools and compounds, an expensive investment of his funds in order to give him most of what he imagined he might need to follow the formulae that roamed around inside his head, the alchemical instructions that were permanently imprinted on his brain, giving him the knowledge to mix together a cure for nearly any illness or physical ailment known.
 
   He needed more saltpeter, he saw as he sat at his desk and looked at the glass jars lined up on the wall behind him.  And more prismatic sulfur as well.  He needed potassium permanganate and he suddenly realized that he needed many ingredients, enough that he decided he would take a trip down to Barcelon within a few days to purchase the things he thought he needed. 
 
   He wanted to have everything he could afford before the snows started to fall.  The staff at the castle, and the local residents he had met, told him that the roads became impassable, or at least unpredictable, once snow was on the ground.  He had more money available to him than he’d ever had in his life – more than he’d ever even dreamed he could imagine having – but the steward told him that he’d need to hold much of it back for the spring time, when the crops would have to be planted, and his taxes to the king would be paid, and when he’d have his wedding to pay for.  Still, he calculated he could afford to indulge himself in the one luxurious habit he enjoyed, alchemy.
 
   Marco looked up at a dim corner shelf, where a small dark box held an even smaller container of gorgon’s blood.  Gabrielle had given the rare element to him, asserting that he would be able to use it better than anyone she knew.  He had placed the exotic material in his small laboratory, not sure when he might ever have to use its extraordinary characteristics; he held it mostly to keep it safe from others who might be looking for it, those who might seek to use it in nefarious ways.
 
   There were faint noises coming down the staircase, and he realized that the cooks must be in the kitchen, starting their morning routine.  He felt full of restless energy, with the horror of the nightmare receding in the background, and he felt hungry too.  He extinguished the lanterns and bounded up the stairs, opening the door to the kitchen and producing a shriek from the cook who was bent over the wood pile.
 
   “Lord Marco!” she exclaimed.  “You frightened me so!  I apologize for shouting.  I’m still not used to having someone down in the root cellar, I’m sure, my lord.  And you shouldn’t be out of bed before sunrise anyway.  You’ve got that nice big mattress to sleep on, beside which,” she added with a smile.
 
   “I’m hardly a lord, you know, Sweetness,” he told the cook, restraining a smile at the nickname by which the cook was universally referred.  “Can I bring in some firewood for you?”
 
   “Gracious me, Lord Marco!  You can’t be doing that kind of work, just because that lazy Nathin can’t get in here early to do his chores,” Sweetness protested.
 
   “I surely can,” Marco assured her, heading towards the door.  “I’ve been doing chores most of my life,” he said as he went outside, much to her consternation, and carried in several armloads of firewood that she nonetheless promptly used to heat up the fireplace and the ovens.
 
   He met Mirra at breakfast, and chatted amiably with her as they ate their breakfast.  The staff served them attentively; Marco had noticed that the staff members of both sexes doted on Mirra.  The men were drawn by her tremendous beauty, while the women were charmed by her amiable personality and her lack of airs, as she still failed to appreciate how extraordinary her appearance was, even after weeks of enjoying the benefits of the salve that Marco had applied to her.
 
   “Marco, I never did understand exactly who that lady was at the palace ball,” Mirra spoke up that morning, as he stared at her.  She was truly curious, Marco could tell by the reference, because he knew that the horrific events at the ball had terrorized Mirra, and made the dance something that his lady preferred not to discuss.  “The one with the odd,” she trailed off momentarily, “the one who seemed to be Lady Folence’s superior,” she explained.  Mirra’s manners were too delicate to mention the exotic, striped complexion that Iasco wore.
 
   “That was Lady Iasco, who is the leader of the whole Order of Ophiuchus,” Marco answered.  “She’s in control of the whole Order, so she is Folence’s boss.  She told us she came from a land far, far to the south, where I guess everyone has stripes like that.  Her brother did,” he added sadly, thinking of the sorcerer Iago.
 
   They spoke further about the Lady, as Marco recounted some of his experiences with her, before he finally decided to tell Mirra what was on his mind.  “I’d like to go to Barcelon to do some shopping for some supplies for my alchemy workshop,” he informed her.
 
   “Glaze was telling me he’d like to go back to the city for a visit.  Will you take him with you?” Mirra asked complacently.  She felt little desire to go to the city herself; the good life she lived at the castle was far, far better than any way of life she had ever experienced before, though like Marco, she tended to scandalize the staff by offering to help to do menial chores when she saw an extra pair of hands was needed.
 
   “Sure, why not take Glaze?” Marco responded.  He had enjoyed getting to know Mirra’s older brother during the time they had spent together at Sant Jeroni.  Glaze had become enamored of the life of a huntsman, and Sheafeld, the incumbent huntsman at the estate, had generously spent much time with the younger man, showing him a great deal about the duties and responsibilities as well as the pleasures of the position.  But Glaze would also enjoy time back in the hustle and busy atmosphere of the city as well.
 
   “We’re going hunting this afternoon, so I’ll ask him then, if I don’t see him before,” Marco promised.
 
   After breakfast Marco and Mirra went for a ride with the steward of the estate, as Marco asked to visit the villages that bore fealty to his estate, and after lunch Mirra remained at the castle with Sybele as Marco moved out to the find the huntsmen.
 
   Early in the afternoon, Marco further practiced his archery, then joined the dozen other men who were along with Glaze and he on the hunting expedition.  Just behind the St. Jeroni castle, the mountain landscape began to grow rugged as the elevation of the land rose rapidly, cut by numerous ravines and valleys.  The hunters split up into two parties, and Marco found that the men of the palace were expected to drive game out into the relatively open spaces for him and Glaze to shoot at.  It was meant to be as easy as possible for Marco and Glaze to shoot some game.
 
   And then they came upon a wild boar sow with a litter of nearly mature piglets.
 
   Marco and Glaze were walking along a game trail, with the others out in front driving the game, when there was a shout, and then a scream, and then a warning.  And then the angry sow was visible and charging directly at Glaze and Marco, with a portion of her litter running behind her.
 
   Marco fired off two arrows, both of which missed the angry creature, while Glaze struck her shoulder with an arrow that only raised her attitude from anger to viciousness.
 
   With her speed, she reached them before they realized, and she sank a tusk into Marco’s calf, then turned on Glaze as Marco fell backwards, and she began to attack him.  Glaze screamed in pain and fear as Marco pulled his sword free while still on the ground.
 
   He felt the confidence that the sword inspired in him when he held it going into conflict, and he ignored the pain in his leg to rise to his knees and – holding his weapon in his golden hand – he thrust the great shining blade forward into the ribs of the boar.  The animal’s angry squeals changed to sounds of pain and fear, and it turned away from the badly battered Glaze to fight against Marco.
 
   Marco pulled his sword free as the sow swung around, but he took a tusk in his gut as he stabbed straight down through the animal’s shoulder, and his enchanted sword found a path through the flesh of the boar so that it could stab directly into the heart of the beast, as the half dozen piglets in its wake scattered into the wildness around the scene of the fight in response to their mother’s sounds of pain and fear.
 
   The boar collapsed, dead.  Marco collapsed, seriously injured, and Glaze lay on the ground in great pain, only semi-conscious when the rest of the hunting party hastily arrived at the bloody spot in the forest.  The men immediately hoisted Glaze and Marco on their shoulders and carried the two men back towards the castle in a hurry, fearful that their lord might have taken a fatal wound.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2 – The Fall
 
    
 
   Marco awoke the next morning in considerable pain, with a high fever.  Mirra sat at his bedside, holding his hand and looking anxious and worn.
 
   “Did you spend the night here?” he asked faintly.
 
   “I did, dear.  You didn’t rest well,” she answered. 
 
   “And you swore to me that you wouldn’t come to my bedroom until we were married,” he teased her, reminding her of one of the conditions they had agreed upon when they reunited and decided to live in the castle.
 
   “Marco, be serious!” she exclaimed, lightly smacking his shoulder in exasperation.  “You are badly injured.  There’s a doctor on the way from Barcelon right now to look at you.”
 
   “How is Glaze?” Marco asked.
 
   “He’s walking with a limp.  The boar got him in both legs with its tusks, but not deeply.  You apparently distracted it.  It’s a monstrously huge animal!  The huntsmen all marvel that you’re alive, let alone that you managed to kill it with just a sword.  They use spears when they’re hunting boars, they mentioned.”
 
   Marco closed his eyes and rested.  “Would you go down to my workshop and bring me certain things?” he asked, and gave Mirra a list of the items he would need to create the healing powder that he suspected he needed as a result of his wounds.
 
   Mirra returned ten minutes later.  “Marco, there are no labels on your jars.  I don’t know which is which,” she told him apologetically.
 
   He momentarily cursed himself for not having labeled the containers.  He had told himself he’d wait until he had them all filled, and then label them all at once.  Which hadn’t happened yet.
 
   “Do you need them right now?  Is this something that can wait until you heal?” Mirra asked.
 
   “I need to prepare some solutions that will help me heal,” he replied.  He paused, and tried to sit up, then collapsed back in his bed, gasping from the pain that the movement had caused.  “Can you arrange to have me carried down to the workshop?”
 
   She looked at him with a worried expression.  “Your wounds look severe, my love.  I don’t think you should move any more than necessary.”
 
   “I can mix the necessary ingredients to treat the fever and the infection,” he told her.  “It’s what I need,” he added.
 
   “I’ll go ask Perago,” Mirra said with resignation, rising from her seat.  “He’s very resourceful; he’ll come up with a solution.”  She bent to give Marco a kiss on the cheek, and then she was off to find the steward of the estate.
 
   Marco grimaced in pain and lay back quietly then waited for an hour, dozing, until he heard the sound of several sets of feet approach.  Mirra led the way into his room, looking strangely pale, Marco thought.
 
   Perago came in behind her – a man who stood out on the estate because he was inches taller than any other man, and a quartet of men followed, holding a wide wooden plank and a coiled rope.
 
   “My lord, we understand that Lady Mirra has not been able to persuade you to remain quietly here in your bed and wait for the doctor to arrive,” the steward, a portly man of middle age spoke.  Marco nodded agreement.
 
   “If that is the case, we can try to take you out on a plank,” Perago promptly answered.  “If we go down the stairs, we’ll have to turn and twist the plank to get around the curve in the staircase; it won’t be a pleasant journey for someone in your condition,” he said, and Marco tried to envision the contortions the impromptu stretcher would have to make.  It wouldn’t be easy, he realized.
 
   “Or, we could tie you to the plank and lower you out the window, then carry you around to the back of the castle,” Perago offered, “if you don’t mind dangling in midair far above the ground.”
 
   “Marco, it sounds too dangerous,” Mirra warned him.
 
   “I have to have some compounds,” he answered gently, feeling the pain in his stomach from the damage the boar’s tusks had done.  “And I need to do it quickly,” he added.  “Take me out the window,” he told Perago.
 
   “As you wish, my lord,” the steward agreed.
 
   Ten minutes later the stout wooden plank had been tied beneath him and the coil of rope had been wrapped around him.  The four workmen cautiously lifted him atop the plank from the bed and moved to the window, where Perago opened the curtains and the glass, letting a cold breeze blow in through the wide window.
 
   Marco lay with his eyes open, watching the ceiling of his room cross above him as the plank was lifted and moved, until he was set down next to the window, and the ropes were adjusted for the men to use to lower him outside, and a pulley was erected on a makeshift arm that extended past the wall.  The plank was lifted again, and Marco heard Mirra murmur, “Be careful,” as the cold air swept around him, and the blue sky appeared overhead outside the window frame as the plank was pressed out, then turned, and stopped in position hanging in midair.
 
   “Larue, Hardes, you two go downstairs now to receive him,” Perago ordered two men, as the other two men still in the room began to slowly allow the plank to begin to descend.
 
   Marco looked upward and saw the window frame come in to view above him, as Mirra’s head and shoulders projected out, looking down at him as her hair hung around her face in a curtain on the outward side, the wind blowing it across in front of her.  She looked down at him as he descended in one small step after another, each small jerk of the rope inducing pains that made him flinch.
 
   “I love you,” she mouthed the words as he stared up at her, and he smiled in return.  Then he heard a cracking sound, and a look of horror crossed Mirra’s face as she held the hair away from her face and turned her head to look over at the wooden arm that held the rope carrying Marco in midair.
 
   The wooden arm fell, and the plank Marco was riding on fell rapidly, then he faintly heard the sound of men shouting.  And he remembered nothing else.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3 – The Temple on the Isle
 
    
 
   “Is he ever going to wake up?” Glaze asked.
 
   “His body needs to accept the healing we offer,” Folence answered.
 
   Those were the first words Marco heard.
 
   He opened his eyes and looked upward.  He recognized the ceiling overhead, the ceiling of the temple of Ophiuchus in Barcelon.
 
   “He’s awake!” Glaze shouted.
 
   “Sssh, for the love of God!” Folence angrily silenced the boy.
 
   Marco’s eyes drifted to his left, where he saw Folence’s familiar face, next to Glaze’s face, only Glaze had long hair and a habit draped over his head.
 
   He was puzzled, and tried to raise his hands to his face, only to find that his left hand would not move at all, while his right hand, the golden hand, fingers wiggled, but little else happened.
 
   “What is happening?” he asked, unable to make any sense of the situation.
 
   “Marco,” Folence said gently, “I’m so glad you’re awake.  We’ll do everything we can to help you,” she said with a sincerity and compassion that he had never heard from her before. 
 
   “Why am I here?” he asked.
 
   “Do you remember the boar hunt?” Glaze asked.
 
   Marco closed his eyes, and let his vague memories drift to the forefront of his attention.  “The boar gored us; it got me in the stomach,” he murmured.
 
   “And then they tried to move you out of your room, but the pulley broke, and you fell to the ground,” Glaze explained.
 
   “Your back was broken when you hit the ground,” Folence stepped in.  “You were brought here immediately and have been here several days.
 
   “We’ve healed the wounds the boar inflicted; you’re getting over that,” she told him.  “But a broken back is serious, Marco.  We want to send you directly to Lady Iasco for treatment,” she explained.
 
   “I can’t move,” Marco suddenly understood why he hadn’t raised his hand.  He tried to move his extremities, but felt no response, felt nothing at all.
 
   “The break in your back was very high up, and you are paralyzed,” Folence gently confirmed.  “But there is hope.   As you know – as you’ve experienced – the Lady Iasco can accomplish great things in the temple.  If you’ll agree to let us send you, we’ll have a ship ready to take you as quickly as possible.”
 
   Marco said nothing, stunned by the enormity of the injury that had befallen him.
 
   “Let’s get you to this island and healed up as fast as possible, Marco,” Glaze urged.  “The snows will be falling soon, and I know you want to be back there with Mirra before the roads are impassable.”
 
   “What other choices do I have?” Marco asked Folence.
 
   She gently shook her head.  “None that I know of, Marco.  The lady and the island are your only hope,” the priestess said quietly.
 
   “Can Glaze go with me?” he asked.  He wanted another male along on the trip; despite the openness Lady Iasco had shown, despite the protection Albany had given him, despite the care that the attendants at his last healing had given him, he desperately wanted to have another male along, to relieve his sense of isolation on the island of women.
 
   “Marco!” Folence answered sharply.
 
   “You’ve already got him dressed as a girl to come here,” Marco spoke immediately, then paused to gasp.  Breathing was harder than he realized.
 
   “I’ll go with Marco,” Glaze spoke up.
 
   Folence’s dark eyes shifted from one to the other, and she said nothing.
 
   Two days later, they were aboard a special ship commissioned by Folence, carrying a female crew and the two passengers, and four days later the ship pulled into the harbor at Ophiuchus.
 
   “You need to shave before we disembark,” Folence told Glaze sternly.  The young man’s beard was scraggly, but apparent enough that Marco agreed there was no way he could pass as a female on the island that so jealously guarded against any intrusion by men.
 
   Grumbling, Glaze acquiesced, and by the time the ship pulled up to the dock, he was ready to demurely pass as a female nurse, and helped to carry Marco’s stretcher off the ship and onto the enchanted island that was the home and focus of the healing cult of Ophiuchus.  The small group passed without notice through the streets of the village, appearing similar to so many other pilgrims who had come to the island for extraordinary healing over the years.
 
   Marco rode silently, staring straight up at the gauzy material that concealed him from the view of those on the streets.
 
   He felt the stretcher travel and turn, and then it came to a stop, and he heard a knock on a door.
 
   “How may we help you?” a voice – feminine, obviously – answered the knock.  “The pilgrims seeking healing should go to the hospice upon the hill,” the voice announced in a kindly tone.
 
   The voice was familiar.  Marco recognized it, and tried to remember whose it was.  It was a younger voice, not a mature one like Albany’s.
 
   “This is no ordinary pilgrim,” Folence answered.  “I am the Lady Folence of the Barcelon Temple, and I bring a special pilgrim that Lady Iasco will want to see, and tend to personally.”
 
   “Yes, my lady,” the other voice said deferentially.  “I’ll show you to a room, and send a message to her eminence,” the other voice conveyed some doubt about communicating directly with Iasco, despite the polite words.
 
   Marco’s litter began to move again, and the material around him grew dim as they entered a building, then turned down a hall and came into a room, where Marco felt himself lowered to the floor.
 
   The material overhead was opened up, bringing a blessed taste of fresh air, cooler than what had been tented around Marco, and he saw Glaze thoughtfully bend down to wipe the sweat off his brow.
 
   There was a knock at the door, and then Marco heard it open before anyone within gave permission.
 
   “Folence, it’s good to see you, even under the circumstances,” Iasco’s voice sounded in Marco’s ears.  “I’d like you to meet my acolyte, Porenn.”
 
   Marco didn’t hear Folence’s reply, as his mind realized what voice he had heard answer the door.  It was Porenn, the pert girl who had walked down the mountain with him the first time he had arrived on Ophiuchus.  She had been exiled away from the village to stay away from him, he recollected.  Her exile had evidently ended, but he had returned to the island unexpectedly, and so now they were together again, in a sense.
 
   “So you’ve brought a surprise, have you?” Iasco’s face suddenly appeared in Marco’s field of vision, looking down at him with a look of momentary clinical detachment as she examined him.  A sad smile abruptly appeared on her face, and she spoke.
 
   “I’d like you to meet an old friend, Porenn.  Come over here,” she called, and the girl’s face also appeared a moment later.
 
   “Marco?” she exclaimed.  “What are you doing back here?”
 
   “He’s here to be healed, dear,” Iasco answered before Marco could, as the two faces stared down at him.   “We’ll need to accompany him up the Apex Temple of Asclepius starting tomorrow for a lengthy prayer vigil.  Would you go and alert Alcyone, Asterope, and their sisters that they’ll accompany us?  Tell them to pack for a week’s stay at the top.”
 
   Iasco’s face moved out of Marco’s vision, though Porenn continued to stare at him for a long moment more before she disappeared too.
 
   “As you command, your grace,” Marco heard Porenn say, and then he heard a door open and close.
 
   “I’ll have someone sent to arrange your lodging for this evening,” Iasco said.  There was the sound of the door again, and then silence for several seconds, until Folence spoke.
 
   “Things are going well,” she said, just as a knock on the door sounded.  Another servant began to make arrangements for them all, and soon Marco and Glaze were alone in the room, where they were to spend the night.
 
   “So this entire island is nothing but women?” Glaze asked when they were alone.
 
   “There are some sheep too,” Marco said dryly. 
 
   “And you better stay as quiet as a sheep, or quieter,” he warned.
 
   The next morning they were away shortly after dawn, walking up the trail that climbed the mountainside.  All the women who had accompanied Marco on his last trip up to the top of the mountain were along again, as were Glaze and Porenn, to Marco’s surprise.  
 
   Folence joined the group in the stable yard before they departed.  “I’ll return to Barcelon now, Marco.  You will be in my prayers.  I’ll send a message to your betrothed to let her know that we made it safely to the island and that you’re in good hands, and I’ll look forward to seeing you healthy and whole next time we meet,” she told him as she left.
 
   Marco’s litter was carried by the women, at a pace that he felt grow slower as the day passed.  He was stoic as the time passed and he could do nothing but look upward; he had spent days and days in miserable isolation, unable to control his body or his reactions to the world around him.  It was only the belief that Lady Iasco would be able to heal him that had prevented him from considering whether death would be preferable, something that would have been unthinkable before the terrible accident.
 
   The traveling group stopped late in the day, more than halfway up the side of the mountain, but not at any of the usual resting places for travelers, so that they were forced to stop at a spot without a built shelter, and set up sleeping arrangements under trees around a campfire.  Not long after the group began to gather wood for their fire, Marco heard Porenn’s voice – which he recognized apart from all others – scream.  He was anxious to find out what the cause of the alarm was, and he didn’t have long to wait.
 
   Iasco’s face appeared above him seconds later.  “Did you knowingly bring a male companion with you to the island?” she asked, her eyes glittering with a hardness that was not pleasant to witness.
 
   “He came at my request,” Marco acknowledged, hoping to prevent Glaze from suffering.
 
   “Bring the boy over here,” Iasco ordered someone, and Glaze’s face appeared among several others in quick order.
 
   “I asked him to come; it’s my fault,” Marco spoke up.  “I wanted a male companion, and Glaze is my betrothed’s brother.  Don’t punish him,” Marco said.
 
   “You know our rules,” Iasco replied.
 
   “And you know how punishing your rules are, how unnatural they are, don’t you?” Marco shot back.  “It doesn’t feel right.
 
   “But he is here for me, and only because of me, and he’s already here,” he added.
 
   Iasco pursed her lips, and glared at him.  “Leave the two men together, and the rest of you finish setting up camp,” she ordered brusquely, and the other women scurried away quickly to escape the heat of their leader’s wraith.
 
   “What happened?” Marco asked when no one else was around.
 
   “The young one, Porenn, spotted me answering nature’s call,” Glaze said softly, his face turning red.
 
   One of the women came over later and wordlessly delivered food to the two men, then they were left alone for the remainder of the night.
 
   The next morning they walked up the rest of the mountain without comment or incident, or any interaction with the others in the group.  They passed another group of women who were coming down the mountains, and by mid-afternoon they reached the summit of the mountain.
 
   “We will place Marco in the temple, and hold a pray vigil over him every night for seven nights,” Iasco explained to Marco and Glaze when they were settled into the hostel that accompanied the temple.  “A different member of our party will pray over him each night, and we will perform various healing practices during the days.
 
   “We’ll start with prayers tonight.  I’ll be the intercessor on your behalf tonight, Marco,” Iasco told the two men.  She seemed to have accepted Glaze’s presence, and said no more about it.
 
   Marco was carried into the temple, and silently laid on top of the altar.  He heard the door close, and the shuffling of feet momentarily, before Lady Iasco’s voice began to murmur from a location nearby.  He felt her hand touch his right hand, the golden hand she had re-attached to his body when he had last been in that very same temple, and he squeezed those fingers around hers, making her gasp.
 
   “Marco!  Are you healing?” she asked.
 
   “That hand, the hand that was cut off and then you re-attached, it did not become paralyzed,” he explained.
 
   “Ah,” she said softly, then began to murmur her prayers to God, calling for healing for Marco.   The disk of sky that Marco could view through the opening in the dome overhead grew red, then darkened, then became the night sky, sprinkled with bright stars, as Iasco’s voice continued to offer comfort in the sound of its repeated prayers for healing and mercy.
 
   He fell asleep to the sound of Iasco’s voice offering ceaseless prayers, as he felt her hands grasp his golden fingers, and when he awoke in the morning the circumstances were the same, except for the weariness that had entered Iasco’s voice as it huskily continued to pray.
 
   He heard the door open, and the prayers stopped, then he was carried out and taken to the room where Glaze awaited him.
 
   “What did you do while I was gone?” Marco asked conversationally when his bearers had left the two men alone.
 
   “I went outside and looked at the stars from the balcony,” Glaze replied.  “Porenn was there and we talked for a long time.  She told me stories about when you came here before, and how angry all the women were.”
 
   “They were angry,” Marco admitted.  “I had to have a guard to protect me.”
 
   “Porenn said you killed someone,” Glaze commented in a low voice.
 
   “I did,” Marco said evenly, just before there was a knock on the door.
 
   “The lady Iasco has commanded us to work on the champion’s left leg today, to prepare him for tonight’s vigil,” a voice said, and Marco was summarily carried out of the room to another chamber, where he received hours of attention to one of his legs, as he was laid sometimes on his stomach and sometimes on his back, or on one side or the other, as the women did things that he did not feel to his leg.
 
   That night he was taken to the temple again.  “I am Electra,” said the woman who prayed over him that night as he lay and stared up at the hole in the dome above him.
 
   The next morning Glaze told him that he and Porenn had climbed around the mountaintop together while Marco had been prayed over.  Marco’s right leg was treated that day, and prayed over that night by Celaeno, and the pattern repeated itself for the next three days; a part of his body was treated each day, and then a different woman prayed a long, lonely vigil with him each night.
 
   After the sixth night of the prayers, Iasco came to see him in the morning.  “There will be no treatments today, but when you receive your prayer vigil tonight, you will be healed, and ready to move on,” she told him as she held his right hand.
 
                 “I wish you the best of luck, Marco,” she said with an intensity that he noted.
 
                 “Is everything going to be alright, my lady?” he asked.
 
   “I think so, Marco, but it will be a trial before we find out,” she answered reflectively.
 
   “Why?  What is it that worries you?” he asked.
 
   “The prophecy,” she began, then paused.  “You don’t need to worry about it right now; you just need to be healed,” she told him.  She straightened up.  “I will not see you again on this trip, I can tell you that.  So travel wisely and well, my young champion,” she gave his fingers a squeeze, then released them and left his room, leaving him to ponder the portentous tone of the conversation, and to feel an inexplicable sadness for Iasco.
 
   Late that afternoon, as sunset began to approach, Porenn led two other women into the room.  “I will be your intercessor tonight,” she explained, as the women picked up the stretcher Marco rested upon.  “Glaze, you will join us in the temple this evening, by the Lady Iasco’s command,” she added as she sensed the unrest of the other women at the insertion of the unnecessary man into their holy temple.
 
   That night the three of them heard the door shut, and then Porenn knelt by Marco, as she began her earnest recitation of the prayers that asked for miracles, healing, and salvation.
 
   Marco looked up at the stars, and observed them in the same locations they had occupied after sunset every night he had been in the temple, and he watched the infinitesimally slow rotation through which they wheeled out of the narrow scope of vision that the opening in the dome provided.
 
   There was a sudden shooting star that crossed the sky above, and before it had disappeared, another followed in its wake, and then another.
 
   “Wow!” Marco murmured unconsciously, struck by the impossibility of seeing three such events in the same part of the sky virtually simultaneously.
 
   There was another flurry of the celestial phenomenon.  “Glaze, did you see that?” Marco asked aloud.
 
   And then the room flared with an intense flash of bright light, so bright that Marco shut his eyes, and heard the other two shout in surprise.  Porenn’s prayers stopped.  And all three occupants of the temple passed out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4 – The Caverns Below
 
    
 
   “Glaze?  Marco?” Porenn called out in the darkened temple, the first sounds Marco heard when he awoke.
 
   “Porenn?” he replied as he began to sit up.
 
   “Marco?  Porenn?” Glaze replied as well, also coming to his senses.
 
   “I’m up!” Marco suddenly cried in excitement.  “Porenn!  I’m healed!  I’m up,” he shouted as he slipped off the altar and looked around in the darkened temple.  He saw Porenn standing on the other side of the altar, and Glaze off to his right, shadows that were visible in the starlight that came through the opening in the dome.
 
   The three of them met in a hug in which they all wrapped arms around each other and she squeezed tightly, as Marco felt tears running on his cheek, tears of joy at his extraordinary recovery.
 
   “Look at me!” he said after moments of their three-way embrace.   “I’m whole again!”
 
   “We can go home,” Glaze said softly, happily as they broke their clinch.   “Porenn, you should come with us to see Marco’s castle!” he impulsively declared.
 
   She shook her head ruefully.  “I’m sure it’s a wonderful place, but I’m not supposed to leave the island, as you may not know,” she told him.
 
   “But I can certainly leave the temple and go back down to the village with you,” she told him with a smile.
 
   Marco felt a note of something peculiar tickle the back of his mind.  He looked around the temple, thinking of the times he had been in the temple before, and how he had left when he had last been healed there.   He remembered the Lady Iasco’s words of farewell, her prophecy that she would not see him upon his departure.  “Can you tell me how we’ll leave the temple?” he asked Porenn.
 
   “We’ll go down the trail on the mountainside, just as we did when I walked you down, holding that sword between us,” she grinned.  “Except I don’t imagine we have to hold the sword this time, do we?”
 
   “Can you tell me how we’ll get out of the temple itself?” he asked.
 
   She looked at him, puzzled, and pointed in the direction of one side of the temple.  “Through the door,” she glanced over.
 
   “Glaze, go see if there’s a door to open,” Marco said as he leaned back against the altar.  He felt a reckless surety that he knew what was going to happen, his spirits buoyed by his return to health.
 
   “Of course there’s a door,” the young man retorted, as he stepped lightly across the floor.  “The way we came in, remember?” he said, his words trailing off in confusion as he stood close to the shadowed white marble wall, his hand running across the stone in search of evidence of the doorway he knew had existed.
 
   “Where is it?” he asked softly, as he slowly stepped both left and then right, searching for some seam or crack or evidence of what he could not find.
 
   There was a grinding sound on the far side of the temple, and all heads turned.
 
   “The last time I was here and healed,” Marco said softly, brushing past Porenn as he circled around the altar to approach the back wall of the temple, “I did not go out a doorway.
 
   “I had to climb down through a cave to leave by the same way I initially came here, when I met Porenn the first time,” he explained as he reached the spot where a dark line outlined a panel that was ready to be opened.  He pressed against the marble stone and made the crack widen as the panel easily slipped to the side.
 
   “This is the way we need to leave,” he told them.
 
   “Where does it go?” Porenn asked in astonishment, as she and Glaze walked over to Marco together.  “Does it go to the underwater temple you told me about?  I didn’t really think it existed,” she admitted with a sly smile at him.
 
   “Come down with me and I’ll show you,” Marco answered as he stooped to pass through the low opening, and left the temple behind.  Glaze and Porenn stood momentarily together in the temple, and looked at one another, then Glaze shrugged his shoulders, and motioned for Porenn to go first.
 
   She stooped down and went into the cavern, followed by Glaze, and they cautiously stepped over to where they could vaguely see Marco sitting on the edge of the opening to the chute that led downward through the rocky mountain.
 
   “I don’t know if I should do this,” she spoke tentatively.  “I think that maybe I should just wait for the temple to be opened in the morning.”
 
   “It’s too late for that,” Glaze replied.  He gestured back to where the opening to the temple had been; the pale square of marble had closed while they had their backs to it.
 
   “No!” Porenn cried in surprise, and she dashed back to the wall and began to feel it with her hands, searching for a way to open the wall and return to the temple.
 
   Glaze looked at Marco in shock.  “What happens to her?” he asked.
 
   “I think she has to come with us,” Marco answered softly.
 
   Glaze stared at Marco, then jogged over to Porenn.  He put his arm around her shoulders as he spoke softly to her for several seconds.  She glanced over at Marco, then she looked up at Glaze’s face.  A moment later she slumped her shoulders in defeat, and moved out of Glaze’s comforting embrace to approach Marco in the dim cavern.
 
   “Where are you taking me?  Why are you making me leave the temple?” she asked as she stood very close, her face just inches from his.  “Do I have to leave the Isle?”
 
   “I am not making you leave, Porenn,” he answered gently, moved by the emotion he heard in her voice.  “The spirit of your island has opened this door for us to leave.  I can’t tell you any more than that, except that this way out of the temple has some extraordinary experiences of its own.  The spirit seems to have plans for you.
 
   “Let’s go this way and see what happens.  You can still get back to the village from here, I promise,” he assured her.  He was confident that the local dolphins would be willing to transport them around the island to any place they wanted to go.
 
   Which made him wonder, as he looked up at Porenn and Glaze, where did he want to go?  Should he go back to the village too, to face the hostile women?  Should he have dolphins carry he and Glaze directly back to Barcelon, going all the distance through the water?  It was sure to be a colder journey during this time of the year, and he doubted Glaze had ever spent multiple days immersed in seawater, which would be extremely uncomfortable, but at the same time it was a sure way to travel without facing the village disapproval.
 
   With a grunt, and a reflection that whatever happened in their journey, he was thankful that the powers of the temple had restored his ability to move, Marco set his foot on a protruding stone, and began to slip down the stony way out of their predicament.
 
   He descended five feet down, and saw Glaze dropping his feet down as well.  Marco went down several more steps, then looked up into the gloom above.  Glaze was visible on his way down, but Porenn was not.
 
   “Is she coming with us?” Marco asked softly.
 
   “I don’t know,” Glaze’s voice was filled with concern.  “I want her to.”
 
   “Ask her,” Marco told his friend.
 
   “Porenn?” Glaze immediately spoke upward.  “Are you coming with us?”
 
   “I’m afraid,” the girl’s voice softly floated downward.
 
   “We’ll catch you; we’ll stay beneath you,” Glaze said sympathetically.
 
   “That’s not the kind of fall I’m afraid of,” she answered.  “I love the lady Iasco, and I’m afraid that if I climb down there, I may not get back to the village.  I’d like to leave this island in some ways, but I don’t want to run away from it,” there was profound conflict in her voice.
 
   “I’m going to stay.  I’ll wait for the temple to open up and let me back in,” she decided after a long pause of silence.
 
   “What do we do?” Glaze asked Marco.
 
   Marco shifted his balance on the stones he rested on.  “We go on,” he said.  “At least, I’m going to go on.  If you want to wait with her, I understand,” he declared.
 
   “No, I came to be with you,” Glaze said immediately.  “Mirra wants me to help you, not the pretty girl,” he gave a rueful laugh.
 
   Marco remained in position for a minute longer.  He had a feeling that Porenn was supposed to be with them, but he couldn’t force her to.  “Porenn, we’re going to go,” he spoke loudly, facing upward.  “Tell your friends we’ve left, and tell the Lady thank you, and good luck in your future on the island.”
 
   He started moving downward once more, and after a pause he heard Glaze start moving as well.
 
   A moment later, he heard Glaze utter “Ouch!”
 
   “Are you okay?” Marco asked.
 
   “A rock fell on me,” Glaze answered.
 
   “Sorry,” Porenn’s voice dropped down between the stony walls.  “I’m coming with you after all.”
 
   Marco gave a pleased smile in the dark, then said nothing as he resumed the slow journey down into the cave.
 
   An hour later he came to a wide ledge, and stopped, as Glaze came down to join him, and then Porenn arrived seconds later.  He saw a smudge of dirt on her face in the dim light, and grinned at her as they crowded together.
 
   “Is everyone okay?” he asked.
 
   “Never better,” Glaze replied, while Porenn silently nodded her head.
 
   They resumed the long journey, and Marco stopped only once more along the way until they reached the flat level that led to the entry to the Bath of Asclepius.
 
   “Are we done climbing?” Glaze groaned.
 
   “Yes and no,” Marco answered.  “We’re done with the hard climbing.  We’ll have to go down stairs, but first we go through one of the great wonders of the journey.”
 
   “What is it?” Porenn asked, the first time she had spoken in the cave.
 
   “You’ll see,” Marco said as he led them forward, and then opened the door to the next portion of the cave a moment later.
 
   “What is this?” Glaze asked in astonishment as he craned his neck to see around Marco’s shoulder.
 
   “It’s a magical bath!  It heals you.  It heals anything and everything!  It made this hand come back to life after Lady Iasco reattached it,” Marco held up the golden right hand.  “You just walk through the bath and everything is better.”
 
   “What about our clothes?” Porenn asked.
 
   “Well, the two times I came through here, I didn’t have any, as you may remember,” he grinned.  “But if you take them off and carry them over your head, I think you can keep them dry.  At least,” he considered, as he looked at Porenn appraisingly, “Glaze and I can,” he evaluated her petite stature, as Glaze grinned.
 
   They eventually worked out a process for Porenn to undress outside the door and hand her clothes in to Glaze, who carried her garments over his head with his own.  The bath was wonderful, refreshing and invigorating for Marco and Glaze, neither of who had any injuries to be healed.  Glaze left Porenn’s clothes sitting dry on the ground after exiting the bath, then he and Marco stepped through the second door and waited for five minutes.  Marco’s golden hand tingled with energy, but he said nothing to Glaze about it
 
   “You didn’t peek, did you?” Porenn asked in a cross tone when she finally opened the door to join them, though both Glaze and Marco could sense the humor in her voice.  “That felt wonderful!”
 
   They journeyed comfortably on the rest of the trip through darkness and down the steps, until they came to the temple below the island, where the waters of the sea intruded into the underground chamber.
 
   “This is marvelous!” Porenn clapped her hands in glee upon seeing the temple.
 
   “Marco, you must carry out your mission,” the voice of the temple spoke in its unseen solemn tones.  “You go with my blessing, and my promise that there will be unexpected help when times are trying.”
 
   “Who said that?” Glaze asked in astonishment.
 
   “It is a voice, the spirit of the island,” Marco whispered to the other two.  “It has directed me before.
 
   “What mission, my lady?” he asked.
 
   “The Echidna – you must acquire a scale from the Echidna, in order to counter the evil deeds of the prophecy,” the voice told him.  Marco heard Porenn gasp at the mention of the prophecy.  “Take your companions, and journey towards where you first studied alchemy, to learn where the Echidna waits.”
 
   Half the jets of light in the ceiling expired, and the chamber grew dimmer.
 
   “What is it talking about?” Glaze asked.
 
   Marco looked up, waiting for further instruction.  “What about Porenn?  Should she stay on the island?” He asked.  “What is the prophecy?”
 
   There was silence.  “Am I supposed to leave the island?  Am I being exiled?” Porenn asked in agony, her good spirits from the bath dashed.
 
   There was no answer.  “Do you know the prophecy?” Marco turned to her to ask.
 
   “I do, I know the main parts, but not all the details,” she answered, looking down, her cheeks wet with tears.  More of the jets of gas were extinguished, and the chamber grew dimmer.  “But I don’t want to talk about it right now.  It can wait.  How do we get out of here?” she asked.
 
   “We go through the water,” Marco told her.
 
   The water in the temple chamber was warm, and the boys obediently looked away as Porenn handed her clothes to them, then waded through the watery passage behind them, occasionally holding onto Glaze’s shoulder and floating along when the floor of the passage dipped deeper from time to time.
 
   They emerged through the mist and came into the chillier water of the sea, as they saw sunlight ahead of them, and they stopped just inside the mouth of the cave entrance, looking at gentle waves that broke upon the rocks outside.
 
   “What do we do now?” Glaze asked.
 
   “We get ready for a long journey,” Marco answered soberly.  “We can ask the dolphins to carry us.  And we can either wear our clothes and wear them wet, maybe for many days, or we can just leave them behind and get new ones when we arrive.”
 
   “Arrive where?” Porenn asked.
 
   “The Lion City,” Marco answered.  “That’s where we have to go.”
 
   “The Lion City?” the other cried together.  “How long will that take?” Glaze asked.
 
   Marco lowered his face in the water and called loudly for dolphins, and specifically the ones he knew in the waters around the island.
 
   “Give me my clothes,” Porenn reached up and grabbed her garments from Glaze’s hand.  “I’m not going naked!”
 
   With a shrug, Glaze lowered his clothes to the water and let his shirt float on the surface as he pulled his pants on.  Marco did likewise, and was just tightening his pants when dolphin fins appeared among the rocks and approached them.  There was a sudden splashing of water as the dolphins greeted the humans with a flurry of flippers churning the sea’s surface, drawing a shriek from Porenn, who hid behind Glaze for shelter.
 
   “The royal wedding guest has returned!” Brewe exclaimed.  “We are glad to see you again.  What brings you to the waters of the enchanted place where the waters are interrupted?”
 
   “I was brought here to be healed,” Marco answered.  “I am better now, and I am under an obligation to go on a long journey to a far place on the land.  Can you assist me?”
 
   “Just you, or these others with legs as well?” Barrel asked.
 
   “All of us,” Marco confirmed.
 
   “We will carry you a distance, and seek for others who may be able to take you further,” Brewe offered.
 
   “That worked before,” Marco answered.   “I am grateful for your help.”   He turned to the other two humans.  “The dolphins will carry us through the water as far as they can, then other dolphins will take their place and carry us further.
 
   “I’ve done this before,” Marco assured the other two, who had skeptical looks on their faces.
 
   The dolphins each provided assistance to one human, and soon the small group was flowing across the surface of the sea.  “The coverings on your bodies slow us down.  They make you heavier than you are,” one of the dolphins complained.
 
   “The little human insists on wearing these clothes,” Marco explained.
 
   “Does it think to hide how small it is?” Porenn’s dolphin asked.
 
   “It is a female, and wishes not to present its body for we males to view,” Marco tried to explain.
 
   The dolphins all came to a stop in the water, astonished by his story.
 
   “What’s happening?” Glaze asked.
 
   “It’s Porenn,” Marco said with a grin.  The girl looked at him in surprise.  “I told them we were wearing clothes because she wants to hide her body.”
 
   “Well, I have to!” she cried in protest.  “Tell them that my church instructs me not to let evil-minded boys look at me!”
 
   Marco spoke into the water.  “She is embarrassed, and very small.  Perhaps we should move on.”
 
   “Can you teach me to talk to them?” Glaze asked as they resumed motion.
 
   Marco told the dolphins what he was going to do, then provoked constant laughter as the dolphins listened to the woeful lesson he provided to both of his companions.  The dolphins very quickly insisted on correcting the mispronunciations themselves, and the group grew friendly as the journey proceeded.
 
   “We have gone further than we expected,” Barrel told Marco much later.  “We were having too much fun laughing with your friends.  We will call for others to come take you on.”
 
   There was an affectionate exchange just a few minutes later, and the lesson continued with the new dolphins, who carried them until night fall, when another set of dolphins took on the duties of transportation and education.
 
   Late at night though, the stars in the sky disappeared behind clouds.  Waves and wind picked up, and the dolphins’ voices began to take on a different tone.
 
   “Is there a problem?” Marco asked.
 
   “There will be a storm, and we cannot take you down to safety under the water,” his dolphin replied.
 
   “Is there a place with land where you could take us?” Marco asked.
 
   The dolphin hesitated to answer.
 
   “Is there?” Marco repeated.
 
   “There is a place, but I do not know that we may take you there,” the dolphin said slowly.
 
   “Do not worry; our safety upon the land is not your responsibility,” Marco tried to reassure the animal.
 
   “It is not your safety I am concerned about; I do not think you are allowed upon this land,” the dolphin answered.  “It is the island of the mermen.”
 
   The mermen!  Is it where Kreewhite lives?  I am his arnelli!” Marco said excitedly.  “He has helped me before.  He told me I could come to his village if my situation was desperate.”
 
   A large wave crashed upon all three pairs of travelers.
 
   “This is perhaps growing to be a desperate situation,” the dolphin spoke.
 
   “What’s happening, Marco?” Porenn asked, curious about the extended conversation that she and Glaze could not follow.
 
   “Just a second,” Marco put her off.
 
   “Can you take us to the mermen, and let me call for Kreewhite?” Marco suggested to the indecisive dolphin.
 
   “We can do that,” the dolphin agreed, and he started swimming towards the right, giving Marco time to explain to the others what was happening.  An hour later he slowed down, as rain started to fall.
 
   “We’re close.  You should call for your merman friend,” the dolphin suggested.
 
   “Kreewhite!” Marco called aloud in the air, then he put his face in the water and called as well, in both the human language and then in the language of the dolphins.
 
   “Kreewhite, my arnelli!” Marco shouted again.
 
   “Who calls?” came a faint voice from off in the distance, the storm making it impossible to judge how close.
 
   “Kreewhite, it’s me, Marco!  My friends and I need shelter from the storm,” Marco answered, hoping his voice penetrated the sound of the rain and the waves.
 
   Moments later a shape rushed at him from out of the dark, and Kreewhite grabbed him in a hug as Porenn screamed in surprise at the sudden appearance of the merboy.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Kreewhite asked.
 
   “The dolphins were taking us across the sea, and the storm came along, so we started to look for a safe place to wait,” Marco explained.
 
   “Come into our village,” Kreewhite said.  He placed his head underwater and had a conversation with the dolphins.
 
   “We’re going to the mermen’s village to get out of the storm,” Marco shouted to his two companions, as the dolphins started following Kreewhite through the dark waters.
 
   The dolphins suddenly made a sharp veer to the left, then after ten seconds came back to the right, and suddenly the wind and the waves diminished dramatically in the dark, leaving only the rain as an indicator of the storm around them.  The dolphins went on, and stopped after another minute.
 
   “This is shallow water,” Marco’s dolphin told him, just as Kreewhite appeared.  
 
   “You can climb up on land here, Marco.  There’s a beach just ahead,” their host pointed to a slightly pale patch close by.  “And you can find shelter in the trees.  Our wise man says the storm will pass before sunset tomorrow.”
 
   Marco and the humans ran up onto the sandy beach, then entered the trees beyond.  The three of them huddled together in a soggy pile beneath a heavy bush that gave minimal protection from the rain.  They fell asleep fitfully, and then awoke when gray light penetrated through the canopy overhead at the arrival of dawn.
 
   Marco awoke first, fittingly, as he lay on the top of the pile.  He was lying partially on top of Glaze, who in turn was crushing Porenn beneath himself.  Marco cautiously stood up, and awoke the other two in the process, so that they opened their eyes and saw him standing above them in the misty light, as the rain temporarily lightened to drizzle.
 
   Porenn turned her head and saw that Glaze’s face was just inches from her own, and she blushed.  “We should get up,” she spoke to her companion, then sighed in relief as he stood up.  He offered her his hand and assisted her to her feet.
 
   Together the three of them walked through the darkness under the trees to the lighter area to the west, where the beach opened up, and they stopped walking and stood looking in astonishment at the once-in-a-lifetime scene that was displayed before them.
 
   The beach led down to a well-sheltered cove, one that was only two hundred yards across, and well protected from the sea by a spit of sandy land that held scrubby bushes on low sand dunes.    Within the circular waters of the cove, a large number of structures were built.  There were clearly homes – houses just as much as any village of houses would have been identifiable had they been on land.
 
   Yet these houses were built in the water.  Their walls erupted from the surface of the cove and rose only a few truncated feet before their roofs provided protection from the elements overhead.  They were built in a semicircle around the perimeter of the cove, absent on the seaward side, and their doors all faced towards the center of the cove.
 
   “What is this place, Marco?” Glaze asked.
 
   “This is a village of the merpeople.  My friend Kreewhite lives here,” Marco answered.
 
   “Have you been here before?  You really know mermaids?” Porenn asked in astonishment.
 
   “I don’t know any mermaids; I only know Kreewhite.  He’s a merboy,” Marco replied.
 
   “I think you’re about to meet a mermaid,” Glaze answered, pointing out into the water.  Two figures were swimming towards them through the strengthening rainfall.  One appeared to be Kreewhite, while the other was clearly a female.  As Marco made identification of Kreewhite, a curtain of heavy rain moved over the surface of the water and the visibility decreased dramatically.
 
   Marco and the others edged backwards, seeking protection under the trees before the heavy rainfall reached them.
 
   “Marco!” Kreewhite’s voice called, as the merboy reached the watery edge of the beach just as the heavy rain did.  “Marco, come meet my mother!” he called.
 
   “Come on,” Marco urged his companions, and they all ran down into the shallow water, holding their arms protectively over their heads, and achieving no real success.
 
   “Marco, this is my mother; Mother, this is Marco, the boy with legs who helped save my life!  He’s the one who fought against the sorcerer,” Kreewhite introduced.
 
   “Kreewhite!” Marco blurted out, suddenly remembering his later battle.  “I fought the sorcerer again, in a different city, and I killed him!”
 
   “You ended his life?  You are a hero!” Kreewhite said joyfully.  He splashed water high into the sky in a spontaneous celebration of the end of the man who had threatened and frightened the merboy so badly.  The splashed water disappeared among the drops that were falling wantonly upon all those at the meeting.
 
   Kreewhite’s mother noticed the discomfort on the faces of Glaze and Porenn.  “Perhaps we can invite your legged friends into our home, Kreewhite,” she suggested.  “I do not know that they are as used to the waters of the world as we are.”
 
   “Marco, that is our house over there,” Kreewhite pointed out into the cove.  “Would you like to come inside?”
 
   “Yes please,” Glaze spoke up quickly.
 
   “Here,” the mother said as she and her son rolled over in the water, “Grab hold of our shoulders and we’ll take you to shelter.”
 
   Just minutes later the whole group floated in through the doorway and finally found relief from the falling rain, as they settled into the main room of the home.  There was furniture, a number of platforms that were shallowly located just a foot below the surface of the water.  Kreewhite and his mother each floated upon such platforms, and Marco and his friends sat upon another, the water covering their legs and rising up to their waists.
 
   “Thank you,” Porenn spoke first when the humans were settled.
 
   “May we offer you something to eat or drink?” the mother asked.
 
   “Yes please, both,” Glaze spoke up immediately.
 
   “We have fresh water from the stream on the island, right behind you,” she pointed.  The three visitors turned to see several coconuts with fibrous rope handles hanging on the wall they were resting against.
 
   “Take them down and drink,” Kreewhite urged.  “We can refill them after the storm finishes.
 
   “We have some snacks as well,” the mother slithered off her platform and disappeared through a doorway in the small structure, then returned by the time Marco had unhooked and distributed three of the coconuts.  She had several compressed green ovals in her hands, and she distributed one to each of the guests.
 
   Each of the humans looked at them curiously.  “Go on, try them,” Kreewhite urged.  “They’re elchids.”
 
   “What are they?” Marco asked.
 
   “They are a traditional food among our people.  We make them mostly from seaweeds,” the mermaid explained.  “I cooked them just a couple of days ago.”
 
   Marco cocked his head in surprise.  “You cook?” he asked.  “Over a fire?”
 
   “Yes, we use fire to cook,” she answered with a playful smile.  “Is that so surprising?”
 
   All three humans nodded their heads, then Glaze began to nibble on the leafy oval.  “Hey, this is good!” he exclaimed.  “It tastes sweet.”
 
   Encouraged by Glaze’s test, the others ate their elchids as well.
 
   “Do you have a fire close by?” Marco asked.  “We would like to stand by a fire and dry ourselves in its heat.”  The others nodded their heads in agreement.
 
   “I could take them over to the firetable,” Kreewhite spoke up, looking to his mother.
 
   “You’ll have to gather wood for the stack,” she told him.
 
   The three humans all hung upon Kreewhite as he pulled them through the waters of the cove, as the rains diminished again, and they traveled to one end of the semicircle of structures, where a stone platform rose above the water, and a circular stone collar surrounded it just below the level of the water.
 
   The humans released their hold on Kreewhite and stood atop the encircling collar.  There was a pile of wood atop the platform, but it was thoroughly soaked wet through and through.  
 
   “Maybe there’s some dry wood inside the pile,” Kreewhite said hopefully, raising himself up and reaching into the stack of wood to feel the tinder inside.
 
   His face grew grave.  “It feels soaking wet everywhere,” he said.
 
   Porenn impulsively reached her own hand into the mass of wood.  “It is!  No, it’s not fair!” she began to sniff back tears, and Marco suddenly realized how stressful the whole journey must be for the girl – forced unexpectedly into exile, riding through the cool ocean water for endless hours, cold, wet, and now no fire when she had expected to feel warm and dry.  The girl had held up well – she was strong, he realized –  but he felt a sense of profound sympathy for her and the world-turned-upside-down she was having to endure in such uncomfortable conditions.
 
   He placed his own right hand upon the wood, wishing that there was something he could do to give her the fire she wanted.  He felt a sudden thrill in his hand, a pulsing energy that seemed to throb for a split second, and then there was a strong tingle, like a hundred insect bites all over his hand, and it flashed with a brilliant light that ignited a hearty fire in the wood on his side of the pile.
 
   He and the others all jumped back in shock from the eruption of the light and heat, and the others all stared at him in astonishment.
 
   “What did you do?” Kreewhite asked in amazement, as he floated in the water several feet away.
 
   “I, I don’t know,” Marco stuttered.  “It’s my hand,” he tried to explain.  “It’s special now, after the island healed it for me.  Do you want to see?”  He held his hand towards the others, who all instinctively jumped back, afraid that further flames might issue forth.
 
   “It – I – won’t hurt you,” he reassured them, hastily lowering the hand.  “I just felt that Porenn – all of us, I mean – deserved to finally feel warm and dry.  Come on everyone,” he gestured with his left hand, “come enjoy the fire.”
 
   The clouds overhead were growing lighter, and the western sky promised an end to the overcast.  Glaze looked at Marco and shrugged, then stepped back towards the fire, and held his hands out to catch its growing warmth.  Porenn stepped up beside him, then stepped even closer, and began to pull at the front of her shirt, pulling the damp cloth away from her skin and encouraging the fire’s heat to dry it out.
 
   That made sense, Marco realized, as he heard Kreewhite swim back towards them.  He pulled his shirt over his head and laid in on the edge of the fire platform to dry, and Glaze followed his example.
 
   “That’s not fair!” Porenn protested.
 
   “Why not?” Kreewhite asked curiously.
 
   “Because I can’t take my blouse off!” she answered.
 
   “Why not?” Kreewhite repeated.
 
   “Because then the boys would see me, see my, see,” she stumbled out of words.  “I just can’t,” she lamented at last, as Marco and Glaze grinned at one another.
 
   “Here comes the village,” Kreewhite observed.  “I don’t know if they want to see the fire or want to see the humans.”
 
   Several mermen and mermaids were swimming towards them, perhaps two dozen, Marco estimated.
 
   “What rules are you breaking Kreewhite?  Do you wish to be expelled from the village, or do you wish to see the whole village destroyed?” a large and mature merman asked loudly as he came upon them.
 
   “My lord, this is my friend Marco, the one who killed the evil sorcerer, the one who I escaped with after I was caught.  He is my arnelli,” Kreewhite spoke loudly and rapidly.  “You said once that if it was a matter of him not having a place to go he could come here.
 
   “He and his friends were riding with dolphins out in the sea when the storm came, so he came here for shelter,” Kreewhite explained.  “He had no other place to go.”
 
   “You expect me to believe that a legged-boy is friends with dolphins, and kills sorcerers, and just happens to come to our village to get out of a storm?” the village leader asked in a voice laced with sarcasm.
 
   “Yes, Lord Neptin, that’s all true,” Kreewhite answered.
 
   “And this friend of yours just happens to have the sorcery powers to start a fire with soaking wood?” Neptin asked.
 
   Kreewhite faltered, and looked at Marco.
 
   “My lord, I did start the fire, and it was with magic that I don’t understand, but please don’t blame Kreewhite for that.  We only came here to seek shelter from the storm, and we thank Kreewhite for letting us rest here,” Marco spoke up, conscious of the many sets of eyes upon him.
 
   “If you wish for us to leave, we will do so,” Marco added.
 
   “Leave?  Leave so that you can bring a shipload of human hunters here to destroy our village and murder our people?  We have only five villages of mermen left in all the waters that we know, because the legged ones like you have killed and murdered so many of our people,” Lord Neptin responded angrily.
 
   “No, you may not leave our village to go tell other humans where we live,” he thundered.
 
   “But I must go on.  The spirit of the island told me to,” Marco protested.
 
   “Spirit of the island?  There is no spirit to this island!  You tell wilder and more outrageous stories with each passing second,” Neptin denied him, and Marco saw that a number of stout mermen were slowly closing in upon the fire platform in a menacing fashion.
 
   “Not this island!  The enchanted island – the healing island – the Isle of Asclepius,” Marco spoke quickly.  The mention of the name brought a low rustle of voices as the merpeople whispered among themselves.  “That’s where I was told I had to do something, to find something, to go on, on,” he stopped, trying to think of the correct word.
 
   “On a quest,” Porenn spoke up.  “I was with him.  So was Glaze.  We were in the caves within the island and a voice spoke to us.  It told Marco to find something – a scale from a monster,” she said.
 
   “From an Echidna,” Marco explained.  “I have to get a scale from an Echidna.”  He stopped speaking, as the crowd gasped audibly.
 
   “Not from an Echidna,” Neptin spoke in a more conversational tone.  “There is only one Echidna –The Echidna.  She is the mother of all monsters, a great, dangerous, deadly and cunning beast.
 
   “You are on your way to your death if you are going to seek the Echidna.”
 
   “The voice would not send Marco on a suicide mission,” Porenn protested.  “He is a favorite of the isle.  He is the sign that the prophesized times are beginning.  And the Lady Iasco has been very good to him; she must think that he has a great role to play in the rest of the prophecy.  He cannot fail or we all will be doomed,” she spoke passionately, surprising Marco with her words.
 
   “How would you know so much of such things?” one of Neptin’s nearby supporters asked.
 
   “I am an acolyte of the Lady, from the Island of Ophiuchus,” Porenn answered.
 
   “This all seems preposterous – you are an acolyte of the island, traveling with an untrained sorcerer who is going on a suicide mission?” Neptin asked.
 
   “He is my arnelli,” Kreewhite spoke up.  “I know what the Corsairs of the sorcerer did to him, how they abused him.  He is the enemy of our enemy, and he is a good person, a friend.  He speaks and swims with the dolphins, and you know they would not help him if they did not trust him.”
 
   The fire continued to burn on the platform behind Marco.  He felt its warmth on his back, and realized that his shirt was dry from the heat of the fire.  He hoped Porenn was at least feeling drier and warmer as a result of the fire.  He hoped he could talk to her soon to find out more about the prophecy from Ophiuchus, which she seemed to know.
 
   “I will hear from the dolphins.  Let them come to testify on his behalf,” Neptin proposed suddenly, seeming to accept some of the outrageous claims that were being put forth.  “Call on them – call for the dolphins to come testify in your favor,” he directed Marco.
 
   “My friend Kieweeooee just married the prince of the dolphin pod in the waters where the sun rises,” Marco explained.  “Shall we call her to come all the way here from her home?   It may take days to send a message there and get her answer back.”
 
   “Tell me about this wedding,” Neptin suggested.  “I know a thing or two about dolphins.”
 
   “They took me across the sea for days to get to the spot where they held the wedding.  Usually the wedding is held deep underwater, but because I need air, they held it on the surface.”
 
   “Who presided at the wedding?” Neptin asked.
 
   “The king, now Kieweeooee’s father-in-law, led the ceremony, while Kieweeooee and her betrothed swam in circles around him,” Marco remembered how moving the ceremony had been to watch.
 
   “I will mostly accept your claims,” Neptin shocked Marco by saying, “for it happens that I know the king of the dolphins where the sun rises, and I know that a human did attend, and the ceremony was as you say.”
 
   “You will be allowed to leave our village, but you must leave something behind so that we can trust you not to betray us,” the leader of the mermen said.
 
   Marco sighed in relief.  He had little he could leave behind, but as long as he didn’t have to give up the enchanted sword, he saw no problems with such an arrangement.
 
   “Your two companions shall remain here with us, as our guests until you return,” Neptin shocked Marco by saying.
 
   “I have to go with Marco!” Glaze protested.  “He’s betrothed to my sister, and he’s like a brother to me already.”
 
   “I have to go with Marco!” Porenn simultaneously protested.  “The prophecy needs to be explained and interpreted to him on this quest.  I’m the only one who can.”
 
   You two will stay here, and I will send two others to be this human’s companions on this journey,” Neptin rejected the protests.
 
   “They shouldn’t be held as captives!” Marco protested.   “They are innocent of all things.  They are only along on this journey as my companions, and Porenn didn’t even intend to travel with me.  Don’t do this to them; send them home if you have to do something.”
 
   Neptin was implacable.  “I will keep them with me until you return, so that I know you will not betray us.  They will be treated fairly while they are here.  You would be advised to travel quickly and to not dally along your route.
 
   “Your companions will be,” Neptin paused as he looked around the village, “Cassius and Pesino,” he pointed at a young merman and a mermaid who were in the crowd.
 
   Marco’s gaze followed the direction of the leader’s finger.  Cassius was a serious-looking man, who bobbed his head discreetly in acknowledgement of his assignment.
 
   “Really? I’m going to show the two-legs just how fun a journey the mermaid way can be!” the girl spoke exuberantly.  Marco observed Cassius wince as she spoke.
 
   “But I will have to go on land,” Marco protested.  “How can they travel with me wherever I need to go?”
 
   “You’ll have to make sure you go back to them,” Neptin answered.  “If they return without you, or you return without them, then your companions will not be released.”
 
   Marco looked about pleadingly, looking for anywhere he could appeal.  His eyes met Kreewhite’s, and he saw the pity that was there, but no hope for reversing the outcome of the village ruler’s decision.  He looked over at Glaze and Porenn, and silently mouthed the word “Sorry” to them.
 
   “It’s not your fault, Marco,” Glaze said loyally.
 
   “When shall we leave?” Marco turned back to Neptin.
 
   “Tomorrow at daybreak,” he answered.  “Cassius and Pesino should have time to settle their affairs in the village and prepare themselves for this trip.”
 
   There was an air of absolute silence, except for the sound of small waves gently lapping upon the fire platform and the crackle of the wood burning.
 
   The merpeople began to slowly depart from the gathering, swimming off in ones and twos towards their own homes.  Marco turned and gathered Glaze and Porenn in a mutual hug as they stood by the fire.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he told them both repeatedly.
 
   “This isn’t your fault Marco,” Glaze loyally said.  “You didn’t do anything wrong.  And this may not be so bad for us.  He said they’d treat us fairly.”
 
   Kreewhite came over next to them.  “Marco, I never had any idea this would happen,” he apologized.  “I’ll do everything I can for these two.”
 
   “I know you will,” Marco said.  “What can you tell me about Cassius and Pesino?”
 
   “Cassius is one of the most reliable people you’ll ever meet.  He’ll be the head of the village someday – he’s that well respected,” Kreewhite said.
 
   “Pesino could spend the next twenty years sowing her wild oats and she still wouldn’t be done.  I don’t know what Lord Neptin was thinking when he assigned her to go with you.  She’ll be a handful, but Cassius should be able to control her,” Kreewhite considered.
 
   Marco rolled his eyes at the thought of a mermaid partying her way through the challenges he faced.
 
   Kreewhite’s mother came swimming over to the small group at that moment, and apologized for the unhappy turn of events.
 
   “You all must be very hungry,” she said.  “Let us get some food for you.  Stay right here and Kreewhite and I will be back,” she said with a meaningful look at her son.  The two of them swam off, and the three stranded humans sat down together in a huddle by the fire.
 
   Minutes later Kreewhite was back with a basket of fish and plantains.  They placed the fish on the stone platform right next to the base of the fire, and did the same with the plantains, smelling the savory aroma that quickly rose from their impromptu meal.  
 
   They ate their meal, and stayed sprawled on the stone platform, dry, resting in the setting sun and chatting amiably, as though they weren’t in a precarious position and about to be separated the next morning.
 
   “I used to herd goats,” Marco admitted when it was his turn to tell an embarrassing story on himself.  “One day one of the goats was missing in the afternoon, and I went all over the hillsides looking for him.
 
   “I was on the edge of the river, and I thought I saw a white spot across the river, and I thought it was my goat.  So I stripped off all my clothes, and I started to wade across the river.  But I slipped on some rocks in the river, and the current washed me down around a curve in the river.
 
   “When I managed to climb up out of the river and wiped the all the water out of my eyes, I looked up to find where my goat had gone.  Instead, I discovered that I had walked into the middle of the convent school for girls on an outing to visit a hermitage, and they all were staring at me!”
 
   The group laughed as the sun set into the flat horizon.
 
   “Does it seem strange to anyone else that this fire is still burning?” Porenn asked suddenly.
 
   They all raised their eyebrows as they studied the steadily burning flame.
 
   “I haven’t added any wood to it all day,” Kreewhite said thoughtfully.
 
   “What exactly did you do when you lit the fire?” Glaze asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Marco protested.  “I,” he paused, “I was thinking about Porenn.  I felt sorry for her being so wet and cold, and I wanted to start a fire to make her feel better.”
 
   “Marco, that’s so sweet!” Porenn gushed.
 
   “Can we sleep here by the fire tonight?” Glaze asked Kreewhite, and the humans did just that.
 
   In the morning, Cassius arrived early and awoke Marco.  “I look forward to traveling with you,” he said as they waited for Pesino.  After a half an hour, Cassius went and awoke her as well, drawing her out of her home under protest at the early start.
 
   Marco hugged each of the companions he was leaving behind when Cassius and Pesino were finally back at the fire platform, and they all bid farewell, as Marco stepped down into the water.  “I’ll take care of them Marco,” Kreewhite promised.  And then Marco placed his hands on Pesino’s shoulders because she insisted she carry him first to make amends for arriving late, and the trio of adventurers began to swim through the waters of the cove.   They negotiated their way through the twisting inlet, arrived out in the open water, and began their journey north.
 
   Marco switched to riding on Cassius’s back at the first opportunity; Pesino’s questions about why human women wore blouses upon their chests left his face blushing.
 
   They swam for two days; after one day they found land, and Marco went ashore to determine where they were, and how far it was to the Lion City.  He spoke to the residents in a small village, where his golden hand was a topic of conversation for days afterwards.
 
   They arrived in the vicinity of the Lion City late the next evening, and carefully swam into the harbor by the light of a full moon.
 
   “You will stay on land during the upcoming day, and then come back to see us at sunset tomorrow, correct?” Cassius repeated the plans they had made.  During Marco’s time in the city, the two merpeople planned to swim out of the harbor, whose waters were filled with unpleasant refuse and waste from the city, and then return to rendezvous with him.
 
   Marco agreed, and climbed off of Cassius’s back, and on to one of the piers that were half-filled with merchant ships.  He watched his two companions disappear into the dark waters, and then he considered what he should do next.
 
   He climbed up the posts of the pier and walked to the harbor front, then evaded the watchman and started walking towards Algornia’s shop.  It was very late at night, and Marco had no expectations of seeing his former master, or any acquaintances.  He felt full of excited energy; he simply wanted to see the city again, to confirm that the landmarks of his life in the Lion City still existed and were real.  The Corsairs might have done some damage to some of his haunts, he knew, but he especially feared that they might have raided Algornia’s shop.
 
   He recognized every corner and storefront and curb he passed on his way to the Chemists Square, and when he arrived there, it was a relief to find that the exterior of the shop was whole and unmarked.  Marco gave a sigh of relief, then turned around and trotted back to the docks, and climbed down to his little hidden room beneath the pier, so that he could get some much-needed sleep – sleeping during the night while riding on a merman did little to refresh him.
 
   As soon as he pushed the curtain doorway aside, Marco knew something was different.  The room smelled different; its odor was feminine and flowery, causing him to pause in the doorway, and strain his eyes to peer into the black space he faced, trying to penetrate the darkness to see if someone was there.
 
   “Hello?” he called softly.  There was no answer, and he reached around to feel for the lantern and the flint and steel.  They were still in place, and he fumbled twice before he got a spark and lit the wick of the lantern, then stared in amazement at the changes that occupied his small, formerly comfortable cubby space.
 
   The room had bright colored pillows, small vases of flowers, and a painting of a soulful horse’s head on the wall.  It was tidied up, with organized piles of items, and a pink rug on the formerly bare floor.  His room was no longer his.  A girl had taken occupancy, in a clear and decisive manner.
 
   Marco slumped down on the soft bedding, heedless of who now had rights to the room.  He removed his sword and laid it on the floor within easy reach, and then he blew out the lantern and laid his head down, and fell asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5 – Back in the Lion City
 
    
 
   Marco awoke in groggy stages from his slumber in the hidden cubby beneath the pier.  He had slept soundly through the night, and when he awoke, he recognized the outline of dim light coming in around the edges of the door curtain before he realized that he was really back in the Lion City and then realized it was out of the ordinary for him to awaken in the Lion City.
 
   He sat up, then stood up, and pulled the curtain open to appraise the unexpected changes to the cubby again.  It didn’t really matter, he decided.  He was never going to live in the Lion City again; he was never going to be an apprentice in Algornia’s shop again.  He had no need to try to reclaim the space as his own, though it hurt to think of someone else possessing the space – and the freedom and refuge that it had once represented.
 
   With practiced steps he climbed up onto the pier, where various ships were loading and unloading, and the dockworkers made him dodge left and right as he strolled onto the solid land of the city.  He wore only a shirt and pants and a sword on a belt.  He momentarily thought of Mirra, and wished that she could be with him, both so that he could show her where he had lived, and so that he could be seen in the company of such an extraordinary beauty.
 
   Marco kept his golden hand in his pocket as much as possible, after seeing several pairs of eyes focusing on his unusual appendage.   He strolled around the long way through the city, crossing canals whose waters made him idly wonder where Cassius and Pesino were, and then he came around a corner and stopped at the edge of Chemists Square.  He was across from Algornia’s storefront, and saw that nothing had changed.  The entrance and windows were just as dark and mysterious as they had ever been, making him recollect how Gabrielle’s shop in Barcelon had been opened up and brightened to invite more customers to enter.
 
   Marco brushed past the entrance to an astrologer’s shop, and crossed the square, then grabbed the door handle to Algornia’s with his left hand, and pulled on the heavy wooden door.
 
   He stepped into the shop, the place where he had learned so much, and experienced so much, and let the door close behind him.
 
   “Just a moment,” Algornia’s voice rose from within the interior of the shop, and then the master of alchemy himself came striding into the room standing behind the counter and studying the customer who had entered.
 
   “Bless my buttons!” he spoke loudly after a second of observation.  “Phillippe, come here!  Teresa!  Come at once!” he turned his head slightly to throw his voice backwards, without taking his eyes off of Marco.
 
   “Look at you!  You look as fit as a fiddle!” Algornia spoke to Marco, as footsteps came hurrying towards them.
 
   “What is it grandfather?  Are you alright?” Teresa arrived just two steps ahead of Phillippe.  They both stood with Algornia, one on either side on the shop owner.
 
   “Where have you been?  Are you alright?” Algornia asked.
 
   Marco grinned, and all three came around the corner of the counter, to embrace him with a show of friendship that was unexpected as well as appreciated.
 
   “Look at your hand!” he heard Teresa’s voice, and realized that he had wrapped his arms around Algornia in a reciprocal hug, without even thinking about exposing the hand.
 
   All three of the shop occupants examined his hand in the dim light.
 
   “I expected that you would have a tale to tell, but I don’t think I’ve guessed nearly the half of what you have to say,” Algornia said softly.  He walked forward and flipped his sign to show that the shop was closed, then locked the door.
 
   “Let’s all go back to the dining room and sit down to hear about your adventures,” the old man suggested.  “Teresa, fetch us a pitcher of lemonade and some glasses please, my dear,” he said.  Marco watched the girl go without so much as a word of complaint, and he knew that the world was a different place if the nagging granddaughter would run an errand so meekly.
 
   “Well tell us, tell us everything,” Phillippe said when the four of them were seated.
 
   “I was on the docks when the Corsairs arrived,” Marco said, looking at the bright eyes that studied him.  He would have to be judicious in his story-telling, he realized.  He could avoid mentioning the mermaids and the dolphins, and perhaps the rest of the tale would seem halfway believable.
 
   “They had a sorcerer who made the great protective dome over the docks.  I saw that Angelica and her maid were taken captive, and I tried to rescue them,” he explained.  “But Angelica wanted me to go steal some valuables for her family,” he said.
 
   “She claimed that you insisted you had to go take them,” Teresa immediately contradicted him.
 
   Marco sat back and his eyebrows shot up.  “Well, that’s not the case.  She wanted the valuables, and when I went to try to take some, the sorcerer caught me, but I fought and stabbed him with a knife.”
 
   “Did you kill him?” Algornia asked intently.
 
   “Not that time,” Marco said, making the listener’s eyebrows rise.
 
   “But the Corsairs caught me and threw me in their boat and made their escape,” he said.
 
   “A few of them did,” Phillippe interrupted.  “But a lot of them were captured and killed on the spot.  Only one of their boats got away.”
 
   “The one that I was on, naturally,” Marco grinned.
 
   “The ship sailed for several days, I guess.   I was in the hold and too injured to know how long we sailed, but it got caught in a storm,” he was careful now, and picked his words carefully so that he could avoid lying while not telling the whole truth.
 
   “I got washed ashore on an island that is ruled by theOrder of Ophiuchus.  They were all women, and they didn’t like having a man on the island,” he said.
 
   “The enchanted isle,” Algornia murmured.
 
   Marco nodded his head in agreement.  “I found a hidden bath that healed all my injuries, and I was in their library, and I found the lost Book of Hermes, with hundreds of formulae for healing and curing illnesses and injuries!” he told the two alchemists and the girl.
 
   “The lost Book of Hermes?” Phillippe asked skeptically.
 
   “It was,” Marco affirmed.  “It was full of different cures.  Some of them were for illnesses I’ve never even heard of.”
 
   “Can you give an example?” Algornia asked.
 
   “Lodestone grit, althaea root, balm of Gilead buds, all mixed together, then a willow bark extract brewed and seeped through,” Marco quickly recited.  “It will calm those who are hysterical by drawing out the physic impurities and causing them to be passed quickly from the body.”
 
   “I haven’t heard of that before, but it seems to make sense,” Algornia admitted.  “You’re sure you remember it correctly?”
 
   Marco looked around the table cautiously.  “I remember everything in the book, master,” he confessed.  “Everything.  I even used the knowledge to figure out a cure for a plague in Barcelon.”  It felt natural to use the title ‘master’ when speaking to Algornia, even though Marco knew he could not and did not intend to return to his role as an apprentice in the Lion City.
 
   “Barcelon?  I thought you were on an island full of beautiful women?” Teresa spoke.
 
   “I was expelled from the island, and they put me on a ship.  I went to Barcelon, and I started working in an alchemy shop there,” he again simplified his tale.  “The plague started, and I developed a cure for it.
 
   “Then the city was attacked by the Corsairs.  The sorcerer was with them again.  They weren’t just raiding – they went into alchemists’ shops looking for gorgon’s blood,” he told them.
 
   “And you just happened to have some?  The rarest item known?” Phillippe asked skeptically.
 
   “Yes and no,” Marco answered, aware of Algornia’s deep scrutiny.
 
   “That’s enough for now,” the old alchemist stood up suddenly.  “Here we’ve made you tell your tales all this time, without a thought about hospitality.  Have you had any breakfast yet?” he asked Marco.
 
   The mention of the meal, made Marco’s stomach flip.  “I haven’t; I haven’t had much to eat for a couple of days,” he answered.
 
   “And maybe not much to eat before that!” Teresa said.  “You’re skin and bones.  And you still haven’t told us about your golden hand.”
 
   “After the meal, child, after the meal,” Algornia said.  “Come with me Marco,” he directed, and he started walking towards the front of the shop.  “You keep working on that potion, Phillippe.  I’ll be back later.”
 
   Marco looked at the two who remained behind, and gave a shrug and a wave, then followed Algornia out to the front of the shop, where he was opening a chest that was locked.
 
   “Here Marco,” he held out a small leather pouch, one that felt heavy in Marco’s hand.  “This is a reward of ten gold florins that the Doge offered to you as a reward for your part in fighting off the sorcerer and saving the city.  Angelina – and more specifically her maid – said that you had saved them and then gone back to the dock just before the protective dome was disabled.
 
   “Let’s go to my club and get a bite of food, shall we?” Algornia asked.  “I sense there is a great deal of your story that has been left unsaid, or that should be left unspoken except for only the most particular ears, such as mine, eh?” he suggested good-naturedly as he opened the door and let Marco lead the way out into the square.
 
   Algornia stepped in front of Marco as they walked, and led him on a leisurely, silent walk that happened to take them directly past Abrianna’s dress shop, a reminder to Marco of the time he had modeled women’s dresses, on the last day he had spent in the Lion City as a matter of fact.  The same day he had met the willowy, tall model Constance, who had been helpful and friendly to Marco in his time of need.
 
   They passed Abrianna’s shop, and two minutes later walked up to a discreet doorway, where a doorman silently held the door open for Marco and Algornia to enter.
 
   Inside, the building was dark, the walls paneled with dark wood, while dark portraits of men were hung in straight lines along the hallway ahead.  Algornia plodded straight ahead without pause or guidance, then led Marco to the side, where a small room held only three tables, all unoccupied.
 
   As soon as they sat, a waiter materialized magically.  “We’ll have two plates of the veal chops, with parsnips and a bottle of wine,” Algornia spoke without looking at the waiter, who quietly glided away.
 
   “What has happened to you?” Algornia asked simply.
 
   “I don’t know; I don’t understand it all,” Marco said.  “I tried to fight a sorcerer, and then I met a merboy, and then the spirit of the island declared me to be the champion, and the dolphins saved me.  I read that book, and killed the sorcerer, and chopped my hand off – then had it put back on.  And there’s more than that.
 
   “I’m a marquis in Barcelon, and I’m betrothed to a beautiful girl, and my friends are being held hostage by the merpeople until I return while I go look for,” he paused, knowing how insane he sounded with all his blathering, thought it was a relief, a vast relief, to just get it all off his chest.
 
   “Go look for what?” Algornia asked, unfazed by the list of extraordinary claims that his former apprentice had rattled off.
 
   “The Echidna,” Marco answered.  “I was told to get a scale from the Echidna.  Lord Neptin of the merpeople told me that the Echidna is the mother of all monsters.”
 
   “I thought the Echidna was a myth,” Algornia said softly.  “I’ve heard a dozen ancient stories about it.  One time I even saw a formula that called for the use of an Echidna scale, in order to reverse death.  I knew there was no such thing though.”
 
   Marco sat perfectly still, his mind racing at the mention of a formula that used the monster’s scale.  “I know that formula,” he said softly.  “I remember reading it.  It said I had to grate an Echidna’s scale under a running stream of water drawn from the River Acheron, and that water then had to have,” he paused, “gorgon’s blood added to it!
 
   “And there was something else, another extraordinary component.  Those are what I’ll need to counteract the prophecy,” he spoke aloud, though he was really speaking to himself.
 
   “Marco, lad,” Algornia reached a hand across the table to squeeze Marco’s hand.  “Those are impossible things to find.  They don’t exist.”
 
   “The spirit sent me on the quest to get the Echidna scale,” Marco replied.  “It wouldn’t lie to me.  And the gorgon’s blood is real!  I’ve used it!  I’ve felt it!  When the sorcerer tried to possess me with evil energy, I used the gorgon’s blood to drive it away.
 
   “Where should I go to find the Echidna?” Marco asked.  “If you’ve heard something about it, tell me.”
 
   The waiter came back then, and the two lapsed into silence as the platter of meat and vegetables was placed on their table, along with a bottle of wine.
 
   “The Echidna lives at the edge of the world, in the far north,” Algornia answered, “or at least that’s what the myths say. 
 
   “You’ll have to go to the old Emperor’s library to do research on where to find the Echidna, if it exists,” he said.
 
   “Where’s the library?” Marco asked, disappointed that Algornia didn’t have an easier solution.
 
   It’s over a month long journey in the summer time to get to Clovis, the old capitol of Frederic the Bald, the last Frankish emperor,” Algornia explained.
 
   “Is there a way to go by water?” Marco asked.
 
   “Probably not with wintertime approaching.  The rivers may freeze over soon,” the older alchemist answered before he took a bite of the meat.
 
   They both chewed on their dinner as Marco tried to evaluate what to do.  “My problem is that I’m traveling with a merman and a mermaid, and they can’t go overland,” he explained.  “If they can’t go by water either, there’s no way for me to travel.”
 
   His master looked at him steadily.  “This is all extraordinary, Marco, and I’m sure that you can appreciate why most people would be dubious about all your claims,” Algornia answered.  “I might know someone who can solve this problem for you, but he will need something to substantiate your story.”
 
   Marco looked at Algornia with interest.  “How can I do that?  I could take him to the harbor and show him my merpeople companions; would that do it?”
 
   “Possibly,” Algornia said thoughtfully.  “I actually had something else in mind – a truth serum.  If you will let him administer a truth serum to you, and then answer some questions, I think he would be so excited by the story you tell that he could give you a potion that will solve your needs.”
 
   Marco considered the offer.  “What would it be like to be under a truth serum?” he asked first.
 
   “It’s very dangerous,” Algornia surprised him by answering.  “Not physically dangerous.  The medicine won’t harm you.  But telling the truth, the absolute truth, can be surprisingly dangerous.  For example, under ordinary circumstances, if a dowager queen asked you how she appeared, you would naturally tell her she was beautiful and looking very good for her age – even if you thought she was hideous!
 
   “If you were under the truth serum and told her what you thought, you might find yourself exiled from court.  The truth serum is one of the most insidious weapons to use in politics,” Algornia confided.  “It’s related to the purification fields that I study and practice in, but I stay away from it.”
 
   “Master Sty, who is the alchemist I have in mind for you to visit, is a specialist in the field of transformations, and I think that if we convince him of your truthfulness, he can help you with you merpeople problem,” he concluded.
 
   “Let’s plan to visit him tomorrow.  Would that be suitable?” Algornia asked.
 
   Marco sighed.  He hated to waste any time, but a one day pause would not be unbearable.  “That will be fine,” he replied.  It would give him time to visit with friends around the Lion City.
 
   “Good,” Algornia stood, and Marco looked down in surprise to see that together the two of them had eaten and drank everything on the table.  And he felt much better, he realized.
 
   “Let’s go run one errand, shall we?” Algornia proposed as they left the club.
 
   “Anything,” Marco agreed.
 
   “We need to go to the Registrar’s office, and we’ll file the paperwork to emancipate you from your apprenticeship,” Algornia said.  “Otherwise, you will technically be a run-away apprentice subject to be hunted down and taken captive for a bounty by anyone who wishes to, and there is a whole class of individuals who are the bane of runaway apprentices.”
 
   Marco had always heard about runaway apprentices, who left cruel masters and sought freedom.  He had never heard about hunters who chased after them.  The two of them walked through the town, but as they passed Abrianna’s shop, the door opened, and Algornia’s daughter-in-law came out.
 
   “Father!” she gestured towards them to come over towards her, and they obligingly veered in that direction.
 
   “Teresa told me that our hero was returned!” Abrianna gushed as she stared at Marco.
 
   “Look at you!  You’re dressed in rags!  Do you have nothing better to wear out in public?” she asked, to which Marco shook his head.
 
   “Let me give you a new wardrobe!  Come inside, come inside,” she took Marco by the arm and led the two of them towards her shop.  Inside she made a great production of introducing Marco to the customers within, and then invited a seamstress out to measure him for new clothing.
 
   “Does Constance still model for you?” Marco hesitantly asked as his measurements were finishing up.
 
   “She does, but only for a few more weeks,” the seamstress told Marco as she wrote his measurements down.  “She has been proposed to by the son of Signora Brachiatti; the boy’s father sells leather by the boatload!  Her fiancé does not wish for her to prance about in front of others once they are married, so her days of modeling are coming to an end.”
 
   Marco felt a vague sense of disappointment.  “Tell her I wish her all the best,” he said.  “She was very kind to me.”
 
   He and Algornia left the shop, but by the time they got to the office of the Municipal Registrar, it was already closed for the day.  “We’ll come back tomorrow, my boy,” the master alchemist promised.
 
   “I’d like to go visit some of my friends, master,” Marco said.  “I’ll meet you at your shop first thing in the morning,” he promised, and then the pair parted ways.
 
   Marco spent the rest of the afternoon and the evening visiting several of his former companions in the Lion City, telling them little of the truth of his story, but admitting that he had moved to Barcelon and was engaged to a beautiful girl there.  He and his friends teased and laughed until darkness fell, and Marco knew that he had to go meet Cassius and Pesino.
 
   He walked back to the harbor front and snuck onto the main pier and down to the water’s edge.  Though he wasn’t sure why, he placed his face in the water and called to the two merpeople using the dolphins’ language.
 
   He sat atop the cross-truss at the bottom of the pier and waited patiently for several minutes.  Just as he started to grow irritated with the slow response from Cassius and Pesino, there was a loud scream directly behind him, and something grabbed his hips.  He shouted in surprise and shot forward to escape the clutches of his captor, heedlessly throwing himself into the cool, dark waters of the harbor.
 
   Marco inhaled a mouthful of water as he floundered and turned himself in the water, drawing his sword as he lifted himself upward, thrusting his head into the air as he choked and grabbed onto the pier with his free hand.  He heard a musical feminine laugh, and looked through the darkness to see Pesino just feet away, giggling with delight at the success of her prank.
 
   “You must have jumped ten feet!” she crowed.
 
   “What are you doing?” Marco asked angrily, putting his sword away.
 
   “Oh, don’t be mad,” Pesino fluidly moved next to him, too close for his comfort as the undulating curves of her body brushed against his.  “I just had to do something fun.  I’ve been with Cassius all day today and he is no fun at all.  He has no sense of humor!” she pouted.
 
   Marco hastily lifted himself up onto the crosspiece of the pier once again feeling wet and chilled.  “Where is Cassius?” he asked, watching Pesino closely in order to detect any further pranks she might have at hand.
 
   “He found a small cove where a hot spring keeps the water pretty comfortable, so he stayed there.  He said that since I was the junior member of the group I have to come hear your report,” Pesino answered.  She slowly floated close to Marco, and he felt her hands firmly grab one of his feet.
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked loudly as he tried to pull his foot free.
 
   “Don’t fight,” Pesino said in the most sincere tone Marco had heard her utter.  “I just want to see what one looks like.  I’ve never really seen legs or feet before.”  Her fingers softly traced the lines of the muscles and bones in Marco’s foot, tickling him so that he squirmed.
 
   “That tickles,” he explained as he moved his foot away.
 
   Pesino’s hands left the bottom of his foot, and moved up his leg, exploring the lines along his calf.  “This is very muscular,” she murmured.  She suddenly thrust herself upwards and grabbed onto the pier, so that she was nearly level with Marco, then her hand started to run along his thigh.
 
   “Stop!” he warned, and he slid down into the water to escape from her exploration.  “A girl shouldn’t be touching a boy’s legs like that,” he tried to explain.  “I don’t mind letting you do it a little bit, since I know you haven’t seen legs before, but some guy’s going to get the wrong idea,” he said nervously.
 
   She dropped back down into the water with him, very close by.   “What idea will he get?” she asked innocently.
 
   “Well, you know, if you touch his legs, he, he,” Marco stuttered, then watched a wide grin break across Pesino’s face.
 
   “You!” he looked at her, aggravated, then grinned at her relentless sense of humor.  Even though she was having fun at his expense, she was able to make him laugh; he enjoyed the mermaid’s personality, despite whatever uncomfortable moments it might bring.
 
   “I feel very proud that I was chosen to come on this trip,” Pesino said.  “I never thought anyone would offer me a chance, or see me as someone to be taken seriously.  But the assignment to travel on this mission shows that Neptin has decided to test me on an important duty.  I appreciate that trust, and I want to live up to it.
 
   “And I think that maybe you’ll take me seriously too, once you get to know me a little more.  I may joke around or pull a prank from time to time, when the times allow, but you’re going to see that I can do what we need to do.
 
   “So what’s your report?” she asked him, slowly backing a few inches away from him.  “Will we leave tomorrow?”
 
   “No, not tomorrow, and things are a little complicated,” Marco answered.  He leaned down closer to her as he began to make his report.
 
   “What does complicated mean?” Pesino asked with a less winsome accent; there was more to the girl than she generally revealed, Marco suddenly understood.
 
   “The man who I thought would tell me where to go to find the Echidna can’t tell me, but he did say there is a place where I may be able to find out.  But I’ll have to go there; it’s in a different city,” Marco spoke nervously, uneasy about speaking to Pesino about the potential problems their search was going to entail.  “And there may not be an easy way to swim to this different city; it may take a trip on land,” he stopped and looked at Pesino, awaiting her response.
 
   “And so?” she prompted.
 
   “And so I don’t know much else yet,” Marco equivocated.  “I’m going to go see another alchemist tomorrow who Algornia thought might be able to help.”
 
   “So you’re going to spend the night here, and we’re going to spend the night at the hot springs, and we’ll get together again tomorrow night.  Is that the plan?” Pesino succinctly asked.
 
   “Yes, does that sound okay?” Marco asked.
 
   Pesino approached him rapidly with a single powerful thrust of her tail, so that her body pressed against his, as she suddenly put her arms around him and kissed him soundly on the lips.  His own mouth responded to the heat of her passion for a moment before she backed away, leaving him speechless and shocked and filled with a momentary surge of amorous thoughts.  “There, now I know you’ll come back.  No man ever leaves me after just one kiss,” Pesino told him with a wink.  “I’ll be back tomorrow and hear what plan you have.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6 – Honesty
 
    
 
   Marco watched Pesino swim away from him for five seconds, before she disappeared beneath the surface of the harbor waters.  He floated in the dirty harbor waters, holding onto the pier, feeling a sense of shock from the unexpected kiss he had received from Pesino, or, rather more accurately, feeling a sense of shock for having enjoyed it.  He thought of Mirra, back home at their estate at Sant Jeroni, as beautiful as any woman he could ever imagine, and as devoted to him as he could ever expect any woman to be.  He felt guilty for having let his body react to Pesino’s kiss, and he wished he could take the past thirty seconds back somehow.
 
   With a snort of dismay, Marco started to climb up onto the support posts for the pier, then climbed towards his hidden cubby shack, hidden in the darkness.  He approached the curtained shack, absorbed in his self-flagellation, when he suddenly realized that a dim square of light outlined the edges of the blanket that covered the doorway, and a girl was crying inside.
 
   Marco drew his sword, just as he reached the door, and just as the girl screamed.  Marco pushed the blanket aside with a brisk sweep of his sword, and looked at the scene within.  Two people were staring at him – a man who lay atop a girl, holding both of her wrists with one of his hands, while his other hand tried to control her flailing legs that were struggling against his control.
 
   Marco knew the girl.  He recognized her face from somewhere when he had lived in the Lion City, though he didn’t know when.  He didn’t know the man, a barely grown boy who was a little older than Marco.
 
   “Who are you?  Get out!” the man shouted immediately.
 
   “Marco!  Help me, please!” the girl cried out at the same time.
 
   “Off her – get off her right now,” Marco ordered, stepping into the small room and extending his sword so that the point was just a foot from the man’s face.  He felt angry at himself for his temptation brought on by Pesino’s kiss, and he found a target, a way to release his anger.
 
   Hold on, hold on,” the man said, focusing on the steel that was so close to his face his eyes nearly crossed in staring at it.  
 
   “Stand up,” Marco ordered.
 
   The man started to stand, then foolishly tried to tackle Marco, driving his shoulder low towards Marco’s midriff.  The sword in Marco’s right hand came alive; it pulled his hand low, then raised itself viciously, using the hilt guard to knock the man’s head upward with a vicious blow to his nose.  Marco’s sword then twirled itself in his fingers, and pinked the man in the shoulder, followed by a swiping slice downwards across the waistband and crotch of his pants, making them tumble downward just as the man tumbled backwards and landed on the floor, his hands going to his face and his shoulder and his groin all at once as he shouted in pain.
 
   “Get out,” Marco nearly snarled the words.  “Get out, now.”  He pointed the sword at the man’s’ chest.
 
   His victim looked up for a split second then scrambled out on his hands and knees, rolling out the door, and off the support beam, to splash in the harbor waters below moments later.
 
   Marco stood, looking at the curtained door for a long second, then sheathed his sword, and turned to look at the familiar but unknown girl.
 
   “Oh my lord, Marco, that was magnificent!  You rescued me again!” she cried.
 
   “You’re Angelina’s maid!” Marco suddenly recognized the girl.  She had the wide-set, gray eyes that he remembered seeing once at Algornia’s shop, and then again on his last night in the Lion City, when he had saved her from becoming a captive of the Corsairs.
 
   “You’re the one who decorated this place,” he gestured around the cozy room, then sat down carefully on the pile of pillows and bedding.
 
   “When you didn’t come back, and everyone thought that the Corsairs had taken you or killed you, I thought that this would be a nice place to get away to once in a while.  There aren’t many places I can go that Angelina doesn’t try to rule the roost, but this was the one place,” she explained.  “I don’t get to come out very often, but I thought the stableboy would be nice, so I brought him here, and then he,” she didn’t finish the sentence.
 
   “Do you mind?  I’ll leave it as it was if you’re coming back to live here,” she added.
 
   “I’m not coming back, or at least only for a couple of days,” Marco answered.  “It’s your room now, if you don’t mind me spending the next night or so here.”
 
   “So you’re not back to stay in the city?  Angelina’s family would give you a big reward, even now, for having saved her,” the girl said.  “I’m Kate, by the way,” she bobbed her head in greeting.
 
   “Kate, I thought they didn’t have any money left, the way Angelina wanted me to go save her valuables,” Marco remembered the deadly assignment, when Angelina had asked him to leave the safety of the cubby and to go back up to steal goods from the Corsairs.  He had been caught, and thrashed, and sent on his painful adventures all because of her demand.
 
   “Gracious, her family has more money that common sense,” Kate laughed, then slapped her hand over her mouth as her eyes widened in embarrassment.  “You won’t tell anyone I said that, will you?”
 
   “She’s just greedy,” Kate added immediately.
 
   “What happened to you?” Kate asked.
 
   “Just now?” Marco asked in a puzzled tone.
 
   “No, when you went back up, when the Corsairs were here,” she clarified.
 
   “Oh, it’s a long story, too long to tell,” he answered.
 
   She stood up.  “I best be going back to the family’s house now,” she said.  “It’s getting late.”
 
   “Here, let me walk you back,” Marco felt compelled to offer, and despite Kate’s refusal, he did end up escorting her back through the city to the servants’ entrance to Angelina’s family’s grand home.
 
   “I’ll be gone on a couple of days and the cubby hole will be all yours again,” he promised, then turned and walked quickly back to the cubby, where he lay down and quickly fell asleep, to terrifying dreams of Mirra watching him kiss Pesino all night long.
 
   Marco went to Algornia’s shop the next morning, and was treated to breakfast prepared by the master’s cook, Sarah, as he waited for Algornia to come downstairs.
 
   “Are you ready, my boy?” Algornia greeted him soon thereafter.  Together, they left the shop and walked through the streets to arrive at the shop of Master Sty.  The shop was located in a very rich part of the city.
 
   “This must be an expensive place to have a shop,” Marco commented.
 
   “Sty does very well with his work on transformations,” Algornia commented.  “People seem to have a great desire to change things, and are willing to pay a pretty penny to accomplish such changes.”
 
   “You’re a great alchemist,” Marco told his master.  “Why don’t you do transformations to make more money too?”
 
   “I’m not so interested in transformations,” Algornia told Marco earnestly.  “I believe that purification is the greatest goal we can achieve with alchemy, and that’s what I prefer to focus my studies on.
 
   “But of course, as a practical businessman, I recognize that I have to sell what people want, eh?  That’s why we do love philters and a few other commercial goods from time to time,” he explained.
 
   “But just think how much better the world would be if we could purify out the contaminations and impurities that spoil so many things – everything from food stuffs to the very souls of the people we work with.  Purification has so much more promise than transformation Marco.  It just doesn’t pay as well,” he said with a chuckle, then put his hand on the door and opened the way to usher Marco into the building.
 
   “Algornia!” a middle-aged man sitting at a desk looked up in surprise.  “What an honor to have the foremost alchemist in the Lion City come to visit.  I’m not being reprimanded by the guild, am I?” he asked.
 
   “You haven’t done anything that deserves a reprimand, have you?” Algornia asked with a twinkle in his eye.
 
   Sty looked at him with a momentary blank expression, then grinned.  “If you don’t know of anything, then neither do I,” he declared.  “And that being the case, what can I do for you?”
 
   “I have a former apprentice here who has a most extraordinary story, one that I thought you should hear because I think he may need some assistance from you,” Algornia clapped his hand on Marco’s shoulder as he spoke.
 
   “Master Sty, may I present the Marquise of Sant Jeroni, Marco, my former apprentice?” he made the introduction in a formal tone.
 
   Sty studied Marco closely for several seconds.  “A young man, almost still a boy, a former apprentice, now a nobleman.  Perhaps you’re the one dealing with transformations better than I am,” Sty said to Algornia.  “How may I help you, my lord?” he said in a deferential voice to Marco.
 
   Marco looked at Algornia, not sure where to begin, but the master only squeezed his shoulder reassuringly and nodded at him.
 
   “I need to get a scale from the Echidna, and I have to take a pair of merpeople across land on my way there.  Can you help me?” Marco blurted out.
 
   Sty looked at Marco skeptically, then looked at Algornia.  “What are you up to?” he asked.
 
   “Extraordinary as Marco’s succinct request was, I believe you will find his full story even more fascinating, with elements such as the tale of his hand,” Algornia reached down and raised Marco’s golden hand.  “Shall we retire to the back of the shop for a longer conversation?”
 
   Sty stepped around them to the front of the shop and pulled his blinds down across the windows, then latched the door shut.  “Let’s plan to spend the day together,” he said with a gleam in his eye.  Algornia had judged and played the encounter correctly, Marco realized, appealing to some curiosity within Sty that might make him an ally in Marco’s quest.
 
   They sat in a den, around a table, in seats that were comfortably upholstered.  “Why is your hand golden?  What does it mean?  How did you transform it?” Sty asked.  He reached over to Marco and held the boy’s right hand in his own, turning it and flexing it as he spoke.
 
   “I was attacked by a sorcerer,” Marco began, “who threw a ball of his energy at me to try to possess me, I think.  I used dried gorgon’s blood to force the energy away from my heart, and trapped it down by my wrist, then I cut the whole thing off,” Marco started to say.
 
   “Wait!” Sty spoke up, interrupting him.  “Did you say gorgon’s blood and a sorcerer and you cut your own hand off?  Algornia, have you verified any of this?”
 
   “Not yet, my friend.  After I heard the story, I knew you would want to verify it personally,” Algornia answered.  “So I’ve waited, though I don’t doubt the boy’s truthfulness.”
 
   “You’ll allow me to administer a truth serum?” Sty asked, speaking to Algornia.
 
   “You need to ask the marquis, not me,” the elder alchemist answered, nodding to Marco.
 
   “Will you submit to a truth serum?  These are extraordinary claims you are making, as I’m sure you know,” Sty spoke directly to Marco.
 
   “Do you have the serum already concocted?” Marco asked.
 
   “No, not yet.  But it won’t take long to create it,” Sty said reassuringly.  “You won’t have to wait long.”
 
   “Do you mind if we watch you mix it?” Marco asked, curious about what was included in such a serum.
 
   Sty squinted his eyes suspiciously at Marco.
 
   “There’s no harm in the request,” Algornia reassured the other alchemist.  “Marco is technically my apprentice, but based on what he told me yesterday, I think he may be master class, at least in the field of healing formulae.”
 
   “Come with me then,” Sty invited as he stood.  “My workshop won’t be nearly as elaborate as Master Algornia’s, but my humble space has enough to allow me to do my work,” he said modestly.
 
   It turned out to be a rather false modesty, Marco thought, as they entered a workshop and storage room that was only slightly smaller than Algornia’s, though not as well-stocked as Marches’ had been in Barcelon.  Sty proceeded to collect together over a half dozen elements and ingredients, then sat down at his work bench as Marco and Algornia stood nearby and watched him mix together lettuce seeds, passion flower, Scopolia's extract, and yellow sodium crystals, which he ground to a fine powder, then steeped in a fine sieve with willow bark.  He boiled the mixture down to half its original volume, then he poured the resulting thick liquid from one container to the next several times.
 
   “Why are you doing that?” Marco asked.
 
   “To help cool it quicker.  You’re going to drink this, you know,” Sty said with a laugh.
 
   “There,” he said as he swirled the liquid around in a tall glass with a flourish, then set in on the work bench and laid a tiny lump of crystalized maple sap next to it.
 
   “Drink the glass, all at once, then immediately put the cube in your mouth,” Sty directed.
 
   Marco considered the ingredients he had watched the alchemist use.  “Does the crystal help metabolize the serum?” he asked in a puzzled tone.
 
   “No, it helps you stop puckering!  That’s the worst-tasting product I’ve ever formulated, but it’s the most effective truth serum I’ve concocted,” Sty told Marco.
 
   The boy reached out both hands and took the glass in his right with the brown maple crystal in his left.  He started to drink the truth serum, stopped and nearly gagged, then choked down the rest of the liquid and immediately put the maple in his mouth.  “May I have some water?” he gasped.
 
   “I warned you,” Sty said, handing him a cup of water, then leading the trio back to the den.
 
   “Oh, by the way,” Sty added as they settled into their seats, “the serum’s effects will last for almost twenty four hours.  My recommendation is that you stay away from people as much as possible, especially any women whose attention or affection you might crave.”
 
   “Why?” Marco asked.  He felt a sudden thrust, like a blow to the side of his head, and his mind seemed to see and consider the world around him in a different manner, as though a dirty pane of glass had been wiped clean.
 
   “Because you are going to be as defenseless and unprotected as an innocent babe,” Sty said.  “You won’t be able to tell someone they look lovely – unless they truly do; you won’t be able to deny that they made a stupid decision if they did; you won’t be able to hide your own indiscretions if you have any.  Go lock yourself away until tomorrow morning, as soon as you leave here.”
 
   Now, tell me, since enough time has passed for the serum to take effect, did you really have gorgon’s blood?” he suddenly changed the topic.
 
   “I found the jar and didn’t know what Marches had until my finger started burning from the touch.  I used it - well, I had Mirra use it, and then Folence – to chase the sorcerer’s energy away from my heart.  Here,” he suddenly took his shirt off, “look at these scars from where the energy ripped my body apart trying to evade the gorgon’s blood,” he said as his finger traced the paths along his torso and arm.  “Even after the bath of Asclepius, these wounds left scars.
 
   “The bath also is where my hand came back to life, after the Lady Iasco reattached it.  It took on the golden color I think because she kept it suspended in some type of a sorcery spell for several days to preserve it after I sliced it off,” he was babbling, he sensed, but he wanted to answer the question completely.  “Of course, the sword really did the slicing, and it’s a good thing I have this enchanted sword, because I don’t know if I could have cut the hand off myself – but I wouldn’t even be alive if the sword hadn’t helped me fight the Corsairs, not to mention the guards on the Isle of Ophiuchus.”
 
   “What have you brought me here, dear God!” Sty exploded, looking at Algornia.  “Is he immune to the serum?  He’s babbling along a mile-a-minute as though it’s effective, but here in sixty seconds he’s already said what – four, five, six things that are impossible to believe?”
 
   “Tell him about the dolphin wedding,” Algornia said mildly to Marco.
 
   “Well that was something,” Marco immediately launched into a description of his journey to Kieweeooee’s wedding.  “And that just made me think about Mirra, and how I wanted to marry her,” he added.  “I was starting to fall in love with her even before I gave her the salve, to be honest – she’s so kind and tries so hard to look out for me.  But once her beauty was revealed – I do think she’s the most beautiful woman in the world now – I tried not to desire her just for her looks, but we did so many things together that it just had to happen.  And so I’m betrothed to her.”
 
   “You still haven’t mention the Echidna or the merpeople,” Algornia prodded Marco, as Sty sat back deep in his chair, listening in astonishment.
 
   “The merpeople!  How could I not have mentioned them yet?” Marco exclaimed, and he began to tell his tale of being startled to discover that Kreewhite was a merboy, when they were together in the Corsair’s bilge hold, and then rambled on through a lengthy exposition.
 
   “So now I have to travel with them – Pesino and Cassius – and I still don’t know what to do about Pesino’s kiss,” he said in an aside, “but I have to go to the old imperial library in Clovis, and Algornia says the merfolks can’t swim there, but maybe you can help?” he finished his story in an inquisitive pitch.
 
   “By the bells of St. Resturian!” Sty exploded.  “This is incredible!  How can one young boy live through all of that in what, less than a year?”
 
   “And I think he’s just begun,” Algornia said.  “He’s marked as a champion, for better or for worse.”
 
   “Marked or cursed?” Sty asked cynically.
 
   “Well, at any rate,” their host didn’t wait for an answer, “I think I can help you,” he directed his attention to Marco.
 
   “One more thing – tell me about your golden hand,” Sty asked Marco.
 
   “It’s special.  Iasco used sorcery to preserve it, and the bath seems to have made some type of sorcery power live on within the hand itself.  I don’t feel like I can control it though; I don’t know how the sorcery works, or why.  One time I hit a lock with the hand and it came open.  Another time I touched some wet wood and started a fire that wouldn’t go out.  When I was paralyzed, the hand still had movement and sensation.  If I understood it I think it could be powerful, but there’s no way to figure it out,” Marco droned on, then stopped.
 
   “Do you get a lot of female customers?” Marco asked suddenly.  “You’re still sort of good looking for an older gentleman, but you’re starting to get a bald spot, you know.  You may want to cover that up.”
 
   Sty sighed, and looked at Algornia.  “This is the downside to dealing with the truth serum.
 
   “It sounds like your problem is finding a way to go to Clovis, and to be with the mermaid and merman at the same time,” he continued.  “And I have a way to help you.  And since you’ve fascinated me so completely with the story of your adventure, I’ll only charge you the costs of my materials.”
 
   “What’s your solution?” Algornia asked with keen interest.
 
   “We’ll have to transform their tails into legs,” Sty replied with a smile.  “Would you like that?” he asked Marco.
 
   “I don’t know if I like it or not; it doesn’t matter.  It depends on whether Cassius and Pesino will go along with it.  Will it really work?” Marco responded.
 
   “It will be a little different from a similar transformation formula I used to make a race horse run faster; it makes the legs stronger.  I’ll have to make some other changes as well, of course,” he held up a hand to forestall Marco’s rising objection.  “I’ll combine it with another formula I used to transform leather into silk, and I’ll make modifications to that as well.
 
   “Give me a day to work on it, and I’ll tell you tomorrow morning what I have, but I’m sure I’ll have something,” he said confidently.
 
   “Very resourceful, Sty.  I knew you were the man to come see about this,” Algornia said, rising from his seat.
 
   “Let’s be off, shall we Marco, and let this genius get to work.”
 
   “You have some crumbs from a piece of fish in your beard, and they smell bad,” Marco blurted out.
 
   Algornia rolled his eyes as he brushed at his beard.  “I better go lock him up before he really offends someone,” he said as he started to walk down the hall.
 
   “Wait!” Marco said suddenly as they stood at the door.  “What about changing them back to merpeople?  Will you be able to do that?”
 
   Sty looked at him thoughtfully.  “You raise an excellent question.  Let me give that some thought.  Now run along,” he said, and closed the door behind them, the blinds still down in the windows.
 
   “You walk slowly, master,” Marco commented as he slowed his pace to stay even with Algornia.
 
   “Marco,” Algornia said, “I believe you have a place somewhere where you can go and hide from everyone else, the place you used to go in the evenings?”
 
   “Yes I do, down at the docks,” Marco affirmed.
 
   “Go there now, and don’t come out until breakfast time tomorrow,” Algornia said.  “You’re going to keep muttering little truths until you annoy someone too much.”
 
   Marco and Algornia parted ways at the next corner, and Algornia watched with concern as Marco walked away.  He worried about how the truthful boy would deal with people, but he wasn’t willing to personally persevere through the constant darts and pricks of Marco’s observations.
 
   Marco walked alone through the streets, uneventfully, until he was nearly at the harborside, where he was approached by a blind beggar.  “Can you help me?” the man asked, listening to the sound of Marco’s footsteps on the street.
 
   “How long have you been blind?” Marco asked.
 
   “What’s that got to do with anything?” the beggar asked indignantly.
 
   “Well, I want to know if you’re blind from an illness, or an injury, or if you were born that way.  Once I know that I can figure out what I can do to help,” Marco replied.  “I have some time, so I think I can mix up a cure if Algornia will let me use his shop.”
 
   The blind man whistled a short note, and then a long note, and three men emerged from doorways around the pair.
 
   “This guy’s giving me the business,” the blind man said.
 
   “I didn’t give him any business,” Marco protested.  “I was going to try to cure his blindness, but he won’t answer my questions.  And they’re simple questions,” he added.
 
   One of the protectors for the blind man pulled a cudgel off his belt, and Marco immediately drew his sword from its sheath.  “With this sword I can kill and maim all of you before you even land a finger on me; you won’t stand a chance.  You’ll look like fools and be badly beaten,” Marco warned them.  “You’re not very bright to even be thinking of taking me on with my enchanted sword, so you better run away.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” one of the thugs asked, enraged by the callous confidence Marco displayed.  He pulled a knife from his belt.  “Here, maim this, why don’t you tough guy!” he said as he flung the knife at Marco.
 
   The sword twisted itself around and struck the knife squarely across the blade while it was in mid-air, and knocked the knife straight upwards, so that Marco was able to grab it as it fell back down.
 
   “I told you,” Marco warned as he held the captured knife.  “I’m a much better fighter than you, and you’re going to lose, and you’re going to make me mad if you don’t leave immediately, so please leave for your own sakes.”
 
   “Can we take Eagle Eye with us?” one of the men asked, jerking his thumb at the blind man.  “We’re just here to watch out for him.”
 
   “I was going to take him with me so that I could heal his blindness,” Marco responded.
 
   “Heal his blindness?  He’s been blind since he caught the pox from one of the business ladies twenty years ago.  You can’t heal that,” another ruffian protested.
 
   They had lowered their weapons and their belligerence, Marco noted.  “Meet me in Chemists Square in three hours and I’ll have a cure for him,” he promised.  He slid his sword back into the scabbard on his hip, and walked away without further conversation.
 
   He strolled directly to Algornia’s shop, and entered the front door, surprising the master alchemist.
 
   “I thought I told you to go hide someplace,” Algornia said in surprise.
 
   “I met a blind beggar, and I told him I’d cure his blindness,” Marco replied.  “So I’d like to use your workshop to create the salve.  It doesn’t use any expensive ingredients, and it won’t take long.”
 
   “You know a cure for blindness?” Algornia asked in astonishment.
 
   “I know cures for most blindnesses, but not all of them.  This fellow caught the pox, and I know how to cure that.  I just need some quicksilver, some sunflower oil, some saffron, and philosopher’s wool, and couple of other items that I think you have.  I probably know your stores better than you do, as much as I had to root around in them the past couple of years,” Marco said.
 
   “Go, just go, before you become insufferable,” Algornia waved him back to the workshop.  “And write down your formula for me, by the way,” he added as Marco strolled past.
 
   Marco helped himself to the needed materials and began to grind and mix the ingredients in the order that his magically-induced memories dictated.  As he worked, Algornia’s grand-daughter Teresa entered the room – Teresa, who had been his antagonist throughout his apprenticeship at the alchemy shop, and who had been the protected and privileged granddaughter of his master.
 
   “Teresa, hello, you look nice today,” Marco commented, as he noticed the clothes she wore.
 
   “Thank you Marco,” she said in a puzzled voice, not used to compliments from the boy, who she had tormented, but who she also had always secretly wished would have done such things as compliment her and swoon over her.  “Mother said that you were at her shop yesterday, and she’ll have some clothes for you today.
 
   “One of her seamstresses made this frock for me; do you like it?” she asked.
 
   “I think the cleavage you’re showing is the most interesting part of it,” Marco said without looking up.
 
   “Marco! That’s a terrible thing to say!” Teresa said in shock and annoyance.  “Can’t you say something nice?”
 
   Marco paused for a split second to consider.  “I would say anything nice if there was something nice to say.  Let’s see, your hair is shiny today.  When you smile you look pretty, but when you frown you look less pretty.  I know Merlis, the apprentice at the goldsmith’s shop, thinks you’re very pretty – so do most of the other boys I know,” he added, then turned back to his work that sat on the bench before him.
 
   “And you think I’m pretty too?” Teresa asked, as she took small steps towards him.
 
   “Yes, you’re pretty enough,” Marco answered.  “Now Mirra, back in Barcelon, she’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever known.  I’m lucky to be engaged to her.  She has alluring eyes, and high cheekbones, and her hair is very thick, with a widow’s peak.  Her complexion was terrible, but I gave her a salve that cleared it up.”
 
   “You’re engaged?” Teresa asked incredulously.  “How long did you know this girl before you got engaged?  A couple of weeks?”
 
   “More than that,” Marco said defensively.  “Probably a couple of months, plus a little more.”
 
   “And just like that, you’re engaged?  Why did the most beautiful woman in Barcelon,” she put a sarcastic accent to her words, “become engaged to an everyday ordinary apprentice like you?”
 
   “Teresa,” Algornia stood in the doorway, “why don’t you leave Marco alone today?  He’s had to take a serum earlier and he may say some things he shouldn’t.  Come along now,” Algornia directed her, and with a last look at Marco she followed her grandfather out of the workroom.
 
   No longer distracted by Teresa’s presence, Marco turned back to his salve, which was nearly done, but as he did, he heard in his mind the words of Teresa’s last question – why would the most beautiful woman in the world be engaged to him?
 
   There was more to the situation than he had told Teresa, he told himself – he had saved her daughter’s life when they had first met, and he had saved her brother’s life as well.  And he was a marquis, who gave her a castle to live in.  She had many reasons to agree to marry him.  He believed that she loved him, yet a tiny kernel of doubt sat within his heart, wondering if she loved him, or whether she really loved what he had done and what he possessed.
 
   He finished the last steps in preparing the salve for Eagle Eye the blind man – he smiled at the irony of the name the beggar’s friends had given him.  He cleaned up his work space, then picked up the salve and walked past Algornia on his way out the door.
 
   “Marco, go find a hiding place, please, after you cure this man,” Algornia implored him as he left.
 
   Out in the plaza Marco found the beggar and his friends standing on a corner on the far side of the opening.  “Here,” Marco greeted them.  “Let me see your eyes,” and without waiting he reached out to hold the man’s chin and lift his face so that Marco could study him momentarily.
 
   He placed a dab of the salve on his fingertip and gently rubbed it across each eye, as the men gathered closely around him and watched.  Marco thumbed the eyelids shut on Eagle Eye’s face, then rubbed them momentarily.
 
   “Now, blink three times,” Marco instructed.
 
   “Open your eyes,” Marco said next, and the blind man slowly raised his lids and looked directly at Marco.
 
   “Are you the man who did this?” he asked, his eyes moving purposefully, examining every aspect of Marco’s face.
 
   “I am.  And these are your friends who watched out for you,” Marco added, stepping back as he motioned at the trio of shabbily-dressed men who surrounded him.
 
   “Which of you is Gabby?” Eagle Eye asked, as a man silently raised his hand.
 
   “And who’s Stepper?  Who’s Curly?” he asked, as the man with a limp and the bald man each raised their hands, then embraced their friend with joyful cries.
 
   “You’ve done a miracle!” Eagle Eye told Marco, looking over the shoulders of his friends.
 
   “It’s just alchemy, not a miracle,” Marco replied truthfully.  “You go out and enjoy your eyesight,” he added, then walked away from the joyful celebration of the friends, and returned to his cubby under the dock.  The sky was starting to darken, and he knew he’d have to meet Pesino soon.
 
   He stopped on the way and bought a meat pie for his evening meal, then sat down beneath the dock astride one of the support beams and waited for Pesino to arrive, as he ate his pie and thought about the possibility of giving the two merpeople legs.  Would they accept the idea, he wondered?  If he was one of them, would he agree to it, he asked himself.  Probably not, he decided – it was such an unheard of, farfetched concept that no one would ever consider it to be possible, especially if they couldn’t see it proven to be successful first.  And he’d want a guaranteed way to return to his natural state when it was finished, he decided.
 
   “Hey!” he shouted as Pesino snuck up behind him and poked him in the ribs, just as she had done the previous night.  And just as he had done the previous night, he started forward, and fell into the water of the harbor.
 
   “Pesino!  That’s mean!  And I think it’s a way for you to flirt with me,” Marco said.
 
   Pesino’s head snapped back, and the smile on her face became a straight-lined pair of lips.  “And were you flirting back last night?” she asked as they stared at one another.
 
   “I was, a little,” he said slowly, wishing that he could prevent the words from emerging.  
 
   “And,” Pesino closed the distance between them, “do you remember our kiss?” she asked.  “Because I started it, but you responded, didn’t you?”
 
   “I did,” Marco’s voice was husky now, despite the cool temperature of the water.
 
   “Would you like to kiss again?  Would that be flirting some more?” Pesino inched even closer.
 
   Marco closed his eyes.  “I’m engaged to a woman, a good woman, a beautiful woman.  I shouldn’t do this,” he told her, hoping that he had the will power to resist.  His inhibitions against telling the truth had been stripped away, and with them he feared that some other inhibitions had been removed as well.
 
   “Is she a land woman, a woman with legs?  Is she close by?  Is she the woman you left behind at our village?” Pesino breathed the questions.
 
   “Mirra is my beloved, and she does have legs, as I do.  She is far away in Barcelon, and I’ll return to her someday, when all of this is done.  And though I think you are very attractive, I do not want to break her heart, Pesino; please don’t temp me,” he begged.
 
   “Am I tempting?” Pesino asked.  Darkness had fallen, Marco realized, and he could see the pale oval of her face, and the softly tanned curves of her bare shoulders, falling down to the waterline, where her flesh was partially visible through the opaque water.  “Do you wonder what it would be like to be passionate with a woman who has a tail instead of legs?” she asked, and she moved even closer, so that the two of them each placed a hand on the other’s neck.
 
   “You could have legs tomorrow,” Marco blurted.  “That’s what I meant to tell you.  That’s how we can travel to the library I have to go to – you and Cassius can use a special potion that will change your tails to legs, and then we can all walk on land.”
 
   Pesino stared at him, then floated rapidly backwards five feet, and silently looked at him some more.  She suddenly dove under the water, and Marco stared around, wondering where she was and what she was thinking.  He had startled her with his exclamation, he realized.  It hadn’t been the right time to tell her; or perhaps it had been, in the sense that it seemed to have ended the alluring temptation he had been about to succumb to.
 
   Marco was startled as he felt himself driven upward out of the water, propelled by the force of Pesino’s hands pressing him as she shot upward at a high speed.  He rose above the surface of the water, then fell back down in a great splash, and raised his head in a sputtering fit of surprise.
 
   “You are a joker, my friend!  You played me very well,” Pesino slapped him on the back as she floated just behind him.  “You had me believing we were going to cross the line together, and then you told me such an outrageous story that I believed it!  Two jokes in one for you is good, but beware, I’ll get you back when you least expect it!” she laughed, and leaned forward to kiss him on the cheek with sisterly affection.
 
   “Pesino,” Marco answered, turning to face her, “it wasn’t a joke.  I really have met an alchemist who says he can make a potion to make you grow legs, and then to grow your tail back when we’re done.”
 
   She stared at him, then gripped his upper arm, hard.  “This is impossible!  You are a fool!  What are you trying to do, trick us into taking some poison?  If someone has to change, it should be you – you should grow a tail and swim with us instead of us walking with you,” she seethed her sentiments.
 
   “The place we have to go,” Marco said as he pried her fingers from around his arm, “is on land.  That is why you must have legs.  I would grow a tail if I had to, if we were going to a place in the sea.  I have watched the dolphins and I have watched you, and the graceful motions you make in the water are wonderful things.”
 
   “So you’ve watched me, have you?” Pesino spoke with less heat.  “You’re serious about this, aren’t you?” she asked, as Marco nodded.
 
   “Let me carry this extraordinary request to Cassius,” she told him noncommittally.  “Now here, give me a kiss good night,” she said, and leaned into him to land another of her extraordinary busses that left Marco in a momentary fog, and then she disappeared for the evening.
 
   Marco was breathing heavily, he realized.  He climbed out of the water and went back to his cubby, happy – thankful even – to find that Kate was not there.  He didn’t need to be around any other people for the rest of the night, he realized.  He flopped down onto the bedding in the dark room, and let him mind drift to thoughts of Mirra, and how close he had come to betraying her, as well as his worries that she might not be truly in love with him, not for the right reasons.  With such troubling thoughts, it was a long time before he finally fell asleep for the evening.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7 - Transformations
 
    
 
   When Alec awoke the next morning he was still within the last few hours of the potency of the truth serum, and he awoke knowing that he had to write a note to Mirra to tell her all that he had thought and experienced.  She needed to know the truth, he felt convinced.  She would want him to be completely truthful, he was sure.  She would respect him for his honesty.
 
   He arose after the sun had leapt above the horizon, and made his way to Algornia’s shop, already comfortably falling back into the patterns of life as he had known them when he had lived as an apprentice in the Lion City.  He visited Sarah and received a bowl of oatmeal for a plain breakfast, then helped himself to a pen and paper from Algornia’s desk and began writing his letter to Mirra.
 
   “You are truly the most beautiful woman I have ever known or seen or dreamt of,” he told her.  “And I am amazed at my good fortune to have you in my life.  But I worry that I am not worthy of your affection – that only gratitude has made you say yes to me, and I worry that such gratitude will wear away, and other men who are more worthy will tempt your heart away,” he wrote to her.
 
   “For the past two nights the mermaid Pesino has kissed me goodnight, and has flirted with me, and I find that I respond to her temptations.  I am sorry for this.  She is a lovely girl, and an outgoing, warm personality, and it would be natural for any man to respond to her exotic entreaties, I know,” he confessed, before he went on to write more about the journey he planned to undertake with Pesino and Cassius, and his hopes to return to set Glaze and Porenn free from their hostage state.
 
   I was a very ordinary person just a few months ago," he wrote.  "I was just doing enough work to stay out of trouble.  The things that I've done since then, since I met you, haven't really been me, it feels like in a lot of ways – I’ve just tried to survive every new challenge that’s come along.  I know that I’ve been lucky to love a girl like you.
 
   “I love you very, ever so much,” he signed the letter, then promptly went down to the postal center, where he was assured that a courier ship was bound outward to the east that morning, and he paid for the delivery of his missive.
 
   When he returned to Algornia’s shop the master alchemist was up and about the shop.  “Are you ready to go see what Master Sty has prepared for you?” he asked Marco.
 
   “Did you stay out of trouble last night?” Algornia asked as they walked through the city.  “Did you interact with anyone, because if you did, you didn’t stay out of trouble.”
 
   “I just saw Pesino,” Marco answered.  “I told her about having legs, and she’s going to talk to Cassius about it.”
 
   “How did she react?” Algornia asked.
 
   “She said I should grow a tail instead of them growing legs, but I told her we had to travel on land,” the former apprentice explained.
 
   They reached Sty’s shop a few minutes later, and a knock on the door gained them entrance to the dark and closed storefront.  The alchemist greeted them cheerfully, though he looked haggard, as though he had been at work all night long.  “Come in, come in.  I think I’ve got the formula right.
 
   “Here,” he held up a half dozen small ceramic jars that were decorated with designs of red fishes swimming in green water.  “I thought these jars were appropriate.
 
   “These are all identical.  If the merpeople take a dose of this, their tails will become legs; if they take a second dose their legs will become tails,” Sty explained.  “I had enough material to make a couple of extra doses, so I’ll throw those in for the price of the others.  That’ll be five silvers for the cost of the items used, by the way,” he said as he placed the jars in a leather sack and handed it to Marco.
 
   “And you are sure these will work?” Marco asked.  “The mermaid was suspicious when I told her about this.  She wanted me to change into a merboy instead of her changing into a woman, but I told her we had to walk on land to get to the library.”
 
   “I cannot believe you are truly going in search of the Echidna!” Sty said.  “What an adventure that will be, and just imagine if you really found it!”
 
   “I will find it,” Marco said intently.  “The spirit of the island told me to, so I know I will.  It’s part of the prophecy,” he spoke more to himself than the others.  “There’s some way that this is part of the prophecy.  I have to find the monster, and take one of its scales, or die trying.”
 
   “Well, yes, that is exactly my point – there is that other option, and for your sake I hope it doesn’t come to pass.  Please bring your mermaid by here to let me see the results,” Sty said.  “And now,” he pointed them towards the door, “it’s time for me to get my beauty rest.”
 
   “You need it, badly,” Marco said bluntly.
 
   “Honesty is much overrated,” Sty said pleasantly as he held the door open, “farewell.”
 
   Marco carried his leather sack, and began to walk along the street side, when he felt his head jerk up, and an event like a crystal clear bell tone sounded in his mind.  He shook his head slightly, and noticed that the world looked softer, as though somehow, suddenly, all the sharp corners and edges had been sanded down into softer, gentler rounded shapes.
 
   “I, I think the truth serum just wore off,” he told Algornia as he reached out and grabbed his master’s sleeve.
 
   “Well, that’s a blessing.  It served its purpose; you convinced Sty to create the transformation potions for you, but it will be interesting to see what the costs are,” Algornia said.
 
   “I’m sure there’s not much to worry about,” Marco said, trying to remember if he had said or done anything foolish in the past twenty-four hours.  He could remember very little of what had transpired while under the potion’s influence; he remembered that he had talked to Pesino, but he knew very little else.
 
   “So how quickly will you act now?” Algornia asked.
 
   Marco tried to think.  “I need to talk to Pesino, and that will be sometime today – probably tonight, I imagine.”  The two of them parted ways, and Marco walked down to the harbor, even though it was only midday.  He bought a small portion of fried potatoes and a large meat pie, along with a skin of wine, and when the chance came, he snuck past the security and climbed down to the bottom of the pier, where he placed all of his various pieces of cargo along the beam he sat upon, then leaned down to the water, and called for Pesino in the language of the dolphins, then repeated the call in his own words.
 
   “I hear you, mister betrayer of hearts,” Pesino said.  “Look who I managed to drag away from the hot springs finally,” she announced as she swam up to Marco, with Cassius swimming languidly along beside her.
 
   “I hear you have some wild plans, Marco,” Cassius said as he arrived in front of Marco.  “What tremendous plan do you really have, that Pesino has managed to garble into some ridiculous tale about us losing our tails?”
 
   “We have to travel on land to go to a place to try to find out where the Echidna is,” Marco explained.  “It’s far away, and the waters there will be covered in ice, so we can’t swim there.  So you two have to travel on land with me.
 
   “A great alchemist mixed a potion that you can take.  If you take it once your tails will become legs, and if you take it again your legs will become tails again,” he explained as he held up the leather bag. 
 
   “Winter is approaching, and the waters in the north will freeze over.  I have to go there, and you want to go with me, so this is only way to go, unless we wait until next spring, and I can’t wait that long,” Marco said.
 
   “How do we know we can trust this alchemist with legs?” Cassius asked.
 
   “I trust him.  I let him give me a medication yesterday, a serum that made me tell the truth, and only the truth all day long,” Marco explained.  “I trusted him enough to take his product, and you can too.”
 
   “Everything you said last night was the truth?” Pesino asked.  “All the things you said to me?”
 
   “What have you two been up to?” Cassius interrupted.  “What do I need to be aware of?”
 
   “Nothing,” Marco said quickly, seeing Pesino about to answer, and cutting off her opportunity to answer.   He saw her eyes widen in surprise, and perhaps in a flash of pain, then narrow as she looked at him.
 
   “Will you try this potion?” Marco asked.
 
   “I’ll try it,” Pesino spoke up.  “I’ll try it to see if it works.”
 
   “Really Pesino?” Cassius said in surprise.  “You’re willing to test it?”
 
   “I will; I’ll see if I can have legs and walk like the humans,” Pesino offered.  She approached Marco and held her open hand up towards him.
 
   He reached into the leather bag and pulled one of the ceramic jars out, then twisted the cork out of the mouth, and placed it in Pesino’s hand.
 
   She looked at the jar, then looked at him, then looked at Cassius.  “Here goes nothing!” she raised the container in a mock salute to Cassius, then downed the contents in a single long swallow.
 
   Pesino handed the jar back to Marco, then allowed her tail to float to the surface, as she lay back, recumbent in the water, so that the length of her body was visible for all to see.
 
   “Well Marco, what’s going to happen?  Maybe you gave me a truth serum by mistake?  Maybe I should tell you the truth?  Do you want me to tell you – oh!” she interrupted herself with a small sound of surprise.
 
   “I feel it on my stomach,” she told them and all three of them looked to see that the line where her skin changed from human tone and texture to the grayish, pliable flesh of the dolphin-like tail portion of her body.  The line was moving, as her body began to change.  But the change was going wrong!  Instead of her water-adapted flesh changing to become terrestrial-oriented, the change was going the other way!  She was becoming more dolphin-like across the rest of her body.
 
   “Marco?” her voice expressed confusion and fear.
 
   “Ow, my arms hurt.  Cassius, help me!  This is…” her voice cut off before she finished the sentence, as her neck grew thicker, and her torso turned gray and deeper, while her arms shortened and flattened.  There was a moment of silence, and Marco saw fear in her eyes, then her hair withdrew into her head and her nose grew longer and grayer and she became a dolphin through and through, her voice  chittering loudly and angrily with the sounds of a dolphin, though without using the vocabulary of the species to express any coherent thoughts.
 
   “Marco!  What have you done?” Cassius gave a great leap upward towards Marco, grabbing his leg and pulling him into the water.  The merman grabbed Marco around the neck.  “You’ve tricked her!  You’ve changed her into a dolphin!  You’re a monster to do that to that beautiful mermaid!  You’ll pay for this!” he shouted loudly.
 
   Marco flailed wildly.  He released the bag of potions as he tried to grab Cassius’s powerful arms and wrench the merman’s hands from around his neck.
 
   “Hey!  What’s going on down there?” the voice of the watchman sounded from several feet above them, up on the surface of the pier.
 
   There was a sudden flash of light from Pesino’s body as the entire length of her form began to glow, and then she gyrated and thrashed wildly, as her body began to change again, this time changing in just a matter of moments as it evolved from dolphin to human.  And suddenly, the glow disappeared, and the area beneath the docks seemed dark and gloomy by comparison.  Cassius eased the pressure on Marco’s throat as they both turned and saw that Pesino was attempting to keep her head above water, but bobbing up and down as – disoriented by her transformation – she failed to understand how to use her new human legs to tread water.
 
   Cassius released Marco and flipped over to Pesino’s side, wrapping his arms around her, as she immediately wrapped her arms around him and clung to him with desperate strength.
 
   “Oh my word!” she breathed, looking at Cassius, and then at Marco.
 
   “They’re so weird!” she said softly.
 
   “You come on up here right now, or I’ll call the patrol!” the guard called down from the piertop.
 
   “We’ll, we’ll be there in a second,” Marco answered.
 
   “Hurry it up!  Now!  Both of you,” the guard sounded like a bully.
 
   “Can you climb up?” Marco asked Pesino quietly.
 
   “I’ll try,” she answered.  Cassius floated her over to the post that held the pier, while Marco swam over and climbed up ahead of her.  He reached down, and grabbed her hands, then pulled her upwards.
 
   “Use your legs,” he hissed at her.
 
   “How?  Where?  What do I do?” she asked helplessly.
 
   “Put your feet up here,” he tapped the top of the beam with his own foot, then watched as Cassius lifted Pesino’s feet, one at a time, to the indicted spot.
 
   “Now, push with your legs and straighten them out so that you’re standing up,” Marco told her, raising himself and delicately trying to maintain his own balance.  He held both her hands with one of his, while his other hand held onto the post to keep steady.
 
   He looked at Pesino with an awkward glance at her unclothed body, then focused on her knees, which were wobbly and bent deeply.
 
   “Straighten your knees,” he said.
 
   Suddenly, Pesino managed to do as directed, making the move so quickly that Marco wasn’t prepared, and the couple fell – Marco falling backwards with Pesino atop him.
 
   They splashed into the water, and Pesino panicked again, thrashing wildly and knocking Marco further underneath the surface, until Cassius suddenly arrived and grabbed her.  He directed her back to the beam, as Marco raised his head into the air and gasped for breath.
 
   “Hey!  Are you coming up?  I’m going for the patrol!” the guard overhead shouted at them, and they heard his footsteps.
 
   “We need to go to a different spot,” Marco said.  “Cassius!”  he snapped the name out of his mouth, making the merman turn to look at him.  “Do you know where the bag of potions went?”
 
   Without a response, Cassius let loose of Pesino, who was clinging to the wooden structure, and dove down into the water.
 
   Marco stroked over to Pesino and grabbed onto the beam as well, then looked at her with concern, and was surprised to see a grin on her face.
 
   “Maybe having legs doesn’t guarantee we’re going to walk anywhere after all!” she smiled as she talked.
 
   “Maybe we’ll need to work on this a little,” Marco agreed, glad to see her positive reaction to the first moments after her transformation.   “Here, come follow me,” he said to her.  “We’ll hold on to the posts and beams and move down to a different part of the pier before the patrol gets back.”  He began to lead her along the length of the pier, headed towards the harbor front, hoping that he could lead her to his hidden cubby.
 
   They were only three minutes into their journey when Cassius suddenly rejoined them, and he held the sodden leather bag up in the air.
 
   “I’ve got it.  It sank all the way to the bottom of the bay.  The muck down there is filthy!” Cassius said.  “How is she?” he asked with a nod towards Pesino.
 
   “She is fine!  She is right here.  She can hear you, and she can speak for herself!” Pesino spoke in an increasingly shrill tone.
 
   “What she said,” Marco said in a low voice.
 
   “I was going to move her to a place where I have a hiding room, not far away,” Marco said.
 
   “What about him?  Aren’t you going to make him change into a human?” Pesino asked.
 
   “Not yet,” Marco said.  There was the sudden tramping of feet overhead, many feet.  “We have to hurry.  Climb on my back,” he said to Pesino.  “Wait here until these guards leave.  I’ll be back,” he promised Cassius, as Pesino obediently wrapped her arms around his shoulders.  With a grunt, he raised himself up onto the first crosspiece.
 
   “Is she supposed to look like that?” Cassius asked as he watched them start to climb up.
 
   “What do you mean?” Marco asked in a strained voice as he struggled to stand up.
 
   “You know, in the back, where her legs start?” Cassius asked.
 
   “Do I look bad back there?” Pesino asked with concern.
 
   Marco blushed as he realized the subject of the conversation.  “Let me just get her to safety,” he said as he started to walk towards the hidden room.
 
   There was the sound of boots starting to climb down the ladder at the end of the pier, and Marco hurried his steps as best he could, one hand held out to reach for supports and balance, as the other hand wrapped around one of Pesino’s legs behind him, supporting her as she clung to him.
 
   He reached the curtained door in the gloomy dusk beneath the pier, pressed the blanket aside, and staggered into the darkness.
 
   He twisted and knelt so that Pesino was next to the bedding.  “Fall off,” he hissed.
 
   “What?” Pesino asked.  “What’s down there?”
 
   “A bed.  It’s soft.  Just let go of my neck and drop down on to it,” he directed.
 
   He felt her legs shift, and then one hand let go and the other followed.  “This is nice,” he heard her say in the dark as he exhaled with relief at the removal of her weight from his back.
 
   “What is it?  Where are we?  Can you make it light?” Pesino asked.
 
   “Ssh,” Marco said, as he listened to voices and footsteps beneath the pier.  Despite his hopes and expectations, the harbor guards seemed to be taking the search seriously, and were diligently examining the structures between the top of the pier and the water.  Marco stood up and held his right hand against the curtain door as he strained to hear what was happening nearby.
 
   “They’re coming closer,” Marco said softly as he heard the shuffle of boots.  “We need to become invisible for a while,” he muttered, then give a momentary whimper as he felt a shock in his hand, and sensed the hair on the back of his neck rise.  His hand began to glow dimly, and there was a faint humming sound in the air.
 
   “What’s that?” Pesino asked.  “Did you feel that?  Look at your hand!”
 
   “I felt something,” he replied softly, as he crept back from the door way and crouched down on the bedding next to Pesino.  The cubby was still only faintly lit by the golden glow from his hand, and he could barely see the girl next to him.
 
   “Can I touch it?” she asked, her fingers hovering near his glowing right hand.
 
   “Carefully,” Marco advised, and he unconsciously held his breath as he watched her slender finger approach his hand, then press against his palm.
 
   “Whoa!” she exclaimed, and jerked her hand back as the glow started to migrate onto her finger.
 
   “Did it hurt?” Marco asked.
 
   “No, it just surprised me,” Pesino answered, as she pressed her finger against the hand again, and watched the glow slowly climb up her finger, then engulf her hand in its gentle, warm gold nimbus.  The glow continued to spread up her arm, creeping steadily past her elbow, then up to her shoulder.  She kept her finger against Marco’s palm as the glow continued to spread, and the two of them let their eyes stare first at the spreading halo, and then at one another’s eyes as the glow continued to envelope her.
 
   “Do you feel anything?” Marco whispered.
 
   “It feels warm.  It feels like,” she paused, “it feels like you.”
 
   “I don’t know what that means, but it sounds nice,” he said.
 
   “I don’t know what it means either, but it’s right, and it is nice,” she agreed.  “What is this? What’s happening?”
 
   “I don’t know.  It’s more of the power of my magical hand,” Marco told her.
 
   The glow rose and encompassed her head, while it also worked its way along her other arm, and down her torso and her legs.
 
   It crept down towards her toes, and then when it reached them, so that her whole body was glowing, she giggled, then sparked brightly, and then disappeared, turning invisible!
 
   “Hey!” Marco shouted in surprise, and as he moved his hand he broke the connection between the two of them, and Pesino reappeared.
 
   “Did you hear that?” a voice spoke nearby.  Marco’s eyes widened in shock that someone had drawn so close to their location.  He reached across Pesino and grabbed the edge of a blanket off the bed, then pulled it across her to cover her naked body, belatedly realizing that he should have done it much earlier.  He rose to a crouch and softly pulled his sword free from its scabbard.
 
   “I think it was over there,” one voice said.
 
   “I thought it was over that way,” the other voice said.
 
   “Well, there’s clearly no one down here.  The old guard probably had a little too much contact with his wine skin, and heard it calling,” the first voice suggested.  “Let’s call this waste of time off and head back to duty.”
 
   Marco and Pesino heard boots scuffling away along the wooden joists, and then there was silence.  “I think we’re safe,” Marco said.  “I don’t know how or why, but they just left,” he said.
 
   “Why did you shout?” Pesino asked.
 
   “Don’t you know?” Marco asked in surprise.
 
   “Would I ask if I knew?” Pesino replied in exasperation.
 
   “You were invisible!  When the light covered your whole body, you disappeared.  I couldn’t see you,” Marco explained.
 
   “And why did you pull the material over me?” Pesino asked.
 
   “So that the guards wouldn’t see you naked,” Marco explained.
 
   “But you looked at me naked.  Is it okay for you to see me that way, but not other people?” she asked.  “You legged-folks have peculiar rules.
 
   “You really shouldn’t let any man see you unclothed, unless he is your husband,” Marco told her.
 
   “Did you look at me because you want to be my husband?” Pesino asked with wide eyes.  “Among the merpeople the merman is supposed to ask the mermaid if she agrees to the match before it happens.
 
   “I’m going to go get Cassius.  You wait here,” he directed her.  He wanted to escape from his conversation with Pesino as quickly as possible.
 
   He stood up and stepped over to the door.  As his hand touched the curtain there was a momentary spark, and then the glow upon his hand faded away, leaving them in darkness.  “I’ll be right back,” he assured her, and then he was gone.
 
   “Cassius!” he called softly when he got back down to the water’s level.  Marco placed his face in the water and called for Cassius again.
 
   “Here I am Marco.  Is everything okay?” Marco heard the voice and dimly saw the merman swim towards him.
 
   “Everything’s fine.  Pesino’s up in a little room not far away.  Do you have the bag of potions?” Marco asked, even though his mind was distracted from full attention to Cassius as he thought about all that had happened in the brief interlude upstairs – the glowing hand, Pesino’s invisibility, the conversation about marriage.  She was a distraction to him, drawing his thoughts away from both Mirra and from whatever issue was at hand and needed his attention, such as Cassius’s impending transformation.
 
   “Here’s the bag,” Cassius answered.  “Although after watching what Pesino went through, I was tempted to lose it,” he grinned up at Marco.
 
   Marco took the bag from Cassius and hung it from a protruding spike, then took one jar out of the soaking bag.
 
   “Are you ready?” Marco asked as he uncorked the jar.
 
   “I’m ready,” Cassius agreed, reaching up and taking the container.  He swallowed the liquid contents, and handed the jar back to Marco, who put it back in the bag, then climbed down into the water, just as Cassius began the strange backwards-then-forwards change from merman to dolphin to human.  Marco waited for the change to finish, then grabbed Cassius and pulled him over to posts and beams of the pier, where he helped the former merman hold onto the wooden structure while the man recovered from the strange process he had gone through.
 
   “They move!” Cassius said seconds later as he tried kicking his legs underwater.
 
   “Do you want to try to climb up to where Pesino is waiting?” Marco asked.  “It’s growing late in the day, and we ought to make as much progress as we can,” he suggested.  He worked with Cassius to place the man’s feet and hands in the proper places, and Cassius slowly, awkwardly, climbed up to the level of beams where the cubby hole cabin was located.
 
   Marco followed him up, then passed around him and led him as they traveled the short horizontal distance they needed to journey to reach the curtain that covered the entrance to the cubby.
 
   “Pesino, we’re back,” Marco called as he reached in and swept the curtain door wide.  He held Cassius steady as the man stumbled into the dark chamber, and then Marco reached for the flint and steel that he used to light the wick of the small lantern.
 
   As the flame in the lantern grew brighter, Marco dropped the curtain back in place behind him, then looked into the interior, where he saw that Pesino was standing upright, loosely wearing the cover he had pulled over her.  Cassius stood near the door, one hand pressed against the wall to maintain his poise.
 
   “Look at both of you standing on those legs!” Marco said proudly.  “You’re a regular couple of humans.”
 
   “Learning to balance on them is the hardest part,” Pesino said.  “Would you come check my legs to make sure I’m doing this right?”
 
   “Marco,” Cassius immediately said, “do you have a beloved girl somewhere?   That girl you left behind at our village perhaps?”
 
   “Not her, but yes, I am betrothed,” Marco answered in a low voice, wondering what caused that question.
 
   “Have you succumbed to Pesino’s charms?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t know that it’s any of your business, but no, well, no, not completely,” Marco answered.
 
   “Pesino, leave him alone,” Cassius told his companion.  “If he’s been faithful to the lass so far, you should accept that he has a true heart.”
 
   “He hasn’t tasted my love, but I think he’s been tempted,” Pesino replied.  “You stay out of it and I’ll win his total and complete love soon enough; I think I can in the mundane manner, any way.”
 
   “What are you two talking about?” Marco asked suspiciously.
 
   “Tell him,” Cassius commanded.  “You tell him or I will.”
 
   “I’m not just a mermaid, Marco,” Pesino said, as she stuck her tongue out at Cassius.  “I’m a siren, a special breed of mermaid, desirable and irresistible to men when I so choose.  I’ve been luring men to succumb to my charms for a long, long time, and I’ve grown tired of the sport, so I have retired, so to speak, to live among my kin in the village.
 
   “I joined them not too long ago, so I was surprised when Neptin chose me to be the companion on this journey, but then I came to suspect that he was using me as a test to see how reliable and faithful you would be.  And you’ve resisted my unspoken invitations better than any man I’ve tempted in a long, long time,” she answered Marco’s unspoken question, as she saw his curiosity in his eyes.
 
   “Oh thank goodness,” Marco said, “I thought I was going to be unfaithful to Mirra.
 
   “You’ll stop tempting me?” he asked.
 
   “I think I will.  We’re apparently going to be together for quite some time on this adventure, so I’ll wait until it’s over before I try to light your spark,” she grinned at him, making him grin back uncertainly.
 
   “Good, I’m glad that’s settled.  We’re going to be traveling in this unusual way, and we don’t need to be distracted by Pesino’s volleys at you,” Cassius said.  “So what do we do now?”
 
   “Are either of you hungry?” Marco asked, for he knew that he was feeling an emptiness in his stomach.  “We could go up into the city and get some food, well,” he paused.
 
   “Well, what?” Pesino prompted.
 
   “Well, we need to get some clothes on Cassius, and we ought to get some better clothes on you,” he explained, “something so that you both just blend in.”
 
   “Hello?  Marco?” a voice outside the cubby room suddenly broke into their conversation, and then the curtain was swung aside, and a pale, red-eyed Kate stepped into the room.
 
   “Oh Marco, I’m glad you’re here,” she said.  “Oh, you’ve got company,” she spotted Pesino.  “Oh my!” she exclaimed as she saw the naked Cassius.
 
   “I’m sorry to interrupt,” she began to back out of the room.
 
   “Kate, what is it?  What’s wrong?” Marco asked as he followed her out of the room.
 
   “Nothing Marco,” she fibbed.  “What are you doing in there?  Never mind, it’s not my business,” she started to cry.
 
   “Something’s wrong,” Marco said.  He clenched her hand in his to prevent her from running away from him.  “Don’t worry about them,” he motioned back towards the cubby.  “Those are my friends, but they’re not from around here, and their ways are different from ours.
 
   “Here, wait just a second, and I’ll tell Cassius to cover up, and then you can come back in and relax,” he told the maid to Angelina.
 
   Marco waited to see the girl nod her head in agreement, then he ducked inside.  “Cassius, go sit down over there,” he pointed to a corner, and threw another article from the bedding clothes onto the former merman’s lap.  “Keep that there so that Kate doesn’t see that you’re naked,” he instructed, then he leaned out the doorway.
 
   “It’s okay,” he told Kate encouragingly.  “You can come in now.”
 
   She hesitantly stepped into the room, and Marco motioned for her to have a seat next to Pesino, as he slid down to the floor by the doorway.
 
   “This is Kate,” Marco introduced her.  “Kate, this is Pesino and Cassius, two friends for a village on an island out in the sea.  They’ve come to visit the Lion City.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you,” Kate said demurely, keeping her eyes mostly averted from the two oddly-dressed people.
 
   “How did you meet Marco?” Pesino asked.
 
   Kate grinned for the first time.  “I met him when he was sitting down, in the great plaza,” she said.  “I was with my former mistress and her mother, and when they opened the door of the shop, it knocked him backwards.  He looked a little silly.  We weren’t introduced that time,” she explained.
 
   “The next time I saw him was right on this pier.  The Corsairs had kidnapped Angelina and I and we were tied up on the dock, waiting to be taken away, when Marco showed up and set us both free.  He brought us down here to this very room – that’s how I found it,” she said.
 
   “Was that when you met Kreewhite?” Cassius asked.
 
   “That was the same adventure,” Marco confirmed.  “Kreewhite is the friend who, introduced me, to Cassius and Pesino.”
 
   “Marco!  Look at your hand!” Kate exclaimed as Marco gestured with his right hand, drawing attention to its golden color.
 
   “I had it healed by a magical woman, and her cure left it a different color,” he explained, dropping the hand into his lap.
 
   “I wonder if the cure was worse than the disease,” Kate ventured.
 
   “It was cut off, wasn’t it?” Pesino asked.  “Your hand was cut off and the sorceress restored it?”
 
   “Yes,” Marco said.
 
   “So Marco got knocked down in a plaza?” Cassius tried to help divert the conversation.
 
   “He did,” Kate agreed.
 
   “Did you call Angelina your former mistress?” Marco belatedly understood what the maid had said.
 
   “I,” she sighed, “I did.  I couldn’t stand to work for her anymore; she’s not an honest girl.  She tried to take a scarf from a friend’s house, then when she got caught, she wanted me to lie for her to cover it up, and when I wouldn’t she blamed me for taking it.  I couldn’t take any more such events, so I left the house, and I’m not going back.”
 
   “What will you do now?” Cassius asked.
 
   “I don’t know.  I don’t know where to go.  My family can’t afford to take me back in the village,” Kate gave a heavy sigh.
 
   Pesino looked from Kate to Cassius to Kate to Marco.  “I think we should take her with us,” the former mermaid said.
 
   “No,” Marco said abruptly, not wanting to even imagine how difficult it would be for a city girl to make the journey into the wintery north.  He didn’t really know the girl at all to know what she would be like.
 
   “Why not Marco?” Cassius asked in a quiet voice.
 
   “Well, because,” he sputtered in return.
 
   “Where are you going?” Kate asked, curious.
 
   “I have a, a mission,” Marco said.  “I have to go to Clovis, a city way up north.  You wouldn’t want to go there.”
 
   “I grew up in a farming village in the mountains.  I’m used to snow and cold,” Kate said.  “And I don’t have any way to support myself here in the city, and I don’t want to be around Angelina at all if I can avoid seeing her.  How long will you be gone?” she asked.
 
   “Well,” Marco hesitated, “it will take weeks to get there, but then we have to go somewhere else – I don’t even know where yet – and that will be dangerous.”
 
   “Marco, this doesn’t make any sense.  You’re an apprentice, not a war master or magician.  What kind of thing are you really doing?” Kate asked.  “Apprentices don’t have unusual strangers as companions on mysterious trips.”
 
   “You don’t know him very well,” Pesino said.  “He is a great adventurer; he’s a champion.  We’re going with him to try to find the Echidna, and steal a scale from it.  The longer I’m around him, the more impressed I become,” she said.
 
   “I have to agree with that,” Cassius said.
 
   Kate looked around at all three of them in wonder.  “Are you pulling my leg?” she asked.   “Because you sound serious, and that can’t be the case.  I saw him,” she sputtered, “I saw him sitting in the plaza, his master chewing him out, just like an ordinary boy.  Just as ordinary as you or you or me,” she pointed to Pesino and Cassius as she spoke.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8 – The Partners Comes Together
 
    
 
   “We’re hardly ordinary,” Pesino said with a grin.
 
   “Pesino, no, don’t,” Marco tried to cut off the conversation before it went too far.
 
   “Marco, I have a feeling that this girl ought to come with us,” Pesino retorted.  “It’s a strong feeling.  And if she’s going to be traveling with us, she needs to know that this will be a journey unlike any other.
 
   “You see Kate, Cassius and I were a merman and a mermaid until this afternoon.  Marco gave us a potion that changed our tails into legs.  We’re still trying to learn to walk.  We’re traveling with Marco, and I think Cassius would agree,” she glance over at her fellow transformed merman, “that we actually like this Marco boy.  But we were sent with him to make sure that he did a specific task.  Our village is holding his two friends as hostages until he returns with the task complete.”
 
   Kate laughed nervously.
 
   “He’s going to a city with a big place where he can find out secrets,” Pesino continued.
 
   Kate looked at Marco in confusion. “A library,” he explained helpfully.
 
   “And then he’s going to find the mother of all monsters, and kill it,” Pesino went on.
 
   “Actually just try to take one of its scales,” Marco corrected.
 
   “And then he’ll have to return to our village to set his friends free,” she went on.
 
   “Stop!  Stop!” Kate rose to her feet.  “I don’t think this is funny!  If this is some kind of a joke, stop it.  I’ll go now and you can have your fun among yourselves.”
 
   “Kate, don’t go,” Cassius spoke up.  “We are telling you the truth.  And if Pesino thinks that you are fated to be with us, there’s no point in leaving.”
 
   “Hey, I have an idea!” Marco said suddenly, standing up.  “Why don’t Kate and I go see if we can get some clothes for you two to wear.  We’ll only be gone for a little while, and then we’ll come back.”
 
   “Yes, let’s,” Kate said hurriedly, stepping over to Marco’s side.  She slipped immediately out the door.
 
   “Kate, wait,” Marco called.  “Would you look at Pesino and figure out what size clothes to get her that will fit nicely?”
 
   Kate stuck her head back in through the curtain and examined the former mermaid.  “Stand up,” she said.
 
   “Okay,” she spoke after a second’s further study, then left the shack.
 
   “We’ll be back, I promise,” Marco told the two who he was leaving behind, and then he backed out and followed Kate up to the top of the pier.
 
   “Well Marco, what was that all about?” Kate asked as they started to stroll towards the harbor warehouses and the city beyond.
 
   “It’s incredible to say, but their story is mostly all true.  I’ve just fallen into one crazy adventure after another since I was taken from the Lion City,” he said.  “I don’t really expect you to go with us of course.”
 
   “I don’t know you at all,” Kate said. “And I definitely don’t know those other two.
 
   “But I’m actually considering traveling with you.  I know what my fate will be if I stay here in the city and try to live on the streets,” she shuddered as they passed a dark alley.  The western sky was red with the rays of the setting sun.
 
   Marco looked at her in astonishment.
 
   “Here,” Kate said, stopping him on the street in front of a shop.  “This is a slop shop that the sailors from the harbor probably use to buy and sell clothes,” she pointed at the windows.  “We can get some clothes for,” she paused, “Cassius?”
 
   “Yes,” Marco affirmed, and they entered the shop.
 
   As they browsed through a barrel full of shirts, Kate spoke in a low tone.  “Pesino doesn’t really know or care about fashions, does she?” the girl asked Marco.  “Why not just get her some sturdy clothes from here?  She’s relatively tall, so these will fit her.”
 
   Marco looked at her, then nodded his head, and together they picked out a few shirts and pants as well as sturdy leather boots.  “You’ll want to get coats too, if we’re heading north,” Kate advised, “but that can wait for later.
 
   “So they really can’t walk?” she asked as the two of them carried the clothing back down the pier.
 
   “They just got their legs,” Marco reminded her, just before they entered the room.
 
   “Hello?” Marco called cautiously, as he found the lantern out and the cubby dark.
 
   “The light went out, and we didn’t know how to make it glow again,” Cassius gave a sheepish laugh.
 
   Marco struck the flint and relit the lantern, then offered the clothing to the two transformed merpeople, who dropped their improvised coverings without any hint of modesty, then asked for help in donning the garments.
 
   “Why does she have a long, hanging cloth, while I have these cloth tubes around my legs, like you and Cassius wear?” Pesino asked when the fitting was complete, as she looked at Kate’s dress and compared it to her own men’s clothing.
 
   “We went to the closest shop,” Kate answered, “and I didn’t think you’d mind.  When we leave on the trip to go through the mountains and the wilderness, I’ll probably wear the same thing – it’s more practical.”
 
   “Practical!  That reminds me.  I left the leather bag of potions hanging down on a support beam.  I suppose you’ll want to change back to merpeople, so I better go get it,” Marco started out the door.
 
   “Marco, wait!” Pesino called.  “Let me come with you, to practice using my legs,” she said as she stood and walked on wobbly limbs towards him.
 
   Marco looked at her with a puzzled expression, but held a hand out to her and accompanied her out of the cubby.
 
   He placed her feet and hands in the appropriate places as they climbed down, then across the beams to where the damp leather bag still hung.  “Let’s sit here and rest for a moment,” Pesino suggested.
 
   “The water doesn’t look like home anymore,” she said as she looked down at the faint sparks of reflected light that glimmered off the surface of the harbor.  “I suppose this is the way it looks to you?” she turned to look at Marco.
 
   “The water looks like an inviting place to visit,” Marco agreed, “but not a place to live.”
 
   “Will we leave tomorrow?” Pesino asked.
 
   “I hope so.  We’ll have to make sure the two of you can walk, and we’ll have to get supplies, and directions from master Algornia,” Marco mentally ticked off the plans he had tried to organize.
 
   “Okay, we can go back now,” Pesino suddenly said.  She held her hands up to Marco, expecting his assistance to rise.
 
   “I think we’ve spent enough time away,” she said as they started climbing back up.
 
   “Time away from what?” Marco asked.
 
   “Time away from Cassius and Kate, so they can get to know one another,” Pesino answered.
 
   “Didn’t you think there was something between them?” she asked.
 
   “I thought Kate was embarrassed to see Cassius standing there naked when she came in,” Marco said dryly.
 
   “You are not very observant,” Pesino answered loftily. “Those two are going to become mates when this adventure is over. I’ve seen this sort of thing a great deal, and I know.”
 
   “Kate’s an everyday, average girl. She’s not going to fall in love with a merman who temporarily has legs,” Marco argued.
 
   “And weren’t you just an everyday, average boy not too long ago?” Pesino brought Marco up short. “You just stay quiet and watch them the next few weeks,” she instructed.
 
   They reached the entrance to the cubby room, and went inside, where Kate and Cassius were sitting talking comfortably to one another, as Kate tried to explain customs among the people of the city.
 
   “Why don’t we go to a tavern and eat a meal?” Kate said as the other two arrived. “Cassius and Pesino could practice walking, and they could see what a human city looks like. And I’m hungry,” she added with a grin.
 
   Marco glanced at Pesino, who nodded eagerly. "I would like to see what one of these cities of the people with legs is like," she agreed with almost girlish enthusiasm.
 
   And so, a quarter of an hour later, the four of them were walking through the dim streets of the city in search of a place to eat.
 
   "There's a festival tonight at St. Agnello's church," Kate said. "We can go there and eat the food. They have the best sausage and pasta in the city."
 
   "This is extraordinary!" Cassius said to Kate as they passed the great public square in front of the palace, where four huge lion statutes watched over their namesake city. Cassius and Kate were holding hands to help him steady his stride, while Pesino and Marco likewise held hands as they walked behind the other two. "How many people live in this place?"
 
   Kate turned around to look at Marco, who shrugged his shoulders. "Thousands, I guess," he answered.
 
   They turned a corner, and passed near Algornia's shop. "That's where I was an apprentice," Marco pointed out the store front to Pesino.
 
   "Marco?" a voice called, and he turned to see his friends, Filipo and Bianca, running towards him.
 
   "We couldn't be sure in the dark, but Bianca thought it was you!" Filipo said as they reached Marco and embraced him in a threeway hug that elicited squeals and laughter from all involved, as Marco's companions watched.
 
   "You're alive! And you're back in the Lion City. We'd given you up as lost," Filipo told him. "Does Algornia know you're back yet?"
 
   "Marco, what's happened to your hand? Did you dip it in some paint?" Bianca asked simultaneously.
 
   "Master Algornia knows I'm back; I've seen him the past two days, and my hand was injured, and this is the way it healed," he tried to answer the multiple questions.
 
   "Back for two days and you haven't seen us? I suppose that’s because of this new company I see you're keeping," Filipo said, as he turned to Pesino and bowed in an extravagant manner. "At your service, my lady.
 
   "It's no wonder Marco wouldn't introduce such a beautiful companion to his friends, for his fear of losing your company to someone more worthy of you," the boy broke into laughter as he finished his florid speech.
 
   "Oh Filipo," Bianca said as she slapped his shoulder. "Stop that!
 
   "We're going to a puppet show. Will we see you tomorrow?" she asked Marco.
 
   "Probably not," he answered slowly. "I'm not going to stay in the Lion City very long. We're planning on taking a trip," he hoped he wouldn't have to reveal too much to his friends.
 
   They looked at him in surprise. "Are you eloping?" Filipo asked.
 
   "We're not, at least not yet, but they are," Pesino spoke up, and gestured towards Cassius and Kate.
 
   "I've seen you before, haven't I?" Bianca asked as she scrutinized Kate.
 
   “I’m from the city here,” Kate answered hesitantly, not wanting to reveal her abrupt departure from Angelina’s employment.
 
   “You’ve been shopping at the Dressmakers Square, haven’t you?” Bianca was determined to pin down where she had seen Kate.
 
   “Every woman in the empire’s been at Dressmakers Square!” Filipo added in exasperation.  “Come on, let’s go see the show,” he tugged on her hand, and the two ran off, waving at Marco as they left.
 
   Marco gave an inward sigh of relief, glad to have not had to reveal more about the group’s strange plans, though he was sorry for the missed opportunity to spend time with his friends.  They would not have believed a tenth of his tale if he had told them, Marco knew.
 
   They proceeded through the city and soon reached the brightly lit environs around St. Agnello's church.  Lanterns hung from ropes tied above the street, and crowds filled the area, sitting at numerous tables set up in the road and on the sidewalks and inside the church courtyard, where a band played music.
 
   “Marco!  This is so energetic!” Pesino told him enthusiastically, still holding on to his hand as they looked for a table to claim as their own.  “Do people with legs do this all the time?”
 
   “Not every day, but often,” Marco replied as they squeezed onto the stools around a small table.  Marco and Kate left the two merpeople there while they went and bought bread, cheese, wine, juice, and sausage, then returned to the table with their arms full, and distributed their wares among the others.
 
   “Yech!” Pesino spit out the first bite of sausage she tried, and surprised Marco with an unladylike description of its taste.
 
   Cassius took one sip of the wine, then drank no more, though Pesino enjoyed both the taste and the effects of the alcohol.  She grew less inhibited in her comments, and started asking questions about the clothing that the other women at the festival wore.
 
   “Why does that one have such bright colors?  Why does that one only reach partway down the legs?  Why does she show everyone so much of her chest?” Pesino asked about the various outfits that caught her eye, as the foursome watched people enjoy the festival.
 
   When the evening grew later, a few couples pushed some empty tables aside and began to dance, which elicited a new set of questions from Pesino, and eventually, a demand that Marco take her dancing.
 
   “Let’s wait and see if they play something slower,” Marco suggested in the midst of the frenetic swirling that occupied the dance floor.
 
   The next song was a slower one, and both couples joined the many others that crammed into the opening, bumping one another as they jostled their way in time to the music.  At the end of the song, a quicker-paced tune began and as Marco prepared to walk off the floor, another man grabbed Pesino’s hand and began to pull her into the fast-paced dance.
 
   Marco stopped and watched, while Kate and Cassius left the floor.  Pesino laughed, and moved her feet rapidly, though not in the proper steps, while her new partner laughed with her.  She waved Marco away, and he stepped off the dance floor and returned to his table keeping an eye over his shoulder to watch as Pesino’s venture carried on in front of the band.
 
   Cassius asked Marco about the sausage they had eaten, and Marco, who had a friend who worked as an apprentice in a butcher shop, tried to explain how sausages were made.
 
   “Marco,” Kate interrupted him as he was in the middle of his story.
 
   “Marco!” she repeated, putting a hand on his arm.  “Go out there and stop her right now!”
 
   Marco turned around to see Pesino, then immediately stood up and ran towards the dance floor.
 
   Even though autumn was well advanced, several flying insects remained alive and active in the urban core of the Lion City.  Drawn by the light of the hanging lanterns, many of them had circled around in the air above the festival, and one large moth had taken an inadvertently well-aimed plunge down into the cleavage of Pesino’s blouse.
 
   The girl had interrupted her dancing with her partner, and immediately unbuttoned the front of her blouse, then fanned it wildly to expunge the moth from her clothing.  Marco reached her as quickly as possible, grabbed both pieces of fabric and pulled them shut.
 
   “That’s not the way they do it here,” he advised her, just before her erstwhile dance partner roughly grabbed Marco’s shoulder and wrenched him away.  
 
   “I’m dancing with her; you stay out of this,” the man snarled at Marco, and he pulled a knife from his belt.
 
   Marco looked at him in surprise, but before he could pull his own sword free to defend himself, the man lunged at Marco with the knife.  The two were at close quarters, and Marco reacted instinctively to protect himself from the jagged blade of the knife.  His golden right hand reached out and closed around the knife blade, closing in a tight clench as he seized the weapon and wrenched it away from his assailant.
 
   The man looked at Marco in astonishment as people around them screamed and scattered from the outbreak of violence, and then Marco swung his fisted hand – knife hilt protruding from it – at the man’s face and struck him squarely in the nose, knocking the drunken dancer backwards with a thundering crash into a table and chairs behind him.  The man slumped down to the floor and passed out, his nose bleeding freely onto his upper lip.
 
   Marco raised his hand and looked at it in astonishment.
 
   “Marco!” he heard Kate’s voice shouting.
 
   He opened his fingers, and saw that the blade had done no damage to his fingers or palm.  There was no blood, no sliced flesh, no tendons exposed.
 
   He threw the knife down, then looked over at Pesino.  She had both hands clutching her blouse closed, just as Marco had left her, but her eyes were bright with excitement as she looked at him.
 
   “Marco!” Kate came over and grabbed his shoulder with one hand, as the other hand led Cassius after her.
 
   “The gendarmes are on their way!  We need to leave.  Get her and follow me,” Kate instructed, as she wormed past him and headed towards a back exit from the church yard.
 
   With his left hand Marco reached out and grabbed Pesino’s wrist as he started running after Kate.  He felt Pesino start with a jerk, unprepared for the quick acceleration on her feet, and she started to fall.
 
   There were shouts nearby, and Marco felt panic start to rise in his soul.  He stopped, turned, ducked and slung Pesino over his shoulder, then started awkwardly running in the direction Kate had departed.
 
   “Marco!” Pesino cried.  “Put me down!”
 
   He ignored her until they were beyond the church, in a crowded street where crowds from the festival were milling around, and he stopped to place the girl on her feet.
 
   “Button your shirt,” he hissed at her as he tried to angle her body towards a wall and place himself in front of others to block the view of her open garment.
 
   “Why?  Is it a problem?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, it is a problem.  Please, Pesino,” he begged.
 
   “Is there some problem here?” a pair of people walking by asked, sensing that Marco might be coercing the girl.
 
   She looked over her shoulder at them, then glanced at Marco.  “No, no problem.  My shirt just came undone,” she said as she started pressing the cheap wooden buttons through the matching holes.
 
   “Let me see your hand,” she said as soon as she was done.
 
   Marco turned her and started walking with her back towards the harbor front, where he expected to catch up with Kate and Cassius.  He absently placed his hand out in front of her, and felt, then watched, as she turned it, poked it, stroked it, and examined it carefully by the light of the streetlights they passed.
 
   “There’s not a sign of damage,” she told him as she looked up at his face.
 
   “It’s,” he paused, “it’s special,” was all he could think to say.  He had grabbed the slicing blade of his assailant’s knife and gripped it tensely, yet there was not a single mark upon his ensorcelled appendage.
 
   “Here,” he reached out and began to unbutton her shirt with a gentle touch, making her eyes grow large, and then he rebuttoned them so that the buttons were with their matching button holes.
 
   “I don’t know what all it can do,” he said.  “But we’ll find out.  Now, let’s go back to the harbor and find Cassius and Kate.”
 
   They walked side by side after that, without holding hands, until Pesino felt composed enough to talk.  “That thing we did with our feet and our bodies,” she began.
 
   “Dancing?” Marco guessed.
 
   “Yes, dancing,” she agreed.  “That was fun.  Do you do it often?”
 
   “It happens every time there’s a festival,” Marco said.  “Some folks are good at it, and some folks aren’t,” he grinned.  “I’m not.”
 
   “It’s so much fun!” Pesino said.  “Since I got these legs, it’s the closest thing I’ve had to being in the water.”
 
   “You’ve only had legs for a few hours,” Marco said dryly.
 
   “Don’t be practical Marco!” she lightly slapped him on the shoulder.  “And tomorrow, I want you to get some clothes for women for me to wear.  “I don’t think I should dress like a man.  I don’t look like a man, do I?”
 
   “No, no you don’t,” Marco agreed, as they reached a corner in the city.
 
   “Look,” Pesino whispered, clutching Marco’s hand to stop him in his steps.  She gestured towards a bridge that crossed a canal just ahead of them.
 
   Cassius and Kate were standing at the top of the bridge’s gentle arch.  Cassius’s head was bent over Kate’s, and the two were sharing a kiss.
 
   “That’s the Bridge of Kisses!” Marco gasped as he realized where they were.
 
   “What’s that mean?” Pesino whispered as they stood in the shadows and surreptitiously watched their companions.
 
   “It’s a superstition,” he whispered back.  “If a couple has their first kiss on that bridge, they’ll have many more kisses to follow,” he explained.
 
   “I used to stand there and hope a pretty girl would come along and kiss me,” he confessed to her, drawing a laugh so strong and sudden it came out as a snort, which made her laugh more as she slapped her hands over her face.
 
   Kate’s head moved out from under Cassius’s at the unexpected sound, and after a moment the couple slowly walked off the bridge hand-in-hand.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9 – Departure from the Lion City
 
    
 
   The foursome awoke in the morning in their cubby under the pier, sprawled about and covering most of the floor space of the small room.  Marco led them out of the room for the beginning of their day, a day which he hoped they would end outside of the Lion City, on their way towards whatever adventures awaited them.
 
   Marco had no doubt that Kate would be traveling with them, after seeing her and Cassius kissing on the Kissing Bridge.  He believed the superstition that a first kiss on the bridge would lead to a longer relationship between the two.  And the girl had shown common sense and quick wit already; after the brief skirmish at the dance, she had known to flee via a back exit from the church, so Marco felt that she would provide a useful companion.
 
   Yet he had some worries.  He didn’t want to lead her into a dangerous situation.  For that matter, he didn’t want to lead Cassius or Pesino into a dangerous situation.  He momentarily grinned; he really didn’t want to go to a dangerous situation himself, if the truth be admitted.
 
   And he worried about the dynamics of their little group.  If Kate and Cassius became a couple as they traveled, he and Pesino would almost be forced to be a couple as well, no matter how much he might want to place constraints of the level of their relationship; they would walk together and talk together and interact in the vacuum created by Cassius and Kate focusing on each other.  Marco didn’t intend to be unfaithful to Mirra, but it would take more will power than he had expected.
 
   He still had a good amount of money left from the ten gold florins the Doge had given him.  He had paid Sty for the materials in the merpeople’s transformation formula, and he had paid for dinner last night, and clothes and a couple of small knick-knacks, but he had plenty left.  Of course, he had to outfit four people for the journey ahead now, instead of just himself.
 
   They all were up and walking off the pier, when Marco decided to take them all to Algornia’s shop for breakfast and advice.  He had to talk to the master alchemist, to discover where to go, or at least how to start in the right direction, and what to expect along the way.
 
   The group traveled through the city.  "I recognize this; we walked through this area last night, didn't we?" Cassius asked.
 
   "We did," Marco agreed, impressed by the merman's memory of their route.  "We're going right over there this morning," he pointed as he led them to the front door of Algornia's shop.
 
   Inside, the front of the shop was empty at the early start to the business day, but back inside the workroom Phillipe was at work already, grinding together ingredients in a pestle.
 
   "This is where you used to work?" Kate asked.
 
   "He sat here all the time and he worked here half the time," Phillipe said with a grin.
 
   Marco shook a fist at him in mock anger, then led the others past to the kitchen, where Sarah graciously agree to prepare a meal for the visitors.  They sat together at the kitchen table and Cassius and Pesino watched in fascination as the food was prepared.
 
   "No sausage for me, please," Cassius requested as Sarah began to assemble plates for her guests; Marco suspected that he remembered Marco’s description of watching sausage being made.
 
   They all ate quickly, for Master Algornia entered the room, and took a breakfast pastry with him as he went back to his study.  He invited Marco and the others to come join him after their meal, which rushed them to hurriedly finish their plates, thank the cook, and then follow Marco to the small room that Algornia called his study.
 
   “Here, all of you gather around,” Algornia told them as he spread open a rolled-up map atop the desk.
 
   “So Sty’s transformation formula worked?” Algornia asked, looking around the table.  “Which two of you formerly had tails?” he asked.
 
   Cassius and Pesino both spoke up.  “We did, sir,” Cassius told him.
 
   “And how do you enjoy having legs now, and walking upon the land?” he asked.
 
   “I miss my tail,” Pesino answered.  “I miss the water and the freedom.  But I love dancing!  And Marco has been such a treat to get to know,” she said as she grinned at him.
 
   “And you, how did you get mixed up with this motley collection?” Algornia turned to Kate.
 
   “Marco rescued me from the Corsair raid, so I knew I could count on him,” the girl said with a glibness that impressed Marco.
 
   “Ah,” Algornia said in a non-committal tone that Marco knew implied more.
 
   “So Marco, you and your intrepid band are all going to make this journey, this difficult and dangerous journey, all the way, together?” Algornia’s question was clearly intended to lead Marco to disavow such a plan.
 
   “I know what the spirit of the island told me I have to do,” Marco said.  “These others are coming along, though they do not have to, and I wish they would not put themselves in the way of danger.”
 
   “We originally were planning to come along out of our duty,” Cassius said, “but now I think we’re actually fond of young Marco, and we’ll travel with him as friends.”
 
   “I’m traveling along as a friend as well,” Kate said.
 
   “There’s still time to decide the limits of friendship,” Algornia said.
 
   “Here we are,” he directed their attention to the map on the desk.  “We’re in the Lion City, here in the northwest coast of the Sea of Dalamia.  The first stage of your journey will be an easy one, as you travel over to Trestle, a port city on the northeastern coast of the sea.
 
   “The weather will remain relatively mild as you travel close to the sea, but once you reach Trestle you’ll have to turn inland and follow the Amber Trade Road due north, up through the gap in the mountains to reach the tributary of the Great River.  From there you travel a short distance down river to where Boheme sits at the confluence of a pair of tributaries, and the Great River properly begins.
 
   “Then,” Algornia said, “by then you’ll be in winter proper, in case you don’t figure that out going through the mountains, and you’ll need to travel along the great river to Fortburg.  “That’s where you leave the river and go due west to the Nightshade Mountains, and Clovis will be on the north end of the mountains.”
 
   “What will the journey be like?” Marco asked as he studied the map on the desk.
 
   “Cold,” Algornia said.  “Going through the Glacial Mountains will be extremely cold.  The road is well-traveled in good weather, but you’ll need to make sure everyone is well-outfitted.
 
   “From Boheme to Frostburg you can travel the easy and expensive way and travel by riverboat, or you can save money by traveling on roads through the lands along the river.  There are several small duchies along the river, some of them not much more than a castle on a hill looking over the river, and it’s a bit unpredictable what you’ll run into. And then from Frostburg,” Algornia hesitated.
 
   “Yes?” Marco prompted.
 
   “It’s wilderness,” Algornia said.  “I’ve never traveled that way, so you’ll have to learn more when you get to Fortburg, and travel carefully.
 
   “Which is the best advice I can give you,” he added.
 
   “Don’t forget to pick up your clothes at Abrianna’s shop,” Algornia added, reminding him of the clothes he had ordered just two days earlier, two days that seemed filled with a week’s worth of activity in the city.
 
   “And one more thing,” Algornia reached beneath his desk and pulled out a leather pack.  “This is supplied with a collection of small amounts of several unusual and atypical ingredients and elements that you might need if you find you have to practice alchemy in an emergency situation while you’re traveling.”
 
   Marco looked at Algornia in surprise, then impulsively reached out and squeezed him in a gentle hug.  “This is so generous!  So wonderful!  I hadn’t realized how much I missed practicing alchemy until I walked back in here.  I hope I don’t have to use these things, but I feel much better for having them.”
 
   “Now I imagine you all need to move along,” Algornia said, removing the weights that held the curling paper map in place, as they all watched it close upon itself.
 
   “Be careful Marco, and come back here if your adventure to Clovis doesn’t provide the information you need,” the alchemist said as he escorted them to the door, and then he watched with a feeling of hope and fear as they told him farewell and walked away from the front of his shop on Chemist Square.
 
   “Where is this place we’re going for clothes?” Pesino asked as they began their walk.
 
   “It’s a very nice place that usually produces clothes for ladies,” Kate replied first.  “How did you happen to get clothes there?”
 
   “Abrianna is Algonia’s daughter-in-law,” Marco answered, avoiding mention of his own embarrassing connection to the shop.
 
   When they arrived at the shop, Marco’s clothes were ready, and Constance happened to be there.
 
   “Marco!” she said in a soft, pleased voice.  “It’s so nice to see you again!
 
   “Did you hear that I’m getting married?” she asked.
 
   “Marco’s getting married too!” Pesino spoke up.
 
   “Oh, really?” Constance asked, looking from Marco to Pesino.
 
   “He’s not marrying me; he’s going to marry a girl in Barcelon,” Pesino explained.  “He says she’s the most beautiful girl in the world, don’t you Marco?”
 
   “She is,” Marco agreed, blushing in embarrassment.  “When will you be married?” he asked Constance.
 
   “Next spring,” she told him, “on the first Sunday of May.”
 
   “Marco, she has such a pretty dress; can’t I have at least one pretty dress like that?” Pesino asked, gesturing towards Constance.
 
   “Thank you,” Constance said in response to the compliment.  “Who is your friend, Marco?   Maybe we can find a dress for her,” Constance’s emphasis on the word ‘friend’ carried a textured meaning.
 
   “I’m his traveling companion,” Pesino answered for Marco.  “We’re going to Trestle together.”
 
   “Excuse us,” Marco said, taking Pesino suddenly by the arm and leading her away from the others.  “What are you doing?   Why are you playing these games?” he asked the former mermaid.
 
   “She had designs on you, even though she is betrothed.  I just wanted to make sure that she knew you weren’t available; if you won’t couple with me because you wish to be honorable towards your beloved Mirra, you certainly shan’t find pleasure with her,” Pesino said emphatically.
 
   “Believe me, I can tell,” she added, cutting off Marco’s protest about misreading Constance.  “Now get back over there and buy me a nice dress!”
 
   Constance had excused herself during the side conversation, and another girl in the shop helped select a dress that fit Pesino without alteration.  After that, the foursome went down to the harbor and bought packs, clothes, a tent, and traveling supplies, and by early afternoon they were at the gate on the eastern side of the Lion City, ready to depart from Marco’s former home.
 
   “I wonder who will possess our little room under the pier?” Kate said wistfully as they started to walk away.
 
   “I hope they have easier adventures from that room than I had!” Marco laughed.
 
   The group walked for over an hour, passing small fishing and farming villages.  They stopped after an hour so that Cassius and Pesino could touch a cow, and walk among a flock of sheep that were being herded across the road, sights they’d never seen before.
 
   They stopped again an hour later, as Pecino massaged her aching calves.  Another hour later they stopped again to rest as both the merfolks felt the effects of the longest continual exercise they had given their newly grown legs.
 
   The foursome slowly limped into a small village and ate at a tavern well before sunset.  The weather was mild, and Marco felt that the travelers needed to learn to live in the elements, so they spent the night in a small wood lot, rather than stay at an inn.  There was a small brook running through the woods, and Marco recommended that the two changelings soak their tired feet in the cold water of the stream to sooth away some of the pain they felt.
 
   Marco’s group traveled through the countryside for four more days, before Marco relented and surprised them by spending money on a room at an inn on a rainy evening.  When Kate mentioned the possibility of taking a hot bath, Pesino almost cried as she pleaded with Marco to order a tub of hot water delivered to the room the four of them were to share.
 
   Pesino reluctantly abandoned the tub so that Kate could have a turn soaking in the water, and she walked down the hall to join Marco and Cassius in the common room.
 
   “Before I had these I never knew how much I would miss just being in the water,” she sighed as she sat down.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10 – The Amber Trade Road
 
    
 
   They reached Trestle the next evening.  The city was slightly smaller than the Lion City, and not as glamorous or sophisticated.   It dealt with a different type of trade than the Lion City, which created different attitudes and different expectations.  Trestle was the terminus of the Amber Trade Road, bringing gems and furs and raw products from north of the Glacial Mountains down to the ships that carried the goods to cities on harbors hundreds of miles away.  The traders who came to the city were not interested in fashion or art or culture; they needed resources to take back to their settlements in the mountains and beyond, and Trestle catered to their expectations.
 
   “We will get a room at an inn tonight,” Marco agreed to the badgering that Pesino, and even Kate, had deluged him with throughout the day of their journey.  The weather had turned more typically autumnal on them, with cool, misty weather and occasional rain showers sweeping in off the seafront, elements for which they were not prepared adequately.
 
   Marco thought that an inn would provide warmth and dryness and a last chance at relief before they faced the real rigors of traveling north along the Amber Trade Road.  Cassius had been a stalwart traveler through the first days of the trip, complaining about nothing, even when he lagged behind; Cassius deserved a chance to sleep soundly to rest up.  They had been traveling slowly, but the road north would require them to increase their pace, or risk being caught in the high passes of the Glacial Mountains when the snows grew heavy, the winds howled fiercely, and the temperatures plummeted to dangerous lows.
 
   Pesino would insist that she deserved a chance to sleep soundly in an inn as well.  Marco knew, because she had been staking that claim ever since the first drizzle had dampened their clothes during the morning walk.  Pesino had pretended – or at least Marco thought it was pretense – to want to take her damp clothes off and walk naked, though Kate and Marco had forcefully dissuaded her.
 
   Before the sky overhead had surrendered its last small patches of red gleams that showed through the gray evening clouds, Marco led the quartet into a respectable-looking inn, one located on the thoroughfare that led towards the Lion City.  Inns in the direction of either the harbor or the Amber Road were likely to have a rougher clientele, he guessed, and so he decided to avoid them by staying on the western side of the city.
 
   “We’ll take two rooms, please,” Kate surprised him by stepping up to the counter next to him and pre-emptively speaking before him as the clerk listened.  “And we’ll have a tub and hot water delivered to my room,” she informed the clerk.
 
   “That’ll be a half silver and two brass fortins,” the clerk replied.
 
   “Pay the man, Marco,” Kate said in a forceful voice.
 
   Marco looked at her, then pulled the coins out of his purse and laid them on the desktop.  The clerk placed two keys on the counter in return, and Kate immediately grabbed one.  “Take the tub to this room,” she jingled the key for the clerk, who nodded.  Then she turned; “Let’s go, Pesino, to get our bath and get warm,” she said.
 
   The group of travelers spent two nights in Trestle, to Marco’s surprise.  They spent a full day shopping for clothing, supplies, and weapons.  Marco acquired a bow and arrows, though he knew he was only marginally competent with them.  Cassius decided on a pike, and Kate wore a pair of daggers.  Only Pesino ended the shopping spree without arms to use; “I can be dangerous without using those kinds of weapons,” she told Marco when they argued over a suitable knife for her to carry, and she stubbornly won the battle of wills.
 
   They switched inns the second night in the city, and stayed close to the north gate to the city, staying among the traders and travelers who were familiar with the Amber Trail Road.  Pesino proved her ability to stave off trouble without overt weapons that evening, when they sat at long common tables and benches in the dining hall.
 
   The dining room was inhabited not only by Marco and his companions, but by dozens of others as well, mostly composed of men who were toughened by the challenging life of hauling goods up and down the Amber Trail in all kinds of conditions.
 
   “That’s my leg you’re touching under the table,” Pesino told the man who sat beside her on the bench at their dinner table, as Marco sat on her other side.
 
   “It is, and it feels good – softer than my leg.  Want to rub mine and compare?” the man with the creased face agreed in a coarse voice.
 
   Marco immediately started to rise from his seat to confront Pesino’s antagonist, but she placed a restraining hand on his arm.  “Let me handle this,” she said calmly.
 
   She turned to face the man, and from his seat across the table, Cassius watched with interest as the former mermaid looked at her neighbor with a sultry, half-lidded expression in her eyes, while her body’s posture subtly shifted to press itself forward towards him as if it were an offering.  She spoke in a provocative tone, one that made her neighbor’s loins stir with desire.
 
   “I’d like to meet you alone down by the harbor, in a secluded little cove where no one will interrupt us for hours,” she told the man.  “Would you be willing to go to a lonely spot with me?” she asked.
 
   His eyes grew wide, and he nodded his head emphatically.
 
   “There’s a man who’s been keeping me locked up in a room here.  I was forced to stand with him in a fake wedding ceremony so that he could claim to be married to get a job, and ever since then he’s been harassing me.  I want to be free, so that I can do things.  Will you help me?” she asked breathlessly.
 
   The man who sat one seat beyond her neighbor was staring at her over the shoulder of the man she spoke to, also drawn into the hypnotic quality she exuded.  She had entranced them both, and Cassius could practically see their hearts racing with anticipation of the promised rewards that were implied by her demeanor, despite the ridiculous nature of the impromptu tale she was spinning.
 
   “I want you to go find the man who is standing in the way of us being together.  He is wearing a red hat, a blue coat and a yellow belt,” she described the uniform of the local police, which Marco had explained to her during their day in the city shopping.  “Go find that man, who will be walking with another man dressed just like him, and go up to him and tell him that you want to make love to the woman he calls his wife passionately all night long.
 
   “Go now, so that we can go be alone as quickly as possible,” she commanded softly, and she pursed her lips in the shape of a kiss.
 
   Both men instantly stood up at their places, and without hesitation, abandoned their meals as they raced through the dining room and went out the door of the inn, in search of a policeman to badger.
 
   Marco watched as Pesino casually shed her siren’s role.  Her shoulders suddenly straightened up, and the atmosphere of undeniable temptation that she had surrounded herself with was immediately gone, as she swiveled around to face Marco.  “See, I don’t need a knife to deal with men.”
 
   Marco swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down.  “I’m glad you never turned that on to me,” he mumbled.
 
   “Well, I did, you know,” she answered in a conventional voice, “but you seemed to have withstood my little test, and you talked about your beloved Mirra.  You accused me of ‘flirting’ if I remember correctly,” she told him with a cocked eyebrow.  “And then I agreed not to take a fling at you, so you have nothing to worry about now.  Unless you’ve changed your mind about Mirra?”
 
   Marco remembered only spotty portions of the time he had been under the influence of Sty’s truth serum, and his memories of his interactions with Pesino were indistinct.
 
   “You certainly can put a man under a spell,” he changed the topic.
 
   “I spent a long time doing that,” she said cryptically.  
 
   “What will happen to those two men?” Kate asked from her seat next to Cassius, having watched the whole performance as well.
 
   “They’ll go out to the streets, and probably fight each other for the right to pursue her,” Cassius said.
 
   “And then the winner will go find a pair of policemen and try to persuade them to let him make love to one of their wives,” Pesino said.
 
   “And by the time they shake off Pesino’s spell, we’ll be miles outside the city,” Cassius finished.  “The sirens have been one of the most effective defenses the merpeople have had against attack or invasion by shiploads of humans, since the ancient times.  Any ship that may pose a threat to one of our villages can be easily lured away to rocks or reefs by a good siren,” he explained.
 
   Marco and Kate looked at one another silently across the table, each entertaining different thoughts about Pesino’s ability.
 
   That night Marco and Cassius shared one room in the inn, while Kate and Pesino shared the other.
 
   The next day they sat at the breakfast table and heard a rumor of a man who had tried to pick a fight with the local police, and was sitting in the jail as a result.  The four of them looked at one another without saying anything, but grinned nonetheless.  And after breakfast they went to their rooms, got their packs and supplies, and left the inn with the first steps of their true journey north, the beginning of their adventure along the Amber Trade Road.
 
   They were a distinct group as they walked through the city towards the North Gate, wearing the clothing they had selected for themselves in the shops in the city.  
 
   Pesino wore leather pants that had been dyed to an impossibly bright yellow.  “I have these legs now, and I want people to notice them,” she had declared as Marco had tried to persuade her to choose another color.  She had a bright red woolen cape, and a green shirt beneath.
 
   Cassius had chosen clothing with a subdued blue color, because, he noted, it represented his heritage in the sea.  He traveled with his pike, using it as a walking stick.  Kate had chosen a green cape and black leather pants, with brown boots that rose high up her calves.  She had a pair of daggers discretely carried beneath her cape.
 
   Marco had grey pants and black boots, and a brown cape.  He carried his sword outside the cape, and his bow over his shoulder.   Each of them carried a pack that held a few articles of extra clothing – a dress in the case of each of the women – covers for bedding, dried fruit and meat, and compressed bread and crackers.  Marco had his alchemy supplies, and Cassius had a tent that would hold all four of them if they were willing to tightly cram in together.
 
   The former merpeople were walking with confidence now, though their legs were still not as strong as Kate and Marco’s were.  
 
   “Do you want me to walk in the lead?” Pesino asked as they left the city gates and began to pass through the buildings outside the city walls.
 
   “Why would I want you in the lead?” Marco asked.
 
   “So I can take care of any robbers we encounter.  You saw how well I did last night,” she winked at him.
 
   “I’ll go in the lead, you follow me, and Cassius will bring up the rear,” Marco instructed, even though they were on a wide and paved and busy road still well within the jurisdiction of Trestle.  They strolled under overcast skies, and by mid-afternoon they had traveled far enough from the seafront to feel the temperature drop.   That night they slept in a farmer’s barn, where Pesino complained about the odors of the animals until Marco pointed out that the alternative was to sleep out in the fresher but cooler evening air.
 
   The following day they reached the end of the coastal plain, and began to climb through foothills, as mountains loomed on the northern horizon before them.  
 
   “How high into the sky can the land climb up?” Cassius asked.
 
   “How deep beneath the surface can the oceans waters drop?” Kate asked him in return.
 
   “We don’t know; we can’t go that far beneath the surface,” Pesino chimed in.
 
   “And it’s so dark we can’t see how deep it goes,” Cassius added.
 
   “I’ve never been in the mountains,” Kate replied.
 
   “I’ve only climbed a small one,” Marco said, thinking of the Isle of Asclepius.
 
   They all suffered from heavy breathing as they began to steadily climb.  There were many other travelers on the road, the last great mass of traders who would try to cross the mountains before winter set in and made the high reaches of the Glacial range too treacherous to traverse.
 
   Kate and Pesino drew attention as they walked the roadway towards the north, for there were very, very few women who were trying to make the trip to Boheme.  Most of the traders were groups of men accompanied by strings of mules, with some traders riding horses.  Although the mules were sedate creatures that traveled as a slow pace, they still passed by the group from the Lion City, which traveled slower still.  And as they passed, the drivers who maintained the mules for the traders, and even some of the traders themselves, found common reasons to comment on or to the two women.
 
   Even patient Cassius grew tired of hearing the drovers offer to trade a mule for one of the women.  Kate ignored all the comments, but Pesino walked a fine line of insulting and encouraging the men as she responded with jibes and double entendres.
 
   “I’ll trade this mule for the gal with the yellow legs,” one muleteer typically said on the fourth day of their trip from Trestle, as they were leaving the foothills to begin the climb into the steep and rugged terrain of the Glacials.  “I’ve been sleeping with the mule for a long time, and wouldn’t mind trying something different for a change,” he offered.
 
   “If the mule looked happy about sleeping with you I might consider it,” Pesino retorted, “but the poor animal doesn’t seem excited at all, so I think I’ll pass.”
 
   The driver had a stunned look on his face from the unexpected retort, and he appeared ready to take offense, when Cassius spoke up.  “But then again, the mule wouldn’t talk back as much as the girl, would she?” he asked.
 
   All those who heard the exchange laughed, and the traders moved on past Marco’s group without incident.
 
   That night all four members of the group were exhausted from their first full day climbing the mountain range’s southern flank.  They’d risen over two thousand feet in elevation, and the condition of the road had quickly altered to become less of a road and more of a wide, steep path.  Marco understood why they’d seen no wagons or carriages attempting the journey.  In the dwindling light of the sunset, the path rounded a curving out-thrust of the mountain, and they stopped to look out over the vast, panoramic view that was bathed in the rosy light before them.
 
   “It’s beautiful,” Pesino said rapturously.  “Don’t you think so, Cassius?” she asked.  “I don’t know if I’ve ever seen anything so beautiful in the seawaters.”
 
   “It’s glorious,” Cassius agreed, “but I’d still prefer to swim among the waters of the reefs of Korim to see unmatchable beauty.”
 
   They continued on up further into the mountains, and then as full darkness descended, they followed a narrow side path up an adjoining canyon and stopped for the night.
 
   Marco started a small camp fire mostly for the illumination and comfort it provided, while the others sat around in fatigued exhaustion and quietly ate small amounts of their food supplies.  He told Kate to take the first watch, while he took the second shift and allowed Cassius to have the last watch of the evening.
 
   They all rolled their blankets out and quickly laid down on the ground to sleep, not bothering to raise the tent under the clear evening sky.  Marco immediately fell asleep, almost as tired as the others, and his mind quickly began to delve into dreams, images and actions and impossible situations, that puzzled him and made his sleep ineffective at restoring his energy.
 
   He dreamed of Pesino, talking to a bull, using her seductive tones and looks as she spoke to the creature, and then he dreamt of Kate swimming in the ocean with Cassius.  The images came and went from his awareness as he slept, until he felt a hand holding his hand, and he realized it was Kate trying to awaken him.
 
   “Marco, you’re moaning, and your hand was pressed against your head like you were in pain,” the girl told him as she squeezed his golden fingers.
 
   He sat up and looked at her, then looked up at the stars.  “Such strange dreams,” he muttered as he tried to shake them off and come to his senses.
 
   “It looks like it’s late,” he finally said after staring up at the positions of the stars for several seconds.  “Why don’t you take my place here and go to bed, and I’ll start my watch shift,” he suggested, an idea that she gratefully accepted as she crawled into the blankets already warm with his body heat.  The rest of the night passed without incident, and they moved back to the trail the next day.
 
   The road continued to climb as they walked along over the next week, and the air grew thinner.  The trees that had glowed with leaves holding golden, red, and purple hues faded to brown, brittle leaves at the higher elevation, and then the branches grew increasingly bare as they rose higher and higher and compressed autumn into a short span of days on the way to wintery weather in the mountain heights above.  Although all four of the members of the crew grew stronger, they still stopped to catch their breath and watched as other veterans of the trail passed them by.  Those who passed them grew fewer and fewer with every day, so that Marco came to worriedly conclude that his group was going to be the last one to try to climb over the crest of the mountain range before the winter snows closed it completely.  And he continued to experience dreams every night.
 
   “According to the last group of traders who passed us, when the rocks around us turn red and gray, it means that we’re going to see the high ridgeline to the north,” Marco reminded the group.
 
   “You mean we haven’t reached the top yet?” Pesino cried in mock despair.
 
   The next day they saw the highest point they were destined to face.  Far ahead of them they saw that a saddle between two snow-topped peaks was marked by the thin, light line of the path ahead of them, upon which they watched a few dark shapes slowly move.  “That’s where we reach the highest point, and then start heading down on the north side of the mountains towards Boheme,” Marco pointed out.
 
   He was tired; the air was thin, affecting them all, and the trail was rugged day after day.  Worst of all were the dreams that interrupted and disturbed his sleep every night.  Having to awaken for watch shifts was bad, but sleeping restlessly because of dreams was worse.  For three nights in a row he dreamed of a cave, in which he saw his three companions bound with ropes and lying on a dirt floor, within view of a dozen men who sat around a camp fire and plotted terrible acts to carry out on his friends.  He watched as a raccoon appeared suddenly in the back of the dream cave, then ran for shelter away from the men who cursed and threw burning sticks at it, working its way out of a small secondary entrance to the cave, and scampering away into the mountain wilderness.
 
   The night before they expected to cross the ridge they stopped and slept in a small, steep-sided ravine.   Marco had the last shift of the watch, the turn before dawn, and he sat and looked at the dimly glowing embers of their small fire, trying to shake off the sense of foreboding that his recurring dreams had inflicted upon him.
 
   He heard a snap of a twig behind him, and he whirled around to look into the darkness, trying to penetrate the black canyon’s depth, but had no luck.  He drew his sword, and cautiously walked in the direction of the sound, then stopped after two dozen yards and listened.  There was no sound, and there was no evidence of anything amiss as he stood in the frigid air, ready to return to where he could wrap himself in his blanket once again.
 
   His eyes jumped up as a bright light flashed before him on the side of the ravine.  He cautiously scrambled up the steep incline of dirt and stone, trying to get closer to the light.  One hand held the sword, while the other hand’s fingers were stiff and cold, so that he progressed slowly.  He was halfway up the cliff-like wall when he heard a pair of shouts from his friends, and he stopped frozen in place, berating himself for leaving them unguarded.
 
   As he started to try to climb back down the cliff he heard sounds approaching, and saw a very dim light bobbing towards him.
 
   There were low voices speaking, speaking harshly.
 
   “Shut up, don’t make any noise, and stay up with the one in front of you,” he heard a man’s voice say, and he heard a woman, possibly Kate, give a muffled sob.
 
   Marco’s anger welled up – anger at the hostage-takers and anger at himself.  He raised the sword over his head and prepared to jump from his spot on the cliff so that he could land among the men below who had ambushed his group.  With the magic of the sword he was confident he could inflict maximum harm on the men, and hopefully set his friends free with a minimum amount of injury to them.
 
   There was a sudden buzzing beside his ears, like an out-of-season insect, and then a soft glow of light, and Marco’s eyes widened in astonishment at the sight of a tiny pixie hovering by his cheek.  “There is another way, blessed one,” the pixie softly articulated in the tiny voice that came from the being that was no larger than his finger.  “Don’t take action yet.  Heed my advice and follow me through the cold air,” the miniscule being crooned.  “Come this way, carefully; step where my light shows you to step,” it said, then dipped down by his feet and provided bare illumination on the icy ledge he stood on.
 
   Marco slowly followed the direction of the extraordinary creature, so astonished by its appearance that he couldn’t manage to speak a question for several minutes, as they moved in parallel to the path the kidnappers followed at the bottom of the ravine.
 
   “Where are we going?” Marco asked at last, bending down to speak to the pixie.
 
   The small being halted its leadership of Marco, and turned in midair.  It had delicate gossamer wings that were virtually invisible, and its face was turned to face Marco while showing an expression of exasperation.  “The nasty ones are going to a cave where they live.  We are going to the back entrance to the cave, so that you can sneak up on them and rescue your people.”
 
   “Thank you for your help,” Marco said.  “I dreamed about a cave, and watching a raccoon come out a small opening in the back.”
 
   “The great spirit is sending you messages, just as it sent us the message to come and help you.  Now follow me, and hurry,” the pixie said, then moved away from him and resumed illuminating a path that led him further west and upward towards the top of the ravine cliff.
 
   Marco heard the sounds of the group of others continuing to make their journey, and then he stopped paying any attention to the kidnappers as the trail he followed reached a change in slope and began to level out.
 
   “Stop,” the pixie flew up to Marco’s ear.  “There’s a bad man standing guard at the cave entrance.  He’s just ahead.”
 
   “What will we do?” Marco asked.
 
   “You’ll have to kill him,” the pixie said simply.  “If you don’t,” Marco’s tiny guide said, noting his hesitation, “your friends will die,” and then the pixie’s light was extinguished and the miniature being disappeared.
 
   Marco nodded grimly, and drew his sword, then crept forward through the dark, leafless bushes and undergrowth.  He stopped as he watched the pixie suddenly light up – much more brightly that Marco had seen before – in front of the face of the watchman who was guarding the hidden entrance to the cave.
 
   “Hey!” the man gave a shout of surprise at the unexpected flash of light that momentarily blinded him, and then he said no more as Marco thrust his sword between the man’s ribs and into his heart, killing him instantly.
 
   “This is the entrance,” the pixie told Marco as he pulled his sword free from the dead man’s body.  His guide lowered itself down behind a large stone, then disappeared.
 
   Marco looked around the rock, and saw a darkness in the ground, the opening that led down into the cave.  The passage appeared narrow, so he removed his bow and arrows, his back pack and his cape, then piled them all near the entrance.  He pressed the sword into the hole in front of him, then he carefully squirmed his own body into the hole, and disappeared into the earth of the mountainside.
 
   Absolute blackness surrounded Marco as he scooted forward through the cave.  It was low and narrow, so that he could seldom rise up on his knees, and he felt the weight of slimy mud piling up in his shirt and pants, scooped into place as he moved across the wet floor of the cave passage.  He held the sword in front of him and he felt it frequently touch the walls of the cave as the tube turned one way and the other.
 
   He fell once, down a short drop of three feet or more, and smashed his face into the floor, making his nose bleed upon impact; he could tell by the salty taste that oozed into his mouth.  The tunnel shaft began to slant steeply, and Marco began to slide, using his feet as brakes that he jabbed downward to slow his descent when he felt the sword in front of him strike a curving wall.
 
   His time in the tunnel seemed to last forever in the dreadful darkness, until he abruptly stopped as he imagined he heard voices somewhere ahead.
 
   There clearly were voices, men’s voices, raised in loud singing of profane songs.  Marco began to scoot forward again, and felt the floor level out beneath him.  He stopped and swung his sword to the left and to the right, and found no resistance.  He raised it up towards the ceiling, and struck nothing above him either.  He carefully rose to a crouch, holding a hand over his head in protection, and found the ceiling five feet above the floor.
 
   Marco stretched his tense muscles, glad to be able to rise, then took an involuntary step forward as one of the voices ahead of him shouted.  He kept the sword extended and moved cautiously, until a dim glow appeared suddenly in front of him as he rounded a corner of the cave.  He stopped, and then got back down on his knees to crawl forward and make his way fully around the stone wall ahead.
 
   When he cleared the wall again he stopped.  He recognized the scene – it was one he had dreamed about repeatedly in recent days.  His friends were all bound with ropes, while a dozen men sat around a roaring fire, singing and laughing.  The songs were violent and profane, songs of frightening things people did to one another, and the criminals constantly looked over at the captives to laugh at their discomfort.
 
   Marco stuck his sword into the floor, standing upright, then crawled towards his friends.  He got within three feet of them, then paused as he lay flat on the muddy floor.
 
   “Cassius, can you hear me?” he whispered.
 
   “Cassius, it’s me, Marco,” he said slightly louder.
 
   “Marco?” Kate’s voice rang loud with astonishment and hope.
 
   “Sshh,” he said quickly.
 
   “We thought you were dead,” Cassius whispered.
 
   “There’s a back way out of the cave.  I came in that way,” Marco said.  “We’ve got to try to find a way for all of you to escape.”
 
   “How?” Cassius asked.
 
   “I don’t know yet,” Marco admitted.
 
   “Can you fight them, Marco?” Pesino asked.
 
   “Not all twelve at once!” he hissed back.
 
   “Three or four at a time?” she asked.
 
   “Yes,” he replied shortly, thinking of his enchanted sword, and what it could do.
 
   “Go back there, and wait for me to bring them to you,” she told him.
 
   “What?” he asked, puzzled by the confusing command.
 
   “Go back to where no one can see you, and wait for me to bring some of them back to you,” she repeated, speaking slowly.  “Do you understand?”
 
   “I’ll wait,” he agreed.
 
   “Good luck, Marco,” Cassius called softly.  “Thanks for coming to rescue us.”
 
   “What’s all that noise over there?” one of the kidnappers called.
 
   “Hey, I’m lonely,” Pesino called out loudly.  Her voice was suddenly rich, conveying a sense of longing and a tone of friendly invitation, and the conversation at the camp fire dropped to a whisper as the men fell under Pesino’s spell.  Marco paused for a second as he scooted backwards, caught momentarily in the trap of her allure, then he shook it off and hurried himself backward into the darkness beyond the bend in the cave.
 
   He watched the fire disappear from direct view, as four men stood up and began to walk towards the captives.  His sword remained in place, its point stuck in the mud of the cave floor, and he pulled it free as he rose from his knees and waited for Pesino to lure the men back to where he waited in ambush.
 
   The sword – and his hand – began to softly glow, standing out from the mud-blackened darkness of the rest of his appearance, and he looked in wonder at the phenomena, until he heard the steps of Pesino’s assailants carrying her towards him.   The whole squad rounded the corner of the cave, the men’s attention focused solely on Pesino, who they carried on their shoulders, when suddenly the foremost of them let loose of her, and she began to slip downward, as the man collapsed for no reason apparent to those behind him.
 
   “What are you doing?” one of the men in the back of the quartet started to ask the leader, when a glowing sword blade suddenly flew in the air near him, disappearing into the torso of another of the men, and then the shiny tip protruded momentarily from his back.  The sword disappeared, then sliced from left to right, and Pesino fell to the ground, landing upon the cushioning of the dead bodies of the men who had expected to assault her.
 
   Marco reached out to find the ropes around Pesino’s wrists, as he crouched directly in front of her. He held her hands high, then sliced the ropes away with one stroke of his sword.  She stretched her arms apart, then lunged forward and embraced Marco in a fierce embrace.  “I knew you weren’t dead!” she whispered.  “I just knew you’d find a way to come save us.”
 
   “I’m so sorry I wasn’t there to protect you,” he answered, then gently broke the clinch and cut the ropes around her ankles.
 
   “You wouldn’t have been able to take them all on at once,” she answered.
 
   “My word, by all the salt in the sea, you’re a mess!” she said a moment later, feeling the mud that had been pressed from his body to hers in their hug.
 
   “Here,” she suddenly stripped off her shirt and handed it to Marco.  “I’ll lure a few more back here for you.  Just be ready,” she said as she stood, undressed from the waist up, and stepped out of the darkness and back into view of the firelight.
 
   “I need a few more good men,” she called to the ruffians.  “Just a few at a time.  Come on back.”
 
   “What happened to Meache and the boys?” a voice from the fire called.
 
   “I was too much woman for them, or maybe they weren’t men enough for me.  But I want more, just a few more,” Pesino called, adopting the sultry voice that prodded men to respond to their loins and not their brains.  “And bring the other girl back too,” she added.
 
   Three of the men rose silently from the group around the fire, and walked over to Kate, who obligingly screamed as they picked her up and carried her towards the back of the cave.  Five men remained in the front of the cave, slightly uneasy about the silence from the dark shadows in the back.  They muttered softly among themselves as they waited, as the silence stretched out over several seconds and became minutes, without the return of any of their companions, nor any screams or shouts.
 
   “Rabe, Carlish?” one of the ruffians finally shouted.  “Are you saving those women for us?”  When no answer came, the man stood up and drew his knife.  The other men remaining at the fire stood as well, as he advanced forward towards the mysterious silent darkness.
 
   Just before he reached the turn in the cave, a glowing sword and glowing hand appeared in the darkness and sliced through his neck, horrifying his companions as he fell silently to the ground.  And then a dark, monstrous figure began to stride towards the fire, the glowing hand and sword the only distinguishable features on Marco, who remained covered in the filth he had crawled through to reach and rescue his friends.
 
   There were four surviving robbers spread out in front of the fire, each of them drawing weapons, and they spoke to one another in fearful tones, urging one another to venture forth and go on the attack, as Marco stepped towards them.  He got close enough to the fire for them to finally recognize that he was just a human, and not a monster, albeit a human whose hand glowed as it held his enchanted sword.
 
   Marco stepped in to engage with the two robbers on his left, and as he did, Kate appeared dimly out of the shadows behind Marco and started throwing large stones at the robbers on his right, driving them away from Marco’s back, as they foundered in confusion and pain and fear at the inexplicable occurrences that were descending upon them.
 
   The sword in Marco’s hand fought brilliantly and efficiently.  Marco swept the blade as it led him to, slicing across the neck of one opponent, then it blocked a knife attack from his other opponent, and stabbed the man in the throat.  Marco whirled around as both men fell to the ground in death, and he advanced towards the remaining two men who were futilely blocking away the last of the stones thrown by Kate.
 
   Neither of them saw him coming at them immediately, as they focused on the stones that were pelting them, and then Marco was upon them, striking them down.
 
   He looked around, and realized that there were no others left to fight.  Kate remained standing at the rear of the cave, and Pesino was casually pulling her blouse back on as she stood beside her companion.  Cassius remained bound in ropes as he lay on the ground midway between the two.  The glowing light in Marco’s sword and hand quickly extinguished as his battle-rush of energy subsided, and he placed the sword back in his scabbard as he watched Kate kneel by Cassius and cut his bonds away.
 
   “You were amazing,” she said, momentarily looking up at him as he walked back to join his companions.  Cassius sat up, and he and Kate immediately embraced one another in a hug, as the girl began to cry tears of relief.
 
   “You saved all of us,” Cassius spoke up.  “I wish I could have done something to help you.  I felt powerless.”
 
   “What do we do now?” Pesino asked as she came to stand next to Marco.
 
   “You and Kate can go sit down and rest.  Cassius and I will drag those bodies away from the fire, and then we can all sit there and try to get warm,” Marco suggested.  The idea of sitting by the fire appealed to him, as his adrenaline wore off and he suddenly began to feel the cool air of the cave and the damp mud slathered upon his body, making him chilly and uncomfortable.  But he didn’t want to look at dead men’s body when he tried to get warm by the fire.
 
   Cassius rubbed his joints and slowly moved to join Marco.  The two of them each grabbed the legs of the men Marco had fought next to the fire, and they dragged them across the ground to lay them next to where the other men’s bodies were hidden behind the stony walls in the back.
 
   “You killed all these men,” Cassius said softly.  “I never would have known you were capable of doing such work from looking at you.”
 
   “It’s not really me; it’s the sword,” Marco answered.  He was secretly appalled as well, when he saw the dim outline of the mound of bodies of the men he had slain.  Yet the men had been evil, and intended to inflict pain and death on his own friends as well.  Together the two men pulled the last two bodies away from the front of the cave, then went and wearily stood in front of the fire.  Though it was starting to die down as well, the thick bed of embers continued to emit a comforting heat, and Marco gave a contented sigh as he felt the warmth press against the front of his body.  Kate came and stood with Cassius, while Pesino took a seat on a large stone at the edge of the fire ring.
 
   “Where’s your pack, Marco?” she asked quietly.  “Can I get something from it for you to eat or drink?”
 
   “I left it at the other entrance to the cave.  The passage was too narrow for me to bring anything with me other than my sword.”
 
   He looked at the entrance to the cave and saw that there was a dim light appearing outside; sunrise was underway and another morning was beginning.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11 – Among the Pixies
 
    
 
   “I’ll go get my pack and cape and bow,” he said.  “Why don’t the rest of you look through the supplies here to see if there’s anything we might want to take with us?” he motioned to a sloppy pile of bags and boxes that rested against the wall of the cave.
 
   “Here,” Pesino said, standing up, “I’ll come with you.”
 
   “You don’t have to do that,” Marco protested.  “It’s cold out there and you must be exhausted already.  Stay here and rest.”
 
   “Really, I’d like to go.  There may be a chance to push you in a stream or a pool and clean some of that muck off of you,” she smiled at him, a smile that struck Marco as one that was genuine, not a siren’s posed and polished art.  Perhaps she simply wanted to do something friendly, he concluded.
 
   “Come on then, let’s go,” he told her, holding his hand out to take hers, and he led her through the arched opening of the cave and back out into the mountain wilderness.
 
   Marco had to stop, to try to get his bearings in the world outside the cave.  He felt a brief split second of vertigo as he looked up at the endless sky overhead instead of the confining roof of a cave, but mostly he just felt exhaustion.
 
   He judged the back entrance of the cave to be slightly to the right, and far back, above the main cave entrance, so he led Pesino up the side of the shrinking ravine and around the opening, and back through the undergrowth and around a curve in the relatively gentle topography that prevailed in the area.  He wished the pixie would arrive and lead him to his pile of goods, and then he wondered if he would even be able to see the pixie if it came up to him in the daylight; the creature had been small, its wings had been transparent, and its glow would be virtually indistinguishable in the daylight that had broken over the mountains.
 
   He wondered about the tiny creature.  In the Lion City, people had considered pixies to be the imaginings of country folks, made-up explanations for mistakes and accidents that occurred in everyday life; now he knew they were real, just as he’d learned so many myths were real during the past year.  He hadn’t been able to tell what gender the tiny being was, nor if it even had a gender.  He’d not even learned its name.
 
   “Are there pixies or fairies in the sea?” he asked Pesino, suddenly wondering if the world of the mermaid had such magical creatures as well.
 
   “What are pixies?” Pesino asked.  Marco came to a stop, and she came up to stand next to him, both of them breathing heavily from the exertion of the climb.
 
   “They are tiny beings that can fly around.  They have some magical powers and are supposed to pull pranks and do mischief,” Marco explained.
 
   “We have the k’anan, the magical seahorses,” Pesino answered.  “They can carry messages from one end of the ocean to the other, instantly.  They like to sneak up on us and pull pranks.”
 
   They started walking again, and Marco recognized two things: the dead body of the first guard he had killed, as well as the pile of belongings he had shed before going on his desperate spelunking adventure.
 
   “Wait here,” he said softly to Pesino, holding an arm out in front of her as a gate to prevent her from having to witness the bloody body of another victim of his violence.  “I’ll get my things and be right back,” he explained, then walked ahead fifteen yards and bent to pick up his items.
 
   “Your quest was successful, blessed one?” he heard a soft voice in his ear, and he turned his head.  He didn’t see the pixie, though he had heard it clearly.
 
   And then his eyes focused on the recognizable form that they had missed before, only faintly visible in the daylight that shone upon the scene.
 
   “Yes little friend, thanks to your help I did succeed.  I saved my friends; one of them is back there waiting for me right now,” he motioned.
 
   “How can I thank you for your help?” he asked.
 
   “Save my daughter,” the pixie replied immediately.
 
   “Your daughter?” Marco asked in confusion.
 
   “She’s very ill.   She’s going to die, unless you save her,” the pixie cried out.
 
   “I don’t know anything about pixies.  What can I do?  Why do you think I can help?” Marco asked, feeling confused and helpless.
 
   “You have the blessing upon you.  You can make her well; I see this destiny upon you,” the pixie told him.
 
   “Where is your daughter?” Marco asked.  “Can I see her?”
 
   “She is up at the place of steaming waters,” the pixie told him.  It pointed its thin arm upward to the north.
 
   “How long would it take for me to get there?” Marco asked, feeling a strange sense of fate – not a compulsion, but more a sense of destiny – that he was going to go attend to a pixie child.
 
   “You move slowly – probably a day for you to get there,” the pixie told him.
 
   “Let me go get my friends, and we will go to your daughter,” Marco resolved to make the attempt to help the pixie.
 
   “I’ll come with you and lead you,” the pixie told him.
 
   Marco pulled his cape over his head, then added his pack and his bow, and returned to where Pesino was waiting.
 
   “What took you so long?  What were you doing?” she asked as he arrived.
 
   “I had a talk with a pixie,” Marco answered.  He saw the small being hovering nearby, and held his hand out flat, and watched the creature gently land there.
 
   “By all the shells!” Pesino said explosively.  “That’s beautiful!”
 
   “I prefer to be called handsome,” the pixie said.
 
   “Of course you do,” Pesino agreed.  “My apologies, sir pixie.  What is your name?”
 
   “I am Aleo,” the pixie’s voice carried to them.
 
   “Well Aleo, we need to return to my other friends in the cave and get them,” Marco said.  “We’re going to Aleo’s village to check on his daughter, to see if I can heal her,” he told Pesino.
 
   “Of course you can,” Pesino answered.  “Anyone who can turn mermaids into humans can certainly heal a pixie.”
 
   “You can do this?  Thank you, blessed one!” Aleo spoke up.  “Let’s be on our way.”
 
   Marco and Pesino scrambled back to the cave entrance, as Aleo flew alongside them.
 
   “We’ve been asked to go to a different destination,” Marco announced.
 
   “By a pixie!” Pesino chimed in.
 
   “A what?” Cassius had a confused look on his face as he bent over a wooden chest he was rifling through.
 
   Just then there was a glow in the dim recess of the cave.
 
   “There,” Marco said conversationally.  “That’s the pixie that helped me find the back entrance to the cave.  His name is Aleo, and he wants us to go to his daughter and try to heal her.”
 
   “Succeed in healing her,” Aleo corrected as he floated in among the humans.  “Are you ready to go?”
 
   “Let us pack up,” Marco said.  He looked at Kate and Cassius.  “Did you find anything we can use?”
 
   “There’s some cheese and some hard bread and some dried meat,” Kate told him.
 
   “And lots of extra weapons.  Would you like to have any extra knives?” Cassius asked.
 
   Marco declined, but they all filled sacks with food, taking on as much as they could carry, then left the cave entrance.  They walked for half an hour to return to the campsite where they had been ambushed the night before.
 
   “What happened to you last night?” Kate asked.  “How did you escape capture?”
 
   “I left the campsite; I thought I saw something and went to investigate it, so I was gone when they captured everyone,” Marco admitted.  “I’m sorry; I felt bad about not being where I should have.”
 
   “So that they could have captured you to, or killed you?” Kate asked.  “This worked out much better.”
 
   “I thought so too,” Aleo spoke up, reminding them that he was still with them.  “I lured the blessed one away so that he wouldn’t get captured.”
 
   “Thank you for your cleverness,” Cassius said.  “I wish there was something I could have done, instead of being so useless.”
 
   “Hardly useless,” Kate comforted him as she retrieved her pack and began to transfer her new food supplies into it.  “None of us could do anything under the circumstances.”
 
   The others also restocked their backpacks with the additional food, and then they returned to the road, and began climbing north, towards the saddle between the two high peaks.
 
   That day they climbed, then dipped slightly in a curving section of trail that skirted the head of a canyon, then began the final approach to the high pass that they had seen the day before.
 
   “We have to go up there,” Aleo told them when they paused for a late afternoon rest.  “The steaming waters are on the far side of that mountain,” he pointed towards the mountain on the west side of the saddle.
 
   The walk up to the saddle was difficult, as blustery, cold winds blew into their faces along the whole course of the journey.   They were exhausted from the travails of the cave the evening before, and when they finally reached the crest in the late afternoon, they stopped and looked first forward, and then backward.  Ridges of mountains were visible as far as the eye could see, disappearing into the thin clouds of their elevation.
 
   “We go this way now,” the pixie directed them to the left.  They walked atop the saddle, constantly blown sideways by the cross winds, and by sunset they were climbing the mountain.
 
   Marco looked back at his companions, and saw them straining mightily to continue the journey.
 
   “Aleo,” he called.  “We are exhausted.  We can’t go much further.  We have to stop for the night to rest.”
 
   “It’s not much further, and my daughter is there,” Aleo pleaded.  “Just ten more minutes, please.”
 
   “Okay,” Marco agreed with a heavy sigh.
 
   The pixie directed them to take a faint path that climbed and curved around the south side of the mountain.  They walked on with increasingly slower steps, until they made a sharp turn around a large turret of granite.
 
   As they made the turn, they were suddenly fully protected from the biting winds, and they all felt immensely better.  The path continued on for another hundred yards, then passed beneath a natural bridge of stone, and as they stepped beneath the arch, they each stopped, and looked in wonder at the landscape before them.
 
   A tiny valley with a flat floor awaited them.  Green plants were growing here, inexplicably, above the elevation of the last sizable plants they had seen.  There were multiple small pools of water connected by shimmering streams, and the water from each pool gave rise to a plume of gentle steam, indicative of thermal springs.  And in the air, or on the plants, there were the flickering lights of pixies, glowing with the gentle warm glow of the light that emanated from them.
 
   As soon as the four humans and former merpeople arrived at the stone gateway, dozens of the tiny lights began to move towards them, and they stood in wonder, looking at the scenery, at the pixies, and at each other, bathed in the warm radiance of the scene.
 
   “Aleo!  What have you done, bringing these humans here?  It is forbidden!” one of the arriving pixies thundered in a tiny voice.
 
   “Look at this one!  He has the blessing of the spirit upon him!” Aleo immediately shot back.
 
   “I brought him in hopes that he could heal Ariel,” Aleo added in a more contrite tone.  “He has the blessing upon him; he must be able to heal her.  And with the blessing, surely he could do us no harm.”
 
   We are not humans,” Cassius spoke up.  “We,” he motioned to Pesino and himself, “are merpeople, from the great sea.  Marco has transformed us – turned our tails into legs – so that we may walk upon the land as his companions.  He has great powers, and he does not mean to harm anyone.”
 
   The fluttering lights that encircled them buzzed among themselves in response to the extraordinary assertion.
 
   “Take him to your daughter,” the chief pixie told Aleo, deciding to accept the prohibited humans’ visit as a fait accompli. 
 
   “My friends, can they go rest in one of the warm springs?” Marco asked immediately on behalf of his companions.  “Is it safe for them?”
 
   “They are welcome to go to the Jade pool,” the chief pixie responded.  “I will lead them there, while you take your blessing to see Ariel,” he told Marco.
 
   Marco looked at his friends and nodded, then watched his guide intently as he followed Aleo, who hovered and wove a path through the many other pixies in the air.
 
   They entered a small, compact hollow on the side of the valley, where ferns overhung the top of a cozy space less than ten feet wide and deep.  On a series of natural stony shelves that protruded, a dozen pixie nests were constructed of stones and twigs and brightly colored objects.  Aleo alit next to one in which a pixie slept in a curled-up fetal position.  The pixies who occupied a few of the other nests all rose to their feet to look at Marco, or rose into the air to watch him.
 
   “This is Ariel,” Aleo said, gently stroking the hair off the forehead of the little slumberer.  “She’s been ill for a fortnight, and then it got worse three days ago, and she hasn’t woken up since then.”
 
   “What were the symptoms of her illness?  Did she have an upset stomach?  Did she have headaches?  Were her joints sore?” Marco asked, trying to think of how to pinpoint what alchemical cures he might try to compose treat the tiny girl’s ailment.
 
   “She had a high fever, and her wings wouldn’t work, so she couldn’t fly.  Then she starting seeing things, and passed out,” Aleo said.
 
   Marco sat on his haunches, thinking about the medley of symptoms.  There were no human maladies that involved wings that did not fly, leaving him stumped about how to treat that, and he put it to the side as he considered the other problems.  She had a fever and had hallucinations, which was something that he would be able to treat in a human, provided that he had the right ingredients available with him in the portable supply of items that Algornia had given him.  He gave a quick mental thanks to the master alchemist for offering such a gift, then slung the pack off his back.
 
   He was warm, he realized, a feeling he hadn’t enjoyed in several days.  He took off his bow and his cape, then opened his pack and pulled out the smaller pack with the elements of alchemy.
 
   “Could you provide some light over here?” he called to the small gathering of pixies, as he tried to look into the dark interior of the pack.  A dozen pixies immediately gathered above his head and brightened their glows, giving him adequate light to see what he pulled out of the bag.  The marvelous medical knowledge from the Book of Hermes allowed him to quickly choose the appropriate remedies to try, if any human remedies could be appropriate for a pixie body.
 
   After five minutes he had a small stack on one side of his spot, and the rest of the items placed back in the carrying bag.  He had a small bowl and a pestle as well, thoughtfully provided by Algornia.
 
   “Do you know what cypress trees are?” Marco asked, looking up at Aleo.  “I could use a cone from a blue cypress, if you know where to find one.”
 
   The pixies all instantly huddled together in the middle of the air near Marco’s head, and then one of them shot away from the rest as the group broke apart.
 
   “Gawail is the fastest flyer; he is going to go get a cone for you,” Aleo told Marco.
 
   “That’s good,” Marco said, astonished that the pixies had been able to identify the location of a cone and send someone there so quickly.
 
   “I’m going to start mixing some things together to try to treat her,” Marco told the worried father.  “Tell your friends I appreciate the light they provide, and I’ll need more as we work on this.”
 
   “They’re more than friends; these are my family.  All of us in this hall are members of the same clan,” Aleo explained.  “They will do anything to help.”
 
   With illumination – and shifting shadows – provided by the floating pixies, Marco worked to combine one set of ingredients into a formula to treat fever, then began to work on a second set of materials to mix together to treat the hallucinations.  He stopped after a half hour of labor, and stroked his hand across his brow to wipe away his sweat.
 
   “Could I have some hot water, and a bowl?” he asked, then watched as one pixie dove into its nest and produced a bowl the size of a thimble, while another flew away.
 
   “I need a larger bowl.  Would one of you go ask Kate if she has a bowl?” he suggested, and watched as another pixie flew away.  “If Kate has a bowl, tell her to bring hot water in it,” Marco shouted out to the disappearing pixie.
 
   Minutes later Kate appeared, wearing only skimpy undergarments; both her clothing and her hair were dripping wet.
 
   “You needed this?” she asked, kneeling down beside him as she handed him a warm metal bowl filled with hot water.
 
   “Yes,” Marco replied, taking the bowl and immediately adding the ingredients to treat the fever to it.  He stirred them languidly, then stopped, and took the miniscule pixie bowl and dipped it into the aromatic broth.  “Here, start dripping this into her mouth, a few drops at a time, and make sure she swallows it before you give her more.
 
   “What are you doing?” Kate asked as she watched him.
 
   Marco watched Aleo take the small bowl and float down to his daughter, where he and another pixie gently straightened Ariel’s body and propped her head in the other pixie’s lap, as Aleo started dripping small amounts of liquid.
 
   “I don’t know for sure,” Marco admitted.  “I’m trying to treat the symptoms, but I don’t really know the disease.  She’s a pixie, and I don’t know anything about them,” he said in frustration.
 
   “Don’t take it hard, Marco.  Just do your best and leave the rest in God’s hands,” Kate told him with a comforting hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Those hot pools feel wonderful!  You’ll have to come join us soon,” she told him, as he emptied out the rest of the liquid in Kate’s bowl.
 
   “Would you go rinse this out and refill it?” he asked her, handing her bowl back to her.  He watched as she rose and began running away, her lithe figure disappearing quickly in the evening gloom.
 
   “How’s it going?” Marco asked Aleo.
 
   “She’s already had several drops,” the pixie answered.  “When will she wake up?”
 
   “I hope that after we give her the next medicine, she will be better, but I don’t know for sure.  We still need the blue cypress cone to make that medicine work,” Marco replied.
 
   Even as he said it, a small light came streaking down out of the sky and paused its motion in front of him.  Gawail floated in the air, both hands wrapped around a small cone, which Marco gently took from the deliverer.
 
   “Thank you,” he told the pixie as he began to gently pry the cone apart and shake the seeds into the collection of materials he had set aside for the second cure.  He began to hastily grind the ingredients together, and didn’t even notice Kate’s return until she placed her bowl of hot water in front of him.
 
   “Thanks,” he spoke again as he dumped his ingredients into the water and began to stir the mixture, willing the water to pick up the healing potency of his potion as quickly as possible.
 
   “Now, give me another pixie bowl,” he spoke out loud to no one in particular as he watched the water in Kate’s bowl change color as the strength of his ground-up mixture seeped into the liquid.  He accepted an anonymous pixie’s bowl and scooped it into Kate’s, then held it out for the pixies.  “Let this cool for a minute, then start dripping this into her mouth,” he told them.
 
   The pixies and Marco and Kate all sat silently as the new medicine began to be dispersed into the unconscious patient.  “How long will it take?” Kate whispered to Marco.
 
   “I don’t know,” he softly answered as he shook his head.  “My medicines are prepared for human bodies, and I can’t tell how they’ll affect a pixie.  I’m just trying to treat the symptoms, and praying for the best outcome.  She’s such a pretty little thing it’s hard to see her lying unconscious like that.”
 
   They waited several minutes, until Aleo finally stopped dripping the liquid into his daughter.  He looked up at Marco.  
 
   “I know you tried, blessed one.  I had hopes that your blessing might be strong enough to bring better things to my daughter.  Thank you,” he said, with a catch in his voice that made Marco’s eye’s tear up.
 
   “Maybe if you massaged her stomach, to increase the absorption of the medicine,” Marco suggested, and he extended his smallest finger towards the pixie girl, to gently stroke her abdomen.
 
   As he did, his hand suddenly emitted a bright glow, which spread to the body of the girl, and Marco jerked his hand back as the whole surrounding crowd gasped in surprise.
 
   The light in his hand immediately extinguished, but the light in the little pixie changed from white to red to golden, then disappeared in a flash, and they all heard the girl give a gasp, a deep intake breath of air.
 
   Ariel’s eyes fluttered open, and the whole assembly of pixies gave a cheer, as the girl sat up and looked around in bewilderment, while Marco felt his heart fill with happiness.
 
   Kate leaned against Marco and gently kissed his cheek.
 
   “Look at you, the greatest doctor the pixies have ever known!” she told him, with a congratulatory hand on his shoulder.  “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go back and join Cassius in the pool,” she said as she rose and walked away.
 
   “Blessed one!” Aleo looked up at him with a broad smile.  “How can we ever repay you?”
 
   Ariel sat up, and her father hugged her.  “What is one of the awkward ones doing in our home?” she asked as she looked over her father’s shoulder.
 
   “He saved your life; he cured you of your illness,” one of her cousins immediately answered.
 
   “Aleo, I treated your daughter as repayment for the help you gave me; you owe me no debt,” Marco said reassuringly, still smiling with pleasure at the successful cure.  “I’d just like the chance to go relax in one of those pools of hot water you have.”  He stood up and picked up his materials.
 
   Gawail led Marco to a small pool near his clan’s home.  “This pool will be yours alone, and we will not let any of the others trouble you,” the pixie told him protectively.
 
   “Anyone can come,” Marco said, as he placed his belongings down and began to strip off the rest of his clothes.  He looked at the filthy shirt in his hand, stiff with the remnants of the mud he had been smeared in while crawling in the cave.  He looked at the pool, and threw the shirt in the water to soak on one side of the pool, then threw the rest of his clothing items in with the shirt as he removed them one by one.  When he was done, he walked around the pool to the far side, a walk of only twenty yards, and he stepped into the water, the first step down deep enough to immediately raise the water level up to his knees.
 
   “Oww, ouch!” he said sharply, lifting his legs quickly, one by one as he tried to adjust to the water’s temperature.
 
   “You’ll get used to it,” he heard Pesino say, and he looked up to see her standing very nearby, alluringly illuminated by the gentle glow of the hovering pixies.  She wore not a stitch of clothing, and, he realized, neither did he.
 
   They stood and looked at one another momentarily.  Marco was no longer lifting his legs, the discomfort of the heat forgotten in his embarrassment at the girl’s view of his exposed body.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind me coming over,” she said.  “Kate and Cassius seem to want to have time alone together, and I didn’t want to be alone.” She strolled closer to him, and then stepped into the water next to him.
 
   “Let’s go over there,” she said, as he stood entranced by the sight of her.  He had seen her before, seen her flesh uncovered, yet tonight, through the magical light of the pixies, and the joy of having saved Ariel, and through the clarity that seemed to come with physical exhaustion, he saw her as alluring.  He followed her to a tiny cove in the small pool, and they sat down side-by-side on the sandy bottom of the pool, then lay back, and began to float.
 
   “This water has some minerals in it that make us extra buoyant,” Pesino told Marco as they lay still, only partially submerged, just two feet above the bottom of the pool.  “I can’t imagine what I would have thought about this if I was a mermaid still, and wanted to dive deep into the water but couldn’t!”
 
   Marco moved over next to her, and suddenly found himself kissing her on the shoulder, then kissing her neck.
 
   She moved swiftly, dropping her knees to the floor of the pool and raising herself up and stepping back, then looking at him with penetrating eyes.
 
   “I didn’t mean to come over her and seduce you,” she told him.  “I’m sorry.  I really only wanted to come over and be with you as a friend, hard as I find that to believe.”
 
   She was suddenly not as alluring, Marco suddenly realized.
 
   “I must have been sending my charisma out, without meaning to; not that you’re not someone I wouldn’t want to, well never mind,” she said.
 
   Marco lowered himself back onto the water, feeling foolish and confused, and Pesino resumed floating next to him.  She reached her hand out and held his.  “You saved the life of the pixie girl?” she asked.  “The little people seem very happy.  What did you do?”
 
   “I gave her some medicine, and then I touched her,” Marco said softly.  He was growing used to the feel of floating on the water, and he was overcoming his shock at having kissed Pesino’s flesh.  “My hand became magical again, and then the girl was awake, and healthy.  My hand started to glow when I reached towards her, and then she glowed.”
 
   “Do you love your fiancé?” Pesino asked, as she squeezed his hand.  They were both looking up at the sky in which random pixies floated with glowing illumination that interrupted the view of the bright, steady stars that seemed so brilliant and close in the thin air of the mountain top.
 
   “I haven’t thought about her in days,” Marco said sleepily.  Climbing the mountains had consumed his strength and his attention, he realized.  But as soon as he thought of her, he pictured her face, and he remembered how tenderly she had cared for him.   “But I do love her.  I want to go back to her and see her as quickly as possible; we’re supposed to get married in the spring, but at the rate this trip is going, I’m afraid I’ll miss my own wedding,” he chuckled, though the fear was real.
 
   “We’ll try our best to get you there,” Pesino told him.  “I want you to get married, and live happily ever after, so I can ask you what it’s like.  After I’ve got my tail back and get back to the water, you’ll have to come and visit me regularly to tell me about happily ever after, and what love is,” she murmured.  And with those last words, the promise that ‘happily ever after’ could come true, they both fell asleep in the pool, and floated atop the water until the sun came up the next day.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12 – The Pixie Story
 
    
 
   When Marco awoke in the middle of the morning, Pesino was gone.  He felt completely relaxed, so comfortable and loose that he felt as though a wave passing beneath him in the pool would have rippled him as though he were a leaf floating atop the water.  Minutes after he opened his eyes he finally stood up, then walked over to where his dirty clothes drifted in the water, and he began to languidly scrub and rinse them until he had to move several feet to escape the spreading cloud of muddy water his clothes were creating.  He finished scrubbing, then scrubbed his own skin and hair, and finally got out of the water and pulled on a clean pair of pants from his pack, and set out to find his companions.
 
   As he strode through the small valley he realized that an escort of faintly visible pixies was flying along with him.  “Can I help you?” he asked the small beings.
 
   “How can we help you, blessed healer?” one of the pixies spoke to him.
 
   “I want to see my friends,” he said, and then realized he was hungry.  “And I need to eat some breakfast,” he muttered.
 
   “Your friends are this way,” his volunteer guide announced, and then led the way through the incongruent greenery of the high altitude valley to a large pool of water, where all three of his companions were sitting on the edge of the water, their legs dangling in the liquid, as they ate from the supplies they had confiscated from the kidnappers’ cave.
 
   “Welcome and good morning Marco!   It’s good to see you.  You look good – better than you have in a couple of days,” Cassius greeted him.
 
   “I imagine we all look more rested than any of us have in the past few days,” Marco agreed.  “I do feel relaxed.  But we’ll have to get back out there again on the road, I’m afraid.”
 
   "When will we leave?" Cassius asked.
 
   Marco looked at his companions. All four of them – himself included – had suffered during the long trip up to the ridgeline, and then fallen victim to the attack by the trail thieves. Last night had been their first night of true rest in many days, and he knew that just as much as the others, he was ready to rest and heal some more.
 
   "If our hosts will allow us," he looked up at a nearby pixie, "I would like to spend the day here and leave tomorrow morning, after we all feel better."
 
   "You are certainly welcome to stay here, blessed healer," the pixie immediately replied. "I see your meal is being delivered right now, as well. Please rest and enjoy your stay with us."
 
   Marco looked up at the inexplicable comment about the delivery of a meal, then saw that a score of pixies were approaching through the air, each carrying a small amount of fruit, or a loaf of bread the size of a small muffin.  He held his hands together and received the offered gifts in surprise.  “What is this for?” he asked.
 
   “You said you needed breakfast, so we brought some to you,” one of the delivering pixies told him as she dropped some blueberries in his hand.  “We want to show our appreciation to the blessed healer, and thank you.”
 
   Marco grinned, then sat down next to Cassius.  “Would you like some fresh supplies?” he offered, as he set the food down on the grass and popped a loaf of bread into his mouth.
 
   “This is good!” he complimented the pixies.  “Tell the baker this is excellent!”
 
   “You can go tell him yourself, if you want.  He’ll be up at the ovens all day – today’s baking day,” a pixie replied.  They were all difficult for Marco to tell apart, especially during the daylight when they faded into virtual invisibility.
 
   Marco popped a handful of blueberries into his mouth as he watched Kate reach across Cassius to take a loaf of the sweet bread.  “I’ll do that – I don’t have any other plans for today.  After I talk with my friends I’ll go visit the baker, if someone will lead me there,” he declared.
 
   “You shall have a guide,” the pixie promised.  “Just call when you’re ready,” the small being told him, and then flew off.
 
   “Thank you for a day to rest, Marco,” Pesino told him from where she sat the farthest away from him, on the other side of Kate.  “I could use at least a week to let these new legs get used to all the hard work I’m making them go through!”
 
   Marco tossed a loaf of bread to her, and grinned as he watched her eat it.  She was such a confusing companion, the siren who could stir his desire despite his wish to remain faithful to Mirra; she could turn her irresistible appeal on and off so easily, while he could not resist her at times when he was tired and exhausted, as had briefly happened last night.  Yet she didn’t deliberately seek to lure him to be unfaithful, he knew.  She needed a friend; she had been wrenched from her natural habitat, the sea, and sent on this unexpected, long, grueling adventure in which she really had no personal stake other than to keep an eye on him.
 
   He missed Mirra.  She would be astonished at this unlikely place, the small valley of pixies and thermal springs at the top of a high mountain, probably unknown to any other human but the four of them.  He missed Glaze as well; Mirra’s brother was older than Marco, but just as unprepared for the life they had been briefly thrust into while at Sant Jeroni, leaving the two of them on equal footing, able to be equals.  Marco had looked forward to traveling with reliable Glaze, and the decision by the mermaid leader Neptin to split them apart still rankled, though Cassius and Pesino had been excellent companions.
 
   Marco arose, and left the others as he went in search of the pixie baker.  He soon had a guide who led him to a series of ovens that were hewed out of the side of an exceptionally hot stone wall in the mountainside.  There was no fire burning, he was amazed to see – just a busy pixie who continually pushed dough balls into some oven holes to bake thanks to the natural heating, and took finished loaves out of others.
 
   The day was more relaxing than any of the travelers could have expected.  Marco and Cassius spent time in casual instruction, as Marco showed Cassius some of the rudimentary elements of how to handle a sword.  That was their most productive time of the day, as they spent more time swimming in the various pools, or napping, or eating food that was delivered to them by the pixies.  
 
   And Marco even spent some time with the pixies, listening to them as they told him about their life in the mountains.  The valley with the warm springs was not a year-round home for the little people; it was where they all gathered to get together for the winter months.  When the spring time came, they would disperse to their scattered homes throughout the mountains.
 
   The next morning, Marco and his friends packed up early and left their refuge to return to the grueling climb across the top of the mountains on their way to Boheme.  They walked out on the path that was the exit from the tiny valley, and crossed beneath the natural arch of mountain stone that was the symbolic doorway away from the comfort.  Ariel and Aleo and several of their family members fluttered around Marco right up to the arch, and descended on his shoulders momentarily as they all spoke of their gratitude for the visitation he had provided.
 
   “I will come with you to help you during your journey out of the mountains, should you ever have any trouble,” Gawail told Marco.  The pixie, Ariel’s second cousin, continued to fly with Marco beyond the arch, as the other pixies returned to their homes.
 
   Marco looked over at the pixie.  He wondered what the tiny person could possibly do to be of assistance, and Gawail seemed to anticipate his doubts.  “Didn’t Aleo help you escape from the evil ones, then help you rescue your friends, and didn’t I help you retrieve the ingredients you needed for Ariel’s cure?” the pixie asked.
 
   “Those things did happen, but our journey will be cold and maybe dangerous,” Marco warned the pixie, hoping to dissuade him from joining the group.  Marco didn’t want to assume responsibility for the well-being of another person, when he already felt that his ability to take care of himself and the others was tenuous at best.
 
   “I will stay warm.  I can ride inside your cape, or perhaps with one of the others,” Gawail replied.  He instantly flew over to Pesino.  “May I stay inside your cape to remain warm?” he asked.
 
   “Of course, little friend!” Pesino said in a kindly tone.  She pulled the neck of her cape open, and the pixie immediately dove into the warmth of her clothing.  “How do you feel?” she asked a moment later, then smiled and nodded seconds later in response to the response that Marco did not hear as they walked along.
 
   Marco shook his head at the successful impudence of his new companion, but forgot all about it moments later.  They rounded the large stone sentinel that the path had to curve around, and as they did, they felt the full force of the mountain winds come howling directly into their faces, instantly blowing away the comfort and relaxation the travelers had acquired during their brief respite among the pixies.
 
   The walk back to the main trail was slow, as all four of them walked with their heads down and their hands clutching the hoods of their capes as they struggled forward to the flattened crest of the ridge, a wide band of gravelly soil, covered with lichens, mosses, and thin wisps of grass.
 
   “It’s mostly downhill from here,” Marco shouted to the others over the whistling sound of the wind.  “We’re pretty far behind the rest of the northbound stragglers, but our food supplies are full and we’ve had a chance to rest, so let’s give it our best shot to get to Boheme as quickly as we can.”
 
   “Good speech, blessed one,” Gawail’s muffled voice barely reached Marco’s ears, but he saw the grin on Pesino’s face, and knew he had heard correctly.
 
   Almost as soon as they began to descend down the north side of the slope, tiny pellets of icy snow started to smack against them, as the clouds seemed to lie in ambush and then drop suddenly lower, initiating an assault upon the travelers.  The sleet came lightly at first, but within half an hour it had increased in intensity.  The trail they followed drove a straight line into the sleet for several hundred yards with virtually no slope, then began to descend, meandering back and forth while providing no shelter from the weather.
 
   By noon the path was at last making a curve around a large peak, and they walked into a stretch of trail that was sheltered from the wind and the sleet.  Marco called a halt to their movement, and the travelers scattered to find private spots for several minutes, then reassembled.   As they did, they watched the sleet that was descending past them start to turn into heavy snow flakes.
 
   Marco gave a sigh.  “At least the wind isn’t blowing so harshly,” he said, and they started off once again.
 
   For the former merpeople, the trek through the increasing snow accumulation was a trial.  The slippery conditions and the need to lift their feet high made it awkward for them, and even more tiring than it was for Kate and Marco, who had some limited experience with snow on the very rare occasions when it had fallen in the Lion City in their childhood.  Gawail, the pixie, grew so nervous about the unsteady gait that Pesino adopted as she slipped through the snow that he left his warm bower in her bosom, and switched allegiance by moving into Kate’s cape.
 
   They stopped in the mid-afternoon, twice, to let everyone rest.  Snow fell the entire afternoon, and by the time they set out from their second stop, several inches of snow had piled up on the trail.  They only waded on for another hour before Marco concluded they had to stop.  They were in a small dell where stunted trees offered some protection from the elements.
 
   “Let’s set up the tent and spend the night here,” he suggested.
 
   “Can we afford to stop so early?” Cassius asked.
 
   “We’re not making much time, and we don’t want to be stuck in a worse place when night falls,” Marco answered, as he helped Cassius remove the pack with the tent from his back.
 
   They set the tent up, and Marco and Kate found sticks under the snow by stepping on and kicking them.  They piled their tinder at a few yards distance from the tent as the sun fell, then Marco managed to get a fire lit after finding enough dry material to land a spark in.
 
   “Marco, will you walk me into the woods?” a weary-looking Pesino came out of the tent where she had been resting, and Marco escorted her to a patch of bushes, then escorted her back towards the camp site.
 
   “Is snow the worst thing that humans have to deal with?” she asked.  “No, never mind, I know it’s not.  Having to find a place to pee is the most aggravating thing.  In the sea,” she paused.  “You probably don’t need to know,” she concluded with a laugh.  “Thank you for walking out here with me.”  She reached her gloved hand out and held his, as they arrived at the fire.
 
   “We used to love to look at the fire at our village, but we weren’t supposed to burn it at night, in case any human sailors might see it,” she told him as they stood looking at the flames.  Already, the fire was starting to burn down, the burning embers collapsing in upon the center of the fire and building a dimmer fire.
 
   “But you kicked that sand castle apart with that magical fire you started at the village.  I remember how astonished we all were,” she said.
 
   Marco’s head snapped up.  “That’s right!  I did start a fire that burned all night by itself, didn’t I?” he remembered.  He pulled his hand from Pesino’s and pulled a segment of log over by the fire, then sat down as he tried to remember exactly how he had made the flames burn.  Pesino came over and settled in on his lap without him being truly aware as he placed his hand on the end of a stick and focused on his memories, trying to recall how he had started the fire.
 
   It had been about Porenn, he remembered.   She had wanted a fire and hadn’t been allowed to warm up and dry off by one.  She had been close to tears, and Marco had felt sorry for her.  He looked over at Pesino.  She didn’t look woeful, he thought with an internal smile; how was he supposed to work up enough outrage and sympathy to ignite a blaze if she wasn’t motivating him.
 
   If only she looked more sympathetic, he thought, more like Mirra had looked when he first met her, holding Sybele in her arms, believing her child was going to die.  Mirra had touched the chords of his heart, and made him want to help.
 
   There was a sudden, loud whooshing sound, and Marco felt a heavy weight on his chest.  He was looking up at the sky, looking past Pesino’s face.  He was lying on the ground – on his back – and he was looking upward, as he heard a roaring sound from a burning fire immediately nearby.   He turned his head and saw the fire burning ferociously only a few feet away, and beyond it he saw the door flap of the tent open and Kate and Cassius’s faces stare out in wonder.
 
   “What did you do?  Are you trying to burn us?” Pesino asked, as she rolled off of him.
 
   “What’s happening?” Kate asked, as Gawail came flying out of the tent and hovered near Marco.
 
   “It is the blessed one.  He has used his powers to make heat for us,” the pixie’s voice spoke.
 
   “Why are you making the fire burn like that, Marco?” Cassius asked.
 
   “I didn’t mean to make it so big.  I was trying to make it burn so we could stay warm, and then I just overdid it,” he answered.
 
   “Well, it’s burning,” Kate commented, as she came out of the tent and stood near the fire, absorbing its warmth.  They all stood together quietly for several minutes, appreciating the warmth that soaked into their bodies, as the sun set behind the clouds in the west and snowflakes continued to fall.
 
   Marco assigned shifts for keeping watch, and then went into the tent and tried to sleep before his shift arrived in the middle of the night.  The bright light of the fire dimly penetrated the walls of the tent, and then the light grew much brighter, as Kate and Pesino came into the tent as well, leaving Cassius to remain outside on watch duty.
 
   “What did you do to make that fire so bright?” Pesino asked as she lay down in her blankets.  Her feet were near his head, while Kate’s head was on the other side of her feet across from him, as they packed themselves tightly into the limited space.
 
   “I thought of Mirra,” he told her softly.  “I remembered how desperate she looked the first time I saw her.  She had Seybele in her arms and the baby was dying.
 
   “She looked so much in need of help, like there was nothing that could solve the greatest problem of her life,” he told them.
 
   “And you saved the baby?” Kate asked.  “You touched it with your golden hand?”
 
   “I saved it, but that was before my hand was like this.  I just used old-fashioned alchemy,” he said.
 
   “And then the two of you fell in love,” Pesino concluded.
 
   “Maybe so.  It didn’t quite seem that way at the time, but that may have been how it was,” Marco agreed.
 
   They talked about Mirra further, then they all drifted off to sleep, and Marco only awoke when Pesino tugged on his shoulder.  “Your turn to go out there,” she murmured as she waited for him to arise, then she crawled into his blankets to absorb the body warmth he left behind.
 
   Outside Marco found Gawail sitting near the fire, watching the flames.
 
   “Pixies like the warmth more than the cold?” Marco guessed as he stood next to the little person.
 
   “Of course.  We were born from fire,” Gawail answered.  “We have to come to the valley of steaming waters in the winter, or we wouldn’t survive the cold.”
 
   “You were born from fire?” Marco asked, his interest piqued by the unusual statement.  He needed to go walk around the campsite to inspect its perimeter, but he wanted to hear Gawail’s explanation for his unusual statement first.
 
   “Yes,” the pixie immediately answered.
 
   “There was a mountain, whose entire top was consumed by a great fire, a fire that burned whole trees and stones and the very earth itself.  The fire wanted to grow larger, to go out and make all the world a great fire.  So it released a tiny little flame, a single flame, and sent the flame out to find out what it was going to burn up.
 
   “So the little flame went down from the mountain top,” Gawail explained.  “And it flittered around, until it came to a village of people who lived by a river.  The little flame wanted to cross the river, so it hopped on a log and asked the log to float it across.
 
   “But when they got halfway across the river the log stopped.  ‘Are you going to burn down the forest where all my friends live?’ the log asked.
 
   “’No,’ the little flame answered.  ‘I’m just exploring so I can tell my mother what the world is like.’
 
   “‘Who is your mother?’ the log asked.
 
   “Just then a little girl from the village saw the tiny flame on top of the log in the middle of the river, so she got in her canoe, and she paddled out to see what they were doing.
 
   “’My mother is the great burning fire on top of the mountain,’ the little flame told the log,” Gawail continued.
 
   “’Your mother has burned a great many trees, and now you will help her burn more.  I will not help you cross this river,’ the log cried out in anger at the little flame, and so it started to submerge itself.
 
   “That was going to make the little flame fall into the river, where the water would extinguish it.  It was afraid, and it cried out in fear,” Gawail was telling the story with gusto, standing now and striding back and forth as he told the creation story of the pixies.
 
   “And just then the little girl reached the little flame, and she held her hand out.  The tiny flame jumped into her open palm, just as the log sank all the way under the water, and the little flame was saved.
 
   “‘Thank you!’ the little flame told the girl.  ‘You saved my life!’
 
   “‘I’m glad I could help you.  What are you doing in the middle of the river?’ she asked as she set him down and starting paddling back to shore.
 
   “So the little flame told her the same story he had told the log.
 
   “‘Your mother fire won’t come down and harm us, will she?’ the little girl asked as they reached the shore.  ‘We like fire, and we treat it with respect.’  She pointed to the chimneys of the houses to show that every house had a fire burning.
 
   “And so the little flame went back up the mountain and told its mother about the kind little girl and the small fires that already lived in all the houses, and the mother promised that she would not ever create a fire to burn down the whole world, but would stay on top of the mountain and flare up to call attention to herself once in a while to remind the world to respect her.
 
   “‘You’ve done well, my little flame,’ the mother said.  ‘How can I reward you?’
 
   “‘Can you make me like the little girl, able to survive the water?’ the flame asked.
 
   “And so the mother did.  She gave the flame the shape of a pixie.  ‘And you shall have wings, so that you can float high up in the sky the way a flame can,’ the mother said, and that’s how the first pixie was born.”  Gawail finished his story, and looked up at Marco.  “Do you like that story?” he asked.
 
   “Very much,” Marco said sincerely.  It was an enchanting tale, one that he was sure couldn’t be true, yet it still seemed to be told so sincerely that a tiny part of Marco wondered whether it might be.
 
   “I’m going to go walk around the campsite to make sure everything is safe.  I’ll be right back,” Marco told his pixie companion.
 
   “And I’ll stay here, where it’s warm, you know,” Gawail said with equanimity as Marco strode off.
 
   Marco left the bright ring that was lit near the campfire, and ventured out into the forest glen.  He found that the snow was not melted once he left the comfort of the fire’s heat, and he saw that they would face a difficult journey the next morning, through snow that had piled up a foot or more deep.  But happily, there were no tracks in the snow, something that gave Marco relief, as it demonstrated the safety of their location.
 
   He completed a circle through the snow, then returned to the fire, and sat down near Gawail.  “Where do you live in the summer time, when you’re not in the valley with the hot springs?” Marco asked.
 
   “I live up in the Nightshade Mountains; our clan travels farther than any other to come to the winter valley.  It’s a dangerous journey, but we haven’t lost anyone for fifty years,” Gawail said proudly.
 
   “The Nightshade Mountains!  That’s where we’re going!” Marco cried, astonished at the incredible coincidence.
 
   “You’re going to the Nightshades?  I thought you were going to the human city, Boheme,” Gawail looked at him in surprise.
 
   “We’re only going to Boheme as a stop on the way.  We’ll go to Boheme, then Fortburg, then the Nighshades, on our way to Clovis,” Marco laid out his full itinerary.
 
   “Clovis?” Gawail asked in a whisper.  “The haunted city?  You would dare to go there?  Why?” the pixie appeared badly shaken to Marco, who felt his own confidence suddenly shrink because of Gawail’s reaction.
 
   “I have to go to Clovis to go to the old library there, to try to find a clue to know where to go to find the Echidna,” Marco replied.
 
   “The Echidna?  Clovis and the Echidna?  You have a death wish – or you have great faith in your blessing!  To go to such monstrous places is unthinkable!  We who live in the Nightshades only go to the edges of Clovis, in the middle of the day.  We believe the city is haunted,” Gawail told Marco.
 
   “I am under orders from a great spirit, the spirit of the island of Ophiuchus, which has told me to go to the Echidna, and get one of its scales,” Marco explained.  “I am going to Clovis to see if I can find out where the Echidna lives; I was told that the old library there is my best hope to find information about the Echidna.”
 
   “Blessed one, a great spirit would not send you out on a hopeless journey, I am sure.  But this is an extraordinary course you have laid out, I’m sure,” Gawail told him.  “I will help you as much as possible.  I will help you get to Clovis, and to the safest part of the city ruins, though I do not know if that is where this library is that you seek.”
 
   They each sat silently, contemplating what had been revealed.
 
   “I see that the sun is coming up,” Gawail observed, breaking Marco’s brooding introspection.
 
   “We’ll need to leave soon, then.  I better wake the others and tell them to pack up,” Marco responded.
 
   “What about your fire?  When will you put it out?  I want to stay beside it until the last moment, then go to my cozy traveling space,” Gawail grinned up at Marco.
 
   Marco grinned back in return, shook his head, and gently poked the pixie in the shoulder with his finger, then rustled the tent flap, and opened it to awaken the others.  “We need to go,” he spoke into the tent, and let them stretch the stiffness out of their muscles before the group returned to the snow-covered trail.
 
   He looked at the fire as the others took the tent down, trying to imagine some way to extinguish it.  He placed his hand on the same stick he had touched to ignite the magical blaze, and thought of Mirra again, in need of help, but nothing happened.  He tried imagining her feeling hot from the fire, and wanting to cool off, but again nothing happened.  Finally, he thought of the pixies and their mother, the volcano, ready to send fire spreading across the earth, but choosing not to, and the fire extinguished itself with a single puff of white smoke that left a bed of dying embers.  Everyone looked at Marco, but said nothing, and they all knew that it was time to leave.
 
   They walked slowly during the morning, eating their breakfast of hardtack, dried meat, and raisins.  Gawail had selected Kate to be his hostess, convinced that she had a surer step through the snow, and his conclusion turned out to be correct.
 
   After a midday stop to eat lunch, they all stood shivering at a curving portion of the trail, where it went around the inside of a ravine as it descended towards a broad mountain river valley.  Pesino stepped to the edge of the trail to look out at the view below.  “Look at those birds floating in the air,” she pointed at a trio of condors that were effortlessly circling at nearly the same elevation the travelers were at.
 
   As she took a step closer to the edge of the trail, the snowy crust she stepped on collapsed, and tumbled down the steep side of the ravine, giving away beneath Pesino, and making her fall off the trail and out of sight.  She gave a sudden shout, and then she was gone, faster than any of the others could react to.
 
   Pesino!” Cassius cried out, shocked by the loss of his fellow merperson, and he stepped up to the edge of the cliff where the snow had been swept away.  There were bushes immediately below the trail’s edge, blocking any view of what was below.
 
   “What do we do, Marco?” Kate cried out, distressed by the loss of their companion.
 
   “Gawail,” Marco called, and the pixie peeked out of the neck of Kate’s cape.  “I know it’s cold,” Marco told the tiny figure, “but could you go fly below and try to find out where Pesino is and what shape she’s in?”
 
   “I can do it,” the pixie said stoutly.  “For a few minutes, I won’t even feel the cold, and then I’ll just need to warm up again.”  He flew out of Kate’s clothing.  “Which way did she go?” he asked, and when Cassius pointed down, the pixie flew over the edge and outside the limbs of the bushes as he began to search for the missing girl.
 
   And he stopped immediately, so close to the trail that he was still visible to the three people who watched from above, despite the sunlight all around them,
 
   “She’s right here, right below these bushes,” he reported as he flew back up.  “It’s only twenty feet or so down to a rocky ledge she’s lying on.”
 
   “Can we get down there and bring her back up?  Is she awake?” Marco asked.
 
   “Pesino!” Cassius immediately called down over the edge.
 
   “She wasn’t moving, and her eyes were closed,” Gawail told them.  “You can climb down on the rocks and bushes, but I cannot tell if you’ll be able to get back up.”
 
   Marco looked at the other two.  “If we use the rope from the tent, I can go down and check on her,” he told them.  “You get the rope ready,” he instructed them, “and I’ll start climbing down.”
 
   He shed his pack and his bow and sword, then took off his cape as well so that he’d have more freedom of movement.  The cold air started instantly to penetrate through his clothes, as he hung his legs over the edge of the cliff, then flipped over and began to slowly climb down the slick embankment.
 
   Marco held onto rocks and plants, and soon stepped on the woody stems of the bushes that hid Pesino from view.  He remembered the climb down the rock chimney in the island of Ophiuchus, and realized that the climb down to rescue his friend was far, far shorter than that ordeal had been.  And as soon as he realized that, he descended below the bushes’ shiny green foliage, and found Pesino on her ledge.
 
   She was unconscious, and a reddening on her forehead showed Marco that she had hit her head hard against something when she fell.  He gently stroked her cheeks, then placed his face down right next to hers, and felt her breath on his cheek, a confirmation that she was breathing.  He called her name as he placed his mouth closer to her ear, and she gave a faint moan.
 
   “Pesino, can you hear me?” he called repeatedly, then stood up.  His head rose above the top of the bushes when he stood on the narrow ledge that had caught the girl, and he looked up to see Cassius and Kate looking down anxiously at him.
 
   “She’s right here, and she’s alive, but she’s unconscious,” he informed them.
 
   “Do you want us to let the rope down?” Cassius asked.
 
   “Not yet.  Let me awaken her, and find out what injuries she has first,” Marco answered, then he knelt back down, disappearing beneath the bushes again.
 
   Pesino’s eyes were open, but unfocused when he returned to her.
 
   “Do you know who I am?”  Marco asked her.
 
   “Yes,” she said faintly.
 
   “Can you move your legs?” he asked,
 
   “I can, but I’d rather not.  One of my ankles hurts,” Pesino answered.
 
   Marco reached down and gently touched each leg.
 
   “Yes, that one,” she said sharply as he touched her left leg.
 
   “How does your head feel?” he asked.
 
   “It hurts too; thanks for reminding me,” she finally smiled at him.  With a groan, she sat up and closed her eyes.
 
   “Since you can move about, we’ll get you up on the trail again as quickly as we can,” Marco told her.  “But first I’ll try to help relieve some of your pain.”
 
   “If you do, maybe I’ll decide to keep you around when all of this is over,” she gave another wan smile.  “I’d appreciate that.”
 
   Marco had Cassius toss his pack down, then he got the alchemical elements out and quickly mixed a pain killer, using melted snow for the water he needed.
 
   “This will taste awful,” but then you’ll feel better.  You’ll fall asleep in about ten minutes,” Marco explained. 
 
   “This does taste awful!” Pesino said after the first sip, making a face that nearly made Marco laugh.
 
   “Drink it all – fast,” he urged her.  “Drop the end of the rope down here now,” he called up to Cassius.
 
   He helped Pesino stand up, then tied the end of the rope around one wrist.
 
   “Start pulling,” he called to the top, as Pesino tried to climb, and he lifted and pushed from below.  Within five minutes Kate grabbed Pesino’s hand, and helped drag her to the trail, just as the accident victim began to grow unconscious.
 
   “Drop the rope back down,” Marco directed with chattering teeth, as he packed up his bag.  He was feeling extremely cold, and wanted to return to the trail so he could put his cape back on.
 
   Ten minutes later he was back on the trail as well, and wearing his cape.  Pesino lay unconscious, propped up against the mountainside.
 
   Kate carried Marco’s bow and sword, while Cassius carried his pack, so that Marco could sling Pesino over his back to carry their sleeping partner down the trail.
 
   The afternoon was one of slow progress as they waited for Marco to keep steady footing while carrying the awkward load of Pesino’s weight.  Marco began to feel worry gnaw at his mind as he began to consider what such a slow pace would mean for their arrival at Boheme. Though they had repacked food supplies from the thieves’ cave, they wouldn’t be able to last indefinitely
 
   By late afternoon Marco was exhausted, and he and Cassius traded roles.  The sun started to set as they followed the winding trail down the mountainside, and their snowy surroundings turned red with the reflected rays of the setting sun.
 
   “We’ll have to stop and find a place to pitch the tent,” Marco declared as they started to turn around another curve in the trail.  Kate was leading, Cassius was in the middle with Pesino, and Marco brought up the tail of the group.
 
   “I think I found the place,” Kate’s voice came back, sounding happier than Marco though was reasonable under the circumstances.
 
   “What do you mean?  Is there a clearing?” he asked as he tried to speed up his careful placement of his feet so that he could catch up.
 
   “Better than a clearing,” Kate said as Marco approached her.  “It’s an inn!” she said, and Marco arrived to see that just below them stood a stone and timber structure, a complete building, with smoke rising from a chimney, and light shining through a window.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13 – A Mountaintop Interlude
 
    
 
   “Hello the inn!” Marco called out loudly five minutes later as they approached the front steps of the inexplicable building.  They walked on towards the inn, and Marco called again.
 
   As he set his booted foot upon the first step, the door swung open, and an enormous man stood framed by the doorway, nearly filling it from side to side with his girth.
 
   “Where in blue blazes did you come from?” he asked as he looked at the unexpected party.
 
   “From the Lion City,” Marco said, stepping up onto the porch, with the others close behind.
 
   The innkeeper looked at them all momentarily, and saw the figure of Pesino on Cassius’s back.  “Is she hurt, or just drunk?” he asked.  He stepped out of the way and ushered them into the hallway of the inn.
 
   The three conscious travelers all gave a collective sigh of relief as he closed the door.  The interior of the inn was relatively warm.  The wind didn’t blow, though they heard it outside, and there was light from a pair of lanterns.
 
   “Rocko, get in here,” the innkeeper shouted.
 
   “She’s injured.  She took a bad fall.  I gave her some medicine to dull the pain and put her to sleep,” Marco answered the question.  “Is there someplace we can put her to rest?” he asked.
 
   “Is there someplace to rest?” the innkeeper echoed.  “There’s a dozen places!  We’re an inn; an empty inn.  We thought the last travelers of the season were already over the pass.  We’re closing up.  But we’ll provide hospitality for one more night, especially for someone who needs it as badly as all of you look to.
 
   “Bring her in here,” he motioned them to follow as he led the way to a different hallway that had multiple doors.  “Which room do you want?”
 
   Marco looked into a room that had a single bed, then closed the door in rejection.  “We need a room with two beds,” he said, “so I can stay with her and treat her.”
 
   The innkeeper spoke as he opened a door on the other side of the hall.  “Try this room.  Lucky for her she’s traveling with a doctor!”
 
   Cassius carried Pesino into the indicated room, and Kate helped lay her on the bed, as Marco threw his pack on the other bed in the room.  “If we could have some privacy, I’d like to examine her condition.”
 
   “She’s lucky to have been traveling with a doctor, if you call trying to cross the Glacials in the winter lucky,” the innkeeper said.
 
   “I’m not a doctor,” Marco said absent-mindedly.  “I’m an alchemist.”
 
   A youth arrived in the room just then.
 
   “What took you so long, Rocko?” the innkeeper asked, making the boy blush.  “Never mind.  You go to the kitchen and put some extra food in the skillet,” he told the rail-thin youth, who looked to be a couple of years younger than Marco.  “Then go tend to the dogs for the night.”
 
   “Let’s all get out and let Marco carry on,” Cassius said.  “Will you show us to our room?” he asked the innkeeper.
 
   “Are you a doctor or an alchemist too?” Marco heard the innkeeper ask as the door shut behind the departing covey.
 
   “Are they all gone?” Pesino’s voice asked, making Marco whirl around in surprise.  “I thought they’d never leave.”
 
   “How do you feel?” Marco asked, walking over and sitting on the edge of her bed.
 
   “My head hurts and my ankle hurts and my back hurts,” she replied.
 
   “Let’s get you in bed and under the covers, then I’ll fix some medicine for you to sleep tonight.  Do you want to undress yourself?” he asked.
 
   “I’ll let you tend me.  You’ve seen me before, and I know you’ll be gentle.  You will be gentle, won’t you?” she asked with a weak smile.
 
   Marco put her to bed, then went to the kitchen in search of some hot water.  He followed the aromas of frying food and found everyone else gathered around a table in the dining room, eating cooked sausages and hot potatoes.
 
   “Rocko and Slim have the best meal I’ve had in weeks,” Kate told him, looking guilty as she wiped grease from a bite of sausage from the corner of her mouth.
 
   Marco promised to return after he medicated Pesino, then took his hot water back with him to their room.  He mixed the sedative as Pesino listlessly watched him, then he cooled it and served it to her.
 
   “You go to sleep now,” he kissed her on the forehead as though she were a child, just the way he remembered his own mother kissing him when he was a small boy, and then he returned to the dining room to claim his own share of the flavorful, hot food.
 
   “I was just telling your friends that if you’d come one night later you’d have found the inn empty.  We were planning to head down south tomorrow.  If your lady friend needs a day to rest, we can wait, and we can all go down together.  You might be better off traveling with us,” Slim told the trio at the table.
 
   Cassius and Kate both looked at Marco, and he could see the expression in their eyes – they wanted to rest an extra day in the inn, and they wanted to travel with these two experienced guides.
 
   “We don’t have to think twice about your offer.  That’s generous, and we’ll gladly accept,” Marco answered.  “And do you have a large tub, one that Pesino could soak in tomorrow?” he asked.
 
   “We do have the laundry tub; you can look at it tomorrow and decide if it’s big enough.  I need to go bank the fires for the night,” Slim said as he stood up.  “You all get a good night’s sleep.  Wake Rocko up when you want some breakfast,” he said, drawing a snort of protest from the young boy.
 
   Marco also stood up, and looked at his two companions.  “We’re living lucky to find this place,” he told them.   “Good night, and get a good sleep.”
 
   He left them and returned to his room, where there was no light, and only the sound of Pesino’s steady breathing as she slept.  He kicked off his boots and pulled his covers over himself, then quickly fell asleep.
 
   He woke up in the dim light of morning to find Kate in the room sitting next to Pesino.  He looked over at her quizzically.  “Is she okay?” he asked, sitting up.
 
   Kate stood and motioned him out into the hall, then spoke.  “She seems fine.  I knocked, but no one answered, so I was just looking in to see how she’s doing.   She tries so hard to be strong and durable, but I think she’s really fragile on the inside, and I don’t just mean her leg,” Kate said, as the two of them walked to the dining room.
 
   “She’s both proud and puzzled by her relationship with you,” Kate told him as they walked through the dining room and into an empty kitchen.  Marco fetched an armload of firewood for the stove, as Kate reached for a basket of rolls.  They each took one and sat down to eat.  “She’s proud that she isn’t trying to seduce you, and she respects you so much for resisting her, but I think she’s afraid she’s losing her ability to charm and attract men.  And she may feel a tiny bit of a wish that she could give that up, and just turn into a regular woman.”
 
   “Or mermaid,” Marco said absently.
 
   “Or mermaid,” Kate agreed.  “But no matter what.  She’ll be happy to learn that you have thought enough to fix a hot bath for her!”  She said with a smile.
 
   “I guess we better go find this laundry tub,” Marco said.
 
   They found the tub, conveniently placed in a corner of the kitchen, and by the time a bleary-eyed Rocko came into the room, Kate already had water starting to heat up on top of the stove.  Marco convinced Rocko to help them carry the tub to his room, where Pesino still slept soundly, and then Marco began to repetitively carry buckets of hot water to the room, making slow progress as the tub’s water level inched up little by little, and the room grew warmer with steamy air.  His arms grew tired from the constant carrying, and after he felt the tub was reasonably full, he happily stopped and brought a platter with two cups of tea, two bowls of oatmeal, some of their dried fruit, and more sausage to the room.
 
   “That smells interesting,” Pesino spoke when he entered the room.  She had already arisen, then lowered herself into the tub, and laid back with her eyes closed.  “And this feels heavenly,” she added.
 
   Marco carried the tray of food over to her.  She tried a bite of sausage, but spit it out, and took one of the bowls of oatmeal instead.
 
   “I have some news that will make you happy,” Marco said.  “We’re going to spend today and tonight here, before we move on.”
 
   “You are making such wise choices, my lord!” Pesino laughed with some energy, and Marco felt confident of her healing.
 
   “But you can be sure than Kate will expect to have a turn relaxing in the hot tub,” he warned.
 
   “Kate is a good friend.  I suppose it is a sacrifice I can make for her,” Pesino reluctantly agreed between spoonfuls of oatmeal.  Marco prepared a dose of painkiller for his patient, and gave it to her.
 
   Minutes later there came a distant sound of hammering, and Marco left the room to find out what was happening.  He found Rocko and Cassius outside, nailing broad planks of wood over windows.  “This is part of how we close up the inn for the winter,” Rocko explained.  Marco stayed to help lift the boards up to the two workers while they stood upon ladders to reach the upper windows.
 
   When the task was finished at midday, he went inside and passed Slim, who was throwing large sheets over most of the furniture.  “How much do we owe you for staying here?” Marco asked.
 
   “Well, the overseer left two days ago, seeing as how we thought there weren’t any more customers coming over the mountain, so, we don’t really have any easy way to give your money to him,” Slim said haltingly, implying more than he said.
 
   “So,” Marco began, speaking after a moment’s hesitation to consider the comment.  As a former apprentice, who had been friends with many other former apprentices, he understood what Slim wasn’t saying.
 
   “Well then, we don’t really owe the inn anything, and I’d like to pay you and Rocko for your kindness to my friends and I,” Marco pulled out several coins from his purse and handed them to Slim.
 
   “Well thank you kindly, young sir,” Slim said gratefully, his fingers closing around the coins.  “The masters of this inn don’t hardly pay what they should, but it’s a job, and one that gets me away from my missus for a few months each year when she’s a bit peckish, so I accept what they pay and get by.
 
   “And we really appreciate the help you’ve given with closing up the building.  We’d have helped you of course for no payment at all, seeing as how you and your friends were in need of help, and your two lady friends are so pretty and all,” Slim said as his hand surreptitiously deposited the money in a pocket.
 
   Marco moved on, glad to have helped his host, and opened the door of his room to find Kate soaking in the tub, as Pesino lay in bed.  The room had grown much darker, with boards across the outside of the window, letting in only slender rays of light.
 
   “Oh Marco, where have you been?  We’ve needed you,” Pesino said as soon as he opened the door.  “Kate needs some more hot water.  Would you fetch some please?” she asked as she pointed to the empty buckets on the floor, as Gawail floated overhead.
 
   Marco gave a snort, and looked at Kate in the tub, who responded by languidly waving her fingers at him.  Nonetheless, he took the buckets to the kitchen and returned with the hot water that he carefully poured in the tub a little at a time so as not to scald the girl who sat within.
 
   “You do that so well.  You could make a wonderful maid with a little practice, and maybe some make-up,” Kate complimented him.
 
   There was a knock at the door, and Cassius opened it.  “Have you seen Kate?” he asked, then realized who was in the room.  “I guess you have,” he said as he entered the room.
 
   “Rocko was just telling me about how we’re going to make the rest of the trip!” he said excitedly as he sat down on the floor next to the tub.  “You’ll never guess!”
 
   “The blessed one will make a bubble of warm air all around us and we’ll roll down the mountains,” Gawail spoke up.
 
   “If he can do that, he should have started a long time ago,” Kate said ominously.
 
   “No, that’s not it, but I agree with Kate,” Cassius said.
 
   “We’ll fly down,” Pesino said.  “It will almost be like swimming in the sea again!”
 
   “No,” Cassius told her.
 
   “There are a dozen slaves who will carry us in chairs,” Kate guessed.
 
   “No, no, no,” Cassius told them all.  “We’re going to go on dogsleds!”
 
   The room was totally silent.
 
   “What are dogsleds?” Marco asked in bafflement.
 
   “Rocko showed me one.  They are wooden, and they have flat wooden boards that he called skids,” Cassius explained.  “And the dogs pull them over the top of the snow.”
 
   “I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Marco shook his head in astonishment.
 
   That afternoon, while Pesino remained in bed, Rocko and Slim showed the other three guests the stables where the pair of dogsleds and the pack of dogs were prepared for departure.  “We’ll put your injured lady on this sled with the supplies we’re packing down, and a couple of you can ride on the other sled if you want to,” Rocko explained.  “We stand back here,” he showed the footboard at the back of each sled, “and the dogs pull us down to the end of the snow, which may be all the way down to Boheme by now.
 
   “Then we’ll just walk the rest of the way into to town,” Slim said.
 
   “How long will it take us?” Marco asked.
 
   “Probably five or six days,” Slim ventured, as Rocko nodded his head.
 
   The journey by dog sled was exhilarating.  They left early the next morning, and the dogs pulled the two sleds and their passengers swiftly down the slopes of the trail.  The way had none of the rocky falls that the south side of the trail had thrown at the travelers, and the trip was fast and easy.  Pesino laughed in joy at how quickly they moved along the trail, and she mesmerized Rocko and Slim with her beauty and kindness towards them, winning two fervent admirers quickly without using any of her siren charms.
 
   Pesino and Cassius loved the dogs.  “They’re like dolphins on land, almost,” Cassius told Marco as he tried to make sense of the animals.
 
   Pesino rode in the front of one sled, tied to the frame as she sat up with her legs extended before her, and various packages tied around her and atop of her.  Cassius and Kate rode together on the other sled in a similar fashion, while Marco stood behind Rocko on the back of Pesino’s sled and held on tightly, especially after he fell off once during the first day’s travels.
 
   Although the route on the north side of the mountains was easier than it had been on the south side, the trip was truly easier because of Rocko and Slim’s expertise in making the journey.  They knew where to camp, and where to stop for breaks.  The dogs and the sleds and gravity make the journey so fast and painless that Cassius remarked to Marco that if the whole trip had been so simple he’d be ready to do it again.
 
   Gawail chose to remain hidden from the two new members of the traveling group; the race of pixies generally stayed away from humans – only Aleo’s desire to save his daughter, and his recognition of the extraordinary blessing upon Marco, had driven the pixies to reveal themselves to the small quartet in the mountains.  Each night when the tent was erected, Gawail would come out of his secure spot in Pesino’s clothing and complain about the amount of time he was staying in confinement.  “Meaning no offense, wonderful lady,” he added to Pesino whenever he grumbled.
 
   By the fourth day of the trip they had descended to the foothills on the northern side of the Glacial Mountains, and Slim told them that they would enter Boheme the following day, if there was snow all the way to the city.  The Amber Road was more properly a road once again, and ran along the bank of a small river.
 
   The next day there was not snow all the way to the city gates.  As the dogs pulled the sleds, the pace of progress slowed; the terrain grew flatter, and the speed at which they moved forward was aided less and less by gravity.  The layer of snow grew thinner, and they could see patches of exposed soil that Slim and Marco maneuvered around, but at last the two sleds slowed to a stop side by side.
 
   “Do you think we need to use Graeber’s barn?” Rocko asked Slim.
 
   “That’s just what I was thinking.  We’ve made it a good way, but there’s no chance we’ll get to the city gates,” Slim agreed.  “And Graeber’s is close.  We can still walk into the city before sunset.”
 
   They started forward again, and within ten minutes turned off the road to arrive at a large farmstead with multiple barns.  “This is Graeber’s,” Slim announced.  “He’s a farmer who’s one of the owners of the mountaintop inn.  We can leave the equipment here and walk into town.  Let me go tell the foreman what’s what,” he said, as everyone unbundled themselves from the sleds.
 
   They sorted out packs while Slim was gone, as the sleds sat in a yard beside a small building.  Slim returned with a mule and a farm hand, who took the dogs away to the farm’s’ kennels, and the rest of them were ready to go.  Slim rode atop the mule, and the party returned to the road.
 
   “So how long will you be staying in Boheme?” Rocko asked as they walked along the road.
 
   “We’ll only be there long enough to figure out how to get down river to Fortburg,” Marco responded.
 
   “You’d best be taking a ship.  The roads will be cold, and aren’t always the safest,” Slim advised.  “There’re boats heading north every other day or so this time of year, when there’s less traffic.
 
   “If my lady and I had room, I’d offer to let you stay with us, but I’m afraid we won’t be able to do that,” Slim told them, as the city walls appeared in the distance.  “And Rocko here is going back to his parents’ place, so he won’t have room for you either.”
 
   “We never expected anything like that Slim,” Kate told.  “But it’s kind of you to think of us.”
 
   “Well, what I’m getting at is that if you’re going to stay at a hotel in Boheme, you might not know the laws of the city, such as the rules about married couples,” Slim said after he cleared his throat nervously.
 
   “In Boheme, an unmarried couple is not allowed to sleep together, and while I don’t know that such a thing troubles you, I thought you ought to know,” he said, then watched the startled looks that the four travelers from the Lion City exchanged with each other.  “And they’ll be asking you if you’re married if none of you, especially the gentlemen, don’t wear the wedding collar; there may be some questions asked, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “What is a wedding collar?” Pesino asked. 
 
   “Well, I’ll be putting mine on in a little bit so as to show you, not that anyone’s going to question me going home to my wife in the city,” Slim answered, as he started looking through a pack attached to his plodding mule.  “Men receive the collar when they’re married, and they wear it to show folks they’re married.  Lots of women are starting to wear them too, but that’s a new fashion.
 
   “Knowing what arrangements you had at the inn on the mountaintop, I just thought you ought to know,” Slim said.  “Ah, here it is,” he said as he pulled out a strip of leather, and affixed it around his large neck.
 
   “We can sleep boys in one room and girls in the other,” Marco saw a simple way to solve the problem.
 
   “But if Pesino’s injury acts up, you need to be with her,” Cassius surprised Marco by saying.  “Could we just acquire a couple of collars for the short term?” he asked as he looked at Kate.
 
   “Well, the priests are the ones that dispense them of course,” Slim answered after a momentary pause.  “And I don’t know that you could get a collar from the priest without some effort.”
 
   “What kind of effort?” Marco asked curiously.
 
   “Why, a wedding perhaps,” Slim answered, as Rocko guffawed.  “Nothing extravagant, of course.  Just a few minutes in the church in front of the priest – and God, of course,” he added, “and then you’d have your collar and be on your way.”
 
   “You mean, get married?” Marco asked faintly.
 
   Slim nodded, as Rocko smothered more laughter.
 
   “It’s just for show, Marco,” Kate said in a low voice.
 
   “But I’m engaged already,” Marco protested, “and not to her!”
 
   “I’ll marry her if she has to have a husband!” Rocko spoke up with a laugh.
 
   “That’s very nice Rocko,” Pesino told the youth as they approached the city walls.  “But my heart’s set on Marco at the moment.”
 
   Marco rubbed the back of his neck as he tried to grasp some obvious way out of a ridiculous situation.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14 – The Marriage Ceremony
 
    
 
   And that’s how it happened that Cassius, the former merman, and Kate, the former servant maid in the Lion City, received an expedited marriage at sunset in Boheme.  After they parted ways inside the city gate with their traveling companions – making Rocko blush as he received kisses from both women – the small group walked to the church recommended by Slim, where a priest agreed to perform a fast ceremony to satisfy his two supplicants, following a small contribution from Marco.
 
   Marco stubbornly refused to marry Pesino, almost vociferously enough to make the siren want to charm him into the ceremony, though she held back.  Instead he agreed to buy a room for the couple and a room for Pesino, and then he found a place in the hayloft of the stable for himself to save on funds, when they went to the inn recommended by Slim.
 
   The bright newness of Cassius’s collar elicited numerous comments at the inn, and several rounds of ale that were purchased in celebration, which led to trouble.
 
   Pesino drank wine, as the others drank ale, and as she drank, she began to grow coquettish.
 
   Numerous men in the tavern attached to the inn reacted to the allure that Pesino projected, and Marco was even caught in her net, as the ale he drank weakened his resolve.
 
   “Here now, she’s with me,” he finally spoke up as other men from the city joined them at their table.
 
   “I don’t see her putting a collar around your neck,” one of her new conquests protested.
 
   “He turned me down when he had the chance,” Pesino said mournfully.
 
   “I’d never turn you down, darling,” two men said simultaneously.”  
 
   That’s because you’re reasonable boys,” Pesino told them.
 
   “So leave him and come with me,” one of her admirers said.
 
   Pesino looked over at Marco with a sly look in her eyes.
 
   “He’s the one I want,” she said.  “We’ve done so much together.  Won’t you marry me and put a collar on for me, so that we’ll be legal?”
 
   Marco looked over at her, incredulous, knowing that she was joking, but worried that the joke was going too far.
 
   Her eyes were alluring, he saw, and she seemed to glow with a healthy aura of life energy, a promise and a temptation of vitality and adventure and never-ending love.
 
   She had her siren powers on, at full strength!  He realized he was succumbing to them.  “This isn’t fair,” he said weakly, fighting with every fiber to keep from falling completely within her orbit.  There was another girl, one he loved, and he tried to think of her, to remember her, but suddenly a pair of hands grabbed his shoulders roughly.
 
   “You’re going to make this woman happy,” a man’s voice said, and the man standing behind him suddenly lifted him off his seat.
 
   He felt other hands grab him as well, and suddenly he was lifted high above the men’s shoulders and was being carried physically out of the tavern, and onto the street by a small mob of men.
 
   “Pesino!  What’s happening?  What are you doing?” he called out.
 
   “We’re going to give that wonderful woman an honest life; we’re going to give her what she wants,” a voice below him said, as the group turned abruptly, then paused as someone opened a door, and suddenly Marco found himself being carried into a church.
 
   He landed roughly on his feet, to find himself standing in front of the altar.  He felt hands still holding him firmly in place, and he turned to see Pesino stepping up next to him, still as alluring and desirable as ever, still carrying her wine glass in her hand.
 
   “We’ve sent a couple of lads to get the priest,” one of the half dozen men present told her.
 
   “Thank you my friend.  You’re doing me a great favor tonight,” Pesino said, as she emptied her wine glass, then handed it to one of the nearby men.  “I don’t think I’ve ever drank so much before.”
 
   The priest appeared suddenly, propelled forward by a shove in the back from one of the men who were handling him, coming into the sanctuary of the church that was dimly lit by candles being carried by the group in front of the altar.
 
   “What is all this about?” the man asked.  “You can’t just break into a church.”
 
   “This woman wants to be married tonight, and this fellow’s here, because he’s who she wants.  He owes it to her, your worship, if you know what I mean,” someone in the mob explained.
 
   The priest looked at Pesino – who smile angelically at him, and he too fell under her spell, then he looked at Marco, and scowled.
 
   “All right then, we’ll make an exception, and finish this up,” the priest told the group, and carried out the wedding ceremony in thirty seconds.
 
   “Will you take this man to be your husband in the eyes of God, and place your collar on him?” the priest asked Pesino.
 
   “I will,” she said, suddenly demure.
 
   “Will you marry this woman, wear her collar, and honor your wedding vows with her?” the priest turned to Marco.
 
   “I shouldn’t, your grace,” Marco said heavily, not sure any longer why he protested.
 
   There was a sharp jab in his kidney.  “Tell the man ‘yes’,” a voice said.
 
   “Yes,” Marco changed his answer, as he saw Pesino’s joyful smile.
 
   “Then here,” the priest raised a leather collar he held, “is the symbol of your love and loyalty.”
 
   A pair of hands grabbed Marco’s shoulders to hold him still, and another pair grabbed his head to keep it still as well.  The priest reached up and circled the leather around Marco’s neck, and it suddenly struck Marco that he was getting married.  He felt a daze come over him, a realization that this was a true, holy rite being performed.
 
   He felt his right hand give a flash of energy, and the priest yelped, as he pulled his hands away from Marco, and jumped back a step.  Likewise, his handlers also stepped back, as there was a flash of light that lasted for a blinding split second, and the feel of the leather against his neck turned hard.
 
   There was a collective gasp around him, and Marco’s hands went to his neck.  He felt the collar, and knew that something had happened.  The collar was not supple leather, it felt like it was cold metal.
 
   “It’s beautiful, Marco!” Pesino told him, looking at him.  “Bring that candle closer,” she told one of her supporters.
 
   “It’s gold!” an excited follower said breathlessly.  “His collar turned to gold!”
 
   “It’s a miracle!” another voice exclaimed.
 
   “It’s a sign from God,” the priest chimed in.
 
   “Let’s get this couple back to their room now,” someone else said, as Marco’s hands still continued to explore the stiff golden band around his neck.
 
   He was suddenly spun around, and pressed towards the door.
 
   Maybe it was all meant to be, Marco thought, as he felt the gold, and looked over at Pesino, and softly belched from the ale he had drunk.  Maybe the other girl wasn’t who he was supposed to return home to; maybe Pesino had been brought into his life to be his mate.
 
   Pesino looked back over at him, and smiled a warm, endearing smile, one that was full of affection.  “Thank you Marco.  I’ll make you happy, I promise,” she told him.
 
   He reached out and took her hand, as they made the short walk back to the inn.
 
   Cassius and Kate were no longer with them, Marco belatedly realized.  He hadn’t seen the other couple in some time, since long before he and Pesino had started on this adventure, he suspected.
 
   “Go upstairs and become woman and husband,” someone said, giving Marco a shove in the back, and he felt Pesino pull him forward as she started up the stairs.
 
   “Marco, I don’t feel so well,” she said as they started up the stairs.
 
   He looked over at her tenderly, wondering if she was beginning some joke.  But instead, he saw, she was no longer alluring.  She was still beautiful, but she didn’t have the exotic air of undeniable desirability about her.
 
   “What’s wrong honey?” he asked her.
 
   “I feel dizzy,” she answered, and she gripped his arm tightly to steady herself on the stairs.  Her other hand was gripping the bannister tightly as well.
 
   “Let’s just get you up the stairs,” he told her, and he placed an arm around her back to help steady her and support her up the last few stairs.
 
   “Oh Marco, my head hurts,” she told him, as the small mob cheered for them when they reached the top of the stairs.  “And my stomach is upset.  What’s making me feel this way?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Marco told his bride.  “How much did you drink?  How much wine?” he asked a moment later, as he reached into her pocket to get her room key.
 
   “A lot.  It was good,” she said shortly.  She looked wan, and stooped over, and Marco had to let her lean heavily against the wall as he used both hands to unlock and open the door.
 
   “Marco, make the room hold still,” she said plaintively.  “Would you put me to bed, husband dear?” she giggled.
 
   Marco flopped her down on the narrow bed in the room that had been rented for one person to sleep in.  She sprawled, her limbs fluid and seemingly without bones or muscles, as Marco found when he struggled to undress her and put her under the covers of the bed.  She snored as he pushed and lifted her body, and she remained soundly unconscious as he tucked the covers under her neck at the end of the task.
 
   His own alcoholic haze was wearing off, and he felt a headache growing.  He stood over Pesino and looked down at her.  She mumbled something in her sleep as his finger unconsciously stroked the metal collar around his neck.  The astonishing realization was sinking in, that he had gotten married to the former mermaid siren.  He would have to explain it to Mirra somehow, if it was possible to explain what was a terrible, drunken mistake.
 
   He felt regret, and he felt anger, and a part of him felt some satisfaction, some sense of recognition that he and Pesino had bonded deeply during their trip together, and it was a backhanded compliment that she had chosen to formalize their friendship through the marriage vows.  He wondered how and when he would undo the evening’s mistake, and his headache began to grow.
 
   With a sigh, he left the room and pulled the door shut behind him, then went down and outside to the stables, where the cold, brisk air shocked him awake enough that he climbed up into the hayloft and burrowed deeply into the bales of hay to seek a spot to sleep for the remained of the night.
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   Chapter 15 – The Honeymoon
 
    
 
   Marco awoke late in the morning.  He felt his stomach grumble alarmingly, and he hurried to the jakes for relief.  Once he stepped out, feeling better, he resolved to use his alchemy ingredients to create a remedy for his discomfort.  He’d never drunk so much ale before in one night, and he was sure that he would plan to never do so again.
 
   His alchemy materials were in his pack, which he thought had been left in Pesino’s room.  His fingers stroked the golden collar he wore, uncomfortably aware of the complex implications the drunken ceremony of the night before had spawned, then he walked into the tavern on his way to Pesino’s room.
 
   Kate and Cassius were sitting at a table facing him as he entered the room, and Pesino was sitting with her back to him.  He walked hesitantly over to visit the group, as Kate smiled brightly and Cassius waved.
 
   “I had the strangest dreams last night,” he heard Pesino tell the others.  “There were so many people and so much laughter and singing and I don’t know what else; I don’t know how I managed to put myself to bed last night,” she said sluggishly.
 
   Cassius and Kate were staring at the gleaming metal around Marco’s neck; Cassius’s fingers stroked his own leather collar for a moment.  Alerted by their stares, Pesino turned and looked upward at where Marco stood over her.
 
   She looked at him with a wan smile, then her smile turned into astonishment as her jaw dropped, and she stared at the golden device that he wore.  “Oh shells!” she said softly, and she rose from her seat.
 
   “Oh shells,” she repeated, and her fingers reached out to touch the torq, then she placed her arms around Marco and hugged him tightly.  “I’m sorry, so sorry, so sorry,” she repeated.  “It was just a dream, wasn’t it?”  She reached up and her fingers felt the twisted metal band, searching for a clasp.  “We’ll just take it off and pretend it never happened; we both know it wasn’t real.
 
   “How does this thing come off?” she asked, as her fingers failed to find a catch or knob.
 
   “What happened last night?” Cassius asked, standing up, as did Kate.  
 
   “What did you two do?” he asked.
 
   Kate’s fingers joined Pesino’s in examining the golden torq.  “There’s no catch on this thing Marco.  How do you get it off?” she asked.
 
   Marco sat down, and Pesino sat down next to him, watching him anxiously.  “You don’t hate me, do you?” she asked.
 
   “We went to the church and got married last night,” Marco said simply to Kate, skipping over the preliminary facts.  “And my hand made a spark of something happen, and then the leather turned to metal.”
 
   “Not just metal, gold,” Cassius told him.  “Shiny gold, woven in an intricate pattern of strands.  It makes you look like a prince or something.  It’s beautiful.”
 
   “I’m going to go get my pack from Pesino’s room,” he told them as he stood up.  “I’ll be back in a little while.”
 
   “Would you like for me to come with you?” Pesino asked.
 
   “No,” Marco considered.  “I want to go make something to settle my hangover.”  He walked away, and heard the three of them start talking as soon as he left.
 
   In Pesino’s room he found his pack and started to fix a remedy to relieve his stomach and head pains.
 
   “Can you fix one of those for me too?” Pesino asked as she quietly slipped into the room.
 
   “Marco, I’ve never had that much wine before.  I would have never done this if I had kept my senses,” she told him.  “You don’t hate me, do you?”
 
   Marco added some ingredients to his mixture silently, and stirred it all together.  He held the cup up to his mouth and swallowed half, then held the cup up to Pesino.
 
   “Of course I don’t hate you,” he told her, as he urged the cup towards her.  She lifted it from his hands and drank.
 
   “I don’t know how to fix this.  But this is such a long way down the list it’s not worth worrying about yet.  We’ve got to get to Clovis, then get to the Echidna, then go back to your village, and set Glaze and Porenn free, and get back to the Isle of Ophiuchus, and then,” he paused, “Oh shells, Pessie,” he adopted her own mild oath, “and who know if I’ll even be alive when all that is done, or how long it will take.”  The magnitude of the challenges that piled up before him overwhelmed him.
 
   “I feel better already,” she said as she handed the cup back, “But I feel terrible about marrying you.
 
   “But with Kate and Cassius such a pair now, we’re going to pair off anyway at least for some things,” she tried to point out practically.  “This will make it easier for that.”
 
   “Well, let’s try to make the best of it.  I’ll do anything to help you, you know that.  What would you like to do now?” she asked.
 
   “Let’s,” he paused, as there was a gentle tapping at their door, and he went to open the door, allowing Gawail to come flying into the room.
 
   “Kate and Cassius told me to leave them alone for a while, so ‘they could have some privacy,’” the pixie indignantly said.
 
   “We were just about to leave,” Marco told the smallest member of their party.  “You can come with us, or stay in our room if you want.”
 
   “I’ll stay here,” he volunteered quickly.  “It’s warmer here than out there.”
 
   “Come on,” Marco told Pesino, “let’s go check on shipping up to Fortburg, and maybe we can find a market where we can buy some more supplies.”
 
   They said their farewells to Gawail, then left the room, and asked the desk clerk for directions to the riverfront docks.  They proceeded on their way, on a cold, sunny winter’s day, and walked through the city streets for several minutes until they reached the riverfront, where a small collection of ships looked forlorn along the mostly empty piers.
 
   Marco enquired of each ship about the prospect for taking passage up to Fortburg, and found one ship carrying mining ore that agreed to take on passengers in exchange for a steep price, one that cut precipitously into Marco’s dwindling funds.  They bought a few food supplies, and a few alchemical supplies that caught Marco’s eye, then returned to the inn in the mid-afternoon.
 
   “The trip to Fortburg should take four to five days, they told us,” Marco told the others over dinner that night at the tavern.  “We’ll have two cabins, and we’ll have to stay out of the way of the crew,” he gave the basic rules to Cassius and Kate.
 
   “I saw the river,” Pesino told Cassius.  “It wasn’t a great deal of water, but it looked like a lot compared to anything we’ve seen since we came on shore.  It looked cold and murky.  I wouldn’t want to go swimming in it, but it was nice to see the water again.  It seems like a lifetime ago since we had tails and were free to move around.”
 
   “There are some nice compensating factors here on land,” Cassius said with a smile, and Kate grinned along with him, a wide grin that they both held for several seconds as they looked at each other.
 
   Marco slept on the floor in Pesino’s room that night, as did Gawail, and the next morning the group of travelers embarked on the next phase of their quest.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16 – The Lonely Road
 
    
 
   The crew of the boat wasn’t surly; the members were just busy guiding the ship along the current of the small river.  Within five minutes of casting off from the piers, the small river from the mountains joined with another larger stream, and the Great River of the north was considered to officially begin its long journey north to flow into the Northern Sea.
 
   The crew was undermanned, as the ship captain attempted to reduce his costs and rely on the current to do all the work while floating to Frostburg.  Bored with their limited activities in the cabins, Marco and Cassius offered to help the crew with some simple chores, which earned them some goodwill, and friendly advice.
 
   When they disembarked at Frostburg after four days on the ship, they took the advice of the crew members and took lodging in the home of a ship captain’s widow for the evening, and they enjoyed the hearty home-cooked meal she prepared for them.
 
   “Gracious, two newlywed couples from Boheme,” she smiled with delight, and she prepared a special cake for their dessert.
 
   The next morning they all said a fond goodbye to their hostess, then took the ferry across the water, and started walking again, walking westward to the Nightshade Mountains and the ancient city of Clovis.
 
   On Gawail’s advice, they took the northern road that headed west, one that would plunge them into the Nightshades with a reduced distance to travel through the mountains.
 
   There were farmsteads along the route for the first two days they walked in the chilly weather, but they received no hospitality greater than the approval to sleep in barns, and after that, there were no more farms.
 
   On the fourth day of their journey they woke up in their tent, and opened the flap to find that snow was falling.  “Not this again,” Pesino groaned, and they walked the full day through falling snows in the forest.
 
   “The Nightshades are beautiful in the summertime,” Gawail assured them.  “They’re not as tall and rocky as the Glacials.”
 
   “Do you hear that Marco?” Pesino said.  “Let’s wait until the summer to do this,” she suggested brightly.
 
   On the sixth day of their trip the skies cleared, and they saw the whitened Nightshade Mountains on the horizon.  Two more days of hiking took them into the beginning of the mountains, and they found that the path into the mountains was not as steep as the trail had been in the Glacials.
 
   They did not hike through peaks as steep or high as the Glacials.   The air never grew thin, and the trees never stopped growing, but the up and down of the terrain were still a challenge to their thighs and calves, and they all groaned at the end of each day as they dropped their packs and erected their tent.  Gawail spoke with them two or three times each day, when he roused himself from his warm nest inside Kate or Pesino’s clothing, and take off to fly briefly through the cold mountain air to scout out their location and terrain.
 
   “Can you make the great fire for us, blessed one?” Gawail asked Marco on the eleventh night of their overland journey.  “I wish to be warm.
 
   “Tomorrow we will need to go due north,” he told them, as Marco contemplated the potential of building a fire.  He was cold as well as everyone else, especially his feet, and he wanted to dry out and warm up his feet, socks, and boots.
 
   “Let me try to start a fire,” Marco decided.  “The rest of you go ahead and set up the tent.”
 
   The others were very agreeable to enjoying one of Marco’s enchanted fires, and so Marco went into the woods and found tree limbs and wood, then hauled several large stones together into a circle.  
 
   After a half hour’s work, Marco felt ready to start his fire.  He recollected clearly how he had started the two fires before, the two magical fires that had burned hot and bright, without consuming any fuel.  He had felt sympathy, sorry for the suffering of someone else, and the fire had blazed forth as a way to bring comfort, as an expression of his wish to help someone in need.  The first fire had been a spontaneous reaction to Porenn’s state of despair, while the second fire had been more calculated, when he had thought about Mirra, at a time when she had been in terrible despair over Sybele’s seemingly fatal illness.
 
   He closed his eyes, and put his hand on the sticks in the middle of the fire ring, and started to conjure up a memory of Mirra, at her moment of pain and despair.  He tried to call forth the picture of her face, bent over Sybele’s figure in her arms, and to his astonishment, he could not clearly recollect how Mirra had looked when he had first met her.
 
   His eyes popped open in surprise, and then he refocused.  He remembered that he had been in Marches shop, when Gabrielle had called him to the front of the shop because Mirra had entered with her dying baby in her arms.  Poor Sybele had been in such terrible shape, he remembered, a poor baby who had eaten some food that was tainted, or old, or both, and she had suffered greatly.
 
   There was a whoosh, and the fire burst to life, making Marco pull his golden right hand hastily from the flames and rise up.
 
   “Thank you, blessed one,” Gawail said, so happy to have the fire, unaware of the turmoil in Marco’s heart at the moment.
 
   He had not been able to recollect Mirra.  It cut him to the quick to think that he had forgotten the face of the woman he wanted to marry – to really marry in a true ceremony of love.  She was beautiful, exquisite, a great beauty who made men’s heads turn to see her, and yet he could not picture her, though he knew all those things.  He had created the ointment that he had rubbed on her face, an ointment that had healed the acne sores, ending their pain and removing their blemishes.  The ointment had even healed all the scars left by past sores, and had smoothed away lines; it had given her a complexion that was the envy of every woman, and accentuated her eyes and cheeks, yet he could not picture what he knew so well.
 
   “Is everything okay, Marco?” Cassius asked, seeing Marco stand still for long seconds.
 
   At that moment there was a long, low howl, somewhere in the distance.
 
   “What was that?” Cassius asked.
 
   “A wolf,” Gawail replied.  There was another howl just then, even further away, one that had the same dismal quiver at the end of its call.  It was very faint, yet still detectable, and seemed to be a copy of the first.
 
   “Was that another wolf?”  Cassius asked.  “What are they?”
 
   “They’re like the sled dogs,” Marco said.  “Only they’re bigger, and they can be mean.  They’re out hunting for their dinners.”
 
   “They’re fearsome, like sharks?” Cassius astutely asked.
 
   “Yes,” Marco agreed.  “They are fearsome, like sharks.  And they hunt together, in packs.  We’ll be sure to set a watch tonight.”  He’d had no concerns about Gawail’s warning about Clovis up to that point in their journey, but the sudden sounding of the wolves, coming on the heels of his unnerving loss of the memory of Mirra, disturbed him, so that he went to his pile of goods and placed his bow and arrows on top.  He wished he had practiced them more during the journey, so that he would have some faith in his abilities, if they should be called upon.
 
   “Dinner’s ready,” Kate called from the other side of the fire, and Marco saw that she and Pesino had brought out their ration of food for the evening meal.  The sun had set completely, so that the firelight from the fire was all the illumination they had, except for the glow that Gawail produced as he floated in the area, staying close to the fire’s warmth.
 
   “Let’s be alert on watch duty tonight,” Marco warned everyone.  “Those wolves didn’t sound real close, but close enough.”
 
   “And they sounded their call as soon as you used your power,” Gawail added, an additional coincidence that Marco hoped was just coincidence.
 
   Cassius took the first watch, while Marco planned to take the second, and to have the two women share the third.  He crawled into the tent soon after dinner was eaten, and lay in his blankets, troubled for the first time in many days.
 
   He didn’t hear the others come into the tent, and only awoke when Cassius shook his shoulder awake.
 
   “The fire makes it comfortable to stay outside,” he told Marco.  “There’s nothing happening; see you in the morning,” he said as they switched roles, and Marco left the tent.  He went over to the pile of supplies and picked up his bow, then sat down by the fire with the weapon across his lap, and he stared into the flames.  There was a dark spot in the center of the fire, down deep among its roots, and he found his vision focused there, sleepily transfixed by the movement among the fluid flames that rose continually from nothing.
 
   In the fire he suddenly saw images, and he stared intently, mesmerized by the visions within the flames.  He saw his companions and himself running from wolves, being chased relentlessly through a forest, as Marco fought against them with his bow and his sword.  The wolves were closing in, he saw, watching the vision with horrified fascination, and there were wolves on three sides of his people.  He could see the fear on all their faces, as they kept running.
 
   The landscape changed; the trees began to suffer interruptions from walls, and buildings with collapsed roofs, though the trees grew up from within the abandoned structures, then suddenly there was a sturdy wall, a whole one, with a gate that was open, and manned by guards.  Marco and his friends ran towards the gate, and the guards came out to help, but as they did, the wolves grew more aggressive, and closed in on Marco in particular.
 
   He ran out of arrows, and the wolves focused on him, as Kate and Pesino and Cassius made it to safety, then the wolves surrounded him, and he flailed in all directions with his sword, as the teeth of the wolves clamped upon his clothes and dragged him down.  There was a flash of teeth, and he witnessed a wolf’s jaws closing upon his throat, and he felt his heart skip a beat in horror and fear.
 
   And suddenly a wolf howled somewhere very near Marco, somewhere in the real Nightshade Mountains, not in a fire-fueled fantasy, and the howl made Marco jump up.  He drew his eyes away from the fire, but he could see nothing in the darkness, temporarily blinded by his stare into the bright vision.  He drew his sword with his right hand, and held his bow in his left hand, then walked away from the fire, in the direction of the howl, frantic to see if the wolf was at hand as a threat to the camp.
 
   He saw nothing at first, until his eyes began to dilate in the darkness, adjusting to the forest at night.
 
   “What is it blessed one?” Gawail was with him, hovering near his ear.
 
   “Did you hear the wolf howl?” Marco asked.
 
   “I heard nothing, great warrior and healer.  I heard you stand suddenly and venture from the comfort of the fire, so I came to see if you need my help,” the pixie answered.
 
   “Look out in the darkness.  What do you see?  Is there a wolf close by?” Marco asked.
 
   Gawail flew past him instantly, going out into the cold forest to scout out their surroundings, and Marco edged towards the tent, wanted to be ready to protect his sleeping friends if an attack were to occur.  The forest was silent; only the faint crackle of the unending fire was audible, as the animals and insects of the forest slept or hibernated and awaited warmer times.
 
   “There are no wolves out there,” Gawail came back to Marco.  “I must go to the fire,” the pixie told him as he floated past Marco and sought the warmth from the flames.
 
   “No wolves?  None at all?   Not in that direction?” Marco was astounded by Gawail’s report.
 
   “None at all, in any direction.  I flew a circle through the dark forest around all sides of our camp,” Gawail affirmed.
 
   “Perhaps you fell asleep?” Gawail asked delicately.
 
   I was staring at the fire, and I saw a vision, a vision of all of us running from wolves.  We went from a forest to ruins to a great wall with a gate, and the wolves were chasing us,” Marco explained part of his vision, not willing to mention the horrific ending.
 
   “Perhaps it was a waking dream, and the wolf howl was a part of it?” Gawail suggested.
 
   Marco looked around, as he stood near the fire and reabsorbed its warmth.  “Perhaps,” he reluctantly agreed.
 
   “I will go check one more time,” Gawail offered, and before Marco could respond, he was up in the air and out in the darkness, doing his part to secure the safety of the group.
 
   Marco waited for two minutes before the pixie retuned.  “Something moves far out in the woods in that direction,” Gawail pointed off into the forest, “but it was too far for me to go look at.”
 
   “Stay here and stay warm,” Marco said, “and maybe go out again in a few minutes.”
 
   His turn on watch duty was nearly over, he realized sometime later, as he saw the position of the stars overhead.  He sent Gawail out one more time around the forest, and when the pixie reported no intruders, Marco crawled into the tent and awoke Pesino and Kate, then crawled into the covers they left behind to finish his night of interrupted sleep.
 
   In the morning, he woke up as Kate came in to tell him that dawn was on the horizon.  She and Pesino returned to the tent to sleep for a precious few additional minutes as Marco and Cassius left the tent.  The forest around then was beautifully coated with frost, and the orange rays from the sunrise created a bright world that seemed enchanted with light.
 
   Marco began to walk in a circle around the campsite, strolling through the woods, then stopped and looked down at a spot where the dead leaves had been swept clean off the soil, and a set of foot prints were clearly visible.  To Marco they looked like dog prints, or wolf prints, he suspected.  He looked back over at the camp, and saw that it was clearly visible, and not terribly far away.
 
   He was sobered, as he thought of his vision in the fire, of himself being dragged down by wolves, but he said nothing as he returned to the campsite and got the food out for their breakfast ration.  Their supplies were dwindling slowly but surely, and that was another thing to worry about, but he said nothing about either issue to the rest of the group when they all ate their meal and packed up their gear, before he extinguished the fire.
 
   That day they hiked through a drizzling rain.  The temperature of the air was just warm enough to prevent the rain from turning to snow, so they all got wet and cold and felt miserable as they walked due north, following a meandering set of trails selected by Gawail, who darted out and in of the front of Kate’s cape so often to warm up between scouting trips that the girl complained, and Cassius laughed at her, which drew a haughty rebuke from the girl from the Lion City, before she grinned.
 
   The rain continued all day long, and the overcast evening sky began to darken before sunset.
 
   “We should go ahead and find a good spot to spend the night now, while we can still see clearly,” Marco suggested as they climbed up a steep hillside.  “Look for someplace that will be easy to protect,” he suggested.
 
   “And where you can build another fire,” Pesino called from the rear of the group.
 
   “Not tonight,” Marco replied, having thought about the matter as he walked during the day.  The fire was visible from a long distance, and the first howl by a wolf had occurred as soon as he had unlocked the power of his enchanted hand to start the magical fire.  Marco didn’t think it was a coincidence.
 
   There was silence among the others.  “I think we ought to not draw attention to ourselves,” Marco explained.  “Are we close to Clovis, Gawail?” he asked the pixie.
 
   “We will be there tomorrow,” Gawial replied.
 
   “Once we’re in Clovis we can all be warm again,” Marco assured them.  “And how about here for a campsite?” he asked as he rounded a bend in the trail.  They were near the top of the mountain they were climbing, and a small, flat-floored dell extended into the mountainside, with natural stone walls rising on three sides to protect the site from attack.
 
   “This will be okay,” Kate said, “but it would be better with a fire,” she said mournfully, as Marco led them all off the trail to a spot where they could unload their packs.
 
   The tent went up quickly, a well-practiced camp activity after several days on the trail, and they all sat together in front of the tent eating their dinner as the last gray gloaming of the day’s end faded away.  They set their rotation for the watch, then retired into the tent to sleep an uneasy cold sleep.
 
   Marco took the last shift of the night, and was pleased when Cassius reported that no wolf howling had occurred on either of the previous shifts.  None occurred during Marco’s shift either, and when the skies cleared away shortly before the sunrise, he enjoyed seeing the stars give way to the red light of the sun peeking over the horizon.
 
   He soon had the whole group awake, packed up, and striding through the forest again.
 
   “How long until we get to Clovis?” Cassius asked Gawail as he returned from his first scouting trip.
 
   “It will be before sunset, my friend,” Gawail replied, “but not before the sun is at the top of the sky.”  The sun was rising in a clear blue sky.
 
   They walked on, and at midday Gawail came flying back with the most exciting report they had heard in days.  “When you go around the next curve in the path you will be able to see Clovis,” he told them.
 
   Their feet hurried up, even though the trail was slick with mud, and they slipped and slid forward at a quickened pace for the next half hour, until they came to the turn in the trial, one that took them around the outside of a mountain.  They had a view of a wide and long valley, surrounded by mountains, and within the valley they saw a city with several tall towers, buildings and walls and roads that led to it.
 
   The bridges were broken in some cases though, and at least one tower’s top had evidently toppled away, creating an atmosphere of decay.
 
   “Is that Clovis?” Marco asked, and Gawail emerged to look out.
 
   “That is the forlorn city.  This trail will descend to the floor of the valley, and lead you to the road that goes directly to the gate,” Gawail replied.
 
   Marco could not see the gate, but he tensed up at the mention of the way into the city, as he remembered the vision he had seen in the fire, the chase by the wolves and his falling prey to the animals.
 
   Their trail soon began to descend, winding around the perimeters of valleys and gullies and ravines that lowered their elevation at a precipitous rate.  They took to holding hands as they skidded down the muddy path, but within two hours they reach the floor of the valley, and began to walk along a narrow game track that threaded through the thick forest.  An hour later they stopped in the gloom, and looked at one another with broad grins.  Beneath a canopy of leafless leaves, their path crossed the remnants of a stony track, a road that remained a permanent fixture, the handiwork of men who had carved a way through the forest in an arrow-straight line.
 
   “Look at this!” Kate said excitedly.  “We’re on the way now!”
 
   They turned to the right, and began to walk along the road, but only for half an hour before they came to a broken bridge that spanned a narrow stream.  The water in the stream flowed with a swift, high current, swollen by the rainfall of the day before.
 
   “How do we cross this?” Pesino asked, as she stood at the very end of the bridge, looking down at the water that foamed several feet below her.
 
   And at that moment, the stony edge of the bridge crumbled away.  Marco happened to be looking at her, and he saw the look of astonishment that flashed momentarily across her face as she started to drop, and then she was gone from sight, and swept away by the river.
 
   “Pesino!” Kate screamed.  “Marco!” she turned and looked at him, her face pale.  “Save her –do something!”
 
   Marco dashed to the edge of the bridge and looked down river, where he saw Pesino struggling to control herself in the deadly current that was tumbling her along.
 
   He reached out without thinking, with no plan or any expectation, only a premonition that he had to try.  “Pesino!  Come back to us!” he shouted with the utmost physical effort he could muster, his heart full of anguish.
 
   His hand glowed for only a flash, then he felt it grow lightweight in some fashion, and he watched as a rope of light extended from the tips of his fingers and flew towards Pesino, then wrapped itself around her and rapidly retracted towards Marco, carrying her back in a matter of seconds and thrusting her against his body, so that as the light vanished and the rope disappeared, his arms embraced her in a hug, as she wrapped her arms around him in a desperate clutching grasp for safety.
 
   “By all the blue seas, thank you Marco dear!” she cried, and she buried her face in his shoulder as she sobbed.
 
   “I’ve never been afraid of water before, but that was terrifying!” she told him.
 
   And then a wolf howled, somewhere in the woods at a great distance behind them.
 
   “Let’s get across this bridge, Quickly!” Marco said in fear.  His dream was going to come true, he knew.  He was going to try everything he could to outrun the wolves, but at the very end, they would bring him down.
 
   “What’s wrong, Marco?” Cassius asked, as Pesino raised her head and looked at him.
 
   “I’ve had a vision of the wolves chasing us,” he replied, as he gently pressed Pesino away.  He looked at the short gap across the center of the bridge span.  “We may be able to find a couple of fallen trees to cross this,” he waved his hand at the stream.  “Let’s go find something.”
 
   They spread out into two teams, Kate and Cassius, and Marco and Pesino, who was still wet with the water of the stream, and cold to the point her teeth were chattering.
 
   “As soon as we get to Clovis you can change into something warm,” Marco promised her as they lifted a solid tree trunk that was down, and carried it back to the bridge.  The other pair had already moved one log in place, and they added theirs to it, then went out in search of more.
 
   Five minutes later there were four pieces of timber providing an uneven span across the broken bridge, and Marco wobbled across it first.  A wolf howled again, and the others hurried across as well.  Marco pushed the logs into the stream, then they all started trotting forward along the graveled roadway, steadily following the straight line that Marco prayed would lead them to a better outcome than his vision had shown.
 
   The wolf howled again, and another answered immediately, from somewhere off to their right.
 
   “What happened in your vision, Marco?” Cassius asked between breaths as they bustled along.
 
   “The wolves, came after us.  They chased us all the way to the gates of the city,” Marco answered.
 
   “And?” Kate prompted.
 
   Marco paused, then answered.  “Just run; keep going,” he answered, not willing to put his fear into words, but conveying his fear nonetheless.
 
   They continued to trot, until Pesino slowed down, her hand pressed against her side.  Her clothes were still wet, as was her hair, and her face was pale.  She was in extreme discomfort, Marco could tell.
 
   “Go on,” Marco told Kate and Cassius.  “You go on to the city.  I’ll stay with Pesino, and we’ll catch up,” he told them.
 
   “No, we’ll all stick together,” Cassius said immediately.  Marco remembered his vision; they had all been together, or close to one another.
 
   “Here,” he unstrapped his pack and gave it to Cassius, then gave his bow to Kate.  “Take these, and I’ll carry her.”
 
   “No Marco, just keep going,” Pesino protested, as there was another round of wolf howls, again one behind and one to the right, plus now a pair on the left.
 
   “That’s nonsense,” Marco said.  “What man is going to abandon his new bride to the wolves, when they’re still on their honeymoon?” he asked, drawing a smile from the bent-over girl.  He positioned himself directly in front of her, and bent low.
 
   “Climb on my back, just until the stitch in your side feels better; come on Pesino, hurry,” he urged, then felt the girl’s arms wrap around his shoulders.  He gave a hitch to lift her higher, then stood up and started trotting again, as his companions stayed right alongside him.
 
   Within fifteen minutes Pesino rested her head on Marco’s shoulder, and placed her mouth near his ear.  “You’re a good man to do this Marco, a very good man.  Are you sure you’re not really a merman?” she asked, making Marco grin.
 
   “I feel much better now,” she continued.  “If you’ll put me down now, I think I can go on my own.”  Marco was glad to stop, and stooped down as Pesino slid down, and started jogging along beside him, as he retrieved his belongings from Cassius and Kate.
 
   The wolves howled again a few minutes later, multiple wolves, from multiple directions, sounding closer than ever.  “Gawail,” Marco called as he stepped up next to Kate, “go see how close we are to Clovis.”
 
   The pixie departed and the wolves howled again.  Already they sounded even closer; the distance from the wolves to the fleeing party was growing uncomfortably short.
 
   Gawail came back it just moments.  “It’s not much further,” he said.  “You’ll be there in a few more minutes.”
 
   “Let’s go faster,” Marco urged.  “You all can rest as soon as we get to the gates of the city.”
 
   They all picked up the pace, and then the howling occurred so nearby that Marco expected to see the wolves emerging from the trees around them.  “Drop your bags!  Drop your packs!  Just run!” Marco urged, as he dropped his own pack, then pulled his bow free and pulled an arrow from his quiver.
 
   He looked over his shoulder and saw a shadow moving in the trees.  “Keep running!” he yelled.  “I’ll catch up!” he screamed, and then he turned suddenly, and put his knee down on the muddy gravel of the road, as he took aim at the movements he saw.
 
   Two wolves emerged from the trees, and saw him.  They were alone, the vanguard of the wolves that were in pursuit of their quarry; they hadn’t expected to catch any of their targets so quickly, but the sight of Marco alone and stationary was a lure they couldn’t resist, and they charged at him straight on.
 
   Marco released his first arrow, and prayed that it would be a true shot.  He’d been adequate at archery practice back at Sant Jeroni, but not outstanding.  He’d often been able to hit moving targets, especially at close range, but not under such tension and pressure.
 
   He watched the arrow fly swiftly ahead as it leapt off his bowstring, heading towards the wolves.  He realized he didn’t have time to fire a second arrow, and he jumped upward as he pulled his sword free, and simultaneously watched one wolf swerve to the left and avoid the arrow.  Seconds later the wolves were upon Marco, unharmed and unfazed by his arrow.
 
   His sword took over.  The weapon deftly swung itself and Marco’s arm downward to his left, as his body swerved and then ducked.  His sword stroke cleaved cleanly through the neck of one wolf, silently ending its attack, while Marco’s quick maneuver caused the other wolf to miss him as it tried to strike his chest, and it flew over him, before his sword swooped onward and around, then rose and gutted the animal.
 
   There was a collective howl in the woods nearby, and Marco hastily picked up his bow and arrows, then started running.  He was sprinting to catch up with the others, who he could still spy on the road ahead of him.  It was his dream; he was living the vision he had seen, and he was determined to change the outcome, expending every last ounce of energy and effort he had to create an opportunity to survive.
 
   He caught up with the others.  No one had any breath left to talk, he could tell as he saw their gaping mouths.  He saw a fragment of a broken wall off to the side of the road, and a small opening among the trees.  He saw a wolf running parallel to him as well.
 
   Marco pulled his bow off his shoulder and strung an arrow, then aimed it to the side and fired, knowing that the shot was impossible for him to make, but hoping to scare or slow the pursuers.  He heard paws padding on the road not far behind him, and with a quick decision he pulled his sword free again, then stopped, turned, and began to swing the blade, while also using his bow as a club.  He killed three wolves, then started running again.
 
   There were more ruins of old structures around them now, and more wolves howling around them.
 
   Marco stopped for a third time and fired an arrow, then pulled another arrow out and fired it too.  Both shafts miraculously struck animals, killing one, and wounding one badly, so that the wolf yelped in pain as it fell to the ground.
 
   But another wolf filled its spot in the posse that was chasing the humans, and Marco rose to start running again.  He wanted to run; he wanted to make it to the gate safely, to avoid the defeat that the fiery vision foretold.
 
   The trees were thinning out rapidly, and suddenly Marco saw a broad open space, and gray walls beyond.  He had caught up to his friends again; they were running with labored strides, as their leg muscled burned painfully with overexertion, and Marco saw that in order to give them needed time, he was going to have to try the last maneuver, the last battle against the wolves that he had lost in his vision.
 
   With a sob, just as he saw men with spears come running out of the gate, Marco stopped and turned and held his sword out.  The wolves hit him in a snapping, growling wall of furred fury a moment later, so closely had they gained in him.  They ignored the others, and the entire remaining members of the pack, over half a dozen, bowled him over, one or two yelping in pain as the sword tried to fight the battle even while the numbers overwhelmed Marco.
 
   He swung the sword, and heard another howl of pain, then he felt a pair of teeth clamp onto his wrist and the animal’s weight pulled the sword down to the ground.  Another set of fangs bit deeply into his thigh, making him scream in pain.
 
   This is it, he had time to think, as he saw a wolf fly up into the air above him, then come straight down, mouth open and teeth bared as it aimed for his throat.
 
   There was a clanging sound, as the wolf’s teeth struck his solid gold marriage collar, and then a flash of light and a burst of intense heat occurred.  Marco smelled burning flesh, and the wolves collectively joined in the beginnings of a death keening, before they all were silenced by the magical power embedded within Marco, which flared out and killed the entire pack of assassins.
 
   And with that, Marco passed out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17 – Adventure at Clovis
 
    
 
   Marco awoke in a plain gray room, one that was warm on his right side.  He started to roll over as he awoke, in order to see where the warmth came from, but his motions stopped, both because they caused pain in several parts of his body, and because he found that he was strapped securely to the bed he lay upon.
 
   His clothing had been changed, so that he wore a loose, black robe, one that he didn’t possess as his own, and one that he didn’t like, because it looked too much like a sorcerer’s robe in his opinion.
 
   “Hello?” he called.   “Pesino?  Cassius?  Kate?”
 
   He hoped they all were safe.  His mind suddenly began to recall the confused details of the last moments he had been conscious before awakening in his strange surroundings.    The battle with the wolves had occurred precisely as the vision in the fire had shown it; he just hadn’t seen the ending of the vision he realized, a happier ending than he anticipated, since he was alive.  Sore, but alive.  The vision had been true, but incomplete, not revealing the final ending of the battle.
 
   There was a sound to his left.  “My lord?” a voice called from the left side, and an elderly man came into his field of vision.  The man wore a black robe, just like the one Marco was outfitted with.  “It’s so good to see you awake, my lord,” the man said.  “How do you feel?”
 
   “Why am I tied down here?” Marco asked.
 
   “We have you tied down for your own safety, my lord,” the monk replied. “Your wounds are very deep, and were bleeding profusely. Our barber-surgeon felt that your humours had been adequately vented by the blood loss the wolves created, and he wishes for you to be kept as still as possible to prevent the injuries from re-opening and causing further loss of blood.”
 
   “Where are my friends?” Marco asked, setting the matter of his binding aside for the moment.
 
   “They are relaxing now.  They have been shown their rooms, and they are recovering from your journey.  It’s very impressive that the four of you have traveled so far in this season of the year,” the monk told Marco.  “We seldom have visitors from the outside world, and never in the winter time.”
 
   “I’d like to see my friends.  Can you untie me and allow me to go join them?” Marco asked, though he suspected he knew the answer.
 
   “My lord, the barber feels that you should be kept as still and as calm as possible, so we do not wish to move you, to put you at risk.  And with such a beautiful wife, I fear that your passions would be excited and you would fall into the way of danger,” the monk said calmly.
 
   “Wife?” Marco asked in confusion.
 
   “Your wife, the lovely one named Pesino,” the monk answered with a slight inflection in his voice.  “She said she was your wife; is that not true?”
 
   “It’s true; yes, it’s true,” Marco remembered.
 
   “There are many brothers who are upset at the presence of these women in our halls, but the prior has insisted that we will provide hospitality to our guests, especially,” the monk paused.
 
   “Especially?” Marco asked.
 
   “Especially given the great power you exhibited in destroying the wolves who attacked you,” the monk told him.
 
   “Then you should know that if I cannot see my friends, I will possibly be driven to use my powers again,” Marco told the monk.  He was bluffing; he was beginning to suspect that there was a way he could come to control the power that dwelt in his golden right hand.  It would take time for him to consider and practice and analyze, but the eruption of the powers in his hand at certain, extraordinary times when he needed supernatural assistance seemed to indicate to him that there was a way for him to learn to use the powers for what he needed.
 
   The monk’s eyes grew large.  “My lord, I will ask if it is possible for your wife to come visit you briefly – briefly, while the barber is here to supervise your condition.  Would that satisfy you for now?”
 
   “That is a beginning,” Marco said.  “How long am I expected to be held like this?”  He was starting to feel sleepy.
 
   “I will ask the barber that as well,” the monk answered.
 
   “Brother, what is your name?” Marco wanted to know.  The man had only been doing his job, Marco knew.  He suspected that the arrival of the visitors in such a dramatic fashion had caught the attention of everyone in the city and made handling his own care a sensitive position.
 
   “I am Brother Padreag,” the monk replied.
 
   “Thank you brother. You’ve been very kind to me.  Can you turn me so that my other side gets warmed by the fire before you go?” Marco asked.  He was starting to feel tired from the conversation.  “And ask, my wife,” he stumbled over the term, “to please bring my pack with her when she comes to see me.”  He had in mind some simple alchemical formulae he could mix – or ask Pesino to mix – to address his injuries and pain.
 
   He closed his eyes, and felt his bed moving.  The bed moved easily, as if it were on wheels, and he felt the warmth of the fire move from his right side to his feet to his left side, and then he fell asleep.
 
   When he awoke again, he smelled the scent of Pesino in the room.  It was odd that he would notice that first, he thought.  The smell was the faint tang of salty sea air.  “Are you here, my wife?” he almost swallowed the phrase as he spoke it, but managed to propel the words out of his mouth.
 
   “Darling,” he could sense the extravagance that Pesino was investing in the world.  “My beloved boy – dear heart!” she called, and then he saw her, standing at his side, her hands fluttering in the air momentarily before they came to rest on his upper arm.  She wore one of the black robes as well, one with a hood that was draped around her shoulders, and she had the strap of his pack slung over her shoulder as well.  Her face was strangely lit, he thought, her neck and lower face seemingly bright, but then he blinked his eyes and the illusion was gone.
 
   “Are you feeling okay?  The barber is here to check on you, and to make sure I don’t tire you,” she warned.
 
   “I feel better now that you are here,” Marco answered.  “Are you okay?”
 
   “Now that my heart has slowed down after that chase, and seeing you being mauled by those wolves, yes, we’re all okay,” Pesino told him.  “Kate and Cassius are fine as well.  They’ve gotten us hidden away in a tower where seeing women won’t offend so many of these – what do you call them? – monks.
 
   “Kate has already asked if we can use the library you are looking for; they told her only Cassius can go – Kate and I must stay out of sight,” she told him.
 
   “It is time for the visit to end, so that our patient may rest,” a man’s voice spoke from nearby.
 
   “I want her to mix a tonic for me,” Marco protested.  “I can speed up my healing.”
 
   “Perhaps tomorrow,” the man said, as he came into Marco’s field of vision.  He was a frail man, tall and elderly and stooped over.  His eyes were alert however, watching Pesino carefully.
 
   “My marriage torq saved my life,” Marco looked at Pesino.  “I heard and felt the wolves’ teeth hitting it when they were trying to rip out my throat.”
 
   “See how good I am for you,” she almost purred the words to Marco.  
 
   “Are you sure I can’t help him to relieve his pain?  I’m sure it will only take a few minutes of time,” she turned and spoke to the barber, and Marco could hear the change in her voice, as it assumed a different texture.  It became a rich, full contralto voice that ached with a sense of longing.  She was employing her siren abilities to try to wheedle more time out of the barber; her eyes were no doubt also suddenly large and hypnotic, her lips fuller and redder, her hair thicker and more desirable.
 
   “My lady, perhaps you may stay a few more minutes with your husband,” the barber answered.
 
   “Why don’t you just sit down over there and we’ll call you in a few minutes when we’re done,” Pesino directed, and the barber disappeared.
 
   “They really don’t like having women around here.  We’ll need to do whatever we do, and then leave as quickly as possible,” Pesino mumbled quietly as she began to open Marco’s bag of alchemical supplies.  “And I don’t think they much like having you here either,” she added.  “I heard the term warlock used to describe you.”
 
   “That one,” Marco told her as she held up a vial of crystals.  “Set it aside to use.
 
   “No, not that, not that, yes that,” he responded to each item she raised for him to scrutinize, as she formed two piles of items.
 
   “Now, take the dried red leaves and the green crystals, and grind them together in the blue bowl,” Marco began to instruct her through the steps of preparing a healing salve, one that he thought would dramatically hasten the healing of the bites and tears in his flesh.  He wanted to end the pain he felt, and he wanted to be freed from the shackles he was constrained by.
 
   “Take the two and blend them together, then spit in it,” he told her a half hour later.
 
   “Spit?” she looked at him incredulously.
 
   “It would be better with blood, but I think spit will be good enough,” he grinned at her.
 
   “I’m sure it will be,” she hastily agreed, and she noisily deposited her moisture in the bowl.
 
   “Now, mix it all together,” then start rubbing it into all my wounds,” Marco directed.
 
   “My lady – can I help you my lady?” the barber’s voice asked from the corner.  “You’ve been with your husband for quite some time now.”
 
   “Just a few more minutes,” Pesino spoke without moving away from Marco, using her alluring voice.  Marco felt the compulsion her tone conveyed, the desire to please her, and he looked up at her with adoring eyes momentarily, until she realized the effect she had produced.  “I’m sorry, dear husband,” she said fondly, without the allure, and reached into his collar to rub the potion around his neck.
 
   Her hands pulled his robe open before they moved across his body, rubbing him in places that he hadn’t even realized were injured until she touched them and he felt the sting of the wounds, then she very gently stroked his thighs lightly with the potion, and held the bowl up for him to see.
 
   “It’s all used up.  I didn’t treat a few small scratches, but everything else is taken care of,” she told Marco.  There was another momentary illusion of a glow that illuminated her face, and Marco cocked his head in confusion, then decided it was simply his eyes playing tricks on him once again.
 
   “My lady,” the barber called.  His voice was less syrupy than it had been before.
 
   “I’m all done here,” Pesino replied, pulling Marco’s robes loosely over his body.
 
   “I’ll be back to see you soon,” she said as she bent over and kissed Marco on the cheek.  “Will you be healed soon?” she asked, as Marco heard the barber’s footsteps approach.
 
   “It should only be a couple of hours,” he assured her.  “I’ll see you soon,” he said, and added, “my love,” just a second later as the barber came into view.
 
   With a smile, Pesino let herself be led away from him.  He heard the door open and close, and knew that he was alone once again in his room.  He convinced himself that he could feel the potion at work on his flesh, accelerating the healing that was taking place.  The pain was truly lessening, he was sure.  He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, willing himself to relax and wait patiently, so that he would be refreshed and ready to move when the barber next checked on him.
 
   He did fall asleep, for he awoke with a start when a voice spoke into his ear.  “Awaken blessed one!  Your friends need you!  Arise and help your friends!”
 
   “Gawail?  Is that you?” he asked, sure that he knew the answer.
 
   “Blessed one,” Gawail said.  “Are you better now?  Are you healed and ready to rise?  Your friends need you!”
 
   “I’m tied in place,” Marco replied.  “What’s the problem?”
 
   “The men of this place – they do not like having women here, and now they have arrested Pesino.  She is accused of being a witch; they say she has enchanted and corrupted men.  They took the others with her as well, and have locked them all in a dark room under the ground,” Gawail explained.
 
   Marco was struck by the irony – he had encountered so much trouble on Ophiuchus for being a male in the female culture, and now Pesino was encountering the opposite problem.  Both were unnatural efforts to create a separation that made no sense, he thought.
 
   “Can you help set me free?” Marco asked Gawail, as his mind reverted to the problem at hand.
 
   “I will try, blessed one,” the pixie flew out of sight and disappeared.
 
   “You!  You were with Pesino when she was here visiting, weren’t you?  I saw her face light up – it was your glow,” Marco suddenly comprehended what had been occurring during the siren’s visit.
 
   “That is how I knew where to come find you.  Your lovely mate suggested I join with her so that I would be able to relocate you if needed.  She was very clever, it seems,” the pixie said.
 
   He gave a grunt.  “There; try to move your hand,” he said, and Marco’s left hand swung easily upward, an untied leather thong wrapped loosely around it.  Gawail needed only moments to set Marco’s other limbs free, and the former captive carefully swung himself up into a sitting position, chaffing his wrists and ankles to improve the circulation of his blood through the formerly restricted veins.
 
   Marco pulled his robe open and looked down at himself.  There were numerous scars on his legs and his torso, evidence of the wounds that had been so quickly repaired.  He hoped the potion was not yet downe, but would finish healing the scars away as well, but for the moment it was of no consequence.  The new skin felt tight, but nothing worse.
 
   “Do you know where my sword is?” Marco asked Gawail, who directed him to look against the wall behind him.  Marco found and grabbed his bag of alchemy supplies and his sword and bow and arrows, then walked over to the door.
 
   “Can you lead me to the others?” he asked.
 
   “I will, blessed one.  We will rescue our companions!” Gawail cried, as Marco cautiously opened the door.
 
   The door opened to a chilly hallway.  Marco had thought his room was cool, but the hall was as cold as the outdoors itself, and after his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he realized that the hallway did actually have a number of large window openings that did look outside, windows without panes of glass, showing a dark interior courtyard and a few twinkling stars in the sky overhead.
 
   “We go this way, blessed one,” Gawail’s spark of light flew to the right, and Marco began to follow him down the hallway.
 
   “Who’s there?” a voice called from across the courtyard, and Gawail’s light instantly dimmed dramatically.  The pixie swooped low, down near the floor, behind the stonework and no longer visible from outside the hallway.  Marco froze momentarily, and shifted his grip on his sword to cover the shiny, reflective parts of the hilt, then resumed moving forward in the direction that Gawail crept.
 
   They were above the ground floor, Marco realized, when Gawail slid into a stairwell, then led Marco across the courtyard.  When two other figures became visible in the night’s darkness, Marco crouched down behind an evergreen bush and let them pass without detecting him.
 
   Gawail scurried into a hallway that led straight back into another part of the building, a passage that led to a narrow alleyway between two buildings.  The pixie led him rapidly through the alley, making Marco nervous as he thought he heard stealthy footsteps behind him.  They exited the alley and turned a corner, then passed through a passageway that connected two other buildings, and snuck along behind a hedge to get to a door.
 
   “They are down in rooms below this,” Gawail told Marco, as the human opened the door and entered the dark, warm interior of the building.  By the pixie’s light Marco could see a staircase that led downstairs, and he cautiously crept down the treads to reach the bottom, where a large, iron-bound door stood closed.
 
   “The rooms are right behind this door.  There are guards stationed within,” Gawail warned.
 
   “Are they male guards?” Marco asked.
 
   “Yes,” Gawail affirmed.  “What else would they be?”
 
   “In this place, nothing else, but if we were on an island I visited,” he left the sentence unfinished.  I’ll open the door, and you go in there.  Tell Pesino to use her seductive voice to make the guards compliant, so that they’ll not try to fight,” Marco directed.  “Are you ready?”
 
   Gawail nodded his head, and Marco pulled on the handle of the heavy door, making its hinges squeak as it opened a crack.  Gawail squeezed through the opening and disappeared from Marco’s sight, then, after a moment’s pause to give the pixie time to complete his duty, Marco tugged on the door with both hands, and pulled it slowly open.
 
   There was a scuffling sound inside, and Marco leapt through the opening, to find that the sound was the noise of three massive men pulling swords and cudgels free as they approached the doorway where he stood.  Marco advanced with his sword ready, hoping to hear Pesino’s voice seduce the three into peaceful cooperation.
 
   One of the men in the dim space immediately jumped at Marco and swung his stout cudgel, a thick staff of wood wrapped with iron bands, in a devilishly quick arc that made Marco fall back and raise his sword.  The cudgel narrowly missed Marco as it whistled past his shoulder, but it struck his blade and nearly knocked it from Marco’s hand.  
 
   Marco quickly decided to move further to his left.  “Pesino!” he called.  “Pesino, talk to them!  Tell them not to fight!” he shouted.
 
   “Marco, be careful!” Pesino called back.  “Be careful,” she repeated as two of the men cut Marco’s path off, leaving him isolated against the wall.
 
   “They’re deaf – they can’t hear my voice.  The barber figured out that I had seduced him, and they used these deaf guards to take me prisoner,” she explained, just as two of the guards closed in on Marco at once.
 
   His sword raised itself along with his arm and blocked the stabbing sword aimed at his torso, as his leg kicked impossibly high and struck his other assailant’s grip on his sword, sending the blade flying free.  The man with the cudgel came at Marco instantly as his deft maneuver left him vulnerable to a telling blow, and Marco’s body twisted itself so hard as he simultaneously fought and ducked that he felt muscles in his back stretch uncomfortably, while at the same time a portion of the new skin on his thigh ripped open.
 
   Marco was momentarily laid flat on the ground, and he then rolled across the floor, turning twice to open space between himself and his opponents.  One came at his with a sword, and Marco struck the attacker in his thigh, a stab that made the man emit a high-pitched moan as he fell to the ground.
 
   The opponent with the cudgel stooped to pick up the sword the other man dropped, and then threw the cudgel at the same time he and the third man both closed on Marco in a head-first attack.  Marco evaded his sword and headbutted the cudgel thrower before he swung his sword at the last of the three guards, and stabbed him in the shoulder, sending him crashing to the floor.
 
   “Pesino!” Marco panted.  “Cassius!  Kate!”
 
   “We’re here; we’re all here,” Kate called out.  “One of the men you just fought has the keys to our cells.”
 
   “Gawail, bring your light over here,” Marco called as he approached one of the guards, who had fainted.  With Gawail’s added light, Marco found the keys attached to the man’s belt and he quickly went towards the cell doors.
 
   “Pesino?” he called.
 
   “In here, Marco,” she called from a spot, and he tested two keys in the lock of her door before finally opening it.  The woman flew out into his arms and hugged him tightly and silently for several seconds.
 
   “Thank you,” she said simply at last.  “Let’s get Kate and Cassius.”
 
   Marco needed a different key to open the other cell door.  “Thank you Marco,” the other two released inmates said as they regained their freedom.
 
   “Thank Gawail.  He made it all possible,” Marco said of the tiny pixie, whose glow increased upon hearing the praise.
 
   “Where are your packs and supplies?  We need to get those, then get to the library and start searching for information,” Marco spoke.
 
   “I’ve been to the library,” Cassius said.  “They showed me where it is.  It’s not part of the monastery it’s in a different part of the city, one that the monks don’t control.”
 
   “Our packs are probably still in the tower where we left them,” Kate added.  “We haven’t been here very long.”
 
   “Gawail left to fetch you as soon as they came to seize us,” Pesino agreed, “and you were back here in no time it seemed like.”
 
   “Show the way to your tower rooms so we can get your packs and get out of here,” Marco suggested, and they quickly left the dungeon, closing the door behind them and leaving the three guards unconscious.
 
   “It’s this way,” Cassius said, leading them towards a courtyard.  “Everyone raise your hoods and try to look like we’re just monks calmly walking towards the tower,” he cautioned, as they came into an open area.
 
   All four of them walked at a slow measured pace, as Marco and Cassius positioned themselves between the women and the few monks who were walking in the opposing direction, and in less time that it seemed, they reached the entry to the tower where their rooms were.
 
   When they climbed up three flights of stairs, they split up to gather their belongings from the two separate rooms they had been assigned to, each taking one of the torches they found in the staircase.
 
   “Marco!” Pesino gasped when she entered her room.  There were two monks in the room, going through the belongings in Pesino’s pack.
 
   “Put it down,” Marco said steadily, pulling his sword instantly.  “Now, move over there,” he gestured with the sword to direct the men over to the corner of the room.
 
   “Pesino, go see if Cassius and Kate have any problems like this,” he told his companion, keeping his sword pointed at the two intruders.
 
   “What are you looking for?” Marco asked the two men when Pesino left the room.
 
   “We were looking for evidence that she’s a witch,” one of them said.
 
   “She’s not a witch,” Marco said.  “She’s a good woman.”
 
   “You have to say that, since she’s your wife.  You’re probably under her spell,” the other monk answered.
 
   There was a sound at the door, and his three friends arrived.  Pesino hastily repacked her bag, then was ready to go.
 
   “Tell them to stay here and not notify anyone that we’re leaving,” Marco said in a low voice to Pesino, who promptly used her allure to pacify the men and allow the travelers to get away.
 
   “Which way to the library?” Marco asked.  “Is it still active?”
 
   “It was still intact.  The monks and other people who live around it believe it’s haunted,” Cassius answered.  “We can stay inside the library while we try to find information.”
 
   They walked through the dark streets, carrying their torches, and reached the library without incident a half hour later.
 
   “What time is it, anyway?” Marco asked, unsure what time he had been awoken by Gawail at the start of the adventure.
 
   “Daybreak should arrive soon,” Kate answered as they arrived at the front of a massive limestone structure.  The light of the torches failed to reach the top of massive columns that lined the street side of the library.  
 
   “Let’s go in,” Cassius said.  “We can stay inside up on the balcony.  That will give us a safe place we can defend if the monks come after us.”
 
   There were massive bronze doors, one of which was ajar, and they slipped through the opening.  Cassius led them to the side and they climbed a set of stairs that led to a balcony where tables and chairs were scattered and covered with dust.
 
   Cassius offered to take the first shift.  “The rest of you get some sleep,” he told them and the rest of the quartet laid down on the stony floors, where they quickly fell asleep.
 
   When Cassius awoke Marco the next morning, bright sunrays were angling into the interior of the library through massive windows that had somehow managed to retain intact glass panes across nearly all their area.  Marco stood and looked out above the balcony railing.  The floor of the library below was a maze of bookcases, more bookcases, tables and chairs.
 
   “It’s inspiring, isn’t it?” Kate asked as she came to stand beside him.
 
   “There’s nothing like this in the Lion City, is there?” Marco asked.
 
   “No, nothing. Even scores of years after this was abandoned it still has more intact information than anyplace in the cities of our part of the world,” Kate agreed.  “Let’s get a bite of breakfast, and then we can start searching through the scrolls and books.” 
 
   Marco went over to where Pesino was pulling food items out of the backpacks.  “We don’t have a lot of food left, maybe enough for another week or ten days if we’re careful,” she warned.
 
   “Let’s hope it doesn’t take that long to find information about the Echidna,” Marco replied.  He was ravenous, he realized, and he gladly took the dried fruit that Pesino offered to him.
 
   “Thank you, wife,” he said with a smile.
 
   Marco and Kate went down to the floor of the library after eating, accompanied by Pesino, as Cassius laid down on the balcony and went quickly to sleep.
 
   “I’m going to go out and see the city,” Pesino said.  “Maybe there’s a market where we could buy some more food.”
 
   “Be careful,” Marco told her.
 
   “I will,” she assured him.  “You two have fun.”
 
   “I don’t think fun describes what we’re going to do,” Kate said dryly.
 
   After Pesino drifted out of the door, Kate and Marco looked at one another.  “Where do we begin?” Marco asked.
 
   “Let’s look around to see if they’re organized in any particular way.  Maybe there’s a special section for monster tales!” Kate suggested brightly.
 
   They spent the morning going around through the floor stacks, without discerning any pattern of organization.  The scrolls and books were a polyglot mixture of languages, sizes, and topics.  By midday the two discouraged searchers went up to the balcony, where Cassius still slept.  As they sat and quietly ate some food, Pesino climbed the stairs.
 
   “There is a market not too far away,” she announced as she sat down with them.  “Gawail went out scouting and helped me find it,” she gave credit to the pixie, who emerged from the front of her cape.
 
   “It’s almost warm in here,” he observed.  It was true; the sunlight streaming in through the windows had made the interior of the library quite comfortable.
 
   “I could get to like this place,” Kate said languidly.
 
   “That’s so kind of you to say,” a voice spoke to them, a voice that none of them recognized.
 
   Marco stood up immediately and pulled his sword, as he looked at the staircase, where no one was visible.
 
   “Who said that?” he asked, as he looked around.
 
   “We did, or rather, I did.  Up here,” a voice answered.
 
   Cassius’s eyes fluttered open at the sounds.
 
   The others looked upward, and saw that there was a small mezzanine high above the balcony, and a young couple were looking down at them.
 
   “Who are you?” Marco asked.
 
   “We’re the guardians of the library,” the man above them answered.  “More importantly, who are you?”
 
   “We’re visitors,” Kate answered.  “We’re here doing some research, looking for something.”
 
   “We observed that,” the woman said.  “It’s quite unusual to see someone from the outside come to the library and try to use it for its intended purpose.”
 
   “Do you live here?” Marco asked.  “Do you know how this library is organized?  Can you help us find something?”
 
   “We will talk to the seniors and discuss whether we may assist you,” the man said, and then both of the observers above stepped back and disappeared from sight.
 
   “Who was that?” Cassius asked, sitting up.
 
   “They said they were guardians of the library,” Kate answered.
 
   “They didn’t seem threatening,” Pesino added.
 
   “I didn’t think the monks were threatening at first either,” Cassius said.
 
   “Well, they know we’re here, and they didn’t try to attack us,” Marco said.  “Maybe they’ll help us.”
 
   “We might as well get back to searching and be aware that we’re being watched,” Kate said.
 
   She and Marco described their efforts during the morning to Cassius, and all four of them went back down to the library floor, where they began working as teams, looking through books to try to find information about monsters in general, and the Echidna in particular.
 
   They found nothing that afternoon, and as the sun moved to the west, its rays no longer penetrated the library, and the air began to cool.
 
   “Let’s go take a walk around this part of the city, to get some fresh air, then we can come back to have dinner,” Kate suggested as they all mutually agreed to end their studies of the books as the library grew dimmer.
 
   Clovis was a forlorn place.  The walk was Marco’s first chance to see the city in the daylight.   There were other people abroad in the streets, but not many, not nearly as many as the number of buildings indicated had once lived in the city.  Most buildings appeared to be empty, and a sad percentage were crumbling towards ruin.  But there were spots of former beauty, such as the parks and elaborate sculptures and fountains, which were still inspiring to see.
 
   When they returned to the library, they found that the couple who had spoken to them earlier were standing on the steps in front of the great doors, awaiting them.
 
   “We wish to invite you to be our guests for dinner,” the male of the pair said.
 
   “It would be our pleasure to dine with visiting scholars, to learn about the world beyond Clovis,” the female added.
 
   “Please don’t turn this offer down, the chops are already on the grill in anticipation of you joining us,” she added.
 
   “They’re talking meat, hot meat, Marco!” Kate turned to Marco.
 
   Marco looked at the couple skeptically.  He sensed no falseness in their attitude, nothing to make him fear the worst, yet he hesitated.
 
   “Husband beloved, dearest, can’t we eat with these nice people?  I’m growing to like these grilled meats you eat on land?” Pesino surprised him by wheedling in a purring voice that made his heart race.
 
   He looked at her in surprise, knowing that he would say yes – had been manipulated to say it – and as he turned, he saw an exchange of glances between their two visitors.  The two had detected something, and had wordlessly made note of it.
 
   “We will gladly accept your offer,” Marco looked from Pesino back to the others, and he slyly reached his hand out to rest it on Pesino’s shoulder, then slid it to grip the back of her neck in a momentary squeeze that was a return of the joke she had played, and a message that he knew what she had done, and a warning as well.
 
   “My name is Marco,” he introduced himself.
 
   “You are the leader?” the man who had invited them asked.
 
   “He is,” Pesino spoke up.  “And I am his wife, Pesino,” she told them.
 
   “You are a great beauty, and even more,” their female visitor cryptically said.
 
   “I am Cassius, and this is my beloved, Kate,” Cassius introduced the other couple.
 
   “You are all from Fortburg?” the male visitor asked.
 
   “We passed through there, but we aren’t from there,” Kate replied.  “Why do you ask?”
 
   “The torqs that you wear, they are an ancient custom to denote marriage,” their man answered.  “But these days it is rarely practiced anywhere except in the vicinity of Fortburg.”
 
   “I am Acamar,” he continued, “and this is my partner Adhara.
 
   “Follow us please, to dinner, unless you wish to go put anything away or pick anything up from your belongings first.”
 
   They were soon on their way through the library, and then into a hallway in the back, one that was lit with lanterns.  They passed several other people in the hallway, then entered a room where a table was set, lit by candles on the table and on wall scones.  Platters of food were already set on the table, as well as plates and glasses, and a pair of bottles of wine.
 
   “Please be seated,” Acamar told everyone as they drifted to seats around the table, Marco and Pesino on one side together, Kate and Cassius on the other, with the host and hostess at the ends.
 
   They passed the platters of food, and Acamar poured wine for each of them.
 
   “So you were married in Fortburg, but you’re not from there?” Adhara asked as they all began to eat.
 
   “We’re from the Lion City,” Kate answered.
 
   “You’ve come such a long way!” Adhara replied.  “We’ve heard so much news about the city; it’s a very powerful place, isn’t it?”
 
   “How do you hear about the Lion City?” Marco asked.
 
   “We are the guardians of the library,” Acamar answered simply.  “It is our duty to protect the library and to maintain it.  We also seek to add to it.  We have men who are sent out into the world to gather news, and bring it back, so that our editors can compile it and add it to the library.
 
   “The library is always growing.  The reporters go out and learn things.  They write them down and return with their notes.  Some of us write, some of us read, some of us organize,” he explained. 
 
   “We all take turns cleaning and repairing,” Adhara added between bites of her food.
 
   “How many of you do this?” Marco asked cautiously, surprised by the news.  “Do the monks help you?”
 
   “There are fifteen or twenty score librarians,” Adhara answered.  “But we have nothing to do with the monks, other than share the city and engage is some trade with them. They mostly keep to themselves – praying, farming, tending their chapels.”
 
   “So you know the library pretty well,” Marco jumped to the topic that concerned him.  “Will you help us with our search, as we asked this morning?”
 
   “Within limits, we are permitted to help you,” Adhara answered.  “The council wishes to know what it is you’re searching for.”
 
   “We are seeking information about the Echidna, so that we can find out where it is.” Marco answered.
 
   “You want to learn the myths of the Echidna?” Acamar asked.
 
   “We want to learn where the actual monster is, where it lives,” Marco clarified.
 
   “But it is just a myth.  There is no such thing as an actual Echidna, you know,” the man answered firmly.
 
   “But there is; there must be.  I was appointed to go find it and bring back one of its scales,” Marco insisted.
 
   “Someone was leading you astray,” Adhara gently shook her head.  “This is just a story.”
 
   “I was directed by the spirit of the island of Ophiuchus.  I was specifically told that I had to get a scale from the monster,” Marco spoke firmly.
 
   The two librarians looked down the length of the library at each other, concern in their eyes.
 
   “The island of Ophiuchus is also just a myth, Marco, my friend,” Acamar told him.  “Our reporters have heard stories about it, but never been able to visit it.  It doesn’t exist.”
 
   “Are all your reporters males?” Marco asked.
 
   The two looked at one another again.  “I think they all are male, but what female could travel the world so easily without trouble?” Adhara asked.
 
   “Only a female would be able to reach the isle; it is forbidden to men.  Males usually can’t even see it,” Marco explained, as the heads of his companions twisted steadily back and forth from he to the two librarians while the exchange continued.
 
   “How could you receive this command if you did not go to the island, if you could not even see it?” Acamar challenged.
 
   “I was on the island just by chance,” Marco grew less certain about how to answer.  “I had been shipwrecked in the sea, and my friend and I were swimming, trying to find land, and we found the island.”
 
   The two listeners were clearly skeptical, Marco could see.  If their doubted the Echidna and they doubted Ophiuchus, they would probably doubt the sorcerer and the mermaids in his story as well as many other things.  It hardly seemed worth a battle to try to convince them.
 
   “Well, this is all very interesting,” Acamar told them.
 
   “So how do you like the pork chops?” Adhara asked.  Apparently she too had decided to change the topic.
 
   “We haven’t had anything this delicious since we left Fortburg, and the food there wasn’t even this good,” Cassius said enthusiastically, and the conversation turned to a discussion of the librarians’ farm operations outside the city, and a promise to carry out a visit to the farm.
 
   “Thank you for such a wonderful meal,” Pesino said as they all stood to leave after dinner.
 
   “Will you be the ones to assist us in our search through the library books tomorrow?” Marco asked.
 
   “Perhaps some others will join you,” Acamar said, indicating that he did not plan to.  “You will have someone, be assured.”
 
   The four visitors left the quarters of the librarians with a lantern to help them see the way back to their balcony campsite, and they talked as they went.
 
   “They clearly don’t believe in the Echidna,” Cassius said.  “What does that mean?  Maybe there is no such creature?”
 
   “There surely must be one, or at least be a scale left from one,” Marco said.  “They didn’t believe in the Isle of Ophiuchus either, and I’ve been there, many times.
 
   “They probably don’t believe in mermen or mermaids either,” Marco added, drawing indignant sputters from Cassius and Pesino as they mounted the steps.  “They may not even believe in pixies,” he said as Gawail rose from the front of Pesino’s cape.  “We’ll find out tomorrow.”
 
   Though it seemed unnecessary, Marco chose to be prudent and mount a rotation to keep a guard awake during the evening.  He took a middle shift, and sat on the balcony when his turn came, looking at his golden right hand.
 
   There was power in the hand, and that power had flared forth to save his life on several occasions.  The power was a gift from Iasco, the sorceress priestess, who had endowed her own powers in the hand when it had been severed from Marco’s arm, and the power had resided in the hand when it had been reattached and healed.
 
   The power of his hand had manifested itself without any conscious effort on his part.  It had responded to urgent needs on his part, especially urgent needs to assist or aid or rescue.  The power in the hand had rescued his own life, but he had used it when others were in need, and he had an inkling that there had to be a way to channel his desire to help into the hand in a way that would bring its powers forth.
 
   He sat intently, looking up and looking around the library to see if anything was amiss, in need of investigation.  There was nothing in sight, no sounds beyond the normal sounds of the building at night, and he refocused his attention on his hand.  In the darkness the hand was only faintly visible, and he wished that there was some way to look inside it; would he see a single spot where the sorcery energy resided, or would there be an even, wide distribution of energy through the golden flesh.  Would it make a difference, he wondered.
 
   There was energy in there, and he was going to need to be able to use it.  Regardless of what the librarians said, he knew there was a great mother of monsters out in the world somewhere, and it was his task to find that horror.  The road would be difficult, he was sure, and the battle to secure a scale from the Echidna would be formidable.  He was sure now that he would have to know how to harness the power of his hand in order to win such a battle.
 
   When he had started out, he had been ignorant, completely ignorant, of the challenges of the world.  Despite his battles in Barcelon, he hadn’t been prepared for the toil needed so far in his quest for the Echidna.  Just the mundane task of the journey to Clovis had been a taxing endeavor, one that had stretched him to the limit of his abilities.  And the journey going forward was likely to be worse.
 
   Marco wanted to leave his friends behind in someplace that was safe; he knew that they had all survived so far only through luck, and he knew he couldn’t protect them if the next stage of the quest was any more challenging than the first stage of their journey had been.  It would be a dark journey, and he probably would not be able to offer the vision or the light to show them the safest way to move forward, as much as they needed him to illuminate the path for them.
 
   And with that meandering thought, Marco suddenly closed his eyes and gasped.  His hand, which he had forgotten, but which he still held in front of his face, suddenly blazed forth with a brilliance that blinded his eyes.  At the same moment, he heard a scurrying sound somewhere in the library.  He could feel his hand emitting its energy.  Marco held his hand far to his right, and turned his head to the left, then opened his eyes and looked at the scene around him.
 
   Cassius’s head was lifting sleepily; Marco could see it clearly.  He could see the walls beyond Cassius, and as he turned his head, he could clearly see the small details of the murals on the walls on the opposite side of the library’s interior.  His hand was blazing away, throwing out as much light as a miniature sun inside the library.
 
   Cassius blinked, then raised his hand in front of his eyes.  “Marco, what’s happening?” he asked.
 
   Marco focused his thoughts on the hand.  He didn’t need the light to shine, and he needed to figure out how to cut off the blazing illumination.  He hadn’t even meant to create the light, extraordinary as it was.  The hand needed to darken; it needed to stop blazing forth so brightly, and he directed his thoughts and emotions at it.  There was no one who needed the light – not him, not his friends.
 
   The room immediately grew considerably dimmer, and Cassius lowered his hand as he squinted at Marco.  There was still light, but only a fraction of what had been shining before.
 
   There was a distant sound, the noise of many pairs of feet approaching the library at a rapid pace.  Marco swung his hand around in front of his face, and saw that it only provided the soft glow of a lantern now.  Cassius sat up straight, throwing his blankets back, and crawling forward to look at Marco’s hand closely.
 
   “Is it burning?  Does it hurt?  How do you do that?” he asked softly.
 
   Marco gingerly pressed the finger of his left hand against the right, and felt only the typical soft flesh he might expect under normal circumstances.
 
   “It doesn’t feel any different than my other hand,” Marco answered, and watched as Cassius tentatively poked his own finger against one of Marco’s glowing digits.
 
   There was a banging sound below, and a squad of men appeared, rushing into the library carrying buckets.  They stopped as they entered, the ones in the rear crashing into those in the front, and they stared around in confusion.
 
   Startled at the sight of them, Marco wanted his hand to stop glowing, and to his surprise, it did.
 
   “Where’s the fire?” a voice asked in the darkness.
 
   “It was here; they exploded something up there on the balcony,” another voice answered, perplexed in tone.
 
   “Visitors, do you have a fire, or a lantern?” a voice asked.
 
   “We had a light, but it just went out,” Marco answered.
 
   “You got us all out of bed for a fire; where’s the fire?” a third voice asked.  “Were you dreaming?  Did you fall asleep on duty?”
 
   “No,” one of the other voices protested.  “I saw an enormous flash, and the whole room was as bright as day.”
 
   “I didn’t hear an explosion,” someone else commented.
 
   There was the sound of feet shuffling, and the group of firemen departed from the library, still grumbling and talking among themselves.
 
   “Go back to sleep,” Marco told Cassius.  “I won’t do it again.”
 
   Cassius crawled back into his blankets.  “Did you mean to do that?”
 
   “I was trying to figure out how to make the power in my hand serve our needs,” Marco answered, as he stood up and leaned over the balcony railing, looking down at the dark floor below.  “I didn’t exactly mean to make my hand glow, but now I think I may be able to do it again in the future if we need.”
 
   He shook his head, unseen in the darkness, as he thought about what had happened.
 
   The rest of his watch was peaceful, as Marco refrained from any further experiments, and when Cassius awoke him in the morning, Kate and Pesino were already down on the library floor, talking to two new librarians.  Marco ate a hasty handful of dried foods, then pulled on his boots and walked down to join the others.
 
   “I am Keid,” a young man introduced himself, a very handsome man, with blond, curly hair and fair skin.  He had striking features, and both Kate and Pesino stood close to him.
 
   “I am Schedir,” spoke his companion, also young.  She was a young woman with dark brown hair, and though not as attractive as Kate, Pesino, or Keid, she had a sweet smile that made her look like a friendly companion.
 
   “We are acolytes of the library, and we have been assigned to help you in your research here,” Keid explained.  “We look forward to this rare opportunity, and we hope we can give you useful assistance.”
 
   “Where would you like to begin?” Schedir asked.
 
   “We want to find information about the Echidna,” Kate spoke up.
 
   “Then we should look in the mythology section,” Keid replied.
 
   “You come with us and take us there,” Kate said, placing her hand on Keid’s shoulder, and motioning to Pesino.  “You three can look somewhere else.”
 
   Keid moved into a tangle of bookcases in the back of the library, with Kate and Pesino following him closely.
 
   “We should go look in mythology too,” Schedir said, watching the first three disappear.
 
   “No, let’s go look somewhere else.  What about history or geography?” Marco asked.
 
   Schedir looked at him doubtfully.
 
   “What about the study of animals, of monsters in particular?” Marco asked.
 
   “Animal biology is over that way,” Schedir answered as she pointed.  “Monsters would be in mythology.”
 
   “I’ll go look in the animal books, if you want to take Cassius to look through geography,” Marco proposed.
 
   “We really ought to go to the mythology section,” Schedir objected.
 
   “Let’s do it my way today,” Marco stuck to his suggestion.
 
   The girl relented, and led Marco to a set of book cases very near the main door.  “Here are the books about animals.
 
   “If you’ll come with me,” she told Cassius, “we’ll go look in geography.”
 
   Marco watched them disappear around a corner of the book stacks, and then he looked up at the innumerable volumes that awaited his investigation.
 
   He pulled down a large volume, one that was both thick and tall, hoping that it would have the greatest possible list of all the animals that existed, including monsters.  With the book under his arm, Marco walked to a brightly lit table that caught the sun’s rays reflected off a marble wall.  Marco sat down, and started looking through the book.  Each page had etchings of two or three animals, with a description of the animal, its habits, and where it lived.
 
   Marco started flipping through the pages, pausing occasionally to read about an animal he’d never heard of, or one that he knew well.  The information was fascinating, but when he heard a sound behind him he found it was Schedir coming to give him a lunch break.  “The morning’s already over?” he asked, looking at his first book, which was not yet completely read.
 
   “It’s time to come back and join the others if you want something to eat,” she confirmed.
 
   Marco followed her back to the balcony, where a basket had been delivered full of fruit and meat and bread, and his companions were chatting with one another and Keid as they ate the goods.
 
   “Keid doesn’t believe in the Island of Ophiuchus or echildas,” Kate told Marco as he sat down.
 
   “Does he believe in pixies?” Marco asked with a grin.
 
   “Those are children’s tales,” Keid answered, as Schedir nodded agreement.
 
   “Gawail, are you a child’s tale?” Kate asked, as she pulled at the neck opening of her blouse.
 
   The pixie came shooting out shining so brightly in his indignation that he was clearly visible, even in the full daylight that filled the library.
 
   “Saints be praised!” Keid said in wonder.  “Is that really a pixie?”
 
   “Are you really ignorant?” Gawail said as he landed in the center of the group.  “Our people live in the Nightshade Mountains all summer long.  How can you not know that we’re real?”
 
   “We haven’t been told,” Schedir answered.  “Our apologies, noble pixie.”
 
   “Pixies are as real as the island or sorcerers or mermaids or any of the other things we’ve seen so far,” Marco told the two astonished librarians.  “And I believe the Echidna is just as real as well.”
 
   “Sorcerers and mermaids too?” Keid repeated.  “You say that there are such beings?”
 
   “I’ve fought a sorcerer, and paid the price in the battle,” Marco nodded.
 
   “I’ve known many a merman,” Pesino chimed in.
 
   “They’re very handsome creatures,’ Cassius added.
 
   “And the island?” Keid asked in a faint voice.
 
   “I’ve been there; been healed there as a matter of fact, and been given direction.  The island has sent me on this quest, and these friends are traveling with me,” he said.  And they were friends, he realized.  Cassius and Pesino were no longer the merpeople watching over him –they were his companions and friends, as was Kate, who had run away from unpleasantry at home in the Lion City, and found herself in an adventure many times greater than she could have ever imagined.
 
   “And you really mean to go in search of the Echidna?” Keid asked.
 
   “Just as soon as we can.  There are people waiting for us to complete this journey,” he glanced at Cassius, who looked down.
 
   Gawail excused himself and flew back into Kate’s shirt, as the group finished their meal.
 
   “We’ll help you with you search, as a serious search,” Schedir pledged.  “We’ll find the information about the Echidna if it’s anywhere here in the library.
 
   The two librarians were motivated all afternoon long, helping the others work through the shelves of books, trying to find the most likely ones to offer information, stacking discarded books away.
 
   “We’ve got something!” Kate’s voice rang out as the sun’s ray shifted around.  Marco followed the sound of her voice, and arrived just as Cassius and Schedir did.
 
   “This book talks about the Echidna that lives up in the northern mountains,” Kate said.  “There’s a story about a knight who goes to fight the monster to save a princess who’s been kidnapped.”
 
   “Where are the northern mountains?” Marco asked Kied.
 
   “It depends on the country.  Almost every nation has some mountains in the north; they all have their own northern mountains.  We’ll have to keep looking,” he said.
 
   “What did the knight report?” Marco asked.
 
   “He died too quickly to return and report,” Kate said quietly.
 
   By nightfall the group was weary of their search.  They’d found no other references, but felt buoyed by Kate’s success.  “We’ll be back tomorrow morning to help again,” Schedir promised as the two librarians left the others behind.
 
   Soon afterwards, as the travelers gathered at their balcony camp spot, they heard boot steps below, and looked to see an unknown librarian come towards them.  “We invite you to dinner tonight with a pair of our people who wish to meet you,” the messenger told them, and soon the four from the south were heading to the back portions of the library for another meal.
 
   The room they entered was a larger, more luxurious room than the one they had visited the night before.   Two men they didn’t know sat at the table, along with Adhara and Acamar, their hosts from the previous evening.
 
   “We heard such extraordinary things about you,” said Taset, a burly man introduced as the leader of the librarians, “that I wanted to meet you for myself.”
 
   “I am Zosma, a reporter for our group,” said the other man when he was introduced.  “I regularly go to the Lion City, and I wanted to meet some residents of the city.”
 
   They all were seated, as servants brought out bowls of warm soup to start the meal.
 
   “We have had a visitor from our neighbors in the city, the monks of St. Gereon,” Taset said.  “They report that dangerous criminals escaped from their imprisonment, and they wish to recapture them,” he said to the alarm of Marco and the others.
 
   “They describe four people very much like you, except they say one pair is a witch and a warlock,” Taset looked at where Marco and Pesino sat side-by-side.  “They described a woman who can seduce a man to follow her will, just using her voice, and a man who has supernatural powers.”
 
   “And Kied reports that you brought forth a pixie today in the library!” Zosma added with a smile.
 
   Marco and his friends sat silently, as their hosts smiled, waiting for the visitors to laugh and deny the accusations.
 
   “Well, we’re not a witch and warlock,” Marco said.  He smiled briefly at Pesino.  “But we’re not ordinary travelers.  We’ve told your people that we are on a quest, one that was set for me by a higher power.”
 
   “How do you explain this mysterious fire that was reported last night in the library?” Zosma asked.
 
   “There was no fire, just a bright light,” Marco realized that he was going to have to be forthcoming with the librarians.  They had too many questions to evade, and they hopefully were not bent on violence towards the travelers, or at least they had not seemed violent so far.  Yet they seemed unlikely to believe what they were told, and how they handled relations with the monks was a serious potential problem, the solution to which was to find information about the echilda’s location, and to leave Clovis as quickly as possible.
 
   “Witch craft?  Sorcery?” Zosma asked with a smile.
 
   “Gawail, would you join us?” Marco asked as he looked at Pesino, then Kate, unsure where the pixie resided.
 
   The small being rose from Pesino’s blouse, causing the faces of the hosts to turn pale, as the servants bringing in new plates stopped in their tracks, fascinated by the sight.
 
   Marco closed his eyes and concentrated on his right hand, which he raised from his lap.   He needed to make the hand understand that he needed for it to shine, as a way to help his friends.  This would help him make the case that his story was true, he told himself, and he focused his will inward on his vision of his hand glowing brightly.
 
   There was a gasp, and Marco opened his eyes to see that he had succeeded. He grinned broadly at his first successful effort to deliberately control the sorcery power that resided within his hand, a power that could be invaluable.
 
   Kate was staring at him across the table, her mouth hanging open just as much as four librarians’ were, while Pesino had gently placed her hand on his arm.
 
   “There is more to us than you had thought,” Marco told the two librarians.  “Our story is true, and our search is real.  We appreciate your hospitality and your assistance, and we want to be gone from the library as fast as we can so that we can find the Echidna and acquire one of its scales.”
 
   “That’s incredible!” Zosma said, staring from the hand to the pixie.  “I heard about sorcery in the Lion City, but I didn’t believe it was real.”
 
   “I’ve not practiced any sorcery in the city,” Marco answered.  “I know a sorcerer helped the Corsairs with a raid on the city many months ago; that was the first time I saw the powers myself.”
 
   “And you fought that sorcerer!” Kate affirmed.
 
   “May I return, or do you wish for me to remain out?” Gawail asked.
 
   “Thank you Gawail; you may return to your warmth,” Marco told the pixie, who immediately flew back out of sight.
 
   “We have cordial relations with the monks,” Taset spoke.  “And we do not wish to upset those relations, for we will share this city with them and the other residents long after you’ve come and gone.”
 
   Marco closed his eyes again and focused on his hand, willing the light to fade away.
 
   “That’s remarkable,” Pesino said quietly.
 
   “And your wife has some powers as well?” Zosma asked.
 
   “Of a sort,” Pesino replied with a demur smile.
 
   “I do not wish to turn you over to the monks, nor do I want to become entangled in a conflict with them,” Taset moved the conversation back to the topic he wished to discuss.  “The solution is for you to find the information you need as quickly as possible, so that you can leave the library.
 
   “Kied and Schedir think that your search could take some time.  I will assign Adhara and Acamar to join you in your research the next couple of days to see if more sets of eyes can accomplish your mission.  If you can be gone from our library within three days, we will have no ability to turn you over to the monks,” Taset told them.
 
   “Three days?  Three days to search the whole library?” Cassius asked.
 
   “We will make your search a better one, more focused on the topic, so that we can find what you need,” Acamar said.
 
   The meal continued, as the conversation turned to other topics, the hosts curious to learn more about the world outside, especially Zosma, who thought he understood the societies of the large cities.
 
   “We are told that Carthag and Barcelon also suffered attacks by the Corsairs, several months ago,” he said.
 
   “The Corsairs were working on behalf of some other power, under the guidance of the sorcerer,” Marco answered.  “They were going to alchemy shops in the cities they plundered, looking for gorgon’s blood.”
 
   “Alchemists are hardly worth plundering,” Zosma answered.  “They seldom sell anything of real value; they are said to be charlatans and hucksters.”
 
   “Some are,” Marco said through gritted teeth, “but some produce results that would astonish you.”
 
   “Such as turning lead into gold?” Adhara asked.
 
   “No, such as creating cures for diseases, or transforming the nature of creatures,” Marco answered.  “I was trained as an alchemist,” he added.
 
   “And you saw the Corsairs sacking your shop?” Taset guessed.
 
   “Yes, once, in Barcelon,” Marco answered.  “And I followed them and fought their sorcerer to get the gorgon’s blood back.”
 
   “Are there really gorgons?” Acamar asked.
 
   “Perhaps you can research that after we finish researching the Echidna!” Pesino said brightly, easing the tension around the table, so that everyone relaxed and enjoyed the rest of the meal.
 
   Marco’s group thanked their hosts and then returned to the balcony, where they set a watch and slept peacefully through the night.  The next morning they found the four librarians waiting on the floor for them to arrive.  They split into four teams that matched one librarian and one of the travelers together, and they worked diligently throughout the day, finding three more references to Echidnas, but no definitive direction on where the mother of monsters lived.
 
   Marco worked with Kied that day and the next.  On the second day Acamar and Pesino reported finding a scroll about the habitat of monsters, including a detailed description of the mountainous country they lived in.  The group went to bed excited and happy that night, knowing that the next day they would be able to study and copy the directions exactly so that they would at last have instructions on where to go to find the Echidna.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18 – The Curse
 
    
 
   When they awoke on the third day, Marco’s group planned to resupply their packs from the farmers market, while the librarians copied out directions from the ancient scroll that detailed the Echidna’s home.
 
   Marco was anxious to leave before the monks grew restive enough to come to the library seeking to locate the escaped travelers.  But he also regretted the thought of leaving the library, where the peaceful interior of the building felt like a sanctuary from the world, one that was safe and interesting and permanent.  He would miss the library when he had to leave, and he wondered if he’d ever be able to pass through the building again in the future, when he might have time to simply read and read.  He hoped so.
 
   Marco checked with the scriveners assigned to copy the scroll, then he and Kate left the library to head to the farmers market, while Pesino and Cassius stayed behind to read books they had discovered that told the story of mermaids.  The two had laughed and giggled at the preposterous assertions made by the human authors, and they delighted in the prospect of some more amusement before they returned to traveling through the dreary winter weather that awaited them.
 
   Marco and Kate took empty packs with them, and spent nearly all of Marco’s remaining funds to fill the packs with food supplies for the upcoming journey.  They walked slowly around the circumference of the entire market to examine every vendor’s wares, then bought what they wanted, and finally returned to the library shortly before midday, where the scriveners met them.
 
   “We have your directions and map ready for you!” they gleefully told the two travelers.  The lead scrivener laid the map out upon a table, and directed their attention to a large island off the coast of the mainland, to the northwest of Clovis, one of several islands in a long chain.
 
   “This is Arima, the land where Echidna lives in a cave,” the scrivener pointed out.  “You’ll have to travel across this portion of the mainland to the coast, then take ship across these straits to reach the island.  We know that people live on the island, but there are no large cities, only villages of hunters and farmers and trappers who trade with the mainland.
 
   “These islands in the north include several mountains that have fire in their tops; volcanoes.  And underneath Tartarus, the largest volcano, is the cave of Echidna,” the scrivener explained.
 
   “How long will it take us to get there?” Marco asked.
 
   “If you float down the rivers to the coast, you’ll be five more days crossing the mainland,” the second scrivener answered.  “Then I suppose less than a week to cross the channel and reach the mountains.”
 
   “This is promising,” Marco said as he carefully gathered up the map and folded it to put in his pack.  “Did you show Cassius and Pesino?” he asked casually.
 
   “How could we; they’ve been with you, haven’t they?” the first scrivener asked.
 
   Marco’s head came up suddenly.  “No,” he said as he looked at Kate, “we left them here in the library.”
 
   “But then you sent Zosma to bring them to join you,” the second scrivener pointed out.  “He came in and told us you had sent him to fetch them.  They followed him out a couple of hours ago.”
 
   “That’s not right,” Kate shook her head.  “We didn’t see Zosma, or send him for anyone.
 
   “Where did he take them?” she asked.
 
   “We thought he went to see you,” the scrivener said.
 
   Marco felt a sense of betrayal.  Somehow, he knew that Zosma had done something to harm his friends.  “Kate,” he turned to look at the girl, “let’s take everything up to the balcony and you can repack everyone’s packs so that we’ll be ready to go.  I’m going to go find out what’s going on and bring our friends back,” he told her in a grim tone.
 
   “You think it’s bad, don’t you?” Kate asked as they climbed the steps.  “Are you sure you don’t need me to help you?”
 
   “I think you’ll do best by packing our packs for us,” Marco replied, “and staying here safe.”
 
   He picked up his bow and arrows, turned and walked away from the her, stalking back into the parts of the library where the staff worked, asking everyone he met along the way if they had seen either Zosma or Kied.  Within a few minutes he found Kied, though no one reported having seen Zosma all morning long.
 
   “Where has Zosma gone, do you know?” Marco asked the young apprentice.  “He lured our two friends out of the library and they’ve disappeared.”
 
   “He didn’t seem like he would want to talk to you or your friends,” Kied replied, his blond curls shaking as he bobbed his head.  “Zosma didn’t seem to like having someone here who really knew what was going on outside, in the great cities.  All the sudden people were questioning the things he told us, because you said otherwise.  So I’m surprised he would talk to your friends at all.”
 
   “He told them that we wanted to see them, even though we didn’t,” Marco re-emphasized.  “He was trying to get them to go somewhere with him.  Where would that be?”
 
   “He wouldn’t take them to the monastery, would he?” Kied asked.
 
   “I have to find out,” Marco said.  “Which direction is it to the monastery?  I’ll go in that direction to see if I can find him, or them.”
 
   “I’ll lead you there,” Kied offered.  He led Marco through back passage, then out onto the streets of the city.  They walked out onto a broad boulevard, one that Kied said was the route Zosma was most likely to take, and they walked in a straight line along the ancient road to the gates of the monastery, where Marco stopped and stepped back into the shadows of the doorway of an empty house.
 
   “Is there another entrance to the monastery, one that’s not guarded?” Marco asked.  He saw that there were guards at the entrance to the monastery before them, and he saw the tower where his friends had been held before.
 
   “I don’t know,” Kied answered.  “We can walk around it and look.”  They promptly left the empty doorway and began to circle the walls of the monastery grounds.
 
   “Here, this will do,” Marco said as he stopped in the middle of an empty street.  There was a row of empty, dilapidated houses that backed up to the walls of the monastery, separated only by a narrow alleyway.
 
   “You go back to the library now, and I’ll take care of the rest of this,” Marco told his guide.  He had faith in the ability of his sword to protect him as he worked his way through the monastery, where he was sure his friends had been lured.  “Tell Kate I’m going to go get Cassius and Pesino,” he added, then patted Kied on the shoulder and moved into the ruins of an empty house.
 
   The staircase was wooden, and rotten, so he scrambled up over debris and pushed items into place to allow him to climb to the second floor of the building, then looked out the back window at the top of the monastery wall just a few feet away.  He threw his bow and arrows over the wall, then threw his sword, then jumped as far as he could, and landed with a gut-busting thud atop the wall, part of his torso hanging on either side.  He quickly flipped his legs forward to get inside the monastery property, then dropped to the ground.
 
   He stood up and grabbed his weapons.   From his vantage point on the ground he could no longer see the tower that he suspected was the prison of his friends once again, but he knew what direction to start in to find it.  He began jogging across the small lawn, then between two buildings, then around a corner, from which he could see the tower, just one row of buildings away.
 
   “Hey!  Who are you?” a voice called from his left side.  Without even stopping to look, Marco started running towards the tower, determined to get there as quickly as possible to set his friends free.  He ran into the doorway of a building between his position and the tower, and passed straight through a cooper’s shop, where barrels and kegs stood in various stages of production, then he jumped out a window in the back, and started running towards the two guards who stood in front of the tower.
 
   The guards were armed, and Marco took that as a sign that they had something to keep under control inside the tower.  He drew his sword as he ran at them.  The two guards watched him approach without reacting, until suddenly he was too close for their comfort, and they scrambled in their haste to prepare to battle against him.
 
   Marco’s sword skewered the first one in the thigh, then the flat of his blade smacked soundly against the temple of the second guard, and both men were on the ground.  Marco blasted past them, and bolted up the flight of stairs to the first level above the ground.
 
   “Cassius?  Pesino?” he shouted.  There were only three doors around the landing, and Marco thrust one open, then another, and found both empty.  He found an elderly monk praying in the third, and he bolted up the stairs again, to the second level of the tower, where there were two doors.
 
   “Pesino?” he shouted as he tried to throw the first door open, only to find it was locked.
 
   “Cassius?” he called, and heard a thumping sound inside.  He threw himself at the door three times, until it splintered, and he was able to push his way in through the wooden ruins, just as he heard the sounds of others entering the tower below him.
 
   Both Cassius and Pesino were inside the room, tied up, with their mouths stuffed full of cloth.  Marco’s sword quickly cut their bonds, and he helped Pesino pull the gag out of her mouth as Cassius took care of himself.
 
   “Marco!  How did you get here so quickly?” Cassius asked, as Pesino wrapped her arms around him in silent relief.  “We’ve only been tied up here a few minutes, less than an hour, certainly.”
 
   “You were missing from the library,” Marco answered.  “Did Zosma do this to you?”
 
   “He did; he told us you were waiting for us out in the city, and then we were ambushed; they gagged us before we knew what was happening, then tied us up,” Cassius answered.
 
   The sound of boots on the stairs drew closer, and Marco moved to the doorway, holding his sword.  “Come with me,” he spoke to the two behind him, as he stepped through the ruined doorway and attacked the first man who came up around the curving stairs.
 
   Marco was full of rage at the kidnapping of his friends, and the magical sword seemed to feed off his anger, weaving an aggressive net that quickly defeated the leading swordsman he faced, making the wounded man tumble downward, knocking several of his compatriots down on his way.
 
   Marco stepped downward.  “Where is the traitor?  Where is Zosma the librarian?” Marco shouted down as he advanced.  He fought his way downward step by step, facing a bedlam of confusion among the group of monks who had few men practiced in swordwork
 
   “Pick up your wounded,” Marco paused in his fighting when they were almost to the ground.  “Pick up your wounded and carry them away to the infirmary,” he commanded, then waited as the nervous guards for the monks helped the injured men leave the tower.
 
   “Let us leave your monastery in peace, and no one here will be hurt,” Marco told the monks as the last of the wounded were limping away with assistance.
 
   “You and the witch and your companion have no chance to escape the monastery,” a monk said in a calm tone as he stood at the door.  “We’ve called our archers to be prepared to fire at all of you the second you walk out the door.”
 
   “No!” Marco shouted, his battle mood primed by the fight on the stairs, and his anger at the betrayal and the ambush fueled to blaze even more heatedly by the monk’s announcement.  “I lay a curse on you,” – he pointed his right hand, and it started to glow, triggering an intuitive realization by Marco of what he could do.  “Anyone of your order who attempts to harm us shall feel that harm done to themselves, and Zosma – your partner in perfidity – shall burn to ashes if he ever attempts to enter the library again, or do harm to any of my companions.”
 
   A wave of green light pulsed from Marco’s hand and passed over everyone who stood within the tower, then a portion of it flew out the door and expanded into a new wave that ranged widely as it advanced across the monastery grounds and passed across the city.
 
   “What have you done?” Cassius asked in astonishment.
 
   “My lord!” cried the monk at the tower door, as Marco stared at his hand.  He lowered the hand, but continued to look at it as the glow of the hand disappeared.  He remembered the curse the sorcerer had thrown at him, the deadly curse that had inflicted damage and evil upon him, the curse that had eventually caused him to cut off his own hand.  And then – ironically – that very hand had now issued forth the curse that he had just cast.
 
   It was real, he was sure.  He hadn’t intended to do it, hadn’t even known what he was going to do at the moment it had happened.  But he knew that the power in his hand had made it real.  He and his friends were free to walk across the monastery grounds now without fear of suffering pain or injuries from any attacks that might be launched.
 
   In a move of bravado, Marco walked slowly down the stairs, and watched the monk retreat before him.  Marco reached the doorway, his friends following him closely, and he made a show of raising his sword high, then thrusting it dramatically back into the scabbard on his hip, so that he carried no weapon as he began to walk out into the open courtyard that surrounded the tower.
 
   There was the twang of the string on an archer’s bow, and Cassius gasped as he turned his head and saw the man’s arrow fly straight outward from the bow, then turn itself around and return to strike the shooter in the shoulder.  The whole area around the courtyard was filled with gasps and cries and even oaths as the observers recoiled from the effect of Marco’s curse.
 
   Two other archers each shot arrows, then immediately dove to the ground, but each received the sharp end of their arrows in their backsides.  After seeing that, others in the courtyard began to flee.
 
   “Marco!” Cassius said breathlessly, striding forward and grasping Marco’s shoulder.  “You are a great mage!  That is power that is extraordinary!”
 
   “I had no idea that was going to happen,” Marco said in wonder.
 
   “I had no idea how we were going to get out of the tower; I had no plan at all,” he said, then added “Ow!” as Pesino cuffed the back of his head.
 
   “You had no plan?” she asked archly as they continued to walk unmolested, now observed only by those who watched from windows.  “It’s a good thing for you that you had a wise wife to watch over you!” she laughed, then leaned forward and kissed his cheek.
 
   Marco momentarily flinched as they exited through the empty gate of the monastery; he half expected someone to try to beat the curse as they left the grounds, but no one interfered with them, and a few minutes later they approached the main door of the library, where a small crowd of agitated bystanders were gathered.
 
   “Oh, that’s too bad,” Pesino said softly.
 
   “He deserved it; he tried to give us away to the monks, just because he was jealous of Marco,” Cassius said as they came up to the circle that stood around a pile of ashes at the library entrance.
 
   “Kate’s waiting inside for us,” Marco said, “and we should be ready to leave.”
 
   “You found them!  They’re safe!” Kate gave out a celebratory whoop as she watched from the balcony and saw them enter the warmth of the library.
 
   Minutes later the four of them stood at the bottom of the balcony stairs, wearing their capes and packs, ready to go.
 
   “We wish to offer you this gift,” Taset told Marco as the librarian leader came up to say farewell.  He pressed a small leather bag into Marco’s hands, a new supply of coins they would be able to spend on their journey.  “We are sorry that Zosma was so treacherous towards you.  He had been a sulky one from time to time, but I never would have suspected that he would fall to treachery.
 
   “Safe travels to you on your adventure.  I hope we will see you again, or hear of your success,” he said as he shook each of their hands.
 
   Marco took a deep breath, then led his group out the doors, and averted his eyes as they passed the pile of ashes that still lay on the steps, still surrounded by hushed bystanders discussing the inexplicable event.  The four travelers walked north through the city to the unguarded, empty gates in the city walls, then departed from Clovis, having received what they had come for, and in Marco’s case, having received even more.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19 – Negotiating a Trip
 
    
 
   Marco heard the whispering behind him as Cassius and Pesino described to Kate what he had done at the monastery.  It was the topic on his own mind as well, as they walked along the road towards the river, a road that was in a more open environment than the road that they had entered the city on, chased by wolves.
 
   He was thinking about his use of the powers contained within his golden hand.  The powers of the hand had saved him when they had been evident upon his arrival at Clovis, during the battle with the wolves.  And they had saved him at the end of his Clovis interlude, as they had cast forth the curse that had protected him while leaving the monastery.
 
   But the two uses had been different.  The first time his powers saved him, he had been completely unaware of them, had not expected them, and had not even considered them.  The second time he had not anticipated them, but once he began his curse, he had known that the hand would make it happen, and he had shaped the curse to address the perfidy of Zosma, knowing what the power of a sorcerer’s curse could do.
 
   And he had even initiated the glowing light within his hand on the one evening occasion at the library, when he had consciously and deliberately unleashed the sorcery contained in the limb.
 
   He would have to explore the energy much more during the next phase of the trip, he told himself, to help prepare for the upcoming encounter with the Echidna, the mother of all monsters.  That future battle, no longer as far in the future now that he had a destination, was a harrowing thought.
 
   Their road led towards a village on the bank of the River Rhane, a large stream that flowed northerly, in the direction they wanted to go.  When they reached the village, they saw by the light of the setting sun that the river was flowing freely with open water in the center of the channel, though ice shelves reached several feet out from the bank.  They went to the blacksmith shop to find information about who might be willing to sell them a boat to go downstream.
 
   “In the winter time?” the blacksmith asked with a doubtful expression.  “There’s no one here who’s likely to sell their boat to you any time of year – folks need their boats for fishing and crossing the river.”  It was obvious to the travelers that he was correct; there were ruins of a bridge that had at one time crossed the river with a mighty span, but the center of the bridge was long gone, fallen into the river. It left no way to cross the river except by boat.
 
   “But, there’s one fellow who might ferry you down the river,” the blacksmith gave a wink to Marco.
 
   “Old Kenton might be a good one to take you.  I don’t think his wife fancies having him sitting around in the house all winter, nor do I think he fancies sitting in the house all winter,” the blacksmith said.  “You throw a little money his way, and he’ll spend a few days taking you down the river, and then he’ll spend a month working his way back up the river.  He’s got a boat big enough for all of you.”
 
   Marco turned and looked at the others, and saw their heads all nod in agreement.
 
   “Where does Kenton live?” Marco asked.
 
   “He’s in the stone house at the end of the lane,” the blacksmith advised.  “And so is his wife.  And it’s a small house,” the blacksmith laughed.  “The sooner you go visit them the better off everyone will be.”
 
   “Where can we spend the night?” Kate asked.
 
   “There’s an inn down the road, and not many visitors this time of year.  They’ve got pretty good ale,” the blacksmith advised.
 
   Marco thanked the man for the advice, and the foursome started walking in the direction of Kenton’s home.  The lane was visible in the cold moonlight, and the houses were few in number, so that they reached the stone house at the end in just two minutes of walking through the cold night air.
 
   “Why don’t you go swim the river?” a woman’s piercing voice screeched through the walls of the house to reach their ears.  “And try to swim its length!” she added.
 
   “The water couldn’t be any colder than your heart!” a man bellowed in return.
 
   “Do you think this is the place?” Pesino asked Marco as he prepared to knock on the door.
 
   Marco wore gloves, as they all did.  He pounded on the door, but his padded fist made little noise, so he removed his glove and knocked hard, so hard that he scraped his knuckles.  He put his hand to his mouth to sooth the injury just before the door opened.
 
   “Who in blazes are you?” a small man asked.  He stood smaller than Marco, with tufts of hair that stood out wildly around his ears.  He wore an unusual article of clothing – a single piece that covered his torso, arms, and legs.  Marco had never seen anything like it.
 
   “My name’s Marco, and the blacksmith said we could find Kenton here?” Marco responded.
 
   “Well, so you found me!  Now be on your way and leave me alone!” the man shouted wildly, and flung the door closed.
 
   “We want to hire a boat for a trip down the river to Canalport,” Cassius shouted.  “We’ll pay you to leave home and take us.”
 
   They all stood still, watching their breath spread and rise in small, tenuous clouds in front of their faces.  A minute passed, then another, and there was no sound from inside the formerly noisy home.
 
   “Let’s go to the inn, and get warm,” Kate said.  “We can come back tomorrow and try again.”
 
   They all nodded their heads in agreement and trooped back to the center of the village, then found the inn and went inside. Marco paid for two rooms, and they climbed upstairs to drop their packs in their small, unheated rooms.
 
   They met downstairs to eat dinner in the tavern room, where several men were drinking the local ale that the blacksmith had considered so good.  They ate bowls of warm stew and sat close to the smoky fire, then looked up when the door to the inn opened and Kenton appeared.
 
   “Marco!  Where’s Marco?” he called, shouting at the innkeeper.
 
   The others at the table looked at Marco to see what his reaction would be.
 
   "I'm Marco," he acknowledged, raising his hand.
 
   Kenton walked over to the table and sat down without an invitation.  "I'm your man for going down the river," he asserted.  "There's no one else with a boat big enough to carry all of you and who can handle the river as well as I can.
 
   "Which is why you need to hire me as your boatman, even though I'll cost you more than the average fellow would.
 
   "I'll have an ale," he immediately added as a serving boy passed by, then sat back smugly in his seat, convinced that he had already won the bargaining session.
 
   "How much do you plan to charge?" Marco asked after a moment's pause to digest the demands.
 
   Kenton's face took on a crafty expression.  "Zudmilla said," he paused to take a hearty drink from the mug that was placed before him, "she said," he resumed, "that she has to have five coppers in her hand before I can go.
 
   "And I'll have to have five coppers more in my hand when we get to Canalport at the end of the trip," Kenton stated emphatically, studying the others' faces anxiously as he took another long draught from his mug.
 
   Marco began to respond, when Cassius laid a hand on his shoulder.  "Can we talk?" the former merman's asked.  The two of them rose and stepped away from the table.
 
   “You have to bargain with him,” Cassius said in a low voice.  “He has to feel like he’s getting more than he’s entitled to, or he won’t perform well.  I’ve seen personalities like this before – we have them among the merfolks too.”
 
   “But I was going to give him everything he wants; I would have offered more if he’d let me make the first offer,” Marco retorted.
 
   “That doesn’t matter.  He’s named a price, so now you have to quibble with him, then let him win most of it.  Everything will go much more smoothly,” Cassius answered.  “Trust me.”
 
   With a shake of his head, Marco turned and went back to the table, where Kenton was drinking his ale and trying not to be too obvious as he leered at Pesino.
 
   “Cassius thinks we need you, but I think we can do this ourselves and save some money,” Marco blustered.  “So I’ll give you three coppers for your wife before we leave, and then give you three coppers when we arrive at the end of the journey.”
 
   “Would you consider giving me five for Zudmilla, and then three at the end of the journey?” Kenton asked, plaintive in his tone for the first time.
 
   Marco looked at Cassius, who nodded sagely.  “If your boat passes our inspection in the morning,” Cassius qualified the acceptance.
 
   “Of course it will pass!  I built it myself, didn’t I?” Kenton stood up abruptly, then swayed dangerously, so that Kate felt compelled to prop him up with a hand, until he lifted his legs over the bench and stepped out into the aisle.  “I’m off to tell Zudmilla; she’ll have to be pleased with me!”  he smiled beatifically, and walked out of the inn.
 
   “Well, I hope he pilots a boat as well as he drains a cup of ale!” Kate said.
 
   “Let’s go to bed, husband dear,” she said, standing up and offering her hand across the table to Cassius, who took it.
 
   “We’ll see you here in the morning and then we can all go to Kenton’s together,” Cassius said over his shoulder as the pair started walking towards the stairs.
 
   “To think they got married just so they could share a room in Fortburg,” Pesino looked at the pair with an expression that Marco thought seemed strangely wistful.  “I suppose we should go to bed as well,” she held her hand out to Marco, who stood up, then helped her stand as well.  And hand in hand, they went up the stairs to their room, where there were two separate single beds.
 
   As Marco opened the door of their room, a bright light momentarily shone in the hallway, then zipped past them into their room.
 
   “I do not wish to spend the night with that couple,” Gawail said as he came to rest on top of bed.  “I will not say more.”
 
   Marco sat down on his bed, and realized that he felt extremely tired from the long day, the day that had begun with high hopes in the library at Clovis, and had included the battle at the monastery – with the unleashing of the sorcery powers in his hand.  He removed his boots in the dark room, lit only by the gentle glow of Gawail hovering in the air, then laid back on his bed.  He heard the rustle of Pesino’s bed as she lay down, and he thought about how luxurious it felt to rest on the simple, thin mattress the inn provided, instead of the hard floor of the library.
 
   He heard Pesino’s bed creak further.  “Good night Pesino,” he said softly, then felt his own bed shudder, and suddenly Pesino’s body was pressed against his, pushing him slightly aside as she squirmed onto his narrow mattress.
 
   “Will I ever find someone who truly loves me?” she asked softly as she draped an arm across Marco’s chest.  “Someone as good as you?  Someone who loves me from the heart?”
 
   Marco turned his body, so that he faced her.  They were close together, intimately close on the narrow bed.  He could feel her warm breath upon his face.  He thought of Mirra, and he thought of Pesino.  One was so far away, and one was so close by.
 
   “You deserve to have someone; I know that you will someday,” Marco told her softly.
 
   “Do you promise?  Will you introduce me to the perfect mate?” she spoke again.
 
   “I will do as much as I can,” he told her.  “Though on this trip I doubt we’ll find the right man,”
 
   “Merman,” she interrupted.
 
   “Someday,” he promised.  She seemed so vulnerable at the moment, and lonely and exposed, and Marco wished he could find it in his powers to give her happiness.  They had been together continually for weeks and weeks on their journey, forced intimately together through trying circumstances, and he felt he had a measure of her soul.  She was a good person, one who he strongly felt deserved to find happiness, through a mate if that was what she wished.
 
   “So I suppose this means you’ll want a divorce?” he asked, trying to lighten the moment.
 
   “Not necessarily,” she said after a pause.  “There is one village of merfolks that lets mermaids have multiple husbands, and to spare your feelings I would be willing to forego a divorce,” she laughed lightly, making Marco feel better.
 
   They fell asleep together in the bed, and Marco awoke in the morning curled up against Pesino’s back.  He lay there gently stroking her arm for several minutes, then stopped as she gave a purring sound in her throat, a reaction that startled him, then made him smile.
 
   “We better get up and start the day,” Marco said as he rolled away from her and sat up.  He thought of Mirra, and gave a sigh.
 
   “Why so melancholy, my lord?” Pesino asked, sitting up as well.
 
   “I’ve been gone from home for a long time,” Marco mumbled.
 
   “Gone from your lady love for a long time?” Pesino asked gently.
 
   “Yes,” Marco agreed.
 
   “She’ll wait for you Marco.  Anyone good enough to earn your love is going to be good enough to wait for you to return,” Pesino assured him.  
 
   Marco stood up and smiled.  “We’re just full of mutual love,” he noted.  “We better get going to wake Cassius and Kate up before this gets too sweet.”
 
   “I’ll go get them for you,” Gawail said as he rose from his small nest of clothing.  He flew through the opening at the foot of the door and disappeared, as Marco helped Pesino put her pack on her back.
 
   Minutes later Marco and Pesino sat at a table in the empty tavern room, and watched their companions come down the stairs.  Marco felt a moment of fleeting jealousy at the sight of the happy couple, able to enjoy each other’s company, and then he wondered what would happen when the ongoing adventure was over, and it would be time for Cassius to become a merman again.  It wasn’t his business, he decided; it was for the two lovers to discuss and decide for themselves.
 
   Good morning, Marco!” Cassius said cheerily.  “So we’re about to continue our adventure, are we?”  Kate looked at him and grinned.
 
   “Based on what we saw of Kenton last night, I think we are going on an adventure,” Marco agreed with a wan smile.  He told himself he had to shake off his personal despair and focus on the journey underway.
 
   The foursome walked into the main street of the small village, where a dozen or more people were walking briskly through the chilly morning air.  The sky was gray, and Marco held his gloved hands together as he walked to try to stay warm.
 
   They reached Kenton’s home in a short amount of time, and Marco knocked on the door.
 
   A very large woman opened the door.  “You have five coppers for me?” she asked brusquely.
 
   Marco removed one glove so that he could reach into the purse on his belt, and he picked out the small coins, then handed them to Zudmilla without comment.
 
   “I would have paid you to take him for a month,” she commented as her fingers clasped firmly closed over the money.  “He’s down by the river, waiting for you.”  With the end of the last word she shut the door abruptly.
 
   Marco turned, and the others parted to allow him space to pass them and lead them down the gentle slope that ended by a grove of scrubby, leafless willow trees and dry, rustling reeds.  There was a short wooden dock, constructed of rickety-looking planks, which played host to Kenton, sitting miserably in the cold air, and a large, awkward-looking wooden vessel.
 
   Kenton rose to his feet.  “So you’ve seen Zudmilla, have you?” he asked anxiously.
 
   “I gave her five coppers,” Marco agreed.
 
   “Well then, your future is assured,” Kenton said with an easy smile, no longer worried.  “You’re in my hands now.  Climb aboard the boat and make yourselves comfortable.  We’ll leave as soon as we cast off,” he stated the obvious.
 
   Casting off proved to be a process that required the passengers to work.  Marco and Cassius had to help handle poles that pushed the boat away from the dock right after they had to wield the poles to break the icy shelf that held the boat frozen in place.
 
   An hour after boarding Kenton’s boat, they entered the flow of the River Rhane’s waters.  Zudmilla watched them from the window of her house the whole time, but when Kate cheerily waved good bye to her, she jerked the curtains closed with an angry gesture, and they saw nothing further of her as they began to finally float away, heading north towards the next stop on their desolate wintertime quest.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20 – The Blind Marchioness
 
    
 
   The river voyage proved to a long, constant exercise in keeping Kenton’s boat afloat.  Marco and Cassius became adept at using the poles to fend off chunks of floating ice, or to push away from sandbars, while Pesino and Kate worked long shifts bailing water from the leaky boat.
 
   After the first full day, Pesino pulled Marco aside.  “Maybe we should return to land and hike the rest of the way to the port city,” she suggested.  She was wet and looked cold and pale from a poor night’s sleep.
 
   Marco gave serious consideration to her suggestion.  Kenton was full of nonstop chatter about how superbly he could navigate the river, yet all four passengers were constantly at work keeping the boat from sinking or floating into disastrous situations.  They had mounted a watch to keep at least one of them awake all night long just to make sure they weren’t drowned in some catastrophe during the evening.
 
   But they had continued to make progress every hour, even during the night, as they floated downstream.  They were just passing mid-winter, so there was no promise of better weather for several weeks, and Marco was anxious to go as far as possible before spring time arrived.  The return of spring would mean that he had been absent from Mirra for half a year – gone from her for as long as he had known her and been with her.  He was going to miss the spring wedding they had dreamed of holding.  But if he kept his pursuit of his quest going, perhaps he would not miss the spring by too much, and would still be able to reunite with Mirra before spring was far advanced.  And after he finally had the chance to hold her in his arms, Marco still had an obligation to go back to set Glaze and Porenn free from their forced stay among the merfolks; that would be challenging unless he remained with Pesino and Cassius throughout the entire adventure, or managed to persuade the merpeople that his companions should not be imprisoned just because the two merfolk had not returned.
 
   Floating on Kenton’s boat, as miserable as the experience was, offered the fastest way to traverse the journey to Canalport.
 
   “We’ll ride this out, and when we get to Canalport we’ll take rooms in the most comfortable inn we can find there, before we cross the channel to Arima.  I promise I’ll make this up to you,” Marco pledged.  “It’s still the fastest way to travel.”
 
   “You’d better get a room with a fireplace to make it up to Gawail.  The poor dear is freezing,” Pesino said with resignation.
 
   The journey got no better, nor did it get any worse as they floated north.  The others were stoic in their travels, and stopped listening to Kenton as he took for credit for every trouble they avoided and every problem they overcame.
 
   “That tree trunk could’ve stove in the hull if I hadn’t seen it in time,” he typically commented as Marco and Cassius used their poles to push away a large piece of debris in the river, a hazard that Kate had first spotted and warned them about.
 
   As the days on the river passed, the travelers looked forward to their arrival at Canalport; Pesino repeated to Kate the pledge that Marco had made to lodge in a luxurious inn, and Kate informed Cassius, so that all three spent time daydreaming of the fine experience that awaited them at the end of the journey.  Marco spent whatever free time he could covertly examining and practicing using his hand’s sorcery power, keeping it away from and out of sight of Kenton as he experimented with making it light up, or give off heat, or to call small objects to fly towards him.  The tests were not always successful, but often enough they did produce the results he wanted, and Marco began to sense how to use the energy in his golden-colored appendage.
 
   During the fourth day of the trip the character of the river journey changed dramatically.  After the smoothest stretch of sailing the boat had enjoyed over the course of the trip during the morning, the travelers on board Kenton’s boat began to see several other vessels on the river, which had grown wider and deeper on a continual basis as tributaries added their volumes of flow to the Rhane.
 
   “Why are these ships here?” Cassius asked Kenton as they passed numerous vessels – all in better shape than Kenton’s boat – moored along the banks of the river.
 
   “They’re waiting their turn to enter the canal.  Even this time of year it gets backed up,” the pilot answered.
 
   “What canal is that?” Marco asked. 
 
   “The Great Canal, the one Canalport is named after.   It connects the River Rhane with the Great River, so that shipping from the great river can pass through Canalport harbor,” Kenton answered.  “You’ll see the canal in just a few more minutes.”
 
   They did see the canal, a well-defined opening in the banks of the river, with cut stone walls making the smooth and busy entry evident to see.  Almost too evident, as Kenton became so engrossed in watching the locks of the canal raise a ship to enter the canal from the river that he nearly steered his own boat into another ship on the river; Kate’s scream of warning alerted Kenton, and the crew from the other ship jeered ceaselessly until Kenton’s ship was out of earshot.
 
   The character of the river banks changed after that.  Walls were constructed to define the banks of the river in many stretches, predominantly in front of small villages that were built virtually to the edge of the expanding river.  There were fishing boats out on the river, even in the winter time, and Kenton maneuvered past them all with awkward motions.
 
   His ship carried Marco’s group along the river as it flowed through the heart of Canalport, a larger city than Marco had imagined or expected.  Kenton was frequently cursed and laughed at as his clumsy vessel passed the fashionable homes and businesses along the river front.  With Marco and Cassius’s arms starting to ache from all the work he required them to do, the boat eventually was floated to the industrial waterfront of the city, and gently docked at a stone pier where other hulls were docked, some appearing to be derelict and abandoned vessels.
 
   “Kenton’s boat will fit right in here,” Kate said with glee.
 
   “That’ll be four coppers for delivery of all of you to Canalport,” Kenton said to Marco as the passenger stretched his weary arms before putting his pack on his back.
 
   “We agreed on three coppers,” Cassius immediately said.  “And we probably ought to charge you for the value of our work onboard your boat.”
 
   “Perhaps you’re right; maybe I did agree to a reduced price,” Kenton said thoughtfully.
 
   Marco counted out the three coins, and handed them to Kenton.
 
   “Will you need a ride back up river?” the boat owner asked.  “I’ll be ready to sail with the spring winds in a month or so, once I use this money to buy pitch for the hull and canvas for the sails.
 
   “No, we won’t need a ride back,” Marco answered, as he lifted the plank, then dropped it in place to allow his friends to escape from Kenton’s ship.
 
   They all quickly raced off the ship and onto the pier, then turned simultaneously, waved to Kenton, and turned again to start walking away.
 
   “I feel better already!” Pesino said as they started on their way to find an inn for the night.  “Tell me we’ll never go through anything like that again!”
 
   “We’re on our way to a remote volcano to find a formidable monster, but we won’t have to ride in a leaky boat any more, I hope!” Marco answered.
 
   “Do you smell that?” Cassius asked.  “I smell a faint tang of salt water!  We’re close to the sea!  Doesn’t that set your heart racing, Pesino?” he asked his fellow merperson, but Marco watched a shadow cross Kate’s face at the thought of her lover returning to his original form.
 
   “A large tub of hot water would set my heart racing faster right now,” Pesino said blithely, then squealed in surprise as a trio of armed men suddenly jumped out in front of them.
 
   “Give us your packs and all your money!” one of the men said quickly, as the robbers spread out, each of them competently holding a sword at arm’s length.
 
   Marco started to reach for his own sword, sure that the ability of the enchanted weapon would be sufficient to defeat the thieves around them.  Then he thought again, and thought of the power in his hand.  He had practiced it enough to feel confident that he could use it on command, at least for limited exercises of power.  He removed his glove, as the others began to pull their packs off their backs.
 
   “Cassius, Kate, Pesino,” he warned, “close your eyes tightly, until I tell you to open them.”
 
   “What?” Pesino asked, as Marco shut his own eyes, then focused his will on making his hand flare out with blinding brilliance, as it had done in the library during his very first experiment.
 
   He felt his hand tingle, and then there were shouts from the three assailants.  Marco focused his will on his hand again, forcing the energy to cease its activity, then he opened his eyes and saw that the three men were on their knees, holding their hands over their eyes.
 
   “Open your eyes!” he shouted to his companions.  He looked, and saw that Pesino too was holding her hands over her eyes.
 
   “Did you look at the light?” he asked her as he seized her shoulders.
 
   “I did.  I didn’t close my eyes fast enough,” she cried.
 
   “You’ll be okay; it will just take a while,” Marco comforted her.  “Here, come with me.  Hold my hand,” he told her as he hoisted her pack back onto her back, then grasped her hand firmly and led her past the disabled men who were writhing on the ground.
 
   The four of them walked swiftly along the industrial waterfront, full of smithies and warehouses and rope works and boat slips, as the sun started to set over the harbor waters in the west.  They walked north, back towards the mouth of the river, receiving no further interruptions or intrusions as they trudged along.
 
   “Where shall we stay?” Kate asked as they began to see nicer buildings appear along the waterfront, and more nicely dressed men strolling, as well as apparent gendarmes patrolling.
 
   “We’ll find something soon,” Marco said soothingly, not really sure when they would see someplace suitable.
 
   “When will my sight come back?” Pesino asked.
 
   “It may be a couple more hours, it may be overnight,” Marco was again unsure.
 
   Pesino detected the evasion in his voice.  “You don’t know, do you?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I did this once before, but it wasn’t as bright, and my vision didn’t go away.  I can concoct an alchemical potion for your eyes to heal them if necessary,” he assured her.  He hadn’t thought of doing anything with alchemy in several days, and he felt a start, a shudder at the realization of how far away he had fallen from the art that he thought he wanted to be his life’s work.
 
   The quest – it was this incredible, difficult, perhaps impossible quest – it was driving him away from who he had been, who he had wanted to be, not to mention how it had driven him away from where he wanted to be and who he wanted to be with.  The quest for the Echidna’s scale was changing him, making him a different person, and he didn’t like where he was being forced to go.
 
   Only the fact that he had developed such close friendships with his companions stood out as redeeming feature of his quest.  He knew and cared for each of the others who were with him.
 
   “There!” Kate spoke in an eager tone.  “There’s an inn.  It looks nice.  Let’s go get our rooms and get dry!”
 
   “As long as it can deliver a hot bath to my room, it’s the place to go,” Pesino chimed in.  “Marco’s going to scrub my back for me.”
 
   “Am I?” Marco asked.
 
   “It’s the least you can do after you blinded me like this,” Pesino responded as they left the promenade and stepped into the foyer of a fine inn.   She squeezed his hand to reassure him she was teasing.
 
   “How may we help you?” a doorman wearing an elegant yellow coat greeted them as they entered.
 
   “We’d like a pair of rooms, with hot baths delivered to each for the ladies, and we’d like dinner,” Marco responded.
 
   “I’m sorry,” the doorman told them.  “All our rooms are taken for the evening.”
 
   “Is there another place we can try?” Cassius asked.
 
   “There are several if you go inland three or four blocks,” the doorman said politely.  He stepped forward and swung the door open for them.
 
   “We just got thrown out,” Kate said in a low voice as they stepped out onto the sidewalk again.
 
   “What?” Cassius said incredulously.
 
   “I spent enough time with Angelina and her crowd in the Lion City to know what happened.  The doorman looked at our clothes, and decided we weren’t suitable for his establishment,” Kate explained.
 
   “Surely at this time of year the inn would be happy to take any paying customer it could get,” Marco protested.
 
   “Let’s go to the next place and check on it,” Kate proposed.  “I’m pretty sure the same thing will happen.
 
   “If it does, I think I know a way to get into the third inn we try,” she said confidently.
 
   They walked thirty yards along the harbor walkway, and entered a second nice inn.
 
   A desk clerk there quickly informed them that the inn was full, though there was little evidence of guests present in the lobby.
 
   “You’ve got a noble title, don’t you Marco?” Kate asked when they exited the building.
 
   “I do.  I forgot,” Marco gave a rueful sigh.
 
   “Well?  What is it?” Kate asked.
 
   “I am the Marquis of Sant Jeroni of Barcelon,” he laughed.
 
   “And as your wife, what does that make me?” Pesino asked pertly.  “Do I have a title too?”
 
   “Trouble,” Cassius quipped.
 
   “If I could see you I’d slug you,” Pesino said.
 
   “Give me your purse,” Kate held her hand out to Marco.
 
   “Again, I’m his wife.  That’s my role,” Pesino spoke up, making the others smirk.
 
   “You three can follow me, but don’t get too close until I come out and tell you.  Here, take this pack,” she handed her pack to Cassius, then strolled a short distance down the walkway to the next inn, and stepped inside.
 
   Only two minutes later she stepped back out, as her friends hovered hear the door.  She held the door open as she spoke loudly to them.  “Bring the Marquis’s things in and take them up to his rooms,” she commanded in a bored voice.  She raised her hand and jangled two keys.
 
   Cassius walked quickly towards her, with Marco following as he led Pesino.
 
   “Are all these servants to the marquis?” the desk clerk asked as the quartet walked past him.
 
   “Servants, friends, it’s hard to tell the difference with these southerners.  The marquis is very egalitarian,” Kate said breezily as she walked by.
 
   “What about the blind girl?  She’s no servant,” the clerk challenged.
 
   “She’s the marquis’s strumpet.  She can’t see his pock marks or his scar or tell that his ears stick out so far,” Kate quickly improvised while they continued on.
 
   “We’re at the stairs now,” Marco warned Pesino.  He paused as she cautiously edged forward, then resumed a slower pace as they climbed the stairs.
 
   “Here’s your key,” Kate told Marco as they reached the top of the stairs, standing on a balcony that overlooked the lobby.  “Your room is down that way.  Our room is right here,” she said as she handed over the key, and Cassius handed Pesino’s backpack over to Marco.
 
   Marco led Pesino to the door of their room, then put things down so that he could insert the key in the lock.
 
   “Are we in the room now?” Pesino asked a moment later as she heard the door close behind her.
 
   “We are,” Marco affirmed.  “And there’s a great big bed that looks very soft,” he narrated what he saw.  “Over here,” he took her hand as he placed their packs on the floor then led her about the room, “is a door to another room, and inside,” he paused as he crossed the threshold, 
 
   “Oh Pesino!” he murmured.
 
   “What?  What is it?” she demanded.
 
   “Just stand there and hold still for a few moments,” Marco directed.  He released her hand and stepped away.  Seconds later she heard the sound of running water, splashing very close by.
 
   “What is it?  What’s happening?” she asked impatiently.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked in a shriller tone after two more seconds, as she felt Marco’s hands start to undress her.
 
   “Just be patient,” Marco said gently as he loosened the belt on her trousers and pulled her blouse up.
 
   “Patient?  Why be patient?  Just tell me what’s happening,” Pesino said insistently.
 
   “Here, come with me,” Marco stopped fussing with her clothes and led her back into the bedroom, where he sat her on the bed, then knelt and started to remove her boots.
 
   “This room does have a fireplace.  I’ll have to start a fire for Gawail.  Is he with you?” Marco asked.
 
   “No, he’s with Kate for now, and stop undressing me!  Tell me what this is all about!  Have I suddenly become more entrancing to you because I’m blind?  That’s a first!” she spoke with humor as well as impatience.
 
   “Here,” Marco said as he pulled her second boot off.  “Stand up and let’s go,” he held both her hands and pulled her to her feet, then led her back to the bathroom.
 
   “This hotel has a tub with piped hot water!” he told as he stopped her at the edge of the tub.  He reached her hand down and dipped it into the hot water that he had been running to fill the tub.
 
   “Oh Marco!” the former mermaid gushed as she felt the relaxing warmth.  She swept her arms up and around Marco’s neck, hugging him tightly.
 
   “Undress me!  Undress me right now!” she said insistently as she removed her arms from him and held them straight above her head.  “I want to soak in that tub for hours.  I’ll eat dinner here, and I’d like some seafood; we haven’t had any fish in months!”
 
   Marco pulled her shirt up over her head, and pulled her pants down around her legs, no longer conscious of any embarrassment – they had traveled together for so long they had become intimately acquainted and comfortable with one another.
 
   “Now, step here, slowly,” he guided her first foot into the warm tub, then turned the flow of water off.
 
   “Oh, oh, oh!” she shot the words out in staccato fashion.  “This is hot, hot, hot!  I need this so badly.”  She lifted her other foot, and then stood in the tub, holding onto Marco, as she lowered herself slowly into the tub, then carefully sat back, giving heavy sighs and moans of ecstasy as she relaxed.
 
   “Oh Marco, this is good.  Go get my supper now, and fix my eyes, and treat me like a marquis’s wife.  What do you call the wife of a marquis?” Pesino rattled on.
 
   “A marchioness,” Marco said promptly, having studied the topic with Mirra.
 
   They paused in their conversation as they faintly heard a knock at the hotel room door.
 
   “Were you expecting guests, my marquis?” Pesino asked languidly.
 
   “Only Gawail, and he doesn’t knock,” Marco replied, just before the knock was repeated.  He stood and walked into the bedroom, then cautiously opened the door.
 
   A maid stood at the threshold, with a paper note in her hand.  “This message is for the Marquis of Sant Jeroni,” she said demurely as she thrust the note at Marco.  As soon as Marco accepted the note the maid dropped a curtsey and stepped away.
 
   Marco looked at the paper in his hand, then cocked his head in curiosity before he closed the door and walked back to the bathroom.
 
   “Who was it, my lord?” Pesino asked.  She was lying back in the water, her head wet from having been dunked beneath the surface of the bath.  She looked relaxed and at ease, Marco thought.
 
   “A maid delivered a note,” Marco said, turning the envelope over and opening the seal.  He didn’t recognize the ornate symbol that was pressed into the wax.
 
   “A note?” Pesino asked pertly.  “Who’s it from?   What does it say?  There can’t be anyone in this city who knows you to write a note.
 
   “The Grand Duke of the Northern Shore,” Marco answered.
 
   “This note is from the Grand Duke of the Northern Shore.  It’s addressed to the Marquis of Sant Jeroni, and it’s an invitation to a soiree at his palace this evening.  His messenger awaits the pleasure of a reply!” Marco read the note with increasing astonishment.
 
   “You stay here; I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Marco told Pesino as he walked towards the door.  “I’m going to go talk to Kate about this.”
 
   “Don’t think you’re not taking me to the palace!  Remember, I’m your wife!” Pesino called as Marco left the bath and walked at a quick pace to the hallway door.  He went down the hall to Kate and Cassius’s room, then knocked rapidly, and repeatedly.
 
   Cassius opened the door seconds later.  “Marco, what’s the matter?” he asked.
 
   “Is Kate available?  I need to talk to her,” Marco asked.
 
   “She’s in the bath tub,” Cassius answered.
 
   “So is Pesino,” Marco responded.  “I need to talk to Kate.  Kate!” he called loudly.
 
   “What is it Cassius?  Is that you Marco?” the girl’s voice came from the bathroom, and moments later her head stuck out the door.
 
   “Kate,” Marco surprised Cassius by ducking into the room and approaching Kate.   “I got this note from the Grand Duke of the Northern Shore, inviting us to a soiree at his palace tonight.  What do you think?”
 
   “Let me see that,” Kate demanded, leaning into the room, one arm modestly pressed across her chest as her other hand was extended towards Marco.
 
   Marco held the note just an inch beyond Kate’s reach, and as she leaned further towards him, he slowly pulled the note back, so that after several seconds she started to topple forward, shrieking as she fell to the floor.
 
   “Marco!” she growled, and reached up, heedless of modesty to snatch the note from his hand as he laughed until tears started to run down his cheeks.
 
   She disappeared into the bathroom, still holding the note, and returned within seconds, wrapped in a towel, reading the note intently.
 
   “I’ve heard of this Grand Duke,” she said, looking up at Marco.  “He’s actually related – distantly – to someone you know.”
 
   “Who?” Marco asked, puzzled by the improbably reference.
 
   “Duke Siplin of Barcelon is a cousin of his, by marriage,” Kate answered.
 
   “How would you even know that?” Cassius asked, crowding in with the other two to look over the note.
 
   “Angelina’s family found few things as pleasurable as looking at family trees of the aristocracy, imagining ways they could increase their own prestige,” Kate answered.
 
   “So we’re going to the palace?  We can’t go to the palace!  Look at how we’re dressed,” she complained.
 
   “Or not dressed, in your case,” Cassius grinned.
 
   “There’s a messenger waiting downstairs.  You can’t keep him waiting,” Kate said.  “Oh, but I want to go!”
 
   “Will they kick us out if we dress poorly?” Marco asked.
 
   “Well no, of course not.  They’ll be too polite,” Kate sputtered.
 
   “Then I’ll go tell the messenger we’ll come when we get dressed and cleaned,” Marco replied.
 
   “Marco, no!  We’ll be so improper!” Kate protested as Marco headed towards the door.
 
   “We’ll be gone in a day or two anyway, so there’s no reason to be shy,” Cassius spoke up in support of Marco, who left the room on his way to find the messenger.
 
   Downstairs Marco found a man dressed in elegant livery, standing by the desk exchanging pleasantries with the clerk and the maid who had delivered the note to Marco.
 
   “Are you the messenger from the palace?” Marco asked, holding the note before him.
 
   “I am,” the messenger agreed pleasantly.  “Are you bringing the marquis’s reply?”
 
   “I am,” Marco affirmed.  “I am the marquis.”  He noted the startled expression in the messenger’s face.  “We have traveled over the Glacial Mountains and through the Nightshade Mountains to get here, and we have no wardrobe better than this.  If my party is not suitably dressed to attend a visit with the Grand Duke, I understand,” Marco apologized.
 
   “You’re the marquis?” the messenger repeated.
 
   “Did the Grand Duke tell you anything about me?” Marco asked, sensing skepticism.  “Did his cousin Duke Siplin pass along any information about me that I can confirm my identity with?  
 
   “How about my hand?” Marco held up the golden appendage.  “This is the hand that I cut off during a dance at the Duke’s palace.  There was an evil sorcerer’s energy within it, trying to possess my soul,” he said conversationally, looking at the expressions of disbelief on the faces of his audience.
 
   “The ladies at the Apex Temple of Asclepius on the Isle of Ophiuchus re-attached it and look, it works,” Marco told them.  “Did the Grand Duke mention my hand at all?”
 
   “I shall take your message back to the palace,” the messenger said.  He glanced at the clerk and the maid, with a slight roll of his eyes, then bowed respectfully to Marco, and left the lobby.
 
   “I’ll be up in my room when he comes back to fetch us,” Marco told the two at the desk, then turned and ran back up the stairs.  He went first to Kate and Cassius’s room, where he reported that his identity as the Marquis was doubted.  “I don’t expect we’ll find a ride waiting for us to go to the palace after all, so don’t worry about your wardrobe.  You can go back to enjoying your bath,” he told Kate, then left to return to Pesino.
 
   “Where have you been all this time?” she asked as she heard him close the door.  He entered the bathroom and found her standing in the tub.  “I’ve been in here forever.”
 
   “Here, give me your hand,” Marco said, as he helped her step out of the tub.
 
   “What’s happening?  Are we going to the palace?” she asked.
 
   “My identity as the Marquis of Sant Jeroni was doubted,” Marco answered.  “I don’t think we’ll actually go,” he explained as he took a towel and wrapped it around her, then started rubbing her dry.
 
   “Let me take you to bed,” Marco said.
 
   “I’ve waited to hear you say that,” Pesino said drily.
 
   “So that I can fix a poultice to put on your eyes,” he finished his sentence.
 
   He tucked her into the bed, then opened his pack and began to pull out alchemy items that he could use to make a healing poultice for the injured eyes of his companion.  Within five minutes he had the compound nearly complete.
 
   “I’m missing one ingredient,” he told Pesino, though he was really muttering to himself.
 
   “What is it?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t have any dried fish eggs.  I have dried salamander eggs, but no fish eggs.  I’ve got the other things I need – ground pumpkin seeds, amethyst crystals, copper salts, and all the rest.”
 
   “Can’t you just substitute the egg types?” Pesino asked.
 
   “I’m trying to decide,” he answered pensively.  There seemed to be no harm that could come to the girl from the change in the ingredient, and the two items had many similarities, but his intuition didn’t tell him the decision was clearcut.
 
   “Okay, we’ll try it,” he decided, then mixed the pinch of dried salamander eggs in and crushed the dry items all together.  He had to make do as best he could with the limited items he had available, he told himself, then he sat on the mattress next to Pesino to apply it.
 
   “We’ll need to keep it applied to your eyes for a few hours at least,” Marco told the lovely girl as he dabbed the mixture upon her eyelids.  “I’m going to wrap a blindfold around your eyes to hold it in place,” he explained, then he removed his extra shirt from his pack and ripped a band of cloth off the bottom.
 
   Marco had just finished tying the blindfold in place when there was another knock at the door.
 
   “Who is it now?” Pesino asked in exasperation.  “Is it my dinner?’ she suddenly asked in a happier tone.  “Did you order our meal to be delivered to us, my lord?” she asked, as Marco headed to the door.
 
   “My lord, are you Marco the Alchemist, Marquis of Sant Jeroni?” a man in elegant livery, the same livery the earlier messenger had worn, asked upon Marco opening the door.
 
   Marco blinked in surprise.  “I am,” he acknowledged after two seconds.
 
   “There is a palace carriage awaiting you and any companions you wish to accompany you to the palace.  My lord, the Grand Duke wishes you to know that the wardrobes of the palace are at your disposal upon your arrival.   He understands the travails of your journey in the winter must have been severe,” the messenger said.
 
   “Thank you,” Marco stuttered.  “I’ll alert my friends and we’ll be down shortly,” he told the man, then gently shut the door.
 
   “You need to get out of bed and get dressed,” he told Pesino as he returned to the bed and pulled the covers back.  “Our carriage to take us to the palace awaits!”
 
   Marco quickly helped Pesino into her clothes, promising her that she would be able to change into elegant clothes at the palace.  “But I won’t be able to see myself!” she moaned.
 
   Together, the pair of them walked down to Cassius and Kate’s room.
 
   “What?” Kate exploded, as she lay on her bed, covered by a blanket, snacking on food from her pack.  “The palace sent a carriage for us?”
 
   “And their wardrobes are at our disposal,” Marco repeated for her.
 
   Minutes later the four of them went down the stairs, and past the desk clerk and two maids.  The clerk bowed deeply, as the maids curtsied while the travelers looked at the carriage that was parked in the street immediately outside the inn.
 
   Ten minutes later, the carriage rolled through the elegant, guarded gates of the palace, and pulled up at a porte cochere, where a doorman immediately opened the door and helped them disembark from their vehicle.
 
   “Does your lady need medical attention for her eyes?” the butler inside the doors of the palace asked first, when they stepped into a large entry hall.
 
   “No thank you,” Marco replied.  “She has a poultice on them right now.  Just let me take her to the wardrobes where she can change into something suitable for the palace.”
 
   They all were led to rooms on the ground floor.  “What should I wear, Marco?” Pesino asked.
 
   “You’ll look lovely in anything,” Marco said reassuringly.  She had sounded nervous to his ears.  He bent to kiss her cheek, both to comfort her, and to keep up appearances, since he wore the golden torq from his marriage ceremony to her.
 
   His fingers absently touched his torq as he watched a seamstress lead Pesino into a room.  He hadn’t noticed the metal ring around his neck in a long time, but as he thought about it now, he was conscious of the weight of the cold metal.
 
   “This way, my lord,” the butler was leading Marco and Cassius together to a room further down the hall.  Inside they found racks of clothes and a tailor who stood ready to help.  Cassius went first and selected a bright yellow jacket and trousers, with a shirt of deepest black.  He added shiny brown boots, and asked Marco what he thought of the outfit.
 
   Marco was looking at a long green robe, reminiscent of the garments he had seen Master Algornia wear on formal occasions.  “I don’t know the local fashions,” Marco told his friend, “but you’ll stand out noticeably in that outfit.”   He looked at the tailor who was with them, who shook his head discreetly.  “Perhaps something less bright would be better,” he suggested.  
 
   Cassius momentarily drew a woeful face, then stripped off the bright jacket, and selected a calm shade of blue.  “It reminds me of the sea, a little,” he told his friend.  “How does it look?”
 
   Both Marco and the tailor praised the new outfit, and the two men walked back out to the hallway.  The women had not emerged from their rooms, leaving Marco and Cassius to stand and wait for several minutes, before Kate came out, wearing a blue gown that nearly matched Cassius’s suit perfectly.
 
   The two men were admiring Kate’s appearance, looking tall and slender and sophisticated in the simple gown, when the door to Pesino’s room opened, and a seamstress came through the door, her arm extended behind her as she led Pesino out into the hallway.
 
   “I had to trust Brielle’s judgment,” Pesino said as they all looked at her.  “Do you like it?”
 
   Marco stood, speechless.  Even without her alluring siren abilities in play, and even with a blindfold across her face, Pesino looked spectacular.  She wore a gown that exposed her shoulders, a shimmering material that was sea green in color, and she wore a new blindfold that matched the gown in color.  To Marco she nearly looked like a mermaid again in some fashion.  And she had added a thin leather strap around her neck.
 
   “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were a siren, able to lure any man to his fate,” Cassius said appreciatively.
 
   “Thank you, my friend,” Pesino said in a sweet voice.  “My lord Marco, is this acceptable?”
 
   “You are stunning, my dear, absolutely stunning,” he answered.  He stepped forward and took Pesino’s hand from the seamstress.  “Thank you my lady,” Marco told the woman, “you’ve given her a wonderful gift with this dress selection.”
 
   The seamstress smiled a dimpled smile, then returned to her room, and the butler led them through the halls to a small ballroom, where a dozen people were present.  
 
   “Do you like the band?” Pesino asked, her fingers touching her neck.  “The seamstress said it would show that I am married to you.”
 
   “And you didn’t ask for gold to match my band?” Marco asked with a grin.
 
   “I am pleased to present,” the butler announced to the room, “the Marquis of Sant Jeroni, Marco the Alchemist, his wife, Pesino, and their companions, Cassius and Kate.”
 
   “Welcome!” a dapper man more than twice Marco’s age approached them.  “I am Franz, the Grand Duke of the Northern Shore.  Welcome to my city, and thank you for agreeing to come visit,” the grand Duke said.  “I was sorry to think that you might have tried to sneak through without announcing your presence to us all.”
 
   “Which of these ladies has placed such an impressive ornament around your neck?” the Grand Duke asked.
 
   “Let me introduce my wife, Pesino,” Marco gently pulled his companion forward.
 
   “Such a vision of beauty,” the host said.  “Please allow me to introduce my own wife, Kiploon, who is cousin to your own sovereign, Duke Siplin.”
 
   “It is a pleasure to meet you, my lady,” Marco said as he bowed over her hand.
 
   “And a pleasure to meet the exalted hero of my homeland,” she answered.  “Siplin has described such tremendous services you have provided to Barcelon.  I’m surprised to see you here, so far north, especially in this season.
 
   “He described your fiancée as a great beauty, but I hadn’t realized she came from Fortburg, from the looks of the wedding collars you wear,” Kiploon added.
 
   There was an embarrassed moment of silence as Marco blushed and froze, trying to figure out how to reconcile the inadvertent false relationship he had been caught in.
 
   “My lord accepted this guise to protect me,” Pesino spoke into the silence.  “I was traveling with his party, and to protect my reputation, we accepted the torqs in Fortburg.  He has remained faithful to Mirra, the woman who awaits him in Barcelon,” she said simply.
 
   “If he has remained faithful while traveling with a woman like that, he may be no man!” an anonymous voice spoke in the small crowd behind the Grand Duke, causing a murmur of laughter.
 
   “Let me introduce my other companions,” Marco hastily spoke, then introduced Cassius and Kate.  Duke Franz introduced the members of his party as well, his son and several members of the court.
 
   “What brings such an attractive party to Canalport in the depths of winter?” the Duchess asked.
 
   “I was assigned to take on a quest, and these companions have chosen to accompany me,” Marco answered.
 
   “A quest?!” a younger member of the noble crowd exclaimed.  “What quest are you on?”
 
   “I have been sent to collect a scale from the Echidna,” Marco answered calmly.
 
   The room was totally silent, until a servant spoke.  “Dinner is ready, my lords and ladies.”
 
   “The Echidna?” Marco heard a voice softly speak behind him.  “This is the last time we’ll ever see him in Canalport.”
 
   They were seated at the table.  Marco sat next to a dowager noble lady on one side, and Duchess Kiploon on the other.  He saw that Pesino had the Duke’s son on one side of her and another man on her other side, with a maid assigned to feed her, while Cassius and Kate were not far down the table.
 
   “There were stories of the Echidna when I was a child,” the dowager told him.  “My father had a servant who had come from Arima, fled from the catastrophes the monster caused.
 
   “The Echidna is half woman, half snake, and is as large as a house.  It’s a terrible monster, the mother of all monsters in many ways more than just literally,” the dowager said.  “She has the strength of a hundred men, but she also can trick and lure her victims with her words.
 
   “She lives in a cave in a great volcano up in the north of the land,” the lady confirmed what Marco’s group had learned in Clovis.  “But when she comes out to hunt, she travels far to the south where the people of Arima live.”
 
   “Does their king put up castles to protect them?” Marco asked.
 
   “There is no king in Arima,” Kiploon replied from Marco’s left.  “No one can be a king in such a forsaken land.  The people live in villages and live as best they can.  There are miners and trappers and farmers and shepherds scattered about the land, living a decent life as long as the monsters don’t come to their village.”
 
   “It sounds like a terrible life,” Marco observed, sickened by the thought of living under such a cloud of fear.  “I know how terrifying it was to have the Corsairs raid our cities.  It would steal all the joy from life to have to worry about something like that all the time.”
 
   “That’s why my father’s servant left the land.  He wanted to raise a family without all that fear,” the dowager said.
 
   “Perhaps you will defeat the Echidna, just as you defeated the Corsairs, and the plague, and the evil power in Barcelon,” Kiploon said on his other side.  “Siplin said he wasn’t sure he’d still have a duchy to rule if you hadn’t been so extraordinary.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 21 – A Different Vision
 
    
 
   The dinner at the palace was a tremendous experience for Marco and his friends.  The Grand Duke’s carriage dropped them off at their inn very late that evening, still dressed in the luxurious clothes they had acquired at the palace, and they carried their traveling clothes with them, astonishing the staff of the inn with the transformation in their appearance.
 
   “Marco, can you remove my blindfold now?” Pesino asked as soon as the two of them were alone in their room.
 
   “I think you’ve worn the poultice long enough,” Marco agreed.   He shuttered the lantern they carried to dim the room as much as possible, then removed the blindfold, and wiped her eyes with a damp cloth.  As his fingertips rubbed across her lids, he tried to focus the energy in his hand into a feeling of gentle health, hoping that his power could do something to augment the healing of her vision.  There was a split second in which he thought he saw a warm glow, but the phenomenon occurred so quickly he wasn’t sure he knew whether he had really seen anything or not.
 
   “Now open your eyes,” he directed.
 
   “It’s dark still, black,” Pesino said, then exclaimed “Oh!” as Marco removed the hand he had held as a shield directly in front of her eyes.
 
   “There you are,” her fingers reached out and touched his face.  “Is it very dark in here?” she asked.
 
   “Yes,” Marco affirmed.  “Let me open the lantern,” he said as he folded open the shutters on the sides of the small box, revealing the candle within, and adding light to the room.
 
   “Oh Marco, you look so handsome!” she told him.  “But there’s something about you, something a little different.”
 
   “Here, come in here and look in this mirror,” he told her, still leading her by the hand, though she no longer needed to be led, and they entered the bath to look at the mirror there.
 
   “Oh, this is so beautiful!” she said, staring at her gown.  “I wish I could have seen the palace; was it beautiful inside?” she asked.
 
   “It was,” Marco reported.  He looked at the expression of blissful happiness on her face, and thought about how lovely she looked. She had grown to be less of the siren, and more of a woman who was finding her own identity; she had been maturing throughout the journey, he realized.  She had faced the dual crises of surviving a difficult journey while also coming to terms with changing from a mermaid to a human woman, and he realized that she was now, finally, incorporating her experiences into her personality, and emerging as a different person, one who he found extraordinarily appealing.
 
   She glanced at him in the mirror, her eyes looking from her own reflection to his, and she suddenly blushed.
 
   “What are you thinking?” she asked.
 
   Marco closed his eyes, desperate to hide the truth of his thoughts.
 
   “Were you thinking about me?  Do you, do you care for me, Marco?” Pesino asked.  She turned to face him.
 
   “I was – I am thinking about you, Pesino.  You’ve become such a good person, not just beautiful on the outside,” he admitted, startled by the perceptive nature of her question.
 
   “I could see it.  I can see something more about you than I did before.  What was in that poultice?” she asked.  “It seemed like there was something about you that showed me your feelings.”
 
   Marco took a step back, stunned by her statement.  “I am sorry if my feelings are improper.  I know they are,” he apologized.  “And I’m sorry my remedy may have harmed you.”
 
   “You owe me no apology for either,” Pesino stepped over to him and took his hands in hers.  “I’ve seen that you have struggled to remain completely faithful to Mirra in your heart, and you’ve done so well.  Now I just seem to see something that shows it even more.  It doesn’t hurt me to see that about you.  It just confirms what I knew – you are a good man, in a world that doesn’t always reward the good men.”
 
   “Let me,” she paused, “may we go see Kate and Cassius?  I’d like to see their clothes, and see if I can perceive their hearts the way I see yours.”
 
   Marco felt an inward shudder at the thought that Pesino might see some manifestation of his heart.  He was uncomfortable with the notion that his dark moments, his doubts, and weaknesses and lusts might be so easily visible to the one person he spent more time with than anyone else.
 
   “Do you want to see them in that way?” he asked quietly.
 
   She paused and looked into his eyes.
 
   “This scares you, doesn’t it?” she asked.
 
   He nodded silently.
 
   “I see.  I do see,” she said.  “You’re torn.  Well Marco, I can only say that I’m happy – you always seemed so noble; I’m glad to know you have the same contradictions that other people and merpeople have.  If anything, I appreciate you even more now.  And you should understand, this isn’t a weapon,” she explained.
 
   “But it could be.  If not a weapon, at least a tool,” he replied.
 
   “A shell can be used to dip water, or it can be used as a cutting edge.  It’s all in the way the possessor uses it,” Pesino said intently.
 
   And with that, Marco felt relief.  He had just moments earlier arrived at the conclusion that Pesino had changed and grown as a person.  He knew she was his friend, and he would trust her, he decided.
 
   “Thank you,” she said in response, sensing his change in feelings.  She reached out and hugged him, and he hugged her back with a fierce strength.  He would accept that his friend had gone through a great change.  He had to be fair, he reminded himself.  Mirra had accepted him as he had changed; he would be a hypocrite to not accept a similar evolution in Pesino.
 
   “Shall we go see the others?” he asked.
 
   “Will they be as frightened as you are?” she asked.
 
   “Possibly,” he conceded.
 
   “Should I keep this secret?  Is it better to not tell people what I’m seeing?” she asked.
 
   Marco held her at arm’s length.  “Let’s wait until morning.  As much time as they’ve had in their room, I suspect you wouldn’t see them in their finery now anyway.”
 
   “And you want to think about what is best to tell them?” Pesino asked.
 
   “And I would like to think about it,” Marco agreed.  “There’s no easy answer.
 
   “Then what do you suggest we do, if we’re not going to go see them?” the girl probed.
 
   “Let’s go to bed.  It’s late, and it’s been a long day.  We’ll get to sleep in a nice, soft bed, and sleep in as late as you want!” Marco grinned at her.
 
   “Then you have to help me take this off without ripping it!” Pesino told him.  “I couldn’t see when they put it on me and I don’t know how to take it off!”
 
   Minutes later they were in the expansive bed, each on one side, each laying quietly thinking about what had just happened, when there was a sudden glow, and Gawail came squirting into the room, squeezing through the opening between the door and the floor.
 
   “Good night!” he said without comment, and flew into the bathroom, where his glow dimmed.  Marco smiled at the incident, then rolled on his side and fell soundly asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 22 – Arima’s Wilderness
 
    
 
   Marco awoke the next morning, and sat up sleepily.  The thick curtains over the window blocked out the sun’s rays with great effect, so that he could not tell what time it was.
 
   “You’re not thinking of getting up already, are you?” Pesino’s voice asked with tragic resignation from the far side of the mattress.
 
   Marco pulled his pillow upward, then swung it in an arc so that it landed soundly on the girl’s posterior, raising a shriek from her, and then prompting her to sit up and look at him with a mock glare.
 
   “If you want to have breakfast, we need to get out of bed,” Marco told her as he jumped out of the bed to move out of range of her potential retaliation.
 
   “I’m ready for breakfast.  You still owe me a fish meal.  The palace didn’t serve fish last night, and you promised I was going to get some,” Pesino rose quickly from the bed and darted into the bathroom, then pulled the door closed as she beat Marco to the facilities.
 
   He grumbled momentarily, then pulled on his wrinkled and faded travel clothes, and waited for the door to open.  He walked over to the window and spread the curtains wide, so that rays of light slanted into the room, their low angle showing Marco that he hadn’t slept in too terribly late.
 
   He had a whole day ahead of him.  He had told the palace that his party would not be going to hunt the Echidna for another day.  There had been universal astonishment at the story of the quest he was pursuing, and nearly universal agreement that the quest would end quickly, with his death at the hands of the monster.
 
   Marco intended to go along the water front to secure a ride over the water to Arima.  There had to be a boat captain somewhere who was planning to sail in that direction, he was sure, so it was only a matter of negotiating a price for four passengers to ride one way.
 
   He heard the sound of water running in the bathroom, as Pesino began to fill another bath of hot water.  With a sigh, knowing that she would be occupied in the tub for some time, Marco left his room and went downstairs to gather information.
 
   “My lord,” a new desk clerk greeted him.  “How may we be of service?” 
 
   “I wish to go speak to ship captains about finding one that will sail to Arima.  Do you know where I should start?” Marco asked.
 
   Five minutes later, a flurry of references to different staff members brought one of the stable boys in, who explained that his uncle worked on a fishing ship.  Marco was directed to a slip along the water front, and told to ask for Kizmo’s ship.  He then asked to have a seafood breakfast prepared for when he returned, and left the inn.
 
   Ten minutes later he stood along the blustery water front and began talking to Kizmo, the owner of a ship that had just come in with the morning’s catch, and they reached an agreement for a trip to Arima the following morning.
 
   And twenty minutes later he carried a tray of fried fish and other foods into the bathroom and set it down next to the tub where Pesino was still soaking, as Gawail floated languidly in the air just above the steaming hot water.
 
   “Something smells delicious,” Pesino said as she lay back, her eyes closed.  “Are you proving yourself to be the best husband in the world?”
 
   “Just hold your mouth open,” Marco told her, and he began to feed her bite by bite for the next several minutes.
 
   “You’ll leave this bath full of hot water for me, won’t you?” Gawail asked as Pesino eventually stepped from the tub and took the towel Marco handed her.
 
   Minutes later they were down the hall, knocking at their friends’ door.
 
   “They are in love with one another to a ridiculous degree,” Pesino whispered to Marco as they entered the room and observed their friends.
 
   “You can see it?” he asked, and she nodded an affirmation.  “I wish I could have what they do,” she spoke in a wistful tone.
 
   “You deserve to; I know you will someday,” Marco said reassuringly.
 
   That day they returned to the palace for a luxurious and indulgent visit.  The ladies went to have massages while Marco and Cassius went to the armory and practiced sword work and archery.  Marco surprised their hosts when he stopped at the palace chapel on the way back to join the others and stopped to say his prayers of thanks for the safe journey completed to reach Canalport, and to ask for future blessings on their quest.
 
   They ate dinner with the Grand Duke and his closest circle of friends that night, then returned to their inn for their last night of luxury.
 
   “How did you enjoy the day at the palace?” Marco asked Pesino as they undressed and climbed into the expansive bed.
 
   “It wasn’t very fun,” Pesino said after a moment of contemplation.  “I could tell that too many of the people there are not concerned at all about anyone else.  I could see how self-centered they were.  I never knew some people were so shallow.”
 
   “Was everyone like that?” Marco asked.
 
   “No, not everyone,” she admitted.   “And outside the palace it was better too.”
 
   The ship's captain had advised Marco to arm himself with everything possible, and the head armsman at the palace armory had happily obliged by offering extra arrows and throwing knives for all members of the group.  When they boarded the ship before dawn the next morning, they each wore a bandolier of knives, as well as the swords Cassius and Marco wore, and the bow and quiver Marco added.
 
   “The captain’s not a bad man.  He cares for his crew,” Pesino observed.  She was astonished by her new ability, and she wanted to share her discoveries with Marco as frequently as possible.  
 
   The journey across the choppy waters of the channel took several hours, slowed by the casting of the nets occasionally, but at last they came in sight of a bleak landscape, and the captain ordered a small craft to deliver them to shore.
 
   "There's no village," Marco protested.
 
   "You're better off without other folks around," the captain sniffed.  "The people of Arima aren't much to deal with.  You just hit the shore and go wherever you're going," he advised.
 
   They were rowed to shore, and walked inland from the sandy dunes, crossing a windy, treeless plain.
 
   "How will we find a ship to take us back to the mainland?" Cassius asked.
 
   "We'll figure that out when the time comes," Marco replied.
 
   By mid-afternoon, as they left the oceanside behind, they found the ground grew snow covered, and a few scattered cottages were evident on the landscape.  Marco urged them to move on, and they passed the opportunity to stop and warm themselves by the fireplaces whose chimneys released steady columns of smoke.
 
   When night fell, they entered the ruins of an abandoned wooden barn, which provided shelter from the wind and the snow.
 
   “Does the plumbing here provide hot water for a bath?” Kate asked with longing in her voice.
 
   They posted guards to mount a watch throughout the cold night, and the three who were not on guard duty slept huddled together in the same sets of blankets, sharing body warmth.
 
   The next night they were close to a small cluster of homes when night fell, the closest thing to a village the travelers had seen in the empty lands of Arima.  All four of them mutually agreed to walk among the buildings to see if there was a place to stop and eat a meal of warm food.
 
   Most of the buildings were clearly small homes, build with stout walls and small windows and doors.  “These people seem prepared for the worst,” Marco observed.
 
   One building at the north end of the settlement seemed to be larger than the others, and a dim square of light fell out of a large window and lit the trampled snow in front of the doorway.
 
   “Tell me what you sense,” Marco whispered to Pesino as they approached the entrance.  Marco ungloved his right hand, prepared to take action with it if needed, though he didn’t know what action he would take, in the event of a hostile reaction by the occupants of the public space.
 
   He opened the door and stepped across the threshold, leading the others into the building.  As he became visible to the occupants inside, there was a flurry of motion, as men rose out of their seats and grabbed weapons that were laid on the table or floor near their spots.
 
   Panicked, Marco reacted instinctively, and his hand flared into a bright beacon instantly, not so bright as it had been when it had blinded Pesino, but bright enough to make the men all shout in fear and cover their eyes.
 
   “We mean you no harm!” Pesino shouted as she stood next to Marco just inside the doorway.  “We don’t want to fight!” she shouted.  “Put your weapons down,” she added a third effort.  “They’re scared Marco, not angry,” she spoke softly to her putative husband.
 
   Marco forced his hand’s light to diminish, and stood expectantly.  There were more than a dozen men in the room; the building was just a single room, with a fireplace at one end, and a stock of kegs and barrels along another wall gave evidence that they were in a tavern that had its supply of ale stocked for the winter.
 
   “Who are you?  What was that light?” a single voice called from the area where the bar and the single lantern were placed.
 
   “We’re travelers heading north, and we stopped in to see if there’s any warm food available,” Marco answered.  “We don’t intend any harm to any of you or anyone in this village.”
 
   “You don’t sound like you’re from Arima,” another voice said.  Marco turned to see the man who was speaking, one who had a beard that was longer and shaggier than any of the others in the room.  “Who in the world ever heard of a traveler come from the outside land to travel north in Arima, in the winter time?” he asked.
 
   “We’re on a quest,” Cassius spoke.  “We’re going to find and slay the Echidna.”
 
   There was a moment of silence, and then bedlam erupted in the room, as voices were raised in protest and disbelief.
 
   “Quiet!” the barkeeper shouted finally, so loudly that he overcame the voices of the others, and silenced the various conversations.
 
   “Come in,” he said to Marco and his friends.  “Even if you’re bringing women into the men’s bar, come in and tell us more about this impossible death wish you have.”
 
   “You can’t kill the Echidna.  No fool even talks about that.  The best anyone can do is avoid the monster; and if we all thought we could get our families off this godforsaken land, we would so we could evade the creature too,” the man with the long beard said as Marco and the others moved to the end of the bar and stood there under considerable scrutiny by the others in the room.
 
   “I was given a quest, by a spirit that I must obey,” Marco answered.  “I was told to acquire a scale from the Echidna.  I’m not making this journey thinking that I’ll have to kill it – if I could get a scale without ever seeing the monster I would – but I expect we may have to confront it.”
 
   “That spirit didn’t like you much, did it?” a man asked, making the room smirk with suppressed laughter, and breaking the tension.
 
   “It may not be my best friend, but it has taken care of me in the past, and I’ve got good friends with me now who I know will help me,” Marco responded.
 
   “They’re listening,” Pesino said softly.
 
   “So is there a hot meal we can buy?” Marco asked, though his hopes were dim.  There was no smell of cooking food in the room, just the odors of ale and men.
 
   “My wife has a big pot of mutton stew over the fire at our home,” one man said.  “You can come with me and we’ll fill you up.”
 
   “Tuck, you go with them,” the man with the long beard told another man, a man who appeared to be the oldest in the room, with a beard and hair that were pure silver.  “Tell them your stories,” the younger man ordered.
 
   The greybeard stood up.  “I’ll go with them, just to see such a pair of pretty gals for a few minutes longer than the rest of you!” he drew a round of laughter from the others.
 
   The man who had offered food stood up as well, and just minutes after entering the tavern, the quartet of travelers left the building again to walk down the snowy way to one of the closed homesteads on the village.
 
   “Mother!” the occupant of the home called loudly as he worked the door open.  “I’ve brought you guests – strangers – here for some of your stew.”
 
   “What nonsense are you spouting?” a woman’s voice called from inside as the homeowner opened the door and entered a dim space beyond.
 
   “Oh!” the wife’s voice expressed astonishment a second later as Pesino entered the room, followed by Marco and then the others.  “Who are these people?” she queried her husband.
 
   As the man explained, Marco looked around the living space, which was a combination single-room cottage and also store room.  The walls were lined with goods that were kept indoors, and it was evident to Marco that the people of the land lived their lives under fear of being besieged by the Echidna; he didn’t need to ask Pesino to know that their hearts were full of fear.
 
   They soon had wooden bowls of stew in their hands and ate the proffered meal gratefully, then settled in to sit on the floor and hear the brief tale of the old man who had joined them.
 
   “My name is Tuck, and I am the oldest man of this village,” he began.   “My grandfather told me a tale when I was only a young boy, so the story must be from a time four or more generations in the past.
 
   “The Echidna came to our village one morning before dawn, on a spring morning, and it broke in to a house, through the roof.  It grabbed a girl, one who was young – and pretty and full of life – it plucked her right from where she slept, and it bit her in two as it sat in the middle of the village.  The whole village heard her screams, but they were brief, and then the monster was gone, leaving her remains there where everyone saw them.
 
   “The girl,” Tuck continued, “had been full of life.  She had been kind and funny and always ready to laugh.  She made everyone who was around her feel better.  And she was engaged to be married, just a week later, on mid-spring eve.
 
   “The young man she had been engaged to went crazy.  He shouted and screamed in grief for three straight days, never sleeping, never eating, never doing anything but mourning the death of the girl he loved.  And at the end of his three days spell, he announced that he was going to go get revenge on the Echidna.”
 
   The man looked around at his audience, who all sat looking at him with interest in his story.  “My grandfather said that everyone tried to talk him out of such a crazy idea, but the man had nothing left to live for, and he had lost his will to live.  So the next night the man left the village and started hunting for the Echidna.
 
   “He came back five days later, and the whole village gathered around to hear what had happened.  He looked terrible; his hair was singed off and he had blisters all over his body.  He told them he had found the entrance to the lair of the Echidna.  It was a vast cave opening that was littered with bones all around.  It was set about a quarter of the way up the mountain on a volcano, one that was covered by ash, with noxious fumes that nearly made him pass out a time or two.  He had gone searching for another way into the cave, trying to find a way to sneak in and confront the monster without being caught.
 
   “He told the villagers he found a different cave entrance, one down below, at the base of the mountain, a way that went behind a waterfall of red-hot molten rock, a stream of lava that fell from up higher.  There was a cave behind the falling stream, and it went into the heart of the mountain.  So he came back to get extra weapons, and then he was going to go back and go in through the hidden cave and find the monster and slay it.
 
   “He slept in the village that night, and then he left the next morning, and we never saw him again,” the man stopped talking in the dim room, and silence filled the air for several seconds.
 
   “Do you think his way into the mountain was a true way to get in there, to sneak up on the monster in its lair?” Cassius asked.
 
   “I think that perhaps it was, that perhaps he truly did have his chance to get to the Echidna, but that he fell in battle against the monster,” the old greybeard stood up.  “Thank you for sharing the warmth of your home and your stew with us tonight,” he told the host couple.   “Please let me return the favor someday.”  He let himself out into the cold outdoors without comment.
 
   “Do you plan to spend the night in our village?” their host asked, the man who had led them from the tavern.  “If so, you are welcome to stay in our home and share our warmth,” he said graciously.
 
   “And if, in the morning, you realize how foolish your mission is, and you decide to turn around and return to your safe lands elsewhere, we will think you are wiser than you sound tonight.”
 
   There were no further words spoken, and they all turned in for the night, only to awaken two hours later to the sound of the housewife screaming in fear.
 
   “Where is it?” Marco shouted, pulling his sword off the ground and looking up at the roof as he leapt to his feet.  He expected to see the Echidna tearing through the roof, 
 
   “There, by the fireplace,” the woman shouted and pointed.
 
   Next to the fire, flittering wildly to and fro, was Gawail.
 
   The others were awakening as well, looking about in confusion and alarm.
 
   “Gawail, come to me,” Marco called, as he slid his sword back into his scabbard.
 
   The pixie floated up to Marco and settled in on his shoulder.  “My apologies, blessed one.  I thought I could enjoy the heat of the fireplace quietly,” the small figure told Marco.
 
   “This is our friend and companion, Gawail,” Marco told the astonished couple.  “He was only trying to stay warm by the fire.  He is no threat; he is our ally, and a useful one.  Please do not be alarmed.”
 
   “You have a familiar with you?  Did he help you cause the magic you showed us in the tavern?  The glowing hand?  Are you a sorcerer or a warlock?” the man from the tavern asked.
 
   “You brought a sorcerer into our house?  We’re going to die!” his wife began to scream and sob again.
 
   “I’m not a sorcerer,” Marco reassured the woman.  “I am just a traveler who is on a quest to take a scale from the Echidna.”  He looked at Pesino, who gave a discreet nod to reassure him that the situation was safe.
 
   “I’m married to this man, and I tell you he is good,” she spoke up.  “He will not harm you, nor anyone in this village.  We’re simply grateful for your hospitality, but if you are uncomfortable with us here, we will leave now,” she offered.
 
   “No, oh no, you shouldn’t have to go out in the cold!” the wife immediately felt contrite and sought to be hospitable, satisfied by the offer to leave that she was safe with the visitors.
 
   Marco and Pesino cuddled back together in their corner of the room, as Kate and Cassius returned to another, and the residents climbed back into their bed, after throwing another log on the fireplace coals.  “They live with so much fear,” Pesino said sadly as she and Marco tried to return to their slumbers.  “They miss so much of the joy in life because they are always afraid.  I never knew life could be so empty of joy and so full of dread.  When I was a mermaid life was so pleasant.  If the humans or the great sharks weren’t around, I never thought there was anything to do but sleep and play and eat.  Life isn’t that easy, is it?”
 
   “Maybe,” Marco said carefully, “maybe we can make their lives better.  Maybe we can beat the Echidna and make their world a little safer.”
 
   “Oh, I hope so Marco,” Pesino leaned over and kissed his cheek, then rolled over and fell asleep, and Marco began to hope that he could not only steal a scale, but truly defeat the mother of all monsters.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 23 – The Echidna’s Cave
 
    
 
   When they all awoke in the morning the travelers politely said their farewells, then left the house and started north.  Residents of the village poked their heads out of their doorways to watch the inexplicable quartet walk by, leaving a story that the village residents would be certain to talk about over and over again for years to come – the strangers who wanted to find the Echidna, who had a glowing hand and a pixie to boot!
 
   For Marco’s group, the journey north proceeded for another two days.  The direction to follow was easy, as mountains appeared on the horizon, and one large mountain released a steady plume of smoke that visibly rose during the slowly lengthening winter days, while a sullen red glow was visible at night.
 
   They reached the foothills of the mountains, and found that the footing grew trickier as loose cinders and ashes rolled beneath their feet, hidden underneath the slushy snow they walked over.  Along the course of their walk they debated their best course.
 
   “That old man believed the story he told, about the man who found a tunnel behind a waterfall of fire,” Pesino told Marco.
 
   “But whether his grandfather told him the truth is a different matter,” Marco stated. 
 
   They started to climb up the side of the tallest volcano, one of a handful of mountains that had no snowy head.
 
   “Marco, there’s a big cave up there!” Cassius pointed out as they began to ascend the lower slopes without great difficulty.  He pointed upward to where a darkness was evident partway above them.
 
   “It’s getting to be nightfall,” Kate pointed out.  “Why don’t we take shelter for the night and take the next step starting tomorrow morning?”
 
   “That seems like a good idea,” Marco agreed readily, and they all traipsed towards the left, where a large copse of trees offered cover and protection.  They made no fire, but sat close to one another and ate their evening meal quietly, until they heard a hair-raising sound out on the mountain.  It was a rasping, slithering, moaning symphony of noises that blended together to strike fear in their hearts.
 
   “No one make a move,” Cassius whispered, as they all sat still and watched an enormous dark shape pass by their woody patch, moving rapidly downhill.  The sound faded into the distance as the monster left the volcano’s slopes, on its way out into the world to hunt for prey.
 
   “Was that it?” Kate asked when the sound had faded away.
 
   “I think it was our quarry,” Marco answered.
 
   “Will it be gone all night?” the girl asked.  “Should we stay here, or try to find some place further from its return path?”
 
   “Let’s try to move away from this area,” Marco agreed with Kate’s fear; he didn’t want to be too close to the Echidna’s path.  He wasn’t sure how he was going to fight the creature, and he didn’t want to confront it without some plan.  He’d thought on and off during much of the trip about the need to have a strategy, and had never developed one, beyond hoping that his enchanted sword and his magical right hand could help him somehow.
 
   Yet the sound of the monster’s passing had put into perspective just how large the creature was, how pitifully small Marco would be by comparison to the monster when it came time for a confrontation.
 
   He picked up his pack and then led the group slowly to the left through the trees, moving carefully in the darkness.  “Gawail!” he suddenly called as he stopped in place.
 
   The pixie flew out of the front of Kate’s cape.  “Yes, blessed one?”
 
   “Is it warm enough for you to survive outdoors around here?” Marco asked.  “Could you go scout ahead for us and make sure there’s another safe place for us to hide in this direction?”
 
   “I can do this.  The air is not so painful for me here.  I will return quickly.” The pixie said, glowing with only a faint light, and then he whizzed away from them all, leaving them standing at the western edge of the small patch of trees they had taken shelter in.
 
   “This is getting real now, isn’t it?” Pesino asked in the middle of the silence.  “It’s not just a journey anymore.”
 
   “It’s been a tough journey, but a good one,” Kate said softly, giving Cassius’s hand a squeeze.
 
   “It’s not over yet,” Marco answered.  “We still have the whole journey home to think about.  Hopefully we’ll be down south on a nice warm, sunny beach in a few weeks!”
 
   “Oh, that’s such a dream!” Cassius said.
 
   “I haven’t thought about actually having my tail back in a long, long time,” Pesino added.
 
   They all turned then, as they saw Gawail’s light appear nearby.
 
   “There’s a different patch of woods, down in the cradle of a small valley, not too far away,” the pixie reported.
 
   They left immediately, passing through a patch of air that stunk of rotten eggs, then safely arrived minutes later among the trees Gawail had found.  The four humans reached the new forest, then stopped and looked together towards the side of the mountain that hung over them.  A thin line of glowing lava hung in the air above them, a waterfall of fire it appeared.
 
   “That’s it,” Kate said softly.  “That’s the way in that the man in the village talked about.”
 
   They all settled into a nest among a jumble of rocks in the midst of the wintery forest, and all of them slept uneasily through the rest of the night’s darkness.  Marco dreamed of facing the monster, of being dwarfed by the huge figure, and fighting fear as much as dodging the creature’s efforts to capture him.  He dreamed that he started throwing things at it – and suddenly his dream was in an alchemy lab, and the Echidna was a Corsair, and he was throwing elements from his workbench at the monster, using the ingredients of a formula as his weapon instead of a sword.
 
   “Marco,” Pesino said softly, shaking his shoulder.  “Wake up!  You’re having a dream,” she told him, bringing him back to the reality of the dark woods and the stream of fire that continued to fall nearby.  The dream had seemed so real, and he thought back to the fight against the Corsairs in Barcelon, when he’d fought in the alchemy workroom.
 
   Pesino gripped his shoulder just then, as a faint sound drifted across the mountainside, the noise of the Echidna returning to its lair.
 
   “Something’s going to happen today,” Marco told her softly.  “We’re going to do something remarkable today.”
 
   “I think that you will.  We’ll just be there to help you any way we can,” Pesino answered.
 
   The sky began to lighten, letting the vast form of the mountain begin to take visible shape as the eastern sky behind it turned rosy red, a color that for long moments perfectly matched the red of the lava fall they were so close to.
 
   “Let’s get ready to go,” Marco told Kate and Cassius as he shook their shoulders to awaken them.  He felt tension and energy growing within him and all around him; they were on the cusp of the action that had been their goal throughout the course of the long, arduous journey, and the realization that the impossible goal was about to come within sight was rattling his soul.
 
   They left the grove of trees and climbed up the mountainside, following a narrow game path that zigged and zagged back and forth as it rose via switchbacks.  The ground and air around them grew noticeably warmer in the short time it took them to climb up the hillside and approach the lava stream, and the sky overhead grew lighter as the sunlight evolved from red to orange to yellow, though they remained on the side of the mountain that was deep in shadows.
 
   “Look,” Marco told the group softly as they reached the level where the lava flow reached the bottom of its fall.  It pooled up, then a stream of it oozed north into a valley, growing cooler and darker as it moved away from the falls.   He pointed at an apparent ledge that hugged the mountainside behind the gathered pool of lava and ran out of sight behind the lava fall.
 
   “Let me go scout the site for you,” Gawail spoke up, catching Marco by surprise as the pixie emerged.  “It feels so warm here there’s no good reason to stay bundled up inside,” he testified to the change in temperature.  The tiny being flickered his wings momentarily, and then he was gone, flying off towards the wall of granite that was the mountainside.
 
   Minutes later he returned.  “There is a cave back there, in the darkness of the shadows where the mountainside is hidden behind the fiery fall.  If you travel carefully along the pathway, I believe you can reach it.”
 
   “Let’s keep our cloaks on,” Marco suggested.   Even though he was feeling warm inside his, he sensed that they would actually help protect the travelers from the short exposure to the intense heat of the firefall they would pass behind.  He looked around, to make sure that there were no watchers, though he didn’t know what difference it would have made, then he led them around the curving banks of the pond that was filled with molten rock instead of water, and they clamored up to the rocky shelf that would be their trail to the cave entrance.
 
   Marco was sweating profusely, and he knew the others were too.  It was very, very warm, and as he started walking along the trail, on the narrow ledge between the lava on one side and the hot granite cliff face on the other side, he knew that the clothing that protected him from immediately starting to blister would only protect him for a few seconds more, before the heat grew too intense.
 
   “We have to run.  Move carefully,” he turned and called back, then he looked forward and down, and began to pick his steps carefully as he doubled his speed to cross the distance before him.
 
   He reached the space behind the firefall, a red, sparkling column on one side that felt like an open oven door, ten times hotter than any oven, and just as he reached that unbearable heat, the granite cliffside curved steeply inward, into darkness, into shelter from the heat, into a bearable atmosphere where he felt he could take in a breath and not scald his throat or his lungs.
 
   He went deeper into the horizontal crevasse that was narrowing to become a cave, and when the air around him felt merely warm, he stopped.  His skin felt raw, as though it had been cooked.
 
   “Gawail,” he called softly, as he turned to see that his companions were reaching his spot and joining him.  “Gawail, will you provide us with light?” he asked.
 
   The pixie hovered over them, unfazed by the heat, enjoying it apparently, and the little personage immediately increase the intensity of the light he emanated, bathing them all in a glow.
 
   “Is this sufficient, blessed one?” the pixie asked.
 
   “That’s just right,” Marco assured him, as he looked at the faces of his friends.  They all looked puffy, red, glowing with heat, undoubtedly feeling as painful as his own exposed flesh felt.  He put his backpack down, knelt over it, and looked up at the others.  “Let’s stop here to rest for a few minutes; I’ll see if I have enough alchemy material to make something to heal our skin,” he told them all.
 
   “That would be wonderful Marco,” Kate said thankfully, as she squatted down on the floor of the cavern entrance.
 
   Marco pulled out his supplies and looked at what he had; there were all the right ingredients because somehow Algornia had miraculously selected the perfect collection of items to give to Marco months earlier in the Lion City.  He used the small mortar and pestle included in Algornia’s useful gift, and mixed up a paste of ingredients that would sooth away pain and heal the heated skin by drawing away the impurities and damage the flesh contained.  It was always about removing impurities, Marco thought; that was the mantra, the guiding principle that the master alchemist believed was needed to success – purification in order to achieve perfection.  
 
   The concept seemed so logical to Marco, yet it was in opposition to the transformation that the alchemist Sty had believed was the greatest tool for alchemists to exercise.  And transformation had done so much for Marco on this adventure, he idly thought as he daubed spots of his creation on the faces of his friends and began to rub the paste into their flesh.
 
   “Here, let me serve you,” Pesino said, poking her own finger into his bowl and gently spreading it across his own face.  He felt immediate relief everywhere the paste covered his skin, and he smiled in appreciation at his friend, his mate and companion in such a true sense over the course of the long journey.
 
   “Thank you dear,” he told her as she spread the last of the mixture on his forehead.
 
   “You sound just like an old husband,” she teased him as he put the bowl away in his pack.  “Gawail is very happy with this warmth and these surroundings,” she told him.
 
   “Gawail,” Marco called, “please go forward and find out what’s ahead.  Where does this cave go?  Then come back and tell us,” he directed.
 
   The pixie circled once above his head, then sped away quickly, his light disappearing in the distance.  Marco looked at his own hand, and carefully managed to produce a moderate amount of light from it.  He held the hand over his head, then started walking forward, and waved to the others to follow as he set off on the journey into the depths of the mountain.
 
   “Do we have to go through a cave?” Pesino asked, a worried expression on her face.
 
   “We have to,” Marco answered, knowing that there was no alternative in any way.
 
   The cave they were in continued to rapidly constrict in size, until in dropped to a round passage with a diameter of about ten feet, and it steadily held that size thereafter.  It was a smooth-walled tunnel, and the floor at times felt slippery as they walked along, so that they took mincing steps whenever the angle of the passage climbed or dropped.
 
   Gawail came flying back to meet them five minutes after he had parted from them.
 
   “Your light is bright,” he commented to Marco once he arrived.  “I could see it from a long distance away.”
 
   Marco looked at his hand, and within seconds of his focused attention, the glow diminished.
 
   “That is good,” Gawail spoke.  “In less than a quarter mile, the cavern is going to split into two passages.  I have flown into the passage that goes upward.”
 
   “Does it lead up to the Echidna’s lair?” Marco asked.
 
   “No.  It shrinks down to a passage that is too small for you to pass through,” Gawail answered.
 
   “But the entrance to the lair is higher up the mountainside than our entrance was,” Marco protested.  “We must have to go up to find the monster.”
 
   “Just because the entrance is high, you don’t have to assume the lair is high as well,” Cassius pointed out.  “Maybe the monster’s cave sinks down into the mountain.”
 
   “I will go fly into the lower passage,” Gawail said.  “When you come to the fork in the cave, take the lower passage, and I will meet you to let you know what I find,” he told them before he flew off again.
 
   “We’re lucky to have him along,” Kate observed.  “It’s pretty handy to have a scout like that.”
 
   They continued along the cave’s route, and minutes later came to the branching that Gawail had mentioned.  Without hesitation they took the route that clearly was the lower route, and started a gentle descent.
 
   After a quarter of a mile the descent became more rapid, steep at times, and the cavern began a steady curving turn to the left.  Gawail came zipping up to them in the warm, dry air of the cavern.
 
   “There is another fork in the cave, with three choices, just ahead.  I went to the left and it comes to an end.  You will either have to go right, or straight, but I have not gone either direction to check on them yet,” he told the humans as they continued to stride forward.
 
   “Here’s the fork,” Gawail said moments later as they reached and paused at the point where a choice was needed.
 
   “Why don’t we go right, and Gawail can go straight?” Cassius suggested.
 
   They promptly set off in that fashion.  The right tunnel the travelers followed immediately began to plunge down, and entered a vast, open cavern in which Marco’s softly glowing hand provided light that only reached a few feet into the darkness around them.  The floor of the chamber was rough, and they climbed up and down around obstacles and mounds of stones that had fallen from the ceiling.   After ten minutes of hiking, they encountered an odor of decay, and stopped.
 
   “What is that?” Pesino asked.  “Marco, can you give us some light so that we can see what’s happening?”
 
   Marco obliged.  He climbed up on top of a nearby pile of stone to get some elevation, then raised his hand high.  He was more and more comfortable with the simple task of adjusting his glowing hand, so that with hardly a moment of focus he made the hand blaze forth with new light that revealed the enclosed space around them.
 
   The cavern was higher than he had realized – the ceiling was forty feet over their heads.  The chamber was not as wide as he had expected – the walls were only thirty feet apart.
 
   But those dimensions came to his attention only minutes later.  The light he had shone forth revealed something much more notable – and horrifying.  Scattered about the floor of the cave in front of them was a litter of decaying human body parts.  Limbs and bones and portions of flesh covered a long field ahead of them, and stacked in a pile at the far end were a score of skulls, some still covered with tatters of flesh.
 
   Marco instantly dimmed his hand and lowered it to his side as he jumped down to the ground where the others stood.
 
   “It’s,” he paused, not sure what to say to describe what he had seen from his perch.  “There are parts of dead bodies up ahead…this is the monster’s dining room!”
 
   The faces of the others went pale, and Cassius pulled his sword free of its scabbard.
 
   “We need Gawail to return,” Kate muttered, “to tell us exactly where she is and what she’s doing.” 
 
   “I don’t think we should just remain stationary,” Marco said, with an uncomfortable worry that they were being watched.  “Let’s move past this and wait for the pixie to rejoin us.”
 
   He kept his light dim to minimize the others’ exposure to the macabre sights around them, and they quickly hurried through the ghastly space, but there was no avoiding the horrifying sight of the pile of skulls, and they all shuddered as they averted their eyes and went in a wide circle around it.
 
   Once past that landmark they were beyond the sights of the deadly feasts that occurred in the cavern, and the odor faded behind them.  They were frightened now, but also alert, and sure that they were in the right place.
 
   “I love you,” Marco heard Kate whisper to Cassius soon thereafter, a fearful confession the girl seemed to need to make at least once more before anything terrible might happen.
 
   And at that moment the Echidna struck.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 24 – The Unwinnable Battle
 
    
 
   Marco sensed a movement on his right, and he heard the soft slithering sound of scales passing over the clay floor of the cavern.
 
   He shouted “Jump back!” to his friends, as he pulled his own sword free.
 
   The sword immediately took control of his role in the battle, swinging itself upward while it made his body perform a seemingly impossible forward flip that carried him away from the spot where the Echidna’s clawed fingers closed upon empty air.
 
   He felt his sword strike one of the arms of the monster, and his hand, while holding the sword, flared up in in a blaze of triumphant light to celebrate the joy of landing the first strike of the contest.  Marco shuffled his feet as he turned and crouched to protect himself and look at his opponent.
 
   She was huge; had she been fully woman, instead of having the glistening scales below her waist, she would have been over twenty feet tall, Marco calculated in passing.  Her face was actually attractive, filled with a cruel beauty, but the hair that framed it was lank and dirty, falling in long strands that were several feet in length.  She had broad shoulders, and strong muscular arms that ended in fingers whose ends were claws, not nails.  And her breasts were huge; the venomous breasts that had suckled so many monsters were nearly the size of Marco’s own entire torso.
 
   Her scales covering the lower portion of her body, which extended over a tail of thirty feet or more in length, were smaller than Marco had feared.  His worst case expectation had been large scales, difficult to carry or grasp or certainly to try to mischievously pluck away, unnoticed.  The scales were relatively small, no larger than the palm of his hand.  And they varied in color, with intricate patterns of darker and lighter shades that wove with a geometric precision and beauty up and down the length of her body from her waist to the tip of her tail.  If he were successful in acquiring one, it would be easy to carry out.
 
   On her right shoulder there was a small bright stripe of red blood, the proof that Marco had landed a blow upon her.  She had her left hand touching the wound, then she looked at the smear of blood that her finger carried away, and she shrieked with a loud and unearthly wail of anger.
 
   “How dare you strike my flesh?” her voice issued forth in a higher pitch than Marco had expected from the large body.  “You are a mere piece of food for me to consume!  How dare you?!”
 
   She struck at him as she spoke the last word, diving forward with an extraordinary speed, her hands grasping forward and her wide mouth gaping open to attack as well, as she flung herself at him.
 
   Marco stumbled as the wide-flung arms reached towards him, but his sword turned the stumble into an awkward roll that moved him out of the reach of the monster at the last second.  He felt the huge claws rake across his back, shredding his pack – which he still wore.  He heard the contents of the pack clatter to the ground, and he felt the bulky shape on his back fall away, making his movements easier as the Echidna inadvertently helped him by relieving him of the load he was carrying.
 
   The monster continued forward in her strike, and for a moment her face came so close to Marco that he smelled the sickeningly sweet odor of her breath, and he saw the sharp fangs of her mouth, before he yelped in fear and rose to his feet.
 
   “You’re too good to be a mortal, too fast,” the mother of monsters commented as she reared high above him again, preparing to make her next strike.  “Perhaps I should save you for last and use you for a bit.”  And with that she turned to look at the rest of the invaders who had invaded her lair with incredible foolishness.
 
   Cassius stood with his sword drawn, holding it defensively, while Kate stood just a step behind, holding a knife as a weapon, puny though it looked compared to the size of the Echidna.  Just to the side, Pesino stood, without a weapon, alert to the situation.
 
   “You hate yourself, don’t you?” Pesino shouted.  “You shouldn’t – not just because you are a composite of two creatures.  I used to be a mermaid, so I know.  There’s no reason to hate yourself because of who you are.”
 
   “What irrelevant talk is this?” the monster shouted.  “You should tremble in fear, bow down, and ask that I am merciful enough to kill you last.  For your stupidity you will die now, painfully,” she roared, and she prepared to strike at Pesino, when she was suddenly distracted by Gawail, who flew past her face, throwing a tiny handful of dust in one eye.
 
   The Echidna roared.  It swatted at Gawail with one massive hand, while the other hand flew to its eye and tried to rub away the irritating dust.
 
   “Good work, Gawail!” Kate shouted her approval.
 
   Marco hastily reached for the bow that had been ripped from his shoulder, and found the quiver of arrows nearby.  He was off to the side of the monster now, not the focus of its attention for the moment, and he took advantage of his opportunity to fire an arrow at the creature’s shoulder.
 
   He was so close, and the target was so large, that he could not fail.  His arrow flew true, and struck the creature in the shoulder.  The thick skin and tough muscles beneath resisted the dart he had fired though, and it penetrated only weakly, just the head of the arrow burying itself with her.
 
   The Echidna roared, and looked at Marco, then reached down and surprised him by flinging a stone at him.
 
   Marco tried to raise his sword to protect himself, knowing even as he made the reflexive movement that the narrow blade would be no protection from the heavy rock.  The stone hit his blade with a clang, and little other reaction, and then the stone struck his shoulder, hurdling him backwards to the ground.
 
   He landed amid the wreckage of his own backpack contents, which were scattered around the floor of the cave.  The Echidna was slithering towards him, and he saw his own death approaching as he observed the speed with which the monster was preparing to kill him.  In a panic he grabbed out and seized the first item he laid a hand on, then flung it up at the creature’s face.
 
   The small stone jar flew through the air with uncanny accuracy and struck the monster in the mouth.  The Echidna hardly noticed the tiny inconvenience for a moment, but then Gawail made another valiant attempt to help his friends, diving down at the monster’s face and releasing a second tiny bit of grit that was aimed at the vulnerable eyes.
 
   The Echidna swatted with more accuracy in response to the second time the pixie came at it, and there was a tiny scream of anguish as Gawail was struck hard and flung to the ground.  The monster looked down in satisfaction, pausing for a moment, then returned its attention to Marco, preparing to kill him for his temerity in attacking it.
 
   And then the monster froze in place.  A strange expression of puzzlement and then pain, crossed her face, and she screamed a loud, unearthly scream that was so loud and terrifying than Marco felt the ground quake, and a few small stone overhead dislodged themselves from the roof and fell to the floor.
 
   The Echidna straightened up and raised her arms above her head in horror, while the others also felt overcome with horror as they watched her arms begin to rapidly shrink, melting back down to her shoulders.  The scales at her waist seemed to come to life, and began to climb rapidly up her torso, turning flesh into snakelike exterior.
 
   Her breasts melted down to flatness, her mouth grew wide, and her nose began to protrude as her eyes shrank and darkened and bulged.  She turned from a hybrid creature into an enormous snake, one that lay on the ground, stunned by its sudden, painful transformation.
 
   “The alchemical formula!” Marco suddenly shouted, understanding what had happened.  He had picked up a piece of debris from the ground and thrown it at the monster, who had swallowed it.  It had been one of the jars containing a dose of the medicine the alchemist Sty had created in the Lion City, the one that had changed Cassius and Pesino from merfolks to humans!  And it had worked on the Echidna – differently – by changing her from a hybrid creature into a snake.  Carried for hundreds of miles, forgotten, the formula had unexpectedly turned out to be a formidable weapon.
 
   Even as he looked at the giant constrictor before him, Marco tried to get up, his wounded shoulder angrily sending pain shooting through him as he tried to roll over.
 
   There was a flash of light from the Echidna, and the whole length of the stunned, massive snake glowed momentarily.  Marco suddenly remembered what had happened under the pier when Cassius and Pesino had been changed: they had changed first into beings that were completely dolphins, and only then – with a flash of light – had then turned into humans.
 
   That meant that the Echidna was about to turn into a human too, and he still had not harvested one of its scales.
 
   Ignoring the pain in his shoulder, Marco forced himself to teeter forward, raised his sword, and hacked it down on the shuddering giant snake.  A handful of scales flew off and a small patch of scarlet flesh was exposed.  He knelt on the ground and picked up the dry scales, which still felt warm with the heat of the monster’s body.
 
   As he touched the artifacts, his mind exploded with a burst of cognition.  These items, the goal of his long, perilous journey, were ingredients in a great many rare alchemy formulae, used for extraordinary purposes.  There was some purpose the spirit of Ophiuchus had in mind, he realized, and he was likely to be needed to complete. 
 
   The creature began to writhe wildly, and it struck Marco, flinging him in the direction of his friends, who caught him in midair.  He knocked Cassius and Kate to the ground, and landed atop them, stunned.
 
   They all looked up and saw the monster, changing form again, changing from snake to human – giant human.
 
   “Help me up,” Marco breathed painfully, as he watched.  The monster was going to be ready for battle once again in just a matter of moments, and he had to be ready.
 
   Pesino wrapped her arms around him and lifted him with surprising strength.   “We can run now Marco,” she said.  “You’re hurt; don’t try to fight any more.”
 
   “I owe you one thing,” Marco answered, as he gained his feet with her help.  After a momentary glance in which their eyes locked on one another searchingly, Marco left Pesino and dashed out back to the vicinity of the shapeshifting monster.  He still held the handful of scales he had gained in one hand, and he put his sword away to free his other hand, then reached down and picked up a stone jar.
 
   “Pesino, this is yours!” he shouted as he tossed a dose of the medicine needed to transform her back into a mermaid.  “Cassius, this is yours!” he called, and immediately tossed another jar of the mixture to the former merman.  He picked up the ruins of his pack, which still held a few of his food supplies, and stuffed the Echidna scales within.
 
   As he turned to run back to the others, he heard a guttural scream, and realized that the Echidna had recovered from the effects of the transformation.  A giant woman stood over him, now complete with hips and legs and feet, looking down at him with a black expression on her face, full of anger and fury.
 
   “What have you done to me?  What magician are you?  Foolish mortal – don’t you know that no mortal tool can overcome my divine nature?” she shouted.
 
   It was true, Marco realized.  Already, her feet and ankles were starting to sprout a few scales; despite the strength of Sty’s transformational alchemy, the divine nature of the Echidna’s hybrid form was reasserting itself – she was already returning to the snake and human composition that was her nature.
 
   “But I’ll deal with you in this form now!” she said, and she stooped to swing her fist low along the ground, a massive block of flesh and bone that struck Marco forcefully and flung him many feet through the air, so that he crashed up against the wall of the cavern and fell in a heap on the ground.
 
   He fought to keep from blacking out; his vision was fuzzy and his eyes were momentarily crossed as he looked up and saw the woman striding towards him.  She was coming to finish him off.
 
   Fearful and desperate, and acting strictly from instinct, Marco raised his right hand without thinking and pointed it at the monster.  A bolt of energy flew from his fingers and struck the floor of the cave at her feet, upending her and sending her falling backwards.  As Marco watched, she landed in a sitting position, and her legs pulled suddenly together, fusing together into a single snake’s tail as she overcame the effects of his alchemical dose.
 
   Marco looked up and pointed his hand at the ceiling above her, suddenly realizing that there was only one way to slow her down.  He could not defeat her, but he could guarantee that she would not be able to chase after them.  He released another bolt of energy aimed at the ceiling above her, and then adjusted his aim and released another, then moved to a new target over her head and shot one move time.  A massive shower of stone fell down from above, landed on top of and all around the Echidna, just as she was rising to start to strike at him, and the monster was buried under tons of stone.
 
   Marco lowered his hand in weariness, and saw that Cassius was running over to him.  As the man reached Marco, there was a new noise, and a sudden, dramatic rise in temperature, as a hole appeared in the newly raised ceiling, and a shower of molten lava began to pour through.
 
   “Marco, we have to go!” Cassius spoke to him, grabbing both Marco’s hands and lifting him up.  Marco lolled into unconsciousness from the pain and expenditure of energy and shocks of the encounter, so that Cassius was forced to sling the unawake hero over his shoulder, then lumber back to the two women.
 
   “Cassius, we have to escape!” Kate shouted, pointing at where the lava was falling steadily down.  It was entombing the Echidna under a fiery layer of molten rock that sealed the fallen ceiling stones on place on top of the monster; but the lava was also starting to flow towards where the small band of attackers stood.
 
   “Wait!  We need one more thing!” Pesino cried, and then she darted directly towards the dangerous, creeping stream of lava.  She stopped just short of the flaming mass and stooped to pick up Gawail, then came running back to the others, her skin on one arm an angry red color from the burns that the heat the lava had inflicted upon her.
 
   Kate picked up a pair of packs of supplies and the threesome started running through the cavern, headed now in the opposite direction from the way they had entered, lit only by the red glow of the lava, and they stumbled onward as quickly as they could.  The cave grew dimmer and cooler as they moved further from the lava, and they slowed their pace as they lost visibility in the dark cavern.  The dimness faded to blackness, and they slowed down to a point of Kate holding onto the back of Cassius’s cape, as Pesino held onto Kate’s and they carefully continued to move, finding the cavern descending now at a steep incline.
 
   “Let’s stop and rest a moment,” Cassius soon said, panting from the exertion of carrying Marco in the darkness.  They all stopped, and Cassius laid Marco down.
 
   “Do you think he’s okay?” Kate asked.
 
   “Let me check him,” Pesino cautiously felt her way forward and placed her hands on Marco, then carefully moved her face down to his, and knelt silently, detecting his feeling as well as his breathing.  “Marco,” she murmured softly, then pressed her lips against his in a tender kiss.  “Marco, you saved us,” she said softly.  “We’re all alive and getting away,” she told him.  “But we need you to light the way for us.”
 
   She gently massaged his forehead and his temples and then his cheeks, trying to rouse him from his slumber.
 
   “Where are we?” he mumbled moments later.  “I can’t see.  Am I blind?” he asked.
 
   “Praise the lord!” Kate said joyfully.
 
   “No, I don’t think you’re blind.  We’re just in a cave without any light,” Pesino answered his question.
 
   “You beat the Echidna!” she told him proudly.  “You beat it and we got away!”
 
   “I didn’t beat it forever,” Marco answered, as he remembered the end of the battle.  “I just trapped it, but didn’t kill it.  The monster will come out again someday I’m afraid.
 
   “Help me sit up,” he told her, and felt her hand slide under his back, then raise him upright.
 
   “Thank you,” he grunted painfully moments later.  And a moment after that his hand flickered into a dim brilliance, illuminating the area around them.
 
   “It’s good to see you all,” he said, looking around at his friends.  Pesino looked burned on one arm, but there were few other signs of injury.
 
   “How do you feel?” Pesino asked.
 
   “It hurts to breath; I think that thing cracked some of my ribs,” he answered, then looked around.  “Where is Gawail?  Is he okay?”
 
   Pesino reached into her cape and gently pulled the pixie out, then held her hand open, the tiny body lying limp on her palm.  Marco stared at the small hero, who had saved his life.
 
   “Here,” he said after several seconds, “lay him on my hand,” and he held his right hand out, palm up.
 
   Pesino gently deposited the pixie in Marco’s hand and they all looked.   Marco closed his fingers carefully over the tiny hero, covering him completely, before his hand began to glow more brightly, shifting colors slowly, then rapidly, then suddenly dimming to a low white color.  He opened his fingers, and they all looked carefully at the pixie.
 
   Gawail suddenly gave a cough, and sat up.  He looked around and up at the four faces that stared so intently down at him.  “You’re all okay.  I’m okay too!” he stood up and laughed, and the others laughed with him.  “Did we win?”
 
   “In a manner of speaking,” Kate answered.  “Marco got his scales, and we got away from the monster, but now we’re lost in the caves.”
 
   “Well then, let us find our way out,” Gawail said.  He fluttered his wings, and floated up into the air.  “I’ll start scouting what’s ahead.  Which way are we going?” he asked.
 
   “We were going that way,” Cassius pointed, and Gawail shot off through the air, disappearing in seconds.
 
   “What did you do to him?”  Kate asked.  “Was he dead?  Did you bring him back to life?”
 
   “The power of the hand told me what to do,” Marco answered.  “I’m still not sure what I did.  I’m not sure about anything right now,” he said as he closed his eyes and rubbed them with his fingers.
 
   “Let’s get going,” he said a moment later, and he held his hands out, seeking assistance to help him rise to his feet.
 
   They resumed moving through the cavern, following in the direction Gawail had flown.  “I’m heading towards my fate, Marco,” Pesino told him a few minutes later.
 
   “What do you mean?” Marco asked slowly.  His breathing was labored, for every breath he took was shallow and painful.
 
   “I’ve had dreams in recent days, dreams of being in a cave and approaching something that I can’t see, but something that I know is going to change my life.  And now, I think this is the cave I dreamed of,” she explained.
 
   “I’ll protect you from anything,” Marco reassured her.
 
   “What if I find out I don’t want to be protected?” Pesino asked softly.
 
   Marco had no answer, and continued to walk, troubled by the implication of her question.  He wasn’t sure he was ready to face a future without Pesino, as the conversation seemed to imply might happen.
 
   Gawail returned to rejoin them later, though none of them knew how much later.  “There is an airflow coming through the tunnels, so they must lead to the surface,” Gawail said, “But so far I have not found a way out.”
 
   They stopped to eat a brief meal of their supplies, and came to the realization that they had brought no water with them, which immediately made them all feel thirsty.  Gawail left them to go scouting further ahead, and they resumed walking.
 
   “There is a stream not far ahead,” he told the others when he next returned.  “You’ll reach it soon, and then we’ll have to make a choice.
 
   “There are two directions to go at a fork ahead.  Both lead upward, but I can’t find which is best.”
 
   They soon reached the stream, a swift-moving current of water in a narrow channel that raced through a part of their cavern before draining away into a hole in the floor, and they all took turns drinking greedily from it.  
 
   “Was that water safe to drink?” Kate asked moments after they passed over the stream.  “I feel strange.”
 
   A fog started to rise around them, a fog so thick that the walls of the cave were invisible.
 
   “I feel different too, different in my body and even my soul,” Cassius answered as they came to a halt.  “I feel lighter,” he said.
 
   “I feel different too, like big problems don’t matter anymore,” Pesino agreed.
 
   “We’ve got a big problem that still matters to us,” Marco answered.  “We’ve got to find our way out of here.”
 
   Soon after that they came to the spot where the cavern offered two choices.  A smaller cave on the right and the main cave straight ahead both appeared to rise towards the surface, but Gawail could offer no advice about which to follow.
 
   “Let’s spend the night here and rest,” Cassius suggested.  They were all tired from the long, grueling day, and agreed to his idea.  Marco extinguished the light coming from his hand, and they all settled in to sleep.
 
   “Marco,” Pesino said some time later, awakening Marco from his sound sleep, “I feel something is approaching.”
 
   “Is it hostile?” Marco asked.  
 
   “Yes and no,” the girl answered.  “It is hostile, but maybe it doesn’t have to be,” she answered with a note of confusion in her voice.
 
   Marco awoke Cassius and Kate, and Gawail as well, then lit his hand to illuminate them all.  They heard a sound coming from the small cave on the right, and Marco drew his sword as he moved to the front of the group, though his injured ribs continued to constrain any ease of movement.
 
   A movement was suddenly visible among the shadows inside the cavern, and then they all stared in horror at what emerged from the darkness.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 25 – An Underworld Guide
 
    
 
   A minotaur came charging out of the cavern and ran towards them at high speed, stopping only when he took note of Marco’s glowing hand and shining sword.
 
   “Go back!”  He ordered, pointing in the direction he had just come from.  “Go back!  You know you may not return to the land of the living.  Return and find peace.”
 
   The sight of the minotaur was fascinating.  The monstrously large head and shoulders of a bull, with eyes that blazed red, sat atop a muscular man’s torso.  The monster held a spear in one hand, and a shield in the other.
 
   “Leave us alone,” Marco answered.  “We’re just travelers.  We don’t want to fight with you.”
 
   The monster laughed.  “Travelers!  That’s a delightful way to describe the journey to the underworld!  Travelers! 
 
   “Well travelers, it’s your turn to travel back to where you belong.  You’ve left the world of the living behind, and you are now to spend some portion of your eternal time in the underworld, among the other dead,” he answered.  “I don’t know how you got this far along, but you may not leave – you may not go back to haunt your former families and lovers.  Come back with me to the underworld.”
 
   All four of the humans gaped at the minotaur in astonishment.
 
   “We’re not dead!” Cassius exclaimed.  “The sky knows we should be after all we’ve been through, especially beating the Echidna, but we’re still living!”
 
   The minotaur laughed.  “Fought the Echidna!  That’s one I’ve not heard before!  As many people are down here who tried to fight the mother of us all, or I should say so many who didn’t even bother to try to fight her, you’re the first to try to claim you fought and won.”
 
   “We did win,” Marco said gently.  He reached into his shredded bag, knotted and tied in many places to make it secure, and he pulled out one of the scales he had claimed.  He calmly threw the artifact at the feet of the minotaur.  “There’s the proof.  We came to get that, and we did.  The Echidna’s not dead – I know we can’t kill her; but she’s buried under a pile of rubble and lava that’ll take her years to dig her way out of.”
 
   The monster stopped laughing, and bent down to pick up the scale.  Gawail suddenly illuminated his light and flew over to the space above the monster.  “Is this enough light for you to see by?” he asked.
 
   “What?  You have one of the enchanted with you?   They are not a part of the underworld!  What impossible story is this?” the minotaur cried.  “This is a scale of the mother!  Yet it would be impossible to imagine that mere mortals could even think to fight her, let alone defeat her.”
 
   “My lord,” Pesino spoke for the first time, and Marco’s head swiveled to look at her.  For the first time in weeks she was employing her siren’s voice, and she was using it to seduce the monster who confronted them.
 
   “I know what it is that you desire, my lord,” she took a step forward, swaying her body and cocking her hip in a way that let no doubt exist that she was the most desirable female on the planet at that moment.
 
   “Pesino,” Marco spoke in a tone of voice that carried a warning of his displeasure with her action.  “Now is not the time, Pesino,” he told her.  Even wounded and slowed with his aching body, he would rather fight the monster than allow his companion to entice it with her favors.
 
   “Marco, he is not what he seems,” she spoke back, in a tone that seemed sharp after the allure of the voice she had formerly used with the minotaur.  “He is not a bad soul under that exterior,” she said.
 
   “Let the lady speak and do as she wishes,” the minotaur spoke sharply to Marco, as he advanced another cautious step.  “And tell me by what chance of fortune you managed to find these fragments.”
 
   “It was no chance of fortune that we found them,” Marco answered.  “We set out deliberately to find them; I was sent on a quest to acquire such a scale.  It’s more a chance of fortune that we survived the encounter in which I got the scales though.  And after that encounter, we’ve been trying to find our way back to the surface, back among the living where we belong.”
 
   “We are truly alive, truly flesh and blood,” Pesino spoke to the minotaur in a conventional voice.  “You may poke my flesh if you want proof.  We are bodies that belong among the living.”
 
   With an eye on Marco, the minotaur advanced, and Pesino stepped without hesitation towards him.
 
   “Stop!  Both of you stop,” Marco growled.  He unconsciously turned up the brightness of the illumination coming from his hand, making the minotaur growl and block the light with a hand held before its eyes.
 
   “Marco, stop that!” Pesino called.  “What is your name?” she asked the monster.
 
   “My name?  Who has ever asked or cared about my name?  Nobody – I was always just ‘the monster’ to all who met me,” the minotaur said philosophically.  “My name is Asterion,” he answered with a note of proud defiance.
 
   “Asterion, we are not escaped spirits of the dead,” Pesino’s voice was suggestive and pleading together now.  “We are the living.  We must return to the land of the living, where many people wait upon our return.  Can you not help us?  Please, lead us to the surface.  Show us the way back.”
 
   “What are you?” the minotaur asked.  “Are you bewitching me?  You sound reasonable; you seem plausible.  I almost want to help you; I almost want to believe that you would help me if you could.”
 
   “I do!  I would!” Pesino said eagerly.  “I do want to help you, and I will, if you will help us.  I can feel the goodness in your soul, and there is not evil within you.  You have been assigned this damning task, and you have your appearance against you, so that you do suffer the worst expectations from all the world.
 
   “But I believe we can make your life better.  This mighty leader, this great hero,” she motioned towards Marco, “is an alchemist, among his other abilities.  And he has acquired these potions that can change the forms we live in.  That man,” she pointed at Cassius, who still stood close by, his sword drawn, keeping himself in a protective position between Kate and the minotaur, “was formerly a merman, but a dose of this potion turned him into all human,” she explained, without revealing her own heritage.
 
   “Help us,” she wheedled now, “and his potion can help you as well.  You could become all human,” she promised.
 
   “Why should I believe such a fairy tale?” the minotaur asked scornfully.
 
   “Because it is the truth!” Marco shouted.  “Or mostly the truth.  I may not be the hero she says, but the potion did change him from merman to human,” Marco affirmed.  He had doubts about what effect it would have on the minotaur, although he had just seen it impact the Echidna as well as the merfolks, so he did not deny that it might work as Pesino promised.
 
   “If you can change me into a human, so that I may walk above the ground and not draw attacks and screams, I will give you this break; I’ll lead you to the surface, but you’ll have to let me carry the potion,” he insisted.
 
   “And if, when we get to the surface, it does not work, I will bring you back to the land of the dead for all of eternity,” the monster warned.
 
   Marco stood, looking at the minotaur, thinking quickly, trying to decide if the deal that Pesino had struck on their behalf was a good one, and whether the minotaur was to be trusted.  Gawail hovered overhead, his light having diminished to a dimmer state, and Marco cautiously approached the monster, then held out his hand.
 
   “I’ll take the scale back,” he said cautiously, ready to react if the monster attacked.
 
   The minotaur held out the scale.  “Never has anyone come from the Echidna’s lair alive.  You must be a fearful warrior indeed,” the creature commented in an almost conversational tone, although it kept its shield held ready to defend itself in the event of an attack.
 
   Marco took the scale and stepped back, then slid the fragment into his backpack and stepped back further to stand next to Pesino.  He put his sword away, then spoke to her.  “What made you do this?  What makes you think we can trust it to help us?” he asked in a low voice.
 
   “I can see the nature of his soul.  Despite his exterior, there is honor within, and he is a man to be trusted.  If he looked like others, and were treated fairly by others, he would show his good heart – he would wear it on his sleeve,” she replied calmly.  “Leave him to me, and we will travel well and reach our destination,” she told Marco, as she put her hand on his arm.
 
   “And Marco,” she added, and he heard a note of sadness creep into her voice, “when you have a chance when next we stop, please use my knife and cut the leather wedding band away from my neck.  We won’t have to keep up the subterfuge any longer.”
 
   Marco stared at her, his eyes locking on hers, stunned by the request.  He knew it made no difference whatsoever, yet he felt hurt by the thought of losing the symbol of intimacy between them.  He cared for the mermaid with legs deeply, and though he knew he could not honorably act on his feelings, he did not want to lose the collars that created the fiction he had grown so comfortable with.
 
   “What’s the hurry?” he asked.  “Why now?”
 
   “There’s no hurry,” Pesino replied.  Her eyes grew wide, and she removed her hand from his arm, then embraced him in a hug, one that he wholeheartedly returned; he hugged her with a fierce affection, an unspoken demonstration of how he had come to feel towards her after their long journey together, and also with a sense that a chapter in their story together was coming to an end.
 
   “There’s no hurry,” Pesino repeated, “but there’s no reason to keep it on either.  If I had the tools and the skill, I’d offer to remove the golden torq from your neck as well.   Oh Marco dear!  I wish we had met under different circumstances; what a life you could have led me,” she said with a catch in her voice.
 
   “Is everything okay?” Cassius asked.  Marco and Pesino broke their hug and looked around.  “Fine – everything’s fine,” Marco answered.  He took a deep breath, then felt a stabbing pain from his cracked ribs, and winced.  “Are you ready to lead us on?” he asked the minotaur.
 
   “Start leading, Asterion,” Pesino spoke, stepping away from Marco and walking up next to the minotaur.  “We’re ready to move on; the sooner we get back to the surface and the land of the living, the sooner we’ll be home.”
 
   The monster gave what might have been a smile in his taurean features, then began to walk up the cave passage he had descended from.  “Follow me,” he called over his shoulder.  “This will provide the fastest way to the land of the living.  We’ll use Persephone’s Gate,” he called as he began hiking at a rapid pace.
 
   They all fell into a line behind the monster, Pesino then Cassius then Kate then Marco, with Gawail floating above Kate.  Marco wished that he could be up front, behind the monster to fight it should it turn upon them, but the pain in his rib cage slowed him down, and he fell a step behind the others immediately, then lost another step’s distance a few minutes later, and another as they climbed up the tunnel that rose at a steep angle.
 
   Marco watched the others slowly separate from him, all of them working hard to match their steps to the pace the minotaur set, and the light that Gawail provided slowly dwindled into a small dot of light as they got further and further ahead, until after an hour, when the others stopped, and Marco caught up.
 
   “I thought you were a mighty warrior who fought the Echidna; can’t you keep up better?” the monster asked when Marco finally caught them.
 
   ‘Marco was injured in the battle.  She was not gentle in her treatment of him, but he is still alive and free,” Cassius said indignantly.  “Can’t we travel more slowly, so he can keep up?”
 
   “We’re going to Persephone’s Gate because it’s the closest,” the minotaur answered.
 
   “But can’t we go there slower?” Kate asked again.
 
   “Don’t you understand?” the minotaur asked in exasperation.  He looked around at them all, and saw the blank looks on their faces.  “Maybe you don’t,” he muttered in a softer tone.
 
   “Persephone’s Gate only opens two days a year – once on the first day of spring and once on the first day of autumn.  If we want to reach the gate when it’s open tomorrow, we need to move in a hurry.  Otherwise, we’ve got a long journey ahead of us to get to the usual entry,” he explained.
 
   “Thank you; we didn’t know,” Pesino said.  “That helps us understand.  We’ll have to stop to sleep sometime too; we’re all exhausted from this trip as it is.  Will there be much time for sleep?”
 
   “Some perhaps, if we don’t delay too long,” Asterion replied as he looked at Marco.
 
   “You just set the pace and I’ll keep up,” Marco spoke up, feeling that he had caught his breath as best he was able during the break.  “Let’s get going.”
 
   They moved on again, and though the pace started out slightly slower, they soon began to travel more rapidly, and Marco began to fall slightly behind.  He tried to ignore the pain in his chest as he breathed, and forced himself to quicken his pace, so that he fell behind more slowly.
 
   As he walked, he felt a sense of being watched, but as he turned around to look, he could find no one else in the cavern.
 
   The passage they were in opened dramatically into a vast chamber, one that was so large Marco could not begin to sense a ceiling or walls.  He stopped to catch his breath, then raised his hand, curious to see what was around them, and called forth the brilliant light his hand could produce, and gazed in wonder at what he saw.
 
   There might have been a ceiling, but it was so high, and the details were so hazy overhead that he couldn’t be sure.  He stood, it seemed, on the edge of a vast, underground plain.  There were hills and spires present throughout the landscape.  And there was movement.
 
   He could see his own friends moving, not far ahead of him.  But there were many, many other movements as well all around the cavern.  There were soft, indistinct shapes in motion, some moving towards the people he was with, some moving away, most not bothering to relate to the living beings at all.  They were the inhabitants of the underworld, the spirits of the dead, as his friends stood still, turned to look at him and the light he had cast throughout the underworld.
 
   Marco felt a chill pass through his soul at the thought of walking among the dead.  But there was no alternative he knew.   He would rather walk with the other living beings than be left alone among the spirits of the dead, which meant that he needed to hurry.  Taking a long, slow breath to try to reduce the pain from his ribs, he hurried back down towards the rest of his group, and diminished the amount of light his hand broadcast.
 
   “What are you trying to do, call attention to us?” the minotaur asked as Marco rejoined the group.
 
   “I wanted to see where we were,” Marco answered. 
 
   “You’re surrounded by the dead,” the minotaur stated the obvious.  “Now let’s get moving,” he turned and started moving again.
 
   Marco managed to keep up with the others for the next long spell of traveling, not because he could manage any greater speed, but because the others were slowed down by the interruptions of the constant attention of the dead.  Time after time, each of the four humans were approached by spirits who began to speak to them.  
 
   “Tell my son I still love him.”
 
   “Tell my wife I’m here.”
 
   “Don’t trust Iagaon; he will betray you.”
 
   “The sun has set on my fortune, after three generations.”
 
   Spirit after spirit had messages they wanted to deliver to the visitors, or wanted the visitors to take back to the living.  Yet as many as there seemed to be, Marco remembered the teeming mass he had seen on the floor of the cavern, and knew that the vast majority of those who were present did not pay any attention to the living at all.
 
   After what seemed like hours, they stopped to eat, but none of the travelers felt any appetite, so they resumed the trip until they came to a small tunnel that climbed steeply upward.
 
   “We’re not far from the gate here,” Asterion told the others.  “We have time to rest if you want.”  They had left the spirits of the dead behind when they had left the great chamber, and in the relative privacy of the small space, they all gratefully dropped to the ground.
 
   Marco thought about the advisability of setting a watch schedule, but decided that they were in such a precarious and unpredictable set of circumstances that it would do little good, so he curled up carefully and began to breathe the steady rhythmic breathing of those who are asleep.
 
   “Poor Marco,” he heard Pesino’s voice speak quietly in his ear when he began to awaken.  “You should be happier.” She stroked the hair that had grown so long on the back of his head.  “You have the scale you needed, and now we’re on the way to take you back to see your beloved Mirra.  We’re close to doing the impossible things you set out to do, and I couldn’t be prouder of you than I am.  All you need to do is heal from a few injuries.”
 
   He rolled over.  “What’s going to happen to you?” he asked quietly as he looked up and saw her in the glow of Gawail’s light.   “Are you going to be happy?”
 
   “I am going to be happy.  The dreams tell me I am on the way to finding happiness.  It’s not the life I ever remotely expected, but it will be satisfying for me, and thank you for caring so much about me,” she said.  “Asterion is ready to go, so you need to get up,” she told him, then left him to awaken Kate and Cassius.
 
   Marco felt the soreness in his ribs as he sat up, then cautiously rose to his feet.  Pesino helped him put his tattered pack on his back, and then they all fell into line and began to march behind the minotaur on their way to their escape from the underworld.
 
   Just a couple of hours after they began, they came to a stop in an odd looking chamber of the cavern system.  Curious about the obscured details of the chamber, Marco raised his hand and lit it, illuminating the room they stood in.  His light revealed an extraordinary room, one in which stripes of differently colored stone ran up-and-down through the walls and the ceiling of a room that was a perfect dome overhead.
 
   “This is the crossing point, beyond which no spirits of the dead may pass,” the minotaur said.
 
   “We’ve done it?  We’ve left the underworld?” Cassius asked with amazed triumph in his voice.
 
   “It is not the end of the underworld, yet.  It is only the limit of the spirits of the dead.  We have to pass through one more extraordinary chamber, and then we will reach Persophone’s gate,” Asterion explained.
 
   “And before we go any further, I will find out if your pledge is true.  If this vial contains a potion that can make me wholly human, we will continue our journey to the surface,” he held up the small jar that Pesino had donated to him.   “But if it fails to make the change, I will kill you all, and you will have only a short journey to reach your next home, the underworld of the spirits.”
 
   The minotaur looked closely at each of them, looking to see any hint they might reveal of duplicity regarding the potion.  Seeing none, the monster took the vial and poured its contents into his mouth, then casually threw the small stone jar over its shoulder with a cavalier toss.
 
   He stood expectantly, looking around at all of them.  He waited ten seconds, then displayed his suspicion with narrowed eyes, and he slowly drew his sword.  “So you thought you could fool me,” he said, turning towards Pesino.
 
   And at that moment he shuddered throughout his body.  He dropped his sword as his fingers spasmed, and then he began to undergo the metamorphosis.  His back began to arch and he bent over low, as his arms became legs with hooves.  “Traitors!” he halfway moaned, halfway lowed, while his torso lengthened and a tail sprouted.
 
   He stood in the center of the cavern, and then fell to the ground, stunned by the wracking change to his body while a flash of light glowed from him.  He lay on his side, his tongue hanging from his snout, and then his body shuddered again.  He gave another low of pain, and his body went through the second stage of the extraordinary change.  His legs began to shrink, his coat of hair melted away, and his snout receded into his face, along with his polished ivory horns, as he made the rapid transformation into a human man.
 
   Pesino stepped over to him and cradled his head in her lap as he lay dazed once again.  “Asterion, breathe easy,” she cuddled him.  “I know how you feel right now.  Just rest and catch your breath,” she advised in a gentle voice.
 
   His eyes looked up at her, then rolled in his head for a moment.  He closed his eyes and kept them closed, as his hand reached up in the air and came to rest on Pesino’s shoulder.  He gripped it tightly, while keeping his eyes closed.  “Thank you,” he whispered.  “You were true to your word.
 
   “Thank you,” he repeated.
 
   Marco stepped back a pair of steps, back in the direction they had come from, trying to take in all that he had seen, and the additional occurrences he had sensed.  The extraordinary conversion of the minotaur into a man was the beginning of a whole new chapter in their adventure, he sensed, and the ending of one as well.
 
   As he stood he thought he detected a motion out of the corner of his eye, and he looked at the nearby wall, then gaped in astonishment at what he witnessed occurring.  The walls and the ceiling of the chamber were beginning to pulse.  Waves of activity passed through the variegated stripes that surrounded the chamber, making each stripe expand and contract, expand and contract, producing an almost hypnotic effect that mesmerized him.
 
   “Marco, what’s happening?” Kate shrieked, coming over to grab his arm, arousing him from the trance the movements had induced in him.
 
   As she asked, all the stripes began to glow, and began to turn the atmosphere in the chamber warm.
 
   “It is the mother!” Gawail shouted, glowing brightly.  “She is aware of us within her heart, and she does not take kindly to us being here.  The magical transformation of the minotaur aroused her, blessed one!” Gawail flew over to Marco to speak to him.
 
   “Can you tell her to leave us alone?” Marco asked.  “Cassius, help Pesino get Asterion to his feet,” he said as he became alert, and realized the danger they might be in.
 
   “Great mother!” Gawail called out as loudly as his small size allowed.  He flew up to the top of the domed ceiling and addressed the volcano above them from there.  “I am one of your children, great mother!  Do not harm these friends of mine, please!”
 
   The ceiling of the dome glowed even more brightly, and then a profoundly low voice seemed to reach them from all directions at once.  “Because you are one of my own children, I hear your voice. 
 
   “These beings have profaned my chambers with magic.  I should destroy them at once, but on your behalf, I will give them two minutes to escape before I lower my weight upon them.”
 
   “Cassius!” Marco called.  “Kate, go help him,” Marco urged, as he saw Cassius struggle to raise the large form of Asterion from the ground.
 
   The former minotaur was still groggy from the transformation he went through, and he struggled against the efforts to help him.
 
   “My lord,” Pesino said after several seconds, using the alluring siren voice she possess, “what struggle is this my lord?  Great pleasures await you, but you must cooperate.  We must leave this place immediately to go to a place more suitable,” she told Asterion, moving past him and towards the exit of the chamber, attempting to lure him out.
 
   Asterion rose to his feet, but knocked Cassius and Kate to the ground in the process.
 
   And at that point, the ceiling gave a great cracking sound, as it began to drop towards them.
 
   “We must go!” Gawail shrieked.
 
   Marco raised his hand by instinct, and closed his eyes, and tried to imagine the magical power of his ensorcelled hand reaching up to hold the ceiling in place.  He could do it, he knew, and he needed to – badly needed to – for the sake of his friends and for the sake of the scale he had captured and was determined to deliver to the Isle of Ophiuchus.
 
   He felt his hand expand, or he imagined it expanded, and reached up with enormous strength to hold the ceiling up.  He opened his eyes and saw that a field of sparkling light was being emitted from his hand and was spreading out to form a barrier against the ceiling’s deadly fall.
 
   “Go!” he shouted.  “I can hold it for only a few seconds!  Run out!  Go!” he repeated.
 
   Cassius and Kate scrambled and rolled and crawled toward the opening that was the exit, when Pesino was grabbing Asterion and pulling him to safety.
 
   “Come on Marco!” Pesino called, as Kate and Cassius rolled past her legs into safety.  “We’re all here now!”
 
   “I feel the great mother’s anger at your obstruction, blessed one!  Come to us!” Gawail called from Pesino’s shoulder, and as the last words of his cry were uttered, there was a tremendous booming noise, then a cracking, and Marco felt his energy field being overwhelmed and shut down.
 
   There was an explosion, and a gust of searing hot air knocked him off his feet, blowing him backwards into the tunnel that the party had used to reach the chamber.
 
   “Marco!  No!” he heard Pesino scream, and he looked across the distance of the chamber to see her anguished face staring at him.
 
   For just a second their eyes locked upon each other.  “I love you!” Marco shouted.  “Take care of Asterion!” and then the ceiling crashed down to the floor, obliterating the empty space that had formerly existed there.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 26 – Alone With a Ghost
 
    
 
   Marco lay in the dust of the darkened cavern, stunned by the incredible turn of events.  His ribs hurt worse than before, their pain aggravated by the force of the volcano’s reaction to his battle with it.
 
   He was completely separated from his friends; he hoped that they were on their way to freedom, on their way back to the surface and back to life among the living, while he had been knocked backwards and cut off from all that, knocked backwards and thrown back among the spirits of the dead.
 
   “No!  Oh no!” he shouted, and he pounded his fists against the floor in frustration.
 
   There were tears falling down his cheeks he realized.  He was alone now, separated from his friends, still carrying the all-important scales of the Echidna that he had worked so hard to acquire, sacrificed so much to possess, and now he was at a complete loss as to how to deliver them to the surface, let alone how to stay alive and travel through the underworld on a further journey.
 
   He sat up and groaned in pain, then rubbed the back of his hand across his cheek and wiped the tears away.   Marco rose to his feet in the darkness, and raised his hand over his head, then produced the glowing energy that lit up the cavern he was in.
 
   And he shouted in surprise and fear.
 
   Standing directly in front of him was a spirit, a filmy figure of a warrior woman.
 
   “Do you recognize me, blasphemer?” the spirit asked.
 
   “I do not know you,” he answered, drawing his sword.
 
   The spirit laughed.  “Go ahead, swing a sword at a spirit.  See how safe that makes you feel.”
 
   Marco did so, goaded by the pain and the fear and the confusion and despair that filled his heart and soul.  The sword swung through the air with a slight whistle, and the spirit made no motion to avoid it or block it.  The blade passed through the spirit, experiencing no resistance, and Marco snapped it to a stop, then swept back through the spirit on the back swing, and the entity laughed again.
 
   “Would you like to feel my sword?” she asked, and casually pulled her own sword free from the insubstantial scabbard that held the filmy blade, then swung it slowly at Marco, who was paralyzed with fear.
 
   He felt extreme cold as the blade touched his body, and the cold became piercing pain that traveled through his body along the route of the wispy blade.  It left no mark on him, drew no blood, but the pain he felt made Marco drop to his knees and howl with pain.
 
   The guard looked at him with a satisfied expression on her face, then thrust the sword back into the scabbard she carried, and stood in front of him, watching him writhe in agony.
 
   “I owed you that,” she said.  “We’re not even, but it’ll do.”
 
   “You owed me what?  What did I ever do to you?” Marco cried, looking up as he continued to kneel in front of her.
 
   “You killed me, for one thing,” the spirit answered.  
 
   Marco stared in astonishment.
 
   “My name was Mitment, one of the lady’s guards on Ophiuchus.  One night on the beach you killed me,” the spirit explained.
 
   “You tried to kill me!  I defended myself,” Marco shouted back.  He struggled to his feet, then bent over in pain.
 
   “Maybe I wouldn’t have killed you all the way – who knows?” the spirit said with a shrug.  “I was there for a purpose, to carry out my duty to protect the lady, and it turned out to cost me my life.”
 
   “I was no threat to Lady Iasco!” Marco said hotly.  “I respect her.  And she has been good to me.  She has saved my life a time or two, if truth be known.”
 
   “She has to now.  But you are also the reason she has to.  You triggered the prophecy, and now her days are numbered,” the spirit answered.  “Get up, and let’s get going.”
 
   “Going?  Going where?  What did I have to do with a prophecy?” Marco asked.  He reached out to grab the spirit’s shoulder, to force answers from her, but his hand passed through the filmy nothingness that she possessed, making her laugh.
 
   “Come follow me for a while, and we’ll talk.  You’ve got a long journey ahead of you,” Mitment answered, and she started walking down the sloping tunnel, back down towards the vast cavern of the dead.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 27 – The Memories Lost
 
    
 
   “Come on, mighty warrior.  Can’t you go any faster?” Mitment asked minutes later as Marco lagged behind her rapid pace.
 
   “I’ve fought the Echidna and a volcano, and I’m lucky to be alive,” he gasped with annoyance, more annoyed at his own prolonged state of injury than at the unpleasant spirit that was apparently guiding him.  “I can’t go any faster.”
 
   The spirit slowed and then stopped to wait for him.  They were in one of the portions of the cave that sloped steeply, and Marco slid down to her more than walked.
 
   “Fought the Echidna?  And you’re alive?  That’s an impressive claim,” the guard said.
 
   “What did I have to do with a prophecy?” Marco asked as he stopped next to her.
 
   “There are many prophecies about the island, but the oldest, and the most feared, told about what would happen if a man ever set foot on the island,” Mitment told him.  She started walking again as soon as he reached her.  “The prophecy said that the island would be invaded, and the lady’s heart would cease beating once a man walked on the island.”
 
   “The lady’s heart?  Lady Iasco’s heart would stop beating?  She’d die in an invasion?” Marco asked, both fearfully and dismissively.  “I’ve seen her several times since I first stepped on the island – which wasn’t my idea in the first place, mind you, we went there after being kidnapped – and she was fine.”
 
   “Nothing said it had to be immediate,” Mitment said as she reached the bottom of the tunnel and emerged into the vast cavern.
 
   “Is there any water nearby?” Marco asked, feeling his throat grow parched.  It had been hours since he’d last had a drink, at the stream in the cave so long ago.
 
   “We’ll pass a river eventually, but you can’t drink that water,” Mitment answered.  “There is a fountain, but,” she left the point unfinished.
 
   “But what?” Marco asked.
 
   “There are consequences for a living person to drinking its water,” the spirit said.  “Can you wait?”
 
   “Wait how long?” Marco answered her question with a question.  “I haven’t had anything to drink in hours, maybe a day or more.  I need to stay alive; I need water.  
 
   “I have the scale of the Echidna, and it was the spirit of the island of Ophiuchus itself that commanded me to acquire it.  Is that part of your prophecy?” he returned to the other topic.
 
   The spirit gave him a backhanded slap, a painful chill that passed through his cheek and his mouth and his jaw, making him scream in pain and fall to his knees again.
 
   “Don’t you speak of the prophecy in that way,” Mitment hissed.  “You respect it!
 
   “I was told to be your guide; the light sent me.  I was told you need to return to the surface for an important mission.  I wasn’t told why,” the guard told Marco.  “Are you saying that the island itself spoke to you?  How is that possible?”
 
   I was in the caves within the island,” Marco answered, “just like I was when I first arrived there.  And a voice spoke from nothingness in the cave, and it told me to bring a scale of the Echidna.  That’s all I’ve been doing for months now is trying to get to the Echidna, get the scale, and then return to the island.”
 
   “If the isle wants the scale, we have to make sure you take it there.  You don’t think you could make the journey to the surface, the world of the living without a drink?  It will take three days of your time to make the journey,” Mitment told him.
 
   “No,” Marco gasped.  “I can’t go three more days without water.  I’ve got a little food,” some of his dried food supplies had not been scattered when his back pack had been shredded, so that he retained a few scraps of food still.
 
   Mitment stood indecisively.  “If it was up to me, I’d let you die here, so that you spirit could just rise up and already be in the underworld.”
 
   “I’ll go to heaven,” Marco asserted, while wondering if he would.
 
   “Yeah, sure, we all say that,” Mitment retorted.  “That’s what I thought.  But this underworld is a step on the journey.”
 
   “Why would you go to heaven?  You tried to kill me!” Marco laughed.  “You?  In heaven?”
 
   The spirit pulled its hand back, prepared to strike Marco again, and he shrank back in fear, but the blow didn’t fall.  “And you did kill me.  You’ve probably killed a great many, haven’t you?  And every one of them was justified?  There’s no guilty blood on your hands?” she asked.
 
   “Mortal!”  She turned and took two steps away, then turned and walked back to him.
 
   “If the island needs you, and if you need water, then we’ll go to the fountain of Lethe to get some water for you,” she said.
 
   “Why didn’t you say that in the first place?” Marco asked.
 
   “There are consequences to the water of the Lethe,” the spirit said.  “You will lose your memories.   You will only be able to remember one thing, and until you do that one thing, you will not be able to recover any of your other memories.  The task you remember must be trying; it can’t be something stupid, easy, or pleasurable,” she explained.  “And it must be meaningful.”
 
   She started forward across the vast cavern floor, and Marco followed, as she seemed to slow her pace slightly to allow him to keep up.  He puzzled over the odd circumstances that Mitment attached to the fountain of Lethe, wondering whether the spirit was making some type of insane joke about the fountain.
 
   In the meantime, he focused on his journey, and made himself keep moving, step by step, thinking about the island and the Lady Iasco.  She had been extraordinarily good to him, saving his life and rescuing him, healing him beyond imagination; she hadn’t acted as though she felt any threat from his presence in the island.  Had he been in her shoes, knowing the prophecy as she did, he wouldn’t have been nearly as considerate of him as she had been.  And the island itself had treated him well.  It had invited him to climb up to the temple on his first visit.  It had healed him multiple times, and it had been good to him.
 
   Did the lady and the island know something more about the prophecy, something that made them treat him kindly, or were they simply incredibly gracious?
 
   “Mitment,” he called as they continued their journey, after puzzling through all those facts, “is there more to the prophecy?  Does it say anything else about what happens when a man steps on the island?  The island and the lady were both nice to me, nicer that I think would have been expected from such a prophecy.”
 
   “She was kind to you,” Mitment agreed.  “We didn’t understand why; that’s part of what made us so mad, that she was being kind while you were there to kill her.  At least that’s what we thought at the time.
 
   “There may be more to the prophecy; I don’t know,” the spirit said.  “Now just keep walking.”
 
   They continued on in silence, as Marco’s humanity was noticed, and spirits starting coming to him asking him to take messages back to the surface, until Mitment stopped their trip and shouted at the spirits to leave them alone.
 
   After that they walked on in solitude for some time longer, Marco’s mouth and throat growing drier and more uncomfortable minute by minute.  They began to climb a small hill, and Mitment turned to him.  “We’re almost there.  Have you thought of what your one memory will be?” she asked.
 
   “I have,” Marco answered.  He had been thinking long and hard, trying to fashion the one memory that he could be sure would direct his feet towards the appropriate place.  He couldn’t simply remind himself to go to the island he knew, for without special dispensation, no man would be allowed on board any vessel that could reach Ophiuchus.  And delivery of the scale was the most important task he had.  Then once that was done, he would be able to return to Mirra at Sant Jeroni, after more months than he was afraid to imagine.  
 
   That reminded him that it was spring time in the world overhead.  He had been on his way to the gate of Persephone, which was to have opened on the first day of spring.  He had left Mirra in the fall, when he had been injured at his castle just before the first snowfalls had occurred; that meant that nearly half the year had already passed, and he still had months of journey to accomplish.
 
   “Well?” Mitment asked impatiently.  “What is it?”
 
   “I will journey to see the Lady Folence of the temple at Barcelon,” Marco said calmly.  He had thought about where he could go, who he could see, and what he could do; a visit to Folence solved all his problems.  She was integral to the workings of the temple, and would understand the prophecy, as well as understand the importance of a quest laid upon him by the island’s spirit.  She had been kind to him; she seemed to have some regard, possibly even affection for him.  And she was in Barcelon, close to Mirra, and approachable, reachable for a man.
 
   The choice seemed to meet with Mitment’s approval, as she thought about him going to see the high-ranking priestess of the order.
 
   “Well, just in time,” Mitment told him, “for here’s the spring.”
 
   They had reached the summit of the small hill they had climbed, so that Marco could see the far side.  Just below their feet, a wide pool of water flowed forth from the hill, and fed a falling stream of water that tumbled down the side of the hill, then flowed away into the distant darkness that Marco could not see into.
 
   They stepped down the trail on the side of the hill and stopped next to the spring pool.  Marco knelt and dipped his hands in the cool, refreshing water.
 
   “And you know what it is that you will do?” Mitment asked.
 
   Marco raised his hands to his lips, but Mitment’s cold, ethereal hand swept through his hands, making him jerk back and spread his fingers wide, causing the water to spill.
 
   “Say it,” she commanded.  “Say it out loud, here at the spring, as your commitment.”
 
   “And as soon as I drink I’ll forget?” Marco asked.
 
   “Actually, you will only forget once you leave the underworld.  When you step out into the sunshine, or at least the open sky; then Lethe’s waters will be triggered, and your memories will be gone,” the spirit answered.
 
   Marco scooped his hands into the water again, though they still felt the pain of Mitment’s slap.  “I will go to Barcelon, and I will see the Lady Folence,” Marco murmured into his hands as he brought them up to his swollen lips.  He sucked in greedily, and the water poured into his mouth, tasting sweeter and more refreshing than any other drink he could remember ever receiving.  He drank all the water in his hands, then bowed his face down to the spring and plunged his head in, drinking recklessly in big gulps of liquid that were instantly absorbed by his dehydrated body.
 
   Marco raised his head and took a deep breath of air, then raised more water in his hands and took another drink.
 
   “I’m sure it was worth it,” Mitment said as Marco knelt, alternately gasping for air and drinking more water.
 
   “Take off your shirt,” she told him seconds later, as his thirst for the water abated.  He looked up at her spirit in confusion.
 
   “We’ve got a long walk ahead of us, and it looks like you have no jug or skin to carry water in,” she said.  “So I suggest you soak your shirt in the water, then suck on it for a day or so to give you water.  That should get you to our destination.”
 
   Marco looked at her with a blank stare, trying to conceive of some alternative way of carrying the water with him, but nothing came to mind.  After a minute of annoyance, he gave in and took off his pack, then removed his shirt, and plunged it into the water.
 
   “Those are quite a few scars you’ve collected there,” Mitment commented, with a hint of respect.
 
   “It’s been a difficult journey,” Marco answered as he pulled the sopping shirt out of the water and stood.  “Let’s get going,” he said.
 
   Without comment, Mitment started down the hill, on her way towards the only exit now available for Marco to use to return to the land of the living.
 
   Marco followed along behind her as best he was able, frequently falling behind, and frequently catching up when she stopped and impatiently waited for him.  He nibbled on bits of his dried fruits, and sucked on the sleeve of his wet shirt as he trudged on, ignoring most of the spirits who had so many stories to tell him, and favors to ask.
 
   Mitment let him sleep when he grew tired, but then roused him to start again after only a short period of sleep.  His shirt grew drier, to the point that he could no longer draw any moisture from it, and he began to fret that he would soon be back in a position of dehydration.
 
   “If it’s water you’re worried about, we’re almost to the River Acheron; there’s plenty of water there, though I’d advise you not to touch a drop of it,” Mitment told him.  
 
   “Why?” Marco asked simply.  The name sparked something in his memory, though in his weary, worn condition he didn’t know why.  It took him moments to recollect; a formula, he finally remembered – there had been an alchemy formula he and Algornia had discussed that required water from the river.  He gasped as he remembered that it had been a formula to reverse death.
 
   They crested a short rise as Marco mused, and he saw the river flowing at the end of a long stretch of road before them.  A ferryman in a boat was stationed on the far side of the river, where a short line of passengers stood waiting for their turn to cross over towards the bank that Mitment and Marco were approaching.
 
   His guide gave him a withering look.  “Do you know nothing of death?” she asked.  “The Acheron is the river of pain.  You don’t want a drop of it to touch your body,” she answered.  “The water creates unimaginable pain.”
 
   They arrived at the short dock just as the boat completed its crossing, and a pair of passengers disembarked, looks of dazed confusion on their faces.   Mitment boldly stepped forward and grabbed the arm of the unnaturally thin oarsman in the boat, her filmy hand making solid contact with the figure’s flesh, though seeming to cause no reaction.
 
   “We wish to cross the river,” she spoke in a haughty, demanding tone.
 
   “I only carry riders one way,” the pale boatman answered as he shrugged her hand off.
 
   “I have here one of the living, who must return to the land of the light to carry out a sacred quest.  The spirit of Ophiuchus has placed this duty on him,” Mitment pressed her case forward.
 
   “A living rider?  Come forward,” the boatman said, beckoning Marco over to him.
 
   “He’s not an attractive youth, is he?” the boatman asked Mitment.  Marco was gaunt, and his hair was long and unkempt, weeks after the last time he’d had it cut.  His clothes were wrinkled at best, scuffed, dirty, and torn for the most part.
 
   “He’s had a hard way of it, Charon,” Mitment answered for Marco, as the boatman reached out and grasped Marco’s arm in his long-fingered hand.
 
   Marco winced in anticipation of the pain he suffered every time Mitment touched him, but instead he felt only cool flesh grab him.
 
   “He feels solid enough,” Charon said, as he released his hold on Marco.  “He may enter the boat; you may not,” his spoke to Mitment.
 
   “I must go with him.  I have been commanded by the Light to set him back on the path among the living,” she answered.  “You may count on me to return; my time left here is short until my journey moves onward.”
 
   “Better to be commanded by the Light than the Dark,” Charon said.  “The Son is a much more loving master through eternity than the fallen one.
 
   “You both may proceed,” he stood aside, and let them each step into the boat.
 
   Marco quickly took his seat in the flimsy vessel, then looked down at the water that was just a few inches below the gunwales of the ship.  It was black.  He moved his glowing hand, the only illumination available over the course of his whole journey with Mitment, and looked at the water more closely, making his hand glow even brighter, but the light was absorbed completely by the water, without even a reflection back.
 
   The boat starting moving, and he hastily jerked his hand upward as he sat just inches from Mitment, her cold, filmy figure as much as a threat to touch as the river water.
 
   The boat needed only seconds to glide across the water, then bump against the dock on the receiving side of the river barrier, where many souls waited.
 
   “I’ll see you again soon,” Charon said to Mitment as the two passengers disembarked.  “And I’ll see you again too, eventually,” he said with a cold grin to Marco.
 
   Mitment led the way past the waiting crowd and up a trail that climbed away from the river, and towards a small tunnel opening in the wall of the vast underworld.  She moved on without comment, as they passed a continual stream of souls that were on their way to the underworld.  The faces of the newly dead bore looks of confusion, and Marco felt his heart break as he saw a small girl, no more than seven or eight years old, walking along with tears on her face.
 
   “She will grow calm, have no fear,” Mitment told him.  “The children are treated gently here.  Now move along or I’ll slap you again,” she raised her hand in a threatening gesture, though Marco sensed less hostility than she had displayed before.  He hurried up his speed nonetheless, leaving the child’s sorrow behind.
 
   Their journey continued for another length of time, until Mitment halted and waited for Marco to reach her side.  “Look up there,” she pointed ahead.  “What do you see?”
 
   Marco looked closely into the darkness, where he imagined he might have seen a spot of light.  “Is there light up there?” he asked.
 
   “There is; it’s daylight,” Mitment answered.  “That is the entrance to the underworld, from Station Island up among the living.  There’s a monastery there, and men who pray constantly, as well as pilgrims who come to pray at the entrance to the cave.”
 
   “With all these spirits going by?” Marco asked in astonishment.
 
   “They cannot see the spirits, idiot,” Mitment said dismissively.  “They are living still, and the spirits are dead.
 
   “And,” she spoke to cut off the question she saw Marco was about to ask, “You can see the spirits because you are in the underworld.  I don’t know whether you’ll see them once you’re back among the living.
 
   “I’ll walk on a little further with you, but I can’t get much closer to the sunlight.  You heard me promise Charon I’d return,” she added. 
 
   “You make sure you get those scales back to the island.  Find out what you need to do to protect and help the lady,” she commanded.  “Don’t let the darkness take away the island and the order, or pain and suffering will spread far and wide across the land, and evil will be in control.”
 
   They walked on in solemn silence for several more yards, until Mitment stopped.  “This is it.  Don’t fail me Marco.  Don’t fail the lady.”
 
   “I’ll do my best Mitment.  Thank you for being my guide,” he said.  He looked from her to the clearly visible dim light that was visible ahead.  He couldn’t shake her hand, he couldn’t hug her, so he walked forward alone for three steps, moving against the flow of the traffic of the arriving spirits, then stopped and looked back.
 
   There was no one there.  He was alone in the cave.  He suddenly realized that he was alone in a cave, and had no idea why he was in the cave.  It was empty and dark, except for where the rays of sunlight were visible as they slanted down through the air at the entrance to the cave.
 
   Marco felt a sudden emptiness, an emptiness equal to the empty, dark space around him, and a sudden longing.  He couldn’t think of anything – his mind felt empty.  Yet he felt a powerful longing to make a trip; he wanted to go on a journey to Barcelon, to see the lady named Folence who was head of a cult there.  It made no sense, yet he felt compelled to make the journey.
 
   With a sigh he walked up to the entrance of the cave and climbed up the rough stones, then stuck his head up into the bright, direct sunlight, and blinked his eyes repeatedly.
 
   “Would you look at that?” an accented voice said in astonishment, and as Marco’s eyes adjusted to the light, he realized he was amidst a group of ten or more men.  They were gathered around a short stone wall that encircled the rocky opening in the ground he was climbing out of.
 
   “Who are you?”  a voice asked.
 
   The men were kneeling, Marco realized, and they all wore brown robes.
 
   “How long have you been in there?” someone else asked as Marco climbed up to stand on the level ground.
 
   “My name is Marco.  I’m going to Barcelon to see the Lady Folence of the Order of Ophiuchus,” he answered.  “I don’t know how long I was in the cave.  I don’t remember going in there,” he added as someone helped him hop over the short wall and join the group of monks and pilgrims, who were praying for the souls of the dead.
 
   “Where am I?” he asked.  “How far is it to Barcelon?”  Marco looked up at the bright sun in the cloudless sky, and he enjoyed the mild breeze that blew past him.
 
   “You’re in the monastery of Saint Joseph,” one of the monks gathered around Marco said, “on Station Island.  The cave is the entry to the underworld, and we are here to pray for peace for the dead.”
 
   “You don’t know how you got in the cave?  We’ve had men here praying every hour of every day for the past two hundred years; no one reported seeing a wild man,” he gestured vaguely to Marco’s unkempt condition and long, unkempt hair, “enter the cave.”
 
   “Take him to the chapter house and let him clean up,” someone else said, as most of the monks returned to their knees and resumed saying their prayers.
 
   “Did he say he wanted to go see the witches?” one voice murmured.
 
   “The holy father doesn’t call them witches,” someone answered.
 
   “He’s going to Barcelon?  That’s a long journey,” another voice added.
 
   “He’ll be able to go on the great pilgrimage.  A fellow like that needs to pray for help,” was another voice’s answer, which elicited a round of murmurs of agreement as Marco passed out of earshot.
 
   Marco was escorted into a stone building, one whose interior felt cool after the warmth of the sunshine outside.  He and one of his escorts sat at a table in the hall, while the other disappeared.
 
   “How did you get into the cave?  Are you returned from the dead?” the monk asked.
 
   “I don’t know.  I don’t remember anything before I was in the cave, walking towards the exit,” Marco answered.   “And I don’t really know where I am right now,” he said.  “Where are we?”
 
   The monk, an older man, looked at Marco with a pitying expression.  “Come with me,” he said, standing up.  Marco obligingly followed him down a hall and up a steep, narrow staircase.  The monk pressed a trap door open at the top of the fourth flight of steps, the hinges squealing as the heavy wooden door rose.  The two of them climbed up, and Marco looked around. 
 
   They were in a small, square chamber at the top of a tower.  The room had wide, tall windows on all four sides, and Marco could see in all directions as he slowly rotated.  There was a small island directly below, covered with multiple buildings.  Beyond that, on all four sides, only water was visible, except for a distant, smoking mountain on the northern horizon.
 
   “This is Station Island,” the monk said.  “You say you want to go to Barcelon?” he asked.
 
   “You will need to sail on a ship for three days in that direction, south,” the monk pointed.  “Your ship will land at Lacarona, and then you can travel on the pilgrim’s way to Compostela, where you can pray,” the monk’s voice hinted, “and then you can follow the eastern pilgrim’s way back to Barcelon.”
 
   “It’s a long journey?” Marco asked.
 
   “Perhaps a month,” the monk conceded.
 
   “When can I start?” Marco asked next.
 
   “When the next pilgrim and supply ship leaves the island, which will be the day after tomorrow.  It’ll arrive in the morning and leave in the afternoon,” his host replied.
 
   Marco started to protest that he couldn’t wait that long for a ship, then bit his lip.  He knew he had a mission he had to undertake, his trip to Barcelon, but as he looked out the window at the ocean that stretched to the horizon, he realized there was no alternative.  “I’d be grateful for the opportunity,” he answered.
 
   The monk led the way downstairs, and when they returned to the hallway, four more men waited for them, men who had been fetched to examine the strange being who had emerged from the entrance to the underworld.
 
   “Let’s go to the chapel to talk, shall we?” one of the monks asked casually, and so they all walked back outside and across a yard to an ornate pair of wooden doors that led into a small chapel.  His hosts held the door open and invited Marco to enter first.
 
   “Well, he passed that test,” one of them said, looking less somber than he initially had.  “The boy was able to walk into a consecrated space without being struck by lightning.”
 
   The men proceeded to question Marco diligently for the next two hours, then satisfied themselves that they could extract no information from him, through a sincere lack of memory on his part.
 
   “So what do we do with you before we ship you out?” one of them asked.
 
   “We could feed the boy; he’s nothing but skin and bones,” his earlier guide in the tower answered.
 
   Marco was soon taken to a mess hall, where he greedily ate three bowls of gruel of indifferent quality, and he then went to the chapel and repeated the evening mass with the brothers who were there.
 
   Two days later, Marco sat by the dock in the late afternoon, watching the crew of the ship prepare to depart.  He’d been told to stay out of the way, and he did so diligently up until the captain of the ship looked at him and beckoned.
 
   And minutes later, he stood on the deck of the ship as it shoved off from the island and raised its sails.  Marco waved at the tiny speck of land that had been his home for all of two days, the only two days of his life he could remember.
 
   He knew that a journey to Barcelon was ahead of him, and that was all that mattered.
 
    
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
JEFFREY QUYLE =~





images/00001.jpeg
Life with the mermaid puts

Marco, and

under

a spell t

a strain on






