
        
            
                
            
        

     


 
 
 
 
 
 
“The Lady Iasco is dead!” another woman shouted, as she feinted with her sword.
“I can bring her back to life!” Marco shouted angrily, so loudly that it felt as though his words echoed off the walls of the alley.
He had no idea what made him say anything so extraordinary, but it had clearly shocked the women.
“What do you say?” one of them asked.
“He may be right, my friends.  Leave this to me,” a voice at the end of the alley caught the attention of them all.
“Are you Folence?” he asked.
“The Lady Folence to you,” someone in the group nearest him corrected him with a growl.
 “Of course I am, boy.  Now come to me,” she ordered, and there was a compulsion in her voice that made Marco’s feet involuntarily start.
Marco checked himself from going, and watched carefully as the women around him shuffled into new positions.
“If I go to her, are you going to try to attack me?” he asked the group.
“We won’t try; we’ll either attack or we won’t,” someone said with bravado that made Marco grin in spite of himself.
“I’ll trust you this time,” Marco said.
Folence’s entourage included two women who held blazing torches that provided illumination around her.  As Marco approached her, he studied her looks by the flickering light; she looked regal, and determined.  He wouldn’t want to be opposed to her in a test of wills he realized, even as he was possibly headed into just such a confrontation.
“Why are you limping Marco?” she asked.
“I want my memories back,” he said at the same time as they came face to face.
“Bow to the Lady,” said one of the attendants, who shoved him down to the ground.
And at that moment, his hand exploded forth a bursting shower of fragments of light.
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Prologue 
 
             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 from the former empire that Clovis had governed.  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.  
                            Together, Marco and Kreewhite the merman escaped the Corsair 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 went to a medium-sized city, Barcelon, where he found work in 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. 
              Afterwards, injured in a fall, Marco was sent to Ophiuchus for healing.  From there he was commanded to go in search of a mythical monster, the Echidna, and acquire one of the monster’s scales.
              His journey to find the Echidna became an epic winter journey through treacherous mountain heights, accompanied by three companions who bonded with him as their trip was beset by challenges and dangers.
              In the far north of the world, they find and battle the Echidna, and escape with a scale in hand, but then travel through the underworld to find a path to freedom.  And the path proves to have challenges of its own, so that Marco becomes separated from the others, and emerges from the underworld in a different location, alone, and without his memories.
              He only knows that he must travel to see Lady Folence if he wants his memories back.
.
              
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 1 – The Pilgrimage Begins
 
When the boat from Station Island reached the pier at Lacarona, Marco was one of the first passengers to disembark.  The members of the crew watched as the odd but pleasant young man left the ship, and a few called out a sincere farewell as they observed him work his way through the milling crowds along the port’s harbor front and disappear from view.  They quickly returned to their duties around the ship, and Marco was forgotten.
Marco had spent his time on the ship listening to the other passengers and asking them questions about the directions to get to Compostela, the site of the great holy cathedral at which so many pilgrims reported having miracles performed and prayers answered.  The passengers on the ship included many of the very devout and the fairly wealthy, those who had the motivation and the means to make back-to-back pilgrimages to the monastery of Saint Joseph on Station Island and then to the cathedral at Compostela.  They had proven to have a wealth of knowledge that they had been eager to share with Marco over the two days the voyage to Lacarona had lasted.
Between the passengers and the crew, the odd young man named Marco, the boy who had arisen from the cave of the dead with no memory, had been thoroughly watched after.  The passengers had talked with and educated him, while the crew had groomed him, cutting his unruly hair to a short length, and clothing him in clean clothes, excess slops that the ship carried, that turned out to be in much better condition than the worn, torn, and stained clothes that Marco wore when he boarded the ship.
He therefore didn’t stand out drastically as he wove his way through the Lacarona crowd on his way to the road to Compostela.  The road would take him east to the great cathedral city, and then the continuation of the road would take him further east from there, all the way across Iberia to the eastern coast, where the modest-sized city of Barcelon awaited his arrival.  The city, and the priestess named Folence who served there, would provide Marco with the completion of the task that was his compulsion, his sole, consuming, overwhelming, single-minded obsession.
The ship arrived at Lacarona at midday, and Marco was astride the road to Compostela within half an hour.  He still carried the torn and tattered backpack that he had possessed when he arose from the cave on Station Island, with a pair of small, sealed jars, a few dried foodstuffs, and not much else.  He wore a sword and a bow and a nearly empty purse with some silver and brass coins.  He didn’t think he needed anything else.
So it was that in the middle of the afternoon he reached the top of the hill that was east of Lacarona, where the Pilgrim’s Way crested the hill and gave him one last opportunity to look down and see the ships in the harbor before he went inland and lost sight of the ocean behind it.
“Here now, slow down.  That’s not how a pilgrim travels,” a voice called out to him as he turned and began to stride purposefully forward.
Marco looked around, and saw two elderly men sitting on stones nearby, both looking at him.
“Were you talking to me?” he asked.
“He was; I was listening,” one of the men said.  “He had it right though.  You can’t be a pilgrim and feel the joy of the blessings if you don’t slow down and take a little time to contemplate your journey.”
“I’m not really a pilgrim,” Marco answered. 
“Are you a perfect human being?  If not, you’re a pilgrim, whether you know it or not,” asserted the man who had spoken first.  “And you’re on the road to the greatest pilgrimage in all of the Old Empire of Clovis; you ought to slow down.  Here, take your time and walk with us for a while.  We’ll put your heart in the right place.  You’ll forget you’re carrying that shiny sword on your hip.”
Marco looked at the two old men.  They smiled at him in a friendly way.  They weren’t seeking to distract him from following his compulsion, it seemed, only trying to alter the pace of his travel.  “You’re going to Compostela?” he asked to assure himself.
“That’s where this road goes,” agreed the man who wore a red hat.  “Come along with us.  Take it at a gentle pace.  See the world as you pass through it,” he urged.
Marco felt a gentle wave of agreement wash through his thoughts.  Surely there would be no harm in traveling a little more slowly, he told himself.  “Alright,” he agreed.  “I’ll join you on the pilgrimage.”
The two men grinned.  “It’s always good to have someone to pass a tradition down to,” said the man with the full, gray beard.  “We’ve been making this pilgrim’s journey together every ten years, and this is the fifth time we’ve done it.”  The man with the beard stood up, then helped the other one rise, and they walked over to Marco.  “So let’s get going,” the bearded man said, and they started walking.
“My name is Pivot,” the red-hatted man introduced himself.  “And this is my son, Dex,” he motioned to his bearded companion.
“Son?” Marco blurted out.
“I’m not his grandson,” Dex responded.   “I know I look that much younger than him, but looks can be deceiving.
“We take this pilgrimage every ten years, since I was a little fellow,” Dex repeated as they started to walk.  “See that?” he pointed to the side of the road.
“The house?” Marco asked, looking at a cottage set on a knoll just above the roadway.
“The lintel,” Dex specified, “the stone beam over the door.  See the bird’s figure that is carved in the stone?  It’s a swift.
“The swift is the symbol of the pilgrimage.  The pilgrims start coming to the road to Compostela in the spring time, just when the swifts return to the holy site to build their nests,” Dex explained.  “And a home that shows a pilgrim’s symbol is a place that will allow pilgrims to rest during their journey.”
Marco stared up at the symbol of the bird, fascinated by the story.  “Why do they do that?”
“The swifts?” Pivot asked.
“No, the homes with the symbols,” Marco answered, then looked over and saw the grins on the faces of the two men, and he grinned as well.
“The folks who open their homes do it for their own reasons,” Dex answered.  “Some have been pilgrims themselves, some simply want to do good.”
They walked along the road, and Marco looked at the doorways of the homes they passed.  “There aren’t many homes with the swift,” he observed after an hour.
“We’re pretty close to Lacarona,” Pivot said.  “There isn’t much need for many pilgrims to stop this close to where they just got off the boat.”
“And not everyone is going to want to help strangers anyway,” Dex added.
“We’ll come to the pink barn in about an hour,” Pivot said.  “We can stop there for the night and get some dinner.”
“How do you know?” Marco asked.
“We’ve stopped there the last three times we’ve come on the pilgrimage.  The farm wife who lives there was a pretty young thing when we spent our first night there,” Pivot answered.
“But she’s grown older every time we’ve returned, while we’ve stayed the same,” Dex laughed, drawing an answering laugh from his father.
“We’ll help milk the goats.  Have you ever milked a goat?”
Marco shook his head in the negative.
“Well, they’re easier than cows in some ways, ‘cause they’re not so big, but they’re more nimble than cows too – harder to catch,” Pivot explained.
“So, are you going to tell us?” Dex asked as they continued to walk along at a casual pace, slower than Marco would have walked on his own.
“Tell you what?  Tell you why I’m on the pilgrimage?” Marco asked.  “Or tell you my name?”
“What do you want to tell us?” Pivot asked.  They started to climb up a hillside, as a group of five other pilgrims passed them.
“I can’t tell you much.  I’m not really on the pilgrimage.  I’m on my way to Barcelon, to see the Lady Folence there,” Marco explained.
“The Lady Folence?  Is she a relative?” Pivot asked.
“No, she’s in charge of the temple of Ophiuchus,” Marco answered.
“Are you ill?” Dex asked.  “Do you need healing?”
“No, I feel pretty good,” Marco answered.
“Is your mother or your sister ill?” Pivot plied the next question.
“I don’t know,” Marco answered.  “I don’t know much of anything.  I only know that I have to go see the Lady Folence.  I don’t know who my family is, or where I came from, or why my hand is golden,” he had fielded questions about that on board the ship, “or even who I’m married to,” another pilgrim on the ship understood the meaning of his golden torq.  “I just know that the only thing I want to do is see the Lady.”
“Are you under a bewitchment?” Pivot asked.
“A geas?” Dex asked.
“I don’t know,” Marco expressed his frustration.
“Maybe your beautiful wife put you under a geas and sent you to the Cult to pray for her healing,” Dex suggested.
“It could be anything,” Marco said.
“Is that the pink barn?” Marco pointed far ahead, desperate to change the topic.
“I don’t see it.  We need to go a bit further,” Pivot answered.  He sensed that Marco had no wish to speculate further on his mysterious condition.
“So what’s your name?  Do you know that?” the elder traveler asked.
“Marco; I’m sure of that,” Marco answered immediately.
“Well Marco, maybe you should pray at the shrine at the cathedral for your memory to be restored,” Dex suggested.
“That’s an excellent idea,” Pivot agreed.  “We’ll pray for you as well.
“We can ask the other pilgrims to put you on their prayer list,” the elderly traveler added.
“Which other pilgrims?” Marco asked.
“The ones we’ll meet along the way,” Dex replied.  “We’ll talk to other pilgrims every day, maybe even walk with them if we decide to, just like we’re doing with you.”
“Ah, there’s the barn.  Let’s hope the excellent madam Roural is still the mistress of the farm,” he pointed ahead.
They walked up the road, then down the farm lane to the house and pink barn built at the foot of a tall hill, where cattle were slowly trodding along a narrow path that wove among the stone walls of the fields that checkered the hillside.  
“Looks like we’ll be milking cows,” Dex said breezily.
They walked up to the back door of the farmstead and knocked, then waited below the steps until a matronly lady opened the door and looked at them.  A swift was painted on the doorframe.  The woman  squinted at her visitors closely for a moment, as the three of them stood looking up at her, the two older men with their hats removed and held in their hands.
“I know you two, don’t I?” the farmwife asked.  “You’re pilgrims – you’ve been here before.  And who’s this?  Did you bring your grandson?” she asked Dex.
“Please madam, he might be my younger brother, or at most, my son,” Dex grinned up at her as her face broke into a smile.
“You rascals!” the woman laughed.  “Father Pivot, you come into the house and sit with me; you youngsters go milk the cows,” she directed as she held her door open for Pivot to enter, sending Dex and Marco off to the barn.
Regular farm hands were already at work leading the cattle into their stalls, and one worker gave Marco a cursory lesson before setting him on a stool with a bucket and letting him work.  Marco’s initial efforts produced more sounds of protest from the cow than milk, but over time he improved his methods with the help of a remedial lesson from Dex, and by sunset the two men carried in several buckets of rich milk.
“We carry this downstairs,” Dex advised as they entered the kitchen door.  He grabbed a lantern and awkwardly led the way down a narrow set of whitewashed steps, into a set of rooms that were also whitewashed on the walls and ceiling.  
“Put the buckets here for now,” he raised his buckets to a counter, and when Marco had done the same, he led the way down a small half flight of stairs and lifted a trap door from the floor.  Inside were small barrels immersed in water.
“They’ve got a spring house right here in the cellar,” he commented, “which makes the farm a pretty convenient place to produce butter and cheese.”  They lifted a pair of kegs from the trough the chilly spring water flowed through, and took them out, then poured the newly produced milk into kegs that they added back to the spring.
And so it was, after skimming off the cream from the kegs of milk that had separated, Marco found himself churning butter while he listened to Pivot and the farm wife talk in the kitchen, as the stew that was to be the evening dinner slowly cooked in a pot in the fireplace.  Marco switched arms from time to time as his churning tired his muscles, and listened with interest to the stories that the pair, along with Dex, told one another.
“They say that the Duke of Barcelon is building his own navy to fight off the barbarian raiders who are appearing all over the Great Sea.  Nappanee and Marseals have been attacked, and the Lion City has fought off a couple of raids,” the lady of the farm told the others.
“Doesn’t Barcelon have some great new champion who can protect them?” Dex asked.
“He’s disappeared.  The women of the Ophiuchus cult took him to their island and he never came back.  The Duke’s upset about that, I hear.  The champion’s lady traveled through the snows to go to the Duke to beg him to find the missing stalwart, but neither she nor the Duke have had any luck with the cult,” Roural answered.
“A man on the island of Ophiuchus?” Pivot snorted, though he looked at Marco out of the corner of his eye, as he remembered his companion’s obligation to visit the leader of the order in Barcelon.
“I know, I know, it’s crazy,” the woman answered as she arose from her seat to stir the stew, then came over to check on Marco’s butter.
“Your work is done.  You can take this back down to the butter room and squeeze the butter milk out, then put this into the cask of butter under the shelves,” she directed Marco.  “And what is your name anyway, and how did you get mixed up with these two rascals?”
“We met him on the way, and asked him to come with us,” Pivot answered for Marco.  “We think he’s under a geas; he’s on the way to Barcelon, speaking of that city, and we told him to make it a pilgrimage for these first few miles of his journey.”
“Where’d you come from?” Roural placed her fingers on his chin and held his face as she studied him.  “That’s a princely piece of gold you’ve got knotted around your neck.”
“I don’t know,” Marco answered.  “I don’t remember anything before I got to Station Island, and all I know is that I have to go see the Lady Folence in Barcelon.”
“The Lady Folence?  The Barcelon priestess of the cult?  You’ll be stepping into a hot oven there, as you just heard us say,” Roural told him.  “Well, get on down there and do your work, and I’ll call the others in for dinner in a few minutes,” she finished as she stood up and walked away from him, but she turned and studied him closely as he carried his butter churn back to the basement.
When he returned from his work a half hour later, the kitchen porch was full of pungent odors, as the farm workers came to receive their over-sized bowls of hearty stew and individual loaves of bread.  Roural’s husband was among them and led the group in saying grace, before the dozen folks scattered to their separate areas to sit and eat and talk before the end of the day.
“We’ll get a spot in the hayloft,” Dex told Marco as they finished scooping their bread around the inside of their empty stew bowls; the meal had been satisfying and filling.  “Except Dad – they’ll let him sleep in the house, though he’ll object.”
The next morning the pilgrims received a large slab of bread each, slathered with a healthy scoop of jam.  As they gave their thanks to their hostess, she looked at Marco.  “You two take good care of your young companion.  He’s more of a pilgrim than anyone else who’ll come through here this year, even if he doesn’t know it.”
On that cryptic note they said their farewells and returned to the road.  It was still cool in the morning shadows, as Dex complained about the straw that itched inside his shirt.
“You’ll get over it,” Pivot said breezily as he contentedly ate his bread.  “It was so good to see Roural again.”
“When we were here ten years ago we came about a month later in the season, and there was a crowd of pilgrims at her place.  We didn’t get to do any work for her at all,” Dex added.  “This was nice, the chance to contribute something back to our host.”
“But I thought they wanted to be nice to the pilgrims just because it’s the right thing to do,” Marco said in confusion.
“It is, and they do,” Dex answered.  “But likewise it’s the right thing for us to work for our food, to show the Lord that the pilgrimage is worthwhile to us.  These arrangements work out just fine for everyone.”
They stopped at a brook in the mid-morning, and met a quartet of traders who were going on the pilgrimage together as they all drank the crystal clear water from the stream that came merrily traipsing down from the mountains above.  Although they all departed from the brook together, the traders soon outpaced Marco and his companions and disappeared from view.
“Let’s rest in this chapel,” Pivot said a little later as they passed a wooden hut built next to the road.  Inside the tiny building were a set of pews and a small altar, where the trio knelt in prayer, then sat in the pews to rest in the shady setting, cooling off after the warmth of walking through the bright sunshine outside.
As they sat, and Marco leaned against the wall in repose, there came a knock at the door, and then a mermaid entered the chapel.
The three men gawked in astonishment at the beautiful creature, which somehow managed to walk upright by undulating along the length of its tail.
“I’ve been so worried about you Marco,” the feminine voice crooned as the mermaid slumped to a sitting position next to him.  “After we were separated in the cave I didn’t know if you were alive, but Gawail insisted that you were.  ‘The blessed one will not die here, not now; he has much to do,’ the pixie told us,” she spoke confidentially as her fingers raked through the astonished Marco’s short hair, then came to rest on the back of his neck.  The tips of her fingers gently dipped between his golden torq and the back of his scalp.
“I’m going to have to divorce you, my love,” she said.  “Asterion is my destiny.  He’ll make me very happy, and I’ll do the same for him.  
“Of course, your neckpiece is an unusual one, and we won’t be able to easily remove it, and I wouldn’t want you to anyway, which is selfish of me, but I’d like for you to remember me in some way, so I’m going to place my name back here,” she confused him by saying.
“Plus I’ll put your other beloved’s name here too, and I’ll even put the third name in place for you, so that someday you’ll know you’ve met your destiny,” her fingers suddenly were all in place around the torq, tightening it against the front of his neck as she pressed her hand between the metal and the back of his neck, then squeezed the metal tightly.  She leaned into him and astonished him by placing a soft kiss upon his lips, just before there was a shocking jolt at the back of his neck.
“Marco!  Marco, wake up!” Dex shook his shoulder.  “It’s just a dream,” the old man told Marco as the young pilgrim woke with a start from his dream.
“Are you awake?  Everything okay?” Dex asked, as Marco stared about wild-eyed.
“Are we?” Marco began to ask as he looked around the tiny room.  Pivot sat in the other pew, looking at him, but no one else was present.  “We’re alone?  No one else came in?” Marco asked.
“I don’t think so.  We were resting, and suddenly you shouted.  You had that odd hand of yours pressed against your neck, and it seemed like there was a spark, and then I shook you awake,” Dex explained.
“My torq,” Marco said after a second’s consideration.  “Is there anything written on it?” he asked, as his hand brushed across the back of the metal band.
Dex peered at the back of his neck.  “There’s a word – Pesino.   And another word – Mirra.  And a third word – Ellersbine.  Those are what? Names?” he asked.
“They are; they’re names,” Marco confirmed.  He knew that now.  The mermaid had been named Pesino, and he had married her.  And the second name was his beloved, the dream had told him.
“What’s the second name?” Marco asked Dex to repeat.
“Mmmm, Mirra,” the man repeated directly behind Marco.
“I don’t know it,” Marco said.  “And the last one?”
“Ellersbine,” Dex read, the moved back.
“That doesn’t mean anything either,” Marco commented.
“It was just a dream,” Dex repeated, “but maybe some part of your memories is trying to tell you something.”
Pivot stood up.  “We probably ought to start walking again,” he said as he shrugged his small pack of belongings onto his back.
They returned to their pilgrim’s walk, as Marco obsessively thought about the strange dream.  He couldn’t imagine why a mermaid would claim to be married to him; was he a fisherman in his previous life, used to living on the sea, he wondered.
They stopped that night in a small village, and slept in the stables of an inn that had a swift carved into the wooden stable door.  The cook at the inn gave them each a loaf of bread.  “The inn hosts many pilgrims who pay for their lodging and meals, especially the wealthy ones,” Dex explained to Marco as they settled in for sleep.  “And so they take care to aid the less well-off as well.”
That night Marco dreamed that he awoke in the stables, in time to see a bull enter the space where only horses and mules resided.
“My name is Asterion, and someday you’ll remember me,” the bull told him.  “We will need to meet again, so that I can thank you for what you’ve given me – my new form, my new life, my new wife.  Where shall we meet?” he asked.
“I’m going to Barcelon,” Marco told the bull faintly, “to see the Lady Folence there.”
“We’ll wait for you in Athens,” Asterion said.  Then the bull rose up on his two hind legs and walked out of the stables in an upright mode.
In the morning they left the inn at the same time as a group of paying guests, two nuns and a man.  They turned out to be related – a mother and her two children.
“How does a nun have children?” Pivot blurted out the question that was on Marco’s mind.
“I entered the order after my husband died and my children were grown,” Mary, the mother explained.  “And my daughter,” she motioned towards Sophia, a pretty woman, “decided to take her vows as well.
“We decided this was the year we’d finally make a pilgrimage, and my son,” she next pointed to Saul, who looked like a prosperous businessman as he tipped his hat to them, “decided to travel with us.”
“My soul needs all the help it can get,” he said with a laugh, “so I decided that two sisters and a pilgrimage might keep me out of the underworld for another year or two!”
Everyone laughed, though something struck Marco wrong about the joke.  “Doesn’t everyone go to the underworld?” he asked.
“The boy’s actually right,” Mary said, as his daughter nodded.  “The theologians tell us that all souls do go to the underworld for a length of time, and then some pass on to a better place, while others go to a worse place.”
“And some remain there forever,” Sophia added.
“I thought we all went straight to heaven,” Dex said.  “How did you know that?  You don’t even know who your wife is,” he asked Marco. 
“I don’t know,” Marco stuttered.  The statement had just slipped out without his expecting to say anything.
“Where are you from?” Saul asked.
“I don’t know,” Marco answered again.
Saul took pity on Marco, seeing his face grow red as the boy blushed in embarrassment.
“There are times when I can’t tell anyone where I’m from either,” he said, then paused dramatically, “usually after I’ve been in a tavern for an hour or two!” he made Dex and Pivot laugh, as the two women groaned.
“Oh no, here it comes,” one of them muttered.
“Of course, having two family members as nuns is a great advantage in a tavern,” Saul smoothly proceeded to ignore the comment.  “I get more free drinks than you’d think possible.”
“How could that be?” Dex fell into the trap.
“Well, I tell everyone that my mother is my sister’s sister, and I bet them that it’s true.  Then I point to these two sisters, and I win the bet every time!” Saul laughed at his own joke, in such a good-natured and infectious way that the rest of the group laughed with him.
Saul proved to be a charming companion.  Dex commented to Marco as they walked along, “It’s easy to see why he’s successful in business.  How could anyone say ‘no’ to the man?!”
That evening they stayed at a church in a small village, along with an additional pair of travelers, a newly married couple from Lacarona.  “We’ve lived this close to the pilgrim’s route our whole lives, but we’ve never gone to Compostela, so we decided to travel there for our honeymoon,” Lars, the groom explained.
The eight pilgrims were fed bowls of potato soup, a warm and hearty meal that filled their empty stomachs quickly.  “Just think; this could have been milked by another pilgrim,” Pivot told Marco as they sat and ate the simple meal.
“I’d like to ask that all of you say prayers for Marco,” Dex asked the group of pilgrims before they settled in for the evening.  “Pray that he recovers his memories.”
There were no recovered memories the next day, their last full day on the trail before they expected to reach Compostela.  The group of eight travelers moved slowly, but Marco felt little impatience as he enjoyed the companionship and the opportunity to listen to the tales the pilgrims told.
Lars and Ginger were interested in Marco’s marriage torq, after Saul explained to them what it meant.
“Maybe you should wear one,” Ginger said thoughtfully to her new husband as they walked with Marco.  “We couldn’t afford one so grand as this golden thing,” she added.
“Most of them are just leather,” Marco said helpfully, drawing a baleful stare from Lars even as he wondered where in his memories that nugget of information had risen from.
“So, did you marry a rich woman?” Lars asked.  “Maybe I’m wrong, but you don’t look like you could afford to buy that much gold yourself.”
“Her name is Pesino, but that’s all I know,” Marco answered.  “Her name is on the back of the torq.”
“Let me see,” Ginger demanded after the pair stared at Marco in astonishment.  She reached over and pulled his head down so she could read.  “She’s got a long name – Pesino Mirra Ellersbine.”
“Those are three different names, I think,” Marco said hesitantly.  “But I’m not completely sure.”
“Are you married to three women?” Lars asked with a grin, before Ginger punched his shoulder in protest.
“You may think that’s funny, but what a trial it would be for the poor boy!” Saul injected himself into the conversation.
Lars started to laugh, but a glance at Ginger’s smoldering expression convinced him not to say anything more.
“Yes, we’ll have to look into introducing a leather neck band into your future,” she said, and the topic was dropped.
They stopped for the evening at a village outside of Compostela, where each pilgrim was taken in for the night by a different family.  The entire village, residents and pilgrims, ate dinner together, receiving slices of pork carved off a whole pig that had been roasted for a local festival.  Marco was placed in the care of a farm family, whose three boys were curious about his golden torq and about his pilgrimage alone.
“I’m not really just going on the pilgrimage,” Marco explained as the family brought him a plate of food and sat with him at a bench in the village square.  “I was on my way to Barcelon,” he told them.
“Will you see their new hero?” the oldest son, one who appeared to be as old as Marco, asked.
“I don’t know anything about him,” Marco said.
“He cured the plague – practically brought folks back from the dead,” the mother spoke up, “or so we heard.”
“And he fought against Corsairs, and sorcerers,” the middle son added.
“I don’t plan to see him, but if I do I’ll feel safer, I’m sure,” Marco said with a smile.
“Why is your hand that funny color?” the youngest boy asked.
“Sasha!” his mother scolded him for asking.
“It’s okay,” Marco assured the mother and son.  “I’ve got the same answer for that as for most everything else – I don’t know.”
“Well it works, and probably you’d like to let it work more on putting food in your mouth.  Leave him alone and let him eat, boys,” the father put an end to the conversation for a short time, before the family took part in a circle dance among the villagers.  Marco was coerced into joining the circle, locking arms with the other boys in the community and moving rhythmically around a camp fire as the women of the village clapped and sang a song whose pace increased, making the dancers move faster and faster and kick more and more wildly as they progressed through the evening, until the women ratcheted up their song to such a frenetic pace that the boys ended up kicking out of time and pulling one another down to the ground in a laughing, good-humored mass.
“Now it’s our turn to show you how to do it right,” the leader of the village girls spoke up as she stooped to help one of the boys from Marco’s host family rise.  Marco started to pick himself up when a strong pair of hands grabbed him from behind and hoisted him with surprising ease.  He turned and saw a stout girl who was nearly as tall as he was, who smiled at him momentarily with a shy grin, then moved into center of the village to join the other girls in forming their own dancing circle.
“You better watch out, Reva smiled at you,” one of the other boys laughed at him as Marco drifted out of the way of the girls and joined the boys who formed the outer circle, as they began to stand together and start their own slow rhythmic clapping pattern.
“The girl who helped me up?” Marco asked.
“The very same.  She’s desperate to have a boy like her, since she broke up with her boyfriend,” his neighbor answered.  “And she seems to have picked you.”
“She was nice to help me, but I’ll only be here the one night,” Marco protested.
“That may be, but she’s pretty lonely they say, living in her farm house all alone while her father is away selling his goods in Forcenda.  I’ll bet she comes over here and asks you to dance when the girls’ dance is done,” the boy responded.
Reva did in fact come over after the girls’ dance.  The boys provided the same overwhelming increase in the speed of their clapping rhythm to the point that the girls became a continual explosion of high-kicking skirts for several seconds just prior to when they too wound up on the ground in a disorganized, circular heap of laughter.  Reva heaved herself up, and helped two other girls up as well before she came over to see Marco.
A quartet of older men from the village began tuning flutes and mandolins.  “Would you like to dance?” Reva asked Marco.
“I’m not good, but I’ll try,” Marco agreed.  He had no romantic intentions towards the girl, but he saw no reason not to join her for a friendly dance.
They stepped out into a pair of lines facing each other, boys on one side, and girls on the other, and Marco watched as the facing pair at the end of the line started stepping towards and away from one another, before they held hands and twirled, then gave way to the next pair in the line.  When the turn came for Reva and him, they carried out the same maneuver, then returned to their spots, smiling at one another.
The dance tune changed pace, and Marco saw that the dance partners were dancing as pairs, so he and Reva held hands as he awkwardly tried to imitate the steps he saw.
“That’s an interesting necklace,” he commented to Reva, as he noticed that she had a string of crystals, flowers, and shells hanging about her neck.
She blushed in reaction.  “It’s just a village tradition for girls to wear this,” she told him, and he looked to see that several other girls were wearing similar items as well.
“Those materials could make you fertile,” he said without thinking, then immediately wondered what had made him say such a thing. 
Reva blushed even more deeply, and Marco realized he had embarrassed her.  “But they can also relieve pain and make you healthy,” he added.  He wondered where such knowledge had come from, or if it was true, but he was glad to see that the repurposed comments diminished the embarrassment Reva felt by moving the conversation to a safer topic.
The musicians ended their music, leaving Marco and Reva standing to stare at each other for a moment.  “Thank you for the dance,” Marco said after the silence grew awkward.  They parted ways, as Marco went to join the other young men on one side of the fire, while the girls gathered on the other, except for those who were already moving to the dance floor in anticipation of the next tune.
“So, are you going to have a good time tonight?” a boy standing next to Marco asked.  “Is that what pilgrims do?” he sneered.  “You better watch out; her ex-boyfriend is standing over there drinking ale and looking at you in a way that isn’t friendly.”
The boy moved away, and Marco stood alone, watching the fire and wondering why a simple dance at a festival could potentially grow into a complicated mess.  He tried to keep an eye on the unfriendly boyfriend without appearing obvious, but his attention was diverted when Reva suddenly broke away from her cluster of friends and approached him at a steady pace.
“Well, pilgrim friend, aren’t you going to ask me to dance?” she said as she came to a stop in front of him.  “I asked you the first time; aren’t you going to return the favor?”
Marco felt flustered.  “If that’s the way it’s supposed to work, I’m sorry – I didn’t realize.  Would you like to dance?” he asked.
And at that moment Reva’s ex-boyfriend came storming over.
“You get away from him!” the man shouted loudly as he approached the pair.  He grabbed Reba’s arm and pulled her away.
“Eric, you let go of me and leave me alone!” Reva shouted back.  “You said you wanted to go out with other girls, so go ahead.”
“I don’t want you going around dancing with trash like this!” Eric turned and shoved his hand into Marco’s chest, making the visitor stagger backwards.
“You leave her alone, and leave me alone!” Marco said angrily as he bumped his own chest against the chest of his larger antagonist.
Eric staggered back a half step, looked at Marco, then shoved Reva aside and pulled a large knife off his hip.  “Maybe you shouldn’t have such a pretty face,” he snarled at Marco, as he waved the knife menacingly.
“Eric, no!” Reva shouted as she threw herself back towards the burgeoning battle.
Eric turned towards her, his knife extended.  “Stay out of this until I’m ready for you!” he shouted at her.
Marco saw the position of  the knife and he saw Reva’s plunge back towards Eric, and he realized that her momentum was going to cause her to impale herself upon the blade of Eric’s knife.  He felt fear rise up in his throat, and he wanted to shout a warning, but there wasn’t time to get the words out of his mouth, let alone to knock either participant away from the disastrous collision that was about to occur.
Before Marco could shut his eyes in horror, he felt his arm fly into action, as his hand grabbed at the hilt of his own sword.  His limb and the weapon acted with a speed that was beyond comprehension as they anticipated the dangerous wound that was about to occur; his sword flickered out and pinked Eric on his wrist, forcing the hand to jerk upward as the man’s fingers released his grip on his knife.
Marco’s sword hand retracted his own weapon back from between the other two bodies as Reva crashed into Eric, and the knife flew upwards in a spinning arc, then fell back towards the ground.  Marco slammed his incredible sword back into his scabbard, then reached out and caught the knife in the air, as Reva and Eric toppled to the ground, both stunned by the blurry movement that they knew had prevented a worse collision.
“Did you see that?” a voice asked loudly in the silence that had descended over the village square, as the band had stopped playing and the other dancers and celebrants had stopped to witness the unfolding conflict.
“How did he do that?” someone asked as Marco stood alone, holding the captured knife, while Reva lay atop Eric looking up at Marco, as Eric held his injured wrist in his other hand.
“How did you do that?” Reva repeated the question in a whisper.
“I don’t know,” Marco said softly.  His eyes met hers, then looked at the knife in his hand, then looked down at the sword on his hip, then moved back to looking at Reva.   He didn’t feel as if he had done anything himself.  He felt as though someone or something had used his body to intervene and prevent the tragic accident from happening.
“How in crickets is that possible?  I didn’t even see your hands move,” Eric spoke from beneath Reva.  The girl looked down at him, then rose from atop him.
“How is your hand?  Let me see it,” she ordered the boy.
“Marco, come over here,” Dex’s voice called out from where a group of older men sat comfortably on benches and leaned against the walls behind them.
Marco looked over, then opened his fingers and let the knife fall to the ground, before he turned and walked away from the dramatic scene.
He stopped after three steps.  “Don’t get drunk, and don’t ever push that girl again,” he said as he looked back at Eric, and pointed his right hand at the drunkard; he felt a vibration in his hand, and Eric seemed to flinch.  Without waiting for a reply, he headed on towards where Dex and Pivot and several local men sat.  He could see all pairs of eyes reflecting the light of the bonfire flames as they studied his approach.
“That was a nice touch at the end,” Pivot told him.  “Here, have a seat,” he scooted aside on the bench, making room for Marco to sit down between his two pilgrim companions.
“Well, that was an unexpected show,” Dex said.
“I missed it.  What exactly happened?” Pivot asked from his other side.
“It was like the sword was in control of the situation,” Marco said softly.  “I just happened to be there, and the sword made my hand pull it out.  I didn’t know it was going to happen; I was there and I was mad, and then all the sudden I was knocking the knife away.”
“Uh oh,” Dex whispered.
Marco looked where Dex was staring, and saw Reba walking towards them, Eric following timidly several steps behind.
“Thank you,” Reba said as she came to a stop directly in front of Marco and the men on the bench.  “I believe Eric will take your words to heart; he seems like a different man – your command has made a difference.”
“Thank you, my lord,” Eric echoed from his spot directly behind her shoulder.
“I’m not a lord,” Marco protested.  “And I hope you’ll treat her the way a gentleman should treat a lady.
“And I hope your wrist isn’t too badly injured.  If you take those flowers from Reba’s necklace and boil them in a little bit of water, then add some whipped up egg yolk, and bandage it on the injury, it’s heal in no time,” Marco advised.
“Thank you my lord,” Eric repeated.
“We’ll go try that right now.  Thank you,” Reba said.  She reached out and took Eric’s good hand in hers, and the pair disappeared into the night time darkness.
There were several moments of hushed whispering among the men.
“Was that true?” a voice asked.
“What?” Marco asked.
“The flowers and the eggs and the injury?” the voice repeated.
“Oh yes, absolutely,” Marco said.  “It would work even better if they ground up one of those crystals, and powdered a shell, but I didn’t want to make it too complicated for them to fix quickly.”
The bench was silent, as the band of musicians on the other side of the square began to play dancing music again, with the drama seeming to have ended.  Marco looked, and realized that everyone on the bench was staring at him, scrutinizing him intently.
“How do you know that?” Dex asked.
“I’m an alchemist,” Marco answered, as the word floated into his consciousness.
“Really?  You know that?  You know what your job is?” Pivot asked.
“No,” Marco answered.  “Well, yes, in a way.  I don’t know, but I know that wound will heal,” Marco asserted.  “I know one thing more than any other, most importantly,” he paused, “I know I have to go to Barcelon…”
“And see the Lady Folence,” Dex finished the sentence for him.  “Believe me, we know that much!
“So there are some other facts locked away in that soul of yours, and every once in a while one of them slips out, it seems.  By the time you get to Barcelon, you may have gotten everything figured out,” he told Marco.
“And now, before you start anything else with another dance, why don’t we go find a place to sleep.  Under the circumstances, you ought to come with me and sleep in the barn of my host family,” Dex advised, as he helped his father to his feet.
Marco slept comfortably in the hayloft of the barn, though he only fell asleep after long thoughts about all that had happened in the village.  The sword, the power he had over Eric, and the formula – they all were signs of something he didn’t understand, something that was even frightening to a small degree, and they were signs of something that was locked away inside of him.
Dex woke Marco in the morning with a gentle nudge of his toe against Marco’s shoulder.  “Time to awaken!” he told Marco with a bright tone and a happy smile.  “Today’s the day we go to the cathedral!  This is the day of your pilgrimage achievement!  Wake up and thank the Lord and prepare your soul to enter his house.”
Marco sat up as Dex moved away, and he collected his small gathering of belongings – the sword, the badly battered backpack that carried an eclectic collection of strange artifacts, things that he didn’t understand and couldn’t identify, but nonetheless felt a strong impulse to protect and maintain in his possession.  Based on the strange events of the night before, he saw them in a different light; they were perhaps not simply random items acquired by his former self, the Marco who had lived on the other side of the divide in time before he had stepped onto Station Island – they were perhaps as otherworldly as the abilities he had manifested in that short burst of activity during the night time festivities.
Marco joined Dex and Pivot in the barnyard, and they walked back to the village, whose central square was empty except for the smoking embers of the fire, a pair of wine bottles lying on their side, and Mary, Sophia, and Saul.
“Where are the newlyweds?” Saul asked as the three men joined the others, referring to Lars and Ginger.
“Where are newlyweds usually in the morning?” Pivot asked with a grin.
With that unanswerable rejoinder, the small group of pilgrims left the village and followed the road down into the broad, shallow valley that was the home of the cathedral city of Compostela.
They walked towards the east, into the light of the rising sun.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2 – A Cathedral Revelation
 
“There’s the cathedral,” Saul stated the obvious as they all spotted the massive complex of limestone that was the center of the great pilgrimage mecca of Compostela.   The walls of the city enclosed a dense urban center, nearly half of which was further enclosed by the visible walls around the cathedral grounds.  The streets of the city appeared to be bustling, based on the distant signs of movement that flashed colors and reflections between the buildings.
“It’s a glorious view,” Pivot said.  “This may be the last time I’ll be a pilgrim coming along this route to see it, and it still inspires me just as much as it did the first time I saw it decades ago as a young man.”
“It’s so beautiful!  It shows you how wonderful the church is,” Mary said in a rapturous tone.
“We’ll be there in less than an hour,” Dex commented as their roadway straightened out on its way down to the floor of the valley.  There were others on the road, pilgrims who traveled both to and from the cathedral city, as well as merchants and traders and farmers, the traffic growing heavier as they drew nearer to the city while the sun rose in the sky.
“Will we be checked at the city gate?” Sophia asked as they approached the city walls ten minutes later.
“No, heavens no,” Saul said.  “They don’t want to turn any paying customers away.  It’s easy to get in, I imagine, but probably harder to leave, as long as you have any money left,” he smirked at his own cynical observation.
There was no barrier to entering the city; Saul was correct in that, as they walked in amidst the other traffic.  Dex moved out front and led the group forward, until he stopped at a street vendor, and bought small bundles of violets for all six travelers.
“These are the symbol of the pilgrims in the city,” he explained, as he handed a bundle to each of his companions.  His father nodded comfortably, familiar with the ancient pilgrim’s practice.
Each member of the group held their small cluster of green leaves and purple and white blooms as they followed Dex down streets and around corners for several minutes, until they emerged in a small plaza, one side of which was taken up by a red brick wall penetrated by an ornately beautiful, carved limestone gateway to the cathedral.  The gate was open, high and wide, its arched opening the home of carved stone images of miraculous events and saints.
The sides and interior of the entry to the cathedral grounds were festooned with pillars of polished marble, and guards stood at attention in humble monks’ gowns.  There were vendors with carts and blankets and tables clustered around the gate, imploring visitors to the cathedral to purchase holy water and relics and more flowers and scraps of paper to write prayer requests upon.
Dex strode straight into the plaza and through it, entering the cathedral grounds by heading through the gate without a glance at anything else, and the others immediately followed.  As soon as they were within the sanctuary of the cathedral’s domain, he turned to his father and the two men wordlessly hugged in joyous celebration of their arrival at the destination of the pilgrimage.
“Let’s start at the Velvet Chapel this year,” Pivot suggested.
“I haven’t changed my mind; I still think that’s the nicest passage through the stations,” Dex agreed.  He turned to Marco and the others.  “It has been such a pleasure to travel with you; thank you for sharing the road with us.  It’s been entertaining,” he said as he grinned over at Saul, “and interesting,” he put his arm around Marco’s shoulders.
“We’ll stay here for three days, and we always stay at the Gatehouse Inn just a block outside the gate.  If any of the rest of you are staying, we’d enjoy your company at dinner time,” he told Saul, Mary, and Sophia.
“I know you’re ready to go on to Barcelon,” he said to Marco as he gave him an affectionate hug.  “But you can wait until tomorrow to start that journey.  You need to spend today inside the cathedral saying your prayers and visiting the stations and observing the rituals.  You can spend the night in our room and we’ll buy you dinner tonight, won’t we father?” he asked Pivot, who nodded.
“Thank you,” Marco replied.  He felt compelled to go inside the cathedral and pray.  It was important to do, he knew.  Thousands of people made the journey every year; dozens of miracles were reported in the building every year.  Millions of prayers and hopes were lofted towards the cathedral, the relics, and the great church’s reputation for solving intractable problems.  “I’ll stay with you for the night, if you’re sure you don’t mind,” he decided, and felt no compulsion within himself telling him to change his plans.
“Since you’re here for the first time, you ought to do it the traditional way,” Pivot told Marco.
“What is the traditional way?” Mary asked.
“We’ll lead you over,” Dex offered, and the six of them strolled through the crowd to the great entrance of the cathedral property, six doors wide, and receiving visitors through every portal.  The group climbed up the broad steps and entered the building, then passed through the vestibule and came to the back of the narthex.
The light inside the cathedral was diffuse, scattered about from its origins, as it came streaming in from high above, through the many windows up there, some of them colored with stained glass, while others were transparent.
“Marco, and Saul, you go over to where that priest is standing,” Dex pointed to a small cluster of people on their left.  “Mary and Sophia, you’re entitled to go with the special pilgrimage group for those who are in orders,” he pointed to a door on the right.
“Remember, we’ll meet you all at the Gatehouse Inn this evening,” Dex told his companions.  He and Pivot went around shaking hands with the others, then walked straight up the center aisle of the nave.
“Be sure to pray for me,” Saul told his sister and mother, as the ladies prepared to go to their destination.
“We constantly do, Saul, we constantly do,” his mother said in a mournful tone, then she and his sister laughed, and made their departure.
“Even here at a holy place, no respect Marco!  Let that be a lesson to you,” Saul said.  “Let’s go start the process of cleansing our souls,” he suggested, and the two of them walked over to the priest.
“Welcome, welcome.  You’re pilgrims here to pray through the stations of the cathedral, I presume?” the priest welcomed them.
He proceeded to give his group of a half dozen gathered pilgrims directions of where to go around the cathedral in a process that would lead them on a multi-hour progression toward the great altar that marked the resting place of St. James.  “You should look for the stones that are marked with the violets, like this one,” he pointed at a keystone in the arch above his head, in which the petals and leaves of a blooming violet were clearly etched.
“Stop at each of the stones you see, and pray to the church, to the Holy Mother; if you’re praying for healing, follow the path of violets to the left, when you come to the Chapel of Candles.  If you’re here to pray for indulgences, take the long route, straight ahead; if you’re praying for something else, follow the path to the right,” the priest instructed them.
“Go in peace, and may the Lord grant you what you seek,” the priest gave them his blessing, then departed, and the pilgrims found themselves ready to finally undertake the actual mechanics of the visit to the cathedral.  A pair who Marco didn’t know dropped to their knees in front on the very stone that the priest had used as an example of the violet stone markers.
“I’ll see you at dinner,” Saul gave Marco a gentle squeeze on the shoulder, then walked down the side aisle of the church, searching for the next marked stone presumably.
Marco stood alone.  He didn’t think he needed to pray at the stone the priest had pointed to; it was more like an example than a station.  The area didn’t look like a chapel or place for prayer.  He started walking along the left hand side of the long, large, beautiful nave of the cathedral.
He found the first violet-marked stone, not by seeing it directly, but by seeing three figures kneeling just inside one of the side chapels.  Marco stepped inside the arched opening, into the dim interior of the recessed niche, where a statute gleamed with the color of gold as a pair of candles flickered in front of it.  He knelt to begin his prayers.
What was he truly praying for, he asked himself.  Was he praying for the restoration of his memories?  Were there memories awaiting him that he might find he preferred not to hold?  For the first time he was struck by the notion that he might be better off not knowing his past.
He checked himself.  He didn’t seem to be a bad person; he hadn’t tried to lie or cheat or harm anyone.  He didn’t think it was likely that he had a bad heart to worry about.  Maybe there would be no harm in recovering his memories after all.
He began his prayers, imagining the wavering flames of the candles were lit just to raise his prayers up to the attention of the saint who was memorialized there.  “Help me find the right way to Barcelon to Folence, and let me be pleased with what comes after,” he prayed, not able to formulate anything more meaningful to his situation.  He followed with a ritualized prayer that sprang to his mind, one that he was sure was a standard prayer, as he realized he heard snatches of its words murmured by other penitents 
He rose from his knees, and returned to the nave, then fell into the thin stream of other pilgrims walking along the route inside the cathedral.  A few yards down was another collection of kneeling travelers, and Marco noted the stone next to the large stained glass window; the stone had the violet etched in place.  Marco dropped to his knees and prayed again.  He remained in place when the prayer was finished, and looked up at the stained glass window, an image of a saint standing by a doorway, holding his hand out and seeming to extinguish a fire that was frightening away others.
There was a curious doorway behind the saint, and a set of stairs through the door.  Above the glass image of the door Marco noted three violet-etched stones set, as though the stairway portrayed in the window was an actual part of the pilgrimage experience.
He rose, and began to follow the path around a corner, to another chapel recess, and prayed, then continued on to three more stations of prayer, growing more relaxed and focused on his feeling of prayful supplication while time passed and he grew calm and contemplative as the words of the prayers rolled off his tongue more and more easily.  He felt as though the pilgrimage experience was sedating, him, calming him into a semi-hypnotic state.
He reached the Chapel of Candles, the station in the prayer cycle that Dex had mentioned was where supplicants seeking different outcomes were to travel different ways.  He wasn’t praying for indulgences, nor really for healing, so he chose not to go left or right afterwards, but instead went on the path straight ahead, the one on which he saw the fewest other pilgrims progressing.
Marco abruptly stopped his journey when he turned a corner as he walked further and further into the cathedral.  Nearby there was a staircase, and above the doorway opening he saw three symbols of the violets.  The staircase appeared to be the physical embodiment of the stairs he had seen portrayed in the stained glass window that had been a station earlier in the prayer journey.
Marco looked around, and was surprised to see that the area in the cathedral around him was inexplicably deserted, despite the numbers of pilgrims in the holy building.  His curiosity diverted his attention, and he walked over to the staircase.  He was standing, he told himself, in the same location where the stained glass scene had shown a saint - a holy man - had stood, and he felt a shiver of excitement run through his soul.
Cautiously, he looked up the stairs.  They began to curve immediately, and with only a moment's hesitation, he began to stealthily climb the stairs.  He feared that he might be intruding on some part of the cathedral that was closed to tourists, but he felt a burning desire to know the staircase better, the steps that had been portrayed in the stained glass window.
At the top of the stairs there was a large, arched, clear glass window, allowing light to stream into the interior of the cathedral more directly than anyplace Marco had seen during his visit.  The polished marble gleamed, and the dusty floor clearly indicated that no one else’s footsteps had crossed the space in quite a while.  Marco looked left and right, then went to the right, into the dim interior away from the window.  
He found another stone marker with the violets etched delicately into its surface, and he went down on his knees as he looked up at the large tapestry that hung on the wall.  He stared at the tapestry, noting that it was a beautiful woman standing on a beach, with a mountain in the background behind her.  She was holding a small cluster of violets in her hand as she smiled at the viewer.  She was extraordinarily beautiful, with long blond hair, and the portrait displayed her with an innocent sensuality that seemed unusual for the church, he thought.
“Who are you, my striking icon?” he muttered as he stared up at her.
“I am the spirit of the Island of Ophiuchus,” the tapestry replied, and then the cloth began to change shape, bulging out where the woman’s figure stood, and Marco hurriedly scrambled backwards in panic across the marble floor, frightened by the supernatural occurrence that was unfolding before him.
“So you find me striking, do you?” the flesh body spoke to him as its bare feet touched the floor, just five feet away from where he sat sprawled all akimbo.  He had a fleeting glimpse of a memory of himself, drawn from the past that he was no longer actively aware of, in which he sat in a similar position upon a paved plaza surface, looking up at a trio of women standing in a doorway.
“That’s kind of you, Marco, my young champion,” the woman said.  She strode forward towards him, and then surprised him by bending and offering her hand to him to help him rise to his feet.
Marco reached up with his golden right hand, and as his fingers and her clasped one another, he felt a powerful surge of energy that coursed through his body as he felt himself lifted easily to his feet.  The energy lasted only for the pair of seconds that the two hands touched, but it carried with it a vitality, and a knowledge of the vitality of everything around them, as well as a sense of how to heal and improve and preserve all the living entities that were within a wide area nearby.
“Who are you, my lady?” Marco asked again.
“As I said, I am the spirit of the island.  You and I are old friends, it seems, doesn’t it?” she asked in a voice that had an earthiness and strength that Marco realized was the voice he had heard when he had been in caverns beneath a mountain, though he had no particular memories of a specific event.  “I had to invite you here,” her arm swept around to indicate the empty space they alone occupied, “so that I could have this opportunity to talk to you.
“Why Mitment let you drink from Lethe I’ll never know, but I suppose it was the only option,” the spirit sighed.  “That poor girl; I wish I could have handled that situation a little better.”
“Who?” Marco asked in confusion.  “What do you mean?”
“You’ll understand in good time, Marco, don’t worry,” Ophiuchus answered.  “For now, I simply needed a way to tell you that things are changing rapidly on the island.  Despite my efforts to delay the inevitable, Iasco has fallen.  Folence has gone to the isle to assume control and hold things together.
“So when you go to Barcelon, you will no longer go to the temple for Folence,” the spirit told him.  “You will go down to your old haunts along the harbor, and you will call for your friend Kieweeooee to come fetch you and take you to the island.  Once you’re there, you’ll have no trouble seeing Folence, and then we can discuss the next step to revive Iasco.”
“I don’t understand,” Marco said softly.  “Why is all this happening to me?” he asked.
“It’s not happening to you Marco,” the spirit said softly.  “It’s happening to the world.  There is evil afoot.  You just happen to play a prominent role in how we’re going to fight back.”
“We?  We who?” Marco asked, no less enlightened.
“We, all of us,” Ophiuchus answered.  She waved her hands in a circle in the air to encompass the cathedral around them.  “The saints and the powers and the spirits of the old and the good, we are all joined together more strongly than ever before because we all fear what the evil side is plotting.
“Now, go and finish your prayers here, then resume your journey tomorrow and travel to Barcelon as quickly as you can.  When you reach Folence on my isle, your memories will return, and we will plan for the next journey,” the spirit spoke.  She stepped back from Marco, backing away from him as she smiled a warm and encouraging smile, returning to her place in the tapestry.  “There will be one stop along the way, and I want you to collect something, something very rare from that place.  You’ll know what to do when the time comes.”
“Can’t you tell me more?  I’m not a child!” Marco protested.  Despite the tranquility of the cathedral, and despite the overwhelming awe he felt at the power that the spirit radiated, he nonetheless felt as though he were being patronized, treated as a child from whom the truth was hidden.
“No Marco, you’re not a child, not after all you’ve been through – certainly not with all that yet lies before you,” her words made him shudder.  “But you are under the geas of Lethe, and so we must wait to clear this up,” Ophiuchus told him, and then she somehow stepped back up into the tapestry, returning to the  position she had stood in when he had first seen the woven fabric hanging on the wall.
“Your reward will come at the end, and your patience will be honored,” the woven image spoke to him, and then the sense of presence disappeared and he knew the tapestry was no longer possessed by the spirit.
Marco stood in stunned disbelief, wondering if he had somehow had a waking dream, or had otherwise imagined an impossible occurrence.  He looked down as he tried to focus his scattered thoughts, and then his eyes widened and he gave a soft gasp, as he saw the prints of bare feet in the dust on the floor, prints that came from and returned to the tapestry.
“What are you doing here?  How did you get here?” Marco jumped at the unexpected voice, and he whirled around to see a priest standing down the hall.
“I came up the stairs,” Marco swallowed as he spoke.  “I must have taken a wrong turn on the pilgrimage prayer route.”
“What stairs?” the priest asked.  “This area isn’t open to the pilgrims.  You need to go on back down to where you belong.”  The man wasn’t nasty in his tone, but he was firm.  “Follow me,” he called, and Marco meekly walked over to where the man was, and followed him down a dark hallway to a broad set of stairs, and then descended under the priest’s watchful eyes.
He came back to the main floor of the cathedral, and saw a steady stream of pilgrims, some still holding bunches of wilting violets in their hands.  He walked over to join the traffic, and quickly came to a niche in the wall, marked by the violets in stone, where pilgrims were praying.  He knelt and joined the group, not sure that his quiet droning of the words of the prayers actually made sense as he tried to comprehend what he had experienced just minutes earlier.
After minutes of inconsequential activity, he rose to his feet and started walking, knowing that he no longer had the peace of mind to benefit from the pilgrimage.
“We’re almost there, aren’t we?” another pilgrim happened to speak to him as they came to the end of a hallway.
“What do you mean?” Marco asked as they turned a corner.
“We’re here at the final station, the tomb of St. James,” the other pilgrim replied.  They looked at the new chamber they were entering, and Marco saw that a large, ornate altar was centered in the space, surrounded by a railing at which dozens of pilgrims were kneeling, praying for divine assistance in whatever problem had motivated them to travel so far to reach the tomb of the saint.
Marco joined the others, and found an opening at the rail, where he laid his still-held bundle of violets upon the rail, next to the many others that already laid by other pilgrims.  He looked at the brilliantly gold-gilded statuary that covered the altar tomb, and then closed his eyes, and tried to focus on a final prayer.
“St. James,” he prayed silently, “help me to get to Barcelon, help me to meet the lady Folence, help me to understand what is happening around me and to me.  I need your help,” he whispered urgently.
“You have our help and our support and our love in your labors, Marco,” a deep, masculine voice, one that connoted strength and steadiness, sounded in the recesses of his heart.  “One of us is by your side at all times, closer than you realize, helping when you do not know.  And you will see your guide when times grow most troubled.
“Your mission is vital, and more importantly, we know that you are a man with a good heart, one who will not fail us.  Go in peace, and serve the Lord,” the voice paralyzed Marco with its power and vibrancy.  He knelt at the altar, stock still, frozen by the impact of the voice of the saint speaking to him at the altar.
He suddenly felt a sense of suffocation, and realized that he had been holding his breath while he withstood the impact of the holy voice speaking to him.  Marco sucked in a deep breath, then opened his eyes and looked around.  
The railing around him was nearly empty; only a few pilgrims remained, and the light coming in through the golden yellow stained glass windows overhead was dim, and tinged with orange red, and coming in at a sharp angle.  It was late in the day.  Marco had spent a long time at the rail while listening to the voice of the saint speak to him.  His pilgrimage was finished, just as the day was finishing.
He had come as a pilgrim by accident, he thought to himself, and yet he had gotten as much out of the visit as anyone in the cathedral that day.  He pressed himself up off his aching knees, and looked around.  A priest discreetly pointed to the door that was the exit, and Marco worked the stiffness out of his muscles as he walked away from the altar.  He turned at the doorway and looked back at the ornate sculptures.  The orange light of the sunset was covering the entire structure now, and to Marco’s eye, it had an ominous appearance, as if blood had been coated over it all.  He feared that the sight was a premonition of things to come in whatever conflict seemed destined to come.
Minutes later Marco was outside the cathedral, and walking through the cathedral grounds.  He found the main gate he had entered through, and went down the road to the Gateway Inn, just a couple of dozen steps down the road.  He looked in through the smoky window glass and saw his friends sitting at a long table, Dex and Pivot, Saul, Sophia, and Mary, plus the two newlyweds, Lars and Ginger, had somehow found them as well.
Marco pushed the door open and reached the table before he was spotted and greeted by a happy round of salutations.
“Where have you been?”  Dex asked.  “We thought maybe the cathedral priests had converted you into one of their own and made you a resident of the place.”
“I thought you’d already decided to go on to Barcelon, in the company of a wealthy widow who was returning to her home in the city in her private carriage, delighted to give such a handsome young pilgrim a comfortable ride,” Saul outrageously proclaimed, drawing an impromptu raising and clinking of glasses in a toast with Lars, before Ginger’s disapproving stare made the young groom hurriedly lower his glass.
“Well, neither of those was the case.  I just happened to take longer than most other pilgrims, I guess,” he spoke.  Marco hadn’t thought about hiding what had happened to him, nor had he thought about proclaiming it.  But at the moment he joined his companions, he realized how impossible his tale would sound if he were to try to tell it, the story of the spirit emerging from tapestry and the saint speaking from the grave.
“Well, have a seat,” Saul said expansively, moving aside, and Marco sat down between he and his sister, Sophia, the quiet, pretty woman who was a nun alongside her own mother.  He sat and listened to the chatter of the others, occasionally adding something as they all ate and drank and enjoyed the feeling of achievement for having succeeded in reaching the end of the pilgrimage.
“We’ll turn around and head back home tomorrow,” Mary said as the evening wore down.  “I suppose we ought to turn in and get a good night’s sleep in our beds.”
“Is there no one else’s bed for me to sleep in?” Saul asked, then sighed.  “Very well,” he shook his head mournfully and stood up, then helped his mother and sister as well.  “I hope we’ll see you all in the morning, and maybe share the road again.
“And you,” he grabbed Marco’s shoulder, “good luck to you on this mysterious fate you’re heading towards, my young friend.  Take care.”  And with a final round of handshakes and hugs, the trio was off to their room for the night.
“I suppose we ought to take you up to the room to settle in for the night too, since you’ve got a long journey ahead of you,” Dex said, looking at Marco.  “These newlyweds will probably go out for a moonlight stroll now anyway,” he suggested to Lars.  “The cathedral looks beautiful in the moonlight.”
They said farewell again, and then Dex, Pivot, and Marco went upstairs to where Dex unlocked a door and lit a candle in a snug room under a gable, where two beds and a temporary cot covered most of the floor space, and Marco slept soundly during the last night of his pilgrimage.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 3 – The Fight at the Inn
 
Marco rose in the morning, and saw that Dex and Pivot were already out of bed and out of the room.  He pulled his boots on, packed up his pack and weapons, then went downstairs and found the two men drinking hot coffee and talking to the morning cook.
“Will you join us for a bite?” Dex proposed, and Marco sat down.
“You’re going to go out the east gate of the city, and then follow the road for oh, about five hundred miles,” Dex told him.
“How long will that take?” Marco asked.  The number was meaningless in one sense, since he had to travel the route, regardless of distance.  Yet it was daunting as well, a number that meant a long journey ahead.
“It will take you around a month, I imagine, if the spring weather isn’t too bad,” Dex estimated.  “We’ll be going back to the cathedral today, so we’ll pray for you to have a safe and quick journey, with maybe a little adventure here or there to spice things up!” he laughed.
“If you want a bit of advice, you ought to get a violet tattoo on your shoulder while you’re in town this morning,” Pivot spoke up.
“That’s not a bad idea, father,” Dex said.
“Why?” Marco asked, bemused by the idea of a tattoo.
“Well, just like there are places that show special favor for those who are on a pilgrimage, there are places that will show favor for those who are returning from a pilgrimage,” Dex explained.  “If you see a place that has the swift signage for pilgrims posted, there’s almost as much chance of receiving hospitality there while on your way back  as if you were on your way to the holy place.
“It’s worth a try.  The tattoo will cost you very little, it won’t take long, and it won’t hurt very much,” Dex grinned as Marco finished eating a bread roll.  “And here’s a little bit of coin from father and me,” he said as he held out his hand and dropped the money on the table at Marco’s seat.  “You’ll need some money if you’re on the road that long, no matter how many pilgrim stops you make along the way.”
“Thank you,” Marco hesitated only a moment before accepting the coins.  It was a generous offer, but he knew that the two men meant it well, with his best interest in mind, and he knew they would feel hurt if he refused the coins.  And he knew he would need the money along the way.
“We’re ready to head to the cathedral too, so we can take you to a tattoo parlor on the way, if you like,” Dex offered, as Marco picked up the coins and said his thanks.
The three of them headed out the door, and Dex looked up at the cloudy skies above.  “You may want to get a good, strong cape to wear on the road,” he advised as they started walking.  They passed by the gates to the cathedral, and Dex steered Marco to a small shop door in an alleyway.  “Best tattoos in the city.  Father and I got ours here!” he laughed.
“Good luck, Marco,” the two men both embraced Marco at once, then stepped back.  “I hope we’ll hear that your story ends happily someday,” Dex said, then patted Marco on the back one more time, before the two men left their young pilgrimage protégé behind.
Marco had to wipe a tear from his eye before he turned and looked inside the tattoo shop.   It was not an appealing sight.  An elderly woman stood next to a wall that displayed dozens and dozens of sharp needles.
“Come in laddie,” she beckoned him to a chair.  “What would you like?  A pretty girl?  Two pretty girls?  The name of a pretty girl?” she asked Marco as he edged inward, feeling caught like a fly in a spider’s web.
“I completed my pilgrimage yesterday, and I’d like to get a violet tattoo,” Marco replied.
“You look pretty young to need indulgences already.  Are you that sinister?” the woman asked with a smirk.
“No, I didn’t ask for indulgences.  I just stopped at the cathedral and prayed for direction,” Marco answered as he removed his gear and piled it on the floor next to the chair.
“Take off your shirt too,” the woman directed, “and give me two brass pence.”
Marco obliged her on both counts, then sat down.  “Do you want it here,” the crone touched his shoulder, “or here?” her hand moved to his chest.
“I thought it was supposed to go on the shoulder,” Marco commented.
“It usually does, but it’s easier to display if you can just pull the neck of your shirt over to the side, I’ve been told,” the woman told him.  “And that’s pretty practical when you’re standing on a door step in the rain, asking for shelter.  And besides, you’ve already got this other flower tattoo here,” she tapped his shoulder.  “It’s a pretty one.”  Marco glanced out of the corner of his eye, not having realized he had such a tattoo on his body.
“That’s fine,” Marco agreed with a shrug, after looking down at where the woman had the skin of his shoulder bunched up to display a large, colorful tattoo, one whose origins he didn’t know. 
“Lean back, close your eyes, and relax,” the woman told Marco, and moments later he felt a prick in his skin, followed immediately by another, and then another, as the tattooing process was quickly inflicted upon his skin.
“Here, right over your heart.  Maybe it will protect you from heartache,” the tattooist said several minutes later, as Marco opened his eyes and flinched.  He saw that she was using a sponge to wipe away bloody smears.  “The swelling will go down and the pain will stop in just a couple of days.  It’s a nice flower; this one turned out very well.  I hope you enjoy it.”
Marco carefully pulled his shirt back on, and re-strapped his belongings so as to avoid irritating the new tattoo.  He hoped that Dex and Pivot were right, that it would prove useful in facilitating his journey towards Barcelon.  He nodded to the tattoo artist, and left the shop to return to the main road of the city, the one that ran east and west – the one that would set him on his path towards Barcelon and beyond. He stopped at a secondhand clothing shop, one where his offer to pay with coins instead of bartering with other goods seemed to be a puzzle to the owners, and he acquired a sturdy poncho, one that appropriately had swifts and violets woven into a pattern on its surface.
And then he was off, leaving the great cathedral city behind and headed towards the east.
The sun was not far above the horizon, so that Marco sometimes squinted and sometimes walked with his head lowered as he moved in the opposite direction of the incoming pilgrims who were arriving in the city.  And he continued to walk.
For ten days he traveled along the route, a lonely traveler moving against the steady spring season flow of pilgrims who had started their travels to the shrine as soon as the weather had broken.  The days were growing longer; even since his memories of the days when he had appeared on Station Island – not so long ago – Marco could tell that there was more daylight.
The first few days of the journey were relatively easy, as the pilgrim’s way stayed within river valleys that had relatively easy slopes and only moderate changes in elevation.  Some evenings he stayed where inbound pilgrims stayed, and listened to their stories about harsh weather in the mountains that were behind them, or ahead of him in his case, and how thankful they were to have an easy road for the rest of the way into Compostela.  There were a few stories about robbers in the mountains as well, and Marco clinched his jaw in anger at the thought of pilgrims being preyed on.
After ten days he began to climb higher, as the road left the valleys and started working its way up towards the mountain passes at the higher elevations.  His poncho kept him dry and warm, as random showers at the lower levels occasionally became flurries in the evening at the higher elevations.
Marco was anxious to make progress, driven by the geas, the one that the spirit of Ophiuchus had said had been laid upon him by Lethe, driven to move constantly forward as he had felt driven before Dex and Pivot had persuaded him to slow down and make his early journey a pilgrimage.  He walked after sunset on many days, and sometimes simply bedded down beneath bushes on the ground.
He grew thinner as he traveled without always stopping to eat, and after more than a fortnight, as he reached a high altitude pass at night, he decided he had to splurge and eat a meal at an inn, even though the establishment had no image of a swift above its door.  The proprietor told him there was no lodging, because a large party of nobles were riding on the pilgrimage and had paid handsomely to rent out nearly every room, but for a pence Marco secured a spot in the stable loft. 
He dropped his belongings in the spot he selected among the bales of hay stacked above the stables, as he heard several sets of boots trod past the stables and enter the inn.  There was a burst of indistinct shouts, and then silence from the inn as Marco descended down the ladder; he was eager to return to the inn and eat a hot meal.
As he approached the kitchen door, he saw the cook come running out, and the woman ran into Marco as she flung the door open, spilling them both to the ground, as two men came running out the door after the cook.
The men grabbed her by the arms and roughly lifted her off of Marco.
"Not so fast, my pretty," one of the men said to the cook, then slapped her viciously, making her wail with profound fear.
"Hey!" Marco exclaimed in shock and dismay.
"You don't look like you're worth anything," the other man said as he looked at Marco.  And then, to Marco's horror, the man raised his sword and stabbed it down at Marco's chest.
The tip of the sword plunged down at his heart, and as it pierced his poncho and clothing, it struck squarely upon the violet tattoo on his chest.  There was a bright flash of light, and the sword momentarily glowed as a charge of energy ran up the blade from Marco to the attacker, killing the man in an instant.
The cook and the man holding her looked at Marco and the dead man's body, then the man let loose of the cook and looked at Marco in fear.
"What did you do?" he asked plaintively, as he backed towards the kitchen door, fearfully hoping to escape from the frightening turn of circumstances unfolding in the stableyard.
"Stop!" Marco commanded, but the man gained the doorway and fled inside.
"What's happening?" Marco asked the cook as he scrambled to his feet.
"My lord, there's a whole gang of robbers who just took over the inn," the cook answered.  "How did you kill him?" she asked as she pointed at the dead man.
"I'm not sure," Marco answered.
He drew his sword as there was a sound at the door again.
"What idiocy are you babbling?" a man asked the robber who had fled, as a trio of criminals returned to the scene.
"Well, what have we here?" the new man asked as he spotted Marco in the dim light in the yard.
"He's the one, Maurin!" the returnee exclaimed as he pointed at Marco.
"So, is he a sorcerer?" Maurin asked as the trio spread around Marco, while the cook fled to the stables.
"Are you a sorcerer?" the man asked Marco directly, as a way to distract him, for one of the men around Marco thrust his sword forward in an attack at that moment.
Marco’s extraordinary sword responded to the attack with a riposte that let the blade easily strike and wound the attacker faster than the eyes of the others could follow in the darkness.  The sword then instantly twirled Marco’s body around to fight the other man as well, catching him in astonished disbelief as Marco’s sword sliced across his neck.
Without hesitating, Marco faced the man who had spoken, and who was waving his sword wildly in a desperate attempt to protect himself from the flurry of violence that had erupted inexplicably.
Marco easily swatted the man's sword to the side as he wounded him too, and left him in a bleeding heap on the frozen ground.
"Oh my lord!" the cook cried from the stable door.  "You did it!  Can you save us from all of them?"
"How many are there?” Marco asked as he stood in the yard.  “Come with me into the kitchen,” he told the girl.
“There were a dozen or more,” she told him as she timidly walked up to him.  She followed him into the kitchen, and they knelt there by the stove, staying low and out of immediate sight of anyone who might happen to look into the room.
“Well, there are four fewer of them now,” Marco told the girl.  There were voices speaking in the nearby dining room, and a woman suddenly screamed.
“Go to the doorway of the dining room and tell the robbers that Maurin wants two of them to help him, then come back in here and hide,” Marco told the cook.  The girl, one who looked naturally timid, looked at Marco fearfully, but seemed to take courage from his presence, for she stood up and walked away.  Marco let out a deep sigh himself, not sure how it was possible he had fallen into such a dangerous and unexpected battle.
“Maurin said to get in here right now!” he heard the cook shout in a surprisingly authoritative voice, and then he found her running towards him, and crouching down next to him.  “There are ten of them in there, and they are separating the men from the women.  Some of the men have been injured by the robbers,” she warned Marco.
“Thank you,” he whispered as he heard the door open.  He stood up, and saw three men come into the kitchen, leaving seven out among the hostages, he counted.
“Who are you?” one man asked.
“Where’s Maurin?” another asked.
“I’m here because of Maurin,” Marco told them as he walked towards them, then as he got closer, and the men looked about in confusion, but without concern, Marco suddenly ran at them and let his sword take over the battle, slaying one man immediately, wounding another, and tangling Marco in a battle with the third man that carried the two of them back through the door into the dining room, where the women shrieked at the new eruption of violence, as Marco landed on top of his opponent and used the hilt of the sword to punch the man unconscious.
Marco looked up quickly, just in time to see two of the robbers come running at him with long knives in their hands.  He used his sword to slice the arm of one of the men and make him drop his weapon, but the other one stabbed his knife into Marco’s right shoulder, making his gasp in pain as he loosened his grip on his sword and toppled to the side of the struggle.
He heard general mayhem break out elsewhere in the room, while he focused on fighting the man with the knife who was swinging his weapon at Marco again.  Marco saw the timid cook emerge from the kitchen door with a large wooden rolling pin, which she swung mightily at the man who was threatening him with a knife, knocking the man unconscious.
“Thank you!” Marco gasped with a grin as he picked up his sword and turned towards the rest of the room, where the men who were being held captive had staged an unarmed attack against their captors, as Marco had drained away numbers of the men who had seized control of the inn.  Marco saw one of the captives struck down by a vicious sword blow, and he responded by picking up a plate off a nearby table and hurling it at the man with the sword, striking him in the back of the head, buying time as Marco staggered around tables and benches that were in his way.  He arrived within seconds where the fighting was fierce and began using his sword to quickly strike down the last of the robbers.
He had just finished stabbing his sword into another fighter, when the last one of the assailants who was still armed and unharmed launched himself from a tabletop where he stood.  The man dove at Marco.  “You’ll go down with me for your interference!” the man shouted angrily at Marco.  He launched his attack without hope of survival, seeking only to get revenge against the intruder who had upset the well-laid plan to rob an entire party of wealthy pilgrims in one easy event.  His sword struck Marco in the chest, and struck the violet tattoo, just as an earlier attacker had.
There was a small explosion of power as Marco was knocked backwards and unconscious, while the robber fell to the floor dead from the shock.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 4 – The Journey Resumed
 
Marco awoke late the next morning, feeling someone wiping a wet, warm cloth across his chest.  He opened his eyes and saw a young man, dressed in fine clothes, gently swabbing the shoulder that had been stabbed.  The arm was held in a sling that was tied tightly to limit the mobility of his injured limb.
“So you’re awake now, my lord?” the man asked Marco.  “I’m sure you feel some discomfort, but the innkeeper has said that you may remain here to heal as long as you need.
“You’re the hero once again, and may I say thank you?” the man continued.  “Though we haven’t met, that’s probably the second time you’ve saved my life, you know.”
“How?  What do you mean?” Marco asked, unable to comprehend what the man was referring to. 
“In Barcelon, when you provided the cure for the plague.  Five people in my household already had the disease when you made the cure available, and they all survived.  Without it, they all would have died, and probably the rest of us would have caught the disease too,” the man told Marco matter-of-factly.
“So I see you’ve been on the pilgrimage.  Is that where you’ve been all these months?” the man asked as he tapped the violet tattoo, which sat upon a large, deep purple bruise.
“You know me?” Marco asked in astonishment, as he realized what the man was saying.  Marco’s hand grabbed the wet cloth and pressed it back into the small bucket of warm water as he sat up.
“Not directly, my lord, but all of us know of you.  Several of the others recognized you immediately last night during the battle,” the man answered.
“Who am I?” Marco asked, his voice filled with an intensity that made his caretaker nervous.
“You joke, don’t you, my lord?” the man asked.
 “I’ve lost much of my memory, and I’m under a geas that is driving me towards Barcelon, and then beyond,” Marco answered.  “I know my name is Marco, but I know virtually nothing else about myself.”
“This is remarkable!  You are the Marquis of Sant Jeroni, the man who saved Barcelon from plague and Corsairs and sorcery last year, then disappeared when you went to the Isle of Ophiuchus for treatment months ago,” the man told Marco.
“And who are you?” Marco asked.
“I am the Baronet Gustaf, a minor member of the nobility, my lord,” the man said with a smile and a bob of his head.  “The others in our party include the Viscount and Viscountess Tarragona, the Earl and Countess Alella, and Duke Priorato, plus a few others,” Gustaf explained.  “They are all most anxious to know about your condition.”
“I’m sore, but I’ll be fine,” Marco said, still astonished by the thought that the people he had rescued were people from his past.  “Do I know any of those people?” he asked in a hushed voice.
“No, my lord, really, nobody in Barcelon knows you very well.  You’re a newcomer to the region, and already a celebrity.  And you say you have no memories, only this geas you suffer from?  How extraordinary!” Gustaf stood.  “I’ll go inform the others that you’re awake.   Can I bring you anything?  Some wine?”
Marco smiled at the notion of a morning drink of wine for a moment, then thought about his wound.  “No, but if I could have a small glass of brandy, to put on my wound,” he explained as he saw the smile on Gustaf’s face.
“You are an unusual one,” Gustaf shook his head with a smile.  “Let me go see what the innkeeper has available.  Would you like anything to eat?”
Moments later Gustaf was gone, and minutes after that, Marco’s small room was crowded with members of the court of Barcelon, all determined to see the man who had saved them, and who happened to also be the mysterious new addition to their ranks of nobility of Barcelon.
Marco sat in bed, self-conscious of sitting without a shirt on as several ladies stared closely at the tattoos on his chest and shoulder, along with the men who were their companions on the pilgrimage.  “My lord, allow me to introduce,” Gustaf proceeded to confuse Marco with a long line of names and titles.
“We’re all most honored to make your acquaintance, especially after such dire circumstances last night when your extraordinary heroics saved us,” the Duke of Priorato, a florid, barrel-chested man, spoke for the group.  “We’ve decided to extend our stay here for an extra day to recover from the trauma,” he explained.  “We hope you’ll be able to join us for dinner this evening.  We’ve instructed the innkeeper to prepare his best foods for a meal in your honor.”
Though he knew nothing about the nobles who were around him, Marco suspected that they would have ordered the inn’s best foods under any conditions, but he gravely nodded his head to show appreciation.  “I’ll rest and tend to my wounds today, and will join you this evening,” he told them.  “Thank you for your invitation.”
The nobles all filed out of the room, leaving Gustaf as the last to leave.  “My lord,” Marco called to the Baronet.
“Yes, my lord?” Gustaf grinned back from the door.
“There was a cook last night, a girl.  Is she alright?” Marco asked, remembering the girl whose timely blow had helped save him.
“I don’t know, but I’ll check with the innkeeper,” Gustaf replied with a blank expression that told Marco that the man hadn’t given a thought to the welfare of the staff of the inn after the attack.
Marco sighed in relief as the man left, then he picked up the bottle of brandy and began to dab it on his shoulder wound, taking deep breaths between each burning application.  He looked at the tray that held his breakfast of bread, jam, and butter, and wished that he had the full use of both arms to easily spread the condiments across the bread.
Just then there was a timid knock at the door.  “Come in,” Marco called.
The door opened, and the cook from the evening before opened the door and leaned in the room.  “You sent for me, my lord?” she asked cautiously as she examined the scene in the room.
“No, I didn’t send for you,” Marco said apologetically.  It was clear from her tousled hair and the wrap she wore around her body that she had been called from her bed to come see him.  “I’m sorry to have awoken you.  I just asked if you were alright after everything that happened last night.”
“Yes, my lord, thanks to you,” she answered.  “Do you need help with your bread and jam?” she asked, recognizing the predicament that Marco was in.
Marco looked down at the arm in the sling.  “Yes,” he sighed, “if you don’t mind.”
“The other nobles are most impressed to see you here, my lord,” the girl told him as she took a seat on a stool next to the bedside and picked up a slice of bread.  “They talked about you more than they talked about the robbery, I thought.”
“Was anyone else hurt?” Marco asked.
“Just one of the servants for the nobles.  He’s resting in another room, my lord,” the girl told him.
“You don’t have to call me ‘my lord’,” Marco told her.  “My name is Marco.  What’s your name?”
“Kaitelyn, my lord,” she dutifully answered as she spread jam on the slice of bread.
“Well Kaitelyn, thank you for your help here – and last night,” he told her.  “Please tell your father I appreciate his hospitality, and I hope I’ll be able to leave the inn in a day or two,” he told her, assuming that the girl was the daughter of the innkeeper.
The look of confusion on her face told him that he had said something wrong.
“The innkeeper is not my father, my lord Marco,” she replied as she stood up.  “He is my master, and I’ll be sure to pass along your thanks to him, though I’m sure that it’s you he owes thanks to.”  And with that she fled the room.
Marco sat in his bed, holding his uneaten bread in his hand, as he wondered what he had done or said wrong, and wondering how far from the truth his assumption had strayed.  Moments later there was another knock at the door, and a heavyset man came into the room, standing at the doorway.
“What did that dratted girl do my lord?” he asked in a worried tone.  “I’ll whip her for a month if she’s done anything to upset you.  I saw her come out of here all pale and weepy, and I knew she was mucking up something, and with you being a hero and all, she shouldn’t deny you anything.
“What can I do for you, my lord?” he asked.
“Nothing, really.  The girl didn’t upset me.  I must have said something that upset her.  Is she close to her family?” Marco asked carefully.
The man paused.  “Ah, is that what it was?  My lord, I’ll fetch the girl right now and have her speak properly to you,” the innkeeper said, and before Marco could protest or defend the girl, the man was gone, and his voice bellowing Kaitelyn’s name traveled down the hall behind him.
Marco felt even more confused by the inexplicable reactions of the two inn staff members.  With a groan, he turned himself and swung his legs over the edge of the bed, throwing his covers off so that he could get up and get dressed and go discover what the mystery of the girl was.  Achingly he stood, and as he did, there was a sound at the door, and Kaitelyn burst into the room, crying.
She saw Marco standing by his bed and screamed, as Marco hastily groped with his one available hand to find the bedcovers and hastily pull them in front of himself.
”Stop, stop, stop!” Marco shouted until Kaitelyn stopped her screaming and stared at him in wide-eyed astonishment.
Marco sat back down on the bed. He closed his eyes, as the room subsided into silence, except for the sound of the girl’s heaving sobs.
“What is your story?” Marco asked.
“You mentioned my father,” Kaitelyn answered.
“I was born in a village in a small valley south of here.  I was an only child, and I had a happy life.  Even though we were poor, my mother was kind to me and my father wasn’t bad.
“But when I was about ten, my mother died,” Kaitelyn told Marco.  “She caught an illness, and within a week she went from being healthy, being the rock that my life was built on, to lying dead in our small home.
“My father said it was time to walk away from everything and start over, so he sold all that we owned – the house and the livestock, and he took me and we started walking.  And after two long weeks of walking, we came to this inn one night.  My father paid for a room for us, and sent me to bed,” she told Marco.  “I fell asleep, and when I woke up the next morning he wasn’t in the room.  So I sat and waited all morning, and then I finally went downstairs to the innkeeper’s desk.
“He is the same innkeeper now.  He watched me come down the stairs, and when I asked him where my father was, he told me that my father had left.  He sold me to the innkeeper, and then kept on walking away,” the girl finished her tale with the shocking, abrupt conclusion.
“You father sold you?  You’re a slave here?” Marco asked incredulously.
“I’m called an indentured servant.  I’ve been here for ten years now, and in two more years I’ll be free,” she told Marco, her voice steadier now.  “My father sold me for a good deal of money, and I’ve been working here ever since.  The innkeeper is a fair master.  He and his wife probably did me a favor, really, giving me a place to live and food to eat, and never taking advantage of me.
“But they don’t love me, and neither did my father,” Kaitelyn added.  “No one’s really done a kind thing for me since my mother died, or least they hadn’t until you saved me last night.
“Is there anything else you need, my lord?” she asked in a more formal tone, clearly ready for the interview to end.
“Please tell me if there’s anything I can do for you,” Marco replied, feeling guilty for inadvertently forcing the girl to have to explain her painful status.
“Can you make a boy love me?” Kaitelyn asked bitterly.  “Unless you can do that, then no, there’s nothing.  Good day, my lord,” she said, and then left the room.
Marco stood up and struggled through the process of getting himself dressed with only one good hand, then left the room and entered the hall outside, where he followed the sounds of a boisterous public room and walked back to the dining room where he had fought the battle the previous night.
“Look who walks among us!” Baronet Gustaf spotted Marco first, and he was quickly and courteously escorted to a table by the fireplace, and surrounded by the assembled nobility of Barcelon, eager to see their hero and eager for any novelty that would disrupt the boredom of the small country inn.
Marco listened with astonishment to the stories they told him about himself and his adventures in Barcelon.   He had a beautiful fiancée awaiting him at his castle at Sant Jeroni, he learned, and he was a masterful, skill alchemist as well as an extraordinary swordsman.  He also was suspected of being able to change form into a sea creature; there were reports that he swam through the waters of the seas and the harbor, and some members of the noble party told of having seen him cut off his own hand in a horrific battle in the palace, the hand that had troubled him with its occasional, inexplicable manifestations of great power.
The nobility grew intoxicated with the joy of telling Marco stories about himself, sharing all the gossip that his mysterious appearance and heroic rise in Barcelon had engendered, as well as the rumors about his inexplicable disappearance.  “Your lady love Mirra and your steward have been to the palace this spring, beseeching Duke Siplin to help find you,” Countess Alella told him.  “She is such an extraordinary beauty.”
“How did I get from Barcelon last fall to Station Island to here?” Marco asked aloud.
“There are only two clues, my lord,” the Viscount of Tarragona answered.  “Your lady reports that she received a letter at the start of winter that came from the Lion City, where she says you used to live.  She will not tell anyone what the letter reveals, but says that you wrote it to her from there.”
“Then, just a few weeks ago, the Duke Siplin received a letter from his cousin, Lady Fostina of Canalport, who reported that you and a set of companions had passed through that city while going into the wilderness to hunt for an invincible monster, the Echidna,” the Duchess of Priorato added.
“Did I do it?” Marco asked in astonishment.
“Who knows, my lord,” the duchess replied.  “You’re alive, it appears, so perhaps so.”
“It’s incomprehensible that you should have lost your memory so.  Will it ever come back?” Gustaf wondered.
“When I finish carrying out the duty of my geas,” Marco spoke absently.
“What geas is it?  Where did it come from?” one of the nobles asked.
“It came from Lethe, I believe, but I don’t know why,” Marco answered.
“Lethe?  Are you sure?” one of the companions of Earl Alella asked.
“I had a vision that said so,” Marco answered, fearing that he was suddenly treading on dangerous ground.
“Lethe is one of the great rivers,” the man said, then paused dramatically, “of the underworld.”
The room went silent, and the Duchess of Priorato involuntarily pulled her body away from Marco, increasing the space between them.
“Are you saying that I died?  Did the Echidna kill me?” Marco asked.
“If you were dead, I hardly think you’d be subject to wounds from ordinary weapons,” Gustaf said quickly, drawing nods of agreement from the others who wanted to believe that there was nothing too unnatural about Marco.
The conversation turned to less awkward topics, and continued until dinner time, when Marco was worn and ready to return to his room for the evening.
“I’ll send the girl up with a platter of food for you, my lord,” the innkeeper told Marco as he gingerly walked back to his room.
Marco had no more than settled into his bed when Kaitelyn thumped the door before backing in, holding a tray of food and drink.  “The master says to treat you well,” she told Marco with more strength in her voice than she had used before; Marco took it as a sign that she had come to peace with the conversation they had shared earlier.
“Would you prefer wine or ale to drink, my lord?” she asked.
“Please call me Marco, and I’d like juice or water if you have it,” he replied.
“Marco,” she said, as though testing the word.  “Those people in the dining room, they say you’re a nobleman in Barcelon.  Why do you want to be called Marco?” she asked as she obliged him by pouring water into a mug, then handing it to him.
As she began to feed him it became evident that she had listened to a great deal of the conversation that had taken place in the common room.  “So, why do you think you drank from a river in the underworld?” she asked him.
He looked at her, wondering how much to tell her.  He was tired and sore, and didn’t want to get caught in a long conversation, he decided.  He wouldn’t tell her the story of Ophiuchus stepping out of the tapestry at the cathedral.
“I had a vision that made me think of the name,” Marco answered, then ate the bite of food that she extended towards his mouth on a fork.
“If you were in the underworld, you may have seen my mother,” she speculated as she offered him another bite.
“A nun I met on the pilgrimage said that all souls go through the underworld,” Marco commented.  “Perhaps I did see her.”
“They say she is very beautiful,” Kaitelyn sighed.
“Who? Ophiuchus?” Marco asked, wondering how the girl had read his mind to know he was thinking about the spirit, who was a dazzlingly beautiful figure.
“I thought they called her Mirra?” the girl’s statement was a question.
“Oh,” Marco adjusted.  Kaitelyn was speaking of the woman in Barcelon, the one he was supposed to be engaged to; like the servant girl, he had heard numerous people gush about her flawless features.  “I do not know, not yet.  When the time comes, I will regain my memories, and then I will know her.”
“You are a handsome boy, and you will marry a beautiful woman.  You are noble and famous and powerful; God has given you a great deal,” the girl told him as she absent-mindedly placed another bite of food in his mouth.  He watched as she speared another bite of his potatoes and lifted it to her own mouth, and started to eat.
“Yet I cannot tell you any of those things about myself,” Marco responded.  “I know you better than I know the woman they say I am going to marry.”
She looked at him, still unaware that she was eating his meal.  “That is a strange situation,” she admitted.
“This afternoon, you asked if I could make a boy love you,” Marco told her, and he watched her immediately start to blush.  “What boy did you have in mind?”
“Stop it!” she cried as she offered a bite of meat to Marco, then held another in front of her own mouth.
“You did say that, didn’t you?” he prodded.  There was something tickling his brain, something that told him that he could make a boy love her.  It was some powerful memory, driven perhaps by the talk of those who knew his past, who spoke of his former accomplishments, that was rising up into his awareness.
“As if I thought you would listen to me!” she answered.  “Isn’t that just like a boy – listening when you don’t expect him to!  I’ll bet you didn’t listen to your lady love a dozen times a day when she talked to you though, did you?
“He’s a shepherd who lives with his family on the next mountain over,” she answered when she finished venting her spleen.  “He’s a nice boy, and friendly too, but he never says more than hello or something simple when I see him,” she told Marco.
“Maybe he’s shy?” Marco asked, as he received a bite of food.
“Shy?  Why would he be shy?  He’s a free person, and I’m still indentured for two more years,” Kaitelyn dismissed his question.
“If he’s a shepherd, he may not spend a lot of time around people, so he may be shy when he does get to see folks.  Plus, you’re a pretty girl.  Maybe he’s afraid of you.” Marco suggested.
“Afraid of me?” Kaitelyn’s voice squeaked in indignant rejection of the idea.
“It could be possible,” Marco suggested, as it was Kaitelyn’s turn to have a bite of the meal.  “Just keep an eye on him and think about it,” he suggested.  He knew that there was something he could do, but the full realization of the idea refused to emerge into his consciousness.
“Are you good with horses?” the girl suddenly switched topics, though Marco didn’t know whether that meant she was dismissing his idea or simply needed more time to consider it.
“I don’t know,” Marco answered.   “I haven’t ridden any since I started the pilgrimage.  Why?”
“The innkeeper and the nobles decided to give you two of the horses that the robbers had,” Kaitelyn told him.  “The robbers don’t need them anymore.”
“I better get back to the kitchen,” she said and stood up.  “You ate quite a bit,” she said as she looked down at the tray she held.  “Good night, my lord,” she told him, and then left the room, pulling the door shut behind him.
Marco laid back and closed his eyes, less hungry than before, and thought about the conversation.  He had clearly been an alchemist in the past; he had known it somehow despite the loss of memories, and the conversations with the Barcelonans had confirmed it.  He wondered if he truly knew a way to make the boy love Kaitelyn, and then he wondered if it was fair to use alchemy to change the orientation of another person’s feeling.  He wouldn’t want to find out that he was in love with someone just because they had given him a potion, he thought.
When he awoke the next morning his shoulder was still sore, but he felt the compulsion of the geas pressing him to get underway.  By the time Kaitelyn entered his room with a tray of breakfast foods, he was already dressed and arranging his belongings over his healthy shoulder to carry them along with him.
“What are you doing, Lord Marco?” she asked.
“What’s the name of the shepherd you’re interested in?” Marco replied.
“He’s Haran," she replied with a piercing look at him.  “Why do you ask?”
“Just so I know,” Marco answered, then changed the subject.  “Would you go ask that my horses be prepared at the stables for my departure?”
“You can’t mean to leave so soon!” the girl cried.  “You’re still injured.”
 “I have to go; the spirit has told me to hurry,” he said as he moved towards the door, and ushered her out.
And so it was that within an hour, he was atop a horse, heading east through the high mountains on his way to Barcelon.  The party of nobles was still at the inn, packing up for their own departure as they prepared to head west on their pilgrimage.
As Marco rode atop his new horse not much later, he noticed a shepherd boy driving his flock across the pilgrims’ way, having trouble maintaining control of his animals as the stream of pilgrim traffic disrupted his efforts.  Marco rode his horse into position to block the pilgrims from advancing down the road, drawing angry comments.  He ignored the comments and slipped off his horse, to help the shepherd boy keep the flock together and moving up the trail towards the higher pastures in the mountains.
“Thank you, my lord,” the shepherd told Marco.  “They don’t like changing locations in the first place, and when there’s all this traffic to distract them, it’s just that much worse.”
“Is your name Haran?” Marco asked the lad on a whim.  He was a nice-looking boy, and his demeanor was friendly.
“Sir, how did you know that?” the shepherd asked in astonishment.
“I had a vision, a dream last night,” Marco began to improvise a story, surprised that such an approach would occur to him.  “I dreamed that a shepherd named Haran met a girl named Kaitelyn, and they were married.”
“I know a girl named Kaitelyn!” Haran cried in affirmation of the vision.
“Is she a pretty girl, with a nice smile and a pair of pretty green eyes?” Marco asked.
“She is, and she’s nice too.  She’s far above me though, my lord,” the boy spoke.
Marco moved his horse to the side, making it easier for the pilgrimage traffic to resume travel along the road as the two stood and talked.
“My vision tells me that if you were to go speak to her, to tell her that she is attractive, that she would find you to be attractive too,” Marco told the boy.  “Good luck with the flock,” he said as he carefully climbed back up into the saddle.  “And good luck with the girl.  She’ll be good for you,” he said, and then he was on his way, headed east once again.
The horse was a mixed blessing, he thought for the first few days of the trip, as his legs ached with saddle soreness.  Yet he made good time, traveling faster than he would have on foot as he switched from one mount to the other, and he found the horses to be pleasant companions.
He rode the horses for long days, but let the animals graze as often as possible, and spent more money feeding his horses at stables than he spent on food for himself, as his small collection of coins dwindled away.  Just a few days after leaving the inn where he hoped Kaitelyn and Haran had had a conversation, he began to approach the end of the mountains, according to the reports he received from the numerous other travelers he passed, a stream of travel that was growing increasingly heavy as the weather warmed and the pilgrimage became easier.
On one particular day, as the sun set behind him, he approached an oncoming group of riders, an extraordinarily beautiful woman, and three men who were accompanying her on the road.  Despite his manners, Marco found himself staring at the lady’s stunning appearance, until one of the men with her, a very, very large man, scowled at Marco to warn him away.
Marco started to turn his face, but as he did, the woman glanced at him, then her eyes widened, and in just a split second Marco saw her face grow dramatically pale.
“Marco? Marco!” she uttered softly, then said louder.  “It’s Marco!” she screamed, and drove her horse towards him with an urgent jerk of her reins and a kick of her heels.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 5 – The Most Beautiful Woman
 
And so it was that Marco was reunited with the woman he was engaged to.
“Marco, where have you been?  Are you okay?” Mirra asked as she leaned out of her saddle and startled him by embracing him in a tight, fervent hug.
After a moment of shock, Marco placed his arms around her, his injured shoulder healed enough to allow him to do so. 
“You’re Mirra?” he tentatively asked, his cheek pressed against hers.
“Yes, I’m Mirra!  Of course I’m Mirra!  Are you alright?” she asked as she moved to stare at his face.
“I’ve lost my memories,” Marco tried to explain.  She was beautiful.  Even as close together as they were, he could see no flaws in her appearance, nothing hidden by cosmetics.  “I was at an inn, and met several nobles on pilgrimage.  They recognized me, and told me about you,” he told her.  “They were right; you are the most beautiful woman in the world,” he said.
Mirra blushed faintly.  “Come with us Marco.  We’ll go up to the castle and be home in fifteen minutes.  We’ll help you,” she said with a nod of her head towards a side road.
“I suppose I could go to spend the night there,” he agreed.  “But I’ll have to leave in the morning to go to Barcelon,” he told her.
“Is it that mermaid?  Pesino?  Are you going to go see her again?” there was a suspicious look in her eyes.  “The one you wrote that letter about?”
“Mermaid?” Marco asked in astonishment.
“Shall we go to the castle, my lady?” the large man asked, hinting at his expectation that they would go; he didn’t look pleased with the meeting with Marco.
“Yes Perago, if our lord is ready.  Shall we go to the castle, Marco?” she replied as she looked from the steward to Marco.
The steward and his attendants started up the side road, and Mirra waited for Marco to pull his horse around.  The two rode together.
“What’s happened to you, Marco?” Mirra asked.  “I never thought you’d be like this when we sent you to see the Lady Folence.”
 “Folence?  From the temple?  You sent me to her?  That’s where I have to go now,” Marco said.  They came to a stop as the staff opened the gate.  “Several weeks ago I found myself on Station Island, and the only thing I knew was that I had to go to Barcelon to see the Lady Folence.  Ever since then I’ve been traveling towards Barcelon, only now I have to go to the Isle of Ophiuchus to see Folence.”
They were riding forward again through the forest, on a narrow road.
“I don’t know where I was before I was on Station Island.  I don’t know what I was doing, or how I got there.  The only things I know are what other folks have told me.  I’m sorry that I can’t tell you more, my lady,” Marco told the beautiful woman beside him.
“Look at that!” he said suddenly as they came around a curve in the road and saw the castle of Sant Jeroni.  “You say that we live here?”
“Lord Marco!” a large woman came out of the kitchen as he and Mirra and Perago entered the hall of the large castle minutes later.  The woman started to give him a smothering hug, then suddenly caught herself and backed up to curtsy.  “Forgive me, my lord,” she said bashfully.
Marco looked at Mirra, who silently mouthed the name “Sweetness” to Marco.
“Sweetness,” Marco said the word tentatively, thinking it strange to talk to a stranger so familiarly, “Stand up please, there’s no harm in a hug.”
The woman straightened up and smiled.  “I wish I’d known you were coming; we’d have prepared a special meal for tonight!  But I’ll start planning a grand feast for tomorrow,” she told him earnestly.
“I’m afraid I’ll be leaving tomorrow, Sweetness,” Marco told her, regretful to see the crestfallen face she instantly displayed.  “But I’ll be back again someday,” he tried to soften the blow.
“Shall we go sit down and recover from the journey, my lord?” Mirra asked with a touch of formality.
“Would you prefer to have an attendant with you, my lady?” Perago immediately asked.
Marco looked at the man, wondering what would prompt him to try to insert someone into the conversation between Mirra and himself.
“No Perago, that won’t be necessary.  I’m sure we’ll be a while with much to discuss.  I’ll call you if I need anything,” she said with a kind smile to the steward, as she placed a reassuring hand on his arm.
“Shall we, my lord?” she indicated a direction, and together the two walked down a hall, then stepped into a studious looking room, with a desk and book cases, and Mirra shut the door.   She crossed the room to a cabinet, where she quickly pulled out a folded paper, and walked over to hand the paper to Marco.
“You were badly injured here last autumn, and we sent you to Barcelon with my brother Glaze,” Mirra said.  “Then you were gone, both of you.  After a few weeks, this letter arrived.  Then there was nothing further, until early in the spring the Duke Siplin received a letter from his cousin, the Duchess Kiploon of Canalport.  
“Duchess Kiploon reported that you were in the city, that you were married to a lovely lady named Pesino, and then you disappeared on a quest to fight an invincible monster.  And there was no more news of you until we saw you on the road just now,” Mirra’s voice was quiet as she finished her report.  She walked around the room lighting the lanterns as Marco read the letter – a letter he had written in the Lion City.
The story astonished him – the tale of the mermaids, Mirra’s brother and the other girl held hostage, the confession of lustful thoughts.
“Was this Pesino the mermaid the same Pesino I was married to in Canalport?” Marco asked weakly.
“I have no way of knowing, Marco.  And you claim that you don’t remember,” Mirra answered.
“I might as well tell you, I’ve just returned from Barcelon, where I’ve been looking for a suitable home that Sybele and I can move in to.  I assume you’ll want to bring your new bride here to live, when you figure out who she is and where you left her,” there was a touch of asperity in Mirra’s voice, along with a deep sadness.
“My lady Mirra, don’t do that.   You don’t have to leave this place.  You’ve lived her for all these months, and where ever I’ve been,” he thought about what he had been told about bits and pieces of his journey.  It would be an astonishing tale when he learned it, he was sure.  “Where ever I’ve been,” he repeated, “if you’ve been here, then this is more your home than mine.  Stay.  Stay and be comfortable and relax.  I’m leaving tomorrow, and there may be another long journey ahead of me, so you shouldn’t rush out of here.”
“Your daughter, Sybele, is she well?” he asked.  “May I see her?”
“Certainly, Marco.  I’ll go get her for you,” Mirra said in a happier voice.  She slipped out of the room, and was gone.
Moments later Perago the steward slipped into the room.  “I just want to tell you my lord, that the Lady Mirra is greatly beloved by the whole staff here on the estate, and the peasants in the villages as well.  If anyone were to think that you have treated her poorly in any way, or were to make her leave this place, I fear the outcome,” he told Marco.  He didn’t speak threateningly, but in a matter-of-fact tone.
“Since you’re going to leave tomorrow, we’ll all stay calm and just continue to go on taking care of the estate and the lady.  If I were you, I wouldn’t show up with this new wife you’ve found for yourself,” he reached out and lightly stroked the golden torq around Marco’s neck, then left without excusing himself.
Marco stared at the door, shocked by the conversation, the implied threat from someone who was supposed to be his own servant.  He turned and looked out the window, and wondered what his life had been like, what it had been like to know and love Mirra and be happy with her.  
There was a sound behind him, and Mirra came in holding a two-year old girl, who was shy and unwilling to allow Marco to hold her.  “I’m sorry, it’s just been too long for her to remember you,” Mirra tried to apologize and explain.
“Were you in love with me?” Marco asked suddenly.  He thought of the babbling letter he had written, and he wondered if he could have ever deserved to be loved by someone who was not only so beautiful, but seemed to be so kind that she was loved by everyone who met her.
“I still am, Marco,” she said softly.  “I’m in love with the boy who was so thoughtful and kind and friendly, who was willing to work so hard to help others, and was brave.  Not to mention funny, and full of surprises.  I hope that boy will come back soon,” she told him.
“I hope so too,” he said as he stared at her, standing holding the baby.
There was a knock at the door.  “Sweetness says that dinner is ready,” Perago reported as he opened the door and looked in.
The two of them ate a quiet dinner together, as a nurse took Sybele away.  Marco wondered what he could say, what would be of interest to Mirra.
“So what will you do in Barcelon?” Mirra finally broke the silence.
“I’m going to go to the harbor and call for someone named Kieweeooee,” Marco answered.  “And then somehow go to the Isle of Ophiuchus.”
“Your dolphin friend,” Mirra said.  “You can talk to the dolphins, you know.  You swim with them.  One time you and I went swimming in the harbor, and when I got a cramp in my leg, you and Kieweeooee saved me from drowning.
“That was the first night you kissed me,” she told him.
He looked across the table at her.  “I must have been very happy that night,” he said softly.
“I think it’s time I put Sybele to bed,” she replied.  Marco walked with her to put Sybele to rest for the night, and as he did, she told him the story of the sorcerer’s deadly energy, and the time she had tried to drive it out of him using the Gorgon’s blood.
“You were a mess after that,” she finished the story after they put Sybele to bed.  “I was afraid you wouldn’t forgive me for doing that to you.”
“I am afraid you won’t forgive me for whatever is happening to me now,” Marco responded.
“I hope you’ll come back soon, with your memories, and be the old Marco, and we’ll have a chance to try to find out,” she told him as they stood at the threshold of her bedroom.  “Your room is just down the hall,” she pointed.  “Good night, and don’t leave in the morning without letting me see you,” she told him, before she shut the door.
It almost felt like there was a relationship there still, even with the loss of his memories, Marco thought to himself as he went to his own room and crawled in bed.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 6 – Return to Ophiuchus
 
Marco awoke in the middle of the night, wide awake the moment his eyes opened.  He had to retrieve something.  Ophiuchus had told him that he had to retrieve something rare, and he suddenly knew that it was something in this place, something that was kept down in the storage room below the kitchen.
He padded down the stairs and through the castle to the kitchen.  There was a door that he knew he had to open.  There was a yawning darkness within, and he stepped cautiously as he descended the stairs that took him down to a place where he could see nothing, and didn’t know which way to turn.
His hand – his right hand – immediately flared up with an illuminating glow that startled him so much that he gave a brief yelp. He looked at the hand, the golden hand that had shown mysterious powers in the past on his journey.  It felt no pain, yet emitted the light that let him see a hallway and a doorway.  As he moved his hand towards the doorway it seemed to glow brighter, a sign that Marco took to signify he needed to look at whatever was behind the door.
There was a room, a room that was filled with work tables and mysterious supplies, jars and boxes and canisters that held a vast array of unlabeled items.  It was overwhelming to think that he could find the right item to select among all the materiel that sat about.
As he stood and studied the room, a small box on a high shelf began to glow.  He knew intuitively that the glow was a reflection of the light from his hand, a recapturing and redisplay of the very same energy he was emitting, serving as a marker to draw his attention.  Without hesitation he stepped up onto a table and grabbed the small box, then carried it up to his room.  As soon as he reached the kitchen, the light in his hand extinguished itself.  He felt no curiosity about the box, only a sense of relief that he had accomplished some important task.
It seemed the next morning that everyone was cautious, willing to wait to see if Marco would return and if his relationship with Mirra would return with him.  He had decided not to take a horse into Barcelon, believing that he was simply going to pass through the city and leave via the harbor.  Perago watched him closely as he stood on the steps of the castle’s main door, facing Mirra.
“I’ll come back someday when all this is over,” he promised her.
“I hope you come without another wife,” she said pleasantly, then they kissed one another on their cheeks, awkwardly, and Marco started off.
He was wearing new, and clean clothes.  That had been one pleasant benefit of his stay at the castle.  Nothing had been unpleasant, but much of it had been unsettling.  He had learned that he would have a challenge in the future, the challenge of living up to the staff’s high expectations for anyone who sought to be loved by Mira.
The walk to Barcelona took all morning, and into the early afternoon.  He walked through the city gates, then wandered among the streets in the direction that he expected would lead to the harbor.  By the time he actually found the harbor, the sun was low in the western sky.
The day of traveling had given Marco time to think, time to reflect on all that he had learned.  He resented the geas, he had decided.  He had started the journey from Station Island simply following the direction to move forward, but as he had progressed, and as he had learned so much about his life before, he found that he wished there was no geas, no compunction to keep moving, and most importantly, no unmooring from the life he had led before, the life with Mirra and a castle, alchemy and a friendship with a dolphin.
Marco went to the end of a pier and looked down at the dark water.  It looked murky, and he had no desire to have to enter the water, nor did he envy the poor dolphin who would apparently arrive to carry him.
He climbed down the ladder that was attached to the pilings of the pier, and stepped onto a cross beam near the water level.  “Hello?” he called tentatively.  “Hello, dolphin?” he repeated.
There was no movement in the water, no reaction to his call.  There was no telling where he was supposed to be; the harbor was a large space, and he and the dolphin were not large creatures.
Marco placed his feet back on the ladder and climbed up to the top again.  He walked to the last pier in that section of the harbor, and climbed down again to the water’s surface, and called out.  When there was no better result, he climbed again and reversed his direction, going back to where he had started, and then further north, before he dropped down to the water.  The sky over head was growing dark after his long search for the dolphin, and he felt frustrated that he had found no inkling of success.
He placed his face down in the water, and called out directly into the liquid.  “It’s me, Marco.  I need a dolphin friend to carry me,” he announced, then stopped abruptly and jerked his head out of the water in astonishment.  He had not meant to, but he had spoken in the water in the language of the dolphins.  The words in his mind had emerged as squeaks and clicks and whistles and other sounds, and he had realized the meaning of his pronouncement as he spoke.  It was surprising and funny, uplifting and intriguing.
“Calling all dolphins!  I am here waiting for you!  When will you ever have such a chance, a human under a geas, seeking your help?  I am Marco, and I await you!” he called again as he stuck his face back into the water.  He held his face down, letting the small waves break atop the crest of his head, enjoying the notion that he had the ability to talk to dolphins.
And then he faintly heard the sound of dolphin language speaking back to him.  He raised his head in astonishment.  He had heard the sounds, and picked one or two words out of the faint call.  “Where” and “repeat” had definitely been among the words spoken.
With a quick breath of air, he splashed his face back down into the water and spoke again.  “I am Marco, the friend of dolphins, and I am looking for my friend.  I am Marco, and I am here, at the end of a pier in the harbor,” he said, then raised his head and looked expectantly out into the harbor.
He could see a disturbance in the water, the smooth movement of a dolphin’s fin cutting through the harbor headed towards him.  He felt a sense of joy, and realized he was grinning.  Even without remembering the dolphin who he hoped was his friend from the past, he found joy in the sight of the swiftly moving creature’s approach.
“Marco!  Marco friend, witness of my wedding!  Marco, you are returned!” the dolphin squealed in a voice that was filled with energy and emotion.
“You are my friend?” Marco asked cautiously in the water.  “You know who I am?”
The dolphin reached him and pushed her snout against his face.  “I hope I know who you are!  You are the one who learned our language, and who was going to make the little babies with me!” she laughed.  “You were the one who dove under the shell of evil to fight for all of us.  And you came to my wedding to the wonderful prince who is now my husband.”
“I am so glad to see one who knows me so well,” Marco said with a grin.  He clearly had some type of special relationship going on with this extraordinary creature.  “I have a problem, and I am told that you are the one who can help me.”
“I know that I must be expected to help you.  For three nights in a row I have dreamed that I had to come find you and carry you to the enchanted isle.  The dream told me that you were incomplete, and that the isle would make you whole again.  She raised her head from the water to look at Marco as he sat on the beam.  “I do not see what is missing.  Is it something you keep covered with those things wrapped about your body?  Can you not make babies?” she lowered her voice to a whisper.
“What is your name?” Marco asked.  “Is it Kieweeooee?” his memory dredged up the odd sounding name that the spirit had told him in the cathedral.
The dolphin stared at him without answering for several seconds.
“My memory, that’s what I have lost,” Marco answered.
“I do not know you.  I just met the woman who I am supposed to marry, and I did not know her either,” he expanded.  “Until I get to the enchanted isle and meet the priestess there, I will not have my memories.”
“My name is Kieweeooee,” the dolphin told him.  “I was one of the dolphins who brought you from the enchanted isle to this watering place of humans.”  Marco imagined that he might see sympathy within the deep black eyes that stared at him from the dolphin’s face.
“You and I were friends, and we swam together in these waters every night many, many, many times,” the dolphin told him.  “I am sad for you, Marco dear.
“Come, get in the water, and let us take you on this journey to regain your memory, my friend,” Kieweeooee told him.
Marco felt a sense of complete and total trust.  The dolphin was the one person he had met on his journey from Station Island who made him feel he could rely on and confide in her without reservation.  He slipped into the water, readjusting his belongings before his grabbed onto the dolphin.
“You are heavy.  Would you consider removing some of your belongings, Marco?” Kieweeooee asked.
“How much should I leave behind?” Marco asked.
“As much as possible.  We have a long journey ahead of us,” Kieweeooee entreated.
Marco released her and returned to the pier’s beam.  He placed his boots on the beam, then his bow and arrow.  He thought about the heavy metal sword, but couldn’t bear to part with it, and he was sure the shredded bag he carried was something he was meant to convey to the island.  He took off his cape and his shirt, but kept his pants on, then stroked over to Kieweeooee again.
“Is this better?” he asked.
“That is better,” she agreed.  “Hold no tightly, it’s time to start the journey,” she warned him, then he felt her tail start to move with powerful thrusts, and they leapt into the open water of the harbor, and began their journey.
The two of them talked as they moved through the night time water.  Marco learned of Kieweeooee’s marriage to the prince of the dolphin pods from the waters of the rising sun, and the duties that a princess held.  “I told them I had to cease all duties for a few days to follow the vision of my dreams of seeing you, and then I would return.
“I have not had our babies yet, but when I do, I will tell them all about the wonderful human Marco-legs, who is a friend to all dolphins!” she told him with a laugh.
Marco told her of many of his adventures, and after he had explained what an inn was and what sheep were, he told the tale of trying to unite Kaitelyn and Haman.
“They should name their first child after you!” Kieweeooee appreciated his story.  She was gentle and encouraging when he told of his meeting with Mirra.  “You saved her life in the harbor, the time we all were swimming together,” the dolphin told him.  “She will wait for you to return,” she reassured Marco, and when he heard it from Kieweeooee, he felt better about it.
By the middle of the following morning, Kieweeooee took Marco to a small island that was uninhabited.  “We both need to rest,” she told him.  “You sleep here, and I’ll be back in a little while so that we can start again.”
By the middle of the day Marco awoke to the sound of Kieweeooee calling him back to the beach.  He splashed through the surf and quickly resumed the journey eastward towards the Isle of Ophiuchus.  That evening they were joined by other dolphins, who took turns relieving Kieweeooee of carrying Marco, though she stayed with him as they swam on through two more changes of shifts of dolphins from the varying watery regions they passed through.
On the fifth day of the long swim, through sunshine and squalls and evening darkness, Kieweeooee slowed down as sunset fell across the sea.  “It’s just ahead,” she told Marco softly as she coasted to a stop in the water.
Marco looked up, weary and waterlogged, and saw the steep rise of the island mountain just ahead.  “Thank you Kieweeooee, my friend,” he said softly.  “I’m ready to get my memories back, and find out what the next challenge will be.”
“Should I wait for you?” Kieweeooee asked.
“It’s too late.  You’ve already married your prince,” he teased her.  “No, just take me to the surf, then go home to your prince and make your babies, and wait for the next time we meet, my lovely friend,” he told her.
Kieweeooee slowly swept her tail back and forth and they gently progressed through the gentle swells that rolled towards the island.  She stopped two minutes later, and Marco rolled off her back to touch immediately upon the sandy shelf that rose up to the beach.
“Thank you Kieweeooee,” he said tearfully.  “I felt like I had a friend I knew these past few days.  You are such a wonderful friend!”
She gently nudged her nose against his cheek.  “I will name a child Marco after you, and I will wait for you to call when you are ready to go swimming my friend.  Good luck in your adventures – I have a feeling that we all will be safer because of what you are going to do.”
She rolled over in a flipping sweep, then slowly began to move back out into the deeper water, leaving Marco kneeling in the ocean, looking at the red-tinged beach that awaited his return to the Isle of Ophiuchus.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 7 – An Unkind Welcome
 
Marco staggered up onto the beach, his legs weak and shaky after five days without walking or exercise.  The sandy beach was empty, except for a few piles of driftwood and a pair of crabs that started and stopped as they foraged across the empty expanse.  All Marco had were his pants and his sword and the tattered bag that he carried.  He’d eaten little more than a few bites of raw fish during the trip from Barcelon.
He needed to find people on the island, the island that people along the way had told him was an all-female cult center.  He wanted to drink fresh water and eat cooked food, and he wanted to see Folence.
There were two ways to go – right or left, and he chose to go left, reasoning that on an island he was sure to find people before long no matter which way he travelled.  The beach stretched for a great distance and provided an easy means of travel for half an hour.  He then ventured inland to travel around a rocky outcropping, and discovered a trail wide enough to be the product of livestock or human traffic, a trail that led him in the direction he wished to travel.  He stopped minutes later at a small stream the trail crossed and drank fresh water in a series of long, greedy swallows, then moved ahead once more.
Another half hour after that, after the evening sky was thoroughly dark, without a moon or clouds to obscure a blanket of stars bright and dim, the trail crested a small rise, and Marco saw the lights of a village ahead.  He felt relief at the sight of the village – it meant that he would find rest and food, and then he would hopefully find quick direction to his meeting with Folence.
Marco hurried his pace, and reached the village’s first buildings.  He felt relieved to have made it so far to what felt like the threshold of success.  There were figures walking the streets ahead, and Marco walked resolutely forward, hoping that one of them would be a natural figure to talk to.
As Marco approached the walking folks, illuminated dimly by the wavering flames of street lights spread along the road, he saw the faces of his observers turn from animated conversations to blank astonishment, then to anger, and he had a bad feeling.  He heard the sound of a door opening behind him, and there was a shout.  The people in front of him were drawing swords as they started running towards him.
Marco looked down an alley to the side, where there appeared to be no one coming at him.  He looked over his shoulder and saw a woman bounding down the steps from a building, carrying a club.  Without a moment of hesitation, Marco turned and started to flee down the alley, only to limp to a stop as he stepped on something jagged and sharp that cut deeply into the bottom of his bare foot.  He turned and saw that the people coming after him were already in the alley, and he knew that he wouldn’t be able to outrun them.
Marco placed his back against the alley wall, and held his blade out in front of him.  A small crowd came running up to him, a half dozen or more, all women, he noted without surprise, and formed a semi-circle around him, as other figures came racing into the alley.
“No man is permitted on our island,” a figure on the left spoke.  “And now you are back for yet another visit in violation of that basic rule.
“Look at what your visits have brought!” the woman said angrily.
“I’m here to see the Lady Folence,” Marco said, holding his sword out in front of him.  “I will help her heal Iasco.”
“The Lady Iasco is dead!” another woman shouted, as she feinted with her sword.
“I can bring her back to life!” Marco shouted angrily, so loudly that it felt as though his words echoed off the walls of the alley, stunning his listeners.
He had no idea what made him say anything so extraordinary, but it had clearly shocked the women, most of whom lowered their weapons.
“What do you say?” one of them asked.
“He may be right, my friends.  Leave this to me,” a voice at the end of the alley caught the attention of them all.
All heads turned to look at the source of the voice, a tall woman who had an armed escort standing behind her.
“Come Marco, I’ve been waiting for you,” she spoke.
“Are you Folence?” he asked.
“The Lady Folence to you,” someone in the group nearest him corrected him with a growl.
 “Of course I am, boy.  Now come to me,” she ordered, and there was a compulsion in her voice that made Marco’s feet involuntarily start.
Marco checked himself from going, and watched carefully as the women around him shuffled into new positions.
“If I go to her, are you going to try to attack me?” he asked the group.
“We won’t try; we’ll either attack or we won’t,” someone said with bravado that made Marco grin in spite of himself.
“I’ll trust you this time,” Marco said, and he lowered his sword, closed his eyes as he took a deep breath, then limped forward to the alley opening, waiting with each step to feel something strike him in the back.
Folence’s entourage included two women who held blazing torches that provided illumination around her.  As Marco approached her, he studied her looks by the flickering light; she looked regal, and determined.  He wouldn’t want to be opposed to her in a test of wills he realized, even as he was possibly headed into just such a confrontation.
“Why are you limping Marco?” she asked.
“I want my memories back,” he said at the same time as they came face to face.
“Bow to the Lady,” said one of the attendants, who placed a hand on Marco’s shoulder and shoved him down to the ground.
And at that moment, his hand exploded forth a bursting shower of fragments of light.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 8 – Folence’s Report
 
As Marco’s hand struck the pavement, it throbbed with a release of energy.  His hand blazed forth with brilliant light, and heat, and power.  The paving stones it struck exploded into glowing fragments of stone that flew up in all directions, showering and wounding those closest to Marco’s hand, except for Folence and Marco himself, each of whom were spared from receiving any of the tiny missiles that made the other women in the alley cry out in fear and pain.
Marco’s hand glowed brightly, and he cried out in astonishment.
“Folence!  What have you done to me?” he shouted.  He held his hand up before his face to stare at it, and he felt a pounding, unbearable pain in his head.
Marco pressed both hands against his forehead to try to ease the pain he felt, and as he did, his memories came pouring forth from the vaults they had been hidden in.  He screamed in agony and astonishment as his mind and his soul struggled to integrate the memories of the recent weeks of his journey with all the memories of what had passed before.  Marco dropped his head to the ground as he screamed with the intensity of the process that was leaving his body in spasms as his mind disengaged from all other voluntary and involuntary functions while he was consumed by the memory melding – memories of Pesino and Mirra jostled with one another, and the Echidna became a reality for him.  Gawail flittered through his life once again, and event after event after event erupted into his awareness once more.
Seconds after the explosion, as Marco lay on the ground, and Folence’s bodyguard also lay on the ground or leaned against the sides of the alley, while Folence stood tall and regal and untouched, the restoration of Marco’s memories ceased.  He lay on the ground, gasping as he tried to recover from the traumatic experience.
Marco?” Folence called softly, as she knelt next to him and placed a comforting hand upon his head.  “Are you okay now Marco?  What happened?” she asked.
“Oh my lady,” Marco said as he rose to his knees.  “Oh Ophiuchus!  Oh Iasco!” he cried as he made sense of all that he had learned in the two phases of his experience.  He combined his knowledge of Iasco, her power and energy and compassion and his knowledge of her personal past, with the knowledge that she was dead, killed in an attack that had been carried out on the very island that was supposed to be a refuge for women.
“Marco,” Folence and he were at the same eye level now as she spoke.  “What is this all about?”
“Lady Iasco – the spirit of the island has told me that I can revive her,” Marco’s words shot out in a torrent of emotional release.  “I was visited by the spirit – she spoke to me in person at the cathedral at Compostela, and she told me that there was great evil at loose in the world, and that all the good powers were united together to battle it, and I was to play a role in the battle.”
“There is evil in the world, and this boy is that evil!” one of the women from the alley had arisen from the shock of Marco’s explosive recollection of his memories.  “Kill him now; get revenge for the Lady Iasco.”
“No!” Folence cried out.  “We will not murder Marco.  We will hear his story before we judge him.  The Lady Iasco was very fond of Marco, and very hopeful about his place in the future.”
“Then he betrayed her!  She is dead,” another voice responded.
“We will take him to the Council and have a full hearing of his story.  There is more to come from Marco, I’m sure,” Folence answered.  “As long as I am in control of the Council, he will not be harmed.”
“Then you may not be in control much longer, my lady,” one of her own supporters growled softly.
Folence stood up, and offered her hand to Marco, who ignored the gesture as he stood too.
“This is crazy!” he said.  “The spirit of the island spoke to me!  I am going to be sent on another journey; I’m going to help revive the Lady Iasco,” he said insistently, causing the women around him to shake their heads.
“She is dead because of you.  The prophecy warned that the Lady would die when a man set foot on the island,” one of Folence’s guards exclaimed.
“We don’t need to go to the Council to know what to do,” someone else said.  “We can take care of this right now.”
Marco abruptly pushed a guard out of the way and placed his back against a wall, then held up his right hand.  His memories of using the hand, of exercising its powers, were within his awareness again, and he made the hand light up, casting a lurid red hue over the scene, astonishing those around him.
“All of you put your weapons down now!” he shouted.
In response there was the sound of boots running in the street outside the alley, as more guards came to intervene in the disruption.
“You can’t fight us all,” someone in the alley said.
“Stop this now!  All of you put your weapons down!” Folence thundered.  “Marco lower your hand!  Everyone, step back from the brink of senseless destruction.”
Marco stood still, watching the women around him, and as some of them started to lower their weapons, he unconsciously faded the color of his hand from red to yellow to white, and let it grow dimmer and dimmer, then he lowered his hand as the last of those around him put their weapons down.
“Now, Marco, come with me to my home,” Folence’s words drew a murmur.  “You’ll spend the night there, and tomorrow we’ll convene a Council meeting to hear your tale after breakfast.
“Come along,” she spoke as though everything was settled, and without a further look at the others in the alley, she turned and swept back down the road.  Her guards paused for a moment to eye Marco, and when he fell into step behind her, they also departed from the nearly deadly scene.
The house they walked to was the pink building that Marco had previously met Iasco in, on the occasion of his first visit to the Island of Ophiuchus.  He thought of Porenn as he passed through the hall where he had fought off the first ambush he had faced on the island, and then he followed Folence upstairs to the upper floor.
“This will be our guest’s room,” Folence indicated to her trailing guards as they passed a door.  “Have a guard placed at the door immediately, and allow no one except Marco to enter or leave.”
She walked on, and stood at another door, waiting for several seconds until Marco realized he was expected to open the door for her.
“Have a seat, Marco,” she waved at a table and chairs inside the room they entered.  “I’ll be back in a minute.  Would you like some dinner?” 
“Yes, please,” Marco answered quietly, though he wanted to shout his answer as he realized he was starving as soon as he heard the question.  He waited until Folence and her guard left the room, then he lifted his foot and looked at the painful bottom.  There was a clearly visible jagged cut from whatever debris he had stepped on in the alley.
He suddenly remembered the alchemy items he had carried as a gift from Algornia, the gift that had been given to him so many months earlier.  He opened the ragged, tattered bag that he still carried, and he paused as he marveled at the notion that the rips that shredded the bag were the result of the battle he had survived when he had faced the awful creature – the mother of all monsters.
After a deep breath as he recollected the battle, the first moment he had had to reflect on the restored memories that were swirling about within his mind, he reached into the bag and pulled out an object.  It was one of the scales of the monster, one of the very artifacts he had traveled so very far to find.  The scale was beautiful, in its own way – deep, deep black, and a luster that was so shiny he could see his own reflection in it.
“What are you looking at, my problem child?” Folence re-entered the room, followed by a servant carrying a tray of food.
Marco wordlessly handed the object to the leader of the Order of Ophiuchus.
“This is what I was sent to gather.  The spirit of the island,” he paused, as he suddenly connected the mysterious voice he had heard in the caverns of the island with the beautiful woman who had stepped out of the tapestry in the holy cathedral at Compostela.  “The spirit sent me out months ago to get a scale from the Echidna, to be able to use it to undo the evil of the prophecy.
“And I’m going to use this scale to revive Iasco,” he finished telling Folence, as he repacked the scale into the bag.
She sat in stunned silence.
“How did she die?” Marco asked.  “I saw her in the fall, when I was here having my back healed.”  Folence nodded as she remembered his terrible injury.  
“She was attacked by men who were disguised as women.  They arrived on a boat of pilgrims, and came into the city, no weapons visible; they had them hidden in their luggage.  There were a dozen of them, and they rushed her in the streets.  They overwhelmed her guards, and they butchered her in a matter of moments.”
“Who were they?  Why did they do it?  How did men manage to fool the women of the island?” Marco asked sorrowfully as he reached for a piece of bread.
“We don’t know,” Folence answered.  “The village was outraged, and slaughtered them all, so there was no one to question.  But they fulfilled the prophecy, which told that the Lady at the head of the cult would be killed after a man first stepped on the island, and her death would foretell the beginning of a terrible conflict.”
“How did so many men sneak onto the island?” Marco repeated in astonishment.
“Someone went to a lot of trouble to make them appear to be women,” Folence answered.  “Of course I was in Barcelon when it all happened, but I’m told that they had their male organ removed, and things stuffed under the flesh of their chests, just to make them appear feminine enough to infiltrate the island and carry out their suicide mission.
“Can you imagine?” she asked.
“So how do you think you can revive a dead woman, a woman who’s been in her crypt for weeks and weeks?” Folence asked.
“I don’t know yet,” Marco answered.  “But the spirit said that I would find out.”
“This spirit, do you have regular chats?  Share a cup of tea every morning?” Folence asked sarcastically as Marco took another bite of food.  “Tell me how this works.”
And so Marco told the story of what happened in the cathedral, mesmerizing Folence as he told the tale.
“You actually talked to the embodiment of the island?” Folence asked as Marco ate.
“That’s how it happened,” Marco closed his eyes as he tried to remember the stunning beauty of the spirit.  Instead, there came to his mind a memory of Mirra as he had seen her during his short, amnesiac visit to the castle at Sant Jeroni.  She had been confused and hurt by his behavior, and he let out a great sigh at the recollection.  He had seen her, and he hadn’t been able to tell her how much he loved her.
“What else has happened to you?” Folence asked.  “You fought an invincible monster, and you met a living spirit?”
“I visited a secret valley of pixies, I found the way to the library at Clovis, and I walked through the underworld,” Marco said.  “I drank the water of Lethe and lost all my memories until I came back here and found you.”
Folence shook her head, as Marco started rooting around through his bag again, pulling out a few of the random alchemical items he found.  There was enough to create a salve to heal his foot and prevent infection, he was glad to discover.
“Go to your room and rest.  We’ll have a big day tomorrow,” Folence told him as she stood up.  Marco gathered up his items.
“Thank you, my lady,” he said as he turned to go to the door.
“Don’t thank me yet, Marco.  The Council is still in a bloodthirsty mood.  I’m not completely sure how tomorrow morning will go,” Folence spoiled any peace of mind Marco felt.
He left the room, and returned to his own room, where the door remained guarded, said good night to the stony-faced guard, and went inside for the night.
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 9 – The Trial
 
Once he was in his room, Marco sat on the bed and concocted a healing balm with the items he found mixed among the contents of his pack.  He found the items he needed, and slowly ground them together into a fine powder as he thought about all that his memories revealed.
He thought about Mirra.  She would have enjoyed making the pilgrimage from Lacarona to Compostela in the company of Saul, whose humor had made the trip more enjoyable than it would have been, though it would have been fun with Dex and Pivot, no matter what.  There was so much he wished he could have said to her about where he had been and what he had done, and why.  Especially about Pesino.
He thought about Pesino a great deal as well.  He sprinkled his powder into the wound on his foot, then blew out his candle and lay down on the bed.  Pesino had started their epic journey, in his mind, as a liability and a burden.  By the end of the long journey together she had been his closest companion and confidante.  And the strange results of his treatment of her blindness had given her abilities and a depth that enhanced her appeal beyond her attractive appearance and her irresistible siren abilities.
He wondered and he worried as his memories and thoughts moved on.  He hoped that his companions had made it safely to Persephone’s Gate and had exited from the underworld.  Kate and Cassius – he thought of them, and he felt on the floor for his bag of possessions.  Through the leather cover he felt the two remaining jars, the formulae that were meant to allow the two former merfolks to reconvert back to their original form.  He wasn’t likely to be able to supply the transformational potion back to his companions for a long time to come, but he wasn’t sure that they were in any hurry to change their forms.  Cassius was unlikely to become a merman if Kate remained a human.
And Pesino – he had a sense of intuition that she saw her own future being involved with Asterion; something in her manner and voice at the end of the time they had been together told him that she had a vision of her future.  Neither she nor the former minotaur were likely to change their forms.
In any event, Pesino and the others were in places unknown.  By the time his duties allowed him to have the free time to go in search of the location of the gateway to the underworld, the others were likely to be long gone.
And he would – should – follow up on the end of his adventures by finally returning to Mirra and Sant Jeroni.  He thought about the letter she had shown him, the letter that he vaguely remembered writing while he had been under the influence of Sty’s truth serum, and he gave a sigh.  Between the words of the letter and the appearance of his marriage torq, he could imagine what a heartless impression he had left at the castle when he hurried away from the people who were supposed to be his loved ones.
Fretting and worried, Marco fell asleep slowly, and awoke too early, before dawn.  He opened his door and found a guard on duty, who looked at him enquiringly.
“Will breakfast be available soon?” he asked.
“When her ladyship commands,” the guard answered.
Sensing that the guard had no desire to be personable, Marco shut the door and remained quietly in his room.  Time passed, and the sun rose, but no summons to breakfast occurred.  He waited as the morning passed, and began to grow fidgety, until mid-morning, when there was a harsh knock on the door, and it immediately swung open.
A quartet of guards waited out in the hall.  “You have been summoned to appear before the Council for immediate judgment,” the officer of the group pronounced in an emotionless tone.
“Shall I meet the Lady Folence there?” Marco asked, his senses alert to some tension among the guards.
“You shall,” the officer affirmed.
Marco acceded to the command, and walked with the guards through the building, and out into the street.  It was drizzling a light rain outside, but Marco and the guards took on no protection as they walked down the lane.  Nor did many of the observers, who stood silently along the road and stared coldly at him as he passed.
He felt like a prisoner being escorted to the gallows.  He reached to his hip to feel the reassurance of his enchanted sword, then felt a horrifying churning in the pit of his stomach as he realized that he had not strapped the scabbard belt on after awakening.   He did not have his weapon, and he felt a sense of panic, even though he tried to reassure himself that he still had the sorcery of his golden right hand as a means of protection.
After just a three minute walk up the road they entered a large stone building.  The entry foyer was filled with people packed closely together, and the guards pressed their way through to a large pair of doors, that they pressed open and ushered Marco through.
Beyond the doors was a large room, with a tall bench across one end, where seven women sat.  Windows high up the wall allowed the gray light of the day outside to gloomily illuminate the room, where benches were crowded with observers, who looked at three tables that faced the seven women on the bench.
Folence sat alone at one table on the left.  Three women sat together at the table in the center, and Marco was escorted to sit alone at the table on the right.
“Let the trial of Folence and the boy begin,” the center woman at the bench spoke almost as soon as Mark seated himself, with two guards standing directly behind him.
“Trial?” Marco questioned.
“Silence on the floor,” the same imposing woman spoke.  “We will follow the procedures of the court to determine the due punishment of those who are guilty of malfeasance,” she looked at Folence, “and treachery,” all the members of the bench stared at Marco.
One of the women at the center table stood up.  “Your honor, the charges of malfeasance against the Lady Folence do deserve explanation and adjudication, which may take some time.  The charges against the boy are self-evident to all, and only his sentence needs to be confirmed, so I ask that we dispense with that first, and then handle the other matters.”
“I am guilty of nothing!” Marco shouted in angry astonishment.  “Folence!  What have you done?” he rose momentarily as he shouted, before the guards clamped their hands upon his shoulders and forced him back into his seat.
“It is not your fault, Marco,” Folence stood.  “These ladies are fearful and angry, and have lived too long in their isolation on the island.”
“Silence!” another woman at the bench roared.  “You are impudent!”
“You are impudent to usurp my authority,” Folence shot back.
“You are under trial here, and your punishment will be decided by those you are insulting, let me remind you,” the center judge spoke.
“This is no trial!  You have your minds made up without knowing the facts!” Marco rose again.
“Guards!  Give him a taste of what is to come!” the judge at the end of the bench shouted.
One of the guards struck Marco in the side of the head with the hilt of her sword, drawing blood and knocking him onto the table’s surface, as the crowd roared in approval.
He knew that he was already sentenced to death, and he knew that he deserved no punishment from the women in the room.  His anger flared; he wished he had his sword, and he was determined to use the sorcery of his hand to change the outcome of the proceedings in the room, for both himself and Folence.
He raised his hand and called upon it to burst out in brilliant, blinding light, and as it did, he pushed his chair back violently, into the legs of the guards, then he jumped over the table into the center of the room.  As he did, he heard the sound of crashing glass, and he raised his hand, knowing without expecting, that his sword had flown from his room to serve him in his need.
He caught the sword as the women in the room screamed and shouted, some blinded, some panicked, all of them angry.
“I’m not going to suffer this bigotry without a fight!  How much blood shall we spill here?” he screamed.
And then there was a clap of thunder so profoundly deep that the building shook, and the light from outside darkened, while Marco’s hand was completely extinguished, even though he had given no thought or command to make any such change.
A spot between where Marco stood and where Folence sat began to glow, a column of air that gave off a golden yellow luminescence, which instantly solidified into a woman’s figure, the golden-haired beauty of the spirit of the island, Ophiuchus.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 10 – The Journey Begins
 
Marco instantly fell to his knees and bowed to the power that had entered the room, as the women gaped in astonishment.
“Is there not a single mature person on this island?” the spirit’s voice was stern as it echoed not only within the room, but also within the minds and souls of those who were present.
“What are you women trying to do?” the spirit’s voice was softer, yet still so piercingly clear that it penetrated Marco’s skull, as the words seemed to drill directly into his consciousness, bypassing his ears in the process.
“We want justice,” the central judge at the bench answered hesitantly.
“No you don’t!” the spirit shrieked, making the women cower.  “You want revenge!
“Revenge and justice are two different things, and while you may want justice, you don’t always get what you want, and when you want revenge, you had better be prepared to find that others seek revenge against you,” the figure spoke sternly.
“Lady Folence,” the spirit spoke into the silence of the room.
“Stand up, Lady Folence,” she said once she had the defendant’s attention.
“I speak now to confirm that you are the leader of the order, and your commands are to be obeyed as if they were my own, until the Lady Iasco returns,” Ophiuchus spoke.
“She’s dead!” someone in the crowd exclaimed.
“Only for the time being,” the spirit answered immediately in a deeper voice.
“My champion and I are going on a journey to restore her to life,” the spirit’s comment drew shrieks and murmurs of astonishment.  “Unless you ladies decide that your petty thirst for revenge is more important than my command.  Do you understand?”
“Yes, my lady,” some voices answered sullenly, some answered fervently, but all answered in the affirmative.
“Now, tell me, who brought charges against Folence to precipitate this trial?” the spirit asked severely.
There was no answer.
“I know who it was, of course.  I had hoped for some better sign of courage and honesty from one who wants to be a leader in my cult,” Ophiuchus said sternly.  She turned to face the bench.
“Benville, arise,” she spoke, and a woman sitting at the bench immediately stood.
“You are dismissed from the leadership of the cult.  You will serve penance for your harmful intentions before you will again have an opportunity to try to influence the leadership of our order.  You are immediately ordered to travel to Carthhag, and serve as a goat herder there for one year, to humbly serve the needs of the temple in that city.  You may either accept, or accept expulsion from the order.
“Which is your choice?” the spirit asked.
“I will serve in Carthhag,” the judged said penitently.
“Folence, you may go retake charge of your flock.  This assembly is dismissed.  A ship and crew shall be prepared to depart immediately, as Marco and I prepare to go to Andikara,” Ophiuchus commanded, and then watched and waited as the women in the room raced away from the wraith of their guiding spirit. 
Marco had remained on his knees throughout the entire drama, and he remained there now, staring up at the spirit in astonishment.
“Close your mouth, Marco dear,” the lovely spirit told him when the two of them were alone in the room.  “And stand up.
“We are going to go to the crypt and disinter Iasco’s body.  Then we will take it to the harbor with us, and we will use the ship Folence will have waiting for us to take us towards the entrance to the underworld,” she explained as Marco rose from his knees.
“We’re going to Station Island?” Marco assumed.
“No, my young friend, that is too far away,” Ophiuchus answered.  “We’re going to a different portal.”
“Persephone’s Gate?” Marco asked.  The spirit started to walk out of the courtroom, and Marco dutifully followed.
“Very good guess,” she told him as they left the building.  They turned to the right and began walking along the street, as others scurried to move away from them as rapidly as possible.
“But I thought the gate only opened twice a year, and it’s months away until it opens again,” Marco tried to be deferential as he probed the topic.
“That is the rule,” Ophiuchus agreed.  “I plan to offer a bargain to change the rule, if I have to.  Don’t you worry, this part is my issue to take care of.  Your part is to concoct the ingredients that we will give to Iasco in the underworld to reunite her soul and her body and bring her back to life.”
Marco stopped walking, as the extraordinary expectations struck him.
“Come along, Marco,” Ophiuchus spoke to him as she kept walking, not even turning to see him.  “You know the formula; I made sure of that a long time ago.”
Marco started walking, his mind only fractionally aware of what she had said, as he tried to let his mind wander through the index of alchemical formulae that were so indelibly stored there.  He evaluated the potential of each to restore life to the dead, as he thought about the Echidna’s scale he had been sent to acquire and the gorgon’s blood he had picked up while at his castle.
His heart started to race, as he realized that there was a single, ancient technique that could work, if he were to modify it and add a singular substance.
“What is ‘the scarlet from gold’?” Marco asked six steps later.
“Ah, my innocent companion, I cannot reveal that to you yet,” the spirit told him.  “Come along now, keep up.”
“What did you mean?” Marco asked, as he suddenly realized what she had said earlier.  “How did you make sure I knew the formula?”
She turned to look at him, and suddenly she was an old woman, one wizened with age, but with powerful eyes that stared intently at him.  “I gave you a coin in the Lion City, a year ago today, and when you swallowed that coin, you gained the love of and power to understand alchemy.”
“That was you?” Marco blurted out.  “This is you?” he tried to correct himself as he remembered the seemingly chance encounter.
“Every way you see me is me,” she answered as they turned a corner.  “I am the old woman and the young girl.  I am the hills of the island and the waters and the caverns within.
“And if you’re not obedient, I’ll travel in this guise for our journey,” the spirit told him.  She stopped walking forward and turned towards the building beside them; she stepped over to a large bronze door, and though it looked extremely heavy, she opened it easily.  “Iasco’s crypt is in here,” she said as she entered the dim interior.
“You’ll need a crowbar to open it, and a hand wagon to carry her down to the harbor,” Ophiuchus told Marco.  “Go find them.”
Marco looked at her helplessly for a moment, then saw an open doorway, one that was plain and unmarked, like a staff entry.  He went through the door and found all the instruments and equipment of the workers at the burial site, and he appropriated the wagon and crowbar and two extra heavy clothes, in case he needed them to wrap the body.  The hand wagon was long and narrow, and Marco belatedly realized it was the type of wagon that would be needed to carry dead bodies; he momentarily recoiled as he grabbed its handle and started to move it.
It suddenly struck him that he was going to steal a body from a grave, and he felt a wave of revulsion at the thought.  Yet he clearly had no choice, it seemed.
“Why does Iasco have to come back to life?” Marco asked the spirit as he returned with his equipment.  He stood and looked at the walls of the mausoleum they were in.  There were numerous plaques on the walls, and small niches in some places to hold singular people, and there was a strange, sibilant whispering sound, so low as to be virtually inaudible; he dismissed the sound as his attention was drawn by the details he saw around him.  Marco realized he was standing atop an inscribed marble cover in the floor, and that there were numerous other markers in the floor around them.
And straight ahead, he saw a tomb that rose from the floor, a rectangular erection of granite.  He walked closer to the tomb, and saw Iasco’s name chiseled into the front panel in large block letters.   He closed his eyes as the reality of her death struck him hard, and he felt tears well up in his eyes.  The memory of her that stood out in his mind was the battle she had waged on his behalf while in the palace at Barcelon.  She had stood and exercised her own powers to protect him from the evil energy of the sorcerer, as punishment in the form of possessed ravens that had bombarded him.
She had been a magnificent pillar of strength when he needed it then, and she had been the means of his extraordinary healing afterwards.
Now, her dead body lay interred because some evil forces, forces who he did not know, had assaulted and murdered her, for reasons he also did not know.  It was unfair; it was injustice, and he suddenly felt the urge to prove that he could do the impossible, he could bring her back to life.  And then, when that was accomplished, he would go in search of revenge against her murderers, he told himself as he gently pressed his palm against the stone.
“Don’t make love to it; open it,” Ophiuchus barked at him.  He turned and looked at her, and saw that she had returned to the gorgeous blond appearance he had first seen at Compostela.
“Why do you do that, change your appearance?” he asked, as he lifted the crowbar and started to walk around the tomb, looking for the best place to find leverage for opening it.
“I wasn’t paying attention,” the spirit answered.  “Human appearance is irrelevant to me; I am the island first and foremost.
“Why are you doing that?” she asked as she observed Marco straining so hard that he turned red in the face, as he jammed the crowbar into a slot beneath the lid and strained mightily and fruitlessly to budge the stone.
“I have to lift the lid to take her body!” Marco grunted in exasperation.
“Why do it that way?” the spirit asked.
“Have you got an easier way?” he asked as he contorted his body fruitlessly in an effort to increase his leverage.
“You have the power in your hand to do it so much more simply,” Ophiuchus commented lightly.
Marco stopped straining as he turned to stare at her.  He wanted to curse, but dared not do so, not in his present location, not with the present company.  He laid the crowbar down on the floor, then placed the golden, enchanted hand on the top of the tomb, and closed his eyes, as he focused his attention on the stone, and the concept of making the lid move through the air.  His hand did have the power to do it; he hadn’t thought about the power of his hand since the reincorporation of his old memories with his new, but now was the time to put together what he knew, most appropriately so since the power had been Iasco’s to begin with.
He felt a sense like vibration in his hand, and he opened his eyes to watch; his hand was not glowing – it was merely its usual golden self in appearance, showing no signs of exerting its power.  But the flat stone lid was trembling, and then it lifted a half inch above the tomb, and hovered there.  Marco willed it to rise further, and it rose another inch, the hundreds of pounds of solid stone floating in the air, as Marco pressed against it physically with his hand, and made it move to the side.  He cleared it from above the tomb, then silently commanded it to lower to the ground, which it gently did.
“Look inside, Marco, and lift Iasco out,” Ophiuchus told him, as she came up next to him.
Marco leaned over the edge of the tomb and looked down, butterflies in his stomach in anticipation of what he might see.  Inside there was a bier that rose three feet above the bottom of the tomb, and atop that lay the shrouded figure of Iasco, no flesh visible within the clean white linen wrapping.
“Use the power to lift her,” the spirit barely breathed the command in Marco’s ear.  He lowered his hand into the interior of the tomb, hesitated for a moment, then lightly touch the edge of the material.  He stared intently at the shrouded shape, and willed his hand to make it float upward into the air.  He watched the body rise; as it slowly cleared the top of the walls of the tomb, he moved it beyond the container, towards the wagon, and then took two steps to reach the small vehicle.  He lowered his hand carefully, so that Iasco gently settled on the surface of the wagon.
“Take a look at her, Marco,” Ophiuchus urged him as he removed his hand.
“I’d rather not; I don’t want to,” Marco whispered back, feeling real emotion.
“You must.  You must see her, see who you are going to do this for, and see what was done to her,” the spirit commanded.  “Do it.”  She laid her hand atop his, and guided it back down to touch the linen shroud again, and he felt his energy activate, to carry out her desire, not his.
The linen wrapping fluttered gently, as though wafted by a breeze, then it unwrapped itself from the body of the former head of Ophiuchus’s cult.  In a matter of moments the linen lay on either side of the dead woman, and Marco looked down at her, against his will.
There were no clothes on the body, the tiny body.  Iasco had been a small woman, and in death her body had shrunk even more.  Her flesh was wizened with the effect of death, yet her features were clear, particularly the exotic striping of her skin, the feline-seeming appearance that had enhanced her ability to project power and extraordinary abilities.
Marco’s eyes were drawn though to the wounds, the clearly visible stab wounds on her chest and stomach, evidence of the violence she had suffered in the assault that was staged against her.
“They hurt her, badly,” the spirit said softly.  “This little woman was cut down on the street, suffering pain and violence and anger at the betrayal that came upon her.  She must be revived, not simply because we need her, but because she must deliver payment to the ones who caused this to happen.  It is up to you Marco, to make it possible.”
Marco turned his head away, and he willed the linen to rewrap itself.  She had been brutally murdered, right in the very streets of the town where she was supposed to be safe as the leader and ruler.
“She was my priestess Marco.  I was closer to her than to anyone but you.  Do it for her, do it for the world.  Do this for me,” Ophiuchus was pleading now, not commanding, and as Marco turned to look at her, to assure her that he felt the motivation, the anger at the murderers, and the compassion for Iasco’s goodness, he was startled to see that the spirit was a young girl now, one who was pleading for a favor.
He removed his hand from the linen, and knelt in front of the girl, his face nearly on the same plane with hers.  “I will do this for you and for her and for myself.  We will bring her back to life,” he promised.
Ophiuchus metamorphosed before his eyes, growing older, and returning once again to the form of an attractive, mature woman.  “I believe you will Marco.  Now, let’s get going.  Folence is waiting for us.”
Marco stepped over to the granite slab and made it rise back to its place atop the tomb.   He marveled at how simple the use of the power in his hand had become suddenly.
“It’s because you’re here, on the island, and because you’re with her body,” Ophiuchus addressed his unspoken thought.  “It won’t always be so easy to use the ability, unless you learn how.”
She left him as she strode to the doorway and opened it wide, allowing Marco to push the cart with Iasco’s body out to the street.  There was no one visible, as the inhabitants of the village stayed indoors, out of the sight of the spirit of their island, anxious to avoid incurring her displeasure any further.
Together, the pair of them walked down to the harbor front without seeing a single person.  When they reached the harbor a small ship was hosting considerable activity as its crew raced around it to prepare it for departure.  A pair of guards stood at the dock-end of the gang plank, and they snapped to attention, tense and uneasy in the presence of the supernatural presence that was approaching them.
“Is the ship ready?” Ophiuchus asked when she and Marco reached the gang plank.
“Yes, your holiness,” one of the guards said nervously, refusing to look directly at either Ophiuchus or Marco.
“Let’s go up Marco,” the spirit said, and she led Marco and his cart up to the deck of the ship.  Several of the deckhands immediately left the ship as soon as the spirit came on board.
“This is a nice ship,” Marco told the nervous captain who stood white-faced as she addressed them.   “I didn’t know you cult had such luxuries.”
“We don’t,” the spirit said softly.
Marco looked at the spirit and then the captain, puzzled by the remark.   “But I’m standing on it,” he protested.
“It doesn’t belong to the temple,” the captain stuttered.  “A wealthy noblewoman came here in her own yacht, and Lady Folence commandeered it for your use.” 
The spirit gave a soft little laugh.  “It was most thoughtful of Folence to do that, and very kind of the noblewoman to agree.
“I don’t know that she did agree; I don’t know if she knows yet,” the captain said.  “We moved a little quickly to make sure we were prepared in time for your holiness,” she gave a nervous chuckle, watching the spirit carefully for approval.
“Her sacrifice is appreciated,” Ophiuchus said.  “Now Marco, we need to prepare Iasco for her journey,” the spirit laid her hands on Marco’s as he held the shrouded body, and he felt the spirit call upon the energy within his hand to initiate a transformation.   The white linen developed a layer of additional cloth, which grew thick and heavy, then blossomed with a damask pattern of rich red and blue swirls.  The cloth’s edges fused together, so that it was a single piece of material, a cocoon that contained the body of Iasco encapsulated within.
“Take Marco down and show him which cabin to put the Lady Iasco in,” the spirit ordered the captain.  “Then come back and show me which cabin shall be mine.”
“My lady,” the captain said hesitantly, “there are only two cabins on this vessel.”
“That sounds suitable,” Ophiuchus replied, “one for Iasco, and one for Marco and myself.”
Marco coughed violently, as the captain turned red  “Yes, your holiness.
“This way, my lord,” she said to Marco, and led him down a steep set of stairs, as he carefully carried Iasco with him.  He deposited the former leader of the Temple on a narrow bunk in a small cabin, then turned, anxious over Ophiuchus’s assertion that he was going to share a cabin with her.
“I know what you’re thinking,” the spirit told him moments later as she shut the door of the larger cabin that the two of them were to share.
“Don’t worry, but don’t flatter yourself too greatly Marco,” Ophiuchus said.  “We will stay very close together from now on.”  The ship gave a sudden lurch, and then began to sway ever so slightly.
“As we move away from the island, my powers weaken considerably,” she told Marco.  “I am the spirit of the island; it is the source of my power, the place where my life energy is focused.  I cannot leave it under ordinary circumstances.”
“But you were in Compostela,” Marco protested.
“Where was I in Compostela, Marco?” the spirit asked.  “I was in the most holy part of the most holy place, one of the three greatest foci of spirituality and faith in all the lands.  It was possible for me to exert myself for a short time there.
“And in the Lion City, the first time we met?  I was able to remain there perhaps thirty seconds,” she added.
“But you, and that marvelous hand, you have changed all of that.  If I can call upon the energy of your hand, I will be able to remain with you as your partner for a long time, over a great distance.  I may have to physically hold your hand to be able to maintain my existence so far from home, we will see.  But you and I are going to stay very close to one another,” she told him.  “And if the crew and others choose to believe that you are my consort, that is of little consequence compared to the fate that hangs in the balance.
“Or did you plan to truly become my consort?  Is that what you thought was going to happen?  Were you anticipating the joy of supernatural fulfillment?” she gave Marco an arch look that made him blush madly in confusion.
“Oh youngster!” she laughed, and reached out to tousle his hair.  “We will not seek to test the boundaries of propriety, unless,” she looked at him speculatively for a moment, then shook her head.
“Why don’t you go up to the deck and ask the captain about when meals will be served?  You need to know such things,” she told him.
“I will,” Marco said obediently.  He was anxious to get out of the cabin and clear his mind.  He fled through the door and went up into the breezy air on deck, where the crew was steering the yacht out of the harbor.
“Where shall we set sail for, my lord?” the captain asked him as soon as she saw him.
“I don’t know,” Marco admitted.  “I’ll have to go ask the spirit.
“When will meals be served?” he asked.  “And where is the head?”
The captain deferentially took Marco on a quick tour and discussed the meals, then returned to the deck, while Marco returned to Ophiuchus.
“The captain wants to know where we’re going,” Marco said, suddenly feeling surprisingly comfortable in the company of the supernatural being.  He would have to be the interlocutor between the crew and Ophiuchus, given the crew’s fear and awe.
“Tell the captain we’re going to Andikara, in the Gulf of Corint,” she answered.  “Is there anywhere else you want to go?”
“Me?” Marco asked.  “Lots of places I wish I was going, but I think this is the place I have to go.”
“Well put,” she told him.  “And Marco, I know my name is a mouthful for your tongue to turn.  You may call me Opi if it makes it easier for you.  You can’t keep calling me ‘your worship’ or ‘my lady’ or any other formal title, considering we’ll be sleeping together for a while.”
Marco again fled from the cabin, missing the mocking grin that spread across Ophiuchus’s face, and he told the captain where to set the course for.
“Will there be markets, or large cities along our way?” Marco asked when he returned to the cabin.  He was careful to avoid making any reference to name or title or spiritual role of his companion, for fear of the next conversation he might be subjected to.
“We’ll pass through a few market towns,” Ophiuchus confirmed.  “Do you need something?”
“I need to acquire a flower for the formula to revive Iasco,” Marco answered.  “We have the Echidna scales and we have the gorgon’s blood.  We need ‘the scarlet squeezed from gold’ and I’m pretty sure that is from the flower Savior’s Rays, a pretty little yellow flower that has red seeds.  It’s the only thing I could figure out would meet the definition that the formula calls for.”
“We’ll see,” the spirit answered.
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 11 – Athens
 
The voyage from the Isle of Ophiuchus to the Gulf of Corint lasted for several days, during which Marco observed the extraordinary manner in which the spirit decreased in vitality as the distance from the isle increased.  She grew older in appearance, except for when she physically held Marco’s hand, and the two of them took to holding hands constantly during the later stages of the journey.  They slept together, and after the second night, Marco grew comfortable with the arrangement.
As the distance grew longer, and Opi – as he did come to call her – turned into the fragile, elderly lady he had seen in the Lion City, he even felt protective of her, ready to reach out to touch her at any sign of stress.
She never appeared in front of the crew members without holding hands, so that they would only see her as a vital, energetic spirit.  The crew concluded that the immortal spirit and the mortal man were deeply in love, and they wondered at the astonishing possibility that the spirit of their island, the entity that had kept the island free of men for centuries, would display such passion.  They treated Marco with more respect and courtesy than any group of women from the Isle of Ophiuchus ever had before.
The ship entered the narrow opening of the Golf of Corint, the beginning of the phase of the trip when Marco and the spirit prepared to disembark, and undertake the overland portion of their journey.  When the ship finally pulled into the port of Andikara, Marco pushed Iasco’s cart down to the dock, then carried the dead priestess down and laid her on the cart before returning to escort Ophiuchus off the ship.
“Thank you captain, and please thank the owner of the ship for her generosity,” the spirit said as they prepared to leave.
“Should we stay in port and wait for you?” the captain asked of Ophiuchus, though she only looked at Marco as she spoke.
“We don’t know when or if we’ll use this port again, so there’s no need for you wait here for us, captain,” the spirit of the island in the west responded.  “Safe travels to you and your crew, and give my regards to Lady Folence.”
With that the two left the ship hand in hand, and watched as the women of the crew immediately prepared to depart.
“They seem in a hurry to leave.  They didn’t even take any port leave,” Opi observed.  
“I think that a supernatural being as a passenger disturbed them,” Marco answered.  He looked around the dock.  “We’ll need to get directions to the closest market so that I can try to find some Savior’s Rays flowers to complete the formula for Iasco,” he glanced at the woven bundle that carried the remains of the woman.
They started to move along the dock, and Marco asked a stevedore where the closest market was.  With those directions in hand, they started moving through the city streets, away from the bustle of the port towards the calmer areas where retail and residential uses predominated the building purposes.
“These will do nicely,” Marco told a young girl selling flowers at a stall in the market place they visited.  He laid the bundle of stalks, leaves, and blossoms atop Iasco, then turned to Opi.  “I’m done with that; I’d like to buy a few other things and then I’ll be ready to go to Persephone’s Gate.”
They browsed among the stalls, a handsome young man and a beautiful woman, holding hands and pushing a small cart around the market square as Marco selected a few pieces of simple equipment that he believed would prove useful for his upcoming effort to revive Iasco.  They were two strangers who had not been seen among the regular shoppers in the city market before, and they drew attention.  Marco was dressed in his travel-worn clothes, while Ophiuchus appeared fresh and regally outfitted.
“May we help you find something?” a man sitting in a stall full of cuts of meat asked the second time the two strolled by, as Marco canvassed the market to find the alchemy items he thought he might need, as well as some food items for himself and Iasco to eat during the journey to and from the underworld.
“Is this your servant?” the man asked Ophiuchus doubtfully.  Though Marco was noticeably younger than the spirit’s appearance and less well dressed, the pair were holding hands in an intimate way.
“No, oh no, well maybe in some ways, but really, he’s the closest thing I’ve had to a husband in some time,” she scandalized the man by saying.
“I think I’ve bought enough for now,” Marco told Opi after they shopped a bit further.
“Where do we go from here?” he asked.
“I’m not sure.  I’ll have to ask one of the local spirits for directions,” the spirit answered.
“You don’t know where the gate is?” Marco asked incredulously, turning to face the spirit personage.
“I know it’s in this region.  Another spirit, Diotima, is from a holy spring near here, and she told me at the conclave that Persephone’s Gate was only a day away from her spring,” Ophiuchus explained.
“You spirits have conclaves?” Marco asked in surprise.  “Like the holy fathers of the church, or the alchemists?”
“We do, when a situation calls for it.  Our last conclave was to discuss this very adventure,” she added.
“Going to revive Iasco?” Marco asked.
“No, this battle against the latest resurrection of evil.  There is a recurring cycle; evil seeks to win over the world and dominate the lives of men and women.  Those of us who do not want our world to be dominated by evil band together as these sporadic eruptions of evil occur, and we decide who is best suited to fight the battles for our side, based on what we perceive evil is going to do.”
“And you were picked to fight the battle for the good spirits?” Marco asked.
“Me?  Heavens no!”  Ophiuchus exclaimed.  “We foresaw that Iasco would be our champion, and that she would have an unstoppable ally.
“And so we plotted and waited and maneuvered until the day Iasco was born,” the spirit said.
“Wait!  You had this conclave before Iasco was even born?” Marco asked, shocked.
“The conclave was, let’s see, five hundred years ago in your terms,” Opi told Marco with a gentle smile.   “Even Iasco isn’t that old.”
Marco gaped for a long moment.  “Five centuries ago you knew all this would happen?  You can see the future?  When will I ever be with Mirra?” he asked.
“We can’t see the future in such specific terms,” the spirit answered.  “Now, let’s find the way to Diotima’s spring, and then we can go on to Persephone’s Gate,” she instructed.
They received directions to the spring.  “I wouldn’t have thought you’d need it,” an old man sitting on a streetside bench answered Marco’s request for directions.
“What do you mean?” Marco asked, curious about the comment.
“Why, it’s a health and, uh, fertility spring of course.  I’m just surprised,” the man looked from Marco to Ophiuchus with a knowing grin that made Marco blush, and the pair quickly moved down the road towards the spring.
The spirit laughed gaily at Marco’s discomfort as they followed the street through the city and out into the countryside.   Their journey passed a graveyard, and Marco heard a quiet murmur in the air.  “Do you hear that?” he asked.
“I hear the wind in the air, and the birds in the trees, and I hear the earth groaning in pain from the evil that walks upon it.  What do you hear?” Ophiuchus asked as they continued to walk.
“It’s a quiet whisper.  I’ve heard it before somewhere.  It’s gone now,” Marco answered.
Ophiuchus looked backwards, then nodded.  “You hear something that I cannot; it was from the graveyard.  It is the echo of the voices of the recently dead.  Because you have been in the underworld when their spirits were there, you can hear them.  If you listened very closely, you might even understand what they were saying.”
“I’d rather not,” Marco sighed.  The thought of hearing the murmured regrets and requests of the deceased promised him no joy.
They soon reached a grove of olive trees that the old man had mentioned, and turned to the left, and began climbing up a gentle valley among the hills beyond the grove; the path up the valley was evidently well-traveled, allowing Iasco’s cart to travel easily.  They stopped at a small pool of water, from which a bubbling stream issued and ran down the valley.
“Diotima!  Diotima, dear, it’s Ophiuchus and the Golden Hand,” the spirit called loudly.
The pool of water began to churn and bubble, and then a woman’s figure, one sculpted solely from water, rose out of the pool and strode across its surface to come to a stop at the edge of the bank, facing the two visitors.
“Ophiuchus!  You’re in the flesh; you’ve traveled from your island!  It is so good to see you,” the watery figure looked from Ophiuchus to Marco.  “And this is the Golden Hand?”
“As was foretold,” Marco’s companion affirmed.
“And he’s still so young!” Diotima spoke as though Marco were not present.
“He’s been tested, and passed the Journey of Three Tests already,” Ophiuchus said encouragingly.
“Such a prodigy!  Iasco is lucky to have him as an ally,” Diotima said.
“Not always lucky, but lucky – more than lucky – to have him as her ally,” Ophiuchus agreed.  “This is Iasco currently,” she motioned to the body in the wagon.
The water spirit looked down at the fabric bag, then looked up, her eyes wide.  “You seem very calm under these circumstances.  Do you think the Golden Hand will carry out her mission without her?”
“No,” Ophiuchus answered, as Marco followed the astonishing conversation, trying to grasp what was implied and left unsaid.  “Marco and I are on our way to Persephone’s Gate.  We intend to go to the underworld and resurrect Iasco, then bring her back so that she can meet her destiny.
“Which is why we’re here.  Can you tell us how to find the Gate?” the spirit explained.
“It’s only a day away; go to the Ploutoneion Cave in Athens, and enter the third chamber on the right,”  Diotima directed.
“Come here, Golden Hand,” she said as she turned to face Marco.  “Step into my waters so that I may know you.”
Without looking at his companion, Marco released her hand to obey the water spirit.
“Give me your sword, Marco,” Ophiuchus directed him, as she immediately began to shrink and age.
Without knowing why the sword would matter, Marco pulled it from his scabbard and handed to her, then watched with surprise as she immediately evolved back to her glorious form.
“Marco, come,” Diotima reminded him.  He turned from Ophiuchus, and turned back to the other spirit in the small gathering.  With a moment of hesitation, Marco stepped into the pool, and felt the water pour over the tops of his boot, chilling his feet and ankles.
Diotima reached forth to him with her watery hands, and grasped his left hand.  The sensation sent shivers through Marco’s flesh, as the cool liquid firmly grasped him and pulled his hand up to her mouth.  She pursed her lips and bent over his hand, her eyes turned up alluringly to watch his reaction as she first kissed his index finger, then opened her mouth and slid the finger within the moist cavity.
Marco’s eye’s opened wide in a mixture of numerous emotions – astonishment, fear, pleasure.
Diotima raised her head, her eyes still on Marco’s face, and slid the finger out of her mouth, then lifted his hand up to his own face and pressed the finger between his own lips, inserting his finger within.
“Are you seducing my prodigy?” Ophiuchus asked in a tone that was half amused, half annoyed.
“There now Golden Hand, what do you have?” Diotima asked him.
He instinctively sucked on the finger, then coughed in astonishment, as he felt his finger tingle with energy, while a steady stream of water flowed into his mouth.
He pulled the finger out as Diotima released her grip on him.  “Water!  I drank water from my finger!”
“This is my gift to you,” the water spirit said.  “You will never thirst for water.  Whenever you need, the water of my spring – my body – will flow freely for you.  Use it sparingly, but do not hesitate to use it when in need.  It can bring health, as well as sooth thirst of course.”
“Thank you, my lady!” Marco said with sincere and unfeigned gratitude.  “In the underworld this will be valuable beyond words!”
“Diotima, that was well played,” Ophiuchus smiled.
“Not as valuable as your gift, but something that I believe can help,” Diotima said.  “Go now on your journey, and know that I will lend any help I am able to.  We all are with you,” she looked from Ophiuchus to Marco and back again, before she dissolved back into her spring-fed pool.
The pair of travelers left the spring and returned to the main road out of Andikara, and resumed traveling east, as the sun set behind them.  “Here you are Marco,” Opi placed his sword back in his scabbard as she placed her hand back atop his golden right hand.
“Why did holding my sword give you energy?” Marco asked, puzzled.
There was a moment of silence from his spirit companion.  “I didn’t realize that you didn’t know, but I suppose I’ve never told you.
“Your sword is very special,” she told him.
“I know!  It’s saved my life over and over and over,” Marco said.  “It knows how to fight – it does my fighting for me.”
“The sword became that way when you carried it through the amniotic vat in the bowels of my island; it was endowed with its extraordinary abilities.  Those abilities are a part of my powers, given to the sword so that it can protect you.  In a sense, I have been by your side ever since the sword was empowered using my own energy,” she told him.
“You’ve done that for me?” Marco asked.  “Do you need your powers back?  Would you be stronger?”
“I don’t need the powers as badly as you need the sword,” Ophiuchus said.  “You continue on, and remember that even when you can’t see me, a part of me will be with you, to help you be the champion I need.”
“The champion you need to revive the champion you really need?” Marco asked, remembering the bits of the conversation he had heard between the two spirits.
“Perhaps, but I need you, and I am honored to have someone like you rise up for us – all of us – Marco,” she answered gently, and her hand squeezed his.  “Let us look for a place to spend the night,” she suggested as they entered a small city.
“I don’t have much money left for a room at the inn,” Marco pointed out.
“You’ll have enough for a night or two, and that’s all you need,” Ophiuchus told him.  “Where we’re going, they don’t charge rent,” she chuckled.
“Will that be two rooms?” the lady at the desk asked as they entered the only inn in the settlement five minutes later.
“No, just one.  We’re newlyweds and I don’t want to be separated from my new husband.  See the collar I put on him?” Opi playfully fingered the golden torq that Marco wore.  “I won’t even let go of his hand,” she raised the intertwined fingers they held.
The desk clerk quietly harrumphed, making Opi grin even more.  “If you ever feel you need medical help, please go to the closest cult temple and tell them that you were sent by Marco and Ophiuchus,” the spirit told the clerk, feeling a need to make up for the teasing she had inflicted.
They spent the night in a cozy bedroom on the ground floor, Iasco’s cart jammed into the space between the bed and the wall.  Ophiuchus laid in the bed, her hand touching Marco’s, not truly sleeping, as her consciousness remained ever awake, and a part of her still maintained awareness of activities taking place back on her island.
“How are my friends doing?” Marco asked her as they lay still.  “Do you know?”
The spirit closed her eyes and didn’t answer; Marco wondered if he had asked something wrong.
“They are well,” Ophiuchus answered.  “The ones on the island of the merpeople are happy.  They have made friends with the merfolks, and of course, with each other.
“How is Pesino?” Marco asked.  He had particularly wanted to know about the former mermaid when he had asked.
“She is adjusting.  She is doing well,” Opi told him.  “She loves the one she is with,” the spirit added.  “They are living together.
“And the other ones who went on the quest with you, they made it out of the underworld, and are also staying in the same city of men,” she told him.  “It takes effort to look at such things when I am so far from home.”
“Thank you,” Marco told her.  He would not strain her further by asking how Mirra was doing, though he longed to know.
The spirit awoke Marco early the next morning, shortly after sunrise.
“We should be on our way, my friend,” the spirit told him.  “We will arrive at the Ploutoneion Cave today, and I’m anxious to discover,” she stopped her sentence.
“Discover what?” Marco asked sleepily.
“We will see Golden Hand, we will see,” she ended the conversation, and they arose from bed.  They were out of the inn before any of the staff but the cooks were awake, and they started traveling towards the great city of Athens.  By early afternoon they had passed over the well-traveled up-and-down road that led to Athens, and entered the gates of the city, passing through under the watchful eyes of a score of grim-faced guards in black and red uniforms.
Ophiuchus’s grip on Marco tightened.  “Those are the same soldiers as the ones who killed Iasco!” she hissed to Marco.  “I can feel it.  The city has been occupied by the forces of evil.  We must be careful.”
They walked along a main boulevard until they stood in the center of the city, looking up at the Acropolis.
“It’s extraordinary,” Marco said softly.
“The Great Father has worn many faces in the old times when he inspired different cultures in different ways,” Ophiuchus answered.  “But then he changed the rules and sent his son.”  She smiled softly for a moment.
“Let’s have lunch, shall we?” Ophiuchus squeezed Marco’s hand.  She was staring at a well-regarded restaurant.
“I don’t think we can afford much there,” Marco answered.
“Let’s just go inside, and see if any music is playing,” the spirit answered with a wistful expression.
Marco gave a shrug and wheeled Iasco’s cart towards the door.  A doorman seemed ready to turn them away, but Ophiuchus gave a little wave of her hand, and the man’s face went blank, as he held the door open for them.
Inside there was a ballroom, where a band played soft, elegant music as a handful of couples danced.  Across the hall there was a dining room, where many others were eating.  Most of the men in the dining room, as well as those on the dance floor, wore the same black and red uniforms they had seen at the gate, and patrolling the streets.
“Will you dance with me, Marco?” Ophiuchus asked softly.
Marco looked at her in surprise, and saw a wanting look in her eyes, a plea for him to whirl with her around the dance floor.  He parked Iasco’s cart against the wall of the ballroom, then awkwardly stepped onto the dance floor, and gingerly placed a hand on the spirit’s waist, as she faced him, and they began to dance.
“I’ve never danced before,” she told Marco, her eyes sparkling.  “I’ve listened to women talk about dancing for hundreds of years, but I never have done this!
“Thank you,” she told Marco, and she closed the distance between their bodies, as she pressed herself against his and rested her head on his shoulder.  “Now, no matter what, I’ll always have the memory of dancing.”
“You could dance a hundred dances a day, as beautiful as you are; you’d not lack partners, better ones than me,” Marco told her, confused by her wistful tone.  “I’ll come dance with you on the island when all of this is over,” he promised.
“That would be wonderful, were it possible,” Ophiuchus answered.
“Why’s a fine woman like you wasting time with a boy like this?  You need a man to take care of you,” one of the uniformed officers spoke, having approached unnoticed, as he roughly grasped Marco’s shoulder and pulled the two apart.
Ophiuchus gave an instant shout as her hand parted from Marco’s, while he staggered backwards three steps.
“Leave her alone!” Marco shouted angrily.  The officer was wrapping his arm around Ophiuchus’s waist, pulling her against himself, and there were a trio of other officers standing nearby, grinning and watching.
Marco threw himself back at the officer, only to be punched in the jaw as the man moved with surprising speed and hit him.
Marco shook his head clear as he heard the laughter of the other army officers.   He looked up and saw that Ophiuchus was weakening as she remained separated from his hand.  She was growing older, graying, thinning, and shrinking.
The man who had wanted to dance with her also noticed, and shouted in alarm, hurling her to the floor and backing away from her.
“A witch!  She’s a witch!” he shouted.
Marco rose to his feet and pulled his sword free, causing the three bystanding officers to pull their weapons out as well.  Marco charged at the man who had started the confrontation, and punched him firmly in the face with the hilt of his sword, knocking the man out, and giving Marco a clear path to stoop and grab Ophiuchus’s hand with his golden one.  She sighed in relief, and began to revive immediately.
“Here, take the sword,” Marco handed the sword to her, the weapon in which she had deposited a portion of her own powers on his behalf, allowing her to maintain her strength while separated from him.  He turned and faced the trio of angry officers, making his hand glow brightly as he tried to devise a suitable way to end the confrontation.
“Magic!  He’s a sorcerer!” one of the men shouted loudly as he saw the glow of Marco’s hand.
“Let any weapon used against us cause harm to its own user!” Marco shouted, remembering the curse he had used in Clovis to protect himself and his friends.  He focused his mind on the memory of the arrows that had reversed course in the air to strike their archers, and he imagined swinging swords that flipped around to slice their wielders.
“Careful, careful lads.  Wait for our sorcerer to arrive to handle this,” a voice shouted from the dining room.
“Get Iasco and let’s get going!” Ophiuchus told Marco.  She was fully restored to her old stature and stood directly behind him.  “We have to escape quickly.”
Together, the two of them sidestepped over to the wall where Iasco’s wagon was sitting.  Marco bent and picked up the bundle of cloth off the wagon, then looked around.  There was a door in the wall behind them; he nodded his head in that direction, and saw Ophiuchus’s nod of agreement.  The two of them started running towards the door, but just before they reached it there was a sizzling sound in the air over their head, and a bolt of energy struck the wall in front of them, causing an avalanche of stone and mortar and wooden beams to collapse down in front of them, blocking the exit from the room.
Against a background of dust and screams, Marco turned to see what had happened.  Standing in the middle of the dance floor was a tall man wearing a flowing black robe, a sorcerer.
“That was a clever curse you cast, youngster.  It froze the arms of these common soldiers,” the sorcerer commented.  “And so I hear claims that we have a sorcerer and a witch at loose in the city; I thought we’d scoured the streets pretty well to get rid of such riffraff when we took over management of the place.  And that means that you must be new arrivals, untested and unknown.
“So let’s commence a test!” he declared loudly, as he raised his hand and pointed it not at Marco, but at Ophiuchus.  He shot a bolt of light at the female form.
Before Marco could react, the beam struck at Ophiuchus.  The spirit held the sword that was endowed with her own powers, and used it to divert the beam’s intent.  The red energy struck the beam and splattered away, shards and bits flying in all directions, as the sword itself glowed red with the energy it absorbed while protecting the woman who wielded it.
“How did you do that?” Marco gasped in astonishment.
“I am not without resources,” the spirit grinned at him.  “Let us leave quickly.”
Marco looked at the sorcerer who was assaulting them; the man was gaping in astonishment at Ophiuchus.  “You’re no witch!  You’re a Power!  We’re seeing an assault by one of the mighty, are we?
“Send for Iamblichus!” he shouted over his shoulder.
“Now, Marco, let’s go,” Ophiuchus called.  She pointed to the pile of rubble, and Marco saw that though the doorway was blocked, the broken wall had a hole large enough for them to escape through.  He climbed awkwardly up the uneven debris, and ducked through the hole, then jumped down to the floor of the undamaged hallway beyond.
Ophiuchus followed him into the hallway.  “Come this way, Marco,” she called confidently.
“Where are we going?” Marco shouted as he carried Iasco through the hall and out into a garden behind the restaurant.
“There!” Ophiuchus pointed towards the Acropolis.  “We need to find the Ploutoneion Cave,” she shouted.
“There’s a trail!” Marco pointed at the line of a path that angled up the sheer side of the Acropolis.
Ophiuchus ran in the direction of the foot of the trail, and they rushed past a pair of unprepared priestesses who guarded the entry to the trail.
“Where do you think you’re going?” a loud voice called from the sky.  Marco looked up and saw a sorcerer on the top of the Acropolis step off into thin air and remain calmly in place as he observed the two fleeing figures panting up the path.
“In here, Marco!” Ophiuchus called, as she stepped into a cave opening in the side of the cliff.  The opening had been shaped by men, its corners squared off, with an inscription carved into the stone above the dark space.
The sorcerer above began plummeting downward towards where the spirit and her follower were trying to escape.
“Protect us Marco!” Ophiuchus shouted.
Marco reached the cavern entrance, and placed Iasco’s body down, then raised his golden hand.  He thought of the protective shield that he had seen Iasco’s brother raise to protect the Corsair raiders.  He focused on his hand, and tried to image such a shield raised across the opening of the cavern, then he projected the thought outward through his hand.
The sorcerer who was chasing them, Iamblichus, Marco guessed, stopped his movement through the air, and floated directly in front of the cave.  He grinned at Marco, and raised his hand, just as Marco’s shield flared forth from his own hand and sealed them away from harm.  The sorcerer was uncomfortably close, and Marco could see his face clearly, a face that was coldly handsome, but full of an inhuman cruelty and pride.  The face filled Marco with fear.
Iamblichus’s hand released a number of balls of black and red energy.  They each struck the golden shield Marco had built, and exploded as they made contact.  The floor of the cave shuddered.
“You’re trapped!” the sorcerer outside shouted gleefully.  He looked down at apparent reinforcements who were climbing up the trail.
“There is no escape for you in that cavern, only death,” he said.  “Tell me who you are and why you’ve come here.  Cooperate, and I’ll make sure your death is quick and painless.”
“Come on, Marco,” Ophiuchus tugged on his shoulder.
“Are we going to die?” Marco asked, as he felt his shield start to disintegrate from the damaging energy that the sorcerer was throwing at it once again.
“We are not going to die, but we are going to go join the dead,” she told him gently, as he started to walk backwards with her.
“I’ve been among the dead before,” Marco answered.  “It’s not pleasant.”
“Death is neither good nor bad; it is simply a part of the world.  But that being,” she pointed back at the sorcerer, “that being is evil.
“Here, this is the way to Persephone’s Gate,” she led Marco back into the darkness, past two side caves, then to the third one, a narrow side passage, a rough-walled entry that plunged downward at a steep pitch.
Marco heard an explosion, as the sorcerer expended enough energy to obliterate the shield Marco had created for them, and the sound of pursuers entering the cave came echoing towards them.  Marco hurried his pace to stay close to Ophiuchus and to avoid the pursuit.
They crossed over a wide crack in the stone of the Acropolis, and Marco felt a sudden chill, a psychic chill as well as a physical one, and he knew that they were approaching the entrance to the underworld.
“You’ll be back, and we’ll be waiting!” Iamblichus called down after them, as he stood with his followers at the cave’s narrow entrance.
“Light up your hand,” Ophiuchus told Marco, as the scant illumination from the cave they had left diminished into total darkness.
Marco paused to shift Iasco, and then he lit his hand as it held the deceased priestess; her body shielded the light from his hand from shining upward, so that it illuminated the cave floor they walked on, but cast only reflected light and shadows upward.
“We will come to Persephone’s Gate in just a little bit more, Marco,” Ophiuchus stopped, and looked at him sadly.  “I suspect that I will not be able to go beyond the gate with you.  It will be up to you to carry Iasco to the place where you can restore life to her body, and then bring her back to the world; I long to see my priestess back – whole and healthy – ready to go fight the battle that will defeat evil for another age.”
“Why won’t you come with me?” Marco asked.  “Don’t you know a way for us to get through the gate?” he asked.
“I think I know a way to get you through,” Ophiuchus said, and then her stride seemed to increase, and Marco could not keep up with her to ask further questions for several minutes.
He soon saw Ophiuchus come to a stop, and he saw that she was speaking to a figure, a boy who appeared perhaps slightly younger than Marco himself, except for the pair of wings that protruded from his shoulder blades.
“Who brings light down to the underworld?” the boy asked in a sibilant voice.
“You know who I am, Thanatos,” Ophiuchus answered stoutly.
“We seek entry to the underworld,” she told the boy.
His wings slowly opened and closed.  “The gate will not open for several more weeks.”
“We need to go in now.  A new version of the great evil has emerged, and we must travel to the underworld to use the waters of the River Acheron,” Ophiuchus replied.
“Evil is no concern of mine.  There is only the living and the dead, and you are not among the dead.  You shall not pass this way,” he turned her down.
“Here, hold my hand and we’ll overcome him,” Marco.
“There is no overcoming death,” Ophiuchus answered.  “Though there may be a bargain available to cause death to retract its claims,” she said after a pause.
“What bargain do you offer?  What can you give us that would be a worthy sacrifice on your part?” Thanatos asked, his dark eyes shining brightly with interest.  “You, who have cheated us of our prey so many times with the miracles you carry out through that cult of yours.”
“I would give up something like life,” Ophiuchus answered.
“What would you do?  Would you give us this mortal’s life?  We know that you cannot give up your own life- only a greater Power could separate you from existence,” Thanatos’s wings were beating more quickly now, an indication of his interest in bargaining with Ophiuchus.
“I would surrender my ability to take bodily form; I will become a spirit without shape, and reside in my own temples,” Ophiuchus offered.
The wings held still and quivered, then began to beat very quickly.  “You would no longer wander upon the surface of the world, dispensing health and vitality and assistance to the living?” Thanatos repeated.
“That is correct; I will remain trapped in my temples,” Ophiuchus agreed, “provided that you allow my companions to enter and exit the underworld unmolested and unhindered.”
“My lady!” Marco exclaimed.  “No!  You can’t make such a sacrifice!”
“The deal is done!” Thanatos exclaimed, seemingly worried that Marco’s outburst might persuade Ophiuchus to withdraw her offer.  “I accept your conditions.  You must forego your earthly shape, so that this boy may travel through the underworld.”
“And his companion,” Ophiuchus said immediately.  “The deal includes his companion.”
“There is no companion here!” Thanatos said, his wings rigid with his attention, ”unless,” he left his sentence unfinished as he eyed the bundle in Marco’s arms.
“He carries the Lady Iasco, the chief priestess of my cult,” Ophiuchus said.  “She must be allowed to leave with him.”
The winged boy guardian stared intently at Marco’s burden, then looked at Ophiuchus.  “Is that your plan?  To doubly cheat death with this one sacrifice?  You make a tough bargain, but I shall accept it this time.  
“Come through, boy,” Thanatos reached into the air and pulled his arm down, as though pulling an invisible cord.  There was a hollow clanking sound from within the cavern, as though a gate were opening.  “Go quickly, before you lose the chance.”
“Go on Marco, you must do this,” Ophiuchus squeezed his hand.  “Don’t let my sacrifice be in vain!”
Marco pulled Ophiuchus against him, awkwardly, letting the bag with Iasco list downward so that it did not separate their hug.  “My lady, I am so sorry for your sacrifice.  I wish I could do something of great service for you.”
“You already have Marco.  You gave me my first dance!  Now I’ll always know what it is to have such an experience,” she nearly squeezed the breath out of him as she tightened and returned the hug.  “You’re such a good boy.  I’m glad you were the one selected to assist Iasco; she could have no one better.  Now, do me one last small favor, let me taste one more mortal delight,” the spirit said, a wistful smile on her face, and then she pressed her lips strongly upon Marco’s and began a passionate kiss, one in which her femininity, her supernatural appeal, and her ardor for life overwhelmed Marco, and made him fervently return the kiss for several long, arousing seconds, until her body suddenly disappeared into vapor.  “Farewell, my lover.  Thank you for that kiss as well.  Safe travels, Marco,” he listened in a daze and blinked as he heard her voice echo away.
“Well, are you going or not?” Thanatos asked Marco, with a gesture of his arm to indicate the empty cavern that descended ahead of him.
Marco looked at the guardian of Persephone’s Gate.  He hefted Iasco’s body up against his torso, then ran forward, past the presence of the immortal, and down into the darkness of the cave that would lead him into the underworld.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 12 – Conversations with the Dead
 
Marco ran for several seconds, until he was sure that he was down past whatever barrier lay at the gate, preventing traffic from passing between the two realms.  He stopped and looked over his shoulder – there was only darkness behind him – as there was only darkness before him.  With a sigh, he made his hand glow brightly, and then resumed his journey into the interior of the world, down where he remembered the drama of seeing the spirits of the dead.  Marco was lost in thought as he walked, haunted by the thought that Ophiuchus had made a permanent sacrifice in order to help him pursue his quest.   The spirit would never walk the surface of the earth again, her loss coming in order to let him enter the underworld.
He walked for a long time, mourning for Ophiuchus, until he entered a large chamber, one with a high ceiling dome and stripes of different colored strains swirled across every surface.  He remembered being in the same chamber, he remembered Gawail talking to the volcano overhead, and he remembered his last vision of Pesino, before the collapse of the roof had separated him from his companions, and led him on the long adventure he had pursued for all the months since then.  It had been in that very space.
Marco hurried down through the chamber and into the succeeding cavern passageway that led down to the populated precincts of the underworld.  He had no wish to upset the volcano again, and the journey down the sloping passage was easier than he remembered the journey had been to climb up it before, when his ribs had been sore and injured in the battle against the Echidna.
The trip was a long one, despite being downhill, and after the passage of an unknown amount of time, Marco stopped to rest.  He placed Iasco on the ground, then took his pack off, sat down, and sucked on water from his finger as he pulled out a tough piece of dried meat and chewed on it vigorously.   He silently thanked Diotima for the unusual gift of the water that issued forth from his finger; without it he wasn’t sure he would be able to dream of carrying out the incredible duty that rested upon his shoulders now.
When he had expected to journey with Ophiuchus through the underworld in order to revive Iasco, it had seemed possible.  The great spirit made virtually everything seem possible to accomplish when they had traveled together.  Without her, with only his own skills and resources to rely upon, the events ahead appeared daunting and overwhelming.  Without her, he felt lonelier.
With a sigh, he stood up and prepared to move on.  He would have to find his way to the River Acheron, back at the spot where he had encountered it before, at the ferry crossing.  The journey had been a long one when he had traveled with Mitment as a guide.  Now, without knowing the way, he faced an even longer journey that would involve misdirection and dead ends in all likelihood, unless he could persuade a guide to lead him.
He started moving down the passage, then suddenly laughed, as he realized there was a perfect guide among the dead.  He only needed to make contact, and then they would move quickly on to their destination.
Marco increased his pace and hurried for hours along the cave, seeing none of the figures of the dead along the empty way to Persephone’s Gate.  He stopped occasionally to rest, but resumed his journey quickly, and sucked on his finger for a drink of water from time to time, until the width of the cave he traveled through began to rapidly widen, and within a few hundred yards he came to a stop and looked out over the darkness of the vast open space of the underworld.
He stood at the mouth of the passage to Persephone’s Gate, and he gently placed Iasco on the ground, then raised his right hand high over his head and made the hand blaze forth with the brightest light he could summon.  The bright rays flashed outwards, and suddenly Marco could see the vast acres of space that were unnaturally illuminated, where uncounted numbers of souls wandered about.  And yet beyond the reach of his bright light, there remained an even greater distant darkness that he could not see.
“Lady Iasco!  Lady Iasco, if you hear my voice, come help me, please!” he called out loudly.  He let the light go out, then refocused the energy in his hand, and used it to amplify his voice, so that he could cast his words out to thousands more of the souls below.  “I need your guidance!” he added, then refocused his attention to the hand, and made it become a beacon of light one more.
He stooped and picked up the woven fabric bag that held Iasco’s physical remains, then started walking down the path that rose along the cliffside barrier in the underworld.  When he reached the ground, a crowd of filmy spirits awaited him.
“Tell my husband that the money is buried in the garden!” one woman called.
“My son needs to know that his wife has been unfaithful!” another said.
“My wife was the most wonderful friend I had – please tell her how wonderful she made my life,” the entreaties and pleas were a cacophony in his ears as he tried to listen for the voice of Iasco, or see her striped visage among the walking shadows.
“You’re the stupidest man I’ve ever known.  Did you never remember how unpleasant it is to be living in the underworld?” a voice called behind him, and Marco whirled to see the shade of Mitment standing in the back of the pack that surrounded him.
“Mitment!” he shouted, mostly pleased to see the familiar shade, one who he hoped would be helpful, especially when she found out what his mission was.
“Mitment,” he repeated, “I’m searching for Lady Iasco’s spirit.  Have you seen her?”
Many of the other spirits began to wander away, as Marco’s attention was focused on Mitment.
“Yes, I’ve seen her,” Mitment answered.  “She’s an agitated spirit; she claims she has a mission that she’s destined to finish on earth, among the living.  It’s not easy to be around her.”
“Take me to her,” Marco spoke eagerly.  “She does have a duty among the living; her life doesn’t have to be over.  I can bring her back to life,” Marco said.
Mitment looked at him in astonishment, then her filmy hand swept through the air towards his face.  He saw the slap coming, and he remembered how painful such contact had been when Mitment had slapped him before.  He wanted to move out of the way, and he tried to will his muscles to respond, but the hand sliced through the air with swift ease, and his muscles seemed to take forever to make the mass of his body start to move.
Her hand reached his cheek as he pulled back, and the painful, deadly cold broke over his consciousness like a rough ocean’s wave descending upon a flimsy vessel.  He screamed and collapsed, falling to the ground and feeling Iasco’s body fall upon him as the pain of Mitment’s slap overwhelmed his nervous system, and left him a quivering mass of flesh.
“By the heavens above!  That hurt!  What did you do that for?” He shouted at Mitment.
“What unkind idiocy are you blathering, claiming that you can bring her back to life?!  That’s cruel – it’s unkind!  You’re a colder monster than anyone down here to say that,” the spirit of the island guard seethingly replied.
“It’s true though; I think I know a way to bring her back to life.  The spirit of the island, Ophiuchus, has told me I have to do this.  She made it possible for me to return to the underworld,” Marco spoke with heat and he pushed himself back to his feet.  “I think I know a formula, an alchemical means of reviving her,” he said.
Mitment raised her hand again, prepared to strike, as Marco stepped back.  “I have to do this!” he shouted.  “I promised Ophiuchus I would do this.  Now either help me or leave me alone!” he said defiantly.
The guard’s spirit studied him sharply.  “Do you believe this nonsense you’re spouting?” she asked.
“I believe it is possible.  And the spirit told me that the whole world depends on this,” he said earnestly.
“If it’s possible to bring the dead back to life, why haven’t others done it?” Mitment challenged him.
“Probably because they didn’t want to get slapped to death by the ghost of an evil-tempered guard,” Marco retorted.
The two of them stood staring at one another, each challenging the other to say something else.
“I ought to slap you just to make sure you understand me,” Mitment said at last.  “You will suffer – really suffer, badly – if this is anything less than you sell it to be.  Follow me and we’ll go see the Lady.”  Mitment turned her back on Marco and started walking across the vast plain of the underworld.
Marco shook his head, regretting that he had managed to provoke the guard’s spirit to violence so quickly.  He resolved to say as little as possible as they moved towards their goal.
They stalked onward in silence for over an hour, as Marco grew tired from the weight of Iasco’s burden, though he refused to say anything to Mitment, until she abruptly stopped and turned to face him.
“I don’t see any water jugs.  Are we going to have to go back to Lethe’s spring for you?” she asked.
“No, I’ve got all the water I need,” Marco said calmly.
“Where?  How?  I don’t see any water,” Mitment barked.
Marco calmly placed his left finger in his mouth and sucked hard, filling his cheeks with water.  He removed his finger, then sprayed his mouthful of liquid in a noisy wash that spread across the opening between them, and penetrated through the emptiness of the non-corporeal spirit.
“There’s some of my water,” Marco said with satisfaction.
“How’d you do that?” Mitment shouted, surprised and angered by the unexpected event, balling her hand up into a fist and taking a threatening step towards Marco.
“Another spirit gave me a gift – all the water I want,” Marco answered.
“What are you, being handed around by spirits as a party boy?” Mitment challenged him, but she turned a moment later and resumed walking.
Marco followed without comment, and they trudged along for hours, until Marco finally called for a stop.  He sat and chewed on a crusty bread roll, and sucked water from his finger, as spirits passed by and whispered messages they hoped would return to the living.  He felt weary, and wanted to sleep, but the sight of Mitment pacing impatiently forced him back to his feet, and they resumed the journey.
Hours later Marco finally insisted that he be allowed to sleep, and his eyes closed almost as soon as he laid Iasco on the ground and curled up beside her.
“That’s enough; time to go,” he groggily came awake to the sound of Mitment’s voice as a series of pebbles flicked onto his face, tossed by the spirit that stood ten feet away.
Marco rose and picked up Iasco.  “How much longer will it be?” he asked, then took a sip of water as he made his right hand flare with illumination.
“Half a day,” Mitment ventured a guess, “if you can tell what a day is in a place where the sun never shines.
“I guess you never had a journey as long as the one in the underworld, did you?” the spirit asked in an almost conversational tone as they started walking.
“This feels long because of where it is,” Marco answered.  “But the trip I took the last time I got into the underworld was all the way from the Isle to Arima to find the Echidna, and when I left the underworld last time, I went on the pilgrimage to Compostela, and then I went to the Isle, and then Athens, right before I came down here.  
“It feels like I’ve been traveling without a stop for the last half a year,” he said, as it struck him that he had been on the move constantly.
“You went on the pilgrimage?” Mitment asked with interest.  “I had an uncle who went on the pilgrimage when I was a little girl.  He had his limp healed at the shrine.  What happened to you on the pilgrimage?”
“I met the spirit, Ophiuchus,” Marco answered.  “And I learned a little bit about being patient,” he added after a moment’s though, recollecting Dex and Pivot and their lessons on the pilgrimage.
“This is where she usually stays,” Mitment spoke up a moment later.
Marco strode up beside the spirit, and looked around at the milling traffic of the restless spirits who inhabited that portion of the underworld.  He set his load down then raised his hand, and caused it to glow brightly.
“Lady Iasco!” he called.  He kept his hand above his head and waited for a full minute, until he saw a distinctive spirit approach him among the others who were congregating towards him.  The stripes of her face were like no other spirit he had seen.
“Marco?” the lady’s spirit called.  “Marco!   What are you doing among the dead!” she asked as she approached him.  “You’re not dead, I see, yet you walk where no living being can be.  How comes this?”
Marco placed his burden on the ground, then started to hold his hands out wide to invite a hug from the small figure, before he remembered the pain that such an interaction would cause.
“I’ve come for you!” he said, and waited for the apparition to reach his immediate vicinity.  “I was sent by Ophiuchus, the spirit of the island, to come to you and revive you.  I’m here to restore you to life and take you back to the land of the living, so that you can fight the great evil that is out and spreading across the world.”
“That’s extraordinary!” Iasco said, as a murmur of conversations and pleas rose around them in response.  “How can that be?  How is it possible?  Only one has ever arisen from the dead, and I’m no Savior!” she said.
“I will use alchemy,” Marco answered.  “I think I know a formula; I’ve brought the ingredients, and I’ve even brought your body,” he bent down and patted his burden.  “The spirit directed me in all this,” he reassured her.  “She even escorted me from the island to Athens, in the flesh, right up to the gate of the underworld, at Persephone’s Gate,” he added the specific detail, hoping that somehow it would make his story more plausible to the skeptical spirit.
“She said that you were the one who could defeat the evil, that we had to have you,” Marco said insistently.
“We need you,” he added, knowing that the words really added nothing.
“You have carried my body all the way here, and you have a formula to restore me to life?” Iasco repeated in astonishment.  “Well then, Marco, go ahead and pull off this miracle, and restore my life!  Do it, and the first thing I’ll do is kiss you!” the spirit smiled at him.
“No my lady, don’t subject yourself to such torture!” Mitment spoke for the first time in the conversation.
“Is all this true?  Can it be true?” she asked.
“The secret portions of the prophecy said some things that never made sense, but this would explain them,” Iasco answered.  “I believe this is possible.  I know that Marco wouldn’t come here for anything less important than this, and it was evident that the spirit of the island held him in high regard from the moment he first arrived on the isle, Mitment,” she explained, as she seemed to reason her way out loud through the facts of the matter.
“I felt the knives stabbing my body,” she closed her eyes as she remembered the moment of her murder.  “And I didn’t care about the pain – I only cared that I wasn’t going to be able to play my role in the battle.  I was afraid that we were lost.
“So this is the shell that my soul inhabited for so many years?” Iasco asked rhetorically, as she knelt by the fabric bundle.  “Well, make it happen Marco; bring me back to life!”  
“I can’t do it here,” Marco answered.  “We have to travel to the River Acheron, to use the waters there.”
“The river of pain?” Mitment asked.  “You have to use pain to bring life?”
“Though you and I may not know it personally, that is a part of child birth, my gentle guard,” Iasco told Mitment.  “There is pain in the giving of life.”
“Shall we go to visit Charon then?” she asked, ready to move forward, as her spirit adapted to the notion of life being restored.
Marco bent and picked up the fabric that contained Iasco’s remains, feeling at once both a greater sense of the humanity of the flesh he carried, and also a greater repulsion at the thought of the fact that he had carried a dead body for so long.  He began walking, carrying the load as he followed Mitment and Iasco through the crowd of spirits that were gathered around, all still whispering their entreaties and pleas while he passed them by.
They journeyed on for hours, Marco asking for stops three times over the course of the travels, and he finally called a halt so that he could sleep.  Iasco graciously agreed to his request, and Marco was asleep just seconds after he extinguished the light that came from his hand, feeling that he was well on his way to success in the task that Ophiuchus had laid upon him.
Iasco let him sleep longer than Mitment had, so he awoke feeling refreshed and more energetic than he had since arriving in the underworld.  He’d dreamt of people coming to life, and he’d found himself performing endless numbers of ceremonies to bring the dead back to life.
He sat up when Iasco awoke him, and made his hand provide illumination, then started sucking on his left hand, drawing water to quench his thirst.
“What are you doing?” Iasco asked curiously.
“He can drink water from his finger,” Mitment answered for Marco, who still had his digit in his mouth.  “Some spirit he romped with blessed him with a favor.” 
Iasco looked at Marco inquisitively.
“Diotima,” he said as he removed his finger from his mouth, his thirst sated.  “A spirit of a spring provided me with an unending source of water.  She is a friend of Ophiuchus.”
“See, there he goes listing off all his supernatural friends like he’s a big shot,” Mitment complained, as Marco rose to his feet.
“He is a big shot dear,” Iasco replied, drawing a sour face from Mitment, who turned and began walking towards their next destination.
They walked for three days, during which Marco told Iasco everything he could think of, perhaps more than he intended.  He answered her questions about Ophiuchus; he told her the story of his quest to find the Echidna.  He even worried to her about his absence from Mirra, and the strains in the relationship because of his activities.
“She loves you, I’m sure,” Iasco replied.  “I saw her heart on her sleeve that night at the palace; she was worried for you, young buck.”
“And so you’re learning to be a sorcerer,” she commented another time, gesturing at the glowing hand.
“I’ve had to do some things, and I’ve learned to do some things, but it’s never easy – I’m never completely sure it will do what I want it to,” he said, then recited some examples of the things he had managed to do.
“For all intents you are a sorcerer.  There is much more that you could do with proper training, but you’ve managed to figure out many important powers, and you’ve done it all from just one hand!” Iasco marveled.
She began to lead him through lessons as they walked, instructing him on ways to use the power of the hand differently.  “And if you truly restore me to my body, perhaps we’ll find time to work on ways to combine our abilities.
“If your power is truly a result of my own powers applied to preserve your flesh, I would think we could work together more effectively than any other pair of sorcerers,” she speculated, and Marco could practically see the wheels of her mind spinning as she considered the possibilities.
The following day they walked to the top of a rise in the ground, and saw the River Acheron laying nearby, the ferry boat of Charon midway across the channel, empty as it headed to pick up another boat load of newly deceased souls waiting to cross into the true underworld.
“Alright, here’s your river.  Now what are you going to do?” Mitment asked.
Marco’s chest rose and fell as he took a deep breath and looked at the river.
He had an idea of what to do; from what he had heard about the water of the river, he knew that he was going to suffer pain in the process of preparing the treatment water that Iasco’s body would be bathed in.  There seemed no possibility that he wouldn’t at least splash a few drops of the deadly water onto his body at some point, much as he wished it would not be the case.  In all his past work in alchemy, he had always watched in amazement as something in every formula seemed to manage to spill or splatter or run too far, despite all precautions taken to avoid such problems.
He had procured equipment while in Andikara; he hoped it worked as well as his plans at the time had imagined it could.  He shrugged the bag on his shoulder, then started down the slope towards the water, and stopped when he was just ten feet from the river bank.
“Now what?” Mitment asked.
“I need to set all the equipment up.  This will take some time,” Marco explained, as he gently laid Iasco’s body on the ground between his position and the river.  He pulled the knapsack off his back, and pulled out the set of bowls he had carried with him.  Two were wooden and lighter in weight, but two were stone, to better withstand the caustic elements he was going to subject them to in the process of mixing the mythical, complex solution he had in mind.
He pulled out the tiny container of Gorgon’s blood, and the handful of Echidna scales he had so painfully collected.  He also placed his bundle of flowers beside the other two items, then added the salts and crystals and elements that were more standard elements of alchemy, using up the last of the supplies Algornia had given him so long ago.
When he had all the elements he needed laid out along the ground he paused.
“What’s the matter?” Mitment asked.
“Don’t bother him dear, he’s very focused right now,” Marco heard Iasco say quietly.  He went back to his pack and pulled out the extra waterskin he had brought along; it had proved unnecessary after Diotima had given him her boon.  Then he sat down on the ground and started pulling sticks out of his bag, and lay them together in front of him.
He unraveled some of the fabric of his tattered knap sack, and used the tough fibers to start to tie the sticks together into three longer sticks, then he tied two of them together at one end.  He tied the third stick to the first two, then carefully propped the three together to form a short tripod.
“What’s that for?” Mitment asked.  “Are you going to cook something?”
“I suppose I am, in a manner of speaking,” Marco said absently, as he carefully lodged the water skin atop the tripod to make sure it would fit in place.
Once satisfied that the tripod would hold the skin, he removed the stopper and carried the skin to the edge of the water, then pulled out his sword.  Holding the strap of the water skin, Marco gingerly lowered it into the river, then pressed it under the water’s surface with his sword, so that the skin would fill with the deadly water.
He momentarily jerked back in surprise when the river water started fuming and popping and hissing where the sword blade made contact with it.  After just a few moments the skin filled, and he lifted it by the strap, put his sword down, and cautiously tapped the stopper back into place to keep the water contained within.
Marco carried the now-heavier skin back to the tripod, and carefully placed it on the top of his flimsy structure.  He watched the skin settle into place, then gave a sigh of relief as it stayed right where he wanted it.
“What’s that for?” Mitment asked.
“I have to grate a scale under the flow of this water,” Marco answered.
“Don’t bother him with questions.  This is a delicate performance,” Iasco scolded Mitment.
“This better work – I don’t want him building up your hopes and then hurting you,” Mitment made Marco nervous by saying in response.
Marco focused on mixing several ingredients together in the wooden bowl, then set it aside. The flowers, the Savior’s Rays, the pretty little yellow flower that had red seeds to provide the mysterious ‘scarlet squeezed from gold’ he set in a separate pile as the last element he would add to the mixture to catalyze the final reaction.  He picked up the smaller stone bowl, then opened the container of the Gorgon’s blood and looked inside at the shiny, crystalline flakes.  They sparkled, and seemed to virtually glow with internal power.  Marco gently tilted the small jar, then delicately tapped the jar against the side of the bowl, and watched as a few small flakes fell, then settled into the bottom of the impervious bowl.
He lifted the jar away from the bowl with his right hand, and as he did, a small fragment of the Gorgon’s blood flipped off the lip of the jar, and landed on the bare skin of his left hand.  Marco slammed the jar to the ground as his left hand erupted in pain; he flailed the hand out wildly, and it struck one of the legs of the tripod, knocking the water skin loose so that it flew into the air while its cap popped open, and causing a cascade of the water to drench his leg as the skin tumbled to the ground and created a deadly pool of pain.
Marco screamed at the incredible level of intolerable pain that overwhelmed his nervous system.  He arched his back as his hands grabbed at the leg, making the hands wet as well, and increasing the unbearable pain he felt.  He rolled over onto his side, away from the puddle, then writhed for several seconds before he passed out.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 13 – The Resurrection
 
Marco awoke sometime later, as Mitment sat near him and Iasco fretted over him.  The level of pain had diminished, though it was still incredibly high, and he moaned and gasped before he said a word.
“Oh Marco,” Iasco said softly.  “Use the water; if it comes from a spirit’s spring, it may help relieve the pain.”
Groggily, without fully understanding the words, Marco accepted the direction and put his shaking finger in his mouth, and began to suck on it.  The water was cool and refreshing, and seemed to diminish the pain as he drank more and more of the liquid.
“Now, spit some out on your injuries,” Iasco directed.
Marco rolled his eyes to look at her, then held a mouthful of the water as he released his finger, and raised his wounded left hand in front of his face.  He sprayed the spring water upon the wound, and felt substantial relief immediately.
“Take your pants off Marco,” Mitment chimed in.  “Your pants still have the water of the river on them,” she explained when he stared at her.
Painfully, Marco removed his pants, then sat spread-legged, constantly sucking water from his finger and spitting in onto his legs, making progress measured in small patches of diminished agony.  When he finished treating all the parts of his body that he could reach, he lay back on the ground and closed his eyes.
“I’ve never felt so much pain in my life,” he said.  “Thank you,” he told the two spirits.  He rested for several minutes, then opened his eyes and sat up.  He looked at the objects that lay about the site, and saw that there was no significant harm done to the materials he had prepared.
He stood awkwardly, looking down at his two bare legs, then shrugged.  He found a dry portion of strap for the water skin, and carried it and his sword down to the river, and refilled the skin.  He carried and returned it to its spot atop the tripod,
The next step would be delicate and difficult, he knew.  He crouched motionlessly for a long time studying the tripod and its position carefully, to make sure he knew what steps he would take.  He finally picked up two of the Echidna scales in one hand, then used his sword to poke a hole in the bottom of the water skin, so that a small dribble of water started to fall.
Carefully, he held one end of the scales as the water ran over them, then he scraped the edge of his blade back and forth over the surface of the scales, grating the rock-hard substance with the enchanted metal of his sword.
The water turned bright green as his blade scratched across the scale and carried small flakes of the monster’s fragment down into the bowl beneath the tripod, glowing with an unhealthy light.  Marco gingerly carried out his efforts until the bowl was three quarters full of the liquid.  He flicked the scales away, and pulled the appalling bowlful of transformed liquid away from the tripod.
“It should get easier after this,” Marco said.  He mixed the contents of the wooden bowl into the green water from Acheron, and used one of the legs of the no-longer-needed tripod to mix the liquid thoroughly.
“We might as well get you ready,” Marco said next, looking up at Iasco.
“What are you going to do to her?” Mitment asked, challengingly.
“To the spirit of Iasco?  Nothing,” Marco answered.  He picked up his sword and then knelt by the fabric wrapping that he had carried so far.  “But the body of Iasco?  I need to get it ready for what we’ll do next.”  He carefully slit the bottom of the fabric open, then pulled the sword up the length of the thick, floral material, opening it to reveal the shrouded figure inside.
As gently as he could – fully aware that there were two very watchful pairs of eyes observing him – Marco lifted Iasco’s body free, and then removed the linen shroud, laying bare the desiccated, wounded shell that Iasco’s soul had inhabited during her tenure on earth.  He stood up and backed away, as her spirit stepped over and knelt, to examine the body closely.
“No wonder I never had a date,” she said at last, trying to make light of the appearance of her body.
“Oh my lady, you are a great beauty,” Mitment said immediately.
“Thank you for your love, my dear,” Iasco smiled at her devoted guard.  “Well Marco, shall you finish what you’ve begun?” she asked.
Marco turned and carried over the two bowls and the sprig of flowers.  He carefully held the Gorgon’s blood mix above the River Acheron’s converted waters, and slowly poured the contents of the two together, making a fizzing, steaming liquid potion.
“Now, just one last ingredient, and it should be activated,” Marco said, holding the flowers above the bowl.  “Watch this,” he said, anticipating the reaction that was about to occur.  He began to twist and squeeze the small yellow flowers; within moments, a steady rain of tiny red seeds splattered onto the surface of the potion, and sank within the mixture, disappearing from view.
Marco jumped back, and waited.
Nothing happened.
Marco stepped closer to the mixture, and shook the flowers at the bowl, making a few random seeds fly into the mixture.
“What’s happening, Marco?” Iasco asked.
“He got it wrong,” Mitment said.  “He dragged us all the way here and put us through all this drama, and then he couldn’t even produce what he promised.
“But this was it, ‘the scarlet squeezed from gold’,” Marco protested.  “That’s the final ingredient the formula calls for.  It must be these red seeds.”
Mitment’s facial expression changed.
Cut your hand open!” she said loudly.
“Mitment, we won’t harm the boy because of this,” Iasco protested.
“We should, but we won’t for now,” the guard answered.  “But his hand – his blood – scarlet squeezed from gold – the gold of his hand.  If he bleeds from the golden hand, the red blood will be scarlet squeezed from gold!” she shouted.
Marco grabbed his sword without hesitation, his hopes resurrected by Mitment’s suggestion, and he sliced the palm of his right hand, then dropped the sword and squeezed his right hand with his left as he held the open palm over the bowl of liquid.  A steady shower of blood dripped downward, and as soon as it struck the surface of the bowl, there was an unearthly screaming sound that was produced all around them, while the liquid in the bowl began to expand, becoming neither liquid not gas, but something between.
“Marco!” Iasco said, her eyes wide.  “I feel something happening!”
Marco stooped down and picked up the bowl, feeling the expanding contents touch his flesh with a grasping, greedy texture that made him want to scream, but he turned and poured the growing mass along the length of Iasco’s body, then poured the last dregs of the bowl upon her face, into her mouth.
The spirit screamed, and suddenly moved against its will, scooting across the surface of the cavern floor like a toy on a string being pulled by a child.  The body began to turn warm colors, red and yellow, and moisture flowed back into the dry flesh, making it regain a healthy appearance.  The stab wounds, and other, smaller injuries, healed themselves, and within moments, the body looked like it belonged to a woman in the prime of life.
Just as it reached that point, Iasco’s spirit was drawn down into it.
There was a clap of thunder, and a flash of lightening in the underworld chamber, and then the two separated entities – body and soul – were one together once again.  The eyes fluttered open, and Iasco looked up at Marco, who was staring down in astonishment.
“What’s the matter?  Haven’t you ever seen a naked woman before?” she asked.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 14 – Departure from the Underworld
 
“Oh my Lord and Savior!  This is incredible!” Iasco said as she sat upright.  “Did you bring any clothes for me?” she asked.
Marco continued to simply stare at her in astonishment, as his head barely shook a negative response.  He had truly done the impossible – he had achieved possibly the most challenging accomplishment that alchemy could aspire to.
“Here,” Iasco said.  She grabbed Marco and squeezed him tight in a hug that was an assertion of her return to life, a long, drawn-out embrace in which she pressed her renewed physical presence against Marco, a tangible bit of evidence that his efforts had succeeded.  And then she pulled his face to hers and gave him the kiss she had threatened to give.  It was only a momentary peck, yet Marco had a brief taste of her essence, a fresh, evergreen sensation that was both taste and smell and indescribably vibrant.
Marco wrapped his own arms around Iasco – tentatively for the first few moments, then tightly.  He was astonished, overwhelmed with the reality of the situation.  Something that had been a goal, a theoretical outcome, had actually come to pass.  And what had once been a corpse was now once again a living, breathing human being.
“I didn’t bring a dress,” Marco answered at last.
“My stars!” Mitment finally gasped.  “My lady!  You are flesh and blood again!
“Marco, you have done something that I never believed was possible,” she came as close to praising Marco as she was able.
“We can make do for the time being with the fabric that you carried my body in,” Iasco said as she continued to hold Marco in her tight grasp.
She released the hug at last, then looked over at Mitment.  “Would you ever have believed it?  This is a sign; we will not only fight the great battle that is to come, but we are going to win!” she exulted.
“I wish that I could be there again with you, my lady,” Mitment said.  “I don’t know what battle you face, but I would give my life – again! – to be there to fight for you.”
“Mitment, if I can take you with me, I will!” Iasco declared.  “If I have you and Marco by my side, how can we possibly lose this battle?”
“How would that be possible, my lady?” Mitment asked, with hope in her eyes, as she looked from the lady to Marco.
“We’ll see, Mitment,” Iasco answered vaguely.
She stalked over to the fabric that Marco had slit open.  “Give me your sword, Golden Hand,” she said to Marco.
“That was the name the spirits called me!” Marco exclaimed, as he stepped over and handed his weapon to the newly revived lady.
“It is how history will remember you,” Iasco told him as she cut three holes in the fabric, a neck hole and two arm holes.  “I might have wished that you hadn’t been so enthusiastic in your work earlier,” she said as she slipped the bag over her head, the gaping slit in the front revealing a great deal of her torso.  “But we’ll adapt,” she said.
She pointed at Marco’s pants, lying on the ground still damp with the torturous water that had been spilled upon them.  A beam of red energy issued from her finger and struck the pants, making a cloud of steam rise up.
“There, you may put them on now,” Iasco told Marco.  “They’re dry.”
“How do you propose we return to the land of the living?” she asked.  “What are our options?”
“I’ve used three entries,” Marco reflected.  “The way that passes through the Echidna’s lair comes out on Arima.  I don’t think we want to go that way.  “The way I came in to find you was through Persephone’s Gate.  That way out leads through Athens, and your enemy’s soldiers control the city now, with sorcerers.  And the last way out is through Station Island,” he recounted.
“Which is in the middle of nowhere,” Mitment pointed out.
“And they tend to be amazed at the notion of people returning from the land of the dead,” Marco added, recalling his own first arrival there.
“It will be the best choice,” Iasco said.  “We will go to Station Island, and arrange passage from there.  We’ll need to return to the Isle of Ophiuchus, and then we’ll decide how we go on the offensive to protect our way of life.
“You said you passed through Clovis, Marco?” she asked.  “If only there were still an arch-king over the lands of the old empire, to unite us and wield an army on our behalf.  Instead,” she motioned for Marco to pick up his belongings, “instead, we will have to fight them with stealth and cunning and a loose and unpredictable alliance, instead of power.”
Marco gathered his scattered items together, and placed them all in his bag.
“May I have a drink, Golden Hand?” Iasco asked.
Marco gave a half grin, then held his finger in front of her mouth, and let her sip the refreshing spring water that seeped forth.  “I’m not sure which hand better deserves to be considered golden at this moment,” Iasco said as she pulled her mouth away from Marco’s hand.
“Now, let’s go talk to Charon about making our escape from here.”
Iasco began walking along the river bank, towards the ferry landing, with Mitment and Marco following after.  They reached the dock as Charon’s ferry glided to a stop beside it and disgorged its small crowd of passengers.
“Well, I see our unusual visitor has returned for some reason,” the ferryman said as he looked past Iasco to Marco.
“We need to leave,” Iasco spoke immediately.  “We have obligations among the living, duties that the powers have laid upon us.”
“The duties of the living are of no concern down here,” Charon answered.  “I merely provide a means for the dead to come to the underworld as they move towards their final destination.”
“The duties of the living are of utmost importance to us though,” Iasco said.  “Either take us across the river, or we will return through other means.  And I want to take Mitment with me,” she added, drawing a gasp from Marco, and a cheer from the guard.
“She may not go.  There is no departure for the dead,” Charon answered firmly, then turned his back on them as he sent his boat back out across the waters of the river.
“I thought that would be your answer.  But I see a place for her at my side, and so I will make other arrangements,” Iasco said.  She stepped back off the dock and motioned for Marco and Mitment to join her on the river bank, and they followed her without question as she strode purposefully away from the ferry dock.
“Give me your hand, Golden Hand,” she commanded.
Marco obediently lifted his right hand towards her, and watched as she grabbed it.
He felt his hand tingle, and then it glowed beneath the small, slender fingers that held it.
Iasco closed her eyes, and raised her other hand, then waved it in a sweeping arch outward, away from her body.  At her feet, a wide ribbon of translucent substance arose from the ground at an angle, and arched upward, out over the river bank.  It grew outward, stretching across and over the deadly waters of the river, then began to descend as it passed above the center of the river channel, and came to a halt on the far side of the river.
“Let us go on,” Iasco released Marco’s hand and motioned towards the bridge.
“That’s for us?” Marco asked.  “Will it hold us?”
“Yes, now move along; let’s go.  You too, Mitment,” she added.
“Me, my lady?  I’m dead!” Mitment’s voice rose in shock.
“I’ll find a place for you among the living, my friend.  Your loyalty is beyond question, so I claim you as my personal bodyguard.  Now, get moving,” Iasco motioned.
“Stop all of you!  This is forbidden!” Charon exclaimed.  He moved his oar, and his boat veered from its path, to head towards the mystical bridge that Iasco had constructed.
“Move quickly!”  Iasco called, and the three of them started to run over the bridge.  Charon raised his oar, and pointed it at the bridge.  “Your passage is forbidden,” he said, and a black beam of energy emerged from the oar and struck the bridge.  The structure shivered, and Marco lost his footing as he started to run down the slope towards the opposite side of the river.  He rolled forward, and got back to his feet, as the bridge shivered again.  
“Keep going Marco!” Mitment shouted from behind him.  He felt the bridge shake dramatically, and looking back over his shoulder he saw the center of the bridge start to crumble away.
“Run Marco!” Mitment shouted, and Marco saw her stretch her hand out in front of her, reaching towards him.   The thought of feeling the pain of her dead touch spurred him to run even faster somehow, and he accelerated his steps.
The bridge underneath his feet started to collapse as he approached the shore, just behind Iasco.  Sensing that disaster was about to overtake him, Marco jumped forward, grabbing the lady around her shoulders, and thrusting them to the shoreline, just as the bridge gave a loud cracking sound.
Marco turned and saw Mitment standing upon a fragment of the bridge that somehow hung in the air while the structure on either side of it dissolved and collapsed downward into the water of the River Acheron.
“Mitment!” he shouted, and extended his golden right hand towards the spirit.  A rope of something solid shot out of his fingers and extended towards the guard, who leaped up and forward to grasp it just as her portion of the bridge melted away beneath her.  She swung forward hand over hand for three motions, then flung herself to the shore, and tumbled into a heap at Marco’s feet, as he allowed the beam of energy to disband.
“Well done Golden Hand.  Thank you for saving the girl,” Iasco spoke from behind his shoulder.
“Marco, thank you,” Mitment said as she stood up.  “You saved me, and I will not forget.”
Marco wasn’t sure how he had managed to help the spirit.  He had wanted to help her, but had no idea that the gesture of his hand alone would cause something to happen.
“Let’s move on, shall we?” Iasco asked, and they walked back down the river bank to meet the road that brought the spirits from the world of the living to Charon’s dock.  The ferryman stood and glared at them as they passed the waiting spirits.
“He’s not going to forget this,” Mitment said quietly as they hurried past and out of Charon’s sight. They journeyed up the cavern that Marco and Mitment had traveled before when Marco had left the land of the living the first time.  They stopped once to snack on some of the food in Marco’s pack, and they took turns sucking water from his finger, then moved on again.
They reached the surface at night, coming up to the cave opening when it was dark at the monastery of Saint Joseph on Station Island.  They did not know how close they were to the end of their underworld journey until they suddenly smelled salt air and felt a breeze stirring against them.
“Should I really do this?” Mitment asked, stopping a few feet below the opening of the cavern.
“You will suffer no harm, and I will appreciate having you with me, as someone who I can trust,” Iasco reassured the guard.
“Then I do it for you, my lady,” Mitment said, and they proceeded to climb the last few feet upward, and returned to the world of the living.
“Would you look at that!” a voice exclaimed, and Marco saw that there was a small handful of monks praying around the perimeter of the stone wall that circled the cave entrance.
“Oh, to see the star light again!” Iasco said, as she stood on one side of Marco and looked up at the sky, while Mitment stood on his other side.   “It’s quite a sight, isn’t it Mitment?” she turned to look at the guard.
“Where is she?” Iasco asked a moment later.  Marco looked at Iasco, then looked at Mitment, then looked back at Iasco in confusion.
“Where did Mitment go, Golden Hand?” Iasco looked up at Marco, with a look of concern on her face.
“Where did you two come from?” one of the monks asked.
“She’s,” Marco looked at Iasco, then looked at Mitment, in whose face he saw the same concern and confusion he felt.  “She’s right here, next to me,” he motioned.
“I don’t see her,” Iasco’s eyes widened.
“Oh no, my lady,” Mitment softly groaned.
“You two need to come out of there right now,” a voice called from a slight distance, as a monk approached from the dining hall.
Marco recognized the man, Brother Patric, who had been so kind to him when he had last been on the island, his memories gone at the time.  But he was more concerned about Mitment’s suddenly invisibility than anything else.
“I see her right here,” Marco spoke.  “She’s right beside me.”
“I’m a spirit of the dead, back in the land of the living.  I’m a ghost, and no one can see me or hear me,” Mitment exclaimed slowly.
“She’s become a ghost, and I can’t see her,” Iasco arrived at the same conclusion at the same time.
“Why can I see her?” Marco asked.
“Would you please come out of there and explain yourselves?” Brother Patric was at the wall, holding a lantern up high.
“Marco?   Is that you?  Again?” Patric asked.
“Brother,” Marco said, holding Iasco’s hand to help her cross the wall, as she held her slitted impromptu dress closed with one hand.
“Maybe I should just go back down to the underworld again,” Mitment said, hanging back.
“No, Mitment, wait,” Marco answered her immediately.
“What’s she saying Marco?” Iasco asked.
“She thinks she should go back to the underworld,” Marco told the lady.
“Marco, what’s going on?” Patric asked.
“Mitment, come with us, at least for now,” Marco said, as he climbed over the wall.  “Brother Patric, this is the Lady Iasco, leader of the Temple of Ophiuchus.  She and I have traveled through the underworld and have returned now to the world of the living,” he turned to tell the monk and the others who were with him.
“Are you dead?” someone asked.
“No, we’re very much alive,” Marco answered.
“How did you get down there?” someone asked, as they started to walk towards the hall.
“Is she coming with us?  Why can you see her but I can’t?” Iasco asked.
“She’s coming with us,” Marco assured the lady as he looked over at Mitment nearby.
“Who are you talking about?” Patric asked.
“Let’s get inside, please, and then we can talk,” Marco felt hemmed in by the questions that seemed to be coming at him from all sides as they reached the building.
A monk held the door open, and they stepped into a hallway that Marco recognized.  “How long ago was I here before – three months?” he asked.
“About that,” Patric agreed, and he showed them to a room where the three travelers were joined by two monks.
“What have you done?” Patric’s companion asked when the door was closed behind them.
Marco looked at Iasco, not sure how to explain the long, complicated and unbelievable series of events.
“The Lady Iasco is the chief priestess of the Cult of Ophiuchus,” Marco began.  “She was murdered by assassins, and went to the underworld.  I was sent by the spirit of Ophiuchus down to revive her and bring her back, so that she could lead the fight of good against evil.”
The two monks looked at Marco, wide-eyed.
“Do you expect us to believe that?  She rose from the dead to fight against evil?  You personally resurrected her?  This is preposterous!” Patric’s companion said.
“Fantastic as it sounds, it’s true.  And we have brought another companion back from the dead as well, Mitment, a guard from the island of Ophiuchus, who Marco killed himself a year ago,” Iasco added.
“Where is she?  Where is this other resurrected woman?” Patric asked.
“She wasn’t resurrected,” Marco spoke after a moment’s awkward hesitation.  “She’s still just a spirit.  She’s here in the room with us now though,” he added.
“How are we to believe all this nonsense?” the unnamed monk exclaimed.  “Tell us the truth about how you came out of the cave!”
“Mitment, would you do something to prove your existence to these men?” Iasco asked.  “Come lift this lamp,” she directed.
Marco watched as Mitment leaned into the table and picked up the lamp that sat in the center, then swung it in a small circle in the air, before setting it down.
“How do we know that you didn’t just use sorcery to make that happen?” the monk asked.
“Tell him to go to a different room and make a command, then come back here and I’ll do it,” Mitment said to Marco.
“Mitment says,” Marco repeated the suggestion, and watched as the monk got up and left the room, with the unseen spirit in pursuit.
Thirty seconds later he returned.  “Did they stay here?” the monk asked Patric as he gestured towards the two guests.
Just then Mitment walked over to Patric and raised his hood up over his head.
“Holy Mother!” the monk swore.  “That’s just what I asked the spirit to do!”  He looked around the room wildly, trying to spot the invisible spirit.
“It’s true?  You have a spirit from the underworld with you?  It’s all true?” Patric asked.
“How is it that you know all this now, but the last time you were with us you didn’t remember anything?” he asked Marco.
“The last time I was in the underworld I drank from the fountain waters of the River Lethe, and forgot all.  This time I didn’t,” Marco said easily.
Patric and the monk both sat down.
“Suppose all of this is true?  What is this great evil you’ve come back to fight?” Patric asked Iasco.
“There is a kingdom far away, the land and the people called Docleatae,” Iasco began.  “The king of the land is Moraca, and he is a powerful leader.  He is obsessed,” she paused and looked at Marco speculatively, “He is obsessed with eternal life.  He wants to never die.
“He has surrounded himself in his court with many powerful sorcerers and alchemists, and they do many things to keep him alive.  They have for a long time,” she told her small group of listeners.
“Moraca is already over three hundred years old.  For many years his power was held in check by his neighbor to the north, the kingdom of Prester John, but that kingdom fell to treachery and attack many years ago, and since then Moraca and the Docleatae have grown in power and strength,” she told the others in the room.
“His arm has grown long, and he now controls many other kingdoms, and has begun to build a great navy to go with the mighty armies he has.  He is the power behind the Corsair raids that have grown so bold, and he is the power that conquered Athens,” she nodded to Marco.
“He has made a deal with the darkness itself,” Iasco told them.  “As long as he continues to grow in malevolence and strength, the darkness will support him and lend its power to his sorcerers.”
“How long has the evil been helping him?” Patric asked in horrified fascination.
“The evil power fights an eternal battle in movements that occur over centuries, not days.  The evil one has been behind Moraca for two hundred years or more,” Iasco answered.  “He will not, of course, receive eternal life through evil, but he does not acknowledge that.
“If he were to find out what you have just done for me Marco, he would spare no effort, he would leave no stone unturned nor any city standing, to find you and capture you as his guarantee of returning to life,” she looked at Marco directly.
Marco felt his skin turn pale, and his throat grow tight at the thought of being hunted down by the forces of Moraca.  He had faced the sorcerer in Athens, and he and the spirit Ophiuchus had run away from the power of that evil servant to Moraca.  Marco had faced and nearly been killed by Iago, Iasco’s brother and also a sorcerer, who had likewise been a servant to Moraca.  And Iago had led the Corsair raids in search of the Gorgon’s blood, one of the very ingredients that Marco had used to bring Iasco back to life.
“I’m afraid he does know,” Marco whispered.  “Not about me specifically, perhaps, but he knows something about a formula to revive the dead, I’m sure.  His Corsairs were looking for Gorgon’s blood; he must have some reason to want it.
“What are we going to do?” Marco asked, staring at Iasco.
“What can you do?” Patric echoed.
“We’re going to fight!” Iasco said.  “Evil always wages these wars, and goodness always triumphs.  We are going to lead the way for goodness to triumph again,” she said calmly.
“But how?” Mitment asked.
“Mitment wants to know how?” Marco conveyed the question.
“Oh Mitment my dear, I should have remembered you were part of the conversation,” Iasco said, “but I was too excited by what Marco had done to think straight.  There must be a reason Marco can see you but I cannot.
“Marco, when you were in the underworld, did you and Mitment ever touch one another?” she asked.
Marco shuddered at the recollection of the pain of the dead spirit’s touch.  “Yes,” he answered quietly.
“That touch must have given you the ability to see her, even here among the living,” Iasco explained.  “I did not ever touch her spirit when I had my body restored, and so I have not developed the connection with her that you have.”
“That’s interesting, and it makes it all the better that I slapped you around, now doesn’t it?” Mitment told Marco.  “But it doesn’t answer my question.”
“Mitment still wants to know how goodness is going to triumph,” Marco repeated.
“All in good time,” Iasco answered.  “We’ll deal with that question later.  More immediately, we need to arrange for our return to Ophiuchus as the first step.”  She turned to the monks.  “What ships are available to carry us?” she asked.
“The pilgrims’ ship will arrive tomorrow morning, and leave tomorrow afternoon,” Patric said.  “It will be able to take you to Lacarona.”
“Good,” Iasco said.  “How long will that journey take?”
“Three days,” Marco said promptly, recollecting the trip he had taken not many weeks prior.
“That’s it then.  And we’ll need funds to hire horses and have provisions for the trip from Lacarona to Barcelon,” she said matter-of-factly.
“Funds?” the monk said in a warning growl.
“Certainly,” Iasco answered.  “Time is of the essence.  We must have horses to reach Barcelon quickly.   There are many things that must be done, and it’s our responsibility to do so.”
The monk’s expression indicated a clear reluctance to assist, but Patric stepped in.   “Our own funds are limited, but we can provide enough for you to ride to Compostela, and perhaps the cathedral officials will provide the rest of what you need?” he suggested.
With the arrangements agreed to, Marco and Iasco were shown their rooms for the night.  “I’ll stay with you tonight,” Mitment commented as Marco stood before his open door.
His reaction was immediate.  “What?  Why me?” he asked.  “Shouldn’t you stay with the Lady, to protect her?” he asked nervously.
“But you’re the only one who can see me or hear me,” she told him.
Mitment laughed a moment later.  “Your expression is priceless!  I’m going to go stay with the Lady, of course.  Would you please tell her?”
Relieved, Marco immediately did inform Iasco of her guard’s intent.  “Thank you, Golden Hand,” she said, then closed her door.
“Is that your name?  I thought Patric said you were Marco,” the young novice monk who was their guide spoke to Marco.
“My name is Marco, but the Lady calls me that now,” Marco assured the boy, and he turned in for the night in his own plain room.
The following morning they were presented with a small bag of coins at breakfast, and shortly after noon they boarded the pilgrim’s ship to return to the mainland.
“I’m glad to leave the island,” Mitment told Marco.  “I looked out the window all night and watched the spirits of the dead cross the courtyard to go down to the underworld.  It’s sobering to know that so much death occurs so frequently.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 15 – Crossing Iberia
 
After they landed in Lacarona, the three travelers spent an hour discussing how many horses they needed.
“Tell her I don’t need a horse!” Mitment spoke forcefully to Marco, who relayed the message, the same one he had relayed multiple times before, to Lady Iasco.
“Be that as it may, Golden Hand, tell our dear companion that we will have a third horse for this trip, just in case anything happens to one of ours, and I’ll expect her to ride it in the meantime,” Iasco said.
“Tell her it’s an absolute waste of money!” Mitment replied.
Marco looked around at the bystanders and passersby who were looking at the odd conversation the two visible people were having.
“Fine,” he told Iasco, “she says she’ll try it your way.”
“I did not!” shrieked Mitment, standing so close to Marco that he placed his finger in his ear.  “Is this how it’s going to be?”
“Look,” Marco lowered his voice as Iasco went to the livery office.  To the observers, he appeared to be whispering to the thin air, “We have to get going.  You can run beside the horse, and the Lady will never know.  Now let’s stop fighting and start moving.”
They were soon traveling along the road to Compostela, as Marco thought about Dex and Pivot and what they would have said about taking such a quick trip across the pilgrimage route.  Of course, he told himself, this was no pilgrimage – they just happened to be on the pilgrim’s road.
He looked back over his shoulder at Mitment, who was riding atop the third horse of their group, as Lady Iasco rode her horse briskly in the front.  Mitment – originally afoot – had managed to keep up with the other two for the first mile out of town, when traffic had inhibited the pace of their departure from the city.  Once they rode free of the farmers’ carts and local pedestrians, Iasco had increased the pace, and Mitment had run faster and faster, then started to fall further and further behind.  The guard spirit had refused to call out for a pause, but Marco took pity on her finally.
“My lady!” he called.  “May we stop for just a moment so that I can adjust my saddle?”
“Now, climb up on your horse,” he said quietly to Mitment as she breathlessly arrived while he pretended to check the straps of his saddle.  He watched as she wordlessly obeyed, making her horse skittish as she tried to mount it, until Marco finally walked over and held it in place.
“What was that about?” Iasco asked when Marco climbed atop his own horse.
“Just a quick stretch of the legs,” Marco answered without looking over at Mitment.
They journeyed for three days to reach Compostela, staying at places that had the mark of the swift for pilgrims when they were convenient.  They even stayed in the village where Eric and Reba lived.  Marco spotted them across the square, but avoided letting them see him; he didn’t want to risk becoming involved any further with the couple who he had bound together through his inadvertent use of his powers.
The next morning they rode into Compostela, and left their horses at a livery near the entrance to the cathedral. 
“Let’s go find the authorities to discuss the issues at hand, and to gain some funds for the next stage of the trip,” Iasco said as they approached the gate.
“May I be excused to go in the cathedral to pray?” Marco asked.
“I suppose so Golden Hand, after I introduce you to the bishop,” Iasco replied as they entered the gates of the cathedral grounds.
“Marco!” Mitment called sharply.
Marco turned as he walked on, and saw Mitment standing outside the gate.
“I can’t enter.  I can’t step onto the holy ground!” she shouted.
“Lady Iasco!” Marco called sharply.  She turned to look at him, as he stopped walking forward with her.
“It’s Mitment; she can’t step into the cathedral grounds,” Marco explained.
“Oh, of course!  Where is she?  Take me back to her,” Iasco ordered, and they returned quickly.
“I’m so sorry, my dear!  Of course I should have seen this coming,” Iasco said.  “Please wait here for us.  We shouldn’t be long.”
“What does this mean?  Will I be able to even step onto the Isle of Ophiuchus?” Mitment asked.
Marco relayed the question to Iasco.
“Of course, certainly you’ll be allowed on the island,” Iasco said stoutly.  “Now stay here; Marco, you go on to your prayers, and then I’ll meet you back here with Mitment,” she directed them all, and went on her way to the office of the bishop.
“Did she seem hesitant to you?” Mitment asked Marco, who had thought he detected some uncertainty in Iasco’s assertion.
“Let me go to the cathedral to pray to the Spirit of Ophiuchus,” Marco answered.  “I’ll ask her to accept you.”
“You’ll come back soon, won’t you Marco?” Mitment asked, in a voice that sounded strained.
He turned and stepped up close to her, almost touching her, feeling compassion for the spirit who had no one else who could hear or see.
“I’ll be back soon, Mitment, I promise,” he said sincerely, drawing a shy smile from the ghost.
“Who are you talking to?” a passing merchant demanded of Marco, seeing him talking to the thin air before him.  “Been drinking already?”
Marco blushed, then smiled as Mitment winked at him.  He turned and walked into the cathedral grounds, then headed straight into the cathedral.
He knew where he wanted to go; he wanted to find the staircase marked with three violets.  He wanted to climb the stairs again, and find the quiet corner of the cathedral where the Spirit Ophiuchus was portrayed.  He wanted to pray to her, and to hear her voice again, to hear her speak to him.  He had done what she had asked of him, incredible as it seemed, and he wanted desperately to confirm that she knew, and moreso, he hoped to hear praise from her lips, telling him that he had pleased her.
He went past the beginning of the pilgrimage stations, and walked resolutely down the length of the cathedral, cutting past the many pilgrims who were kneeling at each station in devout prayer.  The cathedral was more crowded than it had been when he had visited it; the summer season brought many more pilgrims to visit the shrine.
He went around the corners and down the hallways, until he came to the area where he remembered finding the out-of-the-way staircase.  There was no sign of the passage.  He wandered far beyond where he knew it had been, then reversed course and came back.  Marco went through a cross-passage, and returned from that exploration, again without finding the stairs.
At last he stopped searching, and knelt at the closest chapel, one where a violet marked the spot as part of the pilgrims’ route.  A number of people were there already, but Marco took no notice as he knelt and began to pray to Ophiuchus, asking for direction to the staircase.
“You do not need those stairs to find me, Golden Hand,” the spirit’s voice spoke within his soul.
“”My Lady!” he exulted.  He opened his eyes to look around, but there was no visible sign of the wonderful spirit, so he closed his eyes tightly as he recollected her image.
“You did well in the underworld, my champion, as I knew you would.  You didn’t really need me to tell you that, did you?  What is your real reason for this visit?” she asked.
“I miss you,” he said softly.
“I am with you, always,” she answered.  “I am your sword and your heart.  You know these things Marco, just as you know that I still rely upon you to help Lady Iasco.  Her trials will come, and she will need your help, while I am no longer able to walk with you.
“Thank you for the dance, and thank you for the kiss, Marco dear,” the spirit told him.
“I have a favor to ask,” he spoke up quickly, to try to hide the palpitations his heart felt as he thought of the kiss he had shared with Ophiuchus.
“What favor?” she asked.
“Mitment’s spirit has come with us to the world of the living,” Marco explained.
“How remarkable!” Ophiuchus exclaimed.
“Will you allow her to land upon the isle and enter the holy places there?” he asked.
“Ah,” his former guide’s voice softly exclaimed inside his heart.  “Now I understand.”
“She is here to help Lady Iasco, to help protect her,” Marco explained.
“Then she shall be allowed on the island.  Is this what you want?” Ophiuchus asked.
“I do.  She would be lost if she could not follow the lady,” Marco said.
“Is there anything else?” the spirit asked.
“Will all of this work?” Marco prayed plaintively.  “Will the Lady really be able to defeat the enemy, this Moraca?”
“She will be able to, if she can rely upon you to help,” the spirit answered, “as I know I was able to rely upon you, dear Golden Hand.  Now go and serve her,” the voice commanded, and then Marco knew that it was gone.
He rose to his knees as he opened his eyes, and looked around in amazement.  All the people of the cathedral were going about their lives as though nothing had happened, as though a holy entity had not just been present, communing with him on that very spot.
He began to walk back towards the entrance, increasing his pace so that he strode rapidly, almost running, in his anxiety to be reunited with Mitment and Iasco.  He would help Iasco in any way possible, he told himself, because the spirit of Ophiuchus had confirmed that he would be needed by her if she was to win the great battle that lay ahead.
Minutes later he reached the gateway to the cathedral grounds, and saw Mitment standing unobtrusively off to the side, watching the flow of pilgrims entering the grounds.
“I spoke to the spirit of the Island, Ophiuchus,” Marco told her.  “She says that you will be allowed on the island.”
“Really Marco?  You’re not making that up?  This isn’t some kind of joke?  If it is, I’ll teach you who not to joke with,” she questioned and threatened.
“It’s no joke,” Marco said with his hands protectively raised in front of his chest.
“Good,” Mitment said, “and thank you.
“How is the Lady doing?” she asked.
“I haven’t seen her,” Marco responded.  “We weren’t together.”
“Speak of the Lady, here she comes now,” Mitment said, observing Iasco crossing the yard of the cathedral, accompanied by several men in church vestments.
“Gentlemen, I wish to introduce Golden Hand, my ally and friend,” Iasco said as her group reached the gateway, startling several pilgrims who had not expected to see high holy officials at the entryway.  “He is the anointed hero who used alchemy to reunite my body and soul in the underworld, so that I could return to fight this battle.”
The holy men bowed deeply to Marco, who stood in embarrassed confusion.
“Thank you,” Marco said awkwardly.
“The fathers have agreed to provide us with horses and funds so that we can be on our way,” Iasco told Marco and Mitment.  “And they will send out messages to the church hierarchy informing them that we must be prepared for the coming battles.”
“The fall of Athens was a warning that has rattled us all,” one of the men said.  “Your message will fall upon fertile ground.”
“Are we all together and ready to move on?” Iasco asked Marco, looking around as she obliquely asked about Mitment.
“We’re ready to go,” Marco agreed, looking off to the side at where Mitment stood.
They began their ride across the mountainous land that lay between Compostela and Barcelon, riding for long days and brief stops, with the exception of an inn that Marco insisted they stop at early in the afternoon one day well into their journey.
He was interested to learn if Kaitelyn the cook and Haran the shepherd had established the relationship he hoped he had pushed forward during his last visit.
“You played matchmaker?” Mitment asked as Marco tried to explain his interest in stopping at the inn.
“My lord Marco!” Kaitelyn’s eyes grew wide, then she greeted him with a deep curtsey when he entered the kitchen.  “It’s so good to see you again!”
“It’s good to see you again too, Kaitelyn.  How are you and Haran getting along?” he immediately asked.
“You had something to do with that, didn’t you?” she cried.  “I thought as much!  He came to visit me just a day after you left, and said a traveler had dreamed about he and I as a couple, so he came to visit me, and we’ve been very close ever since,” she blushed.
Marco reflected.  Had he had his memories at the time, and if he had the right materials, he might have produced a love philter for the couple.  But instead, with a little ingenuity, he had found a different way to help bring together – at least for the time being – a couple that hadn’t needed any magical intrusion.
“I only said a word or two,” Marco conceded.  “He was all but ready to woo you himself, but he just needed a little outside encouragement!”
The proposal to spend the afternoon and evening resting at the inn was well-received by all the members of the traveling party.
Marco was laying on his bed, drowsy and napping, when he watched in surprise as Mitment walked through the door and entered his room.
“You could knock or give some warning, you know,” he said crossly.  His relationship with Mitment had improved since he had told her at the cathedral about his conversation with Ophiuchus, but there were still moments when the two did not see eye-to-eye.
“Why, were you in here with some chambermaid?  I don’t see any,” Mitment commented.
“No, but when we get to Sant Jeroni,” he started to say, then bit his words off.  He hadn’t yet brought up to Iasco or Mitment his hope that there would be another stop on their journey, a visit to see Mirra once again, at a time when he would have all his memories intact, and would be able to appreciate Mirra’s beauty and kindness and goodness as fully as he should.  And hopefully the visit would end on a happier note than the last one had.
“What about Sant Jeroni?” Mitment asked.  “Is there a chambermaid there?”
“It’s my home,” Marco answered.  “It’s where my fiancée lives.  It’s where I would have gotten married this spring if all this hadn’t happened.”  As he said it he realized that it sounded full of self-pity, and he didn’t really feel self-pity, for he knew that he was doing important work.  But his claims were all true, nonetheless.
“I’m sorry,” Mitment said contritely.  “I heard you telling Lady Iasco about your love life, but I didn’t realize we’d pass so close to your home.”
“It’s right on the road,” Marco said, sitting up, no longer drowsy.
“Can you pass through any door or wall like that?” Marco asked.
“I think so; I’ve tried it a few times and it works.  I just usually prefer not to spy on people, but this time I thought it’d be funny to surprise you,” Mitment answered.
Marco and Iasco ate supper together in the common room that night, as the innkeeper and Kaitelyn came by to regale Iasco with stories about Marco’s local celebrity status for his heroic battle against the robbers who had attacked the Barcelon noblemen in the spring.  “All by himself, practically,” the innkeeper declared.
“Kaitelyn helped me when I needed it,” Marco said gallantly, making the girl blush.
“You’re quite the hero here, aren’t you?” Mitment asked as she stood nearby.
Marco looked at her and rolled his eyes, just as Kaitelyn passed by.
“Yes, my lord?” she asked, mis-interpreting his expression that had been meant for his invisible companion.
“I’m sorry Kaitelyn, it was nothing,” he stammered.
“Were you flirting with the cook?” Iasco asked, making Marco blush.
“No, my lady,” Marco protested, until he saw her grin at his discomfort.
Approximately ten days later, they arrived at the entry to the lands of Sant Jeroni.  The gates came into sight shortly after noon.
“My lady?” Marco began.  “This is my home.  May we stop here and spend the night, so that I may see that all is well?” he asked.
“Certainly Marco.  After all you’ve been through, if you want to spend two nights here we will certainly understand.  I can ride on into Barcelon and stay at the temple there while I wait for you,” she said.
With a nod of appreciation, Marco rode to the gate, then bent and placed his hand against the lock, remembering the very first time he had exercised the power of his hand, without even realizing what he had done at the time.  There was a spark and a click, and the gate swung open, allowing the three horses to pass through.
“You live out in the country?” Mitment asked as they rode through the motionless air, trapped along the drive by the forests on both sides.
“I just moved to this home last fall, after the Duke gave it to me,” Marco said.
Just then they moved around the curve in the drive and the castle came into view.
“Wow!” Mitment said.
“This is your home, Golden Hand?  You’ve been holding out on me, it seems,” Lady Iasco said at the same time.
“The Duke Siplin gave me this estate after I fought the Corsairs and the plague.  I never lived anywhere like this before,” he apologized.
The front door opened, and a servant studied the two visible people riding the three horses that approached, he ducked back into the house after moments of observation.  By the time the horses walked up to the front steps, Mirra and Perago came out of the door, as a pair of groomsmen came from the back of the house.
“My lord,” Mirra said formally.  “Welcome home.”
“She is a beauty.  Why is she with you?” Mitment asked, as Marco descended from his horse.  He help Iasco down, then turned to the waiting couple.
“Mirra, I’m back, and I remember who I am this time.  I’ve brought the Lady Iasco, high priestess of the Temple of Ophiuchus, to be our guest tonight,” he said.
Mirra’s eyes appeared to soften, though Perago maintained an impassive expression.
“Come inside, please,” she said, and motioned to the door.
“Do you come back from the island then?” Perago asked.
“No,” Marco grinned.  “We’re coming from the west again.”
“Did you sneak past us recently?” Mirra asked as they stood in the hall.
“No, we traveled through the underworld,” Iasco spoke for the first time, her rich voice resonating in the hallway.  “I had been assassinated, and Marco traveled to the underworld to bring me back to life.”
Perago gave a laugh at the joke he thought was being told, then grew silent when he saw no smile on Iasco’s or Marco’s face.
“There is a great battle coming, as evil forces seek to destroy the lives we have.  I have been chosen to lead the fight against the evil, and this is my right hand man, the indispensable ally I will rely on to fight the evil,” Iasco’s voice rose in a theatrical tone.  “I declare this man to be Golden Hand, the weapon I will use to help slay the leader of the evil forces.
“I thank you for sharing him with me,” she spoke directly to Mirra, using a softer voice now.  “As a woman, I regret that I must take your mate from you for now, but I promise that when this war is won, if the spirits and God are willing, he will return to you to marry you at last.
“May I have your permission to take him?” she asked.
Mirra looked at Marco, confusion and fear in her eyes.  “Marco, what’s happening?  What is she saying?”
Marco took a deep breath, and looked from Mirra to Iasco to Mitment.  “She’s told you the truth.  The spirits have told me that it is my duty to help the Lady Iasco.  They went to great lengths to send me to the underworld,” he said.
“I could have done it simply,” Mitment told him, making him turn to her momentarily and struggle to hold in a grin.
“I used alchemy to bring her back to life,” he recited.
“Holy Spirit!” Perago swore.
“And we’re on our way from the underworld back to the Island of Ophiuchus before we take our next steps, whatever they may be,” he finished.
“So you’re just stopping by?” Perago asked.
“For a day or two, and then I’ll have to leave again,” Marco agreed.  “But I wanted to see Mirra again.  I know you now; I have my memories back, and I wanted to see you and talk to you and hold you once again,” he spoke directly to her.
“Perago, will you show the Lady Iasco to a room?” Mirra spoke, still pale.
“If you wish, my lady,” Perago answered without making any move.
“Yes, we wish,” Marco spoke up, irritated by the presence of the steward in the intimate conversation.  “And have her bag sent up to her room from the horses as well,” he added.
“I’ll talk to you soon, my lady,” he turned and bowed to Iasco, then held his hand out to Mirra.
His hand hung in midair, alone for a long second, before Mirra raised her own hand and laid it tentatively atop his.  He smiled at her and breathed a sigh of relief, then squeezed her hand gently, and began to lead her towards the tower where their rooms were situated.
“Mirra,” he said as they walked.  He stopped speaking and turned to see if Mitment was following him, but he saw her still in the hallway, trailing after Iasco and Perago.  She turned and winked at him as they drew apart.
“Is there something amiss?” Mirra asked, looking back over her shoulder as well.
“It’s,” he paused, wondering how to explain that he was looking at a spirit that only he could see. “I’ll tell you later,” he finished, then felt discouraged as he saw the disappointment on Mirra’s face.
“Can we go to your room to talk?” he asked as they climbed the steps up the tower.
“Sybele is sleeping.  We can go to your chambers,” she answered, and they said no more until Marco closed the door.
“Do you wish to dispose of me?” Mirra asked when the door was closed.
“Dispose of you?  Good Lord, I want to marry you!” Marco exclaimed.
“I’m just a simple girl from the city streets, and you’ve become something extraordinary, Marco.  I thought you were just a kind-hearted boy, an apprentice when we met, and you were so good to me, but ever since then, you’ve done things and gone places I can’t imagine.  Was it true; did you really go to the underworld?” she asked tentatively.
“Mirra, I’m not a hero,” he said sincerely.  “I’m just who you thought I was, an apprentice.  And then things happened, and it feels like I’ve been trying to dance on a tilted marble floor covered in oil ever since.  I just want it all to be over, and I want to come back here and marry you and live with you forever,” he told her.
“Then do it Marco,” she cried.  “Just stay here, and let the world take care of itself.”
“I can’t do that; I just can’t.  Lady Iasco wouldn’t be alive today if I hadn’t followed the spirit’s orders,” he said.  “Glaze would have died of the plague, and Sybele would have died from food poisoning if I had let the world take care of itself.
“I never would have met you, if I had just let the world take care of itself,” he said in a soft voice.
“I know,” Mirra held his hands tightly, all their hands grasped together between them.  She reached out and put her arms around his neck.  “But I know that even if you deny it, you are a hero.
“The lady called you Golden Hand.  I had a dream that I was at the Duke’s court, and everyone was talking about a great hero, one named Golden Hand,” she told him.
“You’re not going to stay long, are you?” she whispered.
“Tonight and tomorrow night,” he admitted.  “And then someday I really will come back.  And I’ll go get Glaze off the island of the mermaids, and bring him home.”
“Mermaids?” Mirra grew tense.  “At the island where you met that Pesino?”
“That’s where I met her,” Marco admitted, internally cursing himself.  “But I don’t think she lives there anymore.  She’s not a mermaid any more.  She grew legs instead of a tail, and I think she has a new lover,” he told Mirra, thinking of Asterion, and the hints that Pesino had dropped about the minotaur.
“Because you’re her old lover?” Mirra asked quietly, breaking the clinch she had held Marco in, and pulling away to study his face.
“No – we were never lovers!” Marco insisted.
“That’s not what your wedding torq says,” Mirra told him.
“I’d take it off if I could,” Marco told her.  “But it’s fitted so tightly around my neck I haven’t bothered to try in a while.  When I have time to visit a blacksmith, maybe he’ll be able to cut it loose.”
Marco gave a sigh, deeply stressed by the chasm that existed between Mirra and he.
Mirra gave a sigh as well.  “No Marco, you don’t have to take it off right away.  I know you wouldn’t have cheated and lied to me; you’re too good for that.  It’s just such a reminder of how you’ve changed.
“It’s actually very handsome,” she added after a pause.  “It’s the most attractive jewelry I’ve ever see a man wear,” she told him, then stood up and bent close to him to look at it closely.
“There’s something written back here inside the collar,” she told him, as she placed her hands on his head and shifted it forward, so that his chin was suddenly on his chest.  “It has three words: Pesino, Mirra, Ellersbine.
“I know who Pesino is.  Is Ellersbine the name of another girl?” Mirra’s hands wrenched Marco’s head up so that he stared straight up, into her eyes.
“Oh no,” he moaned, suddenly remembering a dream.
“What is it now?” Mirra cried in exasperation.  Marco saw pain in her eyes.  “Is she your lover?”
“I just remembered, but it was just a dream,” Marco told her.  His eyes pleaded with her to believe him.  “I’ve never met Ellersbine, but when I was on the pilgrimage, I dreamed one night that Pesino came to me and told me she would put her name and the name of my beloved on the collar, and she’d add,” he faltered.
“Add?  Add what?” Mirra sat down again.
“In the dream, Pesino said the third name was my destiny.  But it was only a dream,” Marco hastened to add.  “I don’t know anyone with that name.
“You’re the one I want to marry, Mirra!” he cried aloud.  “I swear, that name means nothing to me!”  He felt his eyes watering, upset by the unfairness that had managed to misdirect his reunion with Mirra.
There was a faint knock at the door.
“Not now!” Marco shouted.
Mitment stuck her head and upper torso through the door and into the room.  “Her ladyship is going to sit down to dinner now, Marco,” the spirit informed him.
“Not now, Mitment,” Marco said.  “We’ll be down in a little while.”
The spirit looked at the serious expressions on their faces, and abruptly withdrew.
“Sorry about that,” Marco turned to Mirra.
“Who were you talking to?” she asked with a puzzled expression on her face.
“Oh,” Marco uttered softly.
“When we were in the underworld, the Lady Iasco and I, there was another spirit, the spirit of a former guard from the Island of Ophiuchus named Mitment.  She was our companion around the underworld – she was my guide once before – and so when we came back to the land of the living, she came with us,” he knew the story sounded unbelievable.
“But I’m the only one who can see her or hear her,” he stumbled to a conclusion.
“Oh Marco,” Mirra exclaimed softly, “really?”
“Mirra, I know how all this sounds, but it’s all true!  It’s just so unbelievable that all these things are the things we’re talking about.  I wanted to come home and have a wonderful reunion with you, and instead,” he trailed off.
“Let’s go downstairs and join Lady Iasco for dinner.  That’s what Mitment came up to tell me, was that the lady was sitting down to dinner,” Marco stood up.  “Won’t you come down to dinner, please?” he pleaded.
“Of course, Marco,” Mirra said in a neutral tone, and they walked downstairs to the dining room together, where Lady Iasco sat alone eating dinner, as Mitment hovered nearby.
Marco held Mirra’s chair for her, then took his own seat, and they began to eat in silence.
“Lady Iasco,” Mirra put her fork down after just three bites, “Marco tells a story about a companion,” she began, before Iasco interrupted.
“Mitment?” she asked, as Mirra nodded.
“Is she here?” Iasco asked Marco.
He nodded, and pointed to the corner where Mitment stood.
“She was a very devoted guard when she lived on the island, and she was well liked among the women she served with.  She was bold and boisterous and supremely confident.  But when Marco came to the island, the very first time, before anyone knew all the details of the prophecy, she was very upset with him,” Iasco spoke to Mirra.
“So what do you suppose she decided to do?” Iasco asked Mirra.
“Throw him off the island?” Mirra ventured a guess.
“If only,” Iasco said.  “No, she decided to kill him.”
Mirra gasped a small gasp of surprise.
“I don’t know that I really wanted to kill you completely,” the guard spoke to Marco.
“And instead, Marco killed her first,” Iasco reported.
“Oh no!” Mirra said.
“She ambushed me at night on the beach, and I just defended myself with my sword.” Marco blurted out.
“You make it sound so simple and clean,” Mitment said softly.  “But I know I was sneaking up on you, when suddenly you flipped through the air, and then your sword was in my chest.
“I screamed – there was such pain, and then I couldn’t breathe, and then I was suddenly standing up – my spirit was – looking down at my body on the beach, before I started heading towards Station Island,” Mitment recited the story to herself as much as to Marco.
“What is it Marco?” Iasco asked, as he stared away from the table, lost to the conversation of the living as he listened to the guard relive her death.
“It’s Mitment,” Marco said quietly.  “She just told me what it was like to die on the beach that night.”
“I didn’t even know her name at the time,” Marco said.  “It wasn’t until I was marooned in the underworld on my first journey there that she told me her name.”
“You’ve met this ghost in the underworld before?” Mirra asked incredulously.
“My lady, please tell me, as one woman to another, what parts of Marco’s stories are true?  I thought I knew him, the boy I met before he went away, but now, it’s just one fairy tale after another,” she said sadly.
Iasco stood up and glided around the table to stand beside Mirra, and pull the young woman’s head into a hug against the lady’s chest.  “Child, this boy loves you.  And he has told you the truth, I’m sure.  He would not lie to you, and his adventures in the past year are so unbelievable, he has no reason to lie.
“You must believe him, and hold faith in him.  He is going to be sorely tried in the days to come, and he must know that you will wait for him,” the lady told Mirra, her hands cradling the young woman’s head tenderly.  “Your love will be the rock that his heart will swim toward when the night is longest and darkest.
“Can you do it Mirra, knowing that he has been honest and faithful to you?” Iasco asked.
“I can, my lady, and I want to.  I know the boy I met in Barcelon, the one who was so kind and thoughtful and so great at alchemy, I know I would wait for him forever,” Mirra looked up at Iasco, then over at Marco.
“You will not receive that boy back when I am done with him,” Iasco answered.   “That boy is already disappeared after surviving all that Ophiuchus has put him through.  He is growing up, and I will make him grow up a great deal more.  But he will come back as a man who has those same qualities, just polished by all the rubbing and chafing and friction he will encounter.  And his heart will be faithful to you, I know.”
Marco listened to Iasco’s words, and took a deep breath, wondering what it all meant.  Mirra’s chin dropped, and she turned her head into Iasco’s midriff momentarily as she listened, then she turned to look at Marco.
“If he comes back in need of comfort and love and support, I will be here waiting for him, my lady,” Mirra said firmly.
“That’s what I wanted to hear,” Iasco said happily.  She left Mirra to return to her seat.
“You’re lucky the Lady likes you,” Mitment commented.  “If it weren’t for her, that girl would be throwing you out of the house right now.”
Marco bit his tongue as he held back a retort, and the conversation turned to mild discussion about the crops planted around the estate, and the conditions of the roads the travelers had experienced.
“I’ll be leaving you tomorrow,” Lady Iasco said as dessert was served, “and I expect Marco is coming to meet me in Barcelon the day after.  Why don’t you come to the city with him, and we’ll all go to call upon the Duke together before Marco and Mitment and I leave for our next destination?”
“I haven’t been to court in several weeks,” Mirra weighed the option.  “It would be nice to be there with Marco for a change; yes, I’ll plan to go,” she agreed.
“My lady,” Perago entered the room, “would you care to go over the finances of the estate this evening, as we usually do?”
Mirra looked over at Marco.  “No, Perago, I’ll be with my lord this evening,” she said, and she smiled in response to Marco’s pleased smile.
After the meal they went for a walk in the evening twilight, as Mirra showed Marco the grounds, which he had never seen during warm weather, and she pointed out the flower gardens she enjoyed most.
“So there’s really a ghost traveling with you?” she asked as they walked.
“At the moment she should be with Lady Iasco,” he answered.
“And you were the one who killed her?  Doesn’t that make your journey tense?   Do you trust her?” Mirra followed up.
“We’ve traveled together for a long way now, and the first time we met in the underworld she was so hostile towards me that I think we got all the conflict – well most of it – out of the way.  Plus, I did save her in the underworld when she almost fell into the River Acheron,” Marco said.   “And we both want to do the same thing, protect Lady Iasco, and we both know that we can contribute to the cause.”
When they returned to the castle after their walk, Marco played with Sybele, who was shy at first, but was enchanted by Marco’s trick of making his hand glow.  Marco stayed with Mirra until late that night, then slept a sound and happy sleep.
The next morning he and Mirra and Perago saw Iasco and Mitment leave the castle on their way to Barcelon.  “I’ll arrange for an audience with the Duke for tomorrow evening, Marco, if you’ll be able to join us,” the priestess of Ophiuchus said.
Marco pledged that he and Mirra would be in Barcelon the following evening, and Iasco left the castle at a casual gait.  After watching Iasco leave, Marco went to his long unused alchemy workshop and put together a portable selection of items that he thought would prove useful during the future travels that Iasco had planned for him.
“Shall we go for a ride in the mountains?” Mirra asked Marco after he came back up from his workshop.  “There’s a pretty little lake up above the castle.  Sheafield has been teaching me to ride a horse better,” she referred to the chief huntsman for the castle, “and the lake is one of the places we rode to.”
They were soon saddled on horses from the castle’s stables, with a picnic basket packed, and Mirra led Marco up a game trail that followed a steep valley into the mountains.  The valley was dense with fragrant fir trees, but when they emerged at the top of a ridge that was a saddle between two mountains, the trees were aspens, light and musical, setting a mood of peace and harmony as Mirra pointed out the small lake that lay below the ridge on the far side.  They rode down together, talking to one another about their childhoods.  Mirra had grown up half-neglected in the city, while Marco had grown up in the country, but in a settled country of farmland and pastures; for each of them, the forests and mountains represented a new environment, and the beauty of the scene made it a romantic and enchanting one.
They tied their horses to a bush, and Mirra spread a blanket in the shade next to a tree trunk as Marco brought the picnic basket.  He poured wine for them both as Mirra served the cheese and bread and other foods.
“Let’s go swimming!” Mirra unexpected proposed as Marco poured more wine into their emptied cups.
“We went swimming on our first date,” she added.
“We had to skinny dip, if I remember correctly,” Marco said with a raised eyebrow.
Mirra sat up straight, and raised her blouse over her head in response.  “Last one in the water has to give the other one a back massage!” she challenged him.  She stood and stripped her skirt down from her waist to the ground, then unlaced her boots, as Marco sat on the ground staring at her with his mouth gaping open, both surprised by the sudden nature of the challenge as well as the entrancingly delightful view of her sleek body.
He belatedly shook his head and hastily began to pull off his own shirt, then stopped midway through to try to remove his boots, and finally succeeded in both as he saw Mirra go sprinting to the lake and diving in with a shriek.  “It’s cold!” she shouted.
Marco came charging across the lawn and jumped in near Mirra, splashing water on her and making her shriek again, then splash water back at him.  They played in the water until Mirra saw a snake swimming towards them, and they beat a retreat back to their blanket.
“You owe me a back rub,” Mirra reminded Marco as she flopped down on the blanket, and looked up at him over her shoulder.
Marco was overwhelmed with enchantment as he saw the coy expression on her face.  He knelt beside her, and reached down to roll her over onto her back, then bent down wordlessly, and began to kiss her passionately.
He distantly heard a twanging noise, and a second later a loud thunking sound of impact as an arrow passed through the space his head had occupied a fraction of a second before.
He raised his head in shock to look around, and raised his hand to instinctively create a protective shield around Mirra and himself.
“Marco!  What’s happening??” Mirra asked in astonishment.
Through the tinted yellow energy of the shield, he saw Perago standing a hundred yards away, his bow held taunt, pointed at Marco.
Perago abruptly shouted.  His bow dropped from his suddenly lax fingers, and a bloody red bloom appeared on his chest.  Perago’s head tilted to the side, then he collapsed to the ground, and standing behind him Marco saw the shadowy figure of Mitment, her sword held in her hand.
“Mitment, what are you doing here?” Marco shouted, releasing his protective use of his energy, and rising to his feet.
“Marco!” Mirra said fearfully, rising on one elbow and holding a hand up towards him.
Mitment came striding out of the forest and into the open green space that was between them.
“What happened Marco?   Did you do something to him with sorcery?  Is that ghost here?  Why would Perago do that – he tried to kill you!” Mirra began to react to the shock of the situation.
Marco briefly touched Mirra’s hand.  “It’s okay now,” he told her.  “Mitment killed him.  Let me go talk to her.”
He gently released his hold on her, then strode towards the spirit.  “What is all this about?” he asked.
“It’s about you standing there as naked as a jay bird trying to carry on a serious conversation with me,” Mitment said as she stopped in her tracks.  “Go put some pants on for goodness sake!”
Marco’s heart was racing so rapidly from the nearly successful attempt on his life that he didn’t feel any embarrassment at his state of undress.  He stalked over to the clothes by the blanket, where Mirra was pulling her blouse on over her head.  She handed his pants to him, anticipating his need.
Marco stepped into the pants and returned to Mitment.
“Her ladyship told me that she sensed treachery here at your castle, and she asked me to come back to watch over you.  Of course, she actually only spoke the command, assuming I heard it, and for some reason I chose to obey,” Mitment said.  “As I returned to your castle, I saw you and the lovely lady – you were wearing clothes at that point – riding up into the forest.  Two minutes later your steward started riding up the same way.
“I’d heard some of the kitchen staff gossiping about Perago’s attention to your lady, and I halfway suspected that Lady Iasco might have known what she was talking about after all.  I ran up the trail close behind the steward, and kept an eye on him as he kept an eye on you,” she went on.
“And of course, you and the lady gave him quite an eye full,” she smirked.  “Then, when you went back to the blanket and were about to get serious, something must have snapped inside him.  He just whipped that bow up into place and fired his first shot just like that,” she silently snapped her fingers.
“And I had to take action quickly before he took his next shot, I decided,” Mitment said, “so I charged at him and used my sword.
“Mitment saw Perago follow us and watch us, then attack us,” Marco reported to Mirra, who came running over to join him.
“Is she here, now?” Mirra asked.  “Please tell her thank you.”
“She is standing here,” Marco held his hand out, just an inch from Mitment’s body, “And she heard your thanks expressed.”
“I can’t imagine how someone like you found yourself connected to a woman as beautiful as her,” Mitment told Marco.  “I don’t doubt that your steward there was besotted with your Mirra, living here in this castle with her every day.  Then you come along and seem to just interrupt everything and sweep her off her feet.  He couldn’t take it,” she shook her head.
“Thank you Mitment,” Marco said.  “I thank both you and her ladyship for looking after me.”
“Well, shall we go back home?” Marco asked.
“What about Perago’s body?  What should we do?” Mirra asked.  She looked down once, then looked away.
“You say Sheafield showed you this lake?  I’ll have him bring men up here to retrieve the body,” Marco answered.
They were silent as they packed up the remnants of their tragically-interrupted picnic, then climbed aboard their horses and rode back down to the castle.  Mirra went inside – accompanied by the unseen Mitment, while Marco went out to the stables with the hands who took their horses, and found Sheafield.
“My lady Mirra took me to a pretty lake up in the mountains today,” Marco told Sheafield, and explained what had happened, without mentioning Mitment.  “So please have his body retrieved and brought back to the castle,” Marco said.
He went into the castle without waiting for questions, and found Mirra up in her bedroom suite, rocking in a chair with a napping Sybele.  “I was having a wonderful afternoon with you Marco,” Mirra told him as he sat down with her.
He felt his heart swell, and he knew he didn’t want to leave the woman behind without something more to cement their relationship; impulsively, he knew he had to act to salvage an act of beauty from the afternoon that had turned ugly.  He slipped out of his chair, and knelt in front of hers, drawing an inquisitive study.  Marco’s heart was pounding wildly as he took one of her hands in his, and he saw her grow pale as she guessed what he was about to do.
“Mirra, will you marry me, tonight, right now?” he asked her.  “We can ask the chaplain to come to the manor tonight and have a ceremony for us right here.  Then you could ride with me to Barcelon tomorrow and we could announce our marriage to the court and Lady Iasco!” he spoke enthusiastically, and hopefully.
“Yes Marco,” Mirra continued to rock while holding the baby, “I will marry you today.  I will happily marry you today!” and in her smile Marco saw sincere pleasure.  He stood up, then bent and kissed her passionately, before leaving the room to set the hastily conceived plan in motion.
Within minutes he had the entire household in an uproar, as the head matron of the staff protested that she needed weeks to arrange all the decorations for the castle, but then proceeded to move with gusto to have foods quickly prepared and have traditional wedding icons displayed.
Mirra’s maid immediately agreed to serve as her first witness, but Marco was at a loss as to who he knew well enough to have them stand with him and hold the ring on his behalf.
“Mitment!” he called at last as he ran down the stairs to his workshop.  “Mitment!”
“What is it, oh frantic groom?” Mitment’s voice called from the top of the stairs, as she descended behind him.
“I want you to serve as my witness, to hold the ring for me until I give it to Mirra,” he said, as he started sorting through his alchemy supplies and miscellaneous items he had stored.   He had found a plain metal band to use as the ring, and he planned on mixing a number of ingredients together in a hastily conceived attempt to create a wedding band.  He madly mixed together two formulae, than focused all his attention on the ring, placing it on a sheet of glass, and placing the two containers of his mixtures in shallow dishes on either side of the ring.
He had a vision of something he could do to make the ring unique, hopefully attractive enough to be worthy of Mirra’s affection.  He had an idea that was based on the torq he wore; Mirra had admired the braided appearance of his wedding piece, and he wanted to create a similar look on the ring he had sitting in front of him.
“What idiocy are you talking?” Mitment asked as she came down into the workshop.
“I,” Marco paused as he closed his eyes and began to try to weave razor thin threads of the two alchemical mixtures through the air, and to apply them to the surface of the ring. “I need someone to stand up with me, and frankly, I know you better than anyone else in the castle,” he told her.
“What are you doing to that ring?” she asked, stepping in close and bending low to watch with intrigue 
“I’m trying to make it special,” Marco answered as he let his mind imagine a delicate dance of the yellow and blue enamels he had created.  He let the two threads of liquid circle around the ring repeatedly, then stopped, hopeful that he had done what he intended.
He opened his eyes and looked.
“It’s very pretty,” Mitment said.  Marco looked at the spirit.  Although she definitely had the attributes of a female, the guard had never seemed feminine to Marco; hearing the word ‘pretty’ come out of her mouth was almost jarring, compared to the usual swearing he had heard her utter during their journey together.
“Wait,” he said as he stood up and went over to a cabinet.  “It’s not done yet,” he said as he pulled together another set of ingredients.
“What were you saying about your wedding?” Mitment asked.
“I need someone to stand by me and hold the ring until it’s time to place it on Mirra’s finger,” Marco explained.
“I know how weddings work,” Mitment cut in.  “But you’re supposed to use a good friend, who’s a man, who people can see,” she enunciated her objections.
“Oh la,” Marco answered as he started to mix his new potion, focusing more on his plans for the ring than on Mitment’s words.  “It’s my castle and my wedding, so I can bend the rules.
“Here now, watch this,” he said as he finished making the polishing cream he wanted.  He placed the ring inside the cream, then rubbed it vigorously with a rag for a long minute.  “And since I can bend the rules, I want you to be part of this wedding.
“Now look at this,” he said, and he opened the rag wide, then held it near the lantern on the work bench.
The formerly gray iron ring gleamed as though it were polished silver, where the iron showed.  Much of the surface of the ring was a braiding of the yellow and blue enamels, that also mixed together in some places to make green threads among the others.
“I’d say you could have a future as a jeweler, if nothing else,” Mitment said.  Her insubstantial-looking fingers reached down and gently picked the ring up.
“Marco?” Mirra’s voice called down the stairs from the kitchen.  “Marco, are you down there?”
“Here I come,” Marco said.  “I’ll clean this up later,” he muttered to himself as he looked at the jars and containers and dishes scattered around the work bench.  “Bring that along,” he motioned towards the ring in Mitment’s hand.
“Everything is coming together.  We’re going to use the main hall,” Mirra told Marco.  “The chaplain is here, and the cook is getting ready,” she motioned at the numerous people who were scurrying around the kitchen engaged in activities.  “Since we’ve given her no notice for tonight, Sweetness is going to serve breakfast to everyone tomorrow morning.
“Shall we go to the hall?” she asked.
“You look lovely,” Marco told her.  She had changed into a delicate-looking gown that had the same blue, yellow, and green colors as his newly adorned ring.
“Thank you.  You’re not supposed to see me before the ceremony, but since we’re doing things a little out of ordinary, I don’t suppose it matters,” Mirra answered with a shy smile.  “Now, go put on something nice and then come down to the main hall,” she said.
“Mitment, you stay with Mirra,” Marco directed.
“You don’t want me to come help you get dressed?  After the little show you and the lady put on up at the lake, you don’t have anything left to hide, you know,” Mitment said.
“Go on, run up there,” the spirit added.  “You better hurry and marry this girl while she’s foolish enough to have you.”
Marco ran to his rooms, and found a valet waiting expectantly, with a suit already selected.  Marco had spent little time around the man to know him well, but as the reality of a wedding came so close to him, Marco began to feel nervous.
“How was your wedding, Reed?” Marco asked the man as he pulled on a jacket over his shirt.  The clothes hung loosely from his gaunt frame, the result of his long travels.
“Oh sir, my wedding was twenty years ago, and held right here in the castle, thanks to the Duke back then, who used the castle as his own.  My wife’s a house keeper here, so getting married here – with the Duke’s permission – was like getting married in our own home, a little bit.”
Marco shrugged his jacket into place, as Reed the valet put the sword belt around his hips.
“You look dashing sir,” Reed told him as he stepped back to look at the ensemble.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 16 – A Wedding at Sant Jeroni
 
The wedding took place with beautiful simplicity.  The main hall, a grand and ornate formal space that Marco had seldom even walked through, was half full with members of the staff and a few attendees from the nearest village who had learned of and traveled to the suddenly-arranged event.
Marco entered from the left of the chaplain as Mirra entered from the right, and when they met they looked deeply into each other’s eyes.
“I’m glad you suggested this,” Mirra said softly, so that only Marco and the chaplain heard.
“I wish I had thought of it months ago.  I never knew it was going to be such a long wait to get here,” he answered.
Mirra’s maid stood nearby, holding Sybele in her arms, as the young toddler squirmed anxiously, wanting to use her feet to explore the new room she hadn’t visited before.
As the ceremony progressed, the priest asked if there were any tokens of attachment to be exchanged.  The chaplain and the audience murmured in wonder when the ring suddenly appeared in midair, held out to Marco by Mitment.
“Marco, it’s extraordinary!” Mirra breathed softly, looking down at her hand as Marco gently slid the ring onto her finger.  “When did you order this?  You’ve been planning this for a long time!” she smiled at him.
“I just made it today,” he answered.  “Inspired by you.”
Mirra in turn handed Marco a polished silver cuff, an engraved, wide bracelet engraved with the crest of Sant Jeroni, that she slid onto his right arm.  “Now you’ve got both silver and gold,” she said, looking at the contrast between his silver ornament and his golden-skinned hand.
“I had this made over the winter, when we thought we would be married in the spring,” she sheepishly admitted.  “I’ve had it ready and waiting a long time; I’m glad it can finally be worn.”
“Shall we carry on with the ceremony?” the chaplain asked nervously as the couple’s conversation interrupted the wedding rites.
He resumed the reading from the scripture.  “You may now kiss the bride,” he told Marco, who snuck a nervous peek at the watching crowd first.
“Get on with it!” Mitment hissed from behind him, and Marco promptly hugged Mirra as he began a passionate kiss that elicited a few whoops from the crowd, and then a round of happy applause.
“I’d like to introduce the Marquess and Marquessa of Sant Jeroni,” the chaplain said proudly.
“Everyone is invited to join us in the courtyard for greetings, and then you may all come back tomorrow morning for breakfast,” Mirra announced to the crowd.  They immediately grew silent as soon as she started to speak, then cheered warmly when she finished.
Outside in the courtyard, the last of the red sunset light glowed overhead and reflected off the buildings, adding to the illumination that a number of lanterns and torches provided, as a long line formed to pass by Marco and Mirra.  The visitors shook hands with Marco, most with an air of shyness and uncertainty about the nobleman who so few of them knew because of his long absence from the castle.  The women all hugged Mirra warmly, for she was better known because of her habit of frequently visiting all the residents of the area.  Sybele was held next to Mirra, bright-eyed at first and excited, then drowsy later, and finally dismissed to be sent to bed at the end of the unexpectedly exciting day.
Marco and Mirra remained in their station, continuing to speak to everyone who came to visit, including many who came from the village after belatedly learning about the wedding.
As the evening passed, Mitment came to stand behind Marco, and began to speak to him.
“So, tonight is your wedding night, my lord,” she drawled the last two words.  “Do you have boundless depths of experience in how to bring pleasure to a woman?” she asked.
Marco tried to ignore her as a clan leader from the area came to offer congratulations.
“I know you saw her in her skin this afternoon while you were swimming, so you may have noticed that her body is different from yours,” Mitment said.  “Let me tell you the four most important things you must do tonight so that she will enjoy and always remember her wedding night fondly.”
Marco tried to discreetly turn his head.  “Stop it!” he murmured to the spirit that no one else could see or hear.
“Is there some problem, my lord?” the clan chief asked.
“No, none whatsoever.  It’s just an honor that you came at such a late hour,” Marco faced directly forward again.
“Let me tell you what will be most important for her to experience tonight,” Mitment said, then began to give a graphic description of Marco’s obligations to Mirra.
“Is there something wrong, my lord?” the next visitor asked, startled by the deep red blush that glowed from Marco’s cheeks.
“No, no problem,” Marco answered.  “Perhaps I’ve been on my feet too long.  Please go on.”
“I’d be happy to,” Mitment answered.  “I like this girl you’re marrying, and I want her to feel she’s getting the most possible out of this relationship.  Did you notice that birthmark on her thigh?” Mitment asked, and then began to describe another suggestion that Marco tried desperately to block from his awareness, while at the same time wondering which of Mitment’s racy suggestions were honest.
The last guest finally came past the newlyweds, and Marco and Mirra looked at one another.  Marco blushed once again, as Mitment reminded him of her first suggestion.
“Just a moment, love,” Marco said to Mirra.
“Please stop,” Marco beseeched Mitment.  “Please let me have this wedding night!”
“What?” Mirra asked.  “Oh, are you talking to the ghost?”
“Are you sure?  I don’t plan to come into the bridal chamber, so this is your last chance to rely on my sage advice,” the spirit laughed, then walked away, leaving Marco confused.
“Is it Mitment?” Mirra asked again.
“She’s gone,” Marco sighed in relief.
“Let’s go in the kitchen and get a bite to eat.  I’m famished,” Mirra shrugged off whatever unknown interactions the ghost had with her new husband.  She linked her arm within Marco’s, and the feel of her soft flesh against his instantly gave him a calm sense of relief.
“I’m hungry too,” he agreed, and the two of them went to the kitchen to snack for several minutes.
After they sat at the table and finished their food, Marco looked up and saw Mirra looking at him, a tentative smile on her face.
“Shall we go to bed now?” he asked, and to his own ears his voice sounded shaky.
Mirra’s smile widened.  “I am absolutely ready,” she agreed, and stood up.
Marco grinned back at her, and together the couple walked to the staircase of their residential tower.  Mitment stood there at the foot of the stairs.  “I’ll stand guard here to make sure no one comes up to disturb you,” she said with a wink as the couple passed her.
“The maid took Sybele to her room for the evening,” Mirra said casually as they reached the floor where their rooms waited.  “I hope you don’t mind,” she added.
“I’ll miss her,” Marco said with a straight face.  “But not tonight, I think,” he grinned, as they reached the door of his room, and held it open for Mirra.
“So tell me what the ghost was discussing with you,” Mirra said, and then Marco closed the door.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 17 – The Morning After
 
“So you and Sybele will come to the palace with me today?” Marco asked the next morning.  He and Mirra lay together in the bed in his room, nibbling on the food from a breakfast plate that had been left outside the bedroom door.  “Lady Iasco will be surprised,” he said, as they continued the conversation they had begun the night before.
“It will be nice to spend a few more hours with you before you leave us again,” Mirra sighed, then rested her head on Marco’s shoulder.
“Let’s get dressed and start getting packed for the trip,” Marco said.
“We have breakfast with the residents of the estate, remember, silly?” Mirra rolled up against him.  “Sweetness will be very annoyed if we don’t go down and encourage everyone to eat her food.  We have to make a public appearance.”
Marco groaned at the thought.  He was infatuated with Mirra, and marriage to her, but appearing in public for official duties as the marquess was something he found little joy in.  Still, he told himself, the people of the estate deserved to know and see him as their lord.
“Sybele must be wondering where I am,” Mirra answered.  I suppose we must get going, but this is so wonderful to be here with you.” She kissed his cheek, then threw back the covers, and pulled on the robe that Marco had provided.  “You go get Sybele and I’ll get dressed.  After breakfast we can start getting ready for the trip,” she directed.
Three hours later they rode out of the castle grounds, Marco and Mirra and Sybele, along with a horse that Mitment rode, and six attendants who Marco brought along to assure that Mirra would have suitable safety to escort her home when she returned to Sant Jeroni without him.
Mitment sat atop the horse that appeared empty to all the riders in the group except Marco.  She rode along silently for an hour, then finally urged her horse up near Marco’s.   “So, did you sleep well last night?” she asked.
Marco blushed faintly.
“Her ladyship will want to know that you’re rested and alert when we get to the city.  That’s the only reason I ask,” the guard spirit grinned, then let her horse drift back into its position in the group, and they rode on.
By mid-afternoon they reached the city.  “Let’s stay at Gabrielle’s!” Mirra suggested, with an eager tug on Marco’s sleeve.  “It will be so wonderful to see her again!”
“I don’t know if she’s got enough room,” Marco stated dubiously.
“We could stay up in your old room, under the gables,” Mirra continued.  “We could sleep out on the roof I suppose, but I wouldn’t want to scandalize the neighbors!”
“Ah, I see,” Mitment commented.
Marco was deliriously happy.  A large part of his mind was simply content to bask in the joy of having married Mirra; the suddenness of his proposal, and the immediacy of her acceptance, made it seem to be a perfect, fated ending to their romance, which had been both short and long.  Now the gentle, beautiful woman at his side was truly married to him, and would trust in him and be sure to be waiting for him when he returned home from his next adventure.
That next adventure was uncertain.  Iasco was going to assign him to some task, and he would go out and seek to accomplish it.  That sounded simple, he thought, but in the back of his mind he remembered the simple assignment he had received from the spirit of Ophiuchus, to go collect a scale from the Echidna; that simple assignment had nearly left him dead time and time again.
“Marco!” Mirra’s voice was louder than it had been, and he realized she was looking at him; she had spoken, and he hadn’t paid attention.
“One night of marriage and already bored with her, my lord?” Mitment asked snidely.  “So the truth about men is revealed even in the Golden Hand.”
“Yes,” Marco answered as he reconstructed Mirra’s question, “I’m sure Gabrielle would allow some of our people to stay in the spare room that Glaze used.  We probably can fit everyone in if Carter and Woods can sleep downstairs in the workshop,” he agreed, thinking that those two of the guards were used to much less genteel domiciles than Gabrielle’s home would provide.
They continued to ride through the countryside and entered the city gates in mid-afternoon, then rode through the familiar streets towards the square where Gabrielle’s shop was located, next to Applied’s Alchemy Shop.  Marco and Mirra and all the rest dismounted in the square, a neighborhood that seldom saw mounted visitors, and they went to the door.  The blinds were down in all the windows, and the door was locked.
“Bang on it Marco,” Mirra urged, and he complied by knocking loudly.
“I could go around back and climb in,” he suggested a minute later, when no one came to the door.  “Just like old times,” he gave a warm smile in remembering the nights he had regularly snuck out of the shop to go swimming with Kieweeooee.
Just then there was a rattle at the door, before it swung partially open.  Gabrielle stood in the doorway, peering out.  “I’m sorry, the shop is closed,” she told her visitors.
Then she realized who she was seeing.  “Oh heavens!” she smiled, and her eyes sparkled immediately.  “Oh heavens, look who’s here to visit!”  She looked around Marco and Mirra at the others who stood behind them.  “Gracious, so many visitors!  This is delightful.  Won’t you come in?” she asked as she opened the door wide to allow them to enter.
Marco and Mirra held hands, after Mirra took Sybele from her maid, and the small family entered the shop together.  Mirra leaned forward while holding Sybele and hugged Gabrielle tightly as soon as they were inside the front of the shop.
“Young lady, what’s this I see on your finger?” Gabrielle asked as they broke their hug.
“We’re married, Gabrielle!  Just yesterday!  Marco asked me and we had the ceremony in the evening,” Mirra gushed.
“You married this pretty girl?” Gabrielle looked over at Marco.  “I saw that coming a long time ago, ever since those days when she would go up to wake you up in the mornings and then fix your breakfast.  You’re a lucky boy to have such a sweet girl.  You’re both very lucky to have each other,” she said.
She hugged Marco, then spoke again.  “Who are your friends?” she asked, and was quickly introduced.
“We’re going to the Duke’s palace this evening, and we wondered if we could spend the night with you again, just like in the old days,” Marco requested.
“Of course, of course!  I’d be upset if you stayed anywhere else.  We’ll make sure there’s space for everyone,” their hostess declared.
“Marco and I would like to stay upstairs in his old room,” Mirra said.
“Of course you would!” Gabrielle agreed, and they spent the next several minutes showing the servants from Sant Jeroni around the shop to the various rooms.  Marco and Mirra and Sybele sat up in the attic room for several minutes, as the newly married couple reminisced about their days in the house.
“We should go to the palace,” Marco said at last.  “Iasco said the audience with the Duke would be this evening, so we better go find her.”
Mirra insisted on changing clothes, putting on a gown that she had brought with her, one that shimmered with a silver patina atop layers of lace, making Marco confident that no one at the palace would take a look at him as all eyes would be focused solely on her.
They rode to the palace, and were admitted.  Marco thought that they were admitted more for Mirra’s looks than for his title, but he brushed that aside and asked a palace functionary for directions to where he could find the Lady Iasco.  Informed that she was in the western audience hall with the Duke, Marco and his entourage headed in that direction.
When they arrived in the audience hall, the Duke was not present, and dozens of nobles were milling around, waiting for his arrival.
“There’s the Lady,” Mitment spoke, the first time Marco had heard her speak in some time.  “Will you go tell her that I’m with her now?” the spirit asked.
“Excuse me,” Marco said to Mirra, then he strode across the hall to where the Lady Iasco was waited upon by a dozen members of the court, mostly women, with a few husbands included.
“Ah, here’s my hero,” Iasco told the circle as Marco arrived.  “I want to introduce you all to the pre-eminent alchemist of our age,” she said.  “Here is Marco Golden Hand, the Marquis of Sant Jeroni, for now, with greater titles to follow.”
Marco bowed, wondering what titles could await him, then he dismissed the thought from his mind as he turned to Iasco and bowed deeply.  “My lady, Mitment has returned to join you,” he told her, then added, “and many thanks for sending her.  She helped to save my life.”
“Helped?” Mitment squawked, “I single-handedly did all the work.”
“Thank you Golden Hand,” Iasco told him.  “There was a hint of jealousy in your household, and I thought Mitment would be an asset.”
The women standing around them listened with interest to the manner in which Iasco treated Marco as such a trusted friend.
“How are things in the temple, with Folence away on the island?” Marco asked.
“The temple is functioning very well,” Iasco said, aware that they were being listened to, and that her words would be repeated.
Just then there was a fanfare from the far side of the room, and the Duke stepped into the room, standing on a raised dais along the main wall.  “Let’s move in that direction, shall we, Golden Hand?” Iasco addressed Marco.
He offered his arm to her, and together they walked through the crowd in the room.  Marco glanced and saw that Mirra was surrounded by a large gallery of men who were all watching her with admiration.   She caught his glance and smiled at him with a warm flash of her white teeth.
“So what is this ornament I see on your wrist?” Iasco asked.
Marco looked down at the silver band Mirra had placed on his arm as a token of their marriage.  “We were marred yesterday!” he smiled.  “Mirra had this token ready for our wedding day.”
“Ah Marco, you’re a lucky man,” Iasco said softly.  “I’m glad you had the chance to marry your beautiful woman before the battles commence.”
“Here is our most revered guest,” the Duke announced to the crowd as Iasco reached the front of the crowd.  “And I’m delighted to see that she has brought back our long-missing champion, the Marquess of Sant Jeroni!  Thank you for joining us; we’ve wondered where you’ve been.  Baronet Gustaf, Duke Priorato, and a few others reported that you were a hero along the pilgrimage route this spring, much to their benefit.”
Iasco motioned for Marco to escort her up the short flight of steps onto the stage.
“The Lady Iasco, High Priestess of the Cult of Ophiuchus, has given me grave news, and called upon Barcelon to participate in a campaign.  I will allow her to announce to you what she seeks, and then we will begin to sort through the details of what our nation must do to prepare,” the Duke announced loudly.
His words set the room buzzing with speculation, but the crowd immediately silenced itself as Iasco stepped to the front and center.
“Thank you, Duke Siplin, for your pledge of Barcelon’s support,” she turned to the Duke to speak first, then turned to the audience.
“The Duke has heard my tale of the great evil that poses a threat to all the cities and society with which your nation conducts commerce.  He recognizes the terrible danger that is looming on the horizon,” Iasco told the crowd.  “But all of you deserve to know as well why your Duke will lead an army to the field of battle.
“Far to the south is the land of the Docleatae, whose ruler is Moraca, an ancient and powerful man who is a sorcerer and a friend of the powers of darkness.  He has led his people out to conquer all others, and they have been very successful.  They have conquered the Kingdom of Prester John and the Kingdom of Rurita, and there are others as well.  Most recently, they have conquered Athens, and they do not plan to stop there,” Iasco said.
“Moraca will continue to direct his armies to overwhelm, slay, and plunder all the people who come within his sight, and you are within his sight.  He has already sent the Corsairs out on raids to Nappanee and Marseals, as well as the Lion City and of course Barcelon.  Your brave hero here,” she placed a hand on Marco’s shoulder, “has fought them, and helped defeat them in your city.
“Because your Duke had the foresight to begin construction of a fleet, you have the means to fight for the freedom of Athens, and throw Moraca back, further away from your homes.  So your land is about to mobilize for war,” she summed up, “while I will go back to Ophiuchus, and while the Golden Hand will go out to meet with the leaders of Barcelon and Nappanee, and call upon them to also bring their armies to fight to liberate Athens from Moraca’s army.”
“You think this youth can go to the courts of great cities and just persuade them to turn their armies over to you?” one of the noblemen protested.
“He’s just a boy!” another of the duke’s counselors protested.
“He’s a boy who has seen and done things no other man in all the lands of the old empire under Clovis has done.  He’s a boy who has fought battles that no other man in the old empire could win.  That boy has fought and beaten the greatest monster in the world,” Iasco declared, “the mother of all monsters.
“He has traversed the most hostile landscape that any living foot has ever stepped upon. And he has mastered the most powerful fighting skills that any warrior has ever exercised. This 'boy' could kill every person in this chamber at this moment if he so desired, my lord,” she sneered the last two words.
“He’s a boy who has powers that no other man in the boundaries of the old empire can hold.  He’s second only to myself in the abilities he possesses,” Iasco swatted the comment aside.  “I challenge you to find anyone in the western lands who can defeat him.”
The audience stood in stunned silence.
“And he’s got a very pretty wife!” shouted the Baronet Gustaf, making those present chuckle, as his humor broke the tension in the room.
“The Golden Hand and I will depart tomorrow on our missions, while your Duke will begin to prepare your forces for departure, so that we may rendezvous at Malta.  I urge all of you, as the High Priestess of Ophiuchus, to provide all the support you can to this effort,” Iasco finished her speech, and Marco saw numerous women in the audience nod in approval, or whisper something to the men who stood nearby.
“Thank you for your time and attention,” she said.
“Before you go,” Duke Siplin spoke loudly, “I would ask you to tell these men what has allowed you to come among us.”
Iasco looked at the Duke with an inscrutable expression.
“I want these leaders of our duchy to understand that extraordinary achievements are possible when the Lord’s most powerful spirits and intercessors are on our side,” the Duke explained.
“This spring, a group of assassins landed on the Isle of Ophiuchus,” Iasco said.  “And they killed me.”
The audience gasped, then a sprinkling of nervous twitters ran through the room.
“Over a month ago, Golden Hand came into the underworld, a living man among the dead, and restored me to life,” she said.
The room was profoundly silent.
“It was his abilities that made it possible for me to return to this world to carry out the fight against the darkness,” Iasco said, as Marco blushed on stage, aware of the scrutiny that everyone in the room applied to him.  He had only done what Ophiuchus had wanted him to, what the spirit had made possible for him to do through her extraordinary abilities.  His role had only been to carry out a part, he felt.
“So now you know how far I have come to win this campaign, and you know what achievements I understand Golden Hand is capable of.
“Let us step down, Marco dear,” Iasco slipped into affectionately calling him by his given name.  He offered her his arm, and they walked down the steps, to where Mirra and Mitment and the rest of both Marco’s group and Iasco’s attendants waited for them.
“My lord,” all the members of the temple staff, the women who had come to attend to Iasco, said as they curtsied to him, while Mitment gave him a mock salute.
“Oh Marco,” Mirra’s eyes were shining, while the others from Sant Jeroni stared at him with profound respect, “she told everyone what a hero you are!  Now they all know what I’ve known for so long,” she squeezed him in a tight hug.
Immediately after that, a large group of nobles gathered around to talk to Marco.  The group included several of those he had met at the pilgrimage inn in the mountains in the spring, while still under the geas, as well as others he had briefly met earlier, and many who he had never met before.  All were eager to speak with him, and to be introduced to Mirra, if they had not met her yet.
“Meet me at the temple early tomorrow, Golden Hand,” Iasco told him as she prepared to depart later that night.  “Do you have another package of alchemy supplies ready for this trip?” she asked.
“I do,” Marco answered, glad that he had put the collection together.
“What a good boy,” she spoke playfully, something Marco realized she hadn’t done often in recent days.  “I suspect you’ll need them,” the priestess said before she swept away.
“Shall I call your carriage for you?” the Duke’s steward asked as the evening wound down.
“We didn’t have a carriage; we walked,” Marco said simply, leaving the attendant astounded.  Marco said farewell to the Duke, and then he and his group walked through the empty night-time streets of the city.  They all settled into their spots in Gabrielle’s shop, leaving Marco and Mirra to climb up the attic stairs together to settle in for the night.
Marco watched as Mirra removed the elegant gown she had worn.  “I hope you don’t mind that this bed is narrower than the bed we had last night at the castle,” he smiled at her as she joined him on the mattress.
“I won’t notice if you won’t,” she told him, and with that he blew out the candle.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 17 – Another Departure
 
Marco woke up early the next morning, and gently pulled his arm out from beneath Mirra’s body.  He quietly slipped his clothes on, and picked up his pack, then turned to look at Mirra one more time.  Her eyes were open, watching him.
“You’re not thinking of leaving without inviting me along to the temple, are you?” she asked archly.  She sat up, and Marco watched with pleasure as she padded over to a travel bag and selected simple garments to wear for the morning trip to the temple to meet Lady Iasco.
“Let me get Sybele,” Mirra said softly as they padded quietly down the stairs.  Marco continued to the bottom of the flight, and awoke Woods, one of the guards he had brought along to protect Mirra.  By the time his bride came downstairs with Sybele in her arms, Woods was dressed and armed, standing silently near the door awaiting them.
“It’s this way,” Marco quietly told the guard as they left the building.  He thought for a moment of Gabrielle, and realized regretfully that he had not said farewell to the woman who had made it possible for him to live in Barcelon and experience all the events that had befallen him in the past year.  Then he was on his way through the empty morning city streets, heading towards the next adventure.
He took the sleepy Sybele from Mirra, and held the child in the crook of one arm, as his other hand held Mirra’s, while Woods walked a few steps behind.
“There’s the temple,” Marco motioned a few minutes later.  There was activity at the gate, and they no sooner arrived than they were ushered inside, except for Woods, who was made to wait outside the grounds of the female-only cult, Marco having been exempted from the rules of Ophiuchus because of his exalted status with the spirit and her high priestess.
Mitment came to the foyer immediately after Marco and family arrived.  “They told her you’d arrived, and she’s still instructing the acting head priestess.  She’ll be here in a few minutes.”
“Thank you,” Marco said.
“Thank you for what?” Mirra asked.
“I was telling Mitment thank you.  She said Lady Iasco will be here soon,” Marco explained.
“Really?  The ghost is really here right now?” Mirra vainly looked around the room.
“She’s by the door,” Marco explained.  He had a sudden thought.  “Mitment, may I show you to Mirra?”
“Can you?  How?” Mitment asked.
Marco opened his bag, then got down on his knees and began to sort through the contents, pulling out the bag of alchemy supplies, and quickly selecting a half dozen ingredients.  He scrutinized them, then pulled out a pinch of one, and shook a few flakes of another, and added some crystals from a third.  He ground them together with the mortar and pestle, then added another ingredient when the door opened, and a pair of guards preceded Lady Iasco into the room.
“Good morning Golden Hand,” the high priestess said.  “I presume there’s some reason you’re on the floor?”
“I need just five minutes, my lady,” Marco said without looking up, as he pulled a pinch of another of his powders, and placed it in the bowl, then began to stir and sift the dry mixture with his fingers.
“I’m trying to let Mirra see Mitment,” he said as he stood up with his bowl.  “This is a special concoction I just put together; these ingredients are sympathetic to the psychic and spiritual elements of our souls; these are the things that alchemists use to concentrate certain potions that are meant to purify the soul.
“I think,” he said, “that these will temporarily adhere to Mitment, coating her like a cloud of flour in a kitchen, so that we can see her,” he suggested.
“Mitment, you go over in that corner, and everyone else over there,” he motioned across the room, trying to separate Mitment from all the others.
“I’m not sure I like this,” the spirit said.
“Does anyone have a mirror?” Marco asked.  “You can see yourself as well if we have a mirror,” he explained to the invisible being.
Iasco gave a nod of her head, and one of her guards departed to fetch a mirror.
“You’re sure this will work?” Mirra asked in a low voice.
“Not completely,” Marco answered.
“Wait a minute!” Mitment said sharply.  “I’m not here for you to test maybe-maybe-not mixtures on!”
The door opened, and the guard returned holding a small mirror.  As Mitment glanced over at the movement, Marco flung the contents of his bowl up into the air above the spirit, creating a momentary small cloud that immediately began to settled towards the floor.
All eyes watched in fascination, as Marco reached out and took the mirror from the staring guard.  He stepped back and watched with the others, hopeful that his spur-of-the-moment idea would prove effective.  He could see Mitment looking up and around at the powder that hovered above and surrounded her, and as the powder fell, he could see it starting to stick to her head and shoulders, and the hands that were swatting ineffectually at it.
“Look at that!” one of the guards gasped in astonishment.
The powder was a pale yellow color, and a pale yellow woman was clearly outlined from the mid chest up, and more faintly below as the density of Marco’s powder diminished.  Marco reached forward and held the mirror for Mitment to look into.
The guard looked into the surface with fascination, then reached out and took it, so that she could examine herself more closely, while the others stared in amazement.
“You really did it,” Mitment said softly as she looked in the mirror.
“What did she say, Marco?” asked Mirra, who along with the others in the room had seen Mitment’s mouth move, though they were unable to hear her.
“She said I really did it,” Marco answered.
“That’s quite a display,” Iasco commented.
“I forgot what I looked like,” Mitment said.
“She’s starting to fade!” one of the guards spoke up.
It was true; the active elements of Marco’s powder were already reaching the end of their capacity to outline the spirit, and starting to lose the energy they generated.  As everyone watched, the spirit slowly faded back into invisibility, and the clinging powder dropped down to the ground.
“So that is Mitment,” Marco said to Mirra.  “Now you know that I haven’t been making this whole story up!”
“I never thought you were,” Mirra said demurely.
“What else can you do?” Mitment asked.
“What made you think of that?” Iasco asked.
“I was thinking of how to show Mitment to Mirra, and I thought about what would show up most strongly.  The strongest emotions seemed most likely to be the ones that might have a chance to draw materials, so I used the elements and ingredients I thought were most relevant to Mitment – thistle, iron, adamantine, thorn tree pollen,” he explained with a grin at the spirit.
“There’s going to come a time!” Mitment shook her fist at Marco.
“Marco, be nice to the poor girl; she’s dead!” Mirra admonished him.
“I understand the logic of your choices,” Iasco laughed.  “Is there more you can do for her?”
Marco paused.  “I’ll think about it and try to come up with an answer.”
“We must be off.  The captain sent a note saying that we had to catch the tide before mid-morning if we want to set sail today, and we do want to,” Iasco addressed them all.
They left the temple grounds, and were joined by Woods as they walked through the increasing foot traffic that populated the city streets on the way to the harbor. 
“I remember some magical moments here with you,” Mirra laid her head on Marco’s shoulder as they stepped onto the pier with the Ophiuchus ship was waiting.
“We’ll have more, I promise,” Marco whispered.  “I remember the first time I kissed you was after we went swimming in the harbor, and Kieweeooee helped rescue you.
“I promise I’ll come back, and we’ll go skinny-dipping in the harbor again someday,” he told her.  He bent over and kissed her, then enveloped Mirra and Sybele in a tight hug.
“It’s not easy to leave a loved one behind, I know,” Iasco said softly.  “But I promise that all of us will do our best to bring you two together, and I’m sure there will be many stories to tell, and perhaps a new baby to introduce, hm?” 
Marco looked down at Mirra, who blushed brightly.  He rubbed his nose against hers.  “You be careful, and take care of yourself,” he whispered.  “I love you.”
“I love you too, Marco – Golden Hand!” she smiled coyly.  I’ll wait as long as it takes for you to return.”
“Excuse me, can you make some powder that shows me getting sick?” Mitment asked.
Marco released Mirra, then followed the rest of the small group that walked up the gang plank.
“Keep her safe for me,” Marco called to Woods, who saluted his intention to do so.
Mirra held Sybele’s hand in her own, and made the small fingers wave, as the baby smiled at the fun.  Marco stood at the railing and watched, his eyes and Mirra’s locked upon one another, as he suddenly felt a sense of being haunted, a conviction that he would not see his new bride again, and his eyes started to water.
The ship gave a heave, and slowly started to move away from the pier.
“Aw, what’s this?  The mighty warrior crying over his pretty girl?” Mitment stood next to him suddenly.
“I’ll never see her again, Mitment – I’ve had a foretelling,” he said as he wiped a cheek.
“Oh Marco, surely not,” Mitment’s tone was softer.  “Sometimes we just get feelings; surely you’ll see her again in no time,” the spirit was immediately sympathetic.  “You and she are going to do just fine.”
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 18 – Iasco’s Resumption
 
“Golden Hand, the Lady wishes to see you in her cabin,” one of Iasco’s guards spoke to Marco an hour later, as he stood at the rail and watched the last signs of land disappear upon the horizon.
Marco followed the guard down to the sizable cabin that had been turned over to the small, striped woman.
“Golden Hand, do you have any alchemy items that can induce a trance?” Iasco asked when Marco sat down across from her.
Marco closed his eyes as he mentally inventoried the materials he had packed at his workshop.  “Not the most effective materials, but yes, I can do that,” he answered.
“Good.  I’d like for you to prepare a batch to use after dinner tonight,” Iasco told him.
“What is it to be used for?” Marco asked curiously.
“It’s for you, dear,” the lady gave him a teasing smile.
“What do you mean?” Marco asked.
“I mean that you will take it tonight after dinner, so that you’ll be in a trance tonight.  There are things I foresee in your future, and I want to start to prepare you for them,” she said.
Marco simply stared at her in confusion.
“You have been a fighter, Marco, and an explorer.  Now you need to move on to using new skills – you shall first become an ambassador.  I expect that after you persuade the Lion City and Nappanee to send their troops to the battle at Athens, you will go to the battle as well, and then afterwards I am going to send you south towards Docleatae.  And you will need to be able to speak the language of the people in that part of the world.  There is a way for me to teach you the basics of the language quickly, but I need for you to be in a trance, so that your soul is open to what I will give you,” Iasco explained.
“How far are you sending me?” Marco asked faintly.
“If events occur as I expect, you will go all the way to Moraca’s court in Foulata, Golden Hand.  And in that case, I want you to be prepared to deal with the challenges that will await you,” Iasco said.  “I read the prophecies in a way that makes me think you are bound to travel south, my young champion, and it is very, very important that you be in place when the great events occur.”
“I’ve already gone to the Echidna’s Lair and the underworld,” Marco tried to sound brave, “how hard can it be to go to another court?”
“You have every right to be worried, Golden Hand.  We are fighting a hard war and we hold a weak hand.  You and I are the strongest weapons we have, along with the strength of the Lord interceding on our side through his agents and miracles,” Iasco said gently.  “That is why you have been used so much, and asked to do so much already.  Ophiuchus used you harder than a borrowed mule already!” the priestess-sorceress grinned.
There was a knock at the door.  “Come in,” Iasco offered, and the captain of the ship came in.  “Now, go prepare your potion, and I’ll see you at dinner,” Iasco sent Marco on his way.
Marco wandered out of the cabin and back to the deck, where he gulped in deep breaths of fresh air, as he considered the implications of the outline that Iasco had revealed to him.  It sounded dangerous, and it sounded like something that would truly take many, many months to carry out, months that would be spent away from Mirra.
“What’s the matter?  You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Mitment commented as she came walking over to stand next to him.  “Are you seasick?” she asked.  “You’re awfully pale.
“I’m just thinking,” Marco answered.  “Lady Iasco told me that she plans for me to go a long way, all the way to the court of Moraca.  I just saw Mirra for three days, after most of a year apart, and now we’re going to be separated again.”
Mitment stood in silence for a minute.  “There are many souls in the underworld, Marco,” she said.  “You know; you saw them.
“Not many are there because of war or violence.  Many are, I’ll grant you, but so many more are there because of disease, or old age, or accidents, or drunkenness – many, many more.
“That’s because people like Lady Iasco – and you – do so much to prevent war and evil and disease from spreading and killing.  The pain of separation that you and Mirra suffer provides additional time in the lives of more people than I can count.  Just the way some other hero did something that probably made your life possible,” she said.  “So even though you’ve got the right to feel sorry for yourself, remember that you’re saving lives.
“Boy,” she said after another pause, “I’m glad no one else could hear me saying anything nice to you.  You won’t repeat this, will you?”
Marco turned to her and grinned.
“Just as soon as we get to the isle, I’m going to go to the Guard headquarters and tell everyone how gentle and thoughtful you are!” he laughed.  “Thank you Mitment, you’re right.  Now, I guess I better go fix the potion Lady Iasco asked for,” he said, and he went below to his cabin to work on his project.
That evening he sat at the dinner table with Lady Iasco, her head guard, and the officers of the ship.  He was the only male at the table, and though he had grown used to the oddity of being a male among the followers of Ophiuchus, the women at the table were considerably less at ease.  As soon as seemed polite, he excused himself and went to his cabin to await Iasco’s summons.
Sometime later, as the summer sky grew dim at last, and the sun began to set below the horizon, there was a gentle tap at the door.  “I’ll be up to see the lady in just a minute,” Marco called.
“No you won’t,” came the muffled reply, and then the petite figure of Lady Iasco entered his cabin.
“My lady,” Marco said as he sat up abruptly.
“No, don’t get up.  We’ll have your language lesson here.  Grab your potion and take it, then lie back down in your bunk,” she directed as she entered the small space and shut the door behind herself.
Marco reached out and grabbed the small potion jar, then looked at Iasco, and she came over and sat on the edge of his thin mattress pad.
“Go on.  Let’s get going,” the Lady motioned towards the potion.
“I just take it?” Marco didn’t know what to expect.
“Once you take it, and start to enter the trance, I’ll begin to connect our consciousnesses, so that I can start to teach vocabulary and sentence structure.  It will take all night, every night, for several days.  Get used to sleeping with me Marco, but don’t go bragging about it!”
Marco was speechless; he lifted the jar of potion to his mouth and swallowed the bitter concoction quickly, as Iasco laid down on the mattress.
“Lay back and relax now,” Iasco said in a soothing tone of voice.  Her face was very close to his, and he studied her features in the dim light that the small lantern in the room provided.  The stripes across the bridge of her nose were just as he remembered them – crisply detailed and delicate.
“Stop focusing Marco,” Iasco abruptly said.  “Close your eyes and relax.  Now, give me your hand,” she directed.  “No, the golden one.”
His potion was coming into effect.  He dazedly allowed her to lift his hand to her head, and then he felt her hand touch his temple.   There was a sudden ‘click’ within his head, and he felt as though he was not in control of himself.
“Now listen and remember,” Iasco whispered, her lips pressed against his ear.  “Sob o céu estrelado para o sul, as mulheres são escuros e misteriosos.”
“Did you hear me?” she asked.
“I heard you,” Marco said dreamily.  He felt his mind churning in an unnatural way, as though someone had taken control of it and was stirring his thoughts, inserting and reorganizing.
“Tell me what I said,” she ordered.
“Under the starry skies down south, the women are evil and mysterious,” Marco told her.
“That’s close; I said ‘dark’, not ‘evil’.  We’ll work on that.  Now listen; “O menino, com o Golden lado vai salvar a minha vida.
“Did you understand that?” she asked.  He felt his mind whirling once again.
“You said that the boy with the golden hand was going to save your life,” Marco muttered.
“Yes, very good.  I count on that to be true in the future, by the way,” Iasco told him. 
“My lady!” Marco heard a scandalized Mitment speaking, and he turned his head to see the spirit projecting halfway through the door.
“What is it, Golden Hand?” Iasco asked from her position where her view of the door was obstructed, and Marco felt his mind wheeling as the sorceress accessed his mind to see what occurred.
“Ah, Mitment is looking for me, is she?” the lady said.  “Mitment,” she spoke in a stronger voice, raising Marco’s level of awareness, “Mitment, I am here of my own choosing, getting the boy ready for what may come.  I am safe, and we should not be interrupted.”
 And so the evening progressed.  Marco may have fallen asleep, or he may have remained in a trance throughout the night, he wasn’t sure.  But he didn’t awaken until the sun was up, there was a knock on the door, and Iasco scrambled over him, pulling her robe on as she opened the door.
“My Lady!” the ship’s steward was speechless with shock at the sight of Iasco emerging from Marco’s cabin.
“I’ll have breakfast in my cabin, please,” Iasco said nonchalantly as she passed the steward.  “The boy may not be ready for breakfast yet,” she added, then closed the door behind her and walked down the corridor.
All that day Marco was subjected to sideways looks from the crew, a clear indication that rumors had run through the ship instantaneously.
“I’m sure you weren’t doing what everyone assumes you were doing last night,” Mitment spoke to Marco in the mid-morning.  “Her ladyship is taking a nap now, by the way.”
“I was getting a language lesson,” Marco explained.  A crew member walking by stiffened as she heard Marco talking to himself.
“I was in a trance, and Lady Iasco was saying the words, and putting them into my head at the same time, somehow,” he explained.
The same cycle was repeated each of the four days they sailed from Barcelon to Ophiuchus.
“On the last day, Iasco asked Marco to prepare another batch of the powder that exposed Mitment.  “I’ll want to show you off to your sisters, dear,” Iasco told the unseen spirit.
“Come along Golden Hand,” Iasco told Marco when the island harbor came into view.  “You deserve to witness the insanity that is going to erupt when I return; you certainly had a role to play in it,” she smiled.
And so there was a huge crowd, one that was eerily silent, as Iasco stood visible on the deck of the ship, with Marco a step behind her.  The energy on the pier was intense, as the women of the island waited to find out if they should scream with joy, or fear, or something else at the return of the dead leader accompanied by the hated male figure of Marco.
Folence stood at the foot of the gang plank as the passengers from the ship disembarked.
Marco watched as Iasco stepped onto the pier; it was her homecoming.  The woman who had been killed by evil was back again, ready to resume control of the Isle, the Temple, and the entire Cult of Ophiuchus – and it seemed, she was ready to assume control of all the forces in the lands of Clovis’s old empire that could be gathered together to fight the battle against the evil of Docleatae.  It was an evil that was coming closer and closer to home, as Marco knew from the Corsair raids and the occupation of Athens.
Folence took a step towards Iasco, and then suddenly went down on her knees in a sign of submission.   Those who stood behind her observed her display, and Marco watched as waves of women fell to their knees in acknowledgement of Iasco’s rightful rule of the cult.
“Stand up,” Marco heard Iasco tell Folence, extending her hands down to pull the taller woman upright.  “Stand up and accept my thanks for the burden you accepted during my absence; you have been a blessing to our cult by providing leadership when it was most needed.”  Iasco’s voice seemed to carry far out into the crowd, Marco observed, as he saw many heads bob while they listened to the voice of their returned leader.
“Thank you, my lady,” Folence said in a voice that extended back over the first few ranks of those who had also risen to their feet.  “It’s a relief to have you back, and to return the mantle of leadership to you.
“As young Marco will attest, it was a heavy burden at times!” she acknowledged Marco’s presence. 
“All welcome Lady Iasco,” she said in a raised voice, as she turned to face the crowd.  “All hail our returned leader!”
The pier was inundated with shouts of happiness, joy, and respect, as the women of the village gave voice to their satisfaction and astonishment in seeing the dead leader alive again.
“Thank you, thank you,” Iasco’s voice carried, and it began to settle the crowd, though she waited nearly a full minute before the last of the cheers and the comments died down into silence.
“Thank you for this warm welcome,” Iasco began.  “It feels good – so good – to be back among the women of the Island, back where we all devote our energy to healing and wholeness and health among women.  Our mission has been successful for many years, and it must continue.
“But it must change too.  The world is changing,” Iasco told the crowd, and Marco noticed the ripple of murmurs that the word “change” brought forth.
“The power of Ophiuchus has risen to challenge a great evil that is abroad in the world.  Many of you – I am told – have even seen our own great spirit, standing among you in the flesh.   She has risen to work with the spirits and the saints and the powers to fight against the evil,” Iasco told them.  “That is why I am back from the dead, so that I may be one of her generals.
“And here is the man who was her hands and feet among the dead and the living.  Here is Golden Hand, who many of you have met or seen before,” Iasco pointed at Marco, and motioned him forward.  “He is welcome on this island,” there was no cheer or applause from the crowd for him, Marco noted, “and he is to be treated as the favored of Ophiuchus, as well as of me.
“His stay here among us will be brief, for he has missions of great importance to pursue, but while he is here, you shall treat him with respect and friendship,” she said, and Marco observed the unease that arose from the women.  All eyes shifted to look at him, and he saw a mixture of respect, wary acceptance, and still distrust.
“There is one more.  Not only has Golden Hand brought me back to you through his journey to the underworld, but he has brought back the spirit of one of our others,” Iasco drew their attention immediately back to herself with the unexpected announcement.
“Marco, Mitment, please give these ladies something to look at,” Iasco ordered.
“Are you ready?” Marco asked Mitment.
“I’m looking forward to this actually.  There are a few ladies here who are in for a surprise,” the spirit grinned at Marco.
Marco raised the container of powder, and threw the contents towards Mitment.  As it had before, the powder floated in a cloud, and began to move sideways as the breeze at the pier caught it, but much of it settled on Mitment, revealing her head and upper torso to the crowd that looked on in amazement.
“It’s Mitment!” someone recognized her.
“Tell Marcella I know she still owes me three coppers for ale.  Go on, tell her,” Mitment told Marco.
The crowd watched the figure’s mouth speak to Marco, and then the powder’s energy faded.
“Mitment says,” Marco spoke up, and the hubbub in the crowd calmed down.  “Mitment says that Marcella still owes her three coppers for ale,” he announced.
There was silence from many, titters from a few, and shouts from a small handful on the side, evidently the members of the Guard who had been closest to Mitment.
“Are those your friends?” he asked.
“That is my squad,” she confirmed.
“Is Mitment alive?  Is she invisible?  Who was that?” a number of questions rose from the crowd.
“This is the spirit of Mitment, come from the underworld to be my guardian.  When Golden Hand traveled through the underworld to revive me, he brought Mitment back to this world as well.  This is a sign of the power of Golden Hand,” Iasco told the crowd.
“So why is this all about you?  Shouldn’t it be about me?” Mitment complained to Marco.
“Mitment will be with me as my unseen guardian throughout the battle that is to come,” Iasco said.  “Now, we will go to the residence and begin the plans for the future that awaits us,” the lady finished.  “It warms my heart to see you all here, and to know that I have this new opportunity to work with all of you again.  Go and God Bless,” she gave a brief benediction, that caused the crowd to start moving about.
“Let’s go Folence,” Iasco said to her companion.
“Was that really the spirit of a woman from the Isle?” Folence asked.
“It absolutely was,” Marco affirmed, as guards came forward to clear the way for Iasco’s triumphant return.
The group walked along a narrow aisle in the middle of the large crowd that had gathered and grown.  Women called out Iasco’s name from the curbs and from windows as she passed by.
“They love you,” Folence said softly, with a smile, once they reached the relative privacy of the official residence of the head priestess, and closed the door to close out the scrutiny.
“As they loved you too,” Iasco said.
“No, I’m honest enough to admit they didn’t love me.  They mourned you, and they tolerated me, until Marco came along and got me into trouble, then produced the living Spirit herself to get me out of trouble.  Tell me Marco, what is it like to consort with holy beings so casually?” she asked.
“We didn’t consort,” Marco protested.  “We only kissed the one time, before she gave up her body.”
Iasco and Folence looked at one another, with something like smiles on their faces.
“I don’t think you should tell that to anyone,” Iasco said, making Marco blush without knowing why.
“Let Marco and I unpack and prepare ourselves, then we can meet for a bite to eat and begin to plan our next steps,” Iasco said.  “Mitment, would you show Marco to the guest rooms, and give him the yellow room.  Folence, you come with me,” she set things in motion, and left Marco in the hall.  The guard who had been carrying his baggage put it down and left it for him as she followed Iasco’s group upstairs.
Marco was alone with Mitment and his bags.  He picked up the bags and looked at the ghost.  “Let’s go,” he shrugged.
“Okay, lover,” she winked at him, and led the way down a hallway, then turned left to go down another hall, and turned left again to come upon a series of rooms, then opened the door of one without bothering to knock, and led Marco in.  The room was spacious and airy, with a balcony that looked down upon the harbor.
“See that balcony?” Mitment pointed to a large patio whose railing was just a few feet from Marco’s own railing.  “That’s Lady Iasco’s porch.  You two should be able to get together tonight in a discreet manner,” the guard commented.
“Thank you Mitment,” Marco said as he picked a pear from the fruit bowl on the table then threw himself down upon the bed.
“I’ll return to the Lady if there’s nothing else,” the spirit replied, and walked out through the door.
Marco bit into the pear and thought about the Docleatae word for pear – pera. It was nearly the same, he thought, and his mind was lost in thinking about the new language he was learning, until there was a knock on the door some time later.
“Quem e?  Entrar no Mercado,” he called out, then realized he had actually used the foreign language.
“Excuse me?” a woman’s voice called.
Marco rushed to the door and opened it, to see a servant waiting in the hall.
“Her Ladyship invited you to join her and others for dinner in her room, my lord,” the woman told him.
“I’ll be right there,” he answered.  He didn’t think he needed to bring anything, so he followed the servant to the dining area, where Folence and two others sat with Iasco.
“Welcome, Golden Hand,” the Lady said from her spot at the head of the table.
“We are sending out messages tonight to the temples in the Lion City and Nappanee to alert them to your eventual arrival in their cities, acting on my behalf.  They will know your mission, and will be prepared to assist you in whatever way they can,” Iasco said.
“There’s going to be resistance, especially in Nappanee,” warned one of the women Marco didn’t know.  “You know how they are.”
“Golden Hand can handle any problem there,” Iasco said confidently.
“Now, Minerva, you need to have all the temples begin to send supplies to Malta to help the army we are raising.  Please make arrangements to coordinate the deliveries,” she spoke to one of the other priestesses.
“Grielle, put together an expedition for us to go up to the Asclepius temple for fasting and prayer tomorrow,” she addressed another of the women.  “Since our spirit is no longer able to come to us to appear in person, I propose to go up to her temple to speak to her about some matters of interpretation of the prophecies.
“Folence, we’re going to empty the harbor out with all the messages we must ship out, but we’ll give you one of the ships to carry you back to Barcelon.  The Duke has been most supportive, and I want you to make sure the temple there assists him as much as possible.”
“Gladly, my lady,” Folence demurely replied.
Marco ate his meal in silence for the most part, listening to the women discuss various activities at first, and then gradually grow more comfortable and familiar, discussing events and personal activities that took place while Iasco was gone.
“What is the underworld like?” Grielle asked at last, as they drank their dessert wine at the end of the meal.
“It’s numbing.  It takes away some memories and some feelings and some desires, so that one can be softened as one awaits the final direction for the soul,” Iasco said.
Marco glanced at Mitment, who stared back at him, as he grinned momentarily in remembrance.  The spirit of the guard had still been angry and feisty when he had first encountered her in the underworld.   He remembered the painful punishments she had delivered to him on occasion.
“Do you think it’s funny down in the underworld, Golden Hand?” Minerva asked.  The question was asked with a steeliness that indicated she disapproved of the smile she had seen on his lips.
“I remember passing the spirit of a little girl, maybe seven or eight years old, on her way into the underworld while I was leaving it the first time,” Marco said.  “And I felt sorrow for the child whose life was interrupted.  I remember the scores of souls who had messages they wanted delivered to the living, messages of love and information and regret.  I remember Ophiuchus bargaining away her power to take on substance as the only way she could gain admittance for me to enter the underworld to resuscitate Lady Iasco – she dissolved away into mist as we kissed farewell.
“I remember Mitment still so angry with me that she swept her insubstantial sword through my body, disrupting every organ that it touched.
“No, I do not think it’s funny in the underworld.  I hope I never go there again, until it is my own turn to move on towards my soul’s final resting place.”
Minerva and the others were silent, overwhelmed by the emotional testimony that Marco delivered.
“You put that bag of wind in her place,” Mitment said approvingly.
“Well,” Iasco broke the silence, “I need to work with the Golden Hand.  He’ll be leaving us early tomorrow, and we have much to cover in the meantime.”  She stood up, and the others rose as well, knowing that the meal was over.
“Golden Hand, please remain,” she asked as they all walked towards the door.
“Lady Folence?” Marco asked.
She turned to look at him.
“Thank you for your help and your care,” he said.  He wanted her to know that he knew she had done the right things for him, in both Barcelon and on the island, even when it had not been popular.  “If you see Mirra in Barcelon, please give her my love,” he added.
“I will, Marco,” she said fondly.  She extended both her hands towards him and he took them in his, while they smiled at one another.  “It’s unfortunate for you that you have to be a hero instead of staying at home with that lovely girl, but we’re all lucky to have you assisting Lady Iasco.  Good luck, young man,” she said as she gave his hands a squeeze, and then she was gone.
The others followed her out the door.  Iasco ushered the servants out as well, then turned to Marco.
“Are you ready for our last language lesson?” Iasco asked him.
“Before we begin, can you tell me how this works?” he held up his right hand.  “What are the limits to what it can do?”
She looked at him quizzically.
“For example,” he said, “one time in Clovis I issued a curse that not only affected the weapons of those who attacked me, but even applied to someone far away when he did something I forbade him to do.”
“The limits on your power are contained within you,” Iasco said calmly.  “You have a portion of my own powers that transferred from the spell I put upon that flesh.  But you have molded and multiplied the power now, and I do not know what your limits are.  You will find out as you are tested.  I hope that you are not ever forced to do great things Marco, but I believe that you can.”
“Now, go to your room and prepare your potion to go into a trance, then come back here so that we can get underway.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 19 – An Interrupted Voyage
 
“There’s your ship,” a servant from Iasco’s staff pointed as the two of them walked down to the harbor early the next morning.
Marco thanked the woman, then walked on his own down to the pier where a small schooner, a pungy, waited.  The crew consisted of seven women, who looked with curiosity at the boy who stepped onto their deck.
“We’re to take you to the Lion City?” the captain of the ship asked.  She was young, compared to the other captains of ship Marco had been on.
“Yes ma’am,” he answered.
“That’ll be four or five days.  Is there anything else you need before we head out?” the captain asked.  The other members of the crew all stood nearby, listening.
“This is everything I need to bring,” he answered, patting the pack over his shoulder.  “Where should I put it?”
“We don’t have a cabin for you.  You’ll be staying in the crew berth, the last hammock on the left.  Just put it in your locker.  Now excuse me,” she told Marco and turned away to begin shouting orders at the crew, who had already set in motion once Marco had declared himself ready to go.
The small ship seemed to be the fastest vessel Marco had ever sailed on.  He didn’t know whether the ship was truly that fast, or simply seemed faster because it was smaller and closer to the surface of the sea.  Nonetheless, he enjoyed the feeling of speed as he spent many hours on the deck, staying out of the way of the crew as they made continual adjustments to the sails.
On the third night of their trip, Marco noticed a small glow on the horizon.  “What’s that?” he asked one of the hands.  The light seemed to be not far away, but faint nonetheless.
“I don’t know; I’ve never seen it before,” the sailor answered.
Marco felt a sense of certainty that he knew what it was – the flame he had lit in the community of the merfolk, in Kreewhite’s home village.  It was a marker, showing him where Glaze and Porenn were living, hostages held pending his return from the quest for the Echilda’s scale.  And though he had succeeded in the quest, his companions – Cassius and Pesino – merfolks sent with him to watch him and vouch for his success, were no longer with him.  They were no longer merfolk, for that matter.  And that posed a challenge in terms of the release of the captives.
“Stop the ship!” Marco shouted.  “Captain, please stop the ship here!” he called out three times, as the three crew members on the deck looked at him in surprise.
The captain came up from her cabin.  “What’s the shouting about?  What’s the emergency?” she called out, clambering over to Marco’s location along the starboard side of the small craft.
“I need to go over to that light,” Marco said, suddenly wondering how to explain the plan that was forming in his mind.
“Why?  What’s over there?” the young captain asked patiently.
“I can’t tell you,” Marco answered.  “But I need to go check on something, an obligation I have.  Lady Iasco would want me to do this,” he decided to use the Lady’s name to his advantage.
“Change course,” the captain started to shout to the crew.
“No, wait,” Marco interrupted her.  “I can’t take the ship in there.  I’ll go on my own and come back to you when I know more.”
The captain’s face started to cloud up with annoyance; even in the dim light of the ship’s lantern Marco could see her dissatisfaction with his hasty and confusing efforts.
“Listen,” he attempted to explain his situation.  “I can speak to dolphins; I’ll call for some to come fetch me and carry me to the light, then bring me back when I’m done, if you’ll remain here and wait for me.
“And I need a waterproof bag, something that will keep a few supplies dry on the trip,” he added.
“Let me show you!” Marco cried.  He climbed down the ropes on the outside of the hull and began to issue a call for help from dolphins.  “I am Marco, friend of Kieweeooee.  I am human with legs, but a friend, and I need help to go to a place near here.  Can any dolphin help me?”  He called for help and repeated the request, then went back up to the deck, where a couple of crew members had joined the captain and were talking in low voices.
“Here,” Marco knew he had to forestall being tied up as a lunatic.  “Let me light the way for the dolphins to find us,” he said, and he raised his right hand over his head, then used his sorcery powers to illuminate it.
The captain and crew scrambled backwards from the dramatic display of power.  “Let’s wait a few minutes to see if the dolphins arrive,” he said, trying to sound calm, though his heart was racing.  He hadn’t thought through his actions, and now he felt as though he were virtually commandeering the control of the ship, trying to find a plan to allow him to go investigate the light.  “And have someone bring my pack and a waterproof bag,” he added.
Marco stood by the railing as the captain sent a crew member below, while all the other crew members stood behind the captain.  As Marco waited he heard the arrival of a dolphin.
“Who calls?  What voice calls, while speaking so poorly?” the dolphin shouted in its language of squeaks, grunts, and clicks.
“By the waters, he really did call one!” one of the mates said.
Marco backed to the opening in the railing, then climbed down two steps, keeping his eyes on the crew until as he reached the surface of the sea.
“What light is that?  It’s too bright!” the dolphin said.
“I’m sorry,” Marco called as he lowered his head down to the water.  “Let me put it out.”
He focused on his hand and extinguished the light, then put his face down into the water.  “I am Marco.  I am a friend to dolphins, including Kieweeooee, the new princess of the pod of the dolphins where the sun rises,” Marco tried to remember the exact title.  “I would ask a favor, that you take me to that light that shines across the water.”
He paused and the dolphin made no response, though he could see the animal floating nearby.
“I know that the light may be the fire at the merpeople’s village; I wish to go visit them.  I am the arnelli to Kreewhite, a merboy of the village.  I have visited before,” Marco pressed his case.
“You seem to know what you’re talking about,” the dolphin said doubtfully.
“I do!” Marco insisted.  “It was Kreewhite who taught me the language of the dolphins, and then Kieweeooee helped me polish it.”
“That’s not much polish,” the dolphin said, displaying the same humorous personality that Marco had noted all dolphins seemed to have to a greater or lesser degree.
“You should have heard my human friends speak, when I tried to teach them!” Marco laughed back.
“You can take me there, and if the merfolks do not want me to leave, you will not have to bring me back,” Marco offered.
“Are there others with legs on this floating island?  What do they know?  What will they think?” the dolphin asked.
“What is your name?” Marco asked.
“I am called Streak, because of the mark on my side,” the dolphin said.
“Streak, I have not told them that the light is from the merfolks.  They do not know; they only think I am crazy for talking to a dolphin.  I’m not, am I?” Marco laughed as he asked.
“Marco person, I will take you to the village of the merfolks.  Come on down in the water and we will go,” Streak decided.
“Let me go tell the others to wait here for me.  I’ll be right back,” Marco said.  He climbed quickly up the rope ladder to the deck, and saw the women of the ship arranged in a circle around him.  He instantly lit his hand to a high intensity, making them all flinch back.
“I am going for a quick trip; I should be back tomorrow.  Keep your ship here and wait for me,” he told the women, as he transferred several items from his pack to the waxed canvas bag that awaited him.  He stripped off his boots and his shirt.
“Don’t try to sell those!” he said with a grin, then he grabbed his bag and dove from the ship into the water.
Streak came up beside him and Marco immediately grabbed hold of the creature’s fin, as they started in motion.
Ten minutes later the dolphin swerved left, then came right, and Marco knew they were entering the lagoon of the merfolks’ village.
“Thank you,” Marco told his companion. The flaming circle in the center of the lagoon was burning brightly, just as Marco had left it late in the previous fall.  “Take me to the fire please,” he requested, and Streak adjusted his course to head directly to the stony platform where the fire burned.
“I will be okay now,” Marco told Streak.   “Thank you to you and to all the dolphins, who have been my friends and allies.  May you always have open seas and easy fish to catch,” he intoned the formal phrase that Kieweeooee had taught him.
“And may you always swim with a pod of friends,” Streak correctly replied, as Marco released his grip on the dolphin.  The sleek shape smoothly turned and swam back towards the exit to the sea, as Marco sat by the fire, contemplating his arrival at the village.
When he had last left the village of the merfolks, he had been a different person, it seemed.  He hadn’t known Cassius or Pesino, hadn’t journeyed through the winter mountains or faced the wrath of the Echidna, nor gone through the underworld.  He hadn’t traveled with a spirit or revived Iasco or married Mirra.  He had been seemingly innocent and unaware of all that was expected of him, and he momentarily wished he could have that innocence back.
There was one obvious way to announce his return to the village and get the attention of the merfolks as well as Glaze and Porenn.  He stood up and placed his waterproof bag on the stone platform, hoping that it had really been waterproof, then he turned and faced the fire.
Marco pointed his right hand at the fire, then closed his eyes and focused his attention on undoing the magical power he had done before; he willed the fire to go out.  There was a momentary whooshing sound, and when Marco opened his eyes he was surrounded by darkness.  He heard a pair of voices in the surrounding village exclaim in surprise, assuring him that the loss of the flame had been noticed.  Marco turned, and sat down, and waited for visitors to arrive to examine the end of the fire.
A minute later he saw a head pop up from the surface of the water, and two more quickly followed.
“A human!” one voice gasped, and all three heads disappeared beneath the surface again.
There was movement taking place within the village; Marco could see merfolk moving among the homes and buildings in the distance, and minutes later, a number of heads popped up out of the dark water.
“Who has come into our village?” Marco recognized the voice of Neptin, the leader of the village.
“My name is Marco.  I am a friend of Kreewhite.  I came here last year seeking shelter from a storm, and started this fire.  Tonight I have returned,” Marco said in a calm voice.  “I have come to find my friends who remained here; I want to take them home.”
There were startled gasps among those who surrounded him, some of whom had spears, Marco could faintly see.
“We remember you, Marco,” Neptin said.  “I am surprised to see you return after so long an absence.  Was your journey to find the Echidna successful?”
“It was,” Marco said calmly.  “We found the lair of the Echidna, we fought the monster, defeated it in battle, and escaped with some of its scales.”  There were gasps from those in the water upon hearing the claim of success in a confrontation with the mother of all monsters.
“And where are your companions, Cassius and Pesino?  We sent two strong and wily merfolks to travel with you,” Neptin probed.
“I do not know where they are now,” Marco admitted.  “They were wonderful companions.  They were loyal and faithful, honest and resourceful, everything I could have ever asked for in companions on a long and perilous journey.  But we became separated on our way back from facing the Echidna, and I have not seen them since.  I think they could be safe and happy.”  He believed that claim; their path out of the underworld should have been less perilous than his.
“You were lost from them?  Lost at sea?” Neptin probed.
“No,” Marco sighed.  He was about to unleash a storm of controversy he knew, but he was only going to tell the truth.  “We were separated when we journeyed through the underworld; our escape from the Echidna led through many strange caves that led us to the underworld.  It was while we were preparing to leave the underworld that we ran into a problem and were separated.”
The crowd around him stirred and whispered uneasily.
“That’s quite a story,” Neptin said in a deceptively calm voice.  “What river of the underworld did Cassius and Pesino swim in?”
Here it comes, Marco thought to himself.
“They were not swimming; they were walking.  They had taken a potion to transform from merfolks into humans,” he said.
There was a tremendous uproar all around.
“They can change back, if they wish,” he spoke loudly, and repeated himself, as the group of merfolks slowly quieted.
“They were changed into humans?” Neptin asked ominously.
“They did it voluntarily,” Marco said.  “They knew that my quest required us to follow an overland route.  And they did very well as humans.  They were tough and reliable and overcame all the challenges,” he hoped he made Cassius and Pesino sound heroic.  They had been heroic, in fact, he reflected.
“But they are not here now.  I do not know where they are, but Ophiuchus told me they were doing well,” he said.
“Who told you?” Neptin asked.
“The spirit of the island, Ophiuchus.  She is the one who sent me on the quest to get the Echidna’s scale last time,” he explained.  “She has guided my steps for much of my journey.  She has told me that the battles we fight are for the good of all creatures and people.”
There was a murmur among the merfolks who were gathered.
“Ophiuchus is our own patroness.  If Marco is doing her work, we should support him and help him,” Marco heard Kreewhite’s voice call from the edge of the gathering.
“What proof do we have that this boy really is doing the spirit’s work?” a different voice asked.
“She revealed her island to us,” Kreewhite answered.  “When Marco and I were swimming by, she lifted the cloak around the island so that we could see it and go there.  And the human girl here, Porenn, is one of her acolytes.”
“I have her mark on my chest,” Marco added, remembering the flower shape that had been marked upon him in the cavern of the island on his first trip there.
"May we see this mark?" Neptin asked in a tone that Marco thought was less adversarial than prior.
"Yes, certainly," Marco agreed, and he proceeded to remove his pack, exposing the flower tattoo that had been hidden beneath the strap.  "Let me help you to see it," he offered as he raised his hand and caused light to burst forth.
"You're a sorcerer!" someone in the crowd exclaimed.
"I don't think of myself as a sorcerer," Marco replied.  "But I do have a gift," he agreed.
"Here is the mark," he pointed as he bent lower to let Neptin and those nearby see clearly.
"Please release my friends," Marco repeated his request.  "I want them to have freedom."
Neptin did not answer immediately.  "I will consider your request in the light of day," he said at last.  "Let Kreewhite carry you to the land for the evening so that you may be with them, and we will address this in the morning."
Marco doused the light from his hand, and accepted the postponement of the decision.  It was not a flat denial, and he could say more in the morning to try to plead his case further, if necessary.
"Marco!" Kreewhite came splashing up to the platform enthusiastically.  "I didn't know if we'd ever see you again!" the merboy cried.  "It's so good to see you!  Grab on," he said.
Marco dropped down into the waters of the lagoon and placed his hands around Kreewhite’s shoulders as his friend began to pull him towards the shoreline.
"Glaze and Porenn will be so happy to see you," Kreewhite exclaimed.  "They must be dying to know what's going on out here."
Less than a minute later Marco released his hold on his friend and stood in the surf of the beach, where gentle waves lapped at his thighs.
"Is it Marco?" Porenn's voice called anxiously as two figures approached from the shoreline.
"It is!" Glaze confirmed as he reached Marco and embraced him in a vigorous hug.  Porenn reached the spot and joined in the physical expression of joy seconds later.
After a long, silent hug, Marco released his grip on the others and stepped back, surprised by what he had seen.
"Let me look at you," he said. And he raised his hand to add light to the faint glow of the stars above.
"There's more of me to look at," Porenn replied before Marco’s light had even flared forth, confirming what he suspected and what was confirmed a moment later as his hand shed light on the tableau.  Porenn was pregnant.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 20 – The Memories Lost
 
"We're in love," Glaze immediately spoke up.
"All the merfolks approve of them as a couple.  They seem suited to one another; they are together every time we see them," Kreewhite spoke up from the surf.
“We are together all the time,” Porenn agreed with a smile.  “We’d love to leave the island, but how can we leave?”she asked.
“There’s a ship anchored offshore waiting for me,” Marco told the others.  “They are taking me to the Lion City," Marco answered, "but we could ask the captain to take you to Barcelon afterwards.  She probably won't take you to the Isle," he looked at Glaze with a straight face.
"It depends on Lord Neptin," Kreewhite spoke up.  "He may not want to let you leave until Cassius and Pesino return."
There followed a retelling of the conversation by the fire platform, and then a long conversation as Marco recounted some of his adventures during his journeys after leaving the merfolk’s home, and it was nearly dawn before he fell asleep, exhausted, in the simple hut that Glaze and Porenn had constructed for their home.
"We need to get up for breakfast," Glaze told Marco just a short time later as he nudged the newcomer’s shoulder.  "Porenn gathered some fruits, and we don't want her efforts to go unappreciated." Marco smiled at Glaze's concern for the girl.  Glaze was now his brother-in-law, and it appeared likely that Porenn would be his sister-in-law in the near future.  They only needed to get off the atoll to do so.
After a healthy meal, the three walked down to the shoreline.  Already, several of the merfolk were gathered by the fire platform, and a small fire was burning, fueled by wood once again.  Kreewhite and his mother soon approached the humans, and transported them to the fire platform.
"Marco, human and sorcerer," Neptin began, "after careful consideration of your request, I am mindful that it would be merciful to allow these two young humans to live among their own kind once again, especially since the female is expecting a pup.
"Yet I am also mindful that our original agreement called for the return of our two members who accompanied you, and they are not only not present, but we have only your word as to their well-being," Neptin continued.  "And this morning several members of the village raised a new point that took me by surprise.  So I have a proposition for you.
"You and your friends will be allowed to depart if you can address two conditions.  The first condition is that you assure me that word of our location will not be released and spread among humans, for if that were to happen, our safety would be gone and we would be forced to flee.  Can you satisfy me on this account?" Neptin asked.
Marco sensed that the wily village chief believed that he had outfoxed the human with a reasonable but impossible condition.
"My lord, I can give you satisfaction," Marco answered immediately, raising a murmur among the assembled crowd.
"I realize your need for secrecy, and I brought my alchemy kit that will allow me to prepare a potion that will be given to the members of the ship's crew, so that they will forget that the past day ever happened.  And Porenn and Glaze will pledge not to reveal your existence or location, and because they are not sailors, they couldn't tell anyone where to find you anyway.
"What is your second condition?" Marco asked, as he noted the thoughtful expressions on the faces of those nearby.  He had managed to convince at least some listeners that he had an answer.
Neptin stared silently at Marco, weighing his words.  "That may be satisfactory," he said slowly, and Marco suppressed a grin, knowing that he had won the first contest.
Neptin smiled, surprising Marco.  "This morning we discovered that over the past several months, we have enjoyed having your eternal flame available to use for cooking without having to continually carry wood to the platform.  Would you re-establish a smaller, less visible flame that we may continue to use?" the village leader asked.
Marco did burst out laughing at the irony of the second request, so much at odds with the initial dissatisfaction the village chief had felt about the fire.  He turned to where dying flames rose from a bed of embers.  He focused his thoughts on the requested fire, and made new flames arise, then slowly closed his fingers partway together as he adjusted the flame size down.  He reached a point that he thought would produce enough cooking heat without being visible from the sea, and stopped.  He released his focus and dropped his hand, then turned back to Neptin.
"Is that satisfactory, my lord?" he asked.
"Perfect!" a female voice cried from the audience, and the group broke into laughter.
Even Neptin smiled.  "Well human, perhaps you've satisfied my conditions.  I'm still concerned with what you tell me about Cassius and even Pesino."
"My lord, they were the best companions, better than I could have asked for.  You did me a great favor when you sent them with me; I love them both.  If ever I can help them in any way, I shall," Marco said solemnly.
"Then your human companions are released, and your dolphin friends may take you out to your vessel.  We will trust that you are true to your word that there will be no memory among the others about this place," Neptin said.
Some of the merfolk came to speak to Glaze and Porenn, clearly friendly with the freed hostages, while Neptin and most others swam away.
Marco pulled items out of his alchemy kit and began to concoct the potion he had planned to remove the memory of the island from the crew members of the sailing ship that waited out at sea.  Within an hour the three humans were climbing up the side of the ship to the astonishment of the women on board, who had been ready to sail away without Marco.
"Thank you captain," Marco said as he helped Porenn climb onto the deck, followed by Glaze.  
"Who are these, where did they come from, and why are they on my ship?" the young captain asked.
"My lady," Marco began.  The next steps would be delicate, he knew.  The manner of his sudden departure the night before had made him suspect in the eyes of the sailors he was sure.
"My lady, these are refugees and companions of mine, and I will ask a favor of you on their behalf.  First though, I ask that you do me a favor and drink from this jar, all of you.  Then we will discuss my friends," he said.
"Is it rum?" one of the crew members asked with a laugh. 
"If it is, I want double," someone else laughed.
"Try it and see," Marco offered.  "It will do you no harm."  He held the jar out, and the rough-looking woman took a swig.
"It doesn’t taste like rum," she said thoughtfully, "more like gin."
The jar quickly passed through the hands of the other crew members, until the captain held it as the only person not to drink.  "What is this?" she asked Marco.
"You'll never have any regrets about drinking it," Marco said with a twinge of guilt over the clever phrasing.  He wanted the captain to take it quickly, before it took effect on the crew and aroused her suspicions.
She glanced at him suspiciously, then tipped the jar up to her lips and swallowed a swig.
"What's that, skipper?" one of the crew asked, no longer remembering her own drink of the potion.
"Who are these?" the woman added in surprise at the sight of Porenn and Glaze, still dripping seawater after climbing onboard.
Another crewman looked at the newcomers in surprise as well.
"I can answer," Marco tried to sound reassuring.  "May we set sail away from here first?" he asked.
The captain gave the orders for the crew to raise anchor and set sail, then turned to Marco.
“I can explain,” Marco began, stalling to make sure that the captain fell under the influence of his potion as well.  “This is Porenn, a former acolyte of the Temple of Ophiuchus, and this is my brother-in-law,” he paused for a moment to grin at the title, “Glaze.  These two were stranded on an island several months ago,” he said.  He paused and waited for the captain’s reaction.
“And so how did they get on board our ship?” the captain asked.
“You probably don’t remember,” Marco began.
“No, I don’t.  I was standing here, and suddenly here you and they are. Dripping wet,” she answered.
“We have rescued them.  You won’t remember when or where, and you’re not supposed to.  There’s no harm done, but this is how it must be,” Marco said firmly.
The captain stared at him with her hands on her hips, then shook her head and walked away.
“She doesn’t remember!  They really don’t remember!” Glaze said in wonderment.  “Marco, you’re extraordinary!”
Marco smiled, as he thought about the time he had developed the cure for the plague that had been decimating the population of Barcelon.  He had developed it to treat Glaze, at the request of Mirra.  That had been a more miraculous feat of alchemy than the forgetfulness potion, he thought, but for Glaze the perspective was different.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 21- Lion City Return
 
The ship from Ophiuchus sailed throughout the day and night, and the next morning they reached the harbor of the Lion City, and the ship pulled up to the dock.  Marco had instructed the captain to take Glaze and Porenn to Barcelon before the ship returned to the harbor at Ophiuchus, and the captain, confused and browbeaten by the fact that she was under orders to serve the male companion of Lady Iasco, agreed sullenly to do so.
“Tell Mirra how much I love her,” Marco told Glaze as they embraced good bye.  “Take good care of her and watch over her.  I’ll be home someday to tell her I love her myself,” he said with deep emotion.
Glaze held him at arm’s length.  “I’ll take care of her until you return,” he promised.
Marco hugged Porenn.  “Mirra will be glad to have you as a friend, and Sybele will love to have a little cousin born,” he told her.
“Be careful out there Marco,” she warned.  “You have to learn that you aren’t going to be able to win everything every time.  Don’t be afraid to back down when the challenge is too great,” she told him sternly, then hugged him again.
Marco waved at the captain as he picked up his bag of goods, then walked down the plank to the pier at the Lion City.
“Would you look at that!  A man coming off a ship with Ophiuchus colors!” someone on the pier called out.  “Are you a man or a woman?” another voice asked.  “What man is allowed among the hens from the temple?”
“I’m Marco,” the emissary from Lady Iasco said as he disembarked and set foot on the pier.  He turned and watched the crew immediately pull the plank back into the ship and untie the ropes, as the captain was eager to put back out to sea, away from her unpredictable passenger.
Marco watched as the crew used poles and oars to maneuver  around the harbor traffic, and just three minutes later the sails were in place and the ship began to pick up momentum as it left the Lion City scene.  As he turned around to enter the city though, Marco was surprised to see a half dozen rough-looking men standing very near to him.
“Are you Marco the alchemist, apprentice to Algornia the alchemist?” one of the men asked.
“Well, yes I am,” Marco said, surprised by the question.
“I thought you looked like the sketch,” the man who asked the question said.  “By authority of the Doge, I place you under arrest as a runaway apprentice, and I authorize these citizens to take you into custody at the municipal jail until the charges against you are addressed by a court.”  Two men stepped forward and grabbed Marco’s arms firmly.
“Wait!  This is ridiculous,” Marco exclaimed.  “I was Algornia’s apprentice, but I left him last more than a year ago.  He said he would file the papers so that I wouldn’t be a runaway.”
The men started to pull Marc towards the end of the pier.  “I’ve got a list of all the apprentices who are no longer with their masters, and we receive a bounty for every one of them we bring in,” the man who had spoken brandished a scroll of paper.
“Go ask Algornia!  He’ll tell you that I’m not a runaway,” Marco tried to speak reasonably. Algornia had simply forgotten to file some paperwork after the fact, he reminded himself, and there was no malevolence intended.
“Oh, he’ll be notified, don’t worry.  He gets first right to receive you back, and if he doesn’t, there’s always someone who’ll bid at the auction,” the man assured Marco as they started walking again, Marco not resisting.
“When will Algornia be notified?  Today?” Marco asked.
A man in the group reached to take his pack from him, and another started to grab his sword.
“Stop!” Marco bellowed.  He made his hand glow brightly, causing the men around him to release their grip on him and hastily step back.  They opened up a ten yard wide bubble around Marco on the otherwise busy dock, as stevedores and messengers and sailors and others swerved and stopped to avoid the boy who inexplicable held his brightly-glowing hand out for all to see.
“I will go to Master Algornia’s shop right now,” Marco said.  “You can come with me or not, as you choose.  We will get this cleared up today.  Is that understood?”
A part of him fumed at the ridiculous situation and interference caused by something as small as a misunderstanding over his status as a former apprentice, and another part of him marveled at the idea that he was casually using the powers of sorcery to slice away the inconvenience.  Just a year prior he would not have been able to even imagine using sorcery, and his only experience with it had been the experience he had fighting the sorcerer Iago on the very same pier of the Lion City.
“Step aside so that I can go see Algornia,” Marco spoke loudly.  He swung around and pointed his glowing hand menacingly in the direction he wanted to go, and watched people scramble madly to get out of his way.
A squad of members of the City Guard suddenly appeared, apparently drawn to the unknown drama unfolding on the harbor front.  “It’s another sorcerer!” one of them shouted, apparently triggering a reflexive panicked reaction among them all as they remembered the attack that Marco had witnessed so many months before, when so many Guard members had been killed in battles with the Corsairs who had accompanied Iago in his memorable raid upon the Lion City.
Marco heard the snapping twang of a bow string, and raised his head just in time to see an archer fire an arrow at him from the upper floor window of a warehouse beside the harbor front.
The arrow flew a straight and swift path, leaving Marco no time to react before it struck him in the chest.  He felt the pain of the powerful contact as the arrow head collided with his breast.
Marco fell backwards, pain exploding in his chest, and he landed in a seated position, for just a moment recollecting the day he had landed on his seat in the square outside of Algornia’s shop.  He caught a flash of movement out of the corner of his eye, and saw the arrow that had struck him bounce away and land on the pavement next to him.  He gasped for air and shook his head in astonishment, as he heard shouts and screams from the surrounding crowd.
There was a rip in his shirt, he saw as he looked down, and the flesh that was revealed by the arrow’s strike was the skin that was covered by the small flower mark that had been emblazoned upon his flesh when he had first visited the Isle of Ophiuchus.  The flower had saved his life, preventing the arrow from piercing his heart, as he recollected it had done before.
“He’s alive!” someone shouted, and without knowing precisely what he was doing, Marco made a move to protect himself by waving his hand in front of him and raising a protective dome of energy around himself.
There were more shouts from the crowd.  Marco took one more deep breath and then pushed himself back up to his feet.
“Look out!” he heard a shout.
“The Corsairs are back!” another voice said in panic.
“Run for your lives!” several screamed.
He was creating panic, Marco realized, causing potential harm to many, and damaging his chances of peacefully negotiating with the Doge to have an army sent to liberate Athens.  He stood still, desperately trying to discern the best solution to his problem, when he heard a splash and a scream off to the waterside of the harbor.
Looking over, Marco saw a woman screaming as she stood looking down at the water below, as people around her jostled her and bumped her.  To his horror, Marco saw the woman get knocked vigorously and lose her balance, so that she fell down into the water, dropping out of sight as her voice abruptly stopped.
Without hesitation, Marco ran towards the scene of the accident, causing more panic and making more people scream.  He reached the edge, and felt a sense of a being nudged.  Looking behind him he saw a pair of arrows sitting on the paving stones, arrows that had apparently been shot at him and had bounced off his shield.  He turned around and looked down, and saw the woman and a toddler both struggling to stay afloat in the water of the harbor.
There were scores of people nearby, but they were frantic with excitement and fear about his presence, and none were doing anything to help the family in the water.  Without hesitation, Marco stripped off his pack and his sword, placing them on the ground.  “No one touch these, or you will die,” he shouted a warning, then he willed the protective shield to dissolve, and he dove into the water.
The water of the harbor was dirty.  He had never truly realized it until Pesino and Cassius had pointed it out to him the previous fall, but as he entered the water and then surfaced, he was acutely aware of the truth of the matter.  He shook his head to clear his hair and the water from his eyes, and saw what direction the struggling couple was in, then reached them in a matter of five strokes.
He reached for the woman first, and grabbed her, then felt her grab onto him.
“The child, grab hold of your child,” he told the panicked woman.
She immediately reached out and grabbed the toddler.
“We can’t swim!” she said desperately.
“I’ll help you, just hold onto your child and keep his head out of the water,” Marco urged.  He looked at the distance to the nearest pier, and judged that he could carry the pair far enough to get them to the pilings, and end their trauma in the harbor waters.
“Hold on to the child and hold on to my shoulder,” Marco instructed his companion in the water.  “I’m going to swim over to that pier, so we can get out of the water.”
“Thank you, thank you,” the woman breathlessly responded.  She was easing out of her panic, accepting that she and her child would survive their ordeal, as Marco began to stroke through the water, moving slowly as he pulled the weight of the two rescued people behind him.  The short distance seemed to stretch out in front of him, and even though he was a good swimmer, Marco felt his leg muscles start to burn with exhaustion when he had crossed only half the distance to the security of the stout wooden posts he aimed for.
He continued to stroke, slowing down, but making progress, and he vaguely heard sounds, sounds of voices calling from the pier and the docks above, but he didn’t have time to look as his focus became more and more concentrated on the singular goal of reaching the dark wood that rested just ahead.
Small waves lapped against the pilings, and Marco drew close enough to see the barnacles that had attached themselves to the wood.  He was only a few strokes away, and breathing heavily, his legs barely fluttering as he willed his arms to reach forward and stroke.  The limbs flew slowly into the air, arched forward and down, then reached the water, and he dragged them back towards his body, gaining a few more inches of progress every time.
Marco took the last needed stroke and reached the pier at last.  He wrapped an arm around the wood, ignoring the pain of the barnacles cutting into his flesh.  His arms were leaden, too tired to reach upwards to grab onto the cross beam that was barely above the level of the water.
“You did it!  Thank you!” the woman’s voice was nearby, but sounded faint in Marco’s ears, as he seemed to mostly hear his our heart pounding wildly to try to pump blood to all of his oxygen-starved muscles.
“I was sure we were going to die from that sorcerer, and then I was sure we were going to die from drowning,” the woman said.  She released her hold on Marco and grabbed onto the crossbeam.
“Is there some place we can climb up?” she asked.  “Is it safe to climb up there where the sorcerer is?”
“The sorcerer isn’t up there anymore,” Marco panted to the woman who didn’t recognize him.  He moved slowly to one side of the post, and looked around.  “There’s a ladder over there,” he finally could raise an arm and point across the bottom of the pier.  “We can climb up there.  I can carry your baby if you need,” he said, though he knew he’d need a few more minutes of time to rest and recuperate before he’d be able to actually do so.
“I’m ready,” the woman said.  Marco looked at her for the first time, and saw that she was an older woman, older than he had anticipated to have such a young child.
“This is your child?” he asked.
“My granddaughter actually,” the woman admitted.  “I was walking her along the harbor front today to let my daughter have time to run errands around the city.”
“That was nice of you,” Marco grunted as he finally started to move towards the ladder, holding onto beams and pulling himself out in front of the grandmother, then stopping.  “Let me take your granddaughter,” he said, and he took the bright-eyed girl into the crook of his arm, allowing the woman to move out around him and towards the ladder.  
They passed out of view of the crowd that stood atop the harbor wall, several feet overhead, and Marco saw men holding bows aimed at him, waiting to take a shot.  He hadn’t intended to use the child as a protective shield, but that was just what was happening, he realized.  And it meant that he was sure to be ambushed when he climbed up the ladder and reached the surface of the pier.
Marco pondered what to do as he moved towards the ladder and paused at the base to rest.  He watched the woman start climbing upward.  She made slow progress, the weight of her sodden clothes dragging her downward as she rained harbor water down upon the heads of Marco and the toddler he held below her.  When the woman was three rungs above him, Marco hitched the child up close to his body, cradled it with his right arm, and used his left arm to start rising upward as he pulled himself along one rung at a time.
He looked up as he climbed, blinked through the dripping water from the grandmother’s garments, and within three minutes saw her leave the ladder and step onto the pier surface.
Another minute of climbing took Marco to the top.  He looked up and saw the grandmother reaching down for the baby, a frightened look on her face, as a circle of armed men surrounded her, weapons drawn.
It was time to protect himself, he decided.  He climbed up further, still holding the child, and stepped onto the pier.
“Put your weapons down, and I’ll give this child back to her grandmother,” Marco said.  He watched as the Guard members looked at one another, then slowly lowered their weapons.
Marco closed his eyes and focused, remembering the curse he had issued in Clovis, the one that had protected him from attacks by the monks of the city.  “Any weapon that is used to attack me in the Lion City harbor will deliver its injury to the person who wields that weapon,” Marco told those around him.  He shifted the baby from his right arm to his left, then raised his right hand and summoned his sense of injustice at the situation, using it to fire up the sorcery within his hand, and unleashing a wave of green light that spread forth from his palm and expanded in all directions as it pulsed outward across the city. 
“Here’s your granddaughter,” Marco said as he handed the child to the woman, whose arms reached out and snatched the girl back, before she turned and shouldered her way out of the group of Guards, and fled from the scene.
“Sorcerer, you cannot fool us.  You’re bluffing!” one of the Guards told Marco.  “Now come with us to the municipal prison,” he ordered.
“Let me gather my belongings,” Marco said.  He moved forward, as though he were going to push his way between two of the armed men in order to get to his sword and pack that he had left on the dock.  One guard swept his sword in front of Marco, then seemed to pull it back as the blade abruptly switched direction and struck the man in his own chest, opening a long but shallow slash that made the man howl with shock and pain at the unexpected occurrence.
His belongings were left untouched, Marco saw with relief as the guards backed away from him in fear and astonishment following their companion’s wound.   He picked up his sword and felt a palpable sense of comfort as he held the handle of the blade within his fingers, then strapped the belt back around his hips.  He raised the pack, and turned to look at the guards who now followed him closely.
“I mean no harm to the Lion City.  I am here to see the Doge, and pass along a message from the Temple of Ophiuchus,” he said.  “Will you inform the Doge’s palace that I will come to see him tomorrow morning at the palace?”  Marco asked.  “I have other errands to attend to in the meantime.”
With that, Marco started strolling away, followed at first by an uncertain cluster of guards and hangers-on, who scattered and ran for cover at one point when Marco wheeled and pointed his hand, making it glow as though he was about to unleash an attack of sorcerer’s energy.
After that he walked unimpeded as he made the trip to Algornia’s shop, then opened the door and walked in with a sigh of great relief.
“How do you do?” Master Algornia was seated at a stool, closely examining some ancient text on alchemy when Marco walked into the front of the shop, and the master needed a few blinks of his eyes to realize who he faced.
“Bless your buttons!” Algornia’s face broke into a warm smile and he rose from his seat.  “You are still alive!  Good for you!” the old man came around the corner of the counter and the two of them met in a prolonged, affectionate hug.
“It’s been almost a year now,” Algornia said.  “I’d given you up for lost at best.  Tell me what happened.”
“It’s a long tale master,” Marco said.  “Before I start, let me ask if you can sign the paperwork that will remove my name from the list of runaway apprentices?  It gave me some difficulty in town just now.”
“Have I not done that?” Algornia said apologetically.  “Of course – first thing tomorrow morning I’ll go to the Registrar’s office to fix that.  Now tell me all that’s happened.  You’re still alive, so you must not have encountered the Echidna; did Clovis not provide the information you needed to find the monster?” 
 “Actually, it did,” Marco said mildly, and he launched into an abbreviated version of his story that astounded Algornia as he unfolded the tale.
“So you came up from the underworld without your memories?” the master asked minutes later as they conversed.
“Grandfather!  There’s a sorcerer on the loose destroying the city!” Teresa, Algornia’s granddaughter came flying into the shop from the back of the building.
“Oh, I beg your pardon, I didn’t know you had a customer,” the girl said, looking briefly at Marco and then back at Algornia.  “There’s a sorcerer loose in the city!  Aren’t you frightened?” she asked, her eyes wide.
“Do you know anything about this?” Algornia turned to Marco.  “Somehow I suspect that you do.”
Teresa turned to look at Marco again, wondering what visitor would know about sorcerers, and suddenly her mind registered who she saw before her.
“Marco?” her voice rose.  “Marco are you back?  Did you come to fight the sorcerer?  It’s good to see you!” she flung herself forward as though she were about to hug him, then stopped.
“What is that around your neck?” she asked suspiciously.
“It’s a marriage band,” Marco answered.  “It’s a custom up in the north lands.”
“You married a girl from the north?” Teresa asked.
“You didn’t mention that in your story; congratulations,” Algornia said.
“No, I didn’t marry a girl from the north.  I just had a wedding in the north,” Marco explained, and he realized the conversation was about to get confounding.
“Where’s your wife?” Teresa asked, probing for more information.  “I’m dating a nice boy you know,” she immediately added, determined to assert her own position in society.
“Is that so?” Algornia said with a deceptive mildness.
“Oh yes, grandfather,” Teresa answered immediately, not recognizing the danger in the conversation.  “And if I wanted to, I could get him to marry me at any time!”
“How would you do that?” Marco asked, knowing that the conversation had swung drastically, from being dangerous to him to being dangerous for her, and she hadn’t recognized it yet.
“You know, I’d just,” she stopped, on the edge of the precipice, her eyes swinging from Marco to her grandfather and her mouth shutting tight.
“You’d just do what, dear?” Algornia asked.
“So where is your wife, Marco?” Teresa switched topics.
“She’s at our palace,” Marco couldn’t resist getting a step up on Teresa.  “The Duke of Barcelon made me a nobleman and gave me a palace.”
The girl had a sickly look on her face, and looked to her grandfather to refute the claim.
“I’ve heard the same thing from others, that our Marco became a hero in Barcelon.  Now, don’t interrupt any more, dear.  Marco was telling me his intriguing story.  Please go on, my lord,” Algornia prompted Marco.
“I met the spirit of the Island,” Marco said.
“Who did you meet?” Teresa asked.
“Ophiuchus, the spirit of the island,” Marco repeated.
“A spirit, you met a spirit?” the girl asked incredulously.  “Was she pretty?  Did you dance with her?  Hold her hand?”
Marco started to retort, when he suddenly had a flash of memory, a recollection of the face of Ophiuchus just before they had kissed at Persephone’s Gate.  The spirit had been wistful while surrendering the right to take mortal form ever again, though she had clearly not ever attempted to taste the many joys of physical existence.  It was too painful a memory to be made light of.  “I did what she asked,” he said softly, “and I wish I had known to do more for her,” he added.   “She has made sacrifices for us, and I have to make them meaningful.
“She sent me to the underworld, and I brought the Lady Iasco back to life; I needed the Echidna scale as part of the formula for that.  And now I am running errands for the lady, as we enter a great battle against evil, master,” Marco looked at Algornia, and knew he had to cut to the chase.  “I have great powers, and I’m learning to use them.  The Lady Iasco says that I have a great role to play.  There is a terrible evil coming, and we must fight it.  The evil has conquered Athens, and Lady Iasco plans to take the city back by combining armies from Barcelon, the Lion City Nappanee, and Marseals.
“She has sent me here to ask the Doge to contribute his army to the war, but today I got off to a bad start in the Lion City, as Teresa said when she came in,” Marco boiled it down.  “What am I to do?”
“You?  You’re saying that you were the sorcerer who invaded the city?” Teresa laughed scornfully.
Marco raised his golden hand, and made each finger light up, one by one, then made the whole hand light up.  He then made a globe of light grow in his palm and drift away from his hand, floating up into the air before it dissolved.
“I am called a sorcerer now,” Marco said softly.  “But I think of myself as an alchemist.”
“So you need to see the Doge quickly?” Algornia asked.
“I told the Guard that I would visit him at his palace tomorrow morning,” Marco affirmed.  “But I haven’t made the best first impression.”
Algornia stood up.  “Let me go visit Sty and some of the others.  Perhaps we can help you,” the master alchemist said.  “If the entire Guild of Alchemy in the Lion City were to appear at the Palace gates tomorrow morning along with you, the Doge would have to admit you to his presence.
“Teresa, you take care of Marco.  Give the boy something to eat,” Algornia instructed his granddaughter, then he stalked out of the shop’s front door and was gone with surprising alacrity.
Teresa looked at Marco in surprise, and Marco read in her eyes that she had no desire to serve him in any way.
“I’ll go help myself,” he offered, picking up his pack and starting to walk around the counter.
“What?  You don’t think I can handle this?” Teresa protested.  “Go put your belongings up in the guest room, then come down to the kitchen.  I’ll take care of this,” she directed.  Marco looked at her, surprised by the sudden change in attitude the girl displayed, and then momentarily suspicious when he saw a crafty look flash across her face.
“Go on,” she directed, and with a shrug, Marco took his items and went upstairs to find an empty guestroom.  He’d never slept in such a highly-regarded spot in Algornia’s home before; he’d always had his apprentice’s pallet to rest on before, and that had been adequate.
He unpacked some of the items from his pack, airing them out after their time inside the leather bag he had carried so far, then casually sauntered downstairs.  As he reached the bottom of the stairs he heard a crashing noise.
“Teresa!  Oh no!” a high-pitched voice cried, and Marco dashed down the hallway to the alchemy work room, where he found a young boy standing over a violently-shivering, unconscious Teresa.
“What’s wrong?  What happened?” Marco asked, stepping into the room and kneeling next to the fallen girl.
The boy looked terrified, unable to speak.
“Did something happen?” Marco asked.  He looked at the nearby work bench and saw opened chemical containers.  “Did she take something?” Marco demanded, making the boy nod his head.
“Tell me what happened!” Marco insisted, staring at the boy so intimidatingly that the young apprentice cried and fled.
Marco looked down and saw that Teresa was convulsing, and her face was red, flushed in an unhealthy way.  Frantically, Marco stepped over to the counter and looked at the jars there – antimony, salts of arsenic, mercury, cobalt.  There was no logic to them, yet they all were open, and Marco suddenly spotted a small dish on the floor not far from Teresa; he stepped over to pick it up and sniffed the remnants of its contents.  She, or the boy, had mixed several toxic elements together in the dish.
If she had swallowed such a mixture, she was on her way to death’s door, Marco realized.  He knelt down next to her, feeling panic start to rise.  Algornia could not come home and find his beloved granddaughter dead – the old man’s heart would be broken, Marco feared.
What sovereign cure could purge so much poison from Teresa’s system immediately, Marco tried to think.  Nothing known to alchemy, he realized as he failed to ferret some answer from the vast store of knowledge in his mind.
“Remember me,” a faint whisper of a feminine voice seemed to float into the room, and Marco looked around.   There was no one in sight.  The voice was familiar somehow, he knew.  It was not Iasco, it was not Ophiuchus, but it was related somehow, he was sure.
Diotima!  The spirit from the holy spring near Athens!  That voice was the voice of the spirit of the spring.  Her water was healing water he remembered, and he had a supply of it, available to him at all times from the finger that Diotima had blessed.
Marco stuck his finger into Teresa’s mouth.  “Suck on this, Teresa!” he urged.  “You need this water,” he told the girl.  In her state of convulsions and unconsciousness she was unaware of his pleading, and instead her teeth clenched tightly on his finger, making him cry out in pain and jerk the finger quickly away from her.
He looked at the finger and saw deep, dark bite marks from her teeth.  The water from the spring was in there, and all he needed to do was find a way to get it from his finger to her mouth; there had to be a way.  It was the only solution he knew, and yet even such a simple task was impossible to achieve.
He could, he realized in a burst of hope, suck the water out himself and then provide it to her.  He thrust the finger into his mouth and tasted the spring water immediately flow across his teeth.  The sweet coolness touched his tongue, bringing a refreshing taste that almost lifted his spirits even in such a stressful situation.  He immediately lowered his head and grabbed Teresa’s jaws, then planted his mouth on hers and released the liquid into her mouth.
Marco lifted his head and placed his finger back in his mouth to repeat the procedure, while he looked at Teresa intently.  He could see no change in her condition as he filled his mouth with more of the spring water, and he hastily shared his second refreshing mouthful of water with the girl, tilting her head back to make sure she quickly swallowed the water.
Her convulsions seemed to diminish in strength, giving Marco hope that what he was doing was working.  He sucked on his finger a third time, and then shared that water with Teresa as well, and noticed that the bright red hue of her face was fading, while the convulsions were weakening.  He repeated his treatment again, and then again, and by the time he finished the fifth transfer of spring water, a significant amount of the fluid he realized, Teresa had grown calm and her body relaxed, as her complexion returned to her normal color.
Marco decided that the girl could be put in bed and allowed to recuperate.  He gently reached beneath her and lifted her in his arms, then carefully carried her out of the workshop, down the hallway, and up the stairs.  He would put her in his guestroom bed he decided, because he would be able to move himself back down to the apprentice cot he had used before.
Her pallor was still slightly pink he observed as he reached the top of the stairs.  He would give her one more mouthful of the water once she was in bed, and then wait to see if the supernatural powers of the water were enough to resolve her problems.  At least the water would address her physical problems, as he wondered for the first time what had prompted the girl to ingest such a lethal cocktail of alchemy ingredients.
Marco laid her on the bed, then sat down next to her as he filled his mouth for the last time with the water that flowed from his finger, then gently pressed his lips to her, and pressed her jaws apart so that the water would flow from him to her.  He felt the water begin to fall into her, and his hands on her jaws felt her throat act to swallow.  Then her tongue moved with a flicker that tickled his lips, and then Teresa opened her eyes, and the two of them looked at one another as they continued the open-mouthed process that became a kiss.
Startled, Marco immediately lifted his head.  
“Marco, what are we doing?” Teresa’s voice was soft and dreamy.
“I was trying to revive you,” he mumbled.  “You took some ingredients downstairs in the alchemy lab, and I was trying to,” he stumbled, “I was giving you water to cure you.”
Teresa seemed to suddenly realize where she was and what appeared to be happening, and she blushed bright red again.
“You put me in bed and you were kissing me!” she said.  She reached up and pushed Marco back, then sat up.  Her hands patted her clothing, checking to make sure she was still dressed.
“You were going to live out your fantasy, weren’t you, even though you’re married, or you say you’re married,” Teresa was suddenly full of energy.  “You’ve always liked me, I know it.”
“Teresa,” Marco was aghast, “No!  You’ve got it all wrong.  You were down there on the floor in the work room convulsing and dying when I found you.  I just saved your life!”
“Saved my life by taking me to your bed?  That hardly seems like what a doctor would order,” Teresa answered tartly.
“Here,” Marco held his enchanted finger up in front of Teresa’s face.  “Suck on this,” he told her.
She responded by trying to slap his face, but he caught her wrist in midair.
“I’m serious,” he told her.  “Just suck on this finger for five seconds, and you’ll understand what I did.”  He gave her little choice as he suddenly poked his finger into her mouth.
He felt the suction as she took a draw on the finger, then he watched as her eyes widened.  Teresa reached up and pulled his finger free from her mouth, twisting his hand to look at it from multiple sides.
“How’d you do that?  What are you up to?” she asked.  She pulled the finger back into her mouth and sucked on it again, swallowing another accumulation of the refreshing liquid.
“What is this Marco?” she asked in a less suspicion tone.
“I received a blessing from the spirit of a spring that provides healing powers, and the spirit gave me this water from my finger to use when needed.  This is the healing water from that spring!  When you were dying downstairs, the water was the only thing I could think of to heal you; the spirit herself reminded me!
“But you wouldn’t suck on the finger – you bit me,” he showed her the still-visible marks.  “So I had to suck the water out myself, and then give it to you, and that’s what I was doing when you woke up,” he concluded.
Teresa looked at him skeptically, but didn’t immediately contradict him.  “Well,” she said at length, “let me get out of your bed.”  She swung her legs over the side of the thin mattress and arose.
“What were you doing down there?  Why did you take those things?” Marco asked.
Teresa blushed again.  “It doesn’t matter.  I learned a lesson the hard way.  I’ll fix some food for you; come down in a few minutes,” she told him in a more business-like tone, and she swept out of the room.
Marco sat on the bed and shook his head.  He stayed there alone for several minutes, anxious to not intrude on Teresa too quickly, though his stomach was starting to churn anxiously at the thought of something to eat.  The sky outside his window was growing darker, and Marco decided to go downstairs.
There were voices in the work room, and Marco entered to find that Algornia had returned, and was talking to the young boy who had run away earlier.
“Ah, Marco, this is my brand new apprentice, Boyd.  I’m just asking him why so many of the elements are out and opened here on the work bench.  You weren’t trying your hand at some exotic composition were you?  This is a most formidable collection assembled here,” Algornia swept his hand towards the jars and containers clustered atop the workbench.
Marco looked at the silent boy, who had a pale, frightened expression on his face.
“You could kill someone with these things,” Marco said.  “I didn’t get them out.
“If you don’t know what you’re doing with alchemy, don’t do anything.  You have to learn what Master Algornia has to teach you before you try to do anything, absolutely anything, on your own,” Marco lectured the boy, feeling like a hypocrite given his own lackadaisical beginnings as an apprentice.
“I thought they were the right items,” Boyd burst out.  “I’m sorry.  She said she wanted a formula that would make her irresistible to someone, and I tried to read a love potion description, but,” he paused, “I don’t know what happened, and then, when she was on the ground like that, I panicked.”
Algornia looked at Marco with an arched eyebrow.  “Boyd, go clean out the stables, and then clean the neighbor’s stables too,” the master ordered his shaken apprentice.  The boy promptly turned and ran from the room.
“Let’s go visit Teresa, shall we?” Algornia asked Marco.  “I thought I heard her in the kitchen, and nothing sounded amiss.”
“Master,” Marco spoke up.  He would tell Algornia what had happened, and avoid having an embarrassing scene play out in the kitchen, though the thought of embarrassing the spoiled girl was appealing.
“I found Teresa on the floor, convulsing from all the poisons she had taken,” Marco explained, “and so I used sovereign remedy that was given to me by Diotima, the spirit of a spring near Athens.”
“A sovereign remedy? “ Algornia repeated in disbelief.
“It seems to be,” Marco asserted.
“May I see it?” Algornia asked.
Marco smiled, then held his finger up.  “If you suck on my finger, water from the spirit’s spring comes out.  I gave Teresa six or seven mouthfuls of the water, and she stopped convulsing, then regained consciousness.”
Algornia looked at him skeptically.  “I’ll take your word on it.  Why was Teresa taking those items in the first place?” he asked Marco.
“I have no idea,” the former apprentice replied.  “Did your trip go well?” he asked, as they started towards the kitchen.
“The journey was very productive.  I spoke to Masters Sty – you remember him, don’t you? – and four others.  They will spread the word among the other members of the Guild, and we’re all to meet at the gate to the Doge’s palace immediately after breakfast, to accompany you in to see the Doge,” Algornia explained.  “The rumors about your activities at the harbor front had reached everyone’s ears already, of course, and they’re all eager to see you.”
Algornia opened the kitchen door as he finished talking, and he led Marco over to sit at the small table that was usually used by the servants.  “Thank you for filling in while Sarah is away.”
“Yes, thank you Teri,” Marco couldn’t resist teasing her, calling her by the nickname she insisted he not use.
She whirled about from the stove top, a wooden spatula in hand.  “How many times have I told you not to call me that?” she said indignantly.
Marco smiled, and she rolled her eyes in indignation, then turned back to the stove and dished out three bowls of stew, and carried them to the table.  She went to the counter for spoons, then returned and sat down.
The three of them sat and ate and talked, and Teresa’s poisoning never came up as a topic of discussion.  Marco asked about old acquaintances, and the others asked him questions about his travels.  Algornia opened a bottle of wine that the three shared, and the conversation was friendly until long after sunset, when Teresa placed their dishes in the sink, and Marco excused himself to go to bed.
That night he lay in the guest room at Algornia’s home, and thought.  Two years earlier he would have thought he had reached the greatest success possible if he had been allowed to eat dinner with Algornia and Teresa, then sleep in the guest room.  Now, it was a pleasant reminder of simpler time.
When morning came, Marco arose early, and went for a stroll around the neighborhood, before the patrol was out, before the fashionable nobility was awake and out.  He walked and observed in the hour when cooks were at markets buying fresh fish and produce, when maids were on their way to homes they needed to clean, when stable boys were dumping wheelbarrows of manure in the wagons that passed through the city to haul the muck away.  It was an orderly, peaceful existence, and Marco fretted that it might disappear if he failed to carry out the great duties that Lady Iasco had assigned to him.  He wondered how Athens had suffered after war and conquest had descended upon that great city, and it was in such a thoughtful mood that he returned to Algornia’s shop to find the master already stirring about the house, a handful of fresh cherries for breakfast in his hand.  He wore his gown with the symbols and equations that were embroidered upon it, making him look more powerful and mystical in appearance.
“Have some cherries, Marco,” Algornia picked up a full bowl of the fruit and held it towards Marco.  “They’re in the prime of their season, and these are particularly flavorful.”
Marco recollected that Algornia had always shown a seasonal obsession with cherries every summer when they had appeared in the market.  Marco accepted the offer of the fruit, and grabbed a generous handful from the bowl.
“Ready to go, young sorcerer?” Algornia asked.  “Let’s go see the Doge.  He doesn’t like to drag things out; you’ll have a quick decision from him once you present your request.”
Together they left the shop and walked through the streets of the city, meeting a few other alchemists along the way, all wearing their Guild gowns as well.  Marco thoughtfully ate his cherries slowly, one by one, as they traveled.
“Will you give us a demonstration of your abilities?” one of the alchemists asked Marco.
“Let the boy wait until we’re all gathered together so he can show us all at once,” Algornia interjected.  “Let’s have a little drama at the palace, shall we?”
Marco walked along, suddenly concerned to think that he had to put on some exhibition of power; he had no idea of what in particular to do that would make the best impression.  He could erect the dome of energy that protected him from all attacks, but to do so might remind the city of Iago, the sorcerer who had been a part of the Corsair attack, and he didn’t want to be associated with that.  He could make his hand glow, but that seemed too simple.  He could perhaps shoot a beam of light up into the sky, something that would be visible throughout the city, without seeming threatening or destructive, but without being useful either.
His mind dwelt on the question of what to do, what exhibition of power to offer to the alchemists and the palace observers, and before he knew it, he was entering the Great Square, where the Doge’s palace took up one entire side, the Central Canal ran along the opposite side, while the cathedral occupied the third side and grand mansions took up the prestigious spots that sat along the fourth side of the square.
A surprising number of people were milling about in the square, drawn by the rumor that a sorcerer was going to appear and seek admission.  There were additional alchemists waiting at the gate, and others arriving from other directions, so that by the time Marco and Algornia and their escorts joined the others, a surprising three score men in gowns were assembled to lend credibility to Marco’s appearance.
“Thank you master,” Marco said humbly, turning to Algornia.  “You have summoned every possible alchemist in the nation it seems.”
“We have.  Your mission seems of the paramount importance, and we did not want to waste any opportunity to assist you,” Algornia said.
“Marco!” another voice called, and Sty, the alchemist who had transformed Pesino and Cassius from merfolks to humans, bustled over to join their conversation.
“Master Sty!” Marco was pleased to see the man there, one who was well-known among the nobility and upper classes.  
“So tell me, how did our transformations work?” Sty immediately asked, professionally interested in knowing how his potions had performed.
“They did well,” Marco assured him.  “In fact, we even gave a dose to a minotaur, and turned him into a human as well.”
Sty looked at Marco appraisingly.  “I think you’re having fun at my expense,” he said doubtfully.
“No it’s true!’ Marco insisted.  “And it was a much-needed way to do a favor for the minotaur when we needed his assistance in the underworld.
“Let me ask you, if you can answer, in the process of their transformations, why did the merfolks and the minotaur first change completely into their other form before they became completely human?” Marco asked.  The question had puzzled him from the first time he had seen Pesino convert to humanity.
“It’s quite a dramatic show, isn’t it?” Sty said enthusiastically.  “I designed that in to build the magic of the event; they didn’t necessarily have to go through that phase, but I thought folks would remember it.  It apparently worked, since you’re asking about it, eh?” he commented.
Marco gave a polite smile.  He never would have thought to make his work be a show, a form of entertainment, but then he had never based his professional services on the whims and fancies of the nobility, people who bought potions and concoctions as items they wanted but did not need; Marco’s work with alchemy, and sorcery, had been based on necessity – dire at times – during his short career so far.
He had a thought, and turned to look at the gates of the palace.  Whatever he was about to do was something that would demonstrate his powers to the highest of the noble class, so like Sty, he needed to do something that was flashy and highly visible.  Yet he wanted to demonstrate that he was not an evil sorcerer, but one who could do good works.  His imminent display of power needed to be memorably useful, he decided.  He ate another cherry, then discreetly spit the stone out on the pavement of the square.  He still had several cherries left, but he judged he had time to eat them and ponder his performance before his demonstration would begin.
“We’re all gathered,” Algornia said just then.  “There’s no one else who’s going to come.   You’re free to get on with your event.”
Marco smiled at his former master, then stepped away from him and walked out in front of the assembly of men in their impressive gowns.  He had an audience of people in a wide and deep gathering of spectators circled around and behind the alchemists.  There were squads of Guard members on either side of him as well, some in tense poses, ready to spring into action at the first sign of any untoward action by him.  And behind him were the walls of the palace, rising to a medium height, beyond which the gleaming and ornate palace itself was fully visible, a symbol of the wealth and power of the Lion City.  The windows of the palace framed the faces of many watchers, and the gate was crowded with observers as well.  He ate two more cherries, the last two he had, and tossed the pits off to the side.  As he released the two seeds, he suddenly realized what he was going to do.
He had something in mind, something that he hoped was suitably impressive, yet not threatening, to make the Doge take his request seriously.
“Thank you all for coming to support me,” Marco spoke loudly.  His voice broke as he said ‘me’, and a few alchemists smiled.  Marco took a deep breath, aware that he had to make a good impression on behalf of Lady Iasco and her grand plan.
“I will soon enter the Doge’s Palace to pass along a request from the Lady Iasco, the head priestess of the Cult of Ophiuchus.  The request is serious, and it is in response to a dire threat.
“The Lion City is a wonderful city, one of the many great cities of the old empire, along with Barcelon, Canalport, Boheme, Nappanee and all the other cities,” Marco began.  He paused and closed his eyes, as he focused his hand’s energy to do the particular activity he pictured, the one that would be different from anything he had done before.  He tried to imagine all the things he wanted the energy to do, then he raised his hand and he released the power, broadcasting it across the square.
“Let there be cherry trees that grow here in the square, as symbols of the growth and beauty of the cities of the old empire,” he called out, and then his eyes lost their focus as he willed the power to continue to leave his hand and travel across the square, seeking out the many cherry seeds he had spit out during his stroll across the square.
In a dozen locations there were gasps and shouts, as small, dark seeds suddenly sprouted up, turning into twigs, then seedlings, then saplings, as in a matter of seconds, the seeds became trees, following a trail across the square that led directly to where Marco stood, where a small grove of many trees were rising.  Marco focused on the trees until they were all thirty feet tall, growing green and round and leafy, their roots spread across and digging down through the granite paving stones of the square.
“These trees are like the cities I mentioned, and they can become even more beautiful if we all work together to protect one another,” Marco said.  He looked around at the trees, at the looks of awe on the faces of many of the alchemists he saw, and then he exerted the power of his hand once again, and suddenly each tree seemingly exploded into clouds of white and pink blossoms, as flowers appeared at the ends of all the branches.
The crowd collectively gasped in appreciation, bringing a gentle smile to Marco’s face.
“But one city has been attacked, and conquered by the forces of evil,” he told his listeners.  He pointed at the tree closest to his location, and the blooms on the tree shed their petals, then the leaves on the branches darkened and curled, and most of them fell to the ground, leaving a damaged, ugly outline of a dying tree standing next to its healthy companions.
“If we do not work together to save that tree, the contagion, the evil, is going to spread, and all of us are going to suffer.  And that is what I am going to speak to the Doge about today, to ask that the Lion City join with the other nations of our society to defeat the evil of the Docleatae, to defeat the army of King Moraca.  We can set Athens free, and we can work together to keep all our nations free of the evil, so that,” he paused, and focused on the damaged tree once again.  He willed the sorcery of his hand to restore health to the tree, and found that as he continued to use his power in the same continual way on the trees, the task became easier.
“We can work together so that evil will not reign over the Lion City, and death will not stalk you through the streets of your city,” he finished, as the diseased cherry tree finished its resurrection by blooming once again into a cloud of pink and white.
“So watch and listen to your Doge, and if he makes the proper decision to fight on behalf of the freedom of others,” Marco was feeling tired – he could tell that he had used the power of his hand for great purpose for an extended period, “if he makes the right decision, you all will harvest the fruits of his wisdom.”  And with that, Marco strained to send out one last wave of his energy, so that the flowers dropped off, and bright red cherries immediately swelled to ripened maturity upon all the trees.
There was profound silence, as Marco closed his eyes and deeply inhaled.  Cheers and clapping burst into the silence, making Marco open his eyes in time to see a surrounding crowd of alchemist charge at him, mobbing him with congratulations and accolades.
“That was extraordinary, Marco,” Algornia strained to be heard over the thundering applause that surrounded them.  “I had no idea you were so profound, I apologize for admitting.”
“I had no idea either,” Marco said truthfully.  He hadn’t ever thought he could do something so theatrical and meaningful, let alone do it in such a public setting.
“Should we go into the Doge’s palace now?” he asked.
“There will never be a better time,” Algornia said.  He raised his hand over his head and pointed at the gate, sending the mass of alchemists surging towards the gates of the palace, while they jostled to position Marco at the head of their phalanx.
The movement stopped when they reached the squad of Palace Guards who stood as a human chain across the opening.  The Palace Guards were a different organization from the Guards of the city; they wore armor, and wore it in a way that projected an image of military competence.
“This is the good sorcerer Marco, who seeks to address the Doge,” Master Sty spoke up to introduce Marco.
“We have a pretty good idea who he is,” the ranking Guard said in a wry tone.  “I’ve not yet received orders to allow him to enter the palace,” he held up his hand, a veteran who knew how to handle situations, as he heard rumbles of indignation start to rise, “but I wouldn’t be surprised if a note isn’t on its way down here within five minutes to invite him to an audience.”
Marco stood in place, assuaged by the Guard’s comfortable manner and words.  A minute later there was a disturbance to his right, and moments later a quartet of women, all dressed in white, appeared, passing through the crowd in the plaza as easily as a knife cutting through butter.  Marco watched as the alchemists and others hurriedly scrambled out of the way.
“Who is that?” Marco asked Algornia.
“I am the Holy Priestess Laris, young man,” the woman in the middle of the group spoke to Marco in passing, as the guards at the gate automatically moved aside to allow her and her escort to enter the palace grounds immediately.  She had teeth that were as white as any that Marco could remember ever seeing, and her hair was deep black, framing her oval face as it was pulled into a bun atop her head.
“Who is she?” Marco asked.
“She is presumably your ally; she is the high priestess of the temple of Ophiuchus in the Lion City.  Have you never met her before?” Algornia answered.
“No, I’ve never been to the temple in the Lion City before,” Marco answered.  “Is she always allowed to immediately enter the palace?”
“For the past few nights she has been granted immediate and unquestioned access to the Palace and the Doge,” the Guard at the gate unexpectedly spoke up, in a neutral tone of voice that conveyed disapproval.
Ten minutes later, a messenger came to speak to the officer who presided over the squad at the gate.  The officer looked quizzically at the messenger, who shrugged, then left.  The officer stood still for a moment, then walked forward to stand among the guards at the entrance.
“The Doge will receive no visitors today.  You all are advised to disperse immediately,” he said, then he gave an order to the surprised-looking Palace Guard members, and they pulled the gates shut.
“How can this be?” Algornia asked in astonishment.  A buzz rippled through the crowd, rising in indignant tenor as word of Marco’s rejection spread through the plaza.
“What should I do?” Marco asked, stunned by the inexplicable rejection.
Sty looked at the crowd around them, growing loud in its indignation on Marco’s behalf.  “You don’t want to be credited with starting a riot by arguing,” Sty advised.
“Of course, you’re right,” Algornia agreed.  “Tell them you will come back tomorrow Marco,” Algornia advised.  “Tell the crowd and tell the guards, and then leave peacefully, so that no one gets hurt today.”
“But what if the Doge just says ‘no’ tomorrow as well?” Marco asked.
The crowd began to move forward, squeezing Marco closer to the gate.
“We’ll figure that out later.  Call the crowd off now,” Sty advised urgently.
“Listen!  Listen to me!” Marco called out.  He cupped his hands around his mouth, and seemed to use his right hand’s power to project his voice unnaturally far.
“I will listen to the Doge today.  I am going to leave the palace and the plaza, and I ask you to do the same as well.  We will return tomorrow, and seek to speak with the Doge. Now that he has seen my demonstration, he can reflect on the wisdom of listening to the Lady Iasco’s emissary,” Marco broadcast his words, and within moments the crowd pressure seemed to ease.
“Let’s go back to your shop, shall we?” Marco said to Algornia.
“Are all of us going to return tomorrow?” Sty asked Algornia.
“No, there’s no reason for all of us to attend tomorrow.  The Doge has seen us, and plenty of other people will be here tomorrow, as the rumors spread about Marco’s forest,” Algornia replied.  Then he and Marco turned and started working their way slowly through the crowd, as Sty spread the word among the alchemists.
Marco and Algornia made slow progress as Marco was cheered along every step of the way through the plaza.  Once they reached the streets the fans and supporters melted away, and the two had an uneventful walk back to Algornia’s shop.
Marco spent the day inside the shop, helping Algornia prepare potions and items that had been ordered.  Phillippe had finished his apprenticeship and left the shop, leaving Algornia with only the raw new apprentice, Boyd to do the work.  With his supernatural memory and understanding of alchemy, Marco was able to fulfill numerous outstanding orders that earned him Algornia’s gratitude.
He slept uneasily that night, worried about his failure to see the Doge, and doubting his own abilities to carry out Lady Iasco’s command to persuade the Doge to commit his forces to the battle for Athens.  Marco finally rose from his bed well before dawn, and went for a walk in the summertime predawn coolness of the city streets.
After the sun rose, he finally left Algornia’s home, the master alchemist by his side once again.  They arrived at the plaza and found a very large crowd already in place, eager to see what would happen in the next chapter of the drama.  People had even climbed up into the cherry trees to have a better view of the gate to the palace.
Marco arrived at the gate, and found the same veteran Guard on duty as had been there the previous day.  “Your friend just arrived a few minutes ago,” the Guardsman said to Marco when he reached the front of the crowd.
“What friend?” Marco asked.
“The witch – the Lady Laris, from the Temple of Ophiuchus.  She just came in a few minutes ago, and said the Doge would send an emissary down to speak to you,” the man explained.
Marco looked at Algornia, whose eyebrows came together in a frown, a sign that he didn’t like the information Marco had received.
They stood outside the gate for several minutes, until Lady Laris herself appeared with her escort at the main door of the palace, and then casually approached the gate with an escort of plumed Palace Guards.
“The Doge has instructed me to tell you that his advisors do not feel that a meeting with you today will be prudent,” the Lady said.  She gave a smile that was almost a sneer, and then, in a split second that took Marco’s breath away, her facial complexion seemed to change, morphing from its perfect pale tone to a striped pattern that exactly matched the pattern that both the Lady Iasco and her sorcerer brother Iago had worn.  The exposure lasted for only a fraction of a second, but Marco was sure of what he had seen.
He went rigid with anger and fear and anxiety.  “Let us leave now Master, and we will return tomorrow morning at the same time,” he said to Algornia, then turned and walked away from the gate, leaving the crowd bewildered by his exit.
“What is it Marco?   Why are you leaving so quickly?” Algornia asked as they departed from the square.
“That woman back there – she’s a sorceress!” Marco exclaimed.  “She showed her true self for just a second there at the gate.  I don’t know if it was an accident, or if she was warning me, or taunting me,” he said.  “But I think she’s clearly working to prevent me from seeing the Doge.”
“A sorceress!  Lady Laris is a sorceress!  I never heard that before!” Algornia said.
“I don’t think so, Master,” Marco said.  “I don’t think that is Lady Laris!”
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 22- Joining the Cult
 
Algornia stopped walking, and turned to stare at Marco.
“What are you saying?” he asked his former apprentice.
“I think that is an impostor who has taken Laris’s place,” Marco said.  “King Moraca of the Docleatae uses sorcerers to fight his battles for him, so it’s not surprising that he would use a sorceress as well.
“That would explain why she has blocked me from seeing the Doge, even though Lady Iasco, the head of the Order, is the one who sent me,” he mused aloud.
“I don’t know if the real Laris is dead, or being held captive, or something else,” Marco tried to think his way through the puzzle as they started walking again.
“What are you going to do?  Denounce her?”  Algornia asked.
“I don’t know,” Marco admitted.  “I need to think about it,” he said, and they walked back to Algornia’s shop without speaking further.
Marco sat in the work room, and tried to help produce further potions for Algornia, but his attention was too diverted by the problem he faced, and he could not make any progress, having to start and restart his efforts until he finally gave up.  He got up from the work bench and walked away, leaving the apprentice Boyd to work alone.  He reached the hallway and walked toward the back of the building into the kitchen, where he saw Teresa watching the cook cut freshly baked bread.
He remembered his battles with Teresa over the question of her providing any assistance to him, such as helping prepare a meal for him, and he thought about how angry he had grown because she was able to use her favored status as Algornia’s granddaughter to avoid so much work.  And then he thought of Teresa, and the angriest she had ever made him, when she had trapped him into modeling dresses for her mother, Abrianna.
And as soon as he recollected that event, he grinned.  He spent several minutes working furiously on a collection of alchemy supplies, then he ran upstairs to his guest room and gathered a few belongings before he hurried back down to the kitchen.
“Teri, tell your grandfather I won’t be home tonight,” he spoke aloud, surprising the girl who hadn’t realized she was under scrutiny.
“Don’t call me Teri!” she automatically answered.
“Okay,” Marco said, “but do me a favor and tell him to have the alchemists meet me at the palace gate again tomorrow morning.  I think things will turn out differently next time,” he requested.  “Will you tell him for me?”
“Yeah, sure,” Teresa affected a pose of nonchalance, but Marco sensed that she would do as he asked.
“Thank you,” he said, and then he headed out the door of the kitchen, out the back way into an alley, and he was on his way to a familiar place where he hoped to take a bad experience and make something good out of it.
Marco headed towards the fashionable shop of Abrianna, Teresa’s mother.  He had been there many times, but one of the last times he had been there had been a traumatic event, a trying, embarrassing event in which he had been required to dress like a girl and model dresses for noble and rich women.  Marco had been horrified by the event.  It had been his embarrassment that had been at least partially responsible for driving him to seek refuge in the small hidden room under the harbor pier, so that he had become a part of the story of the Corsair raid that night.
But now, that traumatic story might prove to have a valuable lesson.  Marco had learned that he could be dressed and made up to pass as a girl.  And as he contemplated the secrets that existed behind the walls of the Temple of Ophiuchus in the Lion City, that unpleasant, gender-defying memory suddenly became an asset.  If only women were allowed in the temple, and if Marco was able to pass as a woman, then the way was open for him to try to infiltrate the temple and learn what had become of the real Lady Laris.
Marco entered the back door of the dress shop, anxious to avoid drawing attention to himself, and cautiously moved towards the front of the shop.
“My lord, may I help you?” a seamstress asked calmly, looking up from the sewing she was working on by the light of a window.
“I wish to see Mistress Abrianna,” Marco replied.  “Would you go tell her than Marco the alchemist is in the back of the shop?” he asked politely.
The woman looked at him, clearly perplexed at his stealthy arrival at the back of the shop, yet she decided to humor him, and placed her sewing on her chair as she stood and glided towards the front of the shop.
Five minutes later Abrianna came back into the workroom where Marco waited, and greeted him in a warm but surprised manner.
“I have a favor to ask,” Marco wasted no time in putting forth his request.
“I understand you saved Teresa’s life yesterday.  I’ll not turn down any request you make.  What is it that you need?” the shop owner asked.
“There was a time, once,” Marco began, blushing faintly, “when you used me as a model, and made me look like a girl.”
“Oh heavens!  We still laugh about that sometimes!” Abrianna’s eyes sparkled with humor at the memory.
“I would like for you to do that again for me, this afternoon,” Marco explained.
Abrianna raised an eyebrow.  “Really?” she asked skeptically.
“There’s someplace I want to go, and I want to look like a woman to go there,” he answered sketchily.
She looked him up and down.  “Annie,” she spoke to the seamstress who had resumed her seat by the window, “here’s a project for you.  Take young Marco here and dress him up in a nice dress, nothing too flirty, and then come get me.  I’m going back to the front of the shop.
“We’ll have you taken care of in a jiffy,” she smiled at Marco, then left him standing with Annie the seamstress coming over to examine him.
Annie addressed the unusual request as though it were something she dealt with every day.  “Do you want something for a festival or party, or what kind of setting do you have in mind?” she asked matter-of-factly.
“I want to go to a temple,” Marco answered.
“That changes things,” Annie spoke to herself more than Marco.  She left him to go look at a rack of dresses that hung nearby, then came back with three candidates.
“Try these on,” she commanded.
Marco looked around for a place to change into the dresses, even though he remembered with a sinking feeling the lack of privacy he had endured during the modeling fiasco.
“Come along now, let’s get going,” Annie prompted him.  “I haven’t got all day.”
And so it was that an hour later, Abrianna stood in front of Marco, examining him critically.  She reached over to his neck to adjust the hair of his wig.  “That’s the best we’re going to do.  What do you think, Annie?” she asked the seamstress.
“A very nice-looking young lady,” Annie said with a straight face.  “Very passable.”
Marco took a deep breath.  “Thank you ladies,” he said.  “Now just a couple more things,” he said as he hitched his dress up high and buckled his sword belt on underneath the fabric, then tied a small bag to the belt and let it dangle down around his legs.
The two women looked askance.  “That’s going to be awkward,” Annie said.
“This whole thing is awkward,” Marco answered with a grin.  “Thank you both for your help.  This is the only way I can think of to go where I want to be.”  He left them to walk out to the front of the shop, then walked out through the main door, out into public view.
He stopped to look around.  No one was staring at him, despite how obvious he felt.  He looked down at himself again, unable to believe what he had resorted to, and prayed that it would work.  And then he noticed the shiny golden hand that stuck out from the end of his sleeve, and he shuddered at the sight.  He had only a few coins available, but it would be enough to buy a pair of gloves.
He went down the street to a millinery shop, and stepped inside.  “May I see a pair of gloves?” he asked the sales lady, who had to bring him four pairs to finally find a pair of gloves that would fit his hands, and he made the woman gasp when he pulled his skirt up to retrieve his coins from the small bag he had tied to his sword belt, but he walked out of the shop with gloves on his hands and a story that the sales lady repeated a dozen times the rest of the day.
By early afternoon Marco was on his way to the Temple of Ophiuchus in the Lion City.  The temple was located on the edge of the city, and Marco had never paid attention to it when he had lived in the city, though he knew where it was.  He walked slowly, and when he reached the temple he walked completely around it, examining the few building features he could see, trying to get an idea of the layout of the compound behind the high walls.
He stopped in a small, discreet park and pulled the bag of supplies out of hiding, then began to mix another allotment of the memory-erasing potion he had used so effectively to hide the location of the merfolks’ village.  There was a potential for the same potion to prove beneficial again in the next few hours, he hoped, as he finished mixing the ingredients together and placed the container of the memory-erasure potion back into hiding, then walked around to the main gates of the compound.
He knocked on a door, which silently opened after a few seconds pause and allowed him to enter a small hallway that was open overhead without a ceiling.  It was a long, unadorned chamber between two bare walls, and led to another door, one that stood slightly ajar.
 Marco cautiously walked down the aisle, then stopped at the door, and slowly pressed it open, revealing a bare room inside with another door on the opposite wall.
“What’s the matter child, don’t you trust us?” a woman’s voice sounded overhead, and Marco looked up to see a lady wearing a white gown, her hair covered with a white veil, watching out a window on the third floor.  “Go in.  Go into the room and I’ll join you in a moment,” she gestured, to prompt Marco to move along.
Knowing that he was watched, and knowing that he had already set his plan into motion, Marco stepped across the threshold, and in his mind he heard the sound of a gate closing behind him, committing him to going forward with the wildly speculative plan he had developed.
There was a table and a pair of chairs in the room he entered.  The walls were gray, and there were two windows, one at either end of the room, letting in the light of the dying day.  Marco heard the sound of steps overhead, then nothing, and then the other door opened, and the mature woman from the window stepped into the room, carrying a candle.
“Welcome to the Temple of Ophiuchus,” the woman spoke.  “Please have a seat, and tell me why you have come to see us.”
Marco took a deep breath, and told himself to remember to keep his voice as soft as possible.  “I want to live a better life, and I want to feel safe among other women, without men around,” he answered.  “I have heard that you offer a sanctuary here.”
“We are a sanctuary,” the woman agreed.  She appeared to relax.  “We are usually seen as the sanctuary of those who are sick and desperate and frightened.  We do everything we can to cater to those people.  Our Order is known to bring them miraculous cures and answers to prayers.  We love the works we do to heal and comfort those who are sick and injured.
“But you are very astute, or very desperate, or very lucky,” the priestess said, “to think of us as a sanctuary, a safe place, a home for women who do not wish to suffer the indignities of the world.  We would welcome your return to us to begin the process of exploring and considering the suitability of our life,” the woman said.  “It is not for everyone,” she emphasized the word “not”, “but it is suitable, attractive and healthy for many of us.  Perhaps you are one of us,” she said, “or destined to become one of us.”
“May I stay here tonight?” Marco carefully asked, keeping his head lowered.  “I would like to sleep here, some place safe, tonight.”
The woman examined him with a pitying expression.  “We have some empty cells, and I’m sure we can find a space for you tonight,” she said, making Marco smile with satisfaction.
“I’ll have a girl show you to your chambers.  We’ll have dinner tonight soon, and then prayers, and in the morning we can start to discuss your options for the future.  What is your name, my girl?” she asked.
“Marcia,” Marco answered.
The woman stood up.  “Please stay right here, and someone will be in to see you,” she promised, then left Marco alone in the room, pleased at how his plan to infiltrate had progressed.
Minutes later the far door opened, and a young woman, only a few years older than Marco, opened the door.  “I am Penelope, and I’m here to show you to your room for the evening,” she said.
Marco tried to note their passage as she led him on a circuitous path through the temple grounds, but soon lost his way among the various buildings they passed through as they walked silently to a large stone building.
“Your room is on the fourth floor,” Penelope said apologetically as they began to climb the stairs.  “We have many openings there because most folks prefer not to have so many flights to climb if they can avoid them.”
She showed Marco to a plain, square room with a simple bed, a desk, a chair, and a cross on the wall.  “We’ll gather for the evening meal in half an hour, and then chant prayers after that,” the girl explained.  “I’ll be back to lead you to dinner soon.”
“I’m not really hungry,” Marco offered.   He was very hungry, but sought to avoid being around the other women as much as possible for the evening.
“Oh you must come!” Penelope said.  “Everyone goes, because it’s mandatory to go to prayer service afterwards.
“They say,” she lowered her voice almost to a whisper, “that one sister was so sick when she came to prayer that she died!  Isn’t that devoted?” her eyes sparkled with appreciation of the dead sister’s sacrifice.
“Okay,” Marco agreed.  There was no point carrying on an argument he wouldn’t win.  After Penelope left he pulled his sword off and hid it under his mattress, and did the same with his alchemy materials so that he could walk more comfortably.  Shortly afterwards, Penelope returned to lead him to the dining hall.
“What’s this building?” Marco asked several times, trying to learn the layout of the campus behind the walls, and listening to Penelope’s patient answers about the various structures.
“Where does the Lady Laris live?” he asked, shortly before they reached the dining hall.
“It’s over the other direction.  I’ll show you after we finish prayers,” Penelope said, and then they entered the dining hall.
Over a hundred women were seated or standing in line to get their meals when the young pair entered.  “There’s the Lady there,” Penelope pointed.  “Shall we go introduce you?”
“No,” Marco said hastily.  “I’m a little shy.  Let’s just get our meals and eat.”
Penelope dutifully led Marco through the line where they received bowls of hearty soup and chunks of bread, then sat down with a trio of Penelope’s friends.
“What do you do here?” Marco asked Grace after the introductions were made.
“I’m in training to become a healer.  I’m going to go to the enchanted isle next year for training,” she said.
Hope was in a similar position, while Joy intended to remain at the Lion City temple and tend to visitors and patients there.
“Which would you like to do?” Penelope asked Marco.
“I hardly know.  The Isle sounds like a marvelous place.  Has Lady Laris been there?” he asked, looking over at where the Lady sat a table with a half dozen others.
“They say she has.  She met with the high priestess, Lady Iasco, I heard,” Penelope replied.
Marco studied the women with the Laris impostor.  They looked hard and unpleasant to him, and he saw their eyes shifting around, looking at others in the room.
“Are those her friends with her?” he asked.
“Those are brand new sisters who just arrived from the Isle this week.  She’s spent a great deal of time with them since they arrived,” Hope said.  “I think there are some hurt feelings at the way she’s stopped talking to everyone else, and the way she gives all her orders through those new sisters.”
Marco avoided making eye contact with anyone at the leader’s table after that, and quietly followed Penelope and her friends to the chapel after the meal.  When all the other women were in the chamber, the singing began, a series of songs – some were familiar to Marco, but most were not.
“You’ve got such a deep voice,” Grace told Marco when he did sing along with one of the songs he was familiar with.  He kept his voice as quiet as possible after that.
“Let’s get you back to your room via the scenic route,” Penelope said an hour later, after the last notes of the song exultations to the Lord were finished.
“This is the Lady’s residence,” Penelope pointed out as they came around a corner and passed by a small brick building.  It was small only in comparison to the large institutional structures that comprised the rest of the compound; by itself, the building would have been a large home in the city, larger than Master Algornia’s shop and home.
They continued on their way, and reached the building where Marco was expected to stay.
“I’ll see you in the morning; do you need a guide to breakfast?” Penelope asked.
“No, I’ll find my way,” Marco assured her, then he ran up the stairs as quickly as he could manage while wearing the dress, and hastily entered his temporary lodging, then shut the door behind him.  Marco felt under his mattress in the darkness of his room that had no lantern or candle, and when satisfied that his belongings were still in place he sat down at the head of the mattress, leaned against the wall and shut his eyes.  He felt able to relax at last, no longer worried about someone who suspected his secret.
He didn’t dare take the wig or dress off for the evening, because he didn’t think he could put them back on correctly by himself, so he sat upright and dozed, thinking about the dangers that awaited him in the morning.
His eyes were closed, and he rested, until he heard a soft knock at the door, and it swung open, allowing Penelope to enter, carrying a small candle.  “There’s something I have to tell you Marco,” she whispered, as she closed the door behind herself.  “I’m not who I seem.  I’m here on a secret mission, sent by the Lady Iasco to spy on the Lady Laris.
“I’m not even using my own real name; my name is Ellersbine,” she told him making his head spin is astonishment.
Marco awoke from his sleepy state, and realized that he had been dreaming.  It was dark in the room and it was dark outside, so that there was no telling what time it was.  His neck felt stiff from letting his head lean against the wall, and he stretched and rolled his head around for a few moments, then closed his eyes and fell back into the same light drowse.
He had several dreams that night before he opened his eyes and saw that the sun was rising in the east.  The sunrise marked the start of a new day, one that he expected was going to be tumultuous, and one that he hoped would prove successful.  Marco had felt disturbed when the Lady Iasco had named him to act as a virtual ambassador to the Lion City and Nappanee; it was not anything he had any experience with, but he was willing to try anything if the Lady asked, and she had asked.
And now that he was in the Lion City he was proving exceedingly incompetent at getting the job done.  He was resorting to lying and disguises and outlandish plots, when all he wanted to do was fight a fair battle and then go home to Mirra.  He stood up and stretched, tried to smooth a few of the wrinkles out of the dress he wore, then restored his sword and jar of memory potion to their spots under the wrinkled dress, and opened his door.
Marco walked down the stairs and outside the dormitory, then started on the path back towards the home of Lady Laris.  He passed by the home and looked at it carefully in the increasing daylight, then reached the dining hall and turned around.  He walked back towards the priestess’s home, and stopped when he had it in view, then leaned against a nearby tree and waited and watched.
“Marcia!” Penelope called a few minutes later, coming up behind him and startling him.  “Have you had breakfast already?  Hope and Grace are already inside eating, and we’re going to matins to pray right after.”
“I’m going to wait a little bit,” Marco answered.  “I’m not very hungry at the moment.”
“What are you doing here?” Penelope asked.
“I’m just resting,” Marco had no good answer.  As he spoke, the door to Laris’s home opened, and the high priestess left, escorted by four of the women who had eaten dinner with her the night before.
“You say those four are always with her?” Marco asked, nodding his head towards the group.  “Are there any others that are part of their cliché?”
“There are two others; they seem to take turns being with her.  Why do you ask?  Are you standing here just to watch the Lady Laris?” Penelope asked, confused but not alarmed.
Marco was ready to go, and needed to go.  He wanted to enter the house and begin to search it.  He didn’t need Penelope delaying or interfering or revealing anything.  “What are they serving for breakfast?” he asked.
“Porridge and fruit.  They always serve porridge and fruit,” Penelope replied.
“They’re on their way to see the Doge, to try to keep him from sending troops to the war,” Marco spoke aloud unintentionally.
“You are here to watch the Lady Laris!” Penelope exclaimed.
“Let’s go get breakfast,” Marco said, desperate to move the girl along so that he could get on with his plans.
“What are you up to?” Penelope asked, as Marco took her elbow in his hand and turned them to head back to the dining hall.  “Aren’t you supposed to have an interview this morning to talk about your future here?”
It was no use, Marco decided.  The girl’s questions were circling all around him, and were going to put him in an awkward spot soon.  He grasped her arm again, and sharply turned them around one more time.  “You’re right,” he said.  “I am interested in the home of the Lady Laris.  I want to see what it looks like on the inside.  Let’s just go take a quick visit before we say prayers.”  He hurried them along the path and up to the front door of the house.  It was going to be very tricky to have Penelope along, but there was no way to avoid her as the situation evolved.
“I don’t think we should try to visit here; we’re going to get in trouble,” Penelope started to protest.  “Oh my!” she said in surprise as Marco failed to even knock on the door, but instead grabbed the knob and turned it as he led her inside.
There was a front hall that was unoccupied, and rooms on either side.
“You go look at the rooms on that side.  I’ll look on this side,” Marco directed.  He wanted to get separation from her so that he could start his real search.  He wanted to find a door down to the cellar, confident that if the real Laris was in the building, she was being held someplace where she couldn’t be seen, like the cellar.
“Look at what?  What are we doing here?” Penelope asked, her voice anxious and doubtful.  Without waiting for an answer, Marco entered the room on the left and started walking through it on his way to the next room beyond. The rooms were sitting rooms or parlors, places where chairs were arranged for visitors to sit and talk.  Beyond the first two rooms was a different room, an office with a desk and a table surrounded by four chairs.  There was a bumping sound overhead, the sound of someone moving a piece of furniture on the floor above, making Marco look up for a second, and then move on.
He walked through another room, and then entered a kitchen space, where a cook and assistant were cleaning dishes.  He turned, and saw that one of the hard-faced companions to the impostor was standing in front of a door, scrutinizing him. 
“Well hello now,” the cook said.  “Who are you and what do you need?”
Marco started walking in the direction of the guarded doorway.  “I’m brand new here and was just looking around,” he said.
“Marcia?” Penelope said, unexpectedly entering the kitchen from the opposite side, distracting the other three women.
Seeing an opportunity, Marco flew at the doorway guardian and punched hard, knocking the woman out.  He spun and opened the door to look at the stairs beyond, that descended into darkness.
“Marcia!” Penelope screamed.
“Tell me,” Marco looked up at the astonished cook, “is anyone allowed to go in the basement?”
“Only her,” the cook answered, “and the other members of the Lady’s Guard.”
“And the Lady Laris herself,” the assistant added, as they cowered away from Marco.
“I’m going to go see what they’re hiding down there,” Marco declared.  “Don’t do anything foolish while I’m gone, and stay away from her,” he pointed at the unconscious guard, then entered the doorway that framed the darkened stairs leading downward.  He carefully began to step down into the darkness as quietly as possible.
He heard the treads squeak twice as he descended, and he stopped each time to listen for any reaction in the dark cellar below, but then resumed climbing down when no noises emerged.  He reached the floor of the deep cellar and stopped.  He debated whether to generate light or not, and decided to do so, or else have no chance of seeing the Lady Laris in the dark.  Marco peeled the glove off his hand, raised it and made it glow, then shouted in surprise and ducked as a woman in the white gown of the false guards came swinging a sword at him!
Marco reached through his woman’s dress, no longer concerned about his disguise and ripped his sword free, holding the hilt through a wad of his dress material as he raised it into a defensive position, then felt the marvelous weapon assert its own extraordinary abilities.  The sword parried his attacker’s next thrust, then stabbed her fatally in the chest.
Marco gasped in shock at the stunning ambush as he whirled in place to make sure no other attackers were sneaking up behind him.  The cellar was empty of any other obvious occupants, except for the smoked hams that hung from hooks and the jars of fruits and vegetable stored on shelves.
His hand was the only source of light, and every movement he made caused the shadows to jump eerily, spooking him as he began to cautiously walk into the interior of the cellar, looking for the missing head priestess of the temple, a woman who he was sure had been taken captive by the impostor sorceress he had faced the previous morning at the Doge’s palace gate; he hoped the imposter was at the palace at the moment, out of his way as she waited for him to show up there once again.
“Hello?” he called out cautiously.  “Lady Laris?” he spoke more loudly.  “My lady?” he tried again.
And he heard a muffled response from behind a set of shelves.  Marco headed over to the shelves and increased the brightness of his hand, then pulled hard and jumped out of the way as the shelves and their contents crashed to the floor in a crescendo of splintering wood, breaking glass, and grinding stones.  And behind the shelves’ former location, Marco saw a small door in the wall.
He bent down and flipped the latch, then got a splinter in his finger as he pried the wooden hatch out of the opening, and found the Lady Laris, trussed and tied, lying on the floor of a small niche in the wall.  He grabbed her and pulled her out, the used his sword to cut the gag that was wrapped around her head.
“Are you okay, my lady?” he asked, as he started to rapidly slash at the ropes that bound her hands, feet, arms, and legs.
“I feel terrible, but I’m alive, and I’m free thanks to you, my girl,” Laris answered.  Marco stood up, then lifted Laris upright.
“My, but you’re a strong lass!” she exclaimed as Marco set her on her feet.
“Let’s go,” Marco urged.  “We need to get you to the Doge’s palace.”
“Before I leave our temple campus, I’m going to rid us of the terrible threat that has infiltrated us,” Laris answered.  She looked at Marco with a determined expression, then looked at his glowing hand, and suddenly went pale in realization.  “My lord, you’re a sorceress too!”
“No, I most assuredly am not a sorceress,” Marco laughed as they reached the bottom of the stairs.  Laris looked down at body of the dead guard.
“There’s one of these people upstairs unconscious,” Marco told her.  “And four more are with a sorceress that is posing as your identical twin, acting as you, and thwarting Lady Iasco’s will by preventing the Doge from sending his armies into battle.”  Without further comment, Marco doused the light from his hand, then led the way upstairs.  Penelope and the cooks were huddled together in a corner, and all gasped when Laris appeared.
“My Lady!  How did you get down there!  I just saw you leave a little while ago,” Penelope’s eyes wandered from the bedraggled priestess to Marco and back.
“Penelope, go upstairs with the Lady and help her get cleaned up and dressed, quickly,” Marco commanded.  “I’ll take this traitor downstairs and tie her up, then come get you so that we can leave,” Marco told the priestess.
He dipped and heaved the unconscious guard over his shoulder and carried her downstairs as Penelope and Lady Laris went on their way upstairs.  Once there, he relit his hand and carried the guard over to where the slashed cords from Laris’s bondage lay, and he re-tied them around the woman in white; he pulled out his flask of pre-mixed potion to induce forgetfulness, poured some into the woman’s mouth, and gagged her.  He went over to the dead guard and dragged her body over to the nook where Laris had been kept, and shoved the body into the opening, then replaced the wooden door, and left the basement, his work there done.
Up in the kitchen the two cooks stood fearfully by the stove; Marco was amazed they hadn’t fled from the scene of the violence.  “Ladies,” He spoke briskly as he strolled over to them, “each of you take a drink of this,” he held the potion out to them.  “It won’t hurt you, but you have to drink it,” he told them.
They each drank from the container.  “Thank you,” Marco said politely.  “Is the Lady upstairs?” he asked, and watched them nod their heads.
Marco left the kitchen and returned to the front of the house, where he found a staircase and vaulted up it two steps at a time.  “Penelope?  Laris?” he called.
“We’re in here, Marcia,” Penelope’s voice sounded nearby, and Marco found them in a room where Laris was slipping on a clean white gown.
“Penelope, thank you for your help,” Marco said.  “I want you to take a drink of this potion, then run to the dining hall and wait for us.  Will you do that?” 
Penelope looked at the flask of potion Marco brandished, then looked at Laris in confusion.  Laris’s eyes shifted momentarily to Marco, who gave a curt nod.  “Go on, my child,” she said.  Penelope obediently took a drink of the flask.
“Now go to the dining hall and wait for us – run!” Marco barked, anxious to set her in motion before her memories of the previous twenty four hours were erased.
Without another word, Penelope left the room, and they faintly heard her feet clatter down the stairs.
“The false Laris is at the Doge’s palace.  We have to go confront her there to meet the Lady Iasco’s expectations,” Marco urged.
“You’ve twice mentioned Lady Iasco, but the Lady is dead in her tomb,” Laris protested.
“No longer,” Marco said.  He reached his hand up and swept the wig off his head in dramatic fashion.  “I am Golden Hand; the spirit of the Island – Ophiuchus – directed me on a journey to the underworld, and Lady Iasco has been restored to life, and returned to our world to lead us all in a great battle against evil.”
“Brought back to life?  You truly want me to believe that?” Laris asked.  “From a boy?   On our temple grounds?”
“That girl, Penelope,” Marco pointed out the door.  “She has already forgotten everything that happened in the last twenty four hours, because of that potion she took.  She won’t remember meeting me, or seeing a fight in the kitchen, or helping you up here.
“And Ophiuchus gave me the means to bring Iasco back to life.  The Lady has resumed control of the Order,” Marco said emphatically, “and she means to fight against a great force of evil, a force that has taken control of Athens.  She wants the Doge to add the Lion City’s might to the cause, and the false Laris is fighting against the order,” Marco rapidly explained.
“I need you, and the Lady Iasco needs you, to go now and confront the impostor and set things right,” Marco said insistently.
Laris stood, her back to Marco, looking at him in a mirror as she adjusted her gown.  “Put your wig back on,” she said after a long silence.  “I can’t go walking across the temple grounds with a boy.
“I’ll go with you.  Your words sound preposterous, but true,” she said.  She adjusted Marco’s wig, then used several pins to repair the torn dress he wore.  “There’s a place you can change once we leave the temple?” she asked archly.
“There will be,” Marco grinned as Laris straightened up, and he put the sword back under his gown.
Together, the two of them left the house and went straight towards the gate that led to the city outside.
“My lady!” the women who manned the gate said in confusion.
“Carry on,” Laris said.  “And if any of the Guards who have accompanied me show up, have them arrested and held in chains,” she told the women as she and Marco strode quickly past them and out into the streets of the city.
“This way, my lady,” Marco took the lead as he headed back to Abrianna’s shop.
“This is quite an honor,” Abrianna said as she immediately recognized the high priestess when the pair entered her shop.
Marco swept the wig off his head and scratched his scalp vigorously.  “My lady, this is Abrianna, who kindly helped me use this disguise to come rescue you,” he introduced.  “I’ll go retrieve my clothes and then we can be on our way,” he said as he disappeared into the rear of the shop.  He saw his clothes, now neatly folded and stacked, near the window where the seamstress had helped him dress as a girl, and he hastily pulled his female garb off over his head.
He paused as he found himself free of the dress, and discovered Teresa was in the work area, watching him undress.
“I thought you were supposed to meet grandfather at the Doge’s palace,” she said, turning bright red upon being discovered.
“I’m on my way there now,” Marco answered, in too much of a hurry to be modest.  He stripped off the rest of the garments he wore, then hastily pulled his old clothes back on.  “Tell your mother I’m sorry I ripped the dress,” Marco told the silent girl, then he ran back out front.  “We have to go, my lady,” he told Laris, and the two hustled quickly out of the shop with a wave of thanks to Abrianna.
Marco shouldered and jostled his way through the streets at a rapid pace until the Lady Laris called to him to slow down, and then panted for several minutes as they walked at a slower pace.
The pair of them turned a familiar corner and came upon the large crowd that filled the great plaza in front of the Doge’s palace.
“What is all of this about?” Laris asked.
Marco took her hand and began to lead her forward.  “The people are upset by the attitude the Doge is displaying, and they’re here to support my cause,” he answered, as they reached the first of the cheery trees and drew closer to the gate.
“Let us through,” Marco bellowed to the people he needed to pass, and together the two leaders made it to the front, where the crowd opened up and revealed a treacherous scene.
The palace gates were opening, and the Guards were coming out.
“Since their hero is not here, place all these troublemakers under arrest, to teach them a lesson,” the Laris impostor was giving orders as if she were an officer in charge of the platoon.
“Since their friend is here, you will leave them alone,” Marco shouted as he stepped forth.
“And since the true Lady Laris is here, you will arrest that impostor who has misled and lied to the Doge!” he added, holding Laris’s hand high to draw attention to the arrival of the woman.
“Marco, you made it!” Sty shouted with glee, standing with Algornia in front of a small band of alchemists who had returned to the palace once again.
Marco watched as the impostor’s face grew dark with rage, and her stripes momentarily came into view.
“How did she get loose?” the impostor shouted at her personal guards.  “Kill her!” she ordered.
The Palace Guards looked at the impostor Laris in shock.  “Which of you is the true Lady?” asked their leader, the one who had spoken to Marco before.  He hesitated to move as the impostor’s guards stormed out towards Marco and Laris, drawing knives from hidden pockets in their garments.
“No!” Marco shouted.  He raised his hand and waved it around in a circle over his head as it glowed, and then bolts of energy flew out from his fingers and struck the cherry trees that were standing nearby.
People in the crowd around them shrieked in terror, as the trees responded by lifting their roots and striding forward towards the gates.  Each of several trees moved towards the conflict, then lowered their branches and snagged two of the attacking guards, lifting them off the ground to remove them from the conflict.
Marco stepped forward with his sword held in his other hand, and shielded Laris from the remaining two attackers, who looked with concern at the approaching trees.  One of the women panicked, and threw her knife hastily, but Marco’s enchanted sword twisted to meet the blade in midair and knock it to the ground.  Two of the alchemists rushed at her and tackled her to the ground, as Marco ran at the remaining guard, and used a deft twist of his blade to knock the knife from her hands as well.
“Lady Laris,” Marco called back to the real leader of the temple, “come forward and meet the woman who had you bound and hidden, mistreated while she attempted to take your spot and work against the will of your order.”
“You will not succeed!” the impostor shouted at Marco.  “You may have ended this phase of my efforts, but you’ll not be able to undo this!” she shouted angrily, as she pointed a finger at a majestic tower that rose overhead from the center of the palace behind her.  A bolt of energy flew from her fingers, a sizzling green flash that struck the tower with a resounding boom.  A network of wide, visible cracks appeared in the tower, and stones and bricks rained down, shaken loose, as the lofty portion of the palace appeared ready to collapse.
“Stop!” Marco screamed at her, real heat and fury radiating from him.  He acted impulsively, and pointed at the tower, causing a beam of energy to radiate upwards toward the teetering structure, and as the beam flew it thinned and widened, becoming a vast, ethereal ribbon that wrapped itself around and around and around the structure, strengthening it and preventing it from toppling over.
He ceased his aid to the tower, and looked at the sorceress, then fired a bolt directly at her.
She stepped back from the gates and waved her arms dramatically over her head, creating a protective dome that completely surrounded her, and making his bolt deflect upward into the sky.
“Get into the palace and make sure they evacuate that tower immediately!” Algornia said to the Palace Guard who stood nearest to him, shaking the man’s shoulder to rouse him out of his astonished trance.
The man grabbed a couple of his companions and they ran towards the palace doors.
Marco fired another bolt, and another, and another at the sorceress, trying to penetrate her shield.  Each bolt made the green shield momentarily turn blue, but it returned to its original strength, while Marco began to feel weakened from all the incredible things he was doing, without even knowing what or how to do them.
“A young sorcerer, running out of power,” the impostor taunted him.  “A few more minutes and I’ll be able to walk out of here,” she started walking towards Marco, causing those few who still remained in the area to scramble quickly away.
“What if I show you how foolish you are to waste your energy so fruitlessly?” she asked.  “What if I did this?” she walked towards Algornia, who stood his ground, and as her shield touched him, he was thrown through the air and landed hard on the pavement.  “See, I can push around your foolish old man,” she laughed cruelly.
Marco flew into such a rage that without thinking about what to do, he pointed up at the sky, and then lowered his hands, the palms flat.  A whooshing sound descended from the sky, and the air overhead seemed to shimmer and darken just seconds before the full weight of a vast column of condensed air fell upon the sorceress’s dome.
She laughed at the first contact, as the air struck her dome with an audible thud, and the dome momentarily turned blue, then returned to green.  Marco raised his hands and lowered them again, and the dome turned blue once again, while the top of it flattened out from being pressed down.  Marco gestured again, and the dome sank further.  The whooshing sound of dropping air increased and her dome remained an injured blue, while a breeze started to blow around the plaza, knocking over those who were close by, wildly whipping the leaves of the cherry trees, and causing the captive guards in the trees to bang against the branches and trunk.
The top of the blue dome descended further, and the sorceress inside sank to her knees as the space decreased and her power was overwhelmed by Marco’s raw fury.
“No, stop!” she cried.  “I can help you!”
Marco lifted his hands a final time, and lowered them again.  Winds like a horrific storm roared all around him and the sorceress.  There was a suddenly popping sound, and the dome disappeared, as the sorceress was driven violently against the pavement, accompanied by the sickening sound of the bones in her body snapping and breaking from the pressure.
Marco stood and turned his hands so the palms faced upwards, then lifted them, and the turbulence disappeared in a matter of moments.  The darkness overhead from the compressed atmosphere slowly lightened, and a glow that had existed around Marco dimmed and disappeared.  Marco looked at the dead sorceress with satisfaction, then closed his eyes and collapsed unconscious.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 23 – Arrival in Reme
 
When Marco awoke, Penelope was gently sponging his forehead with a wet sponge.
“Grace and Hope and Joy, and even her Ladyship, tell me that we met before, but I don’t remember a thing,” she told Marco conversationally.  “It’s the strangest sensation.”
Marco’s hand reached up to grab hers to put an end to the sponging.
“You were very kind to me,” he told her.  “Thank you.”
“Where are we?” he asked, looking up at the ornate ceiling overhead in the spacious room.  As he asked the question there came the sound of hammering, and he vaguely sensed that he had heard the sound in his sleep.
“We’re in the Doge’s Palace,” Penelope answered.  “The Lady Laris had you carried in here immediately after you passed out, after you apparently crushed a sorceress with nothing but the air!  And then she sent for me to help care for you.”
“How long have we been here?” Marco asked.
“Just over a day,” the girl told him.  She stood up.  “How do you feel?  Do you want anything?  Can I help you?
“I have to go report that you’re awake,” she said.  “I’ll be right back, or that other girl will be,” she frowned.
“No, I don’t need anything.  What other girl?” Marco asked confused.
“The one who is with the old man; I think her name is Teresa,” Penelope told him.  “Don’t go anywhere: I’ll be right back,” she said as she scooted out a door and disappeared.
Marco immediately got off the mattress and looked for the bedpan, then discovered that the room actually had a plumbed restroom.  He returned to his bed just in time, as the door opened when Algornia, Sty, Teresa, and another man all entered the room.
“Your Grace,” the man said, “it’s so good to see you awake.”
“Good morning your grace,” Sty said with a florid bow.
“Hello your grace, thank you for your assistance and your display yesterday,” Algornia said as he too gave a slight bow.
Marco looked at Teresa expectantly, a faint smile playing on his lips.  His title as Marquess of Sant Jeroni had evidently been mentioned, and so he was being treated as a nobleman, which meant that Teresa would have to curtsey to him.
She rolled her eyes.  “Oh, fine,” she said in an exasperated tone.  She dropped a bob of a curtsy; “your grace,” she muttered defiantly.
“Please stay abed and rest,” the stranger said.  “I am the Doge of the Lion City, and I am humbly grateful to you for having set the Lady Laris free, as well as for having preserved the tower and all the palace in the vicinity,” he told Marco.  “I understand you have an urgent request, and I will be happy to meet with you as soon as possible to discuss that; get yourself healed up, and then come see me.
“Now if you’ll excuse me,” the man made another bow, and left the room.
“Well, that was impressive,” Sty said as the remaining trio moved closer to Marco.  “I’ve never seen the Doge bow to any man before.”  Marco heard more hammering taking place. 
“You’ve never seen him meet a sorcerer who crushed an opponent with a column of air, either.  He had good reason to be polite,” Algornia said wryly.
“I’m confident that’s true,” Sty agreed.
“How do you feel Marco?” Teresa asked
“Fine, absolutely fine,” he answered.  “I just need some clothes, and then I need to talk to the Doge.  I’ve been delayed here in the Lion City longer than I should have.  And I don’t know what trouble may be waiting in Nappanee.
“Did you interrogate the guards who served the sorceress?” Marco asked.  “Did they tell you anything about where they came from?”
“They come from Athens,” Algornia replied.  “They were recruited from the streets there by the sorceress herself when the Docleateans conquered the city.”
“I’ll go into the city to get some clothes for you,” Sty said.  “I’ll charge them to the Doge’s account – he won’t mind,” the alchemist said, then left the room.
Another round of hammering began.
“What is that noise?” Marco asked.  “It’s happening constantly!”
“The Doge has an army of repairmen trying to fix the palace tower,” Teresa answered.
“No one in the palace is sleeping very well right now; the Doge wants everything fixed immediately, before you remove the support you gave the tower,” Algornia said, as he stepped over to the window and moved the curtains to look out.
Marco recollected the energy he had somehow applied to the tower.  “It’s still there?” he asked in wonder.  Regardless of Teresa’s presence, he grabbed the sheet from the bed and wrapped it around himself as he walked over to look out the window.
The blanket of energy did still circle the upper portions of the tower, and numerous workers scrambled around the tower on flimsy-looking scaffolding, seeking to make repairs where the masonry was damaged below the glowing blanket.
“That was quite a remarkable feat, Marco,” Algornia said.
“I don’t know how I did it,” Marco said softly as he stared out the window.  “I was so angry that I just made things happen without thinking.”
“I’m glad you weren’t angry at me,” Algornia smiled.  “But you would be advised to learn how to do such things with forethought and planning, though I don’t know any friendly sorcerers who can tutor you.”
“There is one,” Marco answered, “the Lady Iasco, and I’ll meet her again in Malta.”  He turned and walked back to the bed, where he lay down to rest.
“We’ll leave you now; come along, Teresa,” Algornia offered, and the door shut behind them, leaving Marco in peace, as he quickly fell asleep again.
The next day, dressed in the fine robes that Sty had sent to him, Marco had a private audience with the Doge, and relayed Iasco’s request for troops and plans to liberate Athens.
“Of course you’ll have our troops,” the Doge said.  “And you’re going to Nappanee next?  Would you like to have my emissary travel to the court with you, to introduce you to the Grand Prince?  He’s my wife’s cousin by marriage.”
And so the following day, Marco left the Lion City, leaving atop a horse instead of by sea or walking, accompanied by the Count Colonna, the Doge’s representative from his court, and two servants of the Count.  The Count was an older man, one who immediately radiated a sense of seriousness; Marco realized he was the perfect choice to give credibility to Marco’s planned visit and request in the foreign court.
Count Colonna was a heavyset man with a goatee that gave him a perpetually amused look, making every expression of his face appear as though a smile were about to burst through.  He was amused by the idea of a boy of Marco’s age serving as an ambassador, and he quizzed Marco as they began their ride through the countryside.
“So you are an ambassador for a cult that you do not belong to?  Is that correct?” Colonna asked when they were only a little ways out of town.
“Well, that’s technically true,” Marco began, wondering how to best answer the question.  “But I’m really more of the person who’s doing the job for Lady Iasco.”
“Lady Laris claims that she received a note from Iasco, confirming that she has come back to life.  Does that happen often?” Colonna inquired.
“No, not at all,” Marco began to answer, then saw a real smile on the Count’s face.
The Count gently coaxed Marco into telling his story, bit by bit over the course of their four days ride down to Reme, the great city that was the home of the Holy Father, the head of all the churches and cults and temples that had existed in Clovis’s old empire.  They arrived in Reme in mid-afternoon, and Colonna insisted that they stay in a luxurious hotel in the center of the city.  “It’s the only place I stay when in Reme,” he declared.
“So you’ve visited the great cathedral at Compostela?” he asked Marco after they checked in.  “Then you’ll certainly want to take a tour of Saint Peter’s Basilica,” Colonna urged Marco.  “We can go take a quick look around the building before dinner,” he proposed.
They rode their horses to the entrance of the basilica grounds, for the corpulent Colonna preferred not to walk.  Inside the colonnaded entrance to the grounds, Colonna led Marco to a non-descript doorway in an auxiliary building, and asked for Brother Gaspar.
“My Lord!” the friar exclaimed when he arrived a few minutes later.  “What brings you to visit us?”
“My young friend has been to the cathedral at Compostela, and raves about its beauty,” Colonna embellished.  “I thought he should have a quick tour of the basilica in order to see its loveliness as well.”
“Of course, of course,” Gaspar enthusiastically answered.  “Compostela is fine enough of course, but the basilica here?  We are second to none – our beauty glorifies God in heaven, as you’ll see.  Come along and we’ll start our tour immediately, for there’s so much to see we don’t have time to dally.  We won’t see it all of course, but you’ll have a notion of how extraordinary the basilica is,” the friar babbled continuously as he held the door open.
Together, the small group entered and began to walk within the marble walls of the basilica.  It was a glorious building, much brighter than the interior of the cathedral at Compostela, with marble and whitewashing causing sunbeams to reflect repeatedly, whether they were white or tinted from passage through stained glass.  The interior had few of the side chapels and niches that Compostela had as well, but it had long, straight lines of sight that allowed large multitudes to observe the pulpit.
Gaspar led them through the nave to the choir that was east of it, where statuary and carved wooden stalls created a different set of surroundings.  “There are some beautiful paintings up in the bell tower,” the guide said.
“I’m not going to climb up there, but if Marco’s young legs wish to go see your paintings, I’ll be happy to wait down here and listen to the music,” Colonna offered as he saw a group of young boys in robes begin to file into the choir seating area.  Marco gave a quick nod of agreement, and Gaspar gladly led him up the staircase that was built inside the limestone structure of the tower.
The stairs were narrow and winding, but Gaspar led Marco without pause, and they reached an upper level balcony within five minutes.  The balcony ran around the perimeter of the bell tower’s interior, and provided views to the choir and the nave below, as the sounds of the practicing singers rose up to them.  All around the balcony on the exterior walls there were paintings of angels and pastoral scenes, beautifully painted on large wall panels, with many characters painted life-sized or greater.
“The artist tells us that this is exactly how heaven looks,” Gaspar told Marco as he stood and examined the murals.  “He had a dream with these visions.
“Down in the catacombs there are paintings of hell as well.  Would you like to see those?” Gaspar asked, eager to show off more of the basilica.
Marco followed Gaspar as he plunged down the stairs back to where Colonna sat.  “We’re going down into the catacombs now,” he told the nobleman.
“I’ll go back to the hotel then, if you’ll send Marco to join me when you’re done giving him your tour,” Colonna said as he rose to his feet.
Gaspar happily led Marco back into the nave, then off to the side, where a set of stone stairs unobtrusively descended down into a dim netherworld beneath the cathedral.  Gaspar picked up a lantern, one of several that sat on a shelf.  “These burn a special oil, one that emits no smoke, so the paintings remain clean,” the friar explained as he lit one lantern for himself, then lit a second one and handed it to Marco.
The catacombs were a forest of massive stone pillars; Gaspar wove a path among them, then climbed down a second set of stairs that led to a series of chambers set between rows of thick walls that supported the pillars above.
“Here are the paintings of hell,” Gaspar claimed.
Marco held his lantern high, and began walking around among the murals with interest.  There were three general themes, he noted.  Many paintings focused on hell itself, with devils and demons and flames and tortured souls; Marco walked past those he saw with little interest.
Other paintings depicted the entrances to the underworld, and Marco lingered before three in particular, paintings that all had accurate portrayals of Charon and his boat, as well as the cavern entrance just below the surface at Station Island.  There was one painting of Persephone’s Gate as well, with an exceedingly realistic portrait of Thanatos, standing guard – Marco almost imagined that he could see the wings of the guardian slowly beating.
“You have a good eye for art,” Gaspar said, coming to stand next to Marco and holding his lantern up to help illuminate the painting.  “These three paintings were all works of a single artist.”
“He knew what he was doing,” Marco said softly.  “Who was he?”
“To this day, we do not know.  He came and started painting without anyone’s knowledge or permission many years ago, and once the authorities found him, they decided his work was worth keeping,” Gaspar said.
Marco continued on to where one of the paintings from the third theme portrayed the life of the souls in the underworld.  There were buildings and streets and seeming organization, nothing like what Marco’s visits to the underworld had revealed, but he kept his criticism bottled up.  They turned a corner to start to return to their stairwell back up, and came upon a painting that again depicted hell.  There were many souls suffering torment, but central to the large painting was a demon that had a very human face, a face whose expression was one of cruelty beyond imagination.
Marco stopped in front of the painting, then stepped back to get a better perspective on it.  The face of the demon seemed uncomfortably familiar.
“He’s the sorcerer!” Marco said suddenly, recognizing the face.
“What’s that?” Gaspar asked.  “I never like to look at this painting long; it’s the most frightening one down here, I think.”
“That demon – his face is the face of a sorcerer who is in Athens, helping with the occupation of the city,” Marco tried to explain his comment.
“This painting is a hundred years old,” Gaspar protested.
“Maybe so,” Marco said, worried.  “But that is the face of Iamblichus.”
At the mention of the sorcerer’s name the light from both their lanterns sputtered, then went out, leaving Gaspar and Marco in profound darkness.  There was the sound of a man’s laugh very nearby.  Without hesitation, Marco pulled his sword free, and lifted his hand to cast light upon their predicament.
The demon had moved within the picture during the darkness.  He still looked out at them, but now his hands were stretched in front of him, as though he were reaching towards them.  
“Oh my God!” Gaspar cried.
“Stay!” Marco shouted.  “By all that is holy I beseech the strength of the saints in this basilica to hold you within the frame of that painting!”
He felt a gust of frigid wind blow outward from the painting, a blast so strong that it knocked Marco and Gaspar off their feet.  Marco jumped up with his sword ready to stab and slash the canvas, but when he rose he saw that the demon had returned to its original pose in the painting.
“Heaven help us!” Gaspar cried.
“I think it just did,” Marco replied.
“Your hand!  How does it glow?” Gaspar suddenly realized the additional impossibility that was present in the ancient space beneath the basilica, and he started fearfully running in the direction of the stairs, only to realize that as he separated himself from Marco he lost the benefit of the light of Marco’s hand.
Marco remained in front of the painting, studying it for another moment to make sure the demon didn’t start to move again, then he left the painting behind and began to follow the direction Gaspar had gone, just as anxious as the friar to leave the painting behind.
“Are you going to kill me?” Gaspar asked in despair as Marco caught up with him, his hand providing the only illumination available.
“Not unless you try to kill me first,” Marco tried to use gentle humor.  Rattled as he was by the occurrence at the painting, he realized that for Gaspar it was an even more frightening event.  “Let’s get back up above ground.  Lead the way.”
The friar happily obliged, and when they returned to the main floor of the basilica, lanterns were being lit as the sun set outside.
“I’d prefer to have nice bright sunshine.  That was horrible!  I didn’t just imagine it, did I?” Gaspar asked as they stood in the nave, breathing heavily from their hurried climb.
“No, that was not imagination,” Marco said grimly.  “We’re lucky we were in such a holy place and had so much power to call upon.”
“How did you know that demon?” Gaspar asked.
“He is a sorcerer; one who fights for the Docleatae army that has conquered Athens,” Marco answered.  “Count Colonna and I are on our way to Nappanee to ask Grand Prince Neapole to add his armies to the battle to set Athens free,” Marco said as he extinguished the light from his hand at last.
“Shall I lead you back to see the Count?” Gaspar asked, and he proceeded to lead Marco back out into the city to return to the luxurious hotel, where Gaspar said goodnight, and Marco found Colonna already in the dining room, eating a plate of oysters as he waited for Marco to arrive.
Marco proceeded to tell Colonna about the event that had happened at the painting.  At first the Count looked amused, as he presumed a joke was coming, but at the end of the story, he looked more grave and serious than Marco had yet seen.
“Perhaps we should spend a day here in Reme to tell the church authorities what is happening,” Colonna suggested.  “Gaspar may tell some folks as well; he’s my nephew – my sister’s son – and he’ll have some folks interested in what you saw and what you have to tell them.”
Marco slept uneasily that night, even though he slept on a soft mattress in the luxurious suite Colonna had rented.  In the morning he was awoken as soon as the sun rose, when a soft knocking on the door led to one of Colonna’s sleepy-eyed servants delivering a note that requested Marco come back to the basilica for a visit with Cardinal Statbir.
“Who is he?” Marco asked Colonna when the Count arose earlier than usual, aroused by the report of a note already delivered.
“I don’t know him, so let’s just go find out, shall we?” Colonna proposed.  “After breakfast, of course,” he added.
An hour later they rode back to the basilica, and a priest led them through ornate offices to wait in a grandiose antechamber for the chance to meet the Cardinal.  The man who walked out introduced himself as Cardinal Statbir.  He was shorter than Colonna, but just as corpulent, with smooth, fresh-looking skin that made him seem nearly as young as Marco, though his eyes looked much older.
“There was a disturbing report of an occurrence in the basilica last night,” the cardinal said after polite introductions.  “And you are alleged to know quite a bit about what happened.  I’d like to hear you retell the story if you don’t mind.  Come in and have a seat and let me hear your tale.”
They walked into a opulent room, where they sat down in comfortable, padded chairs drawn up around an elegant table, one with a marble top that had other polished stones inlaid in intricate fashions.  It was the most elaborate piece of furniture Marco had ever seen.
He began his story about the visit to the gallery in the catacombs, and proceeded to tell it with only a few questions from the Cardinal, until he finished the story.  At that point the Cardinal began probing, asking questions in great detail.
“You seemed very sure of the demon in the picture; could you explain how you knew that?” he asked.
“Two months ago I was in Athens, and I had to run away from that sorcerer,” Marco answered.  “I saw his face very clearly, and I remember it; he was very powerful.”
“But you got away?  How?” Statbir asked.
He was going to have to tell more of his story than he expected, Marco realized.
“It wasn’t easy,” he said slowly.  “I had to travel through the underworld.”
The cardinal had no reaction.
“And how did you enter the underworld?” the man asked.
“The spirit of Ophiuchus bargained with Thanatos to allow me to enter through Persephone’s Gate,” Marco said.
“And what did you do in the underworld?  You obviously came back out,” Statbir said.
Marco took in a deep breath.  “I was carrying the body of Lady Iasco when I went in, and I resurrected her,” Marco explained, then waited for the cardinal to request more information, or to express skepticism.
“And then you and she and the spirit of another dead woman returned to the world and are uniting to fight against the evil forces of the Docleatae?” Statbir summed up.
“Yes, that’s correct,” Marco said weakly, surprised by the cardinal’s apparent knowledge of his activities.
“The Holy Father has had a missive from the Lady Iasco, in which she laid out an astonishing report of events and concerns, and the actions she believes must be taken,” Statbir said.  “You were not looked for to come right to us, but your role in her story is crucial, perhaps the most important news of the whole chain of events.”
“Why is the boy so important?” Colonna asked.
“He has been chosen by the Spirit Ophiuchus herself, one of the most benevolent aspects of God that we are graced to know.  And he has fulfilled the impossible tasks the spirit has burdened him with!” the cardinal answered.
“That’s why, when a young friar’s incredible story circulated rapidly up to the offices of the holy father, it was clear that Fate had brought the Golden Hand right to our own front door – an opportunity not to be missed.  So I hope your schedule permits you to have lunch with the Holy Father himself, to explain your mission to him,” the Cardinal spoke.
“Of course, of course,” Colonna immediately answered.  “There’s no question.  We will certainly be available.  Please send a coach to our inn to pick us up,” he suggested.
Colonna and Marco were dismissed, and rode back to their inn.  “What an honor!” the count exclaimed as they rode.  “I didn’t know that I rode with such an exalted personage! 
“Though perhaps we better wait to see what the Holy Father says before I decide if this is a good thing or a bad thing,” the count bantered.
They arrived back at their inn with much of the morning left, letting Marco wander about in the near neighborhood, exploring the scenes and activity of the bustling city until it was time to return to the inn and ride in the luxurious coach that waited to deliver Colonna and him back to the basilica.
The audience room they entered was peopled only with a half dozen servants and staff people.  Colonna and Marco were told to remain standing, and a minute later the Holy Father, dressed in a surprisingly simple cloth robe, appeared.
Marco followed Colonna’s lead and bowed deeply to the head of the church, then sat when Colonna sat, at a wave of the hand of their host, who also sat in a regal chair that towered over theirs.
“Hold your hand up, my young friend,” the Holy Father addressed Marco first.  “No, the golden one,” he added as Marco raised his left hand in confusion.
“So that is the instrument of our rescue?” the leader asked.
“Were your travels from the Lion City pleasant?” he asked Colonna.
“The roads were dry and safe, your holiness,” Colonna answered.
“Of course they were; your young prodigy probably fixed the weather to be good all along the route,” the leader replied.
“Could you do that?” Colonna turned to Marco to ask.
“I don’t think so; I’ve never thought about it,” Marco answered.
“Golden Hand, the Lady Iasco is infatuated with your moral strength and courage,” the Holy Father told them.  “She gushes over all that you have done, and so I have to ask – is your marriage collar a sign that you’re married to her?”  He winked at Colonna as he watched Marco turn a deep scarlet color, confused by the question.
“You don’t have to answer that of course,” the elderly man kindly told Marco.  “I have just a few simple questions for you.  You are foretold in the prophecies naturally, and so I ask only that you let me know what I can do to help your mission.  If it is within my power, I’ll make it so.”
“Your holiness, as you undoubtedly know, young Marco is traveling to Nappanee to seek the support of Grand Prince Neapole in this war the young man is going to wage.  I believe that if you were to send your personal representative along with us to Nappanee, it would add strength to his petition,” Colonna replied immediately.  “You understand how things stand in the city down there.”
The Holy Father nodded his head sagely.  “I understand your meaning.  Though I’m not sure my offices carry much weight among the Nappanese, I will gladly send a legate along with you,” he promised.
“And what about you, Golden Hand?  What can I do for you personally?  You’ve given quite a great deal already it seems in this campaign that is being waged, and I’d like to offer you some reward,” the man addressed Marco directly.
“Please send a note to Mirra, and tell her that I love her,” Marco answered.
“That would be a note to the Marquessa of Sant Jeroni,” the Holy Father spoke to a scribe that was seated behind him.  “Have such a note prepared.
“I will certainly tell her that you do, and that we all admire her for sharing you with the world,” he told Marco.  “And now, one more thing, come kneel before me,” he ordered Marco.
The elderly man placed his hands atop Marco’s head.  “In the name of all the saints, and spirits, and powers, I name you as the Blessed Virtuous Sorcerer of the church, a title that you and you alone will carry.  May all your actions and thoughts live up to the title – if they do, you will succeed no matter what the odds are against you, I foretell this now.”
He removed his hands from Marco, then stood up.  “Thank you for indulging me and allowing me to meet you.  I must go on to other duties, but my thoughts and my prayers will go with you on your mission,” he said.
“Farewell, Count,” he added, then left the room.
Marco and Colonna silently left the audience room, and returned to the carriage that awaited them.
“So, you’re virtuous?” Colonna grinned at Marco.
Marco looked over at the smiling face, and felt the intimidation of the meeting with the Holy Father fall away.  “It’s my official title – I must be,” he proclaimed.
“How I wish I had been proclaimed virtuous by the Holy Father thirty years ago when I was a young buck!  I could have told all the maidens in the city that my actions with them would always be virtuous!” he roared with laughter at his own wit, and Marco laughed with him.
Marco stared out the window after that, watching the scenery they passed by, as he recalled the Holy Father’s comments about prophecies that predicted the Golden Hand.  He wondered what they said, and he wondered if they were the same prophecies that Lady Iasco had referred to, or if they were a different reference.  It was unsettling to think that he was not simply himself, a single person who made decisions, but was a result of greater forces that unstoppably led him to do certain things.
That night they arranged to have dinner at a humble restaurant with the Holy Father’s legate.  “Since he knows you’re so virtuous, perhaps the Father will send a beautiful woman as his legate; what do you think?” Colonna asked Marco, still much given to enjoying the new title Marco had received.
The legate was not a beautiful woman; the legate was a fit and trim middle aged man.  “It’s such an honor to meet you,” he said smoothly to Marco and Count Colonna.  “I’m honored to have this opportunity to travel with men of such high esteem.  My name is Cardinal Savoy.”
The Cardinal was a learned, scholarly man who seemed to Marco to have perfect manners.  The meal was simple food in a plain setting, but both Colonna and Marco thought the evening was delightful, and the next morning they rode out of town together, along with Colonna’s servants and a servant for Savoy.  The day turned rainy, the roads turned muddy, and the legate’s authority obtained an early evening’s hospitality for them at a nobleman’s villa, where they sat in front of a fire to dry out before dinner, and talked to their host.
The following two days were better weather, and at the end of the second day they reached a monastery on the outskirts of Nappanee, where they spent the night in Spartan but comfortable lodgings.  The next morning Cardinal Savoy wrote a letter to Grand Prince Neapole, explaining his expectation of an audience that afternoon.
“Now, what can you do to make an impression on the Grand Prince?” Savoy asked as the three travelers ate breakfast.
“It’s important to understand the corruption and treachery that is commonplace in Nappanee,” Count Colonna said.  “Subtlety is very important.”
“Ordinarily, I would agree, if we had the time for the long, patient haggling that is typical of Nappanese politics.  However, I understand that we are rather pressed for time in this case, and so there needs to be a more forceful demonstration,” the Cardinal answered.  “So tell me what you can do, and perhaps the three of us can determine the best negotiating strategy.”
Marco haltingly related stories about things he had done using his powers, convinced that he remembered very few of the things he did other than make his hand glow.  
“You used air to smash a sorceress to death,” Colonna volunteered.
“I may have used my powers to help heal a pixie,” Marco remembered.
“The church does not recognize the existence of pixies,” Cardinal Savoy replied.
“You made the cherry trees grow,” Colonna pointed out.
“I can build a shield around myself,” Marco chimed in.
And so the conversation went, and the trio slowly developed a plan that they hoped would inspire cooperation with the Lady Iasco’s campaign to set Athens free.
They ate lunch at the monastery, then rode into town, on their way to the Grand Prince’s palace.  The city was a beautiful collection of buildings that rose upwards along the steep inclines of multiple hills, which all overlooked a large sheltered harbor.
The palace was set midway up the central hill, and it stood out from its neighbors with its garish decorations and tall towers.  The status of the Holy Father’s legate gained them immediate entrance to the palace grounds, and they passed through the stately estate on the way to their audience with the Grand Prince, which began less than an hour after their arrival.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 24 – Success in Nappanee
 
The Grand Prince presided from a throne that sat at least five feet above anyone else in his over-sized audience hall.  The room was garish with red and yellow and purple colors that clashed in a confused, whirling pattern of painted walls, hung bunting, decorative ornaments, and the uniforms and costumes worn by the people in the room.
All except the clothing of the guests, that is.  Savoy wore an all-white robe, Colonna wore black, and Marco wore non-descript clothing of an ordinary kind.  They walked along a carpet pathway across the large hall, to arrive at a spot just before the dais where the Grand Prince sat on his high throne.
As expected, the conversation was polite but fruitless, as the Grand Prince begged off with a half dozen excuses for why he could not send any army forces to join the liberation crusade being assembled at Malta.
At last, both the Count and the Cardinal gave Marco a significant look, after the Grand Prince protested that he needed to maintain his army at home to preserve order after the celebrations of his birthday.
“As a lasting reminder of the power of our Blessed Virtuous Sorcerer, who will be going on this journey to Malta and Athens, the Golden Hand wishes to perform a demonstration for you,” Cardinal Savoy told the Grand Prince.  The whole room buzzed with anticipation at the excitement of seeing magical powers used in the throne room.
Marco focused his attention, confident that he could achieve what he had told the others he could do with the powers that he was learning to control.  He looked around to find if a window was open, to provide the access he would need for what he was about to do.  He had seen the stables for the palace, and knew that he could find what he needed in that facility.
“I have learned how to use my powers for protection, your highness,” Marco began.  He held his hand up, and caused it to glow, raising a slight murmur from the curious onlookers.
The idea he was about to carry out had been Colonna’s.  The Count was even more puckish than Marco had come to realize during his few days of traveling with the man.  When he had proposed his concept, the Cardinal had initially looked aghast; but when Marco thought he could make it happen, Savoy had rubbed his chin thoughtfully and concluded that it might positively motivate the fastidious Grand Prince into the proper action.
And so now it was up to Marco to make it succeed.
“This,” he waved his hand in a cup-shape, “is a protective shield I am able to create,” he said as a sorcerer’s dome appeared around him and a large area near him.  Many of those in the crowd on the floor backed up, while several others moved forward to more closely observe.
“But it does not have to protect only me,” Marco told the Grand Prince and others.  He made the dome rise from the floor, so that it hovered above him for a second.  
“It can protect others as well, can’t it?” Colonna asked from nearby.
“It can,” Marco agreed, and he slowly moved the dome through the air – all eyes in the hall glued to its motion – while it hovered to the Grand Prince’s location, then slowly lowered down over him.
The room applauded politely.
He had thought about this effort when Colonna had asked, and had realized that there was an easy trick to use – he had somehow convinced himself that he could fool the dome into believing that he was moving, and then it had moved in anticipation of where it thought he planned to go.
“And what else can it do?” the Cardinal took his turn to ask.
“It can hold things in as well as hold things out,” Marco answered.  He made the dome rise once again, and noticed an expression of relief on the face of the Grand Prince as he was freed from the confinement.
The dome slowly rotated, becoming a bowl, with its open end facing upward, and then it floated over to the open window that Marco had noted earlier.  The window was high above the floor, one of several opened to create a natural flow of warm air out of the audience hall.  In the case of the window that Marco had in mind, it also provided a way for something to come in.
He pictured the stables he had seen on the palace grounds earlier, then squeezed his eyes shut as he tried to imagine all the manure that collected in the stables, the muck that had to be shoveled out and hauled away every day.  He focused on the manure, and imagined his powers making it fly – upward – it a narrow stream.  He could imagine he had a rope that was pulling the manure towards the open window, and he hauled in strong, short jerks on the rope as he made progress just one short distance each time he heaved.
There was a sudden shout from the audience in the hall, and Marco looked up to see his stream of manure pouring into the transparent bowl, coming in gushing waves of filth as his efforts to move the odiferous mess succeeded wildly.  Marco hastily closed his eyes again and focused on stopping the delivery, willing the remaining manure to stay put in the stables.  He opened his eyes and saw that his bowl was already nearly full, while he knew that more manure was en route through the air.
Just one step ahead of panic, he focused on the upside down shield, and increased its size, making it a larger bowl, and watching as the incoming stream finally diminished in size and volume, then quickly ceased altogether.
The result was that over a ton of manure floated above the floor of the audience hall in the center of the palace.  Marco motioned his hands again, making the bowl start to move, as all eyes watched it warily.  Already, the audience hall was starting to become permeated with the odor of the large heap of manure that eased across its width, while the load came to stop at a point that was high, and directly above the Grand Prince’s throne.
“Can you close it off completely?” Cardinal Savoy asked.
“Let me try,” Marco answered, and he focused on turning the bowl into a ball.  He willed the sides to grow further, and to come together; within seconds, the shield sealed itself into a uniform, seamless ball, completely enclosing the manure it held.  Marco then let the container drift several feet lower, until it was a visibly ominous weight hanging not far above the head of the Grand Prince.  The man looked extremely uncomfortable, Marco thought, as he sat and stared open-mouthed at the Damoclean object above.
“Allow me to do one more thing,” Marco spoke, and then he focused on developing a stiff breeze that swept through the hall.  There were gasps and sudden movements throughout the hall as hats were blown and skirts flew upwards momentarily, but as soon as the smell of the manure was cleared out of the hall, Marco dropped the breeze back to placid, still air.
“So, your majesty,” Colonna began to speak, as though there was nothing further to mention regarding the hanging manure, “the reason we have come today is regarding this request for an army.  The Blessed Virtuous Sorcerer, Golden Hand, will be with your army providing assistance and protection to the fighters who participate in this holy and sanctioned campaign to set Athens free.  You cannot doubt his abilities now, can you?”
The uneasy prince looked from Colonna to Savoy to Marco.  “Shall we complete your demonstration and remove this object first, before we go on further with this discussion?” he asked.  “You may dismiss this object.  I think every member of the court is suitably impressed with what you can do.”
“As a matter of fact,” Colonna spoke, “I’d like to leave this here until the day comes that I see your troops in Malta, joining the other troops of The old empire,” he told the prince.  He paused, and waited, as the meaning of his threat sunk in, while an audible murmur rose in volume throughout the hall.
“Surely you tell a great jest,” Neapole spoke loudly to Colonna, then looked at Marco.
“We have many obligations, your highness,” Cardinal Savoy answered.  “We’ll leave you now, and return tomorrow to discuss further the matter of your contribution to this united force, to be led by the High Priestess of Ophiuchus and commanded by the Duke Siplin of Barcelon.  With your permission, good day,” he said, then discreetly nodded for the others to follow him as he took a walk back out of the audience hall.
“That was stupendous!” Colonna laughed as soon as they started walking through the palace, on their way to recover their horses.
“My lords!” a voice called, and they turned to see a courtier virtually running after them, moving as quickly as his dignity allowed.
“My lords,” he gasped when he reached them, “the Grand Prince would enjoy the opportunity to speak with you.  Would you kindly follow me to his private chambers?”
Colonna and Savoy exchanged glances.  “It would be a privilege,” the Cardinal answered, and they walked some distance through the palace to reach a small, empty room where they were left to look out the windows at a beautiful view of the city and the harbor below the palace.
Moments later, the Grand Prince entered the room, alone.
“What do you gentlemen want, really?” he asked immediately.
“We want your army,” Marco blurted out.  He’d left all the public speaking to the two older diplomats, and been happy to do so.  But he felt that the mission was his, as given by Iasco, and he wanted to speak his piece.
The Prince looked at Marco, and then at the other two.  “How can one who is so young be given such great powers?” he asked.  “Just tell me what you really want, and I’ll arrange it, so that you can make that horse manure leave the palace.”
“The service of your army is what we really want,” Colonna answered.
“My army is worthless!  My generals pocket most of the money that is supposed to be spent on equipment and training!” Neapole answered.  “I’ve got only half as many soldiers as I report, and most of them are young, raw recruits.”
“Then you won’t miss them,” Savoy said suavely, “so load them all up on boats, with supplies, and with your generals, and send them all to Malta, as soon as possible.”
“And if I do, you’ll remove the manure?” Neapole sought confirmation.
“Once Golden Hand sees them in Malta, he’ll be much more likely to undo his work.   But I wouldn’t wait too long,” Colonna answered.  “That bubble will spill open after a while if he doesn’t do something to move it out.” 
“This is outrageous!” the Prince shouted.  “I should have you all arrested and thrown in prison!”
“Do you really think you should do that – or could do that – to a sorcerer?” Cardinal Savoy asked in a mild tone.  “What do you think he would do?
“What would you do, Golden Hand?” he turned to Marco to ask.
“I would withdraw my powers from the ball holding the manure, first, so that I could use them as I needed,” Marco answered.  “Then I’d probably turn all the gold in the kingdom into tin, and I’d make the sun never shine here.”
“Could you make all the men impotent, and fill the women with lust?” Colonna asked.  “I’d like to know when to come visit!”
“Of course the Holy Father would eventually ex-communicate you, or at least discipline you,” the Cardinal added “if you did the last part.”
“Would your people rise up against you in those circumstances?” Count Colonna asked in an innocent voice.
“Stop it!  You’re blackmailers!  You can’t get away with this!” the Grand Prince was dark in the face, his passions were so great.  He looked at them all, then stormed out of the room.
“Well, I think we’re going to get an army,” Colonna said mildly.  “That was easier than I expected.
“Could you fill all the women in the kingdom with lust, by the way?” he asked Marco.
“He is a virtuous sorcerer, so of course he would not,” Cardinal Savoy answered promptly.  “Let us leave the palace now.”
The next morning, after breakfast, they rode to the palace once again, where a weary-looking Grand Prince received them in a different audience hall.  He seemed intent on keeping them waiting on his attention, as he sat upon a new throne and listened to reports from various functionaries.  After several minutes, Count Colonna whispered in Marco’s ear, making him nod.  Seconds later, a new shimmering bowl appeared overhead, next to a window.
The members of the court looked upward nervously, but the Grand Prince determinedly refused to look.
Seconds later there was a bursting sound, as a window up high broke open, and the glass fell into the bowl.  Seconds later, a dark stream of manure flew into the room, starting to fill the great, floating container once again.
“That’s enough!” the prince unexpectedly screamed, causing people to jump.  “That’s enough blackmail and mistreatment of my people.  I will surrender, but only for the sake of my people; I will send my army to Malta as soon as possible to join your campaign against Athens.”
Marco cut off the stream of manure coming into the room, then reversed the flow.  The audience began to cheer as the brown contents of the bowl began to lessen, and then empty out of the shield completely.
“The other reminder of the Virtuous Sorcerer’s power will remain here until he sees your army in Malta,” Cardinal Savoy spoke.
“We thank you for your generous contribution to the commonwealth,” Colonna spoke up.  “Your graciousness will be remembered.  Now if you’ll excuse us, we’ll leave you to the business of preparing your army to fight a war.”
Marco waved his hand in the air, and the empty bowl of energy overhead vanished, then the three visitors left the palace and returned to their inn.
“Gentlemen, it has been a great pleasure to join you in such fruitful diplomacy,” Count Colonna spoke.  “I do not intend to go on to Malta, so I will tell my servants to prepare for our departure northward, back to the Lion City.  I expect we’ll see you there again someday, young prodigy, won’t we?” he asked Marco.
“I hope to come back and visit my friends there again soon after all this is over,” Marco answered.  He squeezed the Count’s hand vigorously as they shook farewell.
“Count, you’ve been a true asset.  As an ambassador, you are without equal,” the Cardinal told Colonna.
“And you as well,” the count grinned back, as they parted ways.
“I’d enjoy the chance to travel with you to Malta, if you don’t object,” Savoy told Marco.
“I’d be very glad to have a friend along for the journey,” Marco said sincerely.
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 25 – The Gathering at Malta
 
Marco stood in the bow of the ship that Cardinal Savoy had secured for their trip to Malta.  The island was a distinct dark spot on the horizon, and the ship was approaching it rapidly.
They had sailed for two days since their quick departure from Nappanee, where neither Savoy nor Marco had any wish to remain any longer than necessary.  The name – and purse – of the Holy Father had secured them passage upon a small vessel that had sailed rapidly through calm waters to the island.  Marco was beginning to feel like he was at home upon ships, even though he knew nothing about the mechanics of the vessels; he’d repeatedly sailed with Ophiuchus and with Iasco and on his own various seaborne trips in recent weeks.
He was eager to see Malta, and to see if Lady Iasco was there already; he wanted to let her know about the success of his mission in the Lion City and in Nappanee, as well as tell her about the disturbing ruse that the counterfeit Laris sorceress had played in the Lion City, nearly derailing his efforts there.
In a sense, he was even looking forward to seeing Mitment again.  The spirit treated him with much less respect than anyone else did any longer, and a part of him appreciated the opportunity to feel like an ordinary person.  Since his arrival in the Lion City, he had been treated like anything but.  Mitment would show him little respect, in a good way.
Malta would be his chance to find out the details of what the Lady Iasco intended to do, and what his role would be.  He longed for answers, especially if the Lady told him a plan whose end was clear and in sight, so that he could know he was destined to soon return to Barcelon, all adventures over, and Mirra waiting for him to settle into life at Sant Jeroni.
The ship swept onward, and Malta grew larger on the horizon.  Cardinal Savoy came up onto the deck to join Marco once he heard the crew discussing the approach to the harbor.  The Cardinal was pale-faced, not a comfortable sailor, and he looked forward to stepping onto solid land once again at Malta.
The Cardinal’s comfort was delayed.  As they approached the mouth of the harbor they discovered that it was congested. Numerous ships were either at the docks, or waiting for turns to reach the docks, as an occasional vessel left the harbor and emerged to go back out to sea.
“There is another small harbor on the other side of the island,” the captain informed Savoy, and the ship was soon on its way to the place that offered the fastest opportunity for the cardinal to set foot on land.  The other harbor was so small that the passengers on the ship were placed in a longboat with all their belongings and rowed to a rickety pier, but for Cardinal Savoy the creaking wooden planks were as solid as the earth itself.   He smiled in relief as they waved good bye to the longboat that returned to the chartered ship, and then Marco carried their bags up to the small inn that was the only lodging in the fishing village.  He was aided by young boys, who scampered about in the excitement of strangers coming to their village.
“We’ll spend the night here, then plan to go to Valletta,” the Cardinal told Marco.  They spent the evening at the inn, and early the next morning they unceremoniously began to walk across the width of the small island nation, following a road that was mostly a wide path across the rolling, wind-swept hills of the Malta countryside.
They walked for two hours, under skies that were mostly sunny, except when small, puffy clouds raced overhead, and as they approached late morning, the two travelers reached a hilltop that looked down upon the valley where Valletta lay situated on a peninsula encircled by its bustling harbor.
“There’s the cathedral,” Savoy observed as he pointed to the prominent domed building at the foot of the peninsula.  “If we go there I’ll be able to hear all the news we need to know about the situation here.”
Others were walking into town as well, farmwives with eggs to sell, boys going in to work in the stables, country folk who needed to shop in the market.  The two travelers reached the cathedral just as the noon bells rang in the tower.  The prelate of the church was astonished to find a cardinal, especially one acting as an envoy for the Holy Father, arrive unannounced.
The news Savoy and Marco received was that there were already soldiers from Barcelon disembarking at Malta, though neither the Duke nor Lady Iasco had arrived.  Savoy made arrangements for them to move into the cathedral, and Marco crossed the island again to fetch their baggage as Savoy stayed behind to converse with the local church leaders.
The following morning, now residing at the cathedral, Marco left early and went down to loiter at the docks, waiting impatiently for Lady Iasco to arrive.  He watched as ship after ship disgorged soldiers and supplies.  At midmorning he noted a bustling shifting of ships that were waiting in the harbor, and a large warship sailed to the front of the line, a ship that carried the flag of the Duke of Barcelon’s dynasty.
Marco shouldered his way down to the dock, and watched as the Duke disembarked, along with several noblemen Marco recognized from his court, including the young Baronet Gustaf, the Viscount Tarragona, and Duke Priorato.  Marco started to move forward to greet the arrivals, glad to have companions he knew, and eager to hear if there was any news of Mirra.  But a flock of white-clad women appeared at the top of the gang plank, and Marco recognized Lady Iasco and Lady Folence among a collection of followers of the cult of Ophiuchus.
And behind the women, Marco saw Mitment, her shadowy form restlessly roving about, looking out at the crowd, watching for trouble or danger.  It was Mitment who spotted Marco first, and who waved and called to him.
The spirit stepped forward, around various members of both the cult members and the court members, as Marco also worked his way into the crowd.
“Marco!  For the love of God, tell me you see me and hear me!” Mitment exclaimed as the pair of them came together in a tiny opening.
“Mitment, if I could hug you I would!” Marco answered.  “How are you?”
“Who are you talking to?” a stevedore asked as he walked by.
“I’m dead Marco, you idiot!  Other than that, I’m mostly bored.  But I’m looking forward to seeing some action in war.  And I’m actually glad to have someone I can talk to.  Let’s work our way over to Lady Iasco – she’s anxious to see you.  She’s got some plans for you, though I don’t know what they are,” Mitment told him.
“Has there been any word of Mirra?  Is everything okay at the castle?” Marco asked as they started to walk forward.
“She left Barcelon after you left, apparently, and broke hearts at the court with her departure of course, according to the gossip among the courtiers who have been sailing with the Lady.  There’s no specific word of her beyond that, except that her brother and his wife showed up in Barcelon and were sent to your castle to stay with her,” Mitment said, just as they reached the milling crowd of noblemen and cult members.
“The Marquess of Sant Jeroni!” Baronet Gustaf recognized him first.  “He shows up in the most unexpected places!” the nobleman said, recollecting his meeting with Marco in the mountain inn along the pilgrimage route, back in the spring time.
“Golden Hand!” one of Iasco’s followers immediately called aloud, and Marco observed a score of people swivel their heads to look in his direction.
“Golden Hand – your presence here warms my heart,” Lady Iasco spoke as she came forward.  She held her hand out towards him.
“She wants you to bow and kiss her hand,” Mitment told him, and he did as the spirit instructed.
“We have much to discuss, my friend,” Iasco said.  “I presume your mission was successful?” she asked as Duke Siplin arrived to join them.
“I believe it was,” Marco answered.
“If it was, then you’ve accomplished another miracle; getting Grand Prince Neapole to do anything honorable is an accomplishment not seen in our generation,” the Duke said to Marco.  “It’s a pleasure to see, and it brings peace of mind to know that we’re going to war with you in our ranks.”
“Let us find a place where we can gather to hold our counsel as we await the arrival of all our forces,” Iasco suggested.
“Perhaps the cathedral?” Marco suggested.  “My companion Cardinal Savoy is there.”
And so the gathering of the forces of Lady Iasco’s alliance began to come together in Malta, preparing for the bloody war that awaited them in their planned campaign in Athens.
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There were two problems, Marco saw; the column of men had been ambushed once again from a force stationed on a side street, one that was aided by archers who stood atop an adjacent building and fired down in deadly fashion upon the Nappanee forces.  The other problem was that the boulevard was growing narrower as it approached the center of the city, and men were being crammed together, unable to move freely.
Marco darted to the side of the street, and called his followers to join him, as he ran into the building that was the nest of the attacking archers.  He and his men raced up the stairs and burst onto the roof top; the archers and their guards turned to looked at the new arrivals, and a pitched battle immediately ensued.  Though they were outnumbered, Marco’s forces carried the victory, as Marco’s enchanted sword helped him take on an undue share of the bloody work.
“Put those bows to use!” he told his followers.  “Start firing down into the side street!” he ordered.
The men willingly took up the cause, and caught the Docleatean attackers off guard as the arrows from above sudden began to claim victims dressed in black instead of purple.  The men of the Nappanee army in the street, seeing their assailants distracted, rallied and forced the black-dressed soldiers to retreat.
Marco and the others on the roof grinned at one another.  “Now, everyone downstairs and back with the army,” Marco directed.  He followed the others to the stairwell, then stopped to look around.  There were several columns of smoke rising to the east, but not so far away, he noted, as if the fighting in the other part of the city had moved closer.  And the Acropolis now loomed virtually overhead, so close was their destination.
Marco followed the others down the stairs, and they resumed heading east towards their next engagement.
The head of the column fought a battle at the foot of the Acropolis before Marco even caught up with them.  They were gathering in a square, one side of which contained the restaurant where Marco and Ophiuchus had danced.   It had been his only dance with the spirit, and it had been her only dance ever, before she had surrendered the right to have a physical body anymore.  He thought about the sacrifice the spirit had made to allow him to make the journey to revive Iasco.  And in bringing the high priestess back to life, Marco had set in motion the chain of events that now placed him back in Athens, at the foot of the Acropolis, once again.
There was a sudden streak of fire, one that hit the restaurant and set it ablaze in an explosion of light and heat.  Another sorcerer had come to do battle.
Marco looked for the location of the sorcerer, and spotted the man when another fireball went streaking across the sky to strike a second building, creating another conflagration on the opposite side of the square.  The men around Marco wiped their brows, and Marco realized that the sorcerer was attempting to broil the Nappaneen force between the two powerful blazes.  He wracked his brain, trying to find a solution, and he realized he had the tools he needed.
Marco wrapped his golden right hand around the finger of his left hand, the finger that spouted water through the enchantment of Diotima.  He pointed both hands up in the air, and released as much power as he could, channeling it through the finger.
A vast river of water seemed to erupt upward, spouting like a powerful geyser.  It flew high into the sky, and dissolved into a falling downpour of rain that fell relentlessly.  It was heavy, painful rain, water that carried its weight back down to the ground, causing the combatants on both sides of the fight to cover their heads and cower in place.
Steam rose immediately from the two fires, dark white and gray clouds that billowed outward as the fires were doused by Marco’s efforts.  Seeing the fire dissipate, Marco ended his exertions, and released his grip on his finger, letting the fountain’s water cease to shoot upward.  He was tired from the effort, and tired from the previous efforts, yet he knew there was another sorcerer he had to face.
He needed to strike quickly, he decided.  Before the sorcerer had time to think, while the man was still reacting to the falling rain – Marco would exert his energy and hope that he succeeded.
“Tell the men to start climbing up onto the Acropolis,” Marco shouted at the closest officer he saw.  Then he turned and took a deep breath, pulled his thoughts together, and then pushed more energy out of his hand, to create another dome of power, and he placed it atop the other sorcerer, entrapping the man and a handful of nearby soldiers.
The crowd of Nappanee soldiers in the square was scrambling for cover; some were already beginning the hike up the path to the top of the Acropolis, while others were diving into doorways and buildings to find protection from the battle that was brewing between the two sorcerers.  Men disappeared and reappeared eerily among the drifting mists and wisps of smoke that floated away from the two smoldering buildings.
There was open space between Marco and the other sorcerer, and Marco could see the man’s face clearly.  It was the sorcerer Marco had seen when he and Ophiuchus had fled into the Ploutoneion Cave.  The man had floated in the air, and thrown balls of dense explosive energy, he had detonated a shield Marco had erected in defense back then, and he had been portrayed as a demon in hell in a painting Marco had seen; suddenly Marco had little hope that his dome over the sorcerer would be as effective as the first one had been.
He inhaled deeply, just as the sorcerer created a brilliant flash of light, one that flew out in a wave and dissolved the dome evenly across every square inch of its surface.
“Remember me?” the sorcerer said.  “I am Iamblichus.  I believe we’ve met before, but this time you don’t have a divine spirit with you to save your tail from getting stepped on, do you?”
The sorcerer had supreme confidence, and he walked casually towards Marco.
Marco instinctively raised his sword to protect himself, holding the weapon in his right hand.
“That isn’t going to do you any good in this battle, little boy,” the sorcerer sneered, and he shot a string of black and red fireballs at Marco.
“Help me, spirits,” Marco prayed softly.
“We’re with you, Marco,” a pair of voices whispered, as his sword gyrated energetically.  The metal blade seemed to glow as it moved faster than Marco’s eyes could follow, and it batted away every one of the fireballs, causing them to fly in all directions and explode throughout the square.
“Well,” Iamblichus said softly.  “Maybe you are more than you appear.  You can’t be any less.”
The sorcerer suddenly flew up into the air, then fired a steady beam of energy at Marco.  Marco held the sword up to deflect the powerful energy, yet he felt it driving him downward, making his knees buckle.  Iamblichus began to circle around Marco maintaining his height as he changed his angle of attack, and Marco awkwardly moved around to protect himself.
Iamblichus passed behind an ornate fountain that stood in the center of the square, and as he did, Marco rolled away from his spot, then somehow cloaked himself in invisibility, and rolled further, right up to the base of the fountain.
“Where are you hiding, little boy?” the predatory sorcerer called as he slowed his floating pattern and dropped slightly lower, staring around the square.  He waved his hand, and a protective shield formed beneath him.   Then he waved his hand again, and a vast, circular wall of energy appeared, a pen that trapped Marco, the whole fountain, and a good part of the square within its confines, while Iamblichus began to fire random energy balls around within the square, hoping to kill or injure his adversary.
Marco, in the meantime, climbed up onto the fountain, scrambling upon the dark bronze castings, seeking to reach the top of the fountain.  He reached the top, and waited as Iamblichus slowly cruised through the air.  “I’m going to hit you sooner or later,” the sorcerer warned.  “Let me see you and I’ll make sure it’s a quick, painless end.”
There were sounds in another part of the city, a set of booming explosions.
“Come along child, I have other duties I need to perform, and this is slowing me down.  This hunt is wearisome,” Iamblichus complained as he floated close to the fountain, and fired off another series of explosions.
“Then let’s put an end to it,” Marco said through gritted teeth, as he jumped off the fountain, his sword held high over his head.  
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