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   “Where are you from?” Kreewhite asked Marco, attempting to distract him.
 
   “I’m from the Lion City,” Marco explained.  “The Corsairs tried to raid the city, but they didn’t do as well as they expected.
 
   “I hurt their sorcerer,” he confided.  “And they had to get away in a hurry without his magic to protect them.”
 
   “Their sorcerer is hurt?” Kreewhite asked with interest.  “That’s the best news I’ve heard in a while.”
 
   “Why?” Marco wanted to know.
 
   “The sorcerer,” Kreewhite paused, “had a special interest in me.  Whatever happens to me won’t be good, but it will be less bad if the sorcerer isn’t involved.”
 
   Marco could hear the fear and hatred in his companion’s voice.
 
   “If I can help you, I will,” Marco solemnly promised.  “But first I’ll have to heal enough to help myself,” he said ruefully.
 
   He slept again for several hours, and when he awoke, the motion of the ship was different, and the sounds were ominous.
 
   “This is what a storm sounds like on the surface of the sea,” Kreewhite explained.  “It just started getting rough a couple of hours ago.”
 
   “Is it day or night outside?” Marco asked.
 
   “I don’t know any more,” Kreewhite said wearily.
 
   Marco felt his stomach churning from the motion of the ship, as the storm rocked and bucked it violently over the next several hours.  His stomach was too empty though to do more than heave emptily, as he forced himself to suck drops of the stagnant bilge water from his fingers from time to time.
 
   A sudden freak gust of wind managed to catch the hatch that covered the opening to the bilge, and the two boys heard a sudden sharp rendering sound.  There were a brisk breeze suddenly blowing through their quarters, and fresh rainwater began to spray voluminously down upon them.  There was dim gray light, punctuated by flashes of lightning, and after the third flash, Marco turned his aching body around to try to see what his companion looked like.
 
   When the next flash of light arrived, he screamed.
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   Chapter 1 – The Lady’s Coin
 
    
 
   Marco stood on the bridge and looked at the placid dark water that flowed in the narrow canal.  There was nothing about the water that was striking; it was the bridge that secretly held his interest, but on this afternoon he posed as though he was ignoring the bridge with a studiousness that was commendable.
 
   The bridge was The Bridge of Kisses, where tradition held that many happy couples had their first kiss, and presumably, additional kisses as well.  For the past several months Marco’s feet had managed to lead him to the bridge, and his heart had led him to daydream about some girl who might happen upon him and come to the realization that he was the boy she was destined to kiss upon the bridge.  And while there were a few girls who he would have been particularly pleased to see come strolling along and discover him on the bridge, he was not so delicate that his heart was reserved for only one of those; he could be persuaded to find love in virtually any alluring figure, sweet smile, or sparkling eyes that showed interest in him.  Yet despite his readiness, no female seemed to perceive the passion that awaited them within his heart, he thought mournfully.
 
   The shadows cast by the crumbling buildings along the canal were slowly moving across the stretch of dark water, and Marco suddenly realized that the shadows had moved a fair distance across the water, and that he was due back at Master Algornia’s shop within the moment.
 
   He turned and bumped into a girl, then scrambled around her without looking and ran down the slope of the bridge, and through the streets of the city towards Chemists Square, where all the best alchemists’ shops were located.  
 
   As Marco turned a corner, he saw an elderly lady across the street from him, wearing all black, as if in mourning.  She slipped as he watched her step down off a curb, and she tumbled to the ground.  Despite his hurry, Marco veered across the street to help her.  He lifted her gently back to her feet.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked with real concern.
 
   “Oh son, I’m fine; I’m more embarrassed than anything else,” she told him, as he looked into her surprisingly sharp green eyes.
 
   “Thank you so much for helping me!  You’re a kind-hearted boy to have assisted a careless old woman.  Here, take this,” she told him, as she pressed something into his hand.
 
   Marco started to protest, as he looked down at his open palm.  She had given him a dark coin, one that appeared weathered and aged.
 
   “You don’t have to give me anything,” he said abstractedly, studying the strange coin.  It wasn’t a coin minted in the Lion City, nor in any of the other kingdoms or republics whose coins circulated among the populace.  He looked closely at the profile of a man’s head, and saw letters that circled around the perimeter of the coin.  The letters spelled HERMES TRISMEG.  He turned the coin over and saw an image of a caduceus on the back.
 
   “I can’t accept a coin, my lady,” he said raising the odd coin to return it to the woman.  He looked around, and she was nowhere in sight.  His head swiveled, and he took three steps backwards to see around the corner, but there was no evidence of her passage at all.
 
   “I’ll take that,” a man’s voice was so close that it startled Marco, and he jumped back a step, as the new man who had appeared out of nowhere snatched at the coin Marco held.
 
   The man was very fair-skinned, with eyes that were as surprisingly green at the old lady’s had been.  His skin was wrinkled, though he didn’t appear old.  His clothes were of a style that Marco could not describe, they were so different from the typical outfit worn by the residents of the city.
 
   “You said you didn’t want it, so I’ll take it from you,” the man told Marco, stepping in close, so that Marco could smell his fetid breath.
 
   “No,” Marco said simply, seeing no reason to give the coin to the man, and then, driven by some impulse he couldn’t explain, he put the coin in his mouth and swallowed it, then started sprinting away from the man, heading towards the hoped-for safety of Algornia’s shop.
 
   “Now you’ve done it!” the man shouted from behind him.  Marco heard no footsteps behind him as he ran hard, and he risked turning once to look.
 
                 The man was nowhere in sight; like the old woman, the strange man had vanished.
 
   Marco made a turn, then another, and saw the narrow street ahead open up onto Chemists Square; he was almost back to where he was supposed to be.
 
   He ran across the square, lightly populated as it was in the early afternoon, scattered a flock of pigeons, and reached the heavy wooden door of the shop.
 
   As he reached his hand towards the dark handle, the door flew open outwards, and he felt his knuckles sharply knocked backwards as he tried to step out of the way of the swinging door, only to tangle his feet and trip and fall, so that he landed in a sitting position, his legs sprawled apart before him, one hand on the ground behind his back belatedly propping him up, while his injured knuckles added to the ignominy of his public stumble, as they had lifted themselves into his mouth to have the scrapped skin and brand new smear of blood sucked away after the door had done its damage.
 
    Marco’s mind focused on the injured hand, and then on the fact that he was sitting on the paving blocks in front of Algornia’s shop, and then he focused on the fact that through the shop’s open door he could see that three sets of skirts were directly in front of him.  Two of the skirts were of rich damask material, while one was a simple gray wool.  Marco’s eyes traveled upwards, following the pleats of the damask and the plain front of the wool, to where the skirts met wide belts, which were in turn topped by a pair of elegant blouses and a simple white blouse.  Above all the clean clothing there sat a trio of feminine faces, all of which were turned downward to look at Marco with disdain and amusement.
 
   The Countessa Maurin Houbertine, along with her daughter Angelica, were in the front of their accompanying maid, looking down upon Marco as though he were a pile of horse dung they particularly wished  to avoid stepping upon, while the unknown maid had a barely concealed smile as she observed Marco’s predicament.
 
   The  countessa was a fading beauty, one who had benefited from her own youthful elegant visage to secure an upwardly mobile marriage, rising above the class of the prosperous merchant her father had been.  It was a class she had willingly abandoned as she settled into the elaborate town home her older, new husband had provided for her, and from which she had hosted enough balls and parties to secure her own place in the middle ranks of the nobility of the duchy.
 
   Her daughter was fortunate enough to inherit her mother’s beauty, and was accustomed to receiving the homage which her beauty and rank granted her in the society of the city, including the apparent potential opportunity to move up another step in the social hierarchy of the city if her mother could successfully arrange a prosperous marriage for her.  It seemed, from all that Marco had heard, that Angelica had every expectation that she would receive the nuptial success that she felt entitled to, and she had no qualms about treating others as though she had already achieved the inevitable higher status; the girl was known to walk right past acquaintances without acknowledging them, and to occasionally choose to refuse to speak to her peers when attending social functions – such as balls and dances and church days of prayer.
 
   Marco’s examination of the trio did not extend to consideration of the maid, for two reasons.  For one thing, she was only a maid, no one that Marco needed to aspire to know, since she was only a small step above him in the social hierarchy in his eyes, though she might think differently.  More importantly, Marco had no time to look at her calm gray eyes as he heard his own name bellowed loudly by Master Algornia, who stood behind the women leaving his shop.
 
   “Get off your lazy seat and get out of the way of these high ladies!” Algornia’s voice nearly rose to a shriek as he looked over the shoulder of the fine customers who were leaving his shop, who were in fact momentarily prevented from leaving because Marco was sprawled across the front step.   “Move Marco!   Move!”  his master ordered him loudly, causing the boy to scrabble across the cobblestones of the plaza and quickly stand up and stand aside, so that after their momentary delay, the ladies gracefully left the shop doorway, leaving  Algornia standing and waving.
 
   “We’ll have what you need very soon, your grace!” he promised loudly as the women walked away without looking.
 
   “Get in here; get in here.  It’s my time you’re wasting by harassing our paying clients,” Algornia turned to Marco.  “There’s work waiting at your bench, so get in there and get to it,” the master alchemist ordered his apprentice.  He spoke without rancor, but without humor either.  Algornia was fair, as far as masters of apprentices went, Marco knew, but the master nonetheless expected to get his money’s worth in labor out of each of his apprentices.
 
   “Yes, master Algornia,” Marco obediently replied, and ducked into the open door quickly, before his master could think to comment on the boy’s helter-skelter approach to the shop door that had been the cause of the momentary drama at the doorstep.
 
   The interior of the alchemist’s shop was dim, as always, adding to the mystery and magical allure that the creator of enchantments and potions considered good merchandising for his business.  Marco blinked as he entered the shop, but didn’t slow down, as his feet followed the familiar path among the counters of ingredients and displays of exotic items.   He reached the door in the back of the shop and slipped through without incident, so that he passed the staircase to the family precincts up above the shop and then entered the work room where his table awaited his labor.
 
   Marco thought of Angelica, the most beautiful young lady that he and his fellow apprentices and street urchins saw and worshipped.  She was the shining beacon that all his friends dreamed about and aspired to; Marco himself let some of his wilder flights of fancy and daydreams imagine improbable circumstances in which he somehow was called to Angelica’s attention, and received her immediate passionate embrace and declaration of love.
 
   He sat at his chair and opened the window shade in front of his table to let in light while he considered the loveliness that he had almost enjoyed during his fleeting exposure to Angelica, then looked down and saw what his assignment for the afternoon was to be.  He sighed.  A bowl of dead centipedes sat in front of him, and he knew that for the next hour he was going to be separating and counting out the legs of the insects so that they could be added to future alchemical formulas for the invocation of favorable, speedy winds for merchant ships.
 
   Next to him he saw that the older apprentice, Phillippe, was slowly and methodically mixing together the complex series of items needed to create a love philter.  The love philters were glamorous – and profitable – items to create, the type of product that Master Algornia always waited to create only after an order was received from a customer.  Making the customer believe that the formula was created specifically for him or her always added to the allure of the sale, Algornia told his two apprentices; and in the case of his shop, they were in fact made uniquely.  Each formulated philter contained exactly the same ingredients as all the others, except for containing a single strand of hair, finely chopped, of the buyer, if the buyer wanted to be loved, or of an intended subject – a much rarer situation – if the buyer wanted themselves or someone else to fall in love with the owner of the specific hair.
 
   The love philters were made exactly the same whether they were made a week in advance or a week after the deposit was received, whether they were made for men to take for themselves, or for men to try to secretly slip to women, whether they were for desperate elderly husbands of blushing new brides, or young virgin women ready to find love.  But although they were all made exactly the same – except for the single, unique strand of hair, Algornia sold them only upon receiving a deposit, and always with the condition that the potion would be suited and suitable only for the single, unique purposes of that one customer.  Some of Algornia’s competitors were suspected of making the philters in advance, and then just mixing in the hair as a finishing touch, but Master Algornia refused to stoop to such practices, convinced that they reduced the effectiveness of the philter.  And so Phillippe was involved in painstakingly creating a unique concoction that was requested for use the following day.
 
   Marco, by contrast, after he finished with his centipede legs, was likely to be expected to produce a batch of the powder to guarantee favorable winds.  Unlike the love philter, the wind powder was a bulk, industrial material that Algornia always wanted to have on hand to meet the needs of shipping owners, boat officers, and nervous passengers.  The alchemist kept a handy stoneware jar that was always halfway full or more, ready to dispense a handful of the powder that the customer could throw up into the air to unleash the breeze that was desired.  Other shops sold similar products of course, but Algornia’s was reputed to be the most reliable, and at least three of the major shippers in the Lion City port made sure they sent a handful of powder out with every boat that carried their goods to markets across the seas.  It was one of the steady revenue-producing items that Algornia’s shop relied upon to be profitable, which in turn was money that allowed the owner to dabble and experiment in the exotic and esoteric alchemical activities that he seemed to so love to spend his own time on.
 
   “Where have you been?” Phillippe asked discreetly, without looking up from his activity, as he measured out some finely ground ingredient.  “You’re late again, you know.”
 
   “Only a minute late,” Marco said casually.  He didn’t feel compelled to answer to Phillippe, who had only limited authority over him.   The two were not close, but they were not antagonists either; they simply saw the world differently.  Phillippe was old enough – and far enough along in his apprenticeship – that he tended to look at things from the perspective of a shopowner, perhaps trying out the role that he hoped to someday fill in his own dreamed-of shop.  The senior apprentice also seemed to feel some degree of real affection for Master Algornia, and spoke up on behalf of his master from time to time.
 
   Marco certainly held no dislike for Algornia, nor for Phillippe.  They were both fair to him, and though he didn’t think he was learning the real secrets and interesting alchemical formulas fast enough, he couldn’t really complain.  He was asked to work and produce a lot, but he knew apprentices in other businesses who had conditions much worse than his.  And Algornia did have a pretty grand-daughter who came to the shop often, though she was not easy to talk to - someone Marco could daydream he would run into on the Bridge of Kisses someday if she smoothed out the abrasive edges of her personality.
 
   Both apprentices focused on their tasks.  Marco counted out the legs, then used the mortar and pestle to grind the fine gray powder, which he set aside in a small bowl, and covered with a cloth.  Counting the legs had been time-consuming, as he had expected, so it was nearly an hour later when he covered the result of his work and went back to the front of the shop to find Algornia and get direction on what to do next.  He knew he was going to be told to fix a batch of fulminating silver, then fix sugar of lead, then carefully mix those ingredients with the centipede powder, quicksilver, and creeping vine leaves to create the breeze powder.  It would take him until well after nightfall, so he knew he was going to miss the precious hours before sunset when so many of his friends usually gathered in St. Andrian’s square to gossip and frolic and show off for any girls in the vicinity.
 
   “Master, I’ve finished my task.  Am I done for the day?” he asked in a carefully rehearsed voice, while his eyes had a look of contrived innocence, an expression that had no impact on the wise Algornia at all.
 
   “If I were not such a gentle, kind, and loving master, I would smack you on the back of the head,” Algornia answered, not even turning to face Marco as he stooped over a case full of lapis lazuli, silvergrains of luna, and other rare elements.  He rose up and locked the case shut, then turned to look at Marco.
 
   “There’s something I need done.  God forbid that I might have to let it lie in your hands,” he muttered.  “Let’s go see Phillippe,” the master ordered, and proceeded to lead the curious Marco back into the work room.
 
   The senior apprentice did not look up from his delicate work, even as he noted the two shadows that stood behind him for several seconds.  “Hmm?” he murmured.
 
   “Phillippe, I just received an urgent order for a love philter that is needed tomorrow for dinner.  Can you complete it for me tomorrow morning?” Algornia asked.
 
   Phillippe continued to stare down at his table top for a few seconds more, then it was evident that the question had penetrated his attention.  He placed a finger on top of a vial as a place-keeper to remind him of where he had interrupted his activity, and looked up as he partially spun around to face his two visitors.
 
   “Another philter?  By tomorrow?” he tried to clarify and focus as Algornia nodded patiently.  “I,” he paused, “I have five more steps on this philter for Gracious Viadellia.”  He stopped and considered.  “No,” he said after a quick pause, “I won’t have time to finish this and start another, and I can’t really stop this one right now, since I’ve started the third phase.  Can you do it master?”
 
   “I unfortunately have a commitment at the palace at midnight that is going to prevent me from taking on the chore,” Algornia answered.  “And I forgot we had the contract to serve Viadellia,” he admitted.  His eyes shifted from staring at a spot on the wall to looking at Marco.  The master gave a sigh.
 
   “Marco, there’s a way we can make this work, but you are going to have to do your very best – better than I’ve seen you do so far,” he told Marco, his eyes drilling into Marco’s as he reached his conclusion.  “Are you ready to start to become a real alchemist?”
 
   “Yes master,” Marco answered with a combination of excitement and fear.  He felt a strange thrill of unexpected confidence run through his soul; he knew he could do it.
 
   “Clean up your table top and put away all these things, then come see me,” Algornia ordered.  “I’ll go try to prepare a few things.  Carry on with your work, Phillippe,” the alchemist told the two apprentices, then he turned and walked out of the bright space and headed back to the cool, dim interior of his shop.
 
   “I’m going to do a philter!” Marco blurted out excitedly.  “I didn’t think I’d do one of those for another year.”
 
   “You’re not ready,” Phillippe said flatly, as he turned and bent over his work space, his finger rising from the ingredient he needed to attend to next.  “Don’t mess it up,” he added without looking over at Marco.
 
   Marco hardly heard the comments at all, as his excitement threw him into a frenzy of whirling thoughts.  He sat back down on his stool and stared blankly at his table top, then began to carefully put away the empty containers and the waste and the processed results of his last hour’s labors.  Five minutes later he stood up from his stool and his uncluttered work space, and hurriedly walked past the silent Phillippe to go begin his introduction into the world of higher knowledge-based alchemy.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2 – The First Love Philter
 
    
 
   Marco found Algornia carefully measuring out a sparkling, coarse dark powder into one of four small ceramic bowls that were lined up on the counter where Algornia usually talked business details with customers.  The wooden board that usually hung outside the door to denote the shop was open was inside, and the room was even dimmer than usual because the shutters had been closed to prevent anyone from looking in through the windows.  The result was a dark, cool room where the fragrances of the various chemicals and supplies created a pungency that delivered an immediate impact on the senses of one who entered the room.
 
   Marco didn’t even notice the room’s odor as he watched with fascination while Algornia meticulously leveled off the contents of the small bowl, then re-stoppered the beaker the powder had come from.
 
   “Here, carry these to your work table and wait for me,” Algornia commanded.  “And don’t spill a speck of any of them, or the formula will suffer, and the cost will come out of your allowance,” he said sternly.
 
   Marco stood hesitantly for a moment, considered how to pick up and carry the four bowls with the least chance of trouble.
 
   “Make two trips if you have to,” Algornia spoke helpfully, and Marco bent to pick up two of the bowls, relieved to have the suggestion.  He carefully shuffled his feet as he carried the two bowls to his table, then stepped around Phillippe and hurried back to the front room.   He fleetingly thought about how often he had ignored the opportunity to observe Phillippe produce a love philter, and he resolved to watch more in the future.
 
   “Here,” Algornia motioned to the other two bowls, as he finished filling one with corrosive sublimate, a substance Marco had learned to make during the previous fall.  It was a smelly and tedious process of production.
 
   “Isn’t that poisonous for human consumption?” Marco carefully asked as he watched Algornia close the small wooden keg.
 
   “Yes it is,” the master agreed.
 
   “Is it safe to mix into a philter then?” Marco asked.
 
   “Absolutely not!” Algornia exclaimed.  “Surely you know that by now, after a year and a half of work here.”
 
   “I do,” Marco agreed, subdued and confused by the mismatch of words and deeds.  Why would Algornia be preparing the poison for the philter if he thought it was inappropriate?
 
   “We’ll use the sublimate to purify the sal petrea so that we can refine the philter at the end of the process.  You knew that already, didn’t you?” Algornia asked.
 
   Marco ducked his head and picked up the bowls without answering, wishing to avoid revealing his ignorance – though the words did resonate strongly for some reason – then carried the bowls back to his table.  As he sat them down he saw that Algornia had followed closely behind him.
 
   “Here,” the master said, “go bring these items back to your table,” he handed a list of ingredients written on paper.  “I’ll go take care of a matter and meet you back here soon.”
 
   Marco looked down at the nearly dozen elements that he had been assigned to gather, then looked over at Phillippe, who obliviously continued to focus on his own delicate work.
 
   Marco suddenly felt a momentary flicker of doubt that he could manage to remain so focused for so long on the specific steps that the other apprentice seemed to so meticulously carry out.  Counting centipede legs wasn’t something that required a lot of focus, compared to the way that Phillippe seemed to strenuously examine every move he made.
 
   Algornia was gone, Marco realized with a start, and that spurred him to pass back through the work room to the warehouse behind it, where countless common alchemical items were stored on the series of shelves that filled the room.  Most of the items on the list were materials that Marco had never used before, and he realized that he was going to have to take time to possibly look at every shelf, even the high ones that the ladders were a necessity to reach.
 
   He knew where the philosopher’s wool was, so he gathered that and carried it to his table, then returned to the warehouse and began to search for the rest of his ingredients.  Evening began to fall, and he needed to use a lantern to light his way for the last three items, but he felt relieved when he found them after sunset, and returned to his table to find Algornia present and Phillippe temporarily gone.
 
   “Right now, let’s get started,” Algornia said promptly.
 
   “What about dinner, master?” Marco asked, reflecting on the rumbling that he had felt in his stomach for the prior half hour.
 
   “We’ll have time for that later, when the first reactive phase is underway.  In the meantime, you need to listen to instructions on what to do,” Algornia told him in a tone that clearly brooked no debate.  “Here is the first thing to do,” the master told him, and he picked up a small tin box that Marco had retrieved from the warehouse, which he placed on the floor far to the left of Marco’s desk.  He proceeded to take every subsequent ingredient that needed to be used, and lined them up in the order of the steps that Marco would follow, as the apprentice began to furiously scribble notes while he slowly edged along the long chain of activities.
 
   “Now, get the first steps underway,” Algornia commanded.  “Then you can go upstairs and ask Flavia,” he referred to his crotchety housekeeper, “to fix a bite of supper for you before you come down and move the preliminary steps forward.  I’ll be back in a few hours.”
 
   Forty five lonely minutes later Marco was busy.  Algornia was gone, Phillippe had not returned, and three processes were underway to transform Marco’s collection of materials into the more complex materials he would need to have to make the philter that was the ultimate goal.  Marco though, found that his notes seemed to miss some information about some of the steps that he needed to take, steps that must have seemed obvious at the time Algornia was describing them, but that seemed less evident as he advanced through his process.
 
   He decided to stop and go upstairs, where Flavia silently gave him a spiceless, tasteless bowl of stew, and then he returned to resume his efforts to create the building blocks of the love philter that he needed to mix together.
 
   There were some things his notes made clear needed to be done, so he put some steps on hold and moved on to the things he could prepare, but in another hour’s time, long after the time he would have returned to his bedroom if he had been out with his friends in the square, he was out of steps he was willing to carry out, and he sat down to wait for Algornia to return.  He sat and waited, rested his head on his hand, then he closed his eyes and quickly nodded off.
 
   “What’s happening here?” he heard Algornia’s voice ask, and his head snapped up.
 
   “I was waiting for you to give me some advice,” Marco spoke up quickly, hoping he sounded alert.
 
   “My advice is that you become a butcher,” Algornia said unkindly, looking at the numerous incomplete activities that Marco had scattered around the work room.  “Tell me what you have and why.”
 
   Another hour later, after much restructuring, redirection, and a few uttered curses, Algornia left the shop to go to bed, and Marco restarted his efforts, carrying out multiple tasks simultaneously.  By the time the sunrise began to illuminate the square outside the shop, Marco was asleep, satisfied that he had carried out creation of his philter precursors, and would only have a few hours’ work to successfully complete the project the next day. 
 
   Alchemy, Algornia insisted and lectured, was about purification.  It was the search for perfection, purity, the heart of goodness; it was about finding the path to salvation within one’s self, the old merchant had even gone so far to say once, in the midst of an exasperated lecture to Marco.  At the end of the path of true alchemical research, which Algornia so truly loved to dabble in, there was the discovery of purity in one’s own heart and soul – so the master had told Marco repeatedly.  A great alchemist would achieve great discoveries, and produce great transmutations, only after he had achieved the greatest task of purifying his own soul.
 
   All such talk was wasted on Marco though.  While he was interested in the prospect of changing lead and other base metals to gold – something he had yet to see any true evidence of, despite the myths that his friends persisted in repeating, that it was possible – he was more interested in simply learning the exciting and mysterious and potentially lucrative formulas that he knew Algornia knew.  He wanted to someday be his own master, and have his own shop with apprentices to do all the work, and to make all the money he dreamed of by selling solutions to the public.  And a part of him did occasionally wander off in a flight of fancy to fantasize about preparing a love philter that he could use to enchant each and every pretty girl who caught his fancy.
 
   Typically, Algornia sighed, usually about ten minutes into each such lecture on the spiritual purity that Marco needed to pursue, then ended the discussion with a muttered, “why do we waste youth on the young and shallow?”  Then he would give Marco a new assignment to do something mundane, tell the boy that someday he would understand or would give up alchemy, and leave the work room to return to the front of the shop.
 
   And so it was that when Marco sleepily awoke the next morning, he didn’t automatically think about the purity of his soul, or examine how profoundly he had considered his formulation, or pray that he could find peace through focusing on perfection in his duties.  All he thought about was working through the rest of the process so that he could give a finished product to Algornia, and then be free to frolic with his friends during the festivities that would take place throughout the city in celebration of St. Resturian’s Day.  Resturian was the patron saint of the city, and the saint of hidden surprises.
 
   He rose from his pallet, then sat on the edge of the padding and tried to focus his attention.  Marco had slept in his assigned pallet in the back of the alchemy shop in order to be closer to the love philter.  It had been an unusual experience; he seldom slept on the pallet any longer.  For the past several months he had slept in the hidden room he had discovered and furnished under the pier at the wool merchants’ docks.   The small, windowless cubbyhole must have been used as a temporary storage place at some time in the past, or perhaps had been built for the use of small ships whose decks were below the level of the dock.  But no one seemed to use it or know of its existence, and Marco had happily furnished it with castoffs – a little at a time – so that he now had a tidy little room, a place all of his own.  He enjoyed going to his room in the evenings, after whatever other activity was done, and relaxing, lighting a tiny lantern so that he could relive his adventures from the day by the wavering red glow the battered oil lamp cast around the room.
 
   He knew there were several procedural steps he needed to carry out for the love philter early in the morning, so that he could finish the various intermediate steps he was taking in parallel to produce refined ingredients for the project.  When those steps were finished, he would have the final ingredients he would need to then combine in a precise series of further steps to finish the philter by early afternoon.  
 
   He rose to his feet, then stretched and yawned.  Ten steps took him from his bed to the tables where the various precursors to the love philter were strewn carefully about.  He stood motionless, letting only his eyes rove from dish to beaker to flask to pot, as he took in the array of preparatory activities that had come to a halt just a few hours earlier, and he tried to remember how they would all fit together.  After five minutes he realized he had a good recollection of what to do.  He carefully lit a burner beneath a pot, then set the ingredients in place to heat up.  After that, he mixed two oils and a powder together, then set them aside.  He opened the piece of paper that held the precious strands of Angelica’s hair, and held the hair up in the air, letting the sunlight daintily reflect off the golden gossamer, letting himself admire the hair for long moments as he imagined the girl’s lovely face.  He carefully put the hair down and began to finely chop it into a nearly powder-like consistency, then set the results aside.  He turned off the burner and then began to create a compound with the last batch of the prepared ingredients.
 
   When those tasks were done, he looked up and saw that the sunlight coming through the window had moved far across the room.  He further observed that Phillippe had come into the room and carried away his own prepared materials, moving to another workspace presumably, and had never managed to catch Marco’s attention while doing so.  He couldn’t believe he had been so focused on his work that he had failed to miss the entrance of Phillippe.  He couldn’t believe that he had failed to notice how hungry he felt.
 
   He had time to eat a hasty brunch, he felt sure.  He’d made good time during his morning work, and only had to now combine his finished components – in a precise pattern – in order to finish the thick liquid potion that would be delivered to Countess Houbertine.
 
   Marco walked towards the back portions of the shop, back past his sleeping pallet, past the dim interior work room where he saw Phillippe’s back hunched over his work bench, and across a narrow, walled yard to where the kitchen and food stores were kept.
 
   He burst into the kitchen, expecting to see Sarah, Master Algornia’s slow-moving cook, a middle-aged enormous woman who prepared splendid meals, and sampled them in an ample manner throughout the day.
 
   Instead, he was surprised to find that Algornia’s granddaughter, Teresa – she of the shrewish temperament – was cutting a slice of bread off a loaf that smelled fresh out of the oven.
 
   “Oh, hello,” Teresa paused as if trying to remember Marco’s name, though he knew she knew the name perfectly well.  She wasn’t happy with him happening to observe her doing any type of work in the kitchen he knew; he’d heard her often complain to her grandfather about the fact that her mother forced her to do some chores in the kitchen, which she felt was beneath her dignity.  She wasn’t a scullery maid, was she, she had plaintively asked her grandfather.  For Marco to see her cutting her own bread slices would aggravate her sense of being imposed upon, he knew, and he grinned inwardly at the thought.
 
   “Hello Teri,” he answered, knowing that she disliked the nickname.
 
   “How many times have I told you not to call me that?” she instantly blurted, unconsciously holding her bread knife high as though it were a weapon to threaten him with.
 
   “I’ll remember your name better when you remember mine,” Marco said.  “Is there anything to eat?” he asked, ready to move on to the matter at hand.
 
   He recognized that there was no good reason for he and Teresa to have their unspoken feud; the girl was considered to be a nice person by everyone who knew her, and she was the apple of her grandfather’s eye.  She was a very nice-looking girl as well, though Marco wouldn’t acknowledge her attractiveness.  Yet she was ever ready to dismiss him as a thoughtless, insubstantial being who took up her grandfather’s time and space, getting in the way of her opportunities to watch her grandfather carry out his mysterious trade.
 
   “There’s some cold porridge in the pot,” she use the knife to point.  Marco sauntered over to the designated pot and saw the congealed remains of the breakfast mainstay; in his opinion it had been unsavory when it had been served warm, and had declined in its minimal appeal to Marco once it had cooled.
 
   “What else is there?” he asked.
 
   “Go out and get a meal from the vendors if you have such high tastes,” Teresa responded tartly.
 
   Marco grunted and shook his head, then used a spoon to scoop some of the porridge into a dingy bowl.  He walked away from Teresa as he hurriedly ate the glutinous mass, then left the bowl and spoon for her to clean as he went back out the door and across the yard.
 
   “Hey, you come back here!” she called as she realized what he had done, but Marco didn’t stop or turn around as he returned to the work that remained to complete the philter.
 
   He stood in the workshop doorway and examined his space.  Four compounds remained.  One was a liquid, one was solid, and two were powders.  There were steps involved in carefully mixing them together, and then he needed to treat the final product, but Marco estimated that he would be finished by early afternoon.  And then he would have a syrup-like concoction that Angelica could use to make someone fall in love with her – if he had done everything correctly.
 
   Marco took his seat at the work bench and began to mix the two powders together, repeatedly sifting them until the blue and red grains were so thoroughly intermixed that only a purple blend sat in the bottom of the bowl.
 
   That led to the next step; Marco poured the liquid syrup over the dark black mass of congealed solid ingredients, then began to pound the two together – carefully, so as not to splash any drops of the liquid out.  As the two merged, the solid melted, and the liquid grew magically thinner, not thicker, so that in half an hour’s time Marco held a bowl of thin liquid, thinner than Sarah’s chowder, and a bowl of the purple powder, the final two components of the philter.
 
   He settled into his seat and began to slowly dribble the powder into the liquid, a few grains at a time, making sure that each grain was saturated and dissolved into the dark liquid substance.  Slowly, as more and more of the purple entered the darkness, the color began to change, and Marco watched in fascination as the color of the combination began to lighten into a creamy hue, while the texture thickened slightly.
 
   “It looks like a salad dressing,” Marco muttered aloud to himself as he finished mixing the last of the powder into the final product, and closely examined his creation while he stirred it.
 
   “While we generally don’t know, ask, or concern ourselves with the disposition of our wares after we sell them,” Marco jumped as he heard Algornia’s voice close behind him.
 
   “As it happens though, Countessa Haubertine did question me about the characteristics of the philter, and mentioned that it sounded as though it could be mixed with a salad dressing and served to its intended recipient,” Algornia told him, as he reached forward and gently took the bowl of love philter from Marco’s hands, subjecting it to a close examination.  “So I’m sure she’d be delighted to hear your assessment.
 
   “It looks very good, my boy,” Algornia added approvingly.  “You’ve surprised and pleased me.  This appears to be very well made, and I frankly wasn’t sure you had the focus and concentration to produce a philter,” his words made Marco’s cheek grow warm as he blushed with pleasure at the appreciative words from his master.
 
   “Perhaps there is a future for you in the trade after all,” Algornia told him.  Marco seldom heard praise from the alchemist for his work – there were occasional words of encouragement, but Marco didn’t usually perform well enough (and he knew it) to deserve praise.  This time though, under pressure, he had somehow managed to focus on his task and carry out the critical assignment.
 
   “If you do a job like this more often, we’ll have to start considering a field to specialize in,” Algornia said.  “Phillippe is reading the available scraps of Hermes’s book on the alchemy of health right now, for example.  There’s always going to be a strong market for cures and wellness, plus the boy enjoys the field,” he added.  “I’ll keep an eye on you and try to find any specialty that seems natural for you.
 
   “But that’s in the future, and today I just want you to know that I appreciate the work you did on this philter,” Algornia’s short speech wound down.  “I’ll see that you don’t have to do any work this evening, so that you can go out and enjoy the city’s festivities with your friends, after one more simple task.”
 
   Marco’s eyes shifted to look at Algornia attentively, signaled by something in the older man’s voice, a slight hint of stress that suggested something wasn’t quite right.
 
   “My daughter-in-law,” Algornia began, speaking of Teresa’s mother, Abrianna, married to his son, Gionni.  Abrianna was a slightly unusual woman in that she owned and operated her own business, a fashionable dress shop on the Square of Blue Waters.  Few women had such highly-visible business activity, but Abrianna relished the business and the chance to exercise her flair for fashion.  Her shop was directly next to Gionni’s leather goods shop.
 
   “Abrianna is apparently having a fashion display this afternoon,” Algornia continued.  “She is inviting many noble ladies to come to the shop to see some of the new gowns she and her assistants have designed.”
 
   Marco sat, puzzled, wondering why Algornia was telling him of the fashion display.
 
   “it appears that due to illness and some other problems, Abrianna doesn’t have enough models to wear her gowns for the ladies to see, so I’d like for you to go over there for a bit this afternoon and wear a couple of gowns to help her in a pinch, and then you’ll be free to enjoy the rest of the evening,” the alchemist explained his assignment without looking directly at Marco.
 
   Teresa!  Marco needed less than a heartbeat to suspect who was behind the humiliating plan.  He looked at Algornia without saying anything, hoping that the master of the shop would look him in the eye and face up to the terrible assignment he was punishing Marco with immediately following Marco’s success on his behalf.  Algornia would not make eye contact however, and so Marco could only sit in silent, mounting rage.
 
   “You better get going,” his master said a minute later, as he took the bowl with the love philter and began to pour it into a clear glass flask.  “Phillippe!” he called.  “Phillippe, come get this when you’re done with your task, and deliver it to Countessa Haubertine at her town home on the Grand Canal.”
 
   Marco got up from his seat and skulked out of the workroom.  He walked into the empty front room of the building, the shop, and stopped, then leaned back against a wall and closed his eyes.
 
   He would get revenge on Teresa for her clever entrapment, he swore to himself.  The girl had her grandfather wrapped around her little finger, and had manipulated the old man into betraying Marco, but Marco laid little of the blame – a small portion, perhaps – on Algornia.   This was the plot of Teresa, mad at him for leaving his dirty dish upstairs where she had had to wash it, a small task that he had felt sure he was entitled to skip while working on the important philter assignment.
 
   Marco heard the door open, and felt a slight breath of a breeze moved through the room.  There was a hint of fragrance, and he knew that Teresa was in the room with him.  He wanted to disappear, to steal away from the troublesome girl; he didn’t want to speak to her, or listen to her, or see her.  There was the sound of a slipper scraping on the floor, and the hint of air movement continued.  With a heavy sigh he opened his eyes and looked at where Teresa stood in the open door, poised for flight if needed.
 
   “Mother will need to fit the gowns to your build before the display, so you better head over there now,” she directed him, with a shadow of a smirk on the face that he momentarily wanted to shove forcefully out of the room.
 
   “I’m just leaving now,” he said instead with an exercise of great self-control, and stepped towards the front door.  He lifted the latch and pulled the door open, then exited the building without looking back.   He walked across the pavers of Chemists Square, oblivious to his surroundings in the open space as he steamed over Teresa’s successful humiliation, and tried to figure out a sufficient revenge with one part of his mind, while the other part actively began speculating on what was immediately ahead of him in the fashion show.  Would they stuff cloth on his chest to fill out the bust line, or would he have to wear a wig?  Perhaps he would be unrecognizable, a small degree of consolation as he hoped his friends would not happen to see or identify him while he walked in front of the noble ladies. 
 
   His friends were unlikely to be at a fashion shop, he told himself with practicality, making him feel better, right up until the moment he ran into Filipo and Bianca, running down the warehouse street towards him just two minutes later.
 
   “Marco, when will you be free this evening?” Bianca asked as the pair stopped to meet him on the street.  “Are you ready to go now?  We’re going to go watch a puppet show!” she said enthusiastically.
 
   “I’ve got a couple of errands to run,” Marco hedged.  “I’ll find you when I’m done with everything,” he promised.
 
   “We’ll see you later then,” Filipo answered quickly, clearly anxious to be on his way.  He grabbed Bianca’s dainty hand and the two started trotting along the street, rapidly disappearing from sight around the next corner.
 
   Marco began moving too, while wondering what puppet play his friends would get to see without him.  He loved to watch the zany puppet shows that were put on around festival times throughout the year; even though many of them were overtly preachy and carried lessons, most of them were entertaining.  He expected that even if he missed the afternoon performance, he’d get to see the same puppeteer or another put on a show later in the evening.  The nighttime show was likely to be the bawdier one anyway, he consoled himself.
 
   He rounded a corner and passed over the Bridge of Kisses without thinking about it, then crossed another canal, and came upon the street that led to Fashion Square.  The square was fronted by goldsmiths, jewelers, millinery and dressmaker shops.   It was a part of the city that Marco rarely visited, unless upon an errand.  Now he was back – not on an errand, but to serve a sentence, it felt like.
 
   Other than the lines of chairs, some already holding their patrons, the front of Abrianna’s shop looked quiet and peaceful as it came into view, and Marco had a fleeting moment of hope that perhaps the fashion show had been called off.  He knew there was no realistic chance that he was going to receive such a reprieve though, and he continued to walk towards the shop, his steps slowing down as he drew nearer.
 
   When he reached the front door he saw through the multiple small panes of the windows that behind the fashions on display, a quartet of women and girls were bustling about inside the shop, carrying materials and tools to and fro frantically.  He stood at the door and watched the agitated activity as the women jostled and swapped items, working with one another, snapping at each other, focused exclusively on just the few square feet of countertop where all their efforts were focused.  He watched them work, and saw the passion they put into their efforts, and felt a small portion of sympathy for them, working so feverishly so close to their deadline.
 
   With a deep breath, Marco pressed against the door and opened it, then walked into the shop.
 
   “We’re closed!” three voices yelled at him simultaneously as his foot entered the precincts of the dressmakers.
 
   “I was sent over from Algornia’s shop,” he replied as he stopped on the threshold.
 
   “Why?” Abrianna looked up.  He recognized Algornia’s daughter-in-law; he’d delivered items to the shop before, and even if he hadn’t, the resemblance between the mother and her daughter, Teresa, was evident even to Marco.
 
   “He,” Marco blushed and paused, wishing he could speak privately to the shop owner, to quietly explain his mission, and then – he dreamed – she would laugh and dismiss him.
 
   “He,” Marco began again, the pause in his sentence long enough and dramatic enough to make the other girls in the shop look at him, “said you needed me to be a model for your fashion show.”
 
   That was it.  He’d said it out loud.
 
   “We can use another model, no doubt,” Abrianna replied after three awkward seconds of pause, consideration, and evaluation, as all the feminine pairs of eyes stared at him appraisingly.
 
   “Who has something large enough for him to wear?” she spoke to the rest of her staff.
 
   “I’ve got a gown,” the blond girl on the end of the table immediately spoke up.
 
   “I’ve got one too,” the girl next to her agreed.
 
   “He’s not that heavy; I’ll bet he could squeeze into one of my skirts,” the girl on the other side of Abrianna said.
 
   “We don’t have to split any seams stuffing him into our works,” the owner asserted.  “Don’t try to get too ambitious; just use him as you can.
 
   “Get over here and let me take a look at you,” she told Marco, pointing at a spot on the floor in front of the counter.
 
   Marco stepped quickly across the floor of the shop, and stood fearfully in front of Abrianna, as she reached out and put her fingers on his chin, then turned his head to each side while her eyes narrowed and inspected him critically.  
 
   “Actually,” she said, “I think you’ll make a rather pretty girl.  You don’t need to shave yet.  We can put a little make-up on you and slap a wig on you, then wrap a scarf over your head and this will really work.
 
   “I can’t believe we’re doing this!” she said.  “Just sit over there for a minute,” she pointed at a stool in the corner, and Marco scuttled over as all the girls’ heads dropped to resume focusing on the dresses they were preparing.
 
   “What’s your name?” Abrianna asked five minutes later, as a clatter began to sound out in front of the shop.
 
   “Marco,” he answered.
 
   “Come with me, Marco,” she told him, then passed through a swinging door into the back of the shop.  “Those noises are the last seats being set up for the ladies to sit in; that should have been done two hours ago,” she spoke more to herself than to him as they entered a large room where half a dozen girls were carrying out various acts of cosmetic service on themselves and each other.
 
   “Here Marco, this is Constance; Constance, this is Marco,” she introduced him to a very pretty blond girl who was brushing her hair.
 
   “Constance, your job is to turn Marco into Margo this afternoon, so that he can model a few dresses for us,” Abrianna said briskly.  The girl’s brush stopped its rhythmic motion, and her eyes suddenly focused on Marco, paying the attention to him that she hadn’t bothered with during the introduction.
 
   “Put some rouge on him, and some eye liner, then a wig and a scarf, and anything else you think he needs,” Abrianna said.  “Have him ready in half an hour.
 
   “Can you keep an eye on him for me?  Make sure he slips into things appropriately?” she asked the silent model.
 
   Constance’s eyes shifted from her horrified examination of Marco to look at Abrianna’s face, expecting to see a laughing smile, a sign that the request was a joke.  There was none.
 
   “Of course, Mistress Abrianna,” she gulped.
 
   “Thank you dear,” Abrianna gave a quick smile, and then turned and flew back to the front of the shop.
 
   “What in the world is this all about?” Constance asked Marco, putting her brush down on the bench in front of her and looking at him.
 
   “My master told me to be a model for Mistress Abrianna,” Marco answered.  “It wasn’t my idea.”
 
   “What are you doing, Constance?” one of the other girls asked as she looked over from where she was powdering another girl’s shoulders.
 
   “I’m going to make our new model Marco into a lovely girl; what do you think of that?” Constance said, causing all the heads among the other models to turn to look at him, and then the room descended into a scene that Marco found both extraordinarily painful and simultaneously sublimely wonderful.  The girls gathered around Marco and partook in a herd mentality that called for him to be critically commented upon as though he weren’t present, then poked and pinched and prodded and made to stand and turn.
 
   The girls were in various stages of undress, and many of the mysteries of female anatomy were intriguingly available for his examination in turn, as the models traded scandalously frank suggestions and critiques about him.
 
   After fifteen minutes, Constance had a plan of action, and busily began to change Marco’s appearance.  She forced him to keep his head unnaturally still, except when she needed it to move in some unnatural way, and the girl applied a baker’s dozen of lotions and powders to him it seemed.
 
   Marco grew momentarily distracted as his professional curiosity tried to evaluate the smell and texture of the various products, trying to guess what might be included in each.  He’d not done any work at all with beauty products.  He knew that some other shops profitably produced them in profusion, but Algornia neglected that portion of the market, other than to point out to Phillippe where the formulae were located in the various text books that lined the shelf in the back room.
 
   “Marco, you look so pretty I’m afraid you may have a few dates lined up before the end of the evening!” Constance told him after fifteen minutes.  She had been remarkably good-natured about her assignment to help Marco, even though it had reduced the time she had left to attend to her own needs.  She appeared beautiful already to Marco, not in need of any further enhancement or refinement with beauty products – the reason Abrianna had assigned her to work on Marco, he presumed.
 
   Marco laughed good-naturedly with the girl.  
 
   “Now you stay right here, and I’ll be back with your gown, and mine too,” she told him.
 
   The next few minutes were a blur of mysterious activity to Marco, as Constance left and then returned with a pair of gowns draped over her arm, and one of the seamstresses from the front shop in tow.
 
   “Take those things off,” Constance told him in a matter-of-fact tone.
 
   “Where should I go?” Marco asked, looking for a screen to step behind.
 
   “Right here; we don’t have time to be fussy.  Once this starts you’ll be changing in and out of clothes right here as fast as you can, so don’t think you have time to be shy around the girls,” the seamstress told him.  “You volunteered for this, so take what you asked for.”
 
   “I did not volunteer!” Marco said heatedly.  “I was told to do this by my master; I had no choice.”
 
   “Poor Marco,” Constance said sympathetically.  “Now, raise your arms,” she grabbed the bottom of his shirt, prepared to pull the garment up over his head.
 
   Marco hastily grabbed the shirt with his own hands so that he could at least have the shred of dignity of undressing himself, and he pulled his shirt off, then dropped it on the floor.  He crouched and pulled his boots off, one by one, standing on each foot in a wobbly manner, and letting each boot hit the floor with a thud.  He then placed his hands on the buckle of his simple leather belt, and happened to look around as he took a deep breath.  Every other girl in the room was staring at him, but industriously turned to their own work as they saw his eyes sweep across them all.
 
   He felt his blush deepen, as his cheeks grew warmer, and then he released the belt and wiggled his hips to help his hands push the tight pants down over his hips.  The pants slid down his legs, and with that he stood wearing only his cotton underpants, conscious in the extreme of his surroundings.
 
   “Here, raise your arms,” Constance said again, “and bend down a little – you’re so tall!” she giggled as she held a gown ready to place on him.
 
   Marco complied, and felt grateful as he felt the cloth sweep over him, cutting off his vision of the room around him, as well as cutting off the room’s view of his exposed flesh.  He was really only a little above average in height, but he appreciated Constance’s comment nonetheless.
 
   “Ouch!” he suddenly yelped as he felt the cloth being pulled down over his torso; someone has pinched his rear end while he was helplessly unable to see or react!
 
   “Who did that?” he asked as soon as his head popped through the neck opening, and he felt the seamstress’s hands mercilessly tug and pull at the cloth that swept along his body.
 
   All the girls looked innocently away.  “Not me!” Constance told him.
 
   His legs felt odd, as he felt soft air gently waft across them.  A dress was not a pair of pants, that was clear.
 
   “Hey!” he yelped, as the seamstress grabbed the dress on his chest and a handful of flesh with it, as she tried to create the appearance of a fuller bust line.
 
   “We’re going to have to do something about that; Constance, give me some of those wool scrapes on the counter,” she ordered, and waited for Constance to hand the material to her.  The seamstress’s hand plunged down into the front of the dress on Marco and began to shape the scrapes into two approximations of breasts, then she carefully lodged several pins in place to hold it all together after she was satisfied that she had accomplished her best results.
 
   “Be careful,” she warned Marco.  “Don’t let those pins prick you.
 
   “We don’t want to get blood on the dress,” she explained.
 
   Marco suddenly felt something on top of his head.  “Don’t move,” Constance commanded, and he felt a wig being arranged atop his scalp.
 
   Constance came around in front of him, and he saw that she had used the time while he had been pre-occupied with the seamstress, so than Constance now wore a rich red damask print gown, one that looked like the clothes that the well-to-do minor noblewomen wore when they came to Algornia’s shop.   The red color looked dramatic with her long blond tresses spread across the shoulders.
 
   “You look tremendous,” he told her admiringly as she stood just inches in front of him, adjusting the hair on his head.
 
   “Thank you,” she said absent-mindedly.  She pulled a silk scarf from some unseen location and whipped it over the wig, then knotted it loosely under Marco’s chin.  “You look delicious yourself,” she added.
 
   “Let’s go girls,” Abrianna said without any irony as she suddenly appeared.  “The chairs are set up and the patrons are waiting – let’s not keep them waiting!
 
   “You go first,” she pointed at a girl in a blue dress, “then you,” she pointed elsewhere, “and then you,” she motioned to Constance.  “The rest of you line up at the shop door and wait.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3 – A Model of Decorum
 
    
 
   There was a rush of activity as Abrianna left the room and the girls stampeded towards the door.  Marco hung in the back of the crowd, dreading the moment of his actual appearance in public in the dress.  The experience of being surrounded and cosseted by pretty girls had been an unexpected – and at times unnerving – pleasant element of his afternoon of punishment.  But now, he recognized, the full weight of the horror of his assignment was about to come crashing down upon him.
 
   He lined up at the back of the girls who stood behind the door.  “Marco, you move up so you’ll be back through the rotation sooner,” the seamstress who had dressed him ordered.  “You’ll need some extra time to put on your next outfit,” she explained as her hand on his shoulder propelled him forward, closer to the doorway to his doom, so that he stood behind Constance.
 
   “What do we do out there?” he asked the girl behind him.
 
   “Just walk,” she told him.  “Walk to the end of the red carpet, then turn and walk back.  Go slow, so that they can look at the dress and decide if they like it,” she added, then turned away from him to speak to the girl ahead of her in a hurried whisper.
 
   The door suddenly opened, and he saw Abrianna’s hand motioning in a demanding fashion, calling the first girl out onto the carpet, in front of the filled chairs, her blue dress seeming to pick up a glow as the sun’s rays struck it with her first step out of the shop.  The door immediately closed, but Marco heard the appreciative murmur of the audience examining the dress and the girl as she walked along her carpet.  Marco caught a momentary glimpse of her as she passed by the window, and then she was gone from view.
 
   The room was filled with excitement and tension.  Marco stood still, a large knot in his stomach that threatened to make itself into a mess on the floor beneath him, as he felt the fear inside him growing.  The girls around him chattered in thrilled tones, until the door opened and the girl in the blue dress returned, while the next girl promptly went out.
 
   “They’re very interested,” the blue dress girl said as she whizzed past the line of waiting girls, heading back to the waiting room to change into her next gown.
 
   “I hope Senora Rivera has her son with her again,” Constance whispered to Marco.  She stood next to the door, ready to walk out next.  “He winked at me the last time I modeled, and his mother said he was quite smitten with my looks when she came into the shop last month!”
 
   The door opened inward as the second model returned, and Constance strutted out.  The door closed, the returning model immediately disappeared, and Marco found himself facing the moment of doom.
 
   He felt his breath start to come faster, in shallow gasps as panic started to sweep through him.  There was clearly no last second reprieve, no miraculous salvation that could prevent him from making a fool of himself.  Constance’s shadow passed in front of the window as she returned, and he stood and stared at the door in fear, then heard the latch lift.
 
   Everything after that seemed to happen in slow motion.  The door quietly swung inward, every inch of progress seeming to take an hour, and then Constance’s blond head appeared.  She had a broad smile.  “He smiled at me!” she whispered to Marco, and then she was gone past him, leaving the yawning opening of the expectant doorway calling him forward.
 
   Marco froze in place.  The daylight outside seemed incredibly bright, like a searing beam of sunlight beating into his eyes.  He was blinded, and then a hand behind him gently pushed the small of his back, and he lurched across the threshold, and into the public eye.
 
   He put his hand up to shade his eyes as he stepped outward.  He had forgotten to pull the door closed behind him, but he heard it shut from someone else’s action while he took two more steps.
 
   He was in panic mode.  There were people everywhere – indistinct shapes that were blurs.  The red carpet suddenly came into focus, a narrow path that he remembered he was supposed to follow.
 
   “This new design is being worn by a brand new model, so please kindly welcome her to our shop,” Abrianna’s voice spoke from somewhere.  “The gown is a heavier material, suitable for the fall and winter seasons, when its colors will help to brighten an otherwise gray day.
 
   “Walk on, dear,” Abrianna urged Marco, and he began to step along the red carpet, his hand still raised to shade his eyes.
 
   Abrianna said something further to the crowd, but the sounds of her words blurred into the rest of the sensory overload that Marco was succumbing to, as he focused all his efforts on walking along the carpet.  There was the safety of the building on one side, and the frightening bank of chairs on the other side.  His shoe caught in an uneven paving stone under the red carpet, and his ankle buckled slightly, making him lurch forward.  Murmurs arose from the crowd, but Marco went on.
 
   He reached the end of the carpet and turned, then lowered his hand as he looked away from the sun.  As soon as he did, the crowd came into focus, and he wished he could put his hand up again, to shield his face from the probing glances that were directed at him.  Women, and women, and more women, all stared at him, with a sprinkling of boys and men scattered discreetly among the women.
 
   He took a step forward, and then another and another, increasing his pace, wanting to retreat to the sanctuary of the shop.
 
   “And as you can see, even an athletic walker can move swiftly in this gown!” Abrianna said as he approached where she sat on a stool next to the shop door.  He lunged at the handle and shoved the door open, then fled inside and gasped with relief as he vaguely noticed the next girl step out into the square to display her dress.
 
   Wordlessly, Marco plowed forward and into the back room, where he stopped momentarily in astonishment, as he saw Constance and another girl standing in the middle of the room wearing even fewer underthings than he had seen them wear before.
 
   “Come over here!” the seamstress ordered him, prompting him to move into the room.  She stood him practically elbow-to-elbow next to Constance, who stood demurely, waiting for a servant to stitch up a dress.  The seamstress reached down the front of Marco’s chest and pulled out his breasts of fabric, then reached up under his chin and untied his scarf.
 
   “Take your wig off,” she ordered, but before Marco could react, Constance reached over and removed it for him.
 
   “Here, keep it safe for a few minutes until you have your next gown on, and then we’ll put it back on you,” the helpful girl told him, though he hardly heard her as his eyes swung wildly around the room, trying to avoid staring at her body as it leaned just inches away from his face.
 
   “Now, we need to get the gown off,” the seamstress relentless told him, and she pulled it up over his hips, then began to carefully tug it above his shoulders and over his head.
 
   “How did it go out there?” she asked conversationally as she turned to hang the gown up carefully, then turned back to look at him, studying his virtually naked body with a clinical thoroughness that unnerved him.
 
   “I was scared stiff,” he replied.
 
   “No reason to be scared,” she told him absentmindedly, as she ran her finger across his stomach, testing the firmness of his flesh.
 
   “Arms up,” she ordered, then she whipped a pink chiffon dress up and over his head, and pulled it down upon him.
 
   “A pink dress?” he asked pleadingly, hoping to salvage some shred of dignity.
 
   “No time to be squeamish,” the seamstress answered.  “This will fit your frame.
 
   “Now hold still,” she ordered, and she stuffed the front of the dress again, then sent him on his way to the front of the store.  “Put your wig on,” she told him.
 
   Constance was just in front of him.  “Would you button the back of my dress?” she asked as they stood behind one more girl, in the line that was moving rapidly.
 
   Marco’s fingers fumbled and buttoned two of the three buttons, acutely aware of the feel of her skin as he managed to partially complete the job before the door opened and she was gone.  He realized he hadn’t tied his scarf over his wig, and he hastily threw the cloth on top of his head, but had only pulled the two ends under his chin when the door opened and he found himself headed back outside in front of the crowd once again.
 
   The sun was lower, but still in his eyes, and so he turned and started to walk with one hand holding his scarf and the other shielding his eyes, scared and confused and heading towards the red carpet based only on memory.
 
   His senses returned as he made his turn at the end of the carpet and started to walk back, but then he saw Teresa smugly standing by her mother, watching him walk, and his composure crumbled.  He twisted a heel on the cobblestones, then pulled his scarf off his wig to wipe the sweat off his forehead, just before he reached the door and bolted back inside, leaving the carpet space open for the next girl to walk.
 
   “That’s it, I’m done,” he announced as he reached the work room in the back.  He dropped the scarf on a table, and pulled the wig off his head, just as Teresa came into the room.
 
   “I can’t believe you really did this!” she said with a hearty laugh.  “Grandfather said you would, but I was sure you’d skip it and make some excuse!”
 
   “I didn’t have a choice, did I?” Marco asked hotly.  He handed the wig to the seamstress, then reached down and pulled up on the bottom of the gown, and pulled it off.
 
   “You did great Marco,” one of the other girls said as she ran back towards the front room.
 
   “You’ve done enough for us Marco, you don’t need to wear anymore,” his seamstress agreed.  “Thank you for helping,” she told his with a covert glance at Teresa as she took the gown from his hands and hung it up.
 
   “You were a real trooper,” Constance told him.  “You’ll come back and visit us sometime, won’t you?” she asked with a meaningful glance as she began to hook her new garment closed in the front.
 
   “I’d enjoy seeing you again,” she added.  She started towards the door, then stopped and gave him a tender kiss on the cheek.   “Don’t forget to wash that make up off your face,” she whispered softly in his ear, and then she was gone.
 
   Kestrel and Teresa were suddenly alone, as the seamstress left to hang up Kestrel’s last gown.  Kestrel angrily picked up his pants and pulled them on, then jammed his feet into his boots and picked up his shirt and vest.  Without a word he stalked away from Teresa, into the unknown back rooms of the shop, looking for a place to wash and a door to exit through.
 
   “Marco, wait!” Teresa’s voice called after him, with a catch as she spoke his name, but he was in no mood to accommodate her, and he blundered onward through the next room, and the room after that, where he found a tub of water that he splashed liberally upon his face.  He wiped his shirt across his brow, observing the smear of make-up that appeared on the cloth of his shirt, then he finished dressing and found the back way out of the building, as he emerged in a narrow alley.
 
   He wasn’t going to go back to Algornia’s shop that evening, he knew that.  And his emotions were too roiled to enjoy the prospect of romping through the festival activities with his friends.  He’d go by the cheap wine shop down by the docks, he decided, and take a bottle of the terribly adulterated sweet wine that the shop sold in such vast quantities.  He’d spend a nice quiet evening in his hidden retreat, drinking his wine and letting the horror of the afternoon gradually melt away.
 
   Although the afternoon hadn’t been a complete horror.  Considering the circumstances, or perhaps because of the circumstances, his new acquaintance with Constance had been a pleasant diversion from the degradation of his forced impersonation of a girl.  Perhaps when he had sufficiently recovered, he’d journey back to the shop to try to extend his acquaintance with the lovely girl.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4 – Corsair Raid
 
    
 
   By the time Marco reached the wine shop near the docks, the sun was setting, and the crowds in the streets were growing more crowded, and more boisterous.  Marco wandered through the traffic in the streets, observing the numerous boatloads of revelers that floated upon the canals, and saw numerous men and boys already soaked wet, evidence that they had fallen or been pushed into the water during their revelries – and the sun had not yet even set.
 
   Marco was astonished at the brazenness Teresa has shown by arriving to witness his painful experience while modeling the gowns at her mother’s shop.  He couldn’t believe that the girl had been so bold as to not only inflict the whole ordeal upon him, but then had come to watch him suffer.  It was beyond his understanding how anyone could enjoy seeing someone else in the kind of pain he had felt.  Just remembering made his stomach tense up again.
 
   He wished there was some way to avenge himself on the girl, to subject her to the same kind of humiliation he had suffered.  But he knew that no matter how much he might fantasize about such revenge, Teresa would always be the beloved granddaughter of the man who was in charge of his life and his future – she would always be on a level playing field at worst, if not have a tremendous advantage over him as long as Algornia doted on her.
 
   He reached the wine shop and waited in line along with over a dozen others who wanted to purchase a cheap skin of wine.  They wanted to enhance their memories of the day, though, while he wanted to forget his afternoon.  He hoped he could forget only the afternoon, because, he realized, he had actually enjoyed the morning.
 
   Hard as it was to believe, he had been so absorbed in the alchemical activity, the creation of the love philter, that the morning hours had flown by, filled with his intense attention to the formula he had been following.  Until the ill-fated modeling assignment, he had felt a greater connection to alchemy, a deeper desire to understand it and experiment in it and develop and create through it.
 
   Once Marco had his skin of wine, he suddenly had doubts about whether he really wanted to just hide in his dark room, or whether he did perhaps want to go find his friends after all, and carouse in the festival’s madcap antics late into the night. Bianca might tell him the story of the puppet show, and he always enjoyed her animated style of conversation.  He might even happen to run into Constance, a possibility that offered both the potential of delight as well as a reminder of his ordeal at the shop.  He started to return to the heart of the city away from the docks but even as his mind weighed the opportunities that would await him among the festival crowds, he spotted a girl who looked much like Teresa, and he had another change of heart.  He took a swig of wine, then walked out onto the docks.
 
   The wooden piers were empty of activity.  The dockworkers, and even the guards, had left their places empty to go to the carnival that was filling the streets, leaving Marco with easy access to his small sanctuary.  He stopped and took a swig of the wine, sweetened with sugar to make the cheap drink palatable to the impoverished clientele that frequented the wine shop, then climbed down the ladder and around the pillars that held the heavy planks above, and pushed aside the dark carpet that constituted his door.  He fumbled for the flint and steel he needed to strike a light, and in time he had his small lantern lit.  He poured in enough oil to burn for three hours or so, turned the wick down, then settled into the nest of pillows that he slept on, and whistled a tuneless melody.
 
   He let his mind roam along many paths of imagination, but often the paths all seemed to come to the same imaginative destination, one that invariably involved the lovely Constance from the dressmakers shop.  He managed to be her hero, to save her from any number of threatening circumstances in his fantasies – he rescued her from thugs, he saved her from drowning in a canal, he pulled her from a burning building.  Each rescue led to a heartwarming embrace and confession of mutual affection and attraction.
 
   And so he fell asleep, his wine mostly undrunk, his mind falling further away from the emotions of the day.
 
   He awoke in the dark, and sat up, startled.  His lantern had burned up all its oil, and something had awakened him suddenly.
 
   As Marco tried to collect his wits he heard a noise, the sound of a ship gently striking the pier, and he realized that it was just such a sound that had awoken him.  That meant that two ships had arrived late in the evening, which was an unheard-of occurrence.
 
   As he sat puzzling over the strange circumstances, he heard a third ship bump into position, and then the distant sound of a fourth ship, arriving at a different pier.  Completely perplexed, he fumbled about and managed to strike a new light, and set his lantern burning again with more oil added to its tank.
 
   There was no reason for four ships to come into the harbor in the middle of the night.  The fishermen hadn’t left yet for the morning catch, he presumed, and the shippers and traders didn’t try to navigate in the dark.  He stood up, and uncertainly shuffled towards his blanketed doorway, his skin of wine unconsciously grasped in one hand.
 
   He heard the thump of many pairs of boots and bare feet, gently treading somewhere over his head.  People were walking overhead, a great many people.  Marco could not imagine who could be coming to the docks to meet the unusual arriving boats, nor could he imagine what large group of people could be disembarking from a small fleet of boats in the middle of the night.  He felt a sudden premonition of something bad happening, and he reached down to pick up the rusty knife that he kept in the room, an imagined piece of defense that he had relied on for a sliver of peace of mind when he had first started sleeping in the room.
 
   With one hand holding the wine skin and the other hand holding the knife, he cautiously pressed the blanket slightly to one side and sidled out of the room.  He let the blanket swing back shut behind him, trapping the faint rays of the lantern inside the room, and he let his eyes adjust to the darkness, while his ears better heard the unmuffled noises of the people overhead.
 
   He heard softly whispered words, and at first he thought the impact of the wine was filling his ears with wool, because he could make no sense of the words he heard.  The he realized with a shock that people overhead were speaking a foreign language, a sibilant shushing sound that was vaguely familiar, but bone-chilling in its import.
 
   It was a raid!  The Lion City was being raided!  Marco had heard old housewives warnings about the Corsairs who would come to the city and take away bad children; it was a frightening tool used to coerce children into obedience, but it had its basis in a historical reality.  There had been Corsair raids in the distance past in the port city, at a time within the living memory of the older residents of the city.
 
   And now they were back!  The Corsairs were in the city, on a mission to quickly grab riches and captives.   The goods would travel back to the raiders’ home cities in the far east, the homes and markets along the southern shore of the great sea, while the captives would become slaves.  There were a handful of people in the city who were said to be former slaves, people who had regained their freedom by whatever means – a handful of such people.  They told terrible stories of the fates they had suffered, and the worse fates that had befallen others who had been swept away from their homes, in other places that had been raided.
 
   Marco felt himself actually quaking with fear, as he realized how close he was to an unfolding disaster.  He was trapped directly beneath the raiders, with no way to get out to go alert the town of the danger that was arriving at the waterfront.  If anything, he was in danger of being caught himself, if any curious Corsairs were to decide to explore the empty spaces beneath the docks.
 
   He needed to go back into his room, blow out his lamp, and wait for the raid to finish, he concluded.  He couldn’t get out of the waterfront to either run away or raise a warning, so he needed to sit silently, let time pass, and let the Corsairs to go on their way when they finished grabbing all the plunder they could lay their hands on.  And then The Lion City would, like Marco himself, crawl out of its state of shock and assess the damage that had been done.
 
   Algornia’s shop wasn’t likely to suffer any troubles, Marco suddenly thought, as his mind skittered around various aspects of the raid.  The shop wasn’t particularly close to the docks, so it wasn’t going to be an easy, early target.  Nor was it particularly inviting-looking from the outside; it had a musty appearance in Marco’s eyes – he had always secretly wished his master would improve the exterior of the shop to make it look more inviting, exotic, and mysteriously alluring.  As it stood, there was nothing about the plain dark exterior that would be likely to catch the eyes of the Corsairs and invite them to imagine wealthy plunder within.
 
   He thought about what the raiders were likely to visit.  There were warehouses adjacent to the docks; those would be easy and obvious targets, though he didn’t know how much actual value would be contained among all the ordinary and everyday inventory of wool or other mundane commodities.  There were also a number of large, well-furnished houses not far past the warehouses, the homes to the families of the traders who profited from their fleets going in and out of the city’s harbor.  Those houses were likely to be extensively ransacked, Marco guessed.  And then there was just random chance as to what was inviting enough and close enough to draw the attention of the Corsairs, depending on how long they planned to stay in the city and loot it, certainly not more than a few hours he assumed.
 
   Marco fumbled with his hand behind him, the hand that held the knife. He found the edge of the blanket without looking, as his head continued to face directly upwards, looking at the dark underside of the pier where the Corsairs were walking.  Just as he got ready to duck into his room, a bright flash of yellow light lit up the entire area.  He could see the posts and the beams and the structures that all existed around his room, as the reflected dim yellow light penetrated down to where even sunlight never reached in the shadows beneath the dock.
 
   The footsteps overhead momentarily faltered, but then resumed their movement, though they were growing less dense.  Presumably most of the raiders had actually left the pier, Marco guessed.
 
   The light dimmed within seconds, but remained at a low level, equal to the light of a sunny day down where Marco stood in the damp underside of the dockyards.  He released the blanket, and stood.  The light was astonishing, and frightening, especially coming as it did in conjunction with the Corsairs.  Marco couldn’t imagine what they could have done to create such illumination; there was no heat, or crackling sound to indicate a huge fire burning.
 
   As the number of footsteps continued to dwindle, Marco decided he needed to see what was happening overhead.  He gently reached into the room and placed his wineskin within.  He then searched around in the dim light, looking for the most discrete and indirect way he could travel to avoid detection, and set out.  He walked along the top of a beam, then jumped over to another one, and made his way to the edge of the pier, where empty space stood between him and the next pier over, which jutted out from the shoreside docks just as his pier did.  The gap between the two piers was close to twenty yards, wide enough for a ship to tie up at each pier, side-by-side as they conducted their exchange of goods.
 
   He was on the side of the pier away from the Corsair ships, though he could see their dark bulk on the other side of the pier he was climbing on.  He climbed up a piling, getting a painful splinter in his finger from the rough wood, and getting smeared with waterproof pitch that was intended to protect the wood from the seawater.  When he was just below the level of the pier he stopped.  Overhead he could see a light yellow dome.  It was high overhead, perhaps fifty or sixty feet above the surface of the pier.  He heard no sounds of anyone walking or moving in the vicinity of where he had arisen, so he stuck his head up cautiously, and looked around.
 
   There were three viscous-looking ships moored to the pier he clung to, and he saw a fourth ship tied to the next pier.   The ships had a clearly war-like appearance, with shields raised along parts of their sides, and weapons visibly stacked on their decks.  But Marco took little real notice of the ships as his eyes focused on a score of men who loitered on the pier, just yards away from him, towards the city end of the pier.  The men were all dressed in dark clothes, many wearing chainmail, some wearing helmets; neither item was customarily seen in The Lion City.  They men all held weapons – swords, pikes and axes, and they stood together in a circle.  Their deep voices rumbled in the unknown language, and Marco crouched down slightly as he studied the situation.
 
   Nearly all the rest of the people Marco had heard walking overhead were gone.  There were a few fleet shadows moving on the land adjacent to the piers, but apparently most of the invaders had entered the city already.  There were distant sounds of shouts and screams, just a few, and Marco would have presumed they were part of the festivities taking place had it not been for what he was witnessing, which made him suspect there was a more sinister cause to the noise.  The drunkedness and festive activity would help the Corsairs in their assault though, Marco realized.  Few people would be alert and ready to fight back – the emptiness of the docks and the lack of guards were testament to that; and many people would take shouts and noise for granted at first, until disaster suddenly sprang upon them.
 
   Marco stood and watched for several minutes, as the group of Corsairs on the pier held a long conversation, one in which most of them seemed to listen to a speech by a man dressed in a gown, one who stood out from the others in that regard.  He pointed upward from time to time, and made gestures, as Marco watched without understanding.
 
   Marco ducked his head back below the surface of the pier, and sat down on the crossbeam he had stood upon, trying to comprehend what he should do next. It was implausible to imagine that he could do anything in such circumstances, he realized. The only thing he could do was go back to his room and hide; wait for the few hours it would take for the terrible raid to end, then return to the city and find out what had happened. 
 
   Just as he reached his logical conclusion, he heard a scream, a much louder, closer scream than he had heard previously. The scream was not from some distant part of the city – it sounded so close that Marco believed it came from the end of the pier. He cautiously raised his head again to examine the scene.
 
   All but one member of the group of men on the pier had migrated down to the end of the pier, down where it met the docks. They remained on the inside of the extraordinary yellow dome, as did Marco and the ships and a portion of the harbor’s waters. The city was outside the dome, and a group of Corsairs in the city mingled on the outside of the dome. The solitary Corsair who remained in the middle of the pier – the one who had been speaking to the earlier group – raised his arms, and spoke words that were harsh, different from the sibilant sounds of the language the Corsairs had used to that point.
 
   The man’s voices grew shriller, and his hands came together, then parted slowly, and as they did, Marco’s attention was diverted.  A gateway within the yellow dome was lifting – the color difference disappeared at the end of the pier by the dockside, and the Corsairs from the city came bustling through the opening onto the pier, carrying heaps of riches and goods they had stolen.  And carrying people as well.
 
   There were more than a half dozen people, mostly women, being carried out along the pier towards Marco.  The men who carried them, and the men who carried the other booty, broke apart into small groups, and went to locations convenient to the three different ships that were tied to the pier.  Goods and captives were placed down in heaps, and the screaming captives were roughly handled as they were laid down and bound with stout ropes.  Marco felt his throat tighten and his heart drop as he watched the young women being mistreated, then left in place as the Corsairs left them behind and returned to the city to gather more goods.
 
   The solitary man on the pier watched the others leave – other than those who remained inside the dome, at the end of the pier – and then he repeated his incantations and gestures, and the yellow dome slid back down to the ground, sealing the pier and the ships off once again.  Marco watched in stunned fear; that man, that very man – the one closest to him – was a sorcerer.  The man was wielding incredible powers.  Marco didn’t understand what the yellow dome was supposed to do, but he did know that it inspired fear and awe in him – awe of the unfathomable power and awe of the man who could control it.
 
   There was a ruckus at the end of the pier, and Marco turned to see that a group of the local gendarmes of the city had arrived at the dock.  Their identity was not in doubt – they wore the same colorful, extravagant uniforms they wore when they walked about on patrol through the city.  In Marco’s opinion they had no real role in the city other than to try to look pretty to impress girls who they flirted with as they walked by on the streets.   They certainly never seemed to prevent or avenge any crimes that Marco saw.
 
   Yet now, for the first time ever, he saw them spring into action.  They rushed at the end of the pier, coming to fight the invaders, seeking to set the captives free and to regain the looted treasures.
 
   The purpose of the dome became evident; when the gendarmes reached the yellow shield they were unable to penetrate it.  They stood and shouted and pounded and gestured on the outside of the dome, while the score of Corsairs on the inside of the dome stood insolently watching them, making no move to battle, only offering obscene gestures.
 
   Marco watched the stand-off for several minutes, when suddenly a group of the raiding Corsairs returned with more plunder from the city.  The Corsairs dropped their booty and began to fiercely attack the gendarmes from the city side.  Then, as the city’s defenders turned to fight the new arrivals, the sorcerer made a motion and spoke some words.  The dome lifted, and the Corsairs inside the dome stormed out, pinning the gendarmes between the two hostile forces as weapons swung viciously on all sides of the melee.
 
   The result was a horrific slaughter of the city’s defenders, as they were rapidly cut down.  Marco turned away as the last men were butchered, then looked up again at the sound and feel of men stepping onto the pier.  More piles of plunder and captives appeared at various spots in front of the Corsair ships, and more value was stacked alongside what already existed as the Corsairs left their second round of rewards behind after a few minutes, and went out into the city again for a third round of looting.
 
   Marco looked at the extravagant piles of valuables that were stacked up on the side of the pier across from him.  His eyes widened in astonishment as he recognized Angelica lying tied up and battered atop a pile of silver and gold dishes and goblets.  The girl was crying hysterically, her face reddened, her dress ripped, a dark bruise starting to form on her visible arm, where a sleeve had been ripped off her expensive gown.
 
   As he looked at her, he realized that he might be able to set her free.  It would be minutes before the Corsairs would return again.  They surely would not miss one captive among the many they had strewn about the pier, he told himself.  But what would he be able to do with her after he set her free?  Could he even really set her free at all, or would the solitary sorcerer observe his efforts, and turn his deadly powers upon Marco?
 
   Carefully, Marco descended beneath the pier, and slowly picked his steps along the beams and around the posts as he tried to convince himself that there was a reasonable chance he could set Angelica free, without endangering her or himself.  When he reached the edge of the pier, he had only a few narrow inches of space available to climb up between the pier and the Corsair ship that was tied there, rocking gently in place on the harbor waters.
 
   He crouched, steeling himself for making his move, his dangerous move, then cautiously raised his head up over the surface of the pier.
 
   Valuable treasures were piled up just inches in front of him, practically ready to spill off the edge of the pier into the water below.  And on top of the glinting metal, Marco was startled to see a girl’s face, much closer that he had expected Angelica to appear.  A pair of wide-set light gray eyes stared at him in startled fear, and at his appearance the girl began to scream.
 
   Marco instantly ducked his head, and realized he was trembling with fear.  He took several deep breaths, preparing to go back beneath the pier, when he realized the screaming had ceased. After several seconds, he slowly raised his head again, and saw the eyes staring at him, calmer now, squinting and calculating as they watched him raise up.
 
   “You’re the boy from the alchemy shop; what are you doing here?” the girl asked.
 
   “I came here to set Angelica free,” he answered.  He raised his head slightly, trying to look up over the girl and the pile of plunder, anxious about where the sorcerer was.
 
   The girl said something, but he paid no attention as he saw that Angelica was behind the girl, and above her, while the sorcerer still stood many yards away, staring at the dock-end of the pier, his back to the spot where Marco was squatting.
 
   “I said, ‘You don’t plan to rescue me?’” the girl repeated, the words registering in Marco’s brain this time as he ascertained that he was momentarily safe from detection by the Corsair sorcerer.
 
   She was the servant girl, Marco realized.  When he had fallen to the ground outside the door of Algornia’s shop, there had been three witnesses to his awkward moment: the Countess Haubertine, Angelica, and the servant girl behind them.  This was that same girl, still with Angelica, under circumstances that now were dire, not privileged.
 
   Marco raised his rusty knife and slowly pushed it forward towards the heavy rope that bound the girl’s wrists.  Her eyes, followed the progress of his weapon, and she pressed her hands forwards, closer to Marco, as she intuitively understood what he was about to do.
 
   The rope was tough.   His first slice left no mark on it, and Marco adjusted, pressing harder, so that the girl’s hands scooted backwards momentarily, before she pressed back, increasing the pressure, and spreading her wrists apart, to improve the tension in the rope.  Marco’s next slice left a light mark, as several strands of the rope split apart, exposing the unsullied fibers on the interior of the knife.
 
   After that it was just a matter of patient work, taking several minutes.  Marco felt trickles of sweat nervously running down his back, down his ribcage, down his neck – everywhere he could sweat, it seemed he did sweat, until the moment came when the ropes parted, and the girl shook her wrists free.
 
   “Cut the rope on my legs,” she said, wiggling her lower limbs towards him.
 
   There was a sound at the end of the dock, and Marco saw that the other Corsairs were returning to the dome.  The sorcerer was making motions to raise the edge and let the plunderers return.
 
   “There’s not time,” he whispered frantically.  “Here just climb down here, while I get Angelica.”
 
   He reached for her still-bound legs and pulled them towards himself, so that her feet dangled in the air beside him.  “Now, drop down and stand on this beam,” he told her as he guided her feet down, then reached up and hugged her torso as her feet circled and dropped, trying desperately to find the elusive beam.
 
   “Okay,” she said a moment later, her hands holding onto him.
 
   The boards of the pier rumbled, as the Corsairs started to return with their stolen goods.
 
   Marco ducked down, and grabbed her shoulder to pull her down out of sight as well; there wasn’t time to rescue Angelica after all, at least not until the Corsairs left the pier again, if they left again.
 
   They both sat down on the beam, and Marco wordlessly reached down with his knife to begin to saw at her remaining ankle shackles, sawing doggedly even as they heard footsteps directly overhead, and the sound of goods being dumped above them.  Marco stopped, and looked up at the servant girl’s face, their eyes locked in mutual fear as they waited, waited for something – for her absence to be noted, for the Corsairs to begin to move goods from the pier to the deck of the ship, for someone to suddenly swing a wicked blade downward at them – waiting for any fatal disaster.
 
   They held their breaths, and heard Angelica give a pair of muffled screams, provoked by some unknown indignity, then there was the sound of the Corsairs’ feet beginning to move down the pier once again, leaving their goods behind as they went forth to violate the city once again.
 
   “I’m going to go try to get Angelica,” Marco whispered to the girl next to him.  “Just stay here and stay quiet,” he told her without even looking at her, as he prepared to risk everything and climb up onto the pier.
 
   He raised his head up to evaluate the distance to Angelica, to see if it was as far from the edge of the pier as he suspected.  He was downcast to see that it was – he would have to climb completely up onto the surface of the pier to set the lovely girl from the noble family free, though he would at least be hidden behind the mounting pile of stolen goods that sat beneath and around Angelica.
 
   Marco cautiously crawled up along the backside of the loot, watching the sorcerer, who was occupied with lowering the yellow dome as the raiders went back out into the city.  
 
   “Angelica, don’t say anything.  I’m going to cut your ropes and set you free,” he whispered to the girl from behind her, as she lay facing outward towards the pier.
 
   “Who are you?  Are you a friend?” Angelica whispered back.
 
   “Yes,” Marco answered.  He stretched his hand around in front of her as he leaned atop her, and began to slowly saw the knife blade against the rope around her wrists.  He wished the knife were sharper, and cursed the fact that he had always settled for having the dull, rusty blade, never having expected to ever really use the weapon for any purpose since he had found it in his room on his first discovery of the refuge.
 
   He saw the sorcerer finish his magical functions, and he froze in place, not moving a muscle.
 
   “Hurry up!” Angelica hissed at him.
 
   The sorcerer started to turn, and Marco ducked down behind Angelica, leaving her wrist bindings only partway cut.
 
   ‘Where are you going?  Don’t leave me!” Angelica’s voice rose.
 
   “Ssshhhh!” Marco told her.  “I’m right here.”  He watched the sorcerer turn and walk towards them.  “I’ll start cutting the ropes around your feet,” he comforted her as he squirmed down the length of her body and began to cut the ropes in the back of her ankles.
 
   “Don’t leave me.  Please set me free,” Angelica repeated.
 
   Marco said nothing.  He kept vigorously sawing away at the back of the ropes at the girl’s feet.  He switched hands after several minutes, and gave a small cheer a minute later as the last fibers were broken.
 
   “Don’t move yet,” he whispered as he moved back up to Angelica’s torso.   He checked on the sorcerer; the man was standing closer to them, but facing away, watching a small battle take place on the dock as the Corsair’s rear guard fended off a group of townspeople who were on the attack.  If the city was fighting back, then the Corsairs wouldn’t be able to continue pillaging much longer, Marco suspected; he needed to get the girls to safety quickly.
 
   Carefully, he stretched himself over Angelica and began to cut at the ropes on her wrists, his face just inches from hers as he vigorously sawed.  He switched hands to maintain the force of the cut, then switched again, and saw quickening progress as he reached the soft core of the rope, and the fibers parted with relative ease.
 
   “As soon as we finish, you roll over and we’ll climb down under the pier,” Marco breathed to Angelica.  “There’s a hiding place down there that should be safe.”
 
   “Can’t you get us off the pier, up to the castle or someplace safe?” Angelica whispered back.
 
   Marco felt the last fibers part; and the sorcerer was turned away still.  He backed away from the girl and towards the edge of the pier, so that his feet immediately hung over the edge.
 
   “Roll down here; follow me,” he said, as he dangled his feet down.  He felt the servant girl grab them and guide them directly to the beam, making his descent easier.  “Here!  Quickly!” he urged Angelica.  “Just roll!” he warned her as she started to rise up to a sitting position.
 
   She glanced down at him, startled by the urgency in his voice, then slid down to the edge of the pier, and allowed him to guide her over the edge.  As she lowered her head, he heard the tread of footsteps approaching.
 
   “Hurry!” he urged, panic rising.  “Follow me!  Stay on the beams and watch your footing!” he warned, then awkwardly brushed past the nameless servant girl and began to lead the two freed captives under the pier towards his cubby.  There was a short barked phrase, and then a murmuring voice near where the two girls had previously laid, and Marco worried that the sorcerer had detected the disappearance of the captives, though how he could miss two girls when there were so many others was difficult for Macro to fathom.
 
   There was a sudden flash of light behind them, making Angelica give a startled squeak, but Marco kept on moving as quickly as he could, then dropped down a level to just above the water to reduce their visibility further; he stopped there to listen for pursuit, but heard none.  He began to lead again, and so led the two girls back to the blanketed doorway a minute later.
 
   He struck the flint and steel to light the lamp, then ushered the girls into the room.
 
   “What is this place?  Who are you?  Are we safe?” Angelica burst out the soft-voiced questions.
 
   “You’re the boy from the alchemist shop,” the servant said.  “Thank you for rescuing us.
 
   “I thought we were on our way to a horrible fate,” she said, and Angelica shuddered.
 
   “Your name is Marco,” she added.  “I heard the alchemist call you that,” she told the other two as they both looked at her in surprise.
 
   “Are we safe here?” Angelica repeated.  
 
   “If we stay quiet, and don’t let any light escape out the doorway, I don’t think they can find us,” Marco said reassuringly.
 
   “What’s happening?  Why are you here?” the servant asked.
 
   “This is my room,” Marco stammered.  “I come here to relax, or sleep.  I came here tonight, and then the Corsairs came, and I had to stay – there was no getting away.”
 
   “Why weren’t you out at the festival?” the servant asked.
 
   “Could you go back up there?” Angelica asked at the same time.
 
   “Back up there?  To where the Corsairs are?” Marco asked in confusion.
 
   “They took all my family’s riches.  We won’t have anything left; we’ll be poverty-stricken,” Angelica answered.  “If you could just go grab a few things back, we’d have something to live on.”
 
   “The Corsairs are up there,” Marco answered, unable to believe the beautiful girl would ask such a favor of him.
 
   She leaned towards him, her eyes intently staring into his.  He looked at her, and saw that her torn gown gaped open, showing a wide swath of her flesh.  It was less revealing than the models had so casually displayed during the afternoon, yet it also seemed nonetheless much more seductive because it wasn’t meant to be seen.
 
   He swiftly shifted his eyes back up to her face.
 
   “Please do this for me,” she asked.  She reached her hand out and clasped his.  “I will be in your debt forever.”
 
   Marco swallowed.
 
   “Let me go see what they’re doing,” he said at length, as he thought.  If no one was looking, he could easily reach up over the edge of the dock and pull a few items down to bring back to Angelica.
 
   “Don’t make any noise,” he cautioned as he stood up.  “Don’t open this blanket for any reason.”
 
   “Be careful,” Angelica told him, looking at him with a grateful expression on her face.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter  5 – The Sorcerer
 
    
 
   Marco, slithered past a narrowly pulled-back blanket, then began traipsing back among the beams and posts on his way to the spot where he had brought the girls down to freedom.  The pier was noisy, he noticed.  There wasn’t the trampling sound of many feet walking atop the surface, but there was a rumbling, indistinct noise that was growing louder.
 
   When he reached his spot beneath the pier’s surface, he noticed that the ship in front of him appeared to be lower in the water; he could see different features than he had seen before, and the markings he recognized were below his feet.  He paused and listened closely, but heard no sounds to signify anyone was present nearby, so he cautiously lifted his head to look around.  
 
   Much of the bountiful riches had been moved from the dock.  There had been little time, and little noise to allow for the movement of so much confiscated goods and people, but less than half the plunder remained, and it was further from the edge of the wooden surface than Marco had hoped to reach.
 
   He looked down the length of the pier and saw that several of the Corsairs were gathered up against the interior of the yellow dome.  Outside, facing them, was a large, angry mob of townspeople.  The mob was the cause of the noise that Marco had heard, as they shouted and raged against their attackers.
 
   Without the protective yellow shelter, the Corsairs would have been overwhelmed.  The mob was a numerous gathering, and the Corsairs were far outnumbered.  From the numbers of them that he could see, not all the Corsairs were within the dome, Marco noted.  Several must have been still out in the city trying greedily to gather more goods.  Those Corsairs were now cut off from a safe return, and Marco wondered what would happen next.
 
   He slowly crawled up onto the pier, and reached for a large golden bowl, possibly a soup tureen, that was the closest thing within reach.  He had the knife stuffed into his waistband as one hand was needed to grip the pier while the other was stretched far in advance of his body grabbing for the items he was supposed to recover.
 
   There was a slight creaking sound somewhere behind him, then a thud, and a foot landed on his wrist.  Marco was startled, panicked, and in pain.   The booted foot had landed forcefully on his left wrist, and the matching boot was just two feet away.  Marco gave a shout, and flipped himself over, to look up at the elongated figure of the Corsair’s sorcerer.  The man had apparently been on the deck of the ship, had spotted Marco, and then jumped over onto the pier to capture Marco in the midst of his thievery.
 
   The sorcerer reached down and grabbed the front of Marco’s shirt, then shifted his foot to free the trapped, injured wrist.  With a heave, he lifted Marco to his feet, staring into his eyes.
 
   The sorcerer’s eyes were dark, and cruel.  He looked at Marco the way a hawk looked at a rabbit, it seemed, and Marco knew that he was in trouble.
 
   Just as that moment there came a shout from the end of the pier, a loud garbled shout in the language of the Corsairs.  The shout was a distraction, and the sorcerer looked down at the point where the yellow dome cut the pier off from the city, as he listened to the words.
 
   Something in Marco told him that he was unlikely to live much longer, unless he did something dramatic.  Marco had never felt so energized and motivated by fear, but he knew that the instinct was correct, and that he had to act.
 
   As the sorcerer listened to the shouts coming from the Corsairs at the end of the pier, Marco grabbed for the knife in his waistband.  The sorcerer was distracted by the activity at the end of the pier, as well as confident that the scrawny teenage boy he held in his strong grip was under control, and didn’t see Marco’s knife until he felt the boy stab it forcefully into his gut.
 
   Marco had never committed such an act of violence in his life.  He watched the face of the sorcerer change, as the man’s attention to the distant pier shifted.  The man’s mouth opened wide, and the color drained from his face.  The sorcerer was wordless, making no sound.  His grip on Marco loosened, and one hand groped down to his stomach to find Marco’s right hand still wrapped around the hilt of the knife.
 
   The sorcerer’s fingers tried momentarily to unwrap Marco’s fingers from the knife, and then his efforts grew weak.  Marco saw his eyes roll up into his head, then his eyelids shut, his head flopped to the side, and the man collapsed.  And as he did, the great yellow dome all around the pier flickered for a moment, then vanished.
 
   There was a violent cawing sound from overhead, and a large black raven dove at Marco, making him duck his head momentarily.  When he looked up, the raven was gone.
 
   Darkness rushed onto the pier in the absence of the glowing yellow dome, and Marco blinked as the torches at the end of the pier became the primary illumination of the scene taking place around him.  He felt the sorcerer falling, and his knife remained stuck in the flesh, pulling Marco downward as he tried to maintain his hold on the hilt.
 
   The crowd of citizens of the city gave a great roar, a full-throated, blood-thirsty roar of delight as the protective dome disappeared, and they instantly surged forward against the Corsair defenders on the pier, who immediately began to retreat in Marco’s direction.
 
   Marco was on his knees, drawn down by the weight of the unconscious sorcerer.  He pulled forcefully on his knife, and it came free from the sorcerer’s body.  Marco hastily swiped the blade on the injured man’s robe, then stuck his knife back in his waist band.  He heard the approaching sound of the advancing battlefront between the retreating Corsairs and the onrushing citizens of the Lion City.
 
   He grabbed for the golden tureen and bent over the edge of the pier, hoping he could recover at least one item of value for Angelica to prove his value to her.  He lay on his stomach and stretched his arms below the top of the pier, only able to effectively use his right hand to guide the heavy metal object to a resting place from which he planned to grab it later.
 
   As he lay prone on the wooden boards of the pier, there was a sudden stamping of feet.  He ignored it momentarily as the bowl settled into place; when he turned his head to see what was happening, he was horrified to see a trio of Corsairs nearly upon him.
 
   One of them began hacking with his sword at the ropes tying the ship to the pier, while another one lifted the sorcerer from the pier, and began to carry him towards the ship.
 
   The third Corsair kicked Marco in the side of his head, the heavy boot connecting painfully, and drawing a scream from Marco as he tasted blood from the inside of his mouth.  Before he could begin to move to protect himself, the Corsair stomped with his boot again, driving it heavily into Marco’s lower back, and causing further unspeakable pain.
 
   More Corsairs were running towards the ship now.  Their orderly retreat down the pier turned into a rout, and they began to flee towards the ship that their comrades were attempting to prepare for a hasty departure.
 
   The Corsair grabbed the back of Marco’s shirt and pants, lifting the whimpering boy with ease, and tossed him bodily inside the hull of the ship.  He used his sword to hack at the nearest rope that tied the ship to the pier, and the boat began to bounce actively as more of the retreating Corsairs began to arrive, hurling themselves off the pier and onto the deck of the ship.  The first arrivals grabbed long, stout poles from the inside of the ship, and began straining to push the ship away from the pierside.
 
   City residents began arriving.  They grabbed the last Corsairs before the men could jump onto the boat, and then the widening gap between the escaping vessel and the pier, doomed the last Corsair arrivals to a violent death at the hands of the mob.  The Corsair ship was pelted with a unrelenting stream of thrown objects – knives, spears, rocks, paving bricks.
 
   Marco was passed out, lying atop a pile of ropes and cables on the deck of the ship.  The Corsairs worked around him as they quickly unshipped oars, then maneuvered their ship towards the mouth of the dark harbor to escape from the raid on the city that had turned so deadly for the attackers.  As they grunted and slid back and forth on their benches, putting every last ounce of possible effort into rowing themselves to safety, they muttered questions to each other about what had gone wrong, what had happened to the sorcerer to cause his magical protection to fail, and they mourned the companions they had left behind to certain death, and especially they mourned all the spoils of war they had failed to come away with after the promising beginning to their raid on the unsuspecting Lion City.
 
   Once the ship passed the jetty that protected the harbor from rough seas, the Corsairs raised their sails, relieving them of the need to row to safety.  Their highest ranking leader listened to the stories about finding the gravely wounded sorcerer, who remained unconscious, and finding the living and thieving Marco in the immediate vicinity.
 
   Marco, still unconscious, was tied to the mast, and flogged with twenty five strokes of the whip before sunrise even began.  The brutal assault raised whimpers from the youth, who was then thrown down into the bilge compartment of the ship, as the crew left him to suffer; they presumed his guilt in defeating their raid, and intended to make him suffer more fully when – and if – the sorcerer awoke to confirm their suspicions.  And if the sorcerer didn’t revive to confirm Marco’s guilt, the boy would at best be sold in a slave market in some distant land on the south shore of the great sea.
 
   Marco’s body was washed over repeatedly by the foul, briny fluids that sloshed within the bilge, until he gained partial consciousness many hours later.
 
   “Mother,” he murmured, his consciousness spurred by the faint glimmer of light that filtered down into the bilge from the sunlight that fell on the sailing ship in the mid-afternoon.  Marco had not seen his mother in several years, not since she had packed a wrapped meal for him and sent him on his way out of the family’s small, poverty-stricken mountain village.   He had been destined to go to a broker in the Lion City, one who had promised to secure an apprenticeship for him with a furniture maker.   When Marco arrived in the city two days later, his meal long gone, the boy dirty and hungry and alone, the broker informed him that his family’s payment had not been sufficient for the furniture maker after all.  And that’s how Marco had been shuffled off to the much less reputable career of alchemist, though he no doubt enjoyed his apprenticeship with Algornia much more than he would have liked being an apprentice who made stools and tables and chairs.
 
   “Mother,” he murmured again, as his broken body tried to avoid awakening to the excruciating pain that awaited it.
 
   “Sshh,” a comforting voice answered, and a hand stroked his scalp gently.  “Sleep some more and rest,” the voice soothed him, and Marco obeyed, dropping back into a deeper unconsciousness.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6 – Kreewhite
 
    
 
   Marco awoke again in total darkness.  He awoke to the sounds of groans, sounds that he realized came from his own throat.
 
   “Just rest and let your body heal,” a voice in the dark hold told him.  
 
   Marco listened to the sounds of the ship, the timbers creaking and the distant sails above flapping in the breeze, along with the sound of hushed conversations taking place upon the deck.  “I hurt so badly,” he sobbed.  He tried to move his left hand, but only succeeded in knocking it lightly against a wooden beam, which made him cry out.
 
   “Sshh, don’t call their attention to you,” the voice warned gently.  It spoke with a strange speech pattern; every vowel seemed to be pronounced long, or slightly long, making Marco pause to make sure he understood.
 
   “Where are we?  Who are you?” Marco groaned as he tried to lay still.
 
   “I’m your friend,” the voice told him.  “Just rest easy friend,” Marco heard the voice say, and gentle fingers stroked his scalp, calming him so that he breathed quietly, until minutes later, when there was a grating sound overhead, and then there was a splash nearby, followed by the grating sound above in the darkness again.
 
   Marco felt his companion move with a steady, rhythmic sensation, and seconds later the voice was back.  “It’s a fish,” the friend said joyfully.  “Would you like some?”
 
   “I’m not hungry,” Marco answered.  He felt too much pain to feel any hunger.
 
   “You need to eat something,” his fellow captive said.  There was a wet tearing sound.  “Here,” the voice urged him, “It’s just a small bite,” and something damp and cool was pressed against his lips.
 
   Marco obliged the caregiver.  He let the fragment of fish enter his mouth and he began to chew, then hastily spit it out.
 
   “It’s raw!” he protested.
 
   “Ah,” the voice said sadly.  “Yes,” and after that the other captive said no more, as Marco drifted in and out of consciousness, unaware of his friend silently eating the raw fish.
 
   The next day, Marco awoke when the foul bilge brightened suddenly.  He blinked as he looked up, and saw the outline of a man’s torso standing in front of a bright blue sky overhead.  A draft of fresh air came blowing down into the hold, a blessed relief from the fetid air that lingered inside the bottom of the hull.
 
   A voice spoke gruffly in the Corsairs’ language, then paused.
 
   The voice of Marco’s friend in the bilge answered quickly, from somewhere right behind Marco.
 
   The voice overhead responded, then slammed the hatch shut.
 
   “You speak their language?” Marco asked slowly.  “What did he say?”
 
   His companion paused.  “He asked if we were still alive,” came the answer.
 
   “And you told him ‘yes’?” Marco confirmed.  “What did he say?”
 
   There was another pause.  “He said, ‘that’s too bad,’”, Marco’s companion reluctantly told Marco.
 
   Marco felt his stomach muscles tighten with fear.  “What will they do with us?  Do you know?”
 
   “Let’s not borrow tomorrow’s troubles for today,” the voice declined to speculate.  “What’s your name?” it asked.
 
   “I’m Marco.  What’s your name?” he asked in return.
 
   “My name is Kreewhite,” the voice answered.
 
   “Are you, are you a boy or a girl?  I’m sorry to ask,” Marco wanted to know.
 
   The companion laughed.  “I’m a boy.”
 
   “I couldn’t tell.  It’s so dark down here,” Marco tried to explain, realizing belatedly that the question needn’t have been asked.
 
   “Have they thrown any more fish down lately?” he asked.  “I think I’m hungry enough to eat some raw.”
 
   “No, no more fish recently,” the other boy answered.  “You can sip some of this bilge water.  It’s awful, but it’s all we’ve got.”
 
   “But,” Marco couldn’t even bring himself to express his disgust at the thought of all that was mixed in among the water that sloshed around them.
 
   “Don’t say anything, try not to think anything,” Kreewhite advised.  “It is the only option.”
 
   Marco sucked some moisture off his fingers, wishing he couldn’t consider what he was doing.
 
   “Where are you from?” Kreewhite asked Marco, attempting to distract him.
 
   “I’m from the Lion City,” Marco explained.  “The Corsairs tried to raid the city, but they didn’t do as well as they expected.
 
   “I hurt their sorcerer,” he confided.  “And they had to get away in a hurry without his magic to protect them.”
 
   “Their sorcerer is hurt?” Kreewhite asked with interest.  “That’s the best news I’ve heard in a while.”
 
   “Why?” Marco wanted to know.
 
   “The sorcerer,” Kreewhite paused, “had a special interest in me.  Whatever happens to me won’t be good, but it will be less bad if the sorcerer isn’t involved.”
 
   Marco could hear the fear and hatred in his companion’s voice.
 
   “If I can help you, I will,” Marco solemnly promised.  “But first I’ll have to heal enough to help myself,” he said ruefully.
 
   He slept again for several hours, and when he awoke, the motion of the ship was different, and the sounds were ominous.
 
   “This is what a storm sounds like on the surface of the sea,” Kreewhite explained.  “It just started getting rough a couple of hours ago.”
 
   “Is it day or night outside?” Marco asked.
 
   “I don’t know any more,” Kreewhite said wearily.
 
   Marco felt his stomach churning from the motion of the ship, as the storm rocked and bucked it violently over the next several hours.  His stomach was too empty though to do more than heave emptily, as he forced himself to suck drops of the stagnant bilge water from his fingers from time to time.
 
   A sudden freak gust of wind managed to catch the hatch that covered the opening to the bilge, and the two boys heard a sudden sharp rendering sound.  There were a brisk breeze suddenly blowing through their quarters, and fresh rainwater began to spray voluminously down upon them.  There was dim gray light, punctuated by flashes of lightning, and after the third flash, Marco turned his aching body around to try to see what his companion looked like.
 
   When the next flash of light arrived, he screamed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7 – The Shipwreck
 
    
 
   “You’re not human!” Marco shouted after his scream.  A rush of adrenaline gave him the energy to overcome the aches and injuries his body felt, and he awkwardly scrambled several feet away from Kreewhite.
 
   “You’re a mermaid!”
 
   “Actually, I’m a merboy, and if I were to live long enough to grow up, I would be a merman,” Kreewhite said in a jaunty tone.
 
   “You’re real,” Marco said.  “I didn’t know mermaids, or mermen, were real.”  He remained at a distance from the impossible embodiment of the voice he had known since awakening in the ship.
 
   “And what do you think now?  Am I real?  Haven’t I really been here with you for all this time, trying to take care of you?” Kreewhite asked in a challenging voice.
 
   “You have,” Marco acknowledged.  He tried to catch his breath at the astonishment of the momentary vision he had of the boy’s torso that had tapered into a long, fluid tail.  A sudden wave of water somehow managed to sweep up into the stormy air above the ship’s sails and hurtle across the deck of the Corsair ship, then drop its torrential mass of weight down into the bilge, crashing on Marco and sweeping him across the bottom of the hold, so that he crashed into Kreewhite, who grabbed him and held him steadily as the water went racing by.
 
   “Thank you,” Marco sputtered as he exhaled a portion of the water that had pounded down upon him.  He realized that his right hand was gripping Kreewhite’s arm fiercely.  As he started to loosen his grip, there was a horrible sound, a deafening, ripping noise.  The sound was a sound, and also a feeling too; it was so overwhelming that both boys felt their bodies quiver with the vibrations of the clamor, as the main mast of the ship, a tall, massively round, stout obelisk of wood, cracked and began to bend, ripping itself from its attachments to the hull as the force of the wind gusts above caught its canvas sails and pressed it beyond its capacity to endure.
 
   “Kreewhite!” Marco exclaimed.  His adrenaline continued to drive him beyond awareness of the pain in his body.  The sound of the crashing mast, and the vibrations of the weakening hull were suddenly joined by a wash of fresh sea water.  The disastrous movement of the mast began to wrench open the seams between the mighty planks in the hull, and copious amounts of water seeped in, to the point that Marco felt waves of the bilge water quickly breaking against his torso, instead of his thighs, as he lay on the bottom of the ship.
 
   There was a babble of shouts on the deck overhead, as the Corsair crew realized the eminent failure that was about to overtake their ship in the midst of the stormy sea.  
 
   “We’ve got to get ready to get out of here,” Kreewhite shouted, even though the two of them were within arm’s length of one another.   “We could get trapped in the wreckage if we don’t escape!”
 
   Another flash of lightning showed how high above the overhead hatchway remained.  “The water’s rising, and we’re getting closer, but I’m afraid the ship’s going to come apart around us before we can float to the hatch to escape.”
 
   They both looked up at the hatch, which flickered into constant view as the lightening in the stormy sky continually revealed and shone down through the opening.
 
   “Take your clothes off,” Kreewhite suddenly said to Marco, as the water level deepened to the point that they were starting to float.
 
   “What?” Marco asked incredulously.
 
   “We’re going to be out in the sea in a few minutes if we’re going to survive, and if you have all those heavy clothes and boots on, you’ll be too heavy for me to support for very long,” Kreewhite explained hastily.
 
   Marco suddenly understood.  “I’ve only got the one hand I can use,” he told Kreewhite.  “Would you pull my boots off my feet?”
 
   The two released their hold on one another, then Marco felt the tug of Kreewhite sliding the boots away from his feet.
 
   “Thanks,” he said gratefully as he slowly used the fingers of his one good hand to release his pants and pull them off, then remove his shirt as well, groaning with the pain of the cloth scraping against the raw flesh on his back.  By the time he finished, the water had risen higher, and the men overhead were no longer shouting so loudly to one another.   The boat’s motions were different too, as the amount of water that had gushed into the hull began to take on the motions of the water outside.
 
   The two were clinging to one another, listening to the sounds of the ship’s timbers snapping and buckling amidst the destructive winds and seas.  Debris was clashing loudly as it fell around them.   Marco looked up at the hatchway, now growing close enough that Marco envisioned himself leaping up out of the water and grasping the sill.
 
   Just as he looked, there were a series of lightning flashes, and the ghastly pale face of the sorcerer appeared.  He looked down at the two prisoners who were now flotsam, and he shouted something in his barbaric language.  He lowered his hand and pointed it at them as he spoke, and suddenly Marco was caught off-guard as Kreewhite pulled him down under the water.
 
   There was a loud noise, a shock wave in the water that tumbled them both forward, and then a wave of momentary heat.  The blast threw the two companions apart as they were tumbled downward towards the bottom of the hull.  Marco felt his head hit something hard, and he inhaled a mouthful of salty water.
 
   Hold on, Marco!” he heard Kreewhite’s voice carry clearly under the water, and a moment later he felt the merboy grab his torso and move him swiftly through the water.
 
   Their heads breached the surface of the water that sat inside the hull of the sinking ship, giving Marco the chance to exhale, then inhale noisily as he coughed and sputtered and tried to clear his lungs of the water he had taken in.
 
   “Marco, can you reach up to that sill and pull yourself up there?” Kreewhite asked urgently, his mouth next to Marco’s ear.
 
   Marco looked up at the very close opening through which flashes of lightning glowered.   It was only four feet overhead.
 
   “I can try.  I’ve only got one good hand,” Marco responded.
 
   “When you get to the deck, go to the back of the ship, and get ready to jump when you see me in the water,” Kreewhite explained.
 
   “How will you get there?” Marco asked, treading water as he held onto the merboy.
 
   “I’ll make it, no problem,” Kreewhite said.  “Are you ready?  Go!”
 
   Marco bunched his muscles and tried to boost himself out of the water.  He rose a few inches, then suddenly felt Kreewhite’s hands grab his legs and thrust him upward energetically.  The fingers on his good hand grabbed the edge of the open hatch, and pulled desperately, adding to his momentum.  He flung his crippled hand over the edge and lurched his torso, so that his stomach scrapped along the wooden edge of the opening, and then he landed, his legs flailing in empty air.  He raised his feet and rolled to his left, and suddenly he was on the deck of the ship.
 
   A wave crashed upon the deck and the rain fell in drenching sheets, and the impact of the wave pushed him back towards the opening momentarily before he grabbed a rope and held on tightly.
 
   As the wave passed beyond him he rose to his knees and looked around.  There were no men in sight, while a pair of small boats appeared to bob among the fearsome waves not far from the ship.  As Marco began to press himself forward through the wind and the rain, he looked over his shoulder at the small boats, and saw a yellow dome suddenly appear over one of the boats, a sign that the sorcerer was in the vessel and taking steps to protect himself from the storm.
 
   Marco stumbled upon the deck, and as he started to flail, he caught a glimpse of something shooting skyward, leaving the ship behind as the gale-force winds caught it and sent it flying off to the left.  Marco moved his hand, which landed on the handle of a sword that had been abandoned on the ship’s deck, and he instinctively grabbed ahold of the hilt, then clung to it as he made his way towards the rear of the ship, while more and more waves began sweeping across the deck of the sinking ship.  The sword felt solid, like something that could keep him safe, and in some mysterious way it felt lucky too.  He didn’t know what to expect, or what to do, but he knew Kreewhite had given him direction, and he clung to that instruction as the only thing he knew or understood in the horrific situation he was trapped in.
 
   “Marco!  You made it!” he heard Kreewhite’s voice faintly as scrambled to the railing that marked the rear of the Corsair’s ship.
 
   “Jump!” the merboy called.  “Jump in the water.  I’ll get you and we’ll find someplace safe.”
 
   Marco lifted his leg with difficulty, and straddled the railing, still holding onto his new-found sword, then tumbled forward, into the turbulent water of the sea.
 
     Kreewhite was with him immediately, placing an arm around his shoulder to hold his head in the air between the pounding of the constant waves.
 
   “Drop that sword!  It’s weighing you down!” Kreewhite advised.
 
   “I want to keep it; it feels lucky,” Marco shouted over the sounds of the waves.
 
   “It won’t be lucky for you if you carry it to the bottom,” Kreewhite told him.
 
   Marco said nothing more, as he silently acknowledged within his mind that Kreewhite was right, and that he should prepare to forgo the excitement of holding the sword.  He felt the two of them start to move forcefully across the surface of the sea, moving up and over the swells of the large waves, as Kreewhite seemed to effortlessly propel the two of them with the rhythmic motion of his tail flukes.
 
   “Where are we headed?” Marco asked after a few moments.
 
   “Out of the storm, I hope,” Kreewhite answered.  “The dawn seems to be breaking behind us, so I’m going towards the sunset side of the sea, where the storms usually come from.
 
   “I don’t know where we are,” he answered Marco’s unspoken question.  “After sunrise I may be able to find out.”
 
   They were silent after that, as Kreewhite masterfully carried the pair of them through the gradually calming waters, as the sky behind them grew gray with the dull light of the sun rising behind the clouds in the east.
 
   Kreewhite stopped when they reached a large, floating wooden plank, possibly a piece of some unfortunate ship’s wreckage, similar to their own ship’s demise.  “You stay here and hold on to this,” the merboy instructed Marco.  “I’m going to go look around and see if I can find out where we are.  I’ll be back in a little while.  Don’t go anywhere,” he instructed Marco.
 
   “What if a mermaid comes along?” Marco laughingly asked.
 
   “Especially if a mermaid comes along,” Kreewhite answered with a grin.  “I get first chance to strike up a conversation with her!”
 
   “I won’t argue,” Marco agreed, as he slung his arms over the wooden plank.  He watched as Kreewhite disappeared, his large, greenish-golden tail flipping upward to splash Marco soundly with a drenching shower of seawater as the merboy disappeared beneath the waves.
 
   Marco hung onto the wooden plank, and tried to look around, hoping to see something – anything – that would offer some break in the monotonous view he had of water and more water.  There was nothing, except the promise of a break in the clouds overhead, as the gray overcast grew lighter in patches.
 
   With a sigh, he closed his eyes and laid his head back, resting from the exhaustion he felt in every bone and muscle of his battered body.  He didn’t fall asleep, but his pain-wracked mind wandered amidst speculation about the past and the future.  He wondered if the citizens of the Lion City had recovered most of their loot, and he particularly wondered if Angelica and her maid had been safely rescued.  At the same time he dreamed about Kreewhite taking him someplace safe, someplace from which he made his way back to the city, back to a hero’s welcome for his role in fighting the sorcerer, disrupting the Corsair’s defense of their looted goods and unraveling their planned escape.
 
   When he opened his eyes, the sea was calm, the sky overhead was clear, and the sun was shining down from high overhead.
 
   “Marco, are you awake?” Kreewhite was next to him, his head rising from the water.
 
   “We might as well get going,” Kreewhite told him.  “Are you ready?”
 
   “Where are we going?  Is it close by?” Marco asked.
 
   “Well,” Kreewhite paused, “I’m not sure.  I couldn’t find any landmarks I recognized, and none of the currents taste familiar,” he admitted.  “We’re lost.”
 
   Marco grabbed the sword off the top of his wooden plank.
 
   “So what is your plan?” he sighed.
 
   “We’ll start going in the direction of the rising sun.  I have a feeling that my people’s home is in that direction.”
 
   “But you’re not sure?” Marco pressed.
 
   “No,” Kreewhite let his own frustration show in the tone of his short answer.  “Do you have a better idea?  Would you like to just float here?”
 
   “Not at all,” Marco hastily assured the merboy.  “You’ve saved my life.  I trust your judgment.  I’m ready to go east.”
 
   “That’s the human word for the place where the sun brings daylight – east?” Kreewhite asked.
 
   “Yes,” Marco answered.
 
   “Such a short word for such an important task,” Kreewhite murmured.  “Here,” he positioned himself next to Marco.  “Lie down on my back and hold on,” he floated prone in the water as Marco awkwardly moved over and positioned himself on Kreewhite’s broad back, his sword tucked between their two bodies as his right hand held onto a shoulder and his injured left hand dangled uselessly.
 
   Kreewhite began to wave his tail, and it felt to Marco as though they leapt ahead.  He tightened his hold momentarily until he felt settled, then loosened his grip as their journey began.
 
   They moved through the water wordlessly for over an hour.
 
   “What is your home like?” Marco asked.
 
   “I live with my sister and her mate.  We’re in the new town that everyone moved to after a human ship found our old town,” he said.
 
   Marco felt awkwardness.  “Did the humans chase you away?”
 
   “They hunt us down.  They take us captive, and cut us into pieces.  That human with the evil powers back on the ship – people like him use our body parts to help make their magic stronger,” Kreewhite said back over his shoulder to Marco, who was glad he could not see the boy’s face at that moment
 
   “You saved my life.  I heard the men on the ship say that you injured the wicked powerful one, and wrecked their plans.  If you hadn’t done that, if they had been able to get away the way they planned, with the evil one healthy and whole, I’d be dissected already,” Kreewhite’s voice was somber.
 
   Marco was silent for several minutes.  “And you’ve saved my life too.  So I guess we’ve both done a favor for each other.”
 
   “Our first favors for each other,” Kreewhite said.  “Let’s hope there will be many more chances in the future!” he laughed.
 
   “There will be,” Kreewhite said.  “I feel it.  I feel that we are going to be arnelli.”  He spoke in a confident tone.
 
   “What are arnelli?” Marco asked.
 
   “They are people who are more than friends; they are companions and protectors and partners,” Kreewhite explained.  “We will be the first among my people to be arnelli with both a tail and legs!”
 
   “Arnelli it is,” Marco agree decisively.  He knew he owed the merboy his life, and he liked Kreewhite immensely.  He didn’t even think about the fact that the boy had a tail instead of legs as they talked and swam.
 
   “And where do you live?” Kreewhite asked.
 
   “In the Lion City, among the humans.  I have a room under the pier.  That’s how I was able to sneak up on the sorcerer, though I didn’t plan to,” Marco answered.
 
   They traveled on for a while more, and the sun started to set in the western sky.
 
   “Kreewhite, could we go to that island?” Marco asked as he happened to catch a glimpse of a tree covered cliff off to the left, a short distance behind them.
 
   “What island?” Kreewhite asked.   Marco pointed as Kreewhite turned, and the merboy’s motion ended as they floated to a stop.
 
   “I didn’t see that.  I don’t know how we could have passed it without my noticing it,” he spoke in a puzzled, and indignant voice.
 
   “I’d like to feel land under my feet for a little while.  Maybe we could spend the night there, or at least I might find something to eat besides fish,” Marco hesitantly suggested, wondering if there might be humans who could help him.
 
   “Yes, of course.  We’ll go right there,” Kreewhite quickly agreed, and they began moving again, making a sharp turn to the left as they headed towards a new destination.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8 – Isle of Ophiuchus
 
    
 
   They swam towards the island, as the sun dropped swiftly towards the horizon, and the sky grew red.  The sun fell behind the island as their angle of approach changed, and suddenly Kreewhite came to an abrupt stop, nearly throwing Marco forward over his shoulders like a bucking horse.  The boy grabbed the merboy’s hair in his haste to hold on.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Marco asked.  “Is there trouble?”
 
   “Look!” Kreewhite said breathlessly.  He pointed at the island.
 
   Marco looked for several seconds, then suddenly realized what Kreewhite was staring at.
 
   The island was a small one, with quickly rising sides that rose inward towards a point high above the sea level, like a sharply-inclined hill, or the top of a mountain.  At the top of the mountain, was a rock formation, one that was backlit by the setting sun’s red-painted sky in the west.
 
   The rock formation was in the shape of the profile of a beautiful woman’s face.  Her chin, her partially open mouth, nose, eye, forehead and hairline were all remarkably evident.  Beyond the profile though – even more remarkable – was the display of numerous openings in the stone below the profile.  The bright red rays of the sun shone clearly through the openings, illuminating their shapes for the two observing boys.  Directly below the woman’s profile was a perfect arrow, pointing upward to the woman.  Below that was an obvious crescent moon.  And around the moon was a constellation of five pointed stars.
 
   “This is the enchanted isle!” Kreewhite said in a reverent whisper.
 
   “Enchanted isle?  You know this place?” Marco asked in an echoing whisper, awed by the extraordinary display.
 
   “I’ve learned the legends of the isle,” Kreewhite answered.  “This is the Island of Ophiuchus.  His most sacred temple is on this island, and there is a sea grotto with a pool of miracles.  Everyone in our race knows the legends of the isle.  Do you mean you’ve never heard?”
 
   “There is a cult of Ophiuchus in the Lion City,” Marco told him.  “But they’re small and stay to themselves.  I don’t know any of them,” he said, as a momentary image of the small temple of Ophiuchus, tucked away on a narrow, backwater canal, flashed through his memory.  “The mother church frowns upon the cults,” he added, “But they don’t seem to say anything bad about the followers of Ophiuchus.”
 
   “Ophiuchus is a special patron of our people,” Kreewhite told Marco as they drew close to the shore.  Waves were breaking upon rocks at the base of a short cliff on the side of the island they approached.   Kreewhite began to circle around to the right, looking for a better approach to the shoreline.  “The island is supposed to be a place of special refuge for those of us in desperate situations.”
 
   “I think we qualify,” Marco spoke up.
 
   “There!” Kreewhite began to speed forward towards the darkening island.  “I see a cave entrance from the sea.  We’ll go in there.”
 
   Marco held on tightly, suddenly frightened by the prospect of entering a cave on an enchanted island.  There was no telling what might await them within the cave, but he hesitated to say anything that might contradict Kreewhite’s obvious excitement.
 
   They entered a narrow alley of dark water where the breakers crashed upon themselves in the confined space, then the pair went beneath the high, arching entrance to the cave Kreewhite had spotted.  The water immediately grew calm, and the sounds from outside were quickly hushed, so that the only sound was the echoing noise of their own passage through the water.
 
   It was very dark within the cave.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9 – Temple of Healing
 
    
 
   The cavern became a watery passage through the stone bulwark of the island, an aisle that led into the dark interior, faintly lit by an inexplicable phosphorescence that glowed upon the surface of the water that Kreewhite slowly swam through.  The cave took a sharp turn, and a brighter light became visible in the distance, even though the water ahead of the pair was smothered under a layer of clinging mist.
 
   “Where are we going?”  Marco asked.  “Do you think we should go any further?”
 
   “I just wanted to get away from the shoreline,” Kreewhite answered.  “I thought this might give us an easy place where you could get onto the land.  Are you afraid?  Do you want to go back out into the sea and try to find someplace else to land on the island?  It will be getting too dark to see very well.”
 
   “No, this is okay,” Marco answered, stung by the question of whether he was afraid.  He did feel afraid, with his injuries and inability to defend himself well, but he didn’t want to admit it.  He tightened his grip on the sword he still carried.  “Let’s go on.”
 
   Kreewhite began to move forward, entering the mist, through which Marco could see nothing.  He suddenly felt as though he were in a heavy fog bank, unable to discern any forward motion while they were engulfed in the white mist. 
 
   “This water isn’t deep,” Kreewhite commented.
 
   After only a couple of minutes, their enclosed world changed.
 
   The fog ended abruptly, and so did the darkness, and so did the cavern.  Both boys gaped in astonishment around them as Kreewhite held a stationary position.
 
   The roof of the cavern overhead soared majestically high above them, as the passageway from the sea opened upon a large, chambered pool, an extraordinary surprise within the solid stone heart of the extraordinary island.  Not only was the roof a great dome, but a series of small flames were emitted jet-like from openings overhead, providing the dim illumination that allowed the two visitors to inspect their extraordinary surroundings.
 
   The water had a faint metallic odor, and it felt rich and creamy in an unusual way; Marco could tell that they were more buoyant in the warm waters within the chamber.
 
   The stone walls that rose from the waterline were a smooth, perfectly round circle, broken only at the spot where a broad staircase rose from the water and climbed up into the stone.  Several feet above the water the smooth walls ended, and above them were a series of columns that surrounded the entire chamber, topped with decorative capitals that seemed to hold up the island overhead.
 
   “I’ll take you to the steps and you can feel land for a change,” Kreewhite offered in a cautious tone, though he made no move towards the steps.
 
   “What is this place?  Is this a merpeople temple?” Marco asked.
 
   “I’ve seen temples, but I’ve never heard of anything like this,” Kreewhite answered.  He began to move slowly, taking his time to approach the stairway that led up into an unknown dark space behind the columns.  He stopped when they were just inches from the steps, then twisted his body so that Marco could easily slip off.
 
   With a grunt Marco splashed off his friend and sat down on a submerged step at the bottom of the open staircase.  He carefully rose to a standing position, then stretched his muscles, raising his hands high overhead as he gave a great sigh of relief at the feel of standing on solid ground for the first time since he had been taken captive from the Lion City.  Even though his muscles and injuries ached from the activity, he maintained his embrace of freedom for several seconds, then looked around.
 
   The underground temple appeared spotlessly clean.  There were no stains or marks on the steps, no signs that the divine space had ever been used or even touched by human hands.  Marco looked up into the darkness that enveloped the upper reaches of the staircase, which rose out of sight on its way to some unknown destination above.
 
   Marco lowered his arms, then held the sword cautious before him as he looked upward before he began to limp upward.
 
   “Where are you going?” Kreewhite asked.
 
   “Not far,” Marco assured the merboy sincerely.  “I just want to see what is around here.”
 
   “I can’t come up there to help you,” Kreewhite warned.  “Be careful.”
 
   “I know,” Marco answered as he continued to climb, belatedly remembering that in fact his friend did not have legs.  
 
   There was no evidence of any danger or potential harm, but each step nonetheless felt tentative, as though he were entering a space of great danger.  He reached the landing at the level where the stairs passed between the columns, and stopped to look at the balcony-like corridor that curved away to both the right and the left, running in a circle around the interior of the chamber just behind the columns.
 
   After a moment’s hesitation he began to shuffle off to the right, and took five minutes to slowly circumnavigate the full distance around the chamber, coming back to the stairs without discovering anything on note.
 
   “I’m not going to climb up the stairs any further,” he announced.
 
   “Are you ready to leave?” Kreewhite asked.
 
   “Maybe we could just spend the night here,” Marco suggested, not sure why the words blurted out of his mouth.
 
   “Well, it is sheltered and seems safe, and you would be able to sleep on land,” Kreewhite agreed.  “We could go out in the morning in the daylight and see our way around the island to find some place you can do land-things if you want to, before we go on.”
 
   “Where will we go on to?” Marco asked as he sat down on a step.
 
   “To my homeland, I hope,” Kreewhite said in a tone that was both hopeful and wistful.  “If I can find it.”
 
   “Will I be able to get back to my home from there?” Marco probed.
 
   “I’ll do everything I can to make sure you do,” Kreewhite pledged, as Marco stretched out on the stone floor.  The surface felt cold against his bare skin, but he felt great relief as he lay down.
 
   “I’m going to go back out into the sea and try to find some clues about where we are,” the merboy told Marco just as he closed his eyes.
 
   “Will you be able to see anything in the dark?” Marco asked.
 
   “It’s not a matter of seeing.  It’s feeling and tasting the water,” Kreewhite answered, and his voice sounded further away.  “I’ll see you in the morning Marco,” he said, and then there was a rippling sound, and Marco knew that his friend was gone, swimming freely without his passenger, probably enjoying the unfettered progress he could make.
 
   The stone he was resting on gave a slight quiver, an unexpected tremor that surprised Marco into opening his eyes.  
 
   The room had grown dimmer, and he noted that half the gas flames overhead had disappeared.
 
   There was another tremor, and then the sound of crashing rocks, and more of the flames were extinguished, leaving little illumination in the watery chamber at all.
 
   Marco felt afraid.
 
   He sat up on the stony floor and looked around.  The chamber had a very faint vibration, one that he could feel as much as hear.  As he sat, looking up at the single remaining flame that appeared as a bright blue star overhead, the vibration seemed to change timbre, becoming less of a feeling, and more of a sound.  It seemed to rise in pitch, and he listened in astonishment as the sound grew slightly louder, more audible, and slowly transformed into a voice, maintaining a single clear note that seemed to be sung, and hung in the air of the dome.
 
   “Marco,” the note stopped, the voice no longer sang, and suddenly the voice, a powerful, compelling voice, whispered his name.
 
   “Marco,” it repeated.  “Are you the champion?”
 
   “Kreewhite?” Marco called in panic.  “Kreewhite, are you still here?”
 
   There was silence.
 
   “Stand up if you are my champion,” the voice spoke.
 
   Marco rolled and crouched in a kneeling position momentarily, then looked all around, trying to penetrate the gloom to find the person who was speaking.  There was no visible evidence of anyone, and he decided to stand.
 
   “I am not your champion,” he called out in a quavering voice.  “I do not know who you are.  What do you want?  Who are you?”
 
   “Come to me,” the voice, now sounding feminine, whispered in the still air.  “Climb the stairs and come up to me.  Let me look at you more closely.”
 
   The word ‘look’ made Marco belatedly realize that he stood naked as he conversed with an unseen female, and he blushed as he began to squirm.
 
   “Climb the stairs, Marco,” the voice spoke more firmly, the request becoming a command, and Marco responded by starting to limp up the stairs.
 
   The stairwell was dark, and as Marco began to climb, the last of the flames in the ceiling of the dome fizzled out, leaving total darkness all around the frightened boy.  He hesitated, then raised his foot carefully, and resumed climbing the dark steps, feeling each step carefully as he moved further away from the watery chamber he had entered through.
 
   After several minutes of climbing, he reached a flat spot, and cautiously stepped forward until his toes reached a solid wall before him.  He used his rusty sword to tap the barrier, and moved to his left along the wall, around a corner, and found that there was a dim glow ahead and above him, as another flight of stairs rose from the landing he was on.  The source of the glow was distant and indistinct, but in the light he could at least see the outline of the rising stairwell ahead of him.  With a sigh, he began climbing again.
 
   Many minutes later he came to another landing, another empty, sterile hole squared out of the stone interior of the island.  The source of the light was there, a thin rectangle of light that outlined a door immediately before him.
 
   “Open the door, and enter,” the voice returned, and startled him with its unexpected command.
 
   Marco flinched forward, and the door gently wafted open from the slight contact his right fingertips made.  Inside was a long, narrow room.  The ceiling glowed with a bluish light, while the walls glowed with red.
 
   The floor, however, was just as unusual.  It appeared to be a pit of quicksand, quivering of its own volition with constant small bubbles rising and bursting on the surface, as rings of ripples spread.
 
   “What do I do?” Marco asked as he stood in the threshold.
 
   “Walk through the room, and leave through the door at the far end,” the voice commanded.
 
   “Can I?” Marco started to ask.  “Is it safe?”
 
   “Do you trust me?  If so, walk through the room to the door at the far end,” the voice answered.
 
   I can’t trust you; I don’t know you, Marco thought to himself.  But he had climbed the stairs already at the command of the mysterious voice, and something made him believe he could trust it; there was no note of treachery or deceit that his ears could detect.
 
   He stepped forward, and his foot landed on a step below the surface of the slushy liquid, warm and clinging, rising up to his knee.  He dropped down as he moved his injured leg to the next step, and as his foot left the dry floor behind, there was a buzzing current that seemed to run through him, and the lit walls flashed an intense burst of energy that made him close his eyes.
 
   As he closed his eyes he lost his balance, and he fell forward into the pit, his arms wind-milling wildly.  He felt the sword in his hand slice down into the water, striking the surface and cutting through it, careening off at an angle in response to the resistance of the heavy froth into which both the sword and Marco were collapsing.
 
   The surface of the material closed over Marco’s head, and he dropped down until his chest struck a firm, unrelenting floor to the pit.  He coughed in the watery mixture as he pressed and kicked himself back upward.  His eyes were still closed as he felt his face pass through the strata of the contents of the pit – liquid at the bottom, gritty solids floating above, and a light, foamy top layer – before he returned to air and stood erect, coughing to clear his lungs.  The contents of the long, trench-like pit came up to his shoulder pits, and he lifted his arms, including the sword that he still clutched, upward above his head and outward; it had a strong taste and odor of minerals.
 
   He lowered his free hand and wiped his eyes clear, then opened them, and saw that the lights of the walls and ceiling had returned, and the long room remained disturbing in appearance as a result of the interplay of the two colors.  He stretched a foot out in front of himself to test the unseen floor of the pit, then stepped forward, and cautiously began to progress.  He lowered both arms, and then swung his arms as part of his natural stride while he moved down the length of the pit towards the door that was his goal.
 
   “What is this stuff?” he muttered as he moved.
 
   “It is the bath of Ascelepius,” the voice answered.  
 
   Informed but unenlightened, Marco reached the end of the pit, and stepped up the steep pair of steps that let him exit the moisture within.   The contents of the pit drained smoothly off his bare skin, leaving him feeling dry, as though he hadn’t been drenched.  He reached forward for the door, one hand holding the sword, the other ready to press against the surface of the metal portal, when he realized to his astonishment that both hands were healthy and whole.
 
   He stopped and inventoried his whole body in a momentary self-examination, and realized that he felt no pain, that there were no injuries, and that all signs of the attack by the sorcerer on the pier in the Lion City were erased.  He felt whole and healthy; if anything, he felt even stronger than he thought he had been before.
 
   The movement of the sword caught his eye, as it flickered about while he flexed his arms, and he stared at the transformation.  The blade was beautifully reflective, shinier than anything he had ever seen before.  The corrosion and dull appearance it had possessed when he had grabbed it off the deck of the Corsair’s ship were gone.
 
   “Thank you,” Marco looked up and spoke to the voice.  “This is impossible, and wonderful.  Thank you for your healing power.  I cannot tell you how wonderful this is!”
 
   There was no answer, though Marco stood in hushed silence, waiting for the voice.  At length he reached forward again and pressed the door open then walked through, limp-free and comfortable. 
 
   “I have healed you so that you may be my champion,” the voice said as Marco crossed the threshold to the next chamber.
 
   “What champion do you need?” Marco asked.  “There must be someone better than me.  I’m just a boy, almost,” he explained.
 
   There was no answer once again, only silence.  Marco’s attention strayed from waiting for the voice to looking around him. 
 
   The voice spoke no more, though he waited.  In the dim light that filtered into the room where he stood, he saw that he was in a small room, with rough, uncut rocky faces on all sides.  There was no ceiling to the room – the room ascended upward into an uncapped darkness above.
 
   Among the protruding and receding rocks on the walls, Marco saw something like a means of passage.  It was as steep as a step ladder, and it meandered back and forth for as long as it was in sight.  There was no other direction in which he could advance.
 
   “Am I supposed to climb up there?  What’s up there?” Marco asked the empty dimness around him, but he received no answer.
 
   He stood in confusion, considering whether to return the way he had come, or to move on.  He felt his stomach growl, and realized that he was extremely hungry.  There was no food behind him he knew, so he decided to start to climb, and to hope that either he would find an exit, or that the voice would guide him to an exit.
 
   He wanted food, and he wanted to see Kreewhite, he realized, as he placed his free hand in a crevice and began to pull himself up.  He held onto the sword with one hand, while his bare feet groped among the crannies of the stone, seeking shelves and openings into which he could step.  He shifted the sword from hand to hand as he climbed, depending upon whether one hand or the other was growing tired, or whether he had to switch direction and free a particular hand to allow him to reach his next gripping point.
 
   The chimney-like cave never grew completely dark, even as he moved upward and away from his starting point.  He could see well enough to see where to place his hand’s next move, but the points below him and the points above him quickly disappeared into vague nothingness.
 
   After what seemed like a full day of climbing, he stopped to rest at a spot where the direction of his climb switched, and a small open space became an opportunity to sit and pause.  Marco wondered what had happened to Kreewhite.  He hoped the merboy was out in the open sea, free and swimming through the waters.  He wondered if he would be able to find an exit from the caves and find a way to return to the shore line of the island, where he might be able to rendezvous with Kreewhite, so that they could resume their journey together.
 
   He casually wondered what was happening in Algornia’s shop, and whether he was missed by his master, but then the thought left his mind as he looked upward at the darkness, and began climbing again.  His newly healed muscles, as strong and marvelous as they felt in their miraculous recovery from the crippling attacks he had suffered at the hands of the Corsairs, began to send signals of fatigue and pain as he continued to climb, telling him that his long ascent was overcoming their capacity to continue.
 
   And then, just as he planned to stop and rest again, possibly even sleep, he found himself reaching the summit of his journey.  The shaft he had climbed reached and opened in the center of a large, flat-floored cavern, and he crawled out onto it, then stood up and walked away from the edge of the opening.
 
   The room was just as dark as the shaft had been, with only the faintest of light coming from some indistinct source.  There was no sound of any type, other than the faint echoes of his own movements.  He held his sword down and used it as a cane, helping him to assure that the floor in the dark chamber was whole as he cautiously shuffled forward.
 
   After just a few minutes of movement, he reached a wall.  As he ran his hand across the stone it felt smooth, the evident handiwork of men, and he took hope that perhaps he would meet someone, anyone who could release him into the open world, and hopefully give him a meal and some clothes.  He walked along the wall, one hand holding the sword down to assure that the floor ran on, while the fingers on the other hand ran along the wall to keep it in constant contact, for Marco was sure that in that manner he would come to a door that would be his exit from the underground chamber.
 
   Within a few steps he abruptly stopped, as he fingers ran across a wide seam in the stony wall, and the new section of wall seemed to give slightly.  Marco pressed harder against the wall, and he felt elation as the section of stone rocked back and forth.  He lifted the hand that held the sword, then pressed both hands against the edge of the wall, and braced his bare feet on the floor as he gave a mighty shove than made the wall fly open under the force of his effort, and he stumbled through the opening into a new room.
 
   He could see inside the new room.  He stood still when he stopped his momentum, and looked up.  There was light.  There was a high arched dome overhead, and an opening in the very center of the ceiling, through which he could see a small portion of a field of stars twinkling with luminous intensity, and then to his surprise he saw a flash of light as a shooting star sailed across his narrow field of vision.
 
   On the wall opposite from him was a relatively blinding circle of light, the place where a shaft of moonlight landed on a pale white wall after entering through the opening above.  Except for a floor that was solid, not liquid, the room he was in was a copy of the temple he had been in below, at sea level with Kreewhite.  The ceiling was domed, there was a circle of columns inside the walls, and everything was a creamy, pale white color.  The moonlight reflected off the far wall and illuminated the room with a brightness that was disconcerting after Kestrel’s long confinement in the caverns beneath the ground.  There was an altar, a slab of raised stone, sitting two steps above the floor, in the center of the temple, and there was nothing else but him.  The altar held a silver platter, and upon the platter was a single apple.  Without hesitation, Marco grabbed the apple and devoured the fruit to the point of nibbling relentlessly around the core to consume every obtainable bit of edible flesh.
 
   After he finished the apple, Marco turned and looked around the room, and realized that the stone panel he had pressed open had swung closed behind him.  It was, in fact, indistinguishable from the adjoining panels, and as he pressed against the various parts of the wall that he felt must be the doorway, none of them moved in the slightest degree.  He gave a great sigh and slumped down to the floor, knowing that in one sense he had simply traded one place of confinement for another.
 
   With a view of open sky though, and more importantly, with evidence of human activity as evidenced by the presence of the apple, Marco felt better about his new location, and the prospects for achieving release.  He closed his eyes, and fell soundly asleep, exhausted physically and mentally by the long, strange journey that had brought him to the temple.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10 – Porenn
 
    
 
   Marco awoke to the sound of screams.
 
   His head was tilted forward, his chin rested on his chest as he slept, and the screams startled him, so that he raised his head abruptly and banged it against the solid marble wall behind him, making a resounding whacking sound from the painful contact.
 
   He staggered upward, one hand pressing the sword out in front of him protectively while the other hand rubbed the back of his skull, and he looked up.
 
   He let out a shout of his own, conscious immediately of his own dire circumstances.
 
   Four girls, wearing white gowns that flowed elegantly along the lines of their bodies, were standing in front of an open doorway.   One held a silver platter that held a single apple, identical to the fruit he had eaten during the night.
 
   He was standing naked before them, with only the sword in his hand as insufficient coverage, and all the girls were staring at him, screaming.  Their screams were loud and piercing, and at first they were wordless shrieks, but they evolved into words as the girls continued to stand, and stare, and shout.
 
   “Iasco!  Help us!” shouted one girl.
 
   “A blasphemer in the temple,” screamed another.
 
   “It’s a boy, a naked boy!” a third voice drilled her words into the air.
 
   “He’s naked, completely naked!  This boy is naked!” another voice insistently screamed.
 
   Marco glanced around in terror, then spotted the empty platter on the altar, the one he had eaten the apple off the night before.  He lunged towards the altar, which was also the same direction  the girls were in.
 
   The girls screamed with renewed vigor as he moved, but they remained rooted to the spot by the doorway, staring at him as they screamed, and Marco was conscious of the direction of their eyes.
 
   Marco grabbed the platter and swung it quickly down in front of himself.  “Go away!” he shouted.  “Stop staring at me!  Go!”
 
   The girls looked up from the platter to his face, and their screams stopped.  They stood silently together in a cluster by the doorway, then, without any spoken communication between them, they turned as one and ran out of the doorway, leaving it ajar, and leaving Marco alone in the temple.
 
   “Holy mother!” Marco swore in astonishment.
 
   “You may call me that if you wish, but it doesn’t really fit,” a deep feminine voice addressed Marco from the doorway.  He reflexively checked the platter to make sure it provided his strategic coverage.
 
   “I’ve been head priestess here for a long time, and I’ve heard many stories from my predecessors, but finding a naked boy in the Apex temple is something new,” the woman paused.
 
   Marco studied her.  Like the young girls who had first discovered him, the woman wore a simple white dress, sleeveless and elegant.  She was older though, much older, or perhaps not, Marco couldn’t decide.  Her hair was a brilliant silver color, but didn’t appear to be the gray hair of an aged person.  The hair color stood out in its contrast with the exotically striped skin the woman sported, a dark complexion that had stripes of lighter skin precisely detailed in refined stripes.  She reminded Marco of a few alley cats he had seen in the Lion City, with stripes that were as clearly defined in their fur as the lady’s stripes were defined on her skin.
 
   “Who are you?” the woman asked.  “Are you the champion?”
 
   Her question reminded Marco of the bodiless voice that had spoken to him in the cavern the day – or night – before.  There too he had been asked if he was a champion.
 
   “Were you the one who spoke to me down there?” Marco asked.
 
   “So you answer a question with a question, do you,” the exotic woman replied.  “Either you are extremely confident of your position – exposed though you appear to me,” she smiled at her own pun, “or perhaps your manners are just poor, or perhaps your wits are too addled to know how to answer.”
 
   “I can answer questions,” Marco replied brusquely.  “I just want to know what this is all about.  Who are you?  Why did you bring me here?  Is Kreewhite okay?” he asked.
 
   “We seem to be speaking past one another,” the woman replied patiently.  “I – we – did not bring you here.  Somehow you have placed yourself in a temple where you should not be, on an island upon which you should not be.   If you are here as the great healer’s champion, then we welcome you, and we’ll even offer to clothe you,” she said with a ghost of a smile.
 
   “And if you are not here as a champion, then I must know how you got here, and who you are,” her tone was not threatening, yet there was no mistaking the implications of her comment.
 
   “My friend and I swam into a cave yesterday, a cave that was a temple, and I climbed up the caves last night and came out here in this temple,” Marco said.  “And the voice started talking to me; that’s why I went up into the cave.
 
   “May I have some clothes?” he suddenly asked.  “And some food?”
 
   “I was wondering how long we were going to go before that subject came up,” the woman told him.  “So just tell me, who are you, and how did you really get here?  Answer that, and we’ll get some clothes for you, we’ll feed you, and we’ll figure out what we’re going to do with you.”
 
   “My name is Marco.  I’m from the Lion City.  I was taken by Corsairs, and when their ship wrecked in a storm, my friend and I swam to this island.  We saw a cave in a cliff, and we swam in,” Marco recited, feeling angry and drained and defeated by all the circumstances piling up.  “The cave was a temple, much like this one,” he repeated.  “I climbed up from it – and I got healed,” he remembered to add that detail, “then I climbed out into this temple last night, and I woke up when all those girls started screaming.”
 
   The woman looked at him, her head cocked slightly to one side, giving him a measuring stare that made Marco nervous.
 
   “I think I believe you believe that is the truth.  Stay right here while I have some clothes brought up,” she commanded, then stepped back out the doorway and spoke to someone apparently close by, though out of Marco’s sight.
 
   “Your clothes will be here in a minute,” she told him as she looked back into the temple.
 
   “What is this place?  Where am I?” Marco asked, hopeful that something was going to finally go right for him.
 
   “This is the temple of Asclepius, on the isle of Ophiuchus, where no man may ever set foot,” the woman’s voice was brisk.  Her words shocked Marco, who had no idea that there was a place that forbid men to be present.
 
   “That was the name of the place where I was healed,” he told the woman instead, remembering the bath he had walked through in the cave.
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked.
 
   “In the cave below, I walked through a big trough of liquid of some kind, and it healed away all my injuries,” he explained.  “It was the bath of Asclepius.”
 
   “We’ll talk,” the woman said, as a girl arrived and handed her a bundle of cloth.  “Here are your clothes,” she said promptly, walking carefully towards Marco with the bundle.  “Will you put the sword down please?” she asked as she approached.
 
   Marco placed the sword on top of the altar, while holding the platter in place.  The woman placed the bundle on the altar as well, then stepped back.  “We will wait outside while you get dressed.   Come out and join us,” she suggested, then walked back to the doorway, and took the delivery girl with her out of the temple.
 
   Marco lunged at the bundle with one hand and hastily pulled out a pair of pants, then stepped into them and immediately lifted them to his waist, as he discarded the platter that had served him in his time of need.  There was a shirt, which felt too tight, and a vest, that felt acceptable, and a cloak as well, though Marco felt no need to wear it.
 
   He left the platter and the unneeded clothes on the altar, then cautiously stepped to the doorway and looked out.  He stopped and consumed the extraordinary view.  The temple was high upon the crest of the island, and as he looked out he could see the vast blue ocean shining in the sunlight in every direction.  Somewhere out there was Kreewhite, and his way to leave the island, he knew.
 
   Closer to him, on the grassy sward that was adjacent to the temple, there was a small crowd of women.  Most prominently in his eyes, the striped-skinned woman stood with a pair of enormous, heavily armed women flanking her, clearly serving as bodyguards, and looking at him as though he were a threat to be attacked.
 
   “Marco, welcome to the island of Ophiuchus.  For the time being,” she raised her voice slightly to emphasize her words, “we welcome you as our guest, and we will treat you with respect,” she said, causing a ripple of stirring to pass through the crowd.
 
   “Come with me please, to my offices, and we will give you some breakfast while we discuss your situation,” she proposed.
 
   “The weapon, my lady,” one of her bodyguards spoke up immediately.  “The law not only forbids men on the island, but it forbids weapons to anyone who is not a high initiate in our order.”
 
   The bodyguards were larger than him, and intimidating.  He didn’t like the idea of being unarmed in their presence until he saw some demonstration of good faith, even though he knew he had little ability to wield the weapon effectively against anyone with training.
 
   “No,” he immediately said.  “I’m not giving up my sword.”
 
   One of the guards instantly stepped in front of the woman who had met with him, while the other held her sword competently, and began to step towards him.
 
   “Wait,” the head lady spoke up.  “There’s no reason for this Marco.  You will come to no harm.”  She glanced around the crowd.
 
   “So you say,” Marco answered, drawing an angry murmur from the others around the scene.
 
   No one spoke for several long seconds, until a voice broke out from the crowd.  “I can carry his weapon for him, and walk beside him, as a hostage,” someone offered.
 
   “Stand forth, Porenn,” the leader directed.  A diminutive girl, much tinier than anyone else present, slid between two larger girls who had blocked her from Marco’s view.  She appeared to just as old, or slightly older even, than Marco, but her body frame was slender and petite.  Had he only seen her from behind, Marco suspected he would have mistaken her for a girl many years younger.
 
   “Will you agree to give your weapon to Porenn, to carry for you, as your hostage, when we go down to the temple complex?” the woman asked.
 
   It was confusing for Marco.  It was a complex situation – he had been thrust into a position where women with weapons threatened him, and he had no idea of what to expect.  He knew he could win a fight with the small woman who offered to be his hostage, but he foresaw many scenarios in which she took the sword and ran with it, or threw it, or otherwise deprived him of it when he might need it.
 
   “We can hold it together, each of us with a grasp on the handle,” Porenn spoke up, as if she read his mind, making another rustle of murmurs pass through the crowd, which appeared to be growing bigger as more women arrived to watch.
 
   She sounded confident, Marco thought, as though she would still have the upper hand.  Yet he had no alternative.  He let the point of the sword drop to the ground, then held the hilt out in front of him,  aimed at her, and he waited silently for her to walk up to him.
 
   She reached him and stood directly before him.  She made no move to grab the sword, but her eyes stared at his, seeming to judge him.  She broke the long probe after the two of them had examined each for several seconds, gave a bob of her head, then grinned as she suddenly dropped into an elegant curtsy.
 
   “Hello, my name is Porenn, and I will be your hostage while you are on the isle of healing and hope.  I may be small, but I am mightier than I look,” she made the women around them laugh nervously, and Marco sensed that the girl had cleverly managed to defuse some of the tension in the situation.
 
   “Thank you for your offer,” he mumbled his reply, and he gently shook his hand to offer her the opportunity to grip the sword with him.
 
   “We’ll see you on the eastern balcony,” one of the bodyguards said to the two sword-holders as Porenn placed her hand atop Marco’s, and the temple leader departed with her bodyguards and with most of the crowd, going down a pair of paths on the hillside.
 
   Marco watched them go, but barely noticed the movement, as his attention was distracted by the feeling of Porenn’s fingers lacing themselves among his on the sword handle.  Her fingers were small, yet seemed long for a girl her size, and they felt strong.  She had a fragrance, he suddenly realized as she stood so close to him, a fragrance that reminded him of the smell of the balsam powder that Algornia kept in his shop in the Lion City.  He used the balsam in making healing potions he remembered.
 
   “Come along everyone,” he heard a voice call from below, and the handful of women who remained watching the two turned to leave them alone.
 
   “Who are you?” Porenn asked him looking up at him as the two of them stood in front of the temple.
 
   ”I am just a boy who is lost, and in way over my head,” Marco told her.
 
   “How did you get here?  We watch all the ships that come to the harbor.  Even the sailors on our ships have to be women,” she said.
 
   “It’s a long story,” Marco replied, and he gave a sigh.
 
   “Come here,” Porenn tugged on his hand, and pulled him towards the edge of the green lawn.  They stepped over, then stood and looked down, where Marco saw the crowd of women following the two paths down the steep hillside.  “See that pink building?” Porenn pointed with her free hand to a building, one of several, in a village far below, down by a harbor.  “That’s where we’re going.  You’ve got plenty of time to tell your story while we walk.  Come on,” she spoke in a gay tone of voice, as if they were going on a friendly walk in the countryside, and she tugged him towards the trail.
 
   They passed a small building about one hundred yards down the hillside, but there were no other structures near the crest of the island’s mountain.
 
   “I was in the Lion City,” Marco began, and he gave an abbreviated version of his story while they walked, leaving out only the fact that Kreewhite was a merboy, not sure why he felt it was important to keep his friend’s identity secret, but convinced that no one should be told.  He finished the story before they were halfway down the trail.
 
   “Why did you volunteer to be my hostage?” Marco asked Porenn moments after he was done talking.
 
   “You looked like you needed a friend, and the priestess looked like she needed a solution, so it was good for you and it was good for her,” Porenn said.   “And I haven’t gotten to talk to a boy in four years, so it was good for me too!” she said brightly with a laugh.
 
   They reached another switchback on the trail, one that looked down over the village below once again.  Marco stopped and stared.  “What is this place?” he asked.  Something about the girl, her attentive listening, the look in her eyes, ever her very posture, as well as the feeling of her hand pressed against his, made him feel that he could trust her.  And he knew he badly needed to trust someone at that moment, isolated as he was.
 
   “This is the heart of our world, the family of the temples of Asclepius.  We have temples in all the great cities of the world, temples in which women treat and heal women.  On this island we have our leaders and our holiest sites and relicts for miraculous cures,” Porenn answered.
 
   “How did you decide to come here?  Where are you from?” Marco asked as they stood and watched the shadows of the clouds race across the sea and the island.
 
   “I was a girl, living with my family, growing up in Naples, when my little brother became very sick.  My mother was desperate, and she took him to the temple and begged them to treat him.  They did, and he survived the illness, so my mother gave me to them in thanks.  I was sent here to the island, and I’ve been here for four years now, serving the temple,” she answered in a distant tone, her eyes looking off at the horizon.
 
   Marco stared at her in fascination.  It was an incredible story, but when he thought about how his own family had sent him away to be an apprentice in the city, it didn’t seem so different in some ways.
 
   “I miss my family, but the women here are my family now, and I love them all, well, almost all,” Porenn turned to smile at him.  “Let’s be on our way.  It’s not a good idea to keep Lady Iasco waiting.”
 
   “Is that the name of the lady in charge, the one I talked to up on top of the mountain?” Marco asked.
 
   “Yes, it is, and you caused quite a stir to make the lady herself go racing up from the hilltop facilities as fast as she did when she heard the report that there was a man in the Apex Temple!” Porenn giggled.  “Her bodyguards could hardly keep up with her.  She was spending the night up there in the prayer house with several of us keeping a prayer vigil, so she was close by to start with.”
 
   “What is she going to do with me?” Marco asked Porenn.
 
   She looked up at him.  “I don’t know Marco.  There’s never been a man on the island before.  It’s just not allowed.  I don’t know if she’ll put you on the first boat that leaves the island, or if,” the girl stopped talking.
 
   “Or if what?” Marco prompted.
 
   “I don’t know.  I was going to say she might make you stay here on the island, but I doubt that she wants to have you around stirring up all that attention from the girls here,” Porenn grinned again.  “I know there are a dozen girls wishing they had been quick enough to think to offer to be your hostage!”
 
   “I just want to find Kreewhite, and then we can leave together,” Marco told her.
 
   “And that might be a whole other problem, if there’s been this other boy who’s been on the island too,”  Porenn told him as they reached the beginning of the village settlement.  They passed between small fields and pastures carved out of the mountainside, causing the workers to stop and stare at the sight of a man walking among them.
 
   “Kreewhite hasn’t been on the island; he’s been in the water the whole time,” Marco made a point of the distinction.
 
   “Do you really expect us to believe that the two of you swam in the ocean for more than a day to get here after your ship sank?”  Porenn asked.  “You must have had a lifeboat or something, and your friend must have landed on the island.  I’ve never heard of this underwater or underground temple you claimed you found.”
 
   “And I never heard of an island without a single man on it,” Marco retorted.  “How does an island not have ships of men landing on it all the time?”
 
   “There’s an enchantment that hides us from the eyes of everyone except our own.  I can’t figure out how you saw us at all,” Porenn replied promptly.   They were entering the village proper, and the sides of the road were lined with women who stood in front of their homes and buildings, staring intently at Marco as he passed by them.
 
   Although they were already holding hands together on the sword, Marco unconsciously drew closer to Porenn as he passed under the hostile scrutiny, and the two reached the door to Lady Iasco’s pink building with their hips often bumping together as they walked.
 
   “We said you could have the girl as a hostage, not a bride,” one of the bodyguards said sourly as the pair came through the doorway into the entry hall.  “Has he treated you well, Porenn?” the woman asked.
 
   “He has been a gentleman,” the girl replied, as she moved slightly apart from Marco.
 
   Then, to his surprise, she leaned back towards him, and rose up on her toes as she used their hands on the sword to pull him down to his level; her face had a slightly reddish blush.  “I have to go to the bathroom, Marco.  Will you let me go?  I promise I’ll come right back,” she whispered.
 
   “Is it right here in this building?” he asked.
 
   “Just around the corner.  I’ll show you the door,” she whispered back, and tugged him down a short side hall, where she stopped in front of a door as the guards followed them.  “I’ll be right back, I promise,” she told Marco as she squeezed his hand.
 
   He gave a tight smile to try to show her that he trusted her, then he gently transferred the sword handle to his other hand, releasing her as he backed up against the wall next to the door, separated from Porenn for the first time since they had gripped each other’s hands.
 
   She looked at him with a smile, then entered the doorway.
 
   Marco stood watching the guards who were watching him.
 
   Five seconds later he heard a shout from the door way.  “Let me go!” he heard Porenn shout.
 
   There was rattling from the room beyond the door.
 
   “Porenn?” he called loudly.
 
   “We have her – she’s free!” came a voice from the next door down the hallway as it flew open and another guard came out.  “Get him!” the woman ordered.
 
   And with that, a frenetic battle erupted in the temple hallway.  Three guards came at Marco at once, two with swords and one with a mace, as he stood backed against the wall.  He froze in horror at both the betrayal by Porenn and by the certainty of defeat that he faced.
 
   He held the sword out in front of him with both hands gripping the hilt with a death grip, and as soon as the first attacker swung her weapon at him, he moved the sword to block the slice.  Or rather, the sword seemed to move itself.  There was no effort on his part, but his hands gripped the sword as it rose swiftly and parried the attack, blocking the guard’s sword upward and away.  His weapon followed that by suddenly reversing direction and stabbing viciously at the woman who had the mace.  His unexpected attack forced her to swerve her own body, and her swinging ball of spiked metal flew harmlessly above Marco and crashed into the wall, embedding the weapon there.
 
   Marco felt his sword pull itself back closer to him, and he blocked a stabbing attack by the third guard, driving her sword down to the floor.  He instinctively lifted a foot and stamped down hard on the attacker’s weapon.   He realized he was barefoot as his toes landed atop the flat of the blade and knocked it free from the hand of the surprised attacker.
 
   The first guard recovered from her blocked attack in the time that Marco fought off the other two guards, and she swung her blade again.  Marco felt his sword raise itself up higher to block her powerful slice at him, and then the momentum of his arms caused his whole body to twirl in a motion that astonished him as well as his assailants, and he found himself free from the attack, facing the guards from a new location.  The sword has fought off the attack superbly, and then had maneuvered him to a position of freedom.  It was an extraordinary weapon!
 
   “Where is she?  Where’s Porenn?  Why did she lie to me?” he shouted.
 
   “She didn’t lie,” a voice spoke to him from overhead.
 
   He looked up, and realized that the hallway he was standing in was an atrium that rose up to a ceiling three floors above him, with a balcony that covered each wall overhead.
 
   Behind him he saw Lady Iasco, standing with Porenn and a guard.
 
   “Put your weapons down ladies,” Iasco ordered in a steely voice.
 
   Marco turned and saw the guards staring up at the balcony, their eyes growing large with astonishment at the order.  All three of them simultaneously lowered their gaze to look back at him again, and then with contemptuous expressions they lowered their weapons.
 
   “Marco, please forgive my assistants.  They were overzealous in their duties.  This will not happen again,” she spoke past him to the guards.
 
   “But the prophecy, my lady!” one of the guards protested.
 
   “I didn’t know, Marco!” Porenn called out suddenly, wanting him to know of her innocence in the affair.
 
   “If you would like to take the stairs behind you, please come up here and meet me, so that we can go to the balcony and talk,” the lady told him.
 
   “The interpretation of the prophecy is not your concern.  Go back to your stations,” she instructed the guards, who grumbled as they disbanded.
 
   Minutes later Marco was seated in a chair on a balcony on the pink building, looking out over the village harbor, where a small fishing boat was sailing out to sea.  It looked peaceful, but Marco knew that there was little hope for peace in the village for him.
 
   “Would you like some fruit?” Iasco came out onto the balcony after Marco had waited, carrying a tray with her own hands; Porenn had apparently been dismissed, for the two of them sat alone.   She placed the tray on a small table between their two chairs, then gracefully sat down beside him.
 
   “What am I going to do with you?” she asked rhetorically, as he picked up a bunch of grapes and began to eat them ravenously.
 
   “I can’t keep you here, that’s obvious.  I can’t just ship you out.  I don’t want to imprison you.  But you must be here for some purpose.  From what Porenn told me of your story – and I think I believe most of it – the spirit of the great healer has brought you here for some purpose, I believe,” she told him.
 
   “I think my friend Kreewhite is out there at sea waiting for me,” Marco said eagerly.  “If you’ll just give me leave to walk the shoreline, I’m sure I can find him, or he’ll find me, and we can be on our way.  I didn’t mean to come here to break any rules – I didn’t mean to come here at all.  We just happened to see the island without knowing what it was.”
 
   “For both our sakes, I don’t believe it’s a good idea to let you just wander around the island,” Iasco answered.  “I’m going to assign a guard to you to keep an eye on you and to keep an eye out for you for the next couple of days while I pray at the temple for some guidance from the spirit of Asclepius, or from the Lord,” she said.
 
   “I’d rather just stay with Porenn,” Marco replied.
 
   “No,” Iasco said drily, “I don’t think that will happen.  She has been reassigned to a duty on the far side of the island, far from you.  She was just a little too quick in manipulating the situation this morning to spend time with you.  I don’t need the two of you spending any more time together.
 
   “She’s  clever girl,” Iasco chuckled.  “You stay here and eat, while I go fetch someone,” the priestess ordered as she rose.  She gracefully walked away without waiting for any reply, and Marco turned to devouring the contents of the tray for several minutes.  
 
   He had no idea what was going to happen.  If Porenn had been available, he would have perhaps enjoyed the idea of staying on the island with the companionable girl for a little while, provided he was in her company.  Iasco seemed determined to prevent that from happening however, he realized glumly.
 
   “Here Marco,” the voice of the priestess spoke from the doorway behind him.  He turned quickly from the empty tray to see her coming back out onto the balcony, in the company of another woman, a woman dressed in the leather military togs of the guards.
 
   “This is Albany.  She will be your companion and protector for the next few days while I consider your circumstances,” Iasco introduced the woman as Marco rose from his seat.
 
   He examined the woman coolly.  She was of medium height, with close cropped hair that was sprinkled with gray throughout.  She looked at him with eyes that told him she had seen many things in life, and she brooked no nonsense.  But there was no hostility in her stare, only a hard appraisal of him.
 
   “I’m not sure the young man will really need a protector, if what I heard about his little entanglement down below is true,” Albany spoke for the first time.
 
   “He’s not to be allowed to leave the island.  He’s not to be allowed to go in pursuit of Porenn.  He’s not to be allowed to do any ‘man things’ to any of our girls,” Iasco instructed.  “And he’s not to be harassed or abused by any of our girls either,” she added.  “Other than those rules, he’s to be given freedom of the island.  I don’t think there are any harmful intentions in his heart, and I hope there’s some good common sense in his brain.
 
   “Now, off with the two of you.  My day has been wrecked by our little adventure this morning and I have a million things to do,” Iasco shook hands with Albany, then turned to Marco.  Flustered by the circumstances, he quickly bowed to her, then followed Albany out the door and off the balcony.
 
   “It’s good to see that you’ve got at least a sliver of good manners,” the guard commented as they re-entered the hall.  “Now, where would you like to go?”
 
   “Is there someplace I can get some bread or meat to eat?” Marco asked.  “The fruit was good, but I want something solid.”
 
   “Do you have any money?” Albany asked.
 
   “I’ve got a sword, a pair of pants, and a vest, and that’s it,” Marco replied.
 
   “You’ve got more than that, from what I hear, but nothing that’s going to buy you a meal,” Albany said wrily.  “Well, we could go to the guard mess hall and get something there, but I’m not sure I want to take you in there just now.
 
   “Can I trust you to behave?” she asked him.
 
   “Yes,” he answered.
 
   “Come with me,” the guard told him and she set out walking at a brisk pace.  They left the building, walking past guards who looked at Marco ominously, then they walked up one of the side streets that climbed the sloping mountainside portion of the village, and turned into a dim doorway.  Inside, Albany opened a door and led Marco in.
 
   “Here, this is the library.  You stay here, don’t talk to anybody, don’t let anyone see you, don’t go anywhere else, don’t do anything at all,” Albany instructed him.  “I’ll go get some food and bring it up here to you.
 
   “No one who might want to mix it up with you is going to think to come to the library, so you’ll be fine here as long as you don’t call attention to yourself.   Do you understand?” she asked.
 
   “I’ll stay here and won’t talk to anyone, don’t worry,” Marco said earnestly.
 
   And with that, Albany was gone.  Marco was alone for the first time since the screaming girls had awoken him that morning, and he let out a deep breath of relaxation, able to let some of his tension temporarily slip away.  He slipped away from the wall that held windows looking out over the street, and he slipped between two of the many book cases.
 
   There were dozens of books lining the shelves.  He randomly pulled an ornately illustrated, hand-scribed tome entitled “The Wellness of Blessings”.  He randomly opened a page in the front of the book, and saw an image of Jesus on the cross, beneath which were written the words, “All prayers for healing and wellness must be from a pure heart, one ordained to place love of our savior as the highest means of finding relief from pain.”
 
   He closed the book and restored it to its position, then looked at another book, one which had drawings of plants, and told of their medicinal properties.  He was intrigued by the similarity of the concepts to some of the alchemical formulas he had prepared, and he leafed through several pages.  Something caught his attention from the corner of his eye, and he looked up to see a very large book lying on its side on top of the bookcase.
 
   Marco put the botanical lesson book away, and stretched upward to pull the big volume down.   He examined the dusty cover, and saw that it had no title on the leather-bound wood.  There was no title page either; the first page was a very old parchment that contained closely scribed writing, and it appeared to end abruptly.  There was no writing on the back side of the page, but the narrative carried on at the top of the next page, and Marco realized that the pages had at one time been a scroll, which had been cut into pages.
 
   He began to read again, and as he did, he realized with a start that the text was referring to obscure alchemical theories, things that Master Algornia had tried to teach him over the course of his apprenticeship in the shop in the Lion City.  Purification was constantly referred to – using various elements to purify the flaws in people.  He took the book and walked back out to the front of the room, where he sat on the floor by the window, and began to read the book clearly by the light that came streaming in through the glass.
 
   He came to a page on which a profile of a man’s head was drawn above letters that spelled HERMES TRISMEG.  Below that he saw an image of a caduceus.  The images were familiar, and he realized with a start that they were the same as the images on the coin he had swallowed in the Lion City, the coin given to him by the old woman who had disappeared.
 
   The words inside the book were nonsense and indecipherable at first, as Marco’s brain slowly shifted gears from thinking about survival among a village of hostile women to thinking in terms of the principles and practices of alchemy once again.  As he perused the pages he was surprised by the continual stream of triggered memories that came flooding back to his mind, the memories that Algornia had managed to plant more securely than Marco had realized as he had sat and daydreamed in the shop on the square.  And other concepts seemed to leap into his comprehension as well, ideas that surprised him with their complexity and alchemical relevance.
 
   He came to the end of the opening prologue, and the pages became a long, comprehensive list of formulae for concoctions.  They all were related to healing he realized, as he began to leaf through the book.  The whole book was hundreds of formulae for treatments of illnesses, injuries, conditions, even diseases of the mind!  And they all made sense to him.  He would be able to create any of the cures the book spelled out, given the proper ingredients, he grasped with a start.
 
   Marco sat with the book propped open in his lap, his eyes closed, as he tried to recall the various mixtures he had worked on related to healing over the course of his service to Algornia.   None of the formulae in the book seemed familiar, and the book seemed capable of treating a vastly greater range of conditions that Algornia had ever worked on.
 
   “Are you sleeping?” Albany’s voice made Marco jump, as he opened his eyes and saw her standing in the doorway, holding a paper-wrapped parcel.
 
   “I, I was just resting my eyes,” Marco stuttered.
 
   “If you’d rather take a nap, I can put your food aside for later,” the guard said as she displayed the food she had brought.
 
   Marco’s stomach growled loudly at the recollection of food.  “I’d like to eat now,” he answered.
 
   Albany came and slowly lowered herself to the floor, then laid the parcel between them.  “I think I brought enough for both of us to have a bite, if you don’t mind sharing.”
 
   “That sounds good,” Marco said, as he unwrapped the paper and looked at the pile of rolls, slices of meat and cheese, and small bottle of wine that were contained within.  “There’s more than enough to share,” he looked warily up at Albany’s face, and saw that there was an expression of curiosity in her eyes.  He realized abruptly that he had set his sword down back in the book cases when he had reached for the alchemical text, and he was alone with a woman, weaponless.
 
   “You’re just sitting here quietly reading a book while there’s a hundred women wandering around the town trying to figure out where you are; now isn’t that funny,” she said as she took a bread roll from the package and bit into it.
 
   “Am I going to be safe?” he asked as he picked up a wedge of yellow cheese and bit off the end.
 
   “I think so,” Albany answered, speaking around the food in her mouth.  “The Lady has sent out a pretty clear message.  If anything does manage to happen to you, it will look like an accident – for all I know, it might even really be an accident!” she laughed, and Marco gave an uncertain chuckle with her.
 
   “Of course the other problem is what the little vixen Porenn started.  There are a bunch of women who just want to ‘talk’ with a man, they say.
 
   “I’m already working to squelch that problem,” she said.
 
   “How’s that?” Marco’s curiosity was intense.
 
   “I’ve told everyone that Porenn said you were a lousy lover,” Albany answered, then laughed loudly at the injured look on Marco’s face.
 
   “Stop worrying, I didn’t really say that of course, and even if I did, there’d still be those who would want to find out for themselves.  Don’t worry, I’m not going to give you the opportunity to satisfy their appetites.  Women have gotten along just fine on this island for centuries; we’re not going to let you screw everything up here in the next couple of days.”
 
   They ate in silence after that, as Marco considered the implications of Albany’s report, and mulled over the surprising information.  At length they finished their meal.
 
   “What would you like to do now?” Albany asked.
 
   Marco looked at the angle of the sunlight coming in through the window; it appeared to be late afternoon.  “I’d like to go take a walk along the beach,” he said, dreaming that he might catch a glimpse of Kreewhite, and be magically rescued from his predicament.
 
   “Along the beach,” Albany muttered to herself.  “Now, in the daylight, or would you like to wait until the evening, after dark, when you won’t be quite so identifiable?”
 
   He wouldn’t be able to see Kreewhite if he waited until evening, and that was the only reason he wanted to go to the beach.  “I’d like to go now,” he answered.
 
   “I didn’t have any children of my own,” Albany muttered again.  “My sister did though.  I always felt a little envious of her.  Now that I’ve had the pleasure of being your mother for a couple of hours though, I don’t feel so envious.
 
   “Go get your sword,” she told Marco as she stood up.  “The first place we’ll go is to the armory, to get a belt and a scabbard for you to use.  Then we’ll probably be mobbed to death.  Then we’ll go to the beach.”
 
   Marco obligingly fetched his sword, and followed Albany out a small back door that led to a narrow alley.  “Maybe folks will take a little time to figure out where I’m keeping you if we play a couple of hide-and-seek games,” she said as they emerged from the alley onto a deserted street, and walked down into the heart of the small commercial sector of the village.  They immediately drew a crowd of observers as they began to walk along the main street.
 
   “Careful Albany, you’ll be sent into exile next,” an anonymous voice called.
 
   “Aren’t you two supposed to hold hands?” someone else asked.
 
   “Want me to give you a break and watch him for you?” another voice asked, as they passed by the others in the village.  Marco felt their eyes upon him, and he felt his cheeks grow warm as he blushed from all the unwanted attention.  They both gave sighs of relief when Albany turned and they entered the door of a large stone building, which turned out to be the armory.
 
   The building was loud with a wooden clacking noise that Marco didn’t identify until they walked through the short entry hall, and he saw several pairs of woman fencing with wooden practice swords.  “The equipment is over here,” Albany indicated, as she led Marco to a small room that was full of leather harnesses, belts, scabbards, vests, and other objects.  Marco selected a belt, tested three scabbards to find one that was the right length, and then put the two together and placed his sword on his hip.  It felt slightly awkward; he hadn’t carried a sword when he worked as an apprentice, and he had no experience with the weapon except for what he had gained that day, using an enchanted sword that seemed to fight its own battles on his behalf.
 
   “This is good.  I’m ready,” he quickly told Albany, and they left the room.
 
   “Hey Albany,” a voice immediately called out.  “How would you and your new champion like to go a few practice rounds?”  Marco looked over and saw that the voice belonged to one of the guards he had fought earlier, when he had been ambushed.
 
   “What do you say?” Albany instantly asked him with a gleam in her eye.  Marco could see that the idea appealed to her, though he had no desire to rely on the magic of the sword.
 
   “I’d rather go to the beach,” he answered his guardian in a low voice.
 
   “Come on, just one match.  I’d like to see you in action, the boy who singlehandedly beat the three guards in her Ladyship’s house,” Albany wheedled him.
 
   “Okay – one match,” Marco agreed.
 
   Albany led him to the dressing room to put on protective pads for the match, and Marco hurriedly backed out when two guards who were changing out of their own pads looked at him while they stood bare-chested in the room.
 
   “Sorry, we don’t have a men’s room,” Albany called.  “They’ll be out in a second.”
 
   The women exited the room a minute later.  Marco hung his head and refused to make eye contact as they laughingly walked past him.  Marco went in, and found a set of pads that loosely fit him, and he let Albany tighten them up on him.  “These would fit better if you had a chest,” she muttered.
 
   “I wouldn’t be in so much trouble in the first place if I had a chest,” he retorted, making her grin.
 
   He picked up his sword as they prepared to leave the dressing room.  “Hold on!  No sir, no metal blades on the practice floor,” Albany abruptly told him, making him wince in horror, as he realized he would not have his enchanted sword to give him any proficiency in the match.
 
   “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,” he answered.  “Let’s just go on down to the beach.”
 
   Albany reached out and grabbed his elbow in a firm grip, then pulled him forward.  “I haven’t been able to beat Marcella for the past two years, but with you as my partner we’ve got a chance.  Just win this one match and then we’ll go to the beach,” she spoke in a low, urgent voice.
 
   The match lasted less than a minute.  Marco was thrashed soundly and lying on the ground within ten seconds, and Albany stood no chance when both opponents teamed up and rapidly drove her to surrender as well.
 
   Albany didn’t speak a word to Marco as they got up off the mat.  She didn’t say a word when they quickly stripped off their pads, and she didn’t speak to him at all as they stalked through the streets and out into the countryside, and then down to a beach, where Marco stood on the pebbly strand and stared out at the setting sun on the western horizon.
 
   “You made me look bad,” she finally barked out the single statement, then walked away from him, leaving him alone and miserable.  He stared at the water, desperately wishing that Kreewhite would appear and miraculously whisk him away.  The sun set quickly as its bright disk disappeared into the sea, and he stood there alone in the dark for a long time, feeling miserable.
 
   “Albany?” he called.  “I’m ready to go,” he said as he turned, and then gave a shout and threw himself onto his back in the water as a dark-garbed assassin swung a sword at him.
 
   The blade whistled over his chest as he fell, and he grabbed for his own sword where it sat on his hip.  His hand grabbed the hilt, and he felt the blade whistle free of the scabbard, and lunge itself at the assassin even as his body fell away.
 
   He rolled over in the shallow water and came back to his feet with surprising speed, to begin immediately fencing with the darkened woman who he could barely see.  He felt his sword lunge and make contact, then slide upward and chop down to make contact again.  His blade feinted high, then corkscrewed back down, and he felt the momentary resistance of the killer’s hardened leather, before his sword pierced the material and drove into her flesh.
 
   He pulled the blade quickly free as the woman gave a momentary scream.
 
   “Mitment, what’s happening?” he heard a voice ask.
 
   Marco crouched low, and started to move towards the source of the voice.
 
   “Mitment?” he heard again, and he stopped, then realized that he was only a few steps away from where two women held Albany captive.  One held a knife to his guardian’s throat, while the other swept her head back and forth, looking through the murky darkness to try to see what was happening.
 
   Marco felt himself spring forward in a summersault, and he rose out of the gymnastic movement just inches from Albany’s captors.  He brought his sword straight up, letting it pass virtually a fraction of an inch in front of Albany’s chest, so that the blade missed his guard but violently struck the wrist of the assailant who held her, and knocked the threatening knife away from her throat.  He turned even as his blade’s momentum carried it upward, and his other hand formed a fist as it struck at the throat of the other attacker, causing her to gag and grasp at her neck as she collapsed.
 
   He brought his blade down so that it stopped just above Albany’s shoulder, and his point was pressed against her captor’s neck.  He gave a slight jab, and the woman cried, then fell backward in fear.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked Albany as he reached around her and moved her out of his way so that he could stand over her captor with his blade pressed against her cheek, while the woman stared up in fear.
 
   “How did you do that?” Albany asked.
 
   “Take her weapons,” he told her, as he actually sensed the intentions of his sword, which seemed to have a will of its own.
 
   “Are you okay?” he repeated.
 
   “I’m fine, just a couple of scratches.  They snuck up on me,” she said.  “And I was too busy being angry and full of self-pity to notice them until it was too late,” she admitted in a lower voice.
 
   “I have her weapons,” she added a moment later.
 
   “Tie her hands and feet together,” Marco told his companion.
 
   “Do you know who they are?” he asked, as he heard the rustle of something being bound.
 
   “Based on these two, they’re the three guards you fought this morning,” Albany said.
 
   “Where’s the third one?” she asked.
 
   “She’s dead,” Marco answered, feeling the sword’s matter-of-fact acceptance of the outcome of the battle on the beach.  He swung the sword away from the woman who Albany was binding, and pressed the point against the woman who was kneeling on the sandy ground, retching from the force of Marco’s attack.  She would be no threat to them for several minutes.
 
   “Dead?” Albany repeated the word in horror.
 
   “It was either her or me.  She tried to kill me, and I killed her instead,” Marco said.  He sensed that Albany was rising, standing up after finishing tightening the bindings on her captive.
 
   “Let’s go back to town,” Marco said.  He finally put the sword back in its sheath, and as he removed his hand from the hilt he felt the influence of the weapon ebb away.  He gave a shudder at the realization of what he had just done, and stepped over the bound captive, followed immediately by Albany.
 
   They walked again in silence for two minutes, until Albany suddenly grabbed his shoulder and pulled him to a full stop, bringing the two of them face to face in the dim star light.  “How can it be that you lose a practice match in record time at the armory, then turn around and beat three of the best fighters in the land just an hour later?”
 
   “It meant something this time, and I was ready,” he answered.  “I don’t want to talk about it.  Let’s get back to the library,” he said.
 
   The streets were softly lit by light that shone through windows of houses, and the two of them silently walked without incident to the library door.  “You go in and wait there.  I’m going to go get some blankets for us to sleep in,” Albany told him.
 
   “Could you bring a candle too?” Marco asked.
 
   “I don’t think I can go to sleep right away.  I’d like to read a book for a little while,” he explained in reaction to the puzzled look she gave him.
 
   “Bedding and a candle, yes sir,” she spoke with a momentary burst of false jocularity, then turned and left Marco alone as he entered the library’s dark space, and sat down on the floor in the dim rectangle where the starlight from the stars above fell.
 
   He felt his hands start to shake, in a delayed reaction to the battle on the beach.  He had never killed a person before, yet just minutes earlier he had killed a woman and nearly killed two others.  He buried his face in his hands, and sat in that posture until he heard the door open, and saw Albany come into the room, her features lit by the candle she carried in front of her, while her figure was deformed by the large lump of material she carried on her back.
 
   She placed the candle down, then removed the bundle from her back.  “Here,” she tossed half the bundle of cloth to Marco, and then threw the other half down on the floor a short distance away.
 
   “What’s that for?” Marco asked as he unrolled the thick covers she had tossed to him.
 
   “That’s where I’m sleeping,” she said, “and don’t think you’re going to take any liberties with me tonight!” she told him gruffly, her smile unseen as she turned her back to him.
 
   “You’re going to sleep here too?  Why?” Marco asked.
 
   “Let’s see: I’m supposed to be your guard; you were just attacked on the beach, and you wonder why I’m spending the night near you.  Does that sum it up?” she asked.
 
   “What’s going to happen?” Marco asked.
 
   She knew what he referred to.
 
   “It depends,” she answered as she pulled her boots off, then lay down.  “It depends on what they say, and what they do.  With one dead guard, there’s going to be something happen, that’s for sure, but I don’t see that you did anything wrong, so don’t you worry about it for now.
 
   “Now read your bedtime story and go to sleep,” Albany told him, then rolled onto her side, facing away from him.
 
   Marco carried the candle to find the book of alchemy, then lay down on his own thin layer of covers, and spent the next hour reading the various formulae for tonics and potions and liniments until his eyes grew heavy, and he blew the candle out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11 – The Shepherdess’s Cottage
 
    
 
   The two of them awoke within a few minutes of one another, as the entrance of the morning sunlight through the windows brightened the library room.  Marco lay still on his back, with his eyes open, staring up at the ceiling, as he bemusedly wondered what adventures he would endure in the new day.
 
   Albany left a few minutes later to get food and news.  Despite his anxiety over the repercussions from the battle on the beach, when Marco rolled over and opened the book of alchemical formulae, his attention became quickly absorbed by the extraordinary information that was revealed.  Treatments for arthritis, kidney stones, sprained ankles – the breadth of ailments treated was extraordinary.  And the breadth of ingredients called for was just as extraordinary too, he noted.  Quicksilver, antimony, rosehips, apple seeds – many ordinary items he was used to preparing were used.  But gorgon’s blood, venom from a cobra, ever the tears of a mermaid – many exotic and impossible elements were also required in several concoctions – or elements he had assumed were impossible to acquire, he thought to himself as be considered the mermaid tears.  Still, gorgon’s blood had to be impossible to find, a mythical element at best.
 
   He heard the door open.  “Nobody said anything to me about last night,” she told him as she laid the bundle of fruits and breads down by where he sat.
 
   “After you eat, we’ll have to go report what happened,” she directed him.  “I can’t let this go.” 
 
   Marco looked over at her, ready to object, but saw the determination in her express.  “You’re sure?” he weakly tried to protest.
 
   “Absolutely.  We were ambushed last night.  You say you killed someone last night.  I’m an officer in the guard – I can’t pretend those things didn’t happen,” she said.
 
   “Finish eating your food, and then we’ll go down to the guard offices,” she told him.
 
   “Can’t we go straight to Lady Iasco?”  Marco asked.
 
   “She’ll hear about it, believe me, but this is a guard matter, and we need to start there,” Albany insisted.
 
   Marco turned his eyes down to the book in his lap and absentmindedly read the formulae as he ate a handful of figs and pondered what would happen next.  He had no control over his destiny now, none whatsoever, and he felt certain that if he was taken to the guard headquarters as a result of the battle on the beach, the whole affair would end up badly.  He chewed slowly, and then suddenly could eat no more, as his appetite vanished in the midst of his concerns.
 
   He took a last look at the book, whose contents seemed to imprint themselves on his mind with little effort on his part, then stood up and placed the book back in its place on the shelf.
 
   “This isn’t going to be good,” he told Albany flatly as he stood and looked at her.
 
   “Let us see; don’t be so worried.  Lady Iasco will watch out for the truth, and for you,” Albany told him.
 
   Together, they left the library and walked out the back way to emerge on the side street.  As they arrived on the main street, Marco instantly attracted attention, though most of the women only stared without comment on the second day of his well-known presence on the island.
 
   They arrived at the armory they had fought at before, then went past it to the next building, where Albany led Marco inside.
 
   “What are you doing bringing that lump of walking trouble into our headquarters?” a woman at the desk asked.
 
   “We came to report a crime,” Albany said evenly.
 
   “Well of course there’s a crime; there’s a boy on the island,” the deskbound woman retorted.
 
   “The boy is under the protection of the lady Iasco,” Albany pointed out.  “But last night, while he was on the beach south of the village, Mitment, Marcella, and Portia sprang a sneak attack on him.”
 
   “He doesn’t look any worse for the wear.  Girls will be girls; just keep him out of their sight for a few days while he’s here, and I’ll tell them to stay clear of him,” the woman at the desk said.
 
   “The boy’s fine.  But Mitment is dead, Portia was tied up, and Marcella was in bad shape,” Albany answered evenly.  “We left them on the beach last night.”
 
   The woman slowly rose to a standing position behind her desk, staring at Albany.  “What?” she asked skeptically.
 
   “The boy and I were at the beach, and the three of them attacked us,” Albany answered.  “The boy took out Mitment, then came back to where the other two held me, and he beat them as well.
 
   “We tied up Portia so he wouldn’t have to do any harm to her,” Albany said evenly, “and then we left.  And now we’re here to report.”
 
   “Stay right here,” the woman told the pair.  She walked over to a door and passed out of the room.  They heard urgent voices come through the door, and then she returned a minute later.  “I’ve sent a messenger out.  Just wait here until we get some confirmation.”
 
   She sat tensely at her desk, as Marco and Albany were left to stand nearby.  Five minutes later a woman came and whispered in her ear.  “Where did you claim you left the others?” she looked up at Albany and asked.
 
   “South of town, below the green stones spring, where the beach has dark pebbles,” Albany answered.  The woman jerked her head, and the other woman left the room again.
 
   Half an hour later, two women burst into the room.  “We found them right there!” one of them spoke immediately.
 
   “Stay here with these two,” the woman ordered one of the pair.  “Come with me,” she told the other, and they left the room.
 
   “Albany,” Marco whispered after several minutes of further waiting, “what’s happening?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” his guard answered.
 
   Marco looked at the unknown woman who was watching them closely.  “Is it safe to stay here?” he whispered.
 
   “I don’t think we can leave,” Albany answered.
 
   A moment later the door opened, and the first woman returned.  “We found them, just as you said.  Portia was able to confirm that the boy attacked them.  Marcella has been sent to the temple for healing, and may live.  Mitment is dead, and the boy is charged with murder,” she announced, as two other women entered the room.
 
   “We’ll take him to his cell now.  Albany, you are dismissed,” she finished.
 
   “Lois, you can’t arrest the boy!” Albany shouted in astonishment.  “He only protected himself, and me!”
 
    “We have a dead woman.  We have your word and Portia’s word that he killed Mitment.  You can leave now, or you can go to a cell,” Lois answered.
 
   “Albany, don’t leave me,” Marco whispered.
 
   His guard looked at him, then looked around the room.  “If you try to arrest him, you’ll lose more guards,” Albany said aloud.  “He bested three of the good ones already.
 
   “Take the case to her ladyship and let her judge,” Albany argued.
 
   “Albany, leave, or go to his cell with him,” Lois ordered.
 
   Albany looked at Marco, then turned and fled out the door.
 
   Marco stood, and realized that he had drawn his sword while Albany had deserted him.
 
   “Put that thing down, or you’re going to get hurt,” Lois addressed Marco.
 
   “I don’t want to hurt anyone,” Marco said, feeling the confidence that the sword instilled in him.  “But I’m not going to let you lock me up.”
 
   The other women in the chamber began to spread out, their own weapons drawn, as they moved into positions that would allow them to come at Marco from a variety of directions.  He slowly edged towards the door, hoping to run, even though he knew there was no place he could safely run to.
 
   Before he could reach for the handle, there was a sudden clap of thunder overhead, and the light coming in through the windows grew dramatically dimmer in an instant.  A strong gust of wind began to howl along the street outside, and the door burst open with a loud crash as it flew back and hit the wall behind it, making Marco leap two steps away.
 
   In the open doorway stood the Lady Iasco, and behind her stood Albany and a pair of guards that Marco did not recognize.
 
   “Put your weapons down!” she spoke in a voice that seemed too large to come from her figure, a voice that seemed amplified by the power of the stormy weather that raged behind her.
 
   The guards who were stalking Marco dropped their weapons in an instant, cowed by the open anger that was writ large on the lady’s face.  Marco lowered his weapon, but did not immediately drop it, though he rested the point on the floor of the hall.
 
   “You too, man!” Iasco looked directly at Marco and shouted her command.  He looked at the other guards, then looked at the lady in the doorway, her hair blowing up around her face from the rear as the wind outside stormed down the street.  Marco saw Albany standing behind the lady, her clothing rippling wildly from the wind, and he saw her gesture for him to put his weapon down.  He pursed his lips grimly, then complied, gently resting the hilt of the sword against the wall behind him.
 
   “Now,” Iasco said in a commanding tone, as she stepped into the room, “something has gone extraordinarily wrong here.  Someone bring Portia in here right now.
 
   “I don’t care where she is or what condition she’s in,” Iasco pre-empted any protests.  “I’ll hear her story, and I’ll hear the boy’s story.”  Albany and the guards stepped in, and closed the door behind them.
 
   There were long moments of nervous silence as everyone waited, and then a guard returned with Portia, the attacker on the beach, whose neck bore a pair of scratches from where Marco’s sword point had bit into her flesh.  She had evidently been bathing when compelled to attend the extraordinary hearing, for her hair was wet, and her clothes clung to her body in a state of dampness.
 
   “Portia, you will answer all questions with absolute honesty.   If I detect any dishonesty, I shall ban you from the isle – forever.  Do you understand?” Iasco asked.
 
   “Yes, my lady,” the woman answered in a quiet voice, her eyes downcast and her face pale.
 
   “Did you and the others go to the beach last night to ambush the boy?” Iasco bluntly asked the question.
 
   “Yes, your ladyship,” Portia immediately answered, her eyes still looking at the floor.
 
   “And did you intent to kill him?” Iasco further questioned without pause.
 
   “No, maybe yes.  I’m not sure, my lady.  We wanted to at least scare him, or hurt him.  He’s a threat to the isle – the prophecy says so.  We wanted to protect everyone here, and our way of life,” Portia’s answer flew from her lips.
 
   “Marco,” the lady turned to face the boy, who stood just a few steps from her, “how quickly can you leave this island?”
 
   “As soon as I spot my friend, I’ll leave,” he answered.  “I just need to watch the shore line and see if he is still around the island, or if he gave up on finding me.”
 
   “There will be one of our ships, filled with supplicants, arriving at the dock in four days,” the lady said in a voice that brooked no nonsense.  “If you’re still here when that ship gets here, you’ll be immediately placed on it and sailed away to its first port of call.
 
   “I had wondered if there might be some way to allow you to spend some time with us,” Iasco continued, drawing gasps from the others in the crowd.  “For it appears to me there is a purpose to your arrival here.  But clearly, the dynamics you bring to our society will not allow that.
 
   “I order you into exile for the next four days,” she told him, making him look at her with widened eyes.  “There is an empty shepherdess’s cabin on the south end of the isle.
 
   “Albany,” she spoke without looking over shoulder, “you will accompany him to the cabin immediately.  You will remain in the vicinity to oversee him, but you will have no interaction with him.  You will make sure no one else has any exchanges with him as well.  If his friend does not take him away in four days, you will bring him back here, and put him on the ship that leaves our harbor.
 
   “Do you understand?” the leader of the women asked the guard.
 
   “Yes, my lady,” Marco’s guard replied.
 
   “Good,” Iasco said.  The wind outside abruptly diminished in volume, and the clouds overhead parted, allowing the sun’s rays to once again reach the village.   “Take the boy to get supplies and then take him away from us.”
 
   “Marco, come here,” she ordered.
 
   He felt compelled to respond, and to his own surprise he found himself kneeling directly before her.
 
   “I give you my benediction,” she told him, as he felt her hand rest firmly upon his head.  “May the blessings of the isle protect you, and may you fulfill your destiny to serve the temple of Asclepius.
 
   “Now rise, and depart with Albany,” she ordered.  “The rest of you remain here, to face justice.”
 
   Marco stood and looked at the lady for a moment, then bowed, picked up his sword, and brushed past her to step out into the street with Albany, who closed the door behind them.
 
   “Thank you Albany,” he said immediately.
 
   “I don’t approve of you being here,” the guard answered, “but I believe in justice.  Now, let’s get going,” she stalked away, leading Marco to follow her.
 
   After she appropriated two sacks of food items for them, along with sets of blankets, she started towards the edge of the village.
 
   “Wait!” Marco called out, causing her to stop.  “Can I take the book from the library to read at the cabin?” he asked.
 
   Albany pursed her lips in a look of disapproval.  “I suppose so,” she agreed, and diverted up a side road towards the library.
 
   An hour later the two of them were all alone, miles out of town, following a narrow trail that ran atop a short cliff that looked out over the rocky shoreline below.  Marco constantly shifted his gaze between the footing of the trail, and the water of the sea just off-shore, searching for any sign of Kreewhite.  They walked on without talking for another two hours, until a cottage and a small barn came into view in a green valley that led down to the beach below.
 
   “Here it is,” Albany said.  “You take the cottage, and I’ll take the barn.  You stay in the cottage or you go watch the sea, but don’t do anything else,” she warned him.
 
   “I understand,” he agreed with a sigh.  They parted, and he entered the cottage, where he placed his supplies on a table in the front room, and spread his blankets over a plain wooden bed frame in the back room.  He pulled the book of alchemy out of the blankets, and took it with him out in front of the cottage, where he sat down and held the book in his lap.  
 
   He alternated his attention between staring out at the sea and reading the book.  The formulae within the volume were fascinating, and were growing in fascination to him.  He read of cures and remedies for ailments that were both widespread and rare, and he devoured page after page of information, finding to his surprise that the things he read stuck inside his head with the greatest of ease.
 
   When the sun started to set, he put the book aside and walked down to the beach.  The sun was setting to the west, off to his right, and the sea was sending long, rolling waves up onto the rocks and sand of the beach front.  He stood and looked out for the longest time, as the sun went down and darkness succeeded the brilliant colors of the sunset, and he thought about the likelihood that he wasn’t going to spot his merboy friend, that Kreewhite and he were unlikely to find one another.
 
   When he returned to his cottage he could faintly detect Albany also returning to her shelter, and he longed for her to say something, to let him know that they could still communicate.  She was in some ways already a mother-like figure in his eyes, and it hurt to be so completely cut off from her.
 
   He sat in the darkness and ate a small meal of foodstuffs from his bag, then lay in his cot and fell into a troubled sleep, filled with dreams of being stranded and chased around the island full of women forever.
 
   The next day, Marco took his book and went down to the beach again.  He read and studied the waterfront all morning, under the watchful eye of Albany.  In the afternoon he left the book in his cottage and began to walk along the beach, looking out at the blue sea.  As he followed the landscape up onto bluffs that looked down at the water, he could see patches of lighter and darker blue in the waters closest to the island, and he could watch the shadows of small clouds go racing across the surface of the water.  But he saw no sign of Kreewhite that afternoon as he walked miles along the waterfront, and then miles back, followed by Albany the whole time.
 
   That night, Marco slept.  It was a disturbed sleep, interrupted by dreams all night long, and he remembered the dreams when he awoke.  He dreamed of alchemy; he dreamed of himself mixing the various formulae he had read about from the great book on the isle.  He dreamed of the elements he mixed together; he dreamed of the patients and customers coming to a shop and asking for him to tend to their needs.  He dreamed of going places to procure exotic ingredients, and he even dreamed of going through purification rituals with customers to prepare them for the cures he sold to them.
 
   When he awoke, Marco was bleary-eyed from his troubled slumber.  He walked along the seashore in the morning, heading back in the direction of the village, until Albany spoke to him to tell him to go no closer to the society of women.  He turned and returned to the cottage, where he took up the book once again, and finished devouring the final pages of its elaborate last compounds and compositions while he sat on the beach in the afternoon.
 
   When he was done with the book, he closed it carefully and let it sit in his lap as he closed his eyes and tried to comprehend all the information and implications of the things he had read.  It was a staggering collection of cures for problems that affected people around the world, he was sure, and he was astonished to think that it all had been learned, and written down, then grown to be unknown and lost information.  The knowledge was swirling in his head, seeking to escape, to be put into action.
 
   There was a sudden flash of light, a searingly brilliant flaring that made him wince and close his eyes, then there was a burning sensation on the front of his shoulder.  He pressed his hand over the painful spot, and felt a rough texture in the location.  The bright light that shone with reddish intensity through his eyelids dimmed immediately, and when he opened his eyes the light was gone.  He sat blindly for many long seconds, until his eyes gradually adjusted to the ambient light.  There was a dark patch on the front of his shoulder, right where the pain had been, but in looking at it Marco could detect no clear pattern, just a small tangle of bloody lines tracing across his skin, not far from his heart.
 
   “You are marked as my champion,” a voice told him, and then it said no more.  It was the voice from the caverns, he was sure.  He sat still and listened but no further communications came immediately, and when they did, he could tell it was from a more worldly source.
 
   “Marco!” he heard his name faintly called.
 
   ‘Marco!” the voice was familiar; it made his heart beat fast, and he opened his eyes.
 
   Out among the sparkling waves he saw a dark spot, and he could vaguely see the motion of an arm waving above the water’s surface.
 
   “Kreewhite?” he shouted, as he hastily removed the book from his lap and stood up.  He shaded his eyes and stared, then started to run out across the stones on the beach, and began to splash through the water.
 
   “Marco?” he heard Albany’s voice call faintly from somewhere behind him, from her spot upon the island’s dunes from which she had watched him.
 
   “Kreewhite!” he was up to his waist in the cool water, and his friend was waiting for him only a few feet further out.  As the water rose to the middle of his chest, the two of them embraced joyfully.
 
   “I’m so glad to find you!” Kreewhite shouted as he wrapped his arms around his friend, who bobbed slightly in the water.
 
   “I didn’t expect I’d ever see you again,” Marco said at the same time.  “How are you?”
 
   “I’m good; I’m fine.  How are you?  You seem to be healthy and healed; you look better than before,” the merboy spoke.
 
   “I am – I’m all healed,” Marco agreed.  “When I started climbing up into that cave, it took me through a magical healing pool.  I kept climbing for hours, and I came out up there,” he turned and pointed, “on the top of the mountain.
 
   “This island is full of women, nothing but women,” he explained.
 
   “Nothing wrong with that, is there?” Kreewhite asked with a wolfish grin.
 
   “You wouldn’t think so, but they say it’s against the law for a man to be on the island.  A couple of them tried to kill me.  They’re going to exile me from the island tomorrow unless you take me away to your home,” Marco said holding joyfully onto Kreewhite’s arms.
 
   “I can’t Marco,” the merboy said abruptly, a sober look on his face.
 
   “After I couldn’t find you, I went in search of my village to seek help.  When I found them yesterday, they said I couldn’t bring a human back to our home if he already was safe on land.  And I had told them that you were safe on an island,” Kreewhite told him.
 
   “I could carry you across the water, the way I did to bring you here, if you want me to take you someplace, but I can’t take you home to my people,” he told his friend, as his eyes searched Marco’s face carefully.
 
   Marco’s face went blank momentarily.  “It’s okay.  That will be okay,” Marco assured his friend.  “The women say there’s a ship coming tomorrow, and it can take me away to a human city somewhere.  I’d rather be with you,” he said, “but I’m going to be okay, I hope.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Kreewhite asked.  “I can carry you, or I can follow your ship and help you,” he offered.
 
   “No, you’ve already saved my life,” the boy assured the merboy.  “I’ll be fine.  But I’ll miss you.  I had hoped that we’d be able to spend some time together again.”  He felt disappointed, but also a sense of fate – he knew now that he would allow the women of the isle to put him down in some city somewhere, and let him go on with living.
 
   “You can call me if you need me!” Kreewhite said excitedly.
 
    “How can I do that?” Marco asked in astonishment.  “Are you going to follow me?”
 
   “No, but you can tell the dolphins, and they can tell me,” Kreewhite answered.
 
   The look of disbelief on Marco’s face was profound.
 
   “There are almost always dolphins around.  There are lots of them, they like people, and they’re kind of nosy,” Kreewhite explained.  “We can talk to them, sort of the way you talk to animals on land, but the dolphins can talk back to us,” the merboy continued.  “I can teach you a couple of phrases to tell the dolphins, and then they’ll come find me.”
 
   “Really?  You’re not making this up?” Marco asked in astonished delight.  The whole notion of using dolphins to send messages to merpeople was astounding.
 
   “I am not making this up,” Kreewhite affirmed.  “Here’s what you do; you put your face down in the water, then you repeat these words,” he demonstrated by loudly uttering a series of grunts, squeaks, and moans underwater.
 
   “Now you try,” he urged.
 
   “Would you repeat those sounds?” Marco plaintively asked, and tried to listen to the short sequence that Kreewhite repeated.
 
   As he repeated the sounds for a third time, a trio of fins came rushing through the water rapidly towards them, then began to circle immediately around them, as the dolphins clicked and squealed in an endless stream of sound.  Kreewhite put his face into the water and made a responding series of noises.
 
   One dolphin gave a single squeak, and then the trio grew silent, and floated motionlessly next to Kreewhite.  Marco could see their dark eyes focused on the face of the merboy, which remained underwater.
 
   Kreewhite raised his face.  “They are astonished, but they love this idea.  Go ahead and try making your call,” he commanded.
 
   Unable to believe what was happening, Marco lowered his face into the water, and even in the salty water he kept his eyes open, observing the dolphins close-by as he began to squeak and click and grunt his message.  When he finished he raised his face out of the water and looked at Kreewhite hopefully, as the dolphins suddenly began swimming in a rapid circle around them and splashed their flippers.
 
   “That wasn’t bad.  You told them that their mothers were dogfishes and that they live in coral reefs.  It was pretty close for a first try at speaking their language.  They’re laughing hysterically right now,” the merboy said with a grin.
 
   “Let me try it again.  Teach me the sounds,” Marco urged.
 
   “This is the first part,” Kreewhite broke it down, giving a long squeak and a grunt.  “That tells them you’re calling any dolphin.
 
   “This part,” he clicked, squealed, then doubled-clicked his tongue, “tells them you are a friend of the merpeople.”  Kreewhite proceeded to breakdown the message further, helping Macro to reconstruct it piece by piece.
 
   Minutes later, Marco finished practicing the phrase in the air.  He stuck his face back in the water, and uttered the careful collection of sounds.  The dolphins paused in their circling and floated in the water close to the boy and the merboy.  When Marco finished the experiment, one of the dolphins came over and pressed its snout against his face, and moments later another one surprised him by swimming from behind him and passing between his legs.
 
   Marco raised his face, and saw that Kreewhite was grinning at him.  “You did very well!  Even with your accent, the dolphins and I understood you perfectly!  They want to take you swimming to celebrate.”
 
   “Marco!” he heard Albany’s voice call from the shore, and he saw that the guard was walked down to the very edge of the water.  “Marco!  Is that what I think?”
 
   “Let’s go swimming,” Marco said in a low voice to Kreewhite.
 
   “This is my friend, Albany.  We’re going to go for a swim; I’ll be back in a little while,” he said then turned his back to the shore and flopped forward into the water.
 
   Two dolphins immediately took up positions on either side of him, and slipped themselves under his arms, so that he grabbed hold of their fins, and began to fly through the water as they glided along the surface.
 
   “Marco!” he faintly heard Albany’s voice one more time, and then his group was too far out to sea to hear any more.
 
   Kreewhite was swimming alongside, and he made a quick squeak that caused the small squadron to veer rapidly to the left.  They began to pass along parallel to the shoreline, the dolphins keeping Marco mostly above the surface of the sea, occasionally dipping him underneath.  It was exhilarating!  Marco felt alive, as the spray of the water dashed across his face, and the sea breeze made his wet clothes flap.
 
   He looked at the shore and saw the high cliffs that he remembered had housed the entrance to the cave that he and Kreewhite had entered four nights earlier.  “Can we go over there?  Can we go see the cave again?” he shouted to his friend.
 
   Kreewhite looked over at him, then dove underwater and communicated with the dolphins, making the whole group turn sharply left again, and a minute later they came to a stop, facing the sheer cliffs with the stony debris heaped at the bottom.  There was no cave evident.
 
   “I meant to tell you,” Kreewhite explained.  “Right after I left you that night, there was a rumble, after I had just gotten out into the sea, and when I looked back, there was no sign of the cave.
 
   “I came and looked again the next morning, but I couldn’t even see any sign that the cave had ever existed – it’s not that stones fell and covered the cave.  It just disappeared!” the merboy exclaimed.  “I knew it was an extraordinary cave then, and I went looking along the shore for you, but couldn’t find you, before I turned and went in search of my homeland.”
 
   “I suppose you better take me back to the beach where we met,” Marco decided.
 
   As they slowly made their way back to the beach, Kreewhite tried to teach Marco a few additional phrases in the language of the dolphins.  Marco dipped his face into the water and practiced the sounds, causing the swimmers to do barrel rolls and jump wildly to both laugh at his pronunciation as well as to show appreciation for his efforts.
 
   “They say they’ve never known a drylander to learn their words,” Kreewhite explained.  “And they expect they’ll never hear one again.”
 
   Marco recognized his cottage on the shore, and directed the others to head towards the landmark.
 
   Albany was not to be seen when they arrived.  The sun was beginning to set, and Marco stood in the water, his face turning red in the rays of the sunlight as he and Kreewhite awkwardly prepared to part.
 
   “I’ll miss you.  I may send the dolphins out to look for you someday if I don’t hear from you,” Kreewhite warned.  Marco felt touched; in just a few days, through the shared misery of the extreme circumstances they had been forced into, he had developed a closer sense of friendship with the merboy than he had developed with any of the human boys in the Lion City.
 
   “I’ll call you when I have a new home.  I’ll let the dolphins know where I am,” Marco pledged.
 
   They shared a rough hug, then Marco watched as Kreewhite and the three dolphins all swam out into the water together, and jumped straight up into the air together in a gesture of farewell.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12 – The Escape from the Escape
 
    
 
   Up on the shore, Marco found no evidence of Albany.  He walked up to his cottage, and started a fire in the fireplace.
 
   “You’re really something,” he turned in surprise when he heard Albany’s voice behind him, standing in the doorway holding her sword as he tended the growing fire.
 
   “Pardon me?” he said, warily watching her weapon.
 
   “You’re really something, something that none of us know anything about,” she repeated.  “You show up inside the temple, you defeat our best guards, you make her ladyship take steps she’s never taken before, and now I find out you consort with mermaids.  What are you – a wizard, a changeling, one of Satan’s arch-demons?”
 
   Marco moved away from the fire as it started to burn freely, and Albany came into the cottage, putting her sword away in her scabbard.  They sat down on the ground near one another.
 
   “So, was that the friend you were looking for to take you away – the mermaid and the big fishes?” she asked.
 
   Marco grabbed his sack of food.  He pulled out a lump of cheese to eat, then passed the bag to Albany.
 
   “He’s a merboy, not a mermaid,” he absent-mindedly corrected.  “Yes, he was the friend who I hoped was going to take me away from the island, but he said he can’t – his village won’t let him bring a human – with legs – to their place.  So I guess tomorrow you’ll take me back to your village, and put me on a boat.”
 
   “So what are you?” Albany asked again.
 
   Marco closed his eyes, and leaned his head back against the wall of the cottage.  “I’m just a boy, a lost boy,” he said with a sigh.  “I got taken from my city, and I don’t understand why all of this is happening to me.
 
   “I’m ready to go home,” he said, “or at least go someplace that is on the way towards home – someplace where everyone won’t hate me.  I never knew it was so good to just be a regular person, until all this happened and I found out that the people who live adventurous lives have so much trouble.”
 
   “I don’t think you’re going to qualify as a regular person, not after all of this,” Albany said wryly.  “But I hope that your future is easier for you,” she said sympathetically.  She rose and walked over to him, tousled his hair with her hand, then walked to the door.
 
   “Get a good night’s sleep.  I’ll see you in the morning.  We don’t have to leave right away, but we won’t want to wait too long before we head back to the village, so that you can get a berth on the ship,” she told him, and then went out the door to return to her own spot for the evening.
 
   Marco’s sleep that night was filled with the sounds of dolphins talking to him, telling him how he couldn’t come to their village because he was not ordinary enough, and he awoke in the middle of the night, relieved to no longer suffer through the dreams.  He gradually fell back into a more comfortable slumber, and slept without any problems the rest of the night.
 
   He awoke to the sounds of the birds singing brightly outside his cottage, heralding the arrival of sunrise.  He got out of bed and walked down to the beach, where he walked among the stones and the sand and picked up random pieces of flotsam that he immediately threw back into the sea’s retreating tide.  As he turned and walked back towards the cottage, he saw Albany standing in front of his cottage.
 
   “Are you ready to go?” she asked as he approached.  “If we leave in time to reach the village at lunch time, I’ll buy you a meal at the nicest bistro in the village,” she offered.
 
   “You must be pretty happy to see me leave,” Marco commented, caught off-guard by the offer.
 
   He saw Albany’s cheeks faintly color.  “No, not at all.  I understand it’s not right to have a man on the isle, but you’re not a bad boy.  You’re a good fellow, from what I’ve seen, and you’re pretty out-of-the-ordinary, to be talking with mermaids and dolphins, not to mention being found in the temple, and then there’s your swordwork.”
 
   Marco blushed slightly as well.  “I don’t think it’s a good idea to tell anyone about the merboy and the dolphins.  They think I’m odd enough as it is,” he commented.
 
   “I’ll wait until you’re gone,” Albany agreed, as Marco stuffed his belongings together and picked up his sword and the alchemy book, prepared to start walking.  “But I have to let the Lady know something so extraordinary.”
 
   They journeyed through the high grasses and low shrubs of the landscape along the dunes and cliffs overlooking the water.  Marco enjoyed the hike; he was at peace – at peace with his future that meant leaving the isle, at peace with the prospect of finding his way back to the Lion City in some fashion, at peace with his new knowledge about alchemistry.  He felt comfortable, relaxed after the days away from the hostile women of the island.
 
   As noon approached, they reached the village, and Marco could see the tall masts of a sea-going sailing ship in the harbor, the tops of the masts rising above the buildings of the village.  “We’ll go straight to the bistro to get a table before the visitors get there,” Albany suggested, and she took the lead in their journey.
 
   Heads turned and stared as Marco walked through town, and the interior of the half-filled bistro grew completely silent within seconds of him entering the interior of the building.
 
   “What’s the idea, Albany?  Why are you bringing that in here?” someone asked loudly.
 
   “The boy is leaving the isle today when the ship leaves,” she answered.  “I want to give him at least one good memory of his time here, and I thought the food here was the answer,” she spoke defiantly.
 
   There was no response, and the women within the facility slowly began to resume their conversations and their meals, as Albany and Marco slid into the seats of a small table in a dark corner.  “Well, the food here’s likely to be warmer than the greeting,” Albany tried to laugh off the reaction of the crowd.  “They serve good fish stew, pasta with chicken and cream sauce, and mutton chops,” she informed him.
 
   Moments later, a waitress walked up to their table.  “Well, this will go down in history as the first time I took an order from a man here,” she told them with a cheerful smile that set Marco’s mind at ease.  “What’ll you have?”
 
   “I’ll have the fish stew and some ale,” Albany answered.
 
   “I’ll have the pasta and some berry juice,” Marco chimed in, as Albany paid a coin on the table’s surface.  
 
   The waitress picked it up and slid it into her pocket.  “Two orders will be out in a moment,” she assured them, then was gone.
 
   “You won’t get in trouble for this, will you?” Marco asked.
 
   “No, I don’t think so.  You’re on your way out at this point.  What can they say?” she shrugged her shoulders.
 
   The food proved to be delicious.  The restaurant filled quickly as the ladies who had arrived aboard the sailing ship came in search of food, then sat and whispered about the boy on the island.  Marco shoveled his food down quickly, both because it was so tasty – the best meal he’d had in weeks – and so that they could leave the restaurant and end the pointing and talking that surrounded them.
 
   Minutes later they were on the docks, Albany leading the way, shouldering her way against the tide of women who were still leaving the vicinity of the ship.  She pulled Marco along, and cut in front of the women who were lined up waiting to board the vessel to take their journey home.
 
   The presence of a male with her both silenced some members of the crowd while infuriating others.  “The Lady has ordered that you give this boy safe passage to the first city you stop at and leave him there,” Albany told the first officer she saw on board.  “He’s ordered to leave the island immediately.”
 
   “What am I going to do with him on a ship with one hundred and fifty women?” the officer asked incredulously.
 
   “Watch him carefully,” Albany laughed.
 
   “You have a safe journey, Marco,” she turned to her ward.  “I’m sorry we didn’t meet under better circumstances.”
 
   “Thank you Albany, “he replied, slightly taken aback at the rapidity of their parting.  “I know you treated me fairly, and stuck up for me.”  They shook hands awkwardly, and then the guard turned and left the ship, leaving the officer to look at Marco with a scowl on her face.
 
   “Let’s get you off the deck right now,” she barked, and took him by the arm to lead him quickly below decks to a tiny cabin.  “You stay in here; heaven knows what noble lady I’ll offend by giving her cabin to you, but we’ve got to put you somewhere for now.”  With that statement she shut the door behind herself and left Marco alone in the tiny space – he could neither stand fully erect, nor stretch his arms completely from side to side without touching the walls.
 
   Marco spent nearly the entire following five days trapped in his tiny cabin.  The crew of the ship was entirely female, as was the complete roster of passengers who were returning from their visit to the isle of Ophiuchus.  The passengers included those who were devote pilgrims who had gone to worship, as well as those who were gravely ill, who had gone to seek healing, and finally those who were the wealthy and nobility, who had gone for the adventure.  Marco’s presence on the ship was quickly discovered, and the captain of the ship angrily discovered that she soon had to post a guard at his door in the evenings to prevent visitors from seeking to slip into his cabin, especially among the younger nobles for who the journey was more of a lark than a purpose.
 
   On the fourth day at sea, Marco heard a flurry of indistinct shouts from the deck overhead, and after ten minutes a knock on his door was the prelude to an order for him to bring his belongings and come up topside.  When he arrived he was astonished to see that another ship, a smaller one, was floating nearby.
 
   “Lady Iasco has sent this ship after us to take you back to the island,” his ship’s captain told him as a large crowd of crew and passengers gathered around.
 
   “Why?” Marco asked, astonished by the command.  He didn’t relish returning to the island; he had been fervently looking forward to rejoining society where men were not subject to so much attention from women.
 
   “The lady belatedly learned from your keeper that you have some unusual companions,” another woman spoke up, one whose face he didn’t recognize.  “And she had a dream, in which she had a vision that said you had a mark upon you, one that showed you would be a protector to her people.”
 
   The woman unexpectedly reached forward and flipped the front of Marco’s vest outward, exposing his left shoulder.  Her finger reached forward without asking for permission to touch him, and it traced the lines that had been etched upon him after he’d finished reading the alchemy book; he’d forgotten about the event, and he looked down in surprise and anger.
 
   The messenger’s fingers traced over the outline of a flower.  As the scratches had healed, they’d left a permanent mark on his skin – a simple flower, one with five simple petals.  “The dream said that you would have this mark upon your shoulder, a sign that you were to be the champion.  There is evil moving about the world, and a champion is needed,” the woman told Marco, and all those who stood close enough to hear.  She lifted her finger from the mark, then flipped the vest back over the mark.  “Lady Iasco’s sent me here to fetch you back to the isle for some conversations.”
 
   Albany had told Iasco about the merboy and the dolphins, Marco realized.  And then some dream had revealed the mark upon his shoulder; he remembered clearly the words he had heard in the cave – the voice had said that he was going to be the champion.  And for those reasons, even after he had left the island, Iasco had decided to take him captive once again.
 
   “We’re close to shore, aren’t we?” Marco futilely turned to the captain of the larger ship.  “Couldn’t you just drop me off where ever you’re going?”
 
   “If the Lady’s asked for you?  Not in a million years,” the captain instantly responded.  “If she wants you, she can have you, and I don’t care what for.
 
   “He’s all yours.  Take him please and be on your way, so that I can be on mine.  I’ve got a lot of passengers to disembark, and new ones to fetch,” she said, and gestured from Marco to the captain of the ship that had come to retrieve him.
 
   He felt despair, and numb shock at the thought that he was now on his way back to Ophiuchus.  He woodenly descended down the rope and wooden ladder along the side of the passenger ship, and stepped carefully into place in the small rowboat that waited to ferry him and the leader of the retrieval mission back to the nearby ship that would carry them all back to Iasco.  The crew of six women in the rowboat immediately began to wield their oars, and the ship began the journey that would return Marco to Iasco’s control.
 
   With a sudden, rash decision, Marco took his hands from the bag of belongings that rested between his feet.  He grabbed the gunwale beside him with both hands and stood, then suddenly flung himself over the edge and into the chilly water.  He heard a shout from the women in the boat, and then he was underwater, away from them, and being pulled downward by the weight of the sword that rested on his hip.
 
   Marco let out a series of squeaks and chirps and clicks, the closest he could come to the remembered dolphin language call for help that Kreewhite had taught him.  He stroked his arms and kicked his legs, so that he rose to the surface and took a deep breath of air.  There were shouts from near and far, as he was spotted by both those in the rowboat and those who lined the side of the passenger vessel, watching their male companion leave them behind.
 
   Marco went back underwater and began to swim again for several seconds, then came to the surface again to breath, then went back beneath the water again and emitted his cry for help.  When he came up again for air his arms were starting to burn with exhaustion, and the rowboat was closing in upon him in pursuit.  He gulped the damp air, and started to plunge back under the water when he suddenly felt himself jostled from beneath.
 
   Each hand instinctively grasped a dorsal fin for a different dolphin, and he saw other fins in the water around him, as he was suddenly accelerated away from his pursuers.  The dolphins carried him under the surface of the water, and he felt their speed increase, as a cacophony of their noisy chatter suddenly filled his ears.
 
   Seconds later they rose to the surface, allowing him to take a breath as he saw the larger ships receding from his view, then they plunged into the sea again for another short burst of speed.
 
   After several more repetitions of the breath-and-dive routine, the dolphins came to the surface and slowed their progress significantly.  Marco raised his head to look around, but could no longer even see the ships from the isle of Ophiuchus from his low vantage point.
 
   He dipped his face into the water.  “Thank you, friends.  Thank you,” he told them.  “I do not speak your words well,” he added one more of the handful of phrases he had learned, and listened to a burst of what seemed to him must be laughter.
 
   There were several dolphins nearby, perhaps eight or nine, he thought he counted.  He listened carefully as one of them spoke, but only could understand the words “where” and “dry” among all that his escort said.
 
   “Dry land, close, me,” was all he could string together to try to express to them what he wanted, but after only moments of exchange among themselves, the pod began to move, staying on the surface with occasional dips below the water.  They took turns carrying Marco, he realized, as one dolphin on one side dropped away to be replaced, and then the same thing happened for his other hand.
 
   He was in the water for hours, but as nightfall cast red rays across the sea, a dark shadow suddenly loomed overhead, and he realized that he had been delivered to land.  He heard the sound of breakers, as waves rolled onto a shoreline, and he felt his face break into a teary smile.
 
   “Thank you, thank you.  Me thank you,” he repeated his gratitude, as he released his grasp on their dorsal fins and felt his feet touch a sandy bottom.
 
   “Kieweeooee glad to help,” one of the dolphins told him, making Marco laugh at the polite exchange he had with the members of the pod.  The animals turned and began to swim away, and in a moment of synchronized motion, they all leapt out of the water together, then disappeared from view.
 
   Marco waded up onto the shore in the growing darkness, joyous with the notion that for the first time since he had been on the pier in the Lion City, he was on land and free and healthy; healthy but hungry he corrected himself.  There was a dim glow in the sky to his right, a sign, he hoped, of the lights of a city, so he began trudging along the beach.
 
   A half-moon was in the eastern sky, and the waves that reached the shore carried a faint phosphorescence that provided him with sufficient light to pick out a path along the beach.  Within half an hour he rounded a point, and saw the faint twinkling lights of a city spread along a harbor front not a great distance away.  He looked up to his left at the bank that rose above him, and realized that there were fisherman’s cottages spread along the way.
 
   He walked on the beach for several more minutes, then climbed up and over a grassy dune to find his way to a road that led towards the city.  After just a few more minutes he spotted a pair of other travelers also walking towards the city, and he laughed out loud, as he saw by their figures and their strides that they were men, proof positive that he had escaped from the isle of women.
 
   The city had walls, and he passed through the gate that was watched by several casual guards.  Marco felt a second wave of relief to be within the city, safer – he was sure – from the grasping reach of Lady Iasco.   But it was night, he had no money, no food, and he had no idea what city he was even in.  He walked through the streets and then walked into the alleys behind the taverns, risking confrontation with anyone who happened to skulk within the darkness there, and waited at the back door of each tavern he discovered.  He accepted several scraps – something that he had learned was possible in the Lion City, though he’s never done it himself before.  
 
   One tavern cook was even kindly about it, letting him have a chop of mutton that would have been palatable even if he’d been a paying customer sitting in the front room of the establishment.  Marco told himself that someday he’d visit the tavern as a paying customer if he could, to thank the kindly, toothless woman who showed him such generosity.
 
   That night he slept in a dark side chapel in the city’s cathedral.  He felt safe there, away from the more dangerous elements that lived on the streets, and in the morning, when he woke up stiff and sore on the hard cold floor, he said a long prayer of thanksgiving for the new opportunity to begin his life once more.
 
   “You there, stop loitering,” a man’s voice called as Marco knelt at the railing.  The voice was close by, and Marco looked up quickly to see a friar standing behind him.
 
   “Pardon me, father,” Marco said meekly, as he stood to leave.
 
   “Were you truly praying, son?” the man asked.
 
   “I was, but my prayers are done.  I’ll leave now,” Marco answered.
 
   The friar studied him closely.  “Do you have someplace to go?” he asked.
 
   Marco hesitated.  He had tried to plan what he would do; he knew he wanted to get back to the Lion City, to the life there that was the only life he knew.
 
   “I was going to go find the alchemist shops, to see if I could earn some money,” Marco said.  “I’m an apprentice, and I’d like to go back home.”
 
   “No apprentice should be here right now; you should be in your shop serving your master!” the friar exclaimed.
 
   “My master and his shop are in the Lion City,” Marco answered, “and I’ll need to work my way back there.
 
   “Can you tell me where the alchemist shops are in this city?  What city is this, by the way?” he asked.
 
   The brown-robed friar looked at him strangely.  “You’re in the great cathedral of Barcelon, of course, a very long way from the Lion City.  If you go to the right once you leave the front gate of the cathedral grounds, you’ll come to a square where there are three reputable alchemist establishments,” he advised, and then gave a hasty blessing to Marco before he walked away.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13 – Marches’ Shop
 
    
 
   Marco followed the directions the priest had given to walk through Barcelona to the nearest cluster of alchemy shops.  He had heard of Barcelona, in Iberia, before.  Ships sailed there from the Lion City, he knew, but he knew nothing else about the city, except that he was now walking its streets.
 
   Foot traffic was increasing in the streets of the city, and when he got to the square where the alchemists were, he discovered that a food market was already active, providing the ambitious shoppers and sellers of the morning goods with a place to make their exchanges.   Marco skirted around the perimeter of the market, hungrily eyeing the fruits for sale, and headed towards the first alchemy shop he saw.
 
   Two of the shops were nearly side-by-side near one corner of the square, while the third shop was along a different portion of the perimeter.  Of the two that were close to one another, separated only by a bakery whose products Marco worried might be contaminated by its neighbors, one looked prosperous and the other did not.
 
   The prosperous-looking shop was not yet open.  Nor was its nearby neighbor, but there was an open door at the third shop across the way.  Marco shifted his direction and approached the shop that was open.  He paused in the open doorway, and looked in upon a bright and cheery interior, one lit by beams of light coming in through the open windows.  It was substantially different from the dark interior of Algornia’s shop, he noted, as he looked at the shelves behind the counter, filled with tidy and orderly jars and vases that were labeled.
 
   “May I help you?” a man asked in a neutral voice, asking from the corner of the shop where he was wielding a broom to sweep the floor clean.
 
   Marco looked at the man, the very portrait of a successful small businessman.  He was tall and thin, wearing spectacles, neatly dressed.
 
   “I’ve been an apprentice to an alchemist in the Lion City,” Marco said.  “I’m looking for work so I can earn enough money to sail back home.”  He had thought about what to say, and had decided that he needed to reveal both his experience and his motivation in one quick, simple statement.
 
   “I have an apprentice, I keep him busy, but I don’t need another,” the shopkeeper quickly answered.  “Good luck,” he said, and he resumed sweeping his broom back and forth.
 
   “Is there a shop you think I can find work at?” Marco ventured to ask.
 
   “Well,” the man paused his labor once again, “across the square there’s Applied, and Marches.  Applied has all the help it wants, and Marches needs help, but can’t afford to pay you anything.  It’s your choice,” he gave his brief assessment, and started sweeping again.
 
   With a wave of thanks, Marco crossed the square to look at the other two shops.  The prosperous shop’s sign identified it as Applied, and its door opened as Macro approached, signaling that it too had started its business day.  The other shop, Marches, remained dark and closed.  And between them sat the bakery, open and smelling both sweet and savory as its open door and open window allowed its aroma to waft out into the square, making every passerby hungry.
 
   He watched two large women behind the bakery counter, visible inside the shop, passing baked goods across the counter to customers who entered and left on a regular basis.  Marco felt his own mouth watering from the delightful odors that came from the shop, then shifted his attention as he saw an elderly woman open the door of the other alchemist shop, Marches.
 
   The young apprentice walked determinedly over to the door, and walked inside the shop, and caught up with the lady just as she reached the counter.
 
   “Goodness!” she said in startlement as she turned and found Marco behind her.  “I just opened that door.  You must be in quite a need for something.”
 
   “Actually, I’m a trained apprentice alchemist, and I was coming in to find out if you have any work I could carry out for you.  I’m trying to earn money to go back to the Lion City,” he blurted out his story.
 
   “I had an apprentice, but he left just six months ago to go work for Applied,” the woman told him.  “This was my husband’s shop, but he passed a year ago.  I don’t know the trade, and about all I do now is sell supplies.  I open the shop each morning mostly because I don’t have anything else to do,” she told him.  “I’m afraid I don’t have enough business to offer you a job.  But I wish you good luck,” she said.
 
   “Maybe I could mix up some potions for you to sell,” Marco suggested.  He had an inkling that Applied must have lured the apprentice away from Marches in order to close the shop down, and wasn’t likely to hire anyone else, he guessed.  “If you’ve already got the supplies in stock, I could mix some simple formulae for you to sell,” Marco proposed.
 
   “I couldn’t pay you,” the grandmotherly woman objected.
 
   “If you could give me a place to sleep and a couple of meals a day, I’ll only take a part of the price of anything I make that gets sold,” he bargained.  He felt that this place was the only place he could hope to get a position, and at the very least, he wanted to have a roof over his head.
 
   “Are you that desperate?” the woman shrewdly asked, looking at him with a much more perceptive glance than he had expected from her grandmotherly appearance.
 
   “I am,” he admitted, blushing slightly.
 
   “Then you can stay here for a fortnight, and we’ll see how that works.  There’s a room in the back garret where you can stay, and I’ll give you a hearty breakfast every morning,” she told him.  “Go get your things and bring them in here, and we’ll go look at the room.”
 
   “I don’t have any things, other than what I’m wearing,” Marco admitted in a low voice.
 
   She cocked her head and looked at him.  “Who or what are you running away from?  Are you in trouble?” she asked.
 
   “I was running away from a woman, after I left my master,” he hung his head.  “But I’m not a criminal, not going to hurt anyone or steal anything,” he quickly added.
 
   “You don’t look like you would,” the woman affirmed.  “Come along and take a look at the garret room and see if you want to stay there,” she turned and led him behind the counter, then through a doorway, and down a long hall with many doorways, and eventually to the back of the building, where they found a narrow, dark, twisting staircase.
 
   They climbed high, until they finally stopped in pitch darkness as the woman fumbled with a latch and opened a door, letting dim light into an expansive attic space, filled with trunks and furniture.  “Over there’s the pallet,” the woman pointed towards a gable with a window.
 
   “I live on the floor below this one.  It has a separate staircase.  Do you want to look things over?” she asked.
 
   “No,” Marco replied.  “I’ll take this.  It’s kind of you to offer.  If you’ll take me to your husband’s supplies, I’ll start looking to see what I can prepare.”
 
   “In a hurry to work?  That’s good.  Let’s go downstairs.  You can look around, and I’ll fix you a bite of breakfast; I wager you haven’t had anything yet, have you?” she asked.
 
   They went back down the stairs and along the hallway to where the woman opened a door, revealing a sunny room where sunshine entered through high windows.  “Here’s my husband’s workshop.  Make yourself at home.  I’ll be in the back in the kitchen,” she said.
 
   “Wait,” Marco said.  “What’s your name?”
 
   “I am Gabrielle, formerly wife to Marches,” she said with a smile.  “And what is your name, my boarder?”
 
   “Marco,” he answered simply.
 
   “Welcome home, Marco,” she smiled, then left him alone to look at his new workplace.
 
   The alchemy shop had once been a busy, well-provisioned place, Marco saw, as he looked at jars and crates and vases and bags of items that were scattered around the room.  Several were sitting open, evident that they had been improperly used, and improperly put away by someone who didn’t respect the value within.  There were more ingredients available than Algornia had ever stocked in his Lion City shop, he saw.  He began to walk around the room, putting away items that were sloppily laid about, and pausing to close up containers and tidy up spilled material.
 
   As he saw and touched various items, he experienced unusual flashes of memory.  It happened once when he smelled a pungent spice, once when he felt the slippery texture of quicksilver, and once again when he saw the bright orange color of crystals of wulfenite.  The memories eluded him when they first occurred, but the fourth time he had such a flash he realized he was recalling details of formulae that he had read in the Book of Hermes on the island of Ophiuchus.
 
   He noticed a small, dark black box, one that appeared to be sealed with wax, set high on a shelf.  He stood upon his toetips to reach the box and pulled it down, curious about what was inside, for the symbols on the outside were unlike anything he had ever seen.  He awkwardly used the tip of his sword to cut the wax seal open, then he opened the box, and found an even smaller glass vial within, no taller than his small finger.  He pulled the stopper from the vial, and looked straight down into the container, where he saw dark crystalline flakes filling a quarter of the vial.
 
   Marco delicately lowered the tip of his finger into the vial to touch the flakes.  As soon as his skin came in contact with the material he felt an intense burning sensation, and he whipped his finger free from the container.  Quickly placing the vial on the surface of the workbench, Marco ran to the kitchen where Gabrielle was cooking, and he plunged his hand into a bucket of water.
 
   “What’s this all about?” she asked in surprise, looking at him.
 
   Marco rubbed his thumb over the burned spot on his finger tip while still in the bucket, then pulled his hand from the water and looked at the bloody red spot, which he showed to his landlord.
 
   “Just a slight burn,” he said, unwilling to tell her what he thought had happened.  He had touched dried gorgon’s blood!  Old Marches had possessed a vial of one of the rarest elements in the alchemical apothecary – one that was impossible to find, priceless to purchase, and to be used only in the most extraordinary of formulae.  It had to be gorgon’s blood!  He would have to consider which impossible recipe to concoct to find out if the fabled material was truly residing in the simple glass container.
 
   “You be careful in there.  I don’t want you getting hurt on your first morning.  I don’t want you getting hurt at all,” she warned him.
 
   “I’ll be careful, thanks,” Marco said, as he left the kitchen to return to the work room.
 
   When he reached the work room he was shocked to find two men going through the supplies he had just started to organize.  They each held several small leather pouches of material.
 
   “Can I help you?” Marco asked, causing them both to whirl in surprise and look at him.
 
   “Who are you?” the stouter of the two asked.
 
   “I’m the new apprentice here, helping Gabrielle,” Marco answered.  “Who are you, what are you doing in her supply room, and what do you have?”
 
   “We’re her neighbors from Applied.  She lets us borrow items when we need something in a pinch,” the other man said.  He was older, more than old enough to be Marco’s father.
 
   “That looks like a pretty big pinch,” Marco heard himself say, surprised at his own willingness to stand up to the men.  “And it looks like you’re slobs too.  You left this room in a mess the last time you were here apparently.  Let’s weigh everything you’re taking right now so we know exactly what you owe Gabrielle.”
 
   He placed his hand on his sword hilt to emphasize his seriousness, even while a part of his mind wondered what he was doing.
 
   The two men stared at him in shock.  The older man’s eyes narrowed in displeasure, and Marco didn’t hesitate to pull his sword upward, showing three inches of the steely blade.
 
   “Well, of course,” the man said after a moment.  “We only want to be fair.”
 
   “The scales are behind you,” Marco pulled his sword free and pointed it at the table where the scales sat, clearly unused in previous visits by the intruders.
 
   The more heavily-set man immediately moved towards the scales, intimidated by the sight of the sword, and his companion followed him reluctantly, as Marco lowered the sword and joined them.
 
   “You’re a new apprentice, you say?” the taller man, the apparent leader asked, as they all gathered around the scale a moment later.
 
   “I am,” Marco answered, irritated by the question and its tone.
 
   The man emptied a pouch onto the scale, creating a pile of light flakes of plant material, then placed a pair of small weights to counterbalance.
 
   “It’s a half ounce of ginseng,” the man said.
 
   Unexpectedly, Marco reached out and grabbed the pouch, then tilted it and caused a substantial portion more to pour onto the scale.
 
   “It looks more like a full ounce of mandrake root,” Marco said.  “That’ll be five silvers by itself,” he told the pair in a no-nonsense tone.
 
   “That price is outrageous!” the man exploded, ignoring the fact that Marco had corrected his mis-stated description of the material.
 
   The price was what Algornia had paid to buy some mandrake, and Marco was confident of his memory.  “You don’t have to pay it then,” he said with deceptive mildness, “I’m sure you’ll find it somewhere else for less.”  He reached over and lifted the plate of material, tilting it so that it slid back into the empty bag.
 
   “What’s next?” he asked, leaving no room for argument.  He felt like he wanted to fight the two men.  They had clearly intended to steal value from Gabrielle, and had probably been doing so on a regular basis for some time.  “All the other prices are going to be similar,” he said pre-emptively.  “I think they’re close to the market price, and since this is so convenient for you, I’m sure you don’t mind paying a premium for having such an easy source.
 
   “And if you want to go elsewhere, I understand, and there are no hard feelings,” he wanted to kick them out, to punish them for their greed and dishonesty.
 
   “Well, Marco, I see you’ve met our friend, Applied,” Gabrielle’s voice spoke from the doorway.  “Your breakfast is ready.”
 
   “Gabrielle dear,” Applied’s voice was oily niceness, “you shouldn’t offer food to your apprentice.  It’s against our code among alchemists.  But since you’ve prepared his meal for him this time, you go ahead and take him along, and we’ll tally up what we owe you.  We’ll just do everything quickly while you take care of young Marco,” he drawled out the name.
 
   “I am so sorry, I didn’t know there was a rule about feeding him,” Gabrielle expressed her regret.  “Come along, Marco, and eat this meal while it’s hot,” she said, then turned and left the doorway to return to the kitchen.
 
   “You just run along boy, and enjoy your one meal,” Applied sneered at Marco.
 
   It was the gorgon blood that was driving him to want to battle, he realized.  Just touching it had allowed the potent material to enter his bloodstream and begin to drive him to anger and conflict.  Even as he realized why he was acting so aggressively, he felt his hand sweep his sword up, and then bring it slicing down, grazing along the front of Applied’s shirt so that a pair of buttons was sheared off and fell to the floor.
 
   “We’ll all leave together, right now, empty-handed unless you want to pick up those buttons,” Marco said through gritted teeth.  He swung the sword again, within a fraction of an inch of both men’s faces, cowing them further.
 
   Without comment, the two of them fled from the room, running for the door and leaving the building within the moment.
 
   Marco followed them to the door, and with a mighty application of self-restraint, forced himself not to follow them out beyond the shop.
 
   “Marco, are they gone?” he heard Gabrielle’s voice call down the hallway.
 
   He closed the door and threw the latch, then walked back to where the sweet lady stood.  “They left.  They decided they wanted to start buying their things from the markets instead of borrowing your material,” he lied to her.  “And they decided that feeding apprentices might not be such a bad idea, and they said to keep doing it,” he added with a grin.
 
   “I was going to anyway, rule or no rule!” Gabrielle told him in a mock whisper.  The two grinned at one another, then walked down the hall to the kitchen, where Marco sat and hastily gobbled down a plateful of food.  He drank two large tumblers of water, hoping to flush the gorgon’s blood from his system before he had another reason to grow angry, though he felt that his anger with the two men would have been justified under any circumstances.
 
   He left the kitchen and went back to open the front door, then returned to the work room and started again on the task of cleaning up, organizing, and learning the supplies that were available.  He heard Gabrielle go to the front of the shop to also re-open the door to the public.  And for the rest of the morning there were no interruptions – no customers came at all.   It was quieter than Marco could remember Algornia’s shop ever being.
 
   Sometime after noon, Marco had all the worst of the mess in the work room cleaned up, and he was preparing to start scrubbing the tables when he heard Gabrielle speaking to someone else who had a very low voice.  The conversation was noticeable for only two minutes when he heard Gabrielle call him to the front of the shop.
 
   When he entered the public room he found Gabrielle around on the other side of the counter, standing very close to a poor mother with a very ill baby.  The woman’s clothing was not only colorless, but the material was thin in places from age and use, stained and frayed and torn.  Her skirt was short, only reaching just below her knees, and she wore shoes that had split seams.  The woman had long, stringy hair that hung like a curtain around her face, and she kept her face turned down, so that Marco could make out no features until she finally looked up in response to a question from Gabrielle.  Her face was severely ravaged with acne scars and open sores, and the wear and tear of an already hard life disfigured her looks even further.  Yet Marco judged from her figure that she was at most only a few years older than he was.
 
   In her arms she held a baby, an infant only a few months old, and one that appeared unlikely to live much longer.  Its skin was beyond pale, bearing a gray color that was marked only by blue lips.  The child was limp, except for one leg that twitched spasmodically, the only real sign that the baby was still alive.
 
   “The doctors say there’s nothing they can do, and the other alchemists say there’s nothing they can do.  Can you save my baby?” the woman asked.
 
   “What did the doctors say was the problem?” Marco asked.
 
   “They say there’s a build-up of poisons.  I began giving her some scraps from a butcher shop for just a week to start her on solid food, and she starting turning worse and worse over just the past two days,” the mother answered.
 
   If there were a build-up of poisons, then the baby’s body needed to be purified, and purification was the fundamental principal of alchemy, Marco reasoned.  It was based on the premise that the removal of impurities would free a person to achieve many great things.  In this case, the question was, what kind of impurities were present?
 
   He looked at the baby absently, as his mind raced through all that Algornia had taught him, and all that the book on the island had imprinted upon him.  There were four formulae that he thought of that might be related to poisons that turned the skin gray.
 
   Algornia’s formulae involved a mix of largely green plant materials, and Marco didn’t think that it was a plant-based problem, if the meat from the butcher was the cause of the illness.  That left the three formulae from the book of Hermes, and the three were similar for more than three quarters of the items needed to prepare them.
 
   “I think I can try to produce a concoction that will improve the baby’s health,” he said slowly, hesitant to publicly declare his intention to tackle the incurable disease.  “It will take me a couple of hours to prepare,” he said as his mind ran through the list of ingredients that were common to all three cures, and the ingredients that made the differentiation among them.  He had seen everything he needed in the work room, except for one material he would need if he were to use the third iteration of the formulae from the book.
 
   “Come back in two hours,” he said in an affirmative voice.
 
   “Does my baby have two hours?” the mother asked in a teary voice.
 
   “I don’t know,” Marco admitted.  “But that’s the fastest I can work in.  I’ll go get started right now,” he turned and trotted down the hall to the work room.
 
   He would mix together the items and ingredients that were common to the two formulae he intended to pursue, then separate the base mixture in two, and customize first one of them, and then the other so that he could offer both options for the baby.
 
   He got out the pestle and mortar, and began to grind the first two ingredients into a fine powdery mixture, turning and pressing until his wrist was tired.  He set the product aside, and rinsed out the mortar, then mixed together a set of crystals, some sea salt, and a drop of solution.  He processed those ingredients and parted them evenly into two bowls as well.
 
   There was one last step in the preparation of the mutual items needed for the two medical options, and Marco worked through those preparations.  He set aside the two bowls, then started on the items for the first medicine.  It was a medical mixture that relied on items from the sea – extracts from sea water, from sea plants, from fishes and other sea animals.  When that was finished, he turned to the terrestrial version, mixing and purifying the various items.
 
   “You look just like Marches, the way you sit there working so intently, unaware of anything else in the world,” Gabrielle spoke, startling Marco, and he wondered how long she has stood there.  “The mother is back with her baby, and the twitching is worse.”
 
   “Has it been two hours already?” Marco asked in surprise.
 
   “Nearly,” Gabrielle confirmed.
 
   Marco mixed together all the elements of the sea-based cure, following the necessary steps so that a series of reactions occurred in the proper sequence.  The result was a small beaker of cloudy blue syrup.  Marco rushed the beaker out to the front room, where the mother and baby stood.
 
   “I have two things to try,” Marco said.  “Here’s the first one,” he held up the beaker.
 
   “Take your finger and rub some of this around in her mouth, just a little at first,” Marco suggested.
 
   “What’s the baby’s name, dear?” Gabrielle asked.
 
   “She’s Sybele,” the mother looked up momentarily, then looked down and began her task.  She moistened her finger hopefully, then slid the tip of the digit between her baby’s lips, and swirled the finger slowly.  She dipped the finger again, and administered another dose, then looked up at Marco.
 
   He examined the child closely, looking for any sign of improvement.  The baby whimpered once, then resumed its silent suffering, as the moments of observation stretched out.
 
   “Let me go prepare the other mixture,” Marco blurted out.  “I don’t think this is working,” he said, unable to look into the mother’s face where he knew disappointment had to be evident.  He turned and left the shop, and hastily began to work his way through the steps in the workroom where he formulated the terrestrial-based option to completion, and carried the dark-colored syrup out to the shop front.
 
   “This is the only other answer I can come up with,” Marco said.
 
   “Thank you for trying,” Gabrielle said.  “It feels good to have a real alchemist back in the shop, almost like when Marches was here.”
 
   The mother applied the next formula to the baby’s mouth with her fingertip again, making a first application, then pausing to watch for results.  Nothing in the baby’s condition changed, and she dipped her finger a second time, then offered the finger to the baby to suckle on again.
 
   All three of them stared at the baby’s unchanging appearance for several seconds, then the mother began to cry.
 
   “Thank you for trying Marco. It was a good effort,” Gabrielle said consolingly, as she placed a gentle hand on his shoulder.
 
   And then the baby belched, and passed gas, and began to cry, as its color grew slightly less gray.
 
   Marco held the beaker to the mother, who quickly dipped her finger in the syrup and offered it to the baby, who then proceeded to suckle the finger greedily.
 
   “How long since you fed the child?” Gabrielle asked.
 
   “More than two days,” the mother answered.
 
   “Here, smear this on your nipple and tend your child,” the elderly woman advised.
 
   Without a moment’s hint of modesty, the mother shifted the baby and lifted her shirt, then reached over and took the beaker from the embarrassed Marco and poured several drops on her breast, and offered the child a chance to feed.  The baby began to eagerly and noisily suckle, and the mother wiped away her tears with her forearm.
 
   “Will she be alright?  Is she going to live?” the mother asked.
 
   Gabrielle looked at Marco.
 
   “I can’t make any promises, but the syrup you have is strong, and seems to be the right answer.  Try to feed it all to her today, and let her feed and rest,” he advised
 
   “I can’t thank you enough,” the mother looked at both of the other two with bright eyes, and a smile emerged for the first time, for a second.  “I don’t have any ready money, but I promise I’ll pay you whatever I can.”
 
   “Dear, we don’t need to try to take money you don’t have.  I have a better idea; are you a good cook?” Gabrielle asked.
 
   “I am,” the girl answered.  “My mother is the best tavern cook in the entire city, and all her customers are happy.  I learned a lot from her.”
 
   “Instead of me getting my tired old bones out of bed early every morning, why don’t you come here of a morning and cook breakfast for Marco?” Gabrielle asked.
 
   The baby fussed momentarily, and the girl lifted the other side of her shirt, poured a few more drops of Marco’s syrup on her breast, then shifted the baby nonchalantly to continue feeding the infant.  “I could do that, easily!” the girl answered.  Her face was shining with pleasure at the thought.  “With Sybele here I’m out of bed early anyway,” the girl answered.  “I’ll start tomorrow, if you wish.”  Marco looked at her shining eyes and her sudden smile, and thought about what pretty features they were in the otherwise unhappy face.
 
   When Gabrielle agreed, the two of them walked together towards the back of the house to see the kitchen, as Marco returned to the workshop.  When he entered the shop he carefully closed the door behind him, then he started dancing a jig of celebration, throwing his arms and legs out heedlessly with joy over the success of the alchemical formula he had prepared.  He had saved the baby’s life!  He had used only the incredibly, inexplicably imprinted memory of the book he had read just a few days prior, and he had given life back to a baby girl who was surely going to die otherwise.  It felt like the greatest achievement of his life – better than rescuing the girls from the pier in the Lion City, better than meeting Kreewhite even.  He wished he could tell Algornia about the success, to share his victory with someone who would appreciate the magic of using a formula that had perhaps not been used for hundreds of years.
 
   He finished his celebration, but maintained a wide smile as he began to put away the containers of all the ingredients he had used to develop his cure for baby Sybele.
 
   “Marco?” Gabrielle called from the doorway, and he looked up to see the old lady and the new cook.
 
   “Mirra will be here tomorrow morning to prepare breakfast for the two of us, so don’t chase her away the way you did to Applied,” Gabrielle said.
 
   Marco’s eyebrows shot up, surprised that his landlady knew of the hostile ending to the encounter with her neighbor.  “I look forward to seeing her tomorrow,” he said gently.
 
   “And I look forward to serving you,” the girl said in an almost coquettish fashion.  Her baby was no longer feeding, but was resting quietly in her arm, snuggled up against her shoulder.  “Thank you so much, again, master Marco.” 
 
   And with that she was gone.
 
   “So how does it feel to be a hero?” Gabrielle asked when the two of them were alone, as Marco finished putting away the last of his items.
 
   “It felt good,” he grinned.  “I’m so glad that worked; I didn’t want to see the baby die.  But I’d never actually used that formula before; I’d read it in,” he paused, “a book,” he lamely explained.
 
   “If you can find a way to save people’s lives just by reading a book, then you have a bright future ahead of you,” she praised him.  “Marches would be so proud of you.  I know he’s looking down from heaven with a smile on his face because you used his workshop to save that baby.”
 
   She left him alone then, and Marco spent the rest of the afternoon moving back and forth from the shop front to the work room, reorganizing a few articles in the work room and tending restlessly to the empty shop front.  No other customers came to seek any products, and Marco studied the layout of the shop.  It was similar to Algornia’s shop, dark and mysterious on the inside, invisible from the outside.
 
   He liked the look of the other shop, the bright shop he had seen in Barcelon, a shop with open windows and sunshine.  While he trusted all things Algornia said and did in terms of alchemy, he wondered if the presentation was attractive to customers, if something different would make them want to come in.
 
   As the afternoon waned, and evening started to fall, Gabrielle came to the front of the shop and closed the doors on business for the day.
 
   “Would you mind if I left for a little while?” Marco asked.
 
   “Where are you going to go?  Are there other babies out there you plan to save tonight?” the mistress of the shop asked.
 
   “I’d like to go explore the city,” Marco explained.  “I haven’t seen it yet.”
 
   “I imagine a boy does want to walk about and see his new city.  Go on, but don’t be late.  I’d like to lock everything up before too long,” she graciously allowed him to go.
 
   Marco took off, and went towards where he judged the city harbor docks were likely to be.  He wanted to go see the only friends he thought he might have in the city – the dolphins who had delivered him to land.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14 – Kieweeooee
 
    
 
   It took Marco half an hour and only one wrong turn to find his way to the docks.  He eventually smelled the water and heard the sounds of the harbor in the evening, which led him to his destination.  There was a guard on duty, but not very attentively, and Marco easily snuck past the man to go out on one of the piers that reached into the harbor waters.
 
   When he reached the end of the pier he climbed down the wooden understructure to reach the water level, where he put his head in the water and called out, “Kieweeooee friend come!”, then lifted his face out of the water and waited.  He gently paddled his feet in the water to give the dolphin some notion of his precise location, if the dolphin were even to come at all, and he waited.
 
   Two minutes later he heard a quick burst of chatter; he pressed his face under water and called out Kieweeooee’s name again, and the dolphin came over to see him.  The moon overhead was bright, but Marco’s location was in the shadows of the pier, so it was difficult to see many features at first, until Marco moved around the bottom of the pier to the moonlit side, where he could see the features of the marine creature he had called.
 
   “Kieweeooee and Marco go swimming?” he asked.
 
   The dolphin slapped fins against the water to agree, and moments later Marco was holding onto a dorsal fin that sliced through the harbor water on the way to the open seas beyond.  They swam for an hour, Marco enjoying the thrill of the warm sea water flying by as they circled and dove and swam.  It felt like a perfect celebration – a joyful way to commemorate the successful healing of baby Sybele.
 
   The two tried to talk to each other, but their limited shared vocabulary and limited ability to pronounce the words of each other’s language made any exchange difficult.  When they returned to the pier they tried to teach Marco a few new words, then he patted Kieweeooee goodbye, and climbed back up to the top of the pier and walked back to Marches alchemy shop.
 
   His first night in the garret room was uneasy.  The attic was uncomfortably warm, and he ended up opening a window and sleeping on the roof outside, where the breeze felt pleasant and he slept a sound last half of the evening.
 
   He didn’t awaken until the sun was well above the horizon, and he only awoke with assistance.
 
   “Master Marco,” he heard a feminine voice call.
 
   “Master Marco,” there was a poke on his shoulder, and he felt a blanket moving over him.
 
   “Your breakfast is ready downstairs, Marco,” he awoke enough to recognize that the voice was Mirra, the young mother who was now the morning cook at the house.
 
   “I need to get back down to Sybele,” she said.  “I’ve pulled your blanket up so that you’re not giving a show to the ladies in the houses around you.  Someday you’ll have to tell me why your clothes are lying here next to you on this roof in a damp pile.
 
   “And you’ll have to tell me why you have a flower on your chest,” she added, poking at the strange mark he had received in the cave on the island.
 
   “Come down and eat breakfast soon,” she poked him familiarly one more time, then he heard her step back in through the window frame and off the roof.
 
   Marco opened his eyes.  The sky overhead was blue.  A pair of pale faces in windows was staring at him.  The curtains swayed closed, and the faces disappeared as he looked.  Mirra had drawn his blanket over his hips, he realized.  Other than that, the rest of his body was only bare skin facing the open sky.  His clothes were still damp from his swim in the harbor, and laid in a pile next to him, a trickle of moisture running down the incline of the roof, draining away from his clothes.
 
   He wrapped his blanket around himself and grabbed his clothing as he climbed back into the window of his garret.  Once inside, he pulled on his damp pants, and hung his vest out on the roof to dry further, then went downstairs, where he found Gabrielle sitting at a table with a plate of food in front of her.  As he entered the kitchen, Mirra placed a plate upon the table for him as well.
 
   “Marco, you can dress better than that while having a meal with a lady, can’t you?” Gabrielle asked.
 
   “My vest is wet, and I wanted to let it dry,” he apologized.  He hadn’t expected to see her in the kitchen so early.
 
   “And you don’t have anything else?  No other shirts?  I guess you didn’t bring anything else with you, did you?” she recollected.
 
   “Sit down and eat your breakfast, and then we’ll go look through Marches’ closets to see if we can find anything to fit you,” she said in a motherly tone.
 
   “I can’t accept,” Marco began, caught off-guard by the generosity, then he saw Mirra nodding her head vigorously behind Gabrielle.  “I mean, thank you.  That’s very kind,” he told the old lady.
 
   Mirra nodded in approval, and Marco sat down to begin eating his meal.
 
   Minutes later they were finished, and Gabrielle stood up.  “Let’s go look at the closets.  Mirra, will you and Sybele be okay?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, of course.  We’ll just clean up the dishes, then be on our way,” the new cook answered.
 
   “Is she doing well?” Marco asked before he left the kitchen.
 
   “She is.  She’s as good a new.  You worked a miracle yesterday, and I’ve let everyone know that you did what Allied and all the doctors said couldn’t be done,” the cook answered with a smile momentarily flashed over her shoulder, as she started to scrub at the dishes piled in a tub of water.
 
   Marco followed Gabrielle upstairs to her apartment above the shop, a nicely furnished set of rooms, where she led him to a small room.  When she opened the door a faintly musty odor came out.  “I haven’t looked in here for months,” she apologized.
 
   “Since we had no children, Marches kept his things in this room, and after he passed away, I just moved everything of his into here and closed the door.  It was so hard to look at everything and think of him,” she explained, as she pointed to a trunk.
 
   “Open that.  Those are his oldest clothes, from when he would have been closer to your size,” she looked at Marco speculatively.
 
   The trunk was filled with folded clothes.  As Marco lifted a white cotton shirt, a moth flew up and away.
 
   “Oh dear,” Gabrielle moaned.  “That shirt is ruined,” she pointed at a small hole.
 
   “This is a good shirt; it’s better than no shirt at all,” Marco said to try to comfort her.  He didn’t want her to be stressed over a small moth, or its effect on the clothes.
 
   “Can you carry that trunk?” Gabrielle asked, and in short order Marco found himself carrying the trunk down to the work room, where he tried on several shirts, and selected one to wear for the day.  The sleeves were slightly short, but he rolled them up to his elbows, and tucked the hem into his pants, pleased to have the new clothing.
 
   “You look dashing, the way a lord should,” Mirra told him as she paused in front of the open doorway.  “I’ll be off now, but I’ll see you again tomorrow.  Will you be exposing yourself to the neighbors again?” she laughed, and then was gone from sight.
 
   “I’m not a lord!” Marco called in protest after her.  He pressed the trunk to the side of the room, then went to the front of the shop, where Gabrielle was opening the door to the public.
 
   “What would you think about opening the windows too, and cleaning the public room out a bit?” Marco asked her.  “So that your customers could see in here more clearly?”
 
   “You’re the alchemist.  If you think it should be that way, we can do it.  Marches kept everything the same for years, so perhaps this is an old-fashioned look,” she said agreeably.
 
   Together they worked that morning to rearrange the clutter that was stacked against the windows and the walls, and by noon time they had a pair of the windows facing the street open, bringing in rays of sunlight.
 
   As Gabrielle was admiring the new illumination, a man came into the store.  “I hear rumors that you’ve got a gem of an alchemist working here,” the man said.  “I’ve got a daughter who has a wart growing right on her chin.  Do you have something that can make it go away?”
 
   Gabrielle looked at Marco.  “I can prepare a salve for you, if you’d like to come back tomorrow to pick it up,” he replied after quickly considering the request.  “It’ll cost three and a half pennies,” he guessed at the value of the materials he would need to use.
 
   The man’s eyebrows shot up, and Marco worried that he had asked for too much.  He hadn’t asked for much profit, but he did want Gabrielle to receive some return on the value of the items that Marches had left her.
 
   “That’s a deal.  I’ll be back tomorrow,” the man promised, and then left the shop.
 
   Marco mixed they salve, and met the need of one other customer that afternoon as well.  Over the course of the next few days, he managed to serve several customers, who all came in seeking cures for medical problems.  Marco asked Gabrielle if Marches had left any books behind, and she showed him the stack of them up in the storage room where the clothes had come from.
 
   Marco studied the books closely.  He felt much more attached, much more engaged, in learning the answers that alchemy offered than he had when he had been Algornia’s apprentice in the shop, and he spent much time scrutinizing and trying to decipher what the books revealed.  He took it upon himself to use a couple of the formulae in the books to meet the requests of customers who came to the shop.
 
   A week after his arrival in the alchemy shop, he was in the front of the shop one morning, talking with Gabrielle, when a brutish man walked towards the door.  “Oh dear,” Gabrielle said softly as she saw him approaching the shop, “Greystone.”
 
   Before Marco could ask any question, the man walked in the door.  “I hear you’re good, and I hear you’re cheap,” the man said without any introductory comments.
 
   “I try to be good,” Marco answered cautiously.
 
   “I want you to make a love potion for me,” the man replied immediately.  “How much will it cost?”
 
   Gabrielle sharply inhaled.
 
   Marco hesitated, trying to understand the dynamics of the situation.  “It will depend,” Marco replied.  “Can you tell me anything about the situation?”
 
   “There’s a girl.  I want her to marry me.  I need a potion.  Do you want to do it, or do you want me to give it to someone else?” the man asked.
 
   The belligerence in the man’s eyes told Marco that there was nothing friendly in the proposed match.  “I’ll need a piece of your hair, and a piece of hers,” he answered.  The answer didn’t confirm that he would prepare the potion, and it didn’t deny it.  Marco wasn’t sure what to do.  His heart was screaming at him to refuse the business, lucrative through a love philter could be.  But if he refused, he had no doubt that Applied or the other shop would be willing to prepare the potion the man wanted.
 
   “Here,” the man reached up and tugged out a small scrap of hair from his scalp, without wincing, and dropped the strands on the counter.  “I’ll get a bit of hers in a day or two.
 
   “How much will this cost?” he asked.
 
   “It’s a tricky and expensive philter to concoct,” Marco answered.  “Two golds and a silver if it works.”
 
   “And nothing if it fails?” the man gave a snarl that might have been meant as a smile.
 
   “No charge if it fails,” Marco blandly agreed, as a plan started to formulate in the back of his mind.  “Just bring a few strands of her hair, and we’ll get started on the potion.”
 
   “I’ll be back in a day or two.  Be ready,” the man said, and he abruptly left the shop.
 
   Marco unconsciously released his breath in an explosive exhalation, glad to see the man gone.
 
   “I agree.  I know the man, and know more of him by reputation.  He’s a monster.  He’s had two wives die in ‘accidents’ already in his life,” Gabrielle said.  “We aren’t going to help him trap a third girl in his clutches, are we?”
 
   “No,” Marco answered.  “He scares me.  I wouldn’t want to put a girl under a spell to fall in love with him.”
 
   “What are you going to do?” Gabrielle asked.  “He thinks you’re going to give him a love philter.  Can you even make a love philter?  Marches said they were very complicated.
 
   “Who am I to ask the man who saved a baby’s life?  Of course you can do this.  What are you going to do?” Gabrielle asked.
 
   “I am going to prepare a potion that will make her resistant to him, even if he gets another alchemist to prepare a love philter for him,” Marco told the old woman.
 
   She looked at him with a quizzical smile on her face, then stretched up and kissed his cheek.  “What a good boy you are!” she said gleefully.
 
   Marco went to the workshop and began to concoct the formula that would make the unknown woman resistant to Greystone’s efforts to use alchemy to seduce her.
 
   That night, Marco snuck out of his bedroom window, and climbed down a trellis on the outside of the house, then went to the docks and called Kieweeooee again.  He’d visited with the dolphin twice more since his first call to the animal, and the two of them had spent a mutually enjoyable time swimming around the harbor.  Marco was learning more words in the language of the dolphins – his vocabulary was still rudimentary, but with Kieweeooee it was sufficient for the two of them to communicate and play.
 
   After his swim, he climbed back to his room and brought his blankets out onto the roof again.  He was careful to keep at least a sheet wrapped around himself, much to Mirra’s approval and amusement, for she continued to come up to his room to awaken him every morning.
 
   When she awoke him the next morning, he jumped in startlement, a bad dream about a woman murdered by the ill-intended man interrupted by her touch on his shoulder, and he sat straight up immediately.
 
   “Goodness!” she leaned hurriedly back into the window.   “Is everything okay?” she asked.
 
   Marco looked around, wide-eyed, trying to reconcile the dream and the reality of the morning.  “Yes,” he murmured.  “Everything is fine.  Is breakfast ready?”
 
   “As ready as it can be,” the cook affirmed, and then left him.
 
   Marco waved over at the two women who watched him through their window every morning, and they shyly waved back, then disappeared from view, and he went downstairs to start his day.
 
   “Gabrielle says that you’re going to save another life today,” Mirra commented as she placed a plate of food before him at the kitchen table.
 
   “It’s true,” Gabrielle added.  “You’re going to save someone’s life, there’s no doubt.
 
   “But he’ll be angry with you.  He’ll come after you when it doesn’t work,” she reminded him.
 
   “I won’t charge him anything if it doesn’t work, so he won’t have lost anything.  And if he goes to someone else to get a philter, she’ll be protected from that by the potion we’ve given her already,” Marco grinned at how beautifully the whole plot seemed to work.
 
   “My boy, Marches would be proud of you,” Gabrielle said.
 
   “Who is this man?” Mirra asked from across the kitchen as she began to clean the dishes.
 
   “Greystone,” Gabrielle answered.
 
   There was a clattering sound, as Mirra dropped a bowl.  Both Gabrielle and Marco looked up in surprise at the slip by the usually sure-handed cook.
 
   “Sorry.  I know him,” Mirra explained awkwardly as she bent to pick up the dish.
 
   In a flash of insight, Marco realized an extraordinary coincidence.
 
   “Is he?” he started to ask, then stopped himself.
 
   Mirra looked at him, then looked over at where Sybele slept in her basket, and nodded her head.
 
   Marco’s eyes widened, but he said nothing.  He lowered his head to resume eating his food, thinking furiously, knowing that the particulars were none of his business, but wondering how the gentle girl who fixed his food had come to be in such circumstances.  He’d never asked the girl about Sybele’s father, never given it any thought, or had any questions about Mirra’s relationships or home or anything else.  It suddenly struck him that he should know something more about the girl as a person, and he wondered why he had never asked her anything.
 
   Marco finished his meal silently, then excused himself and went to the work room, where he began looking through the long shelves of supplies, wondering if he had everything that one of the old formulae called for.  He had taken Mirra for granted, and he felt a sudden wish to do something for her as a person, not just for her his household cook, or as the mother of the baby he had helped to save.
 
   He searched for the items he wanted, until he heard the door to the shop open and close, and he realized that Mirra had already left the shop.
 
   “Is she gone?” he hurriedly asked Gabrielle as he rushed to the front of the shop.  The land lady was opening the windows and doors to start the day.
 
   “Who?  Mirra?  Yes, she and Sybele are on their way,” the owner affirmed.  “She seemed in a bit of a hurry to be on her way.”
 
   A customer entered the store, having apparently waited for the door to open, and soon Marco was promising to create and deliver an ointment to restore old leather to a “good-as-new shape.”
 
   He returned to the workshop.  The leather restorer was curiously akin to the other project he had thought about starting to work on that morning, and he already had some elements out that were common to both lotions, so he began mixing the items together, until Gabrielle came and knocked on the door.
 
   “Greystone is here,” she said shortly.
 
   Marco led her out to the front of the store.  “Here’s the hair you wanted,” the man said without any preliminary conversation.  He held a few strands of long red hair between his thumb and finger.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” Marco promised.  He took the hair back to the workroom and sat down.  He didn’t really need the girl’s hair for his treatment – he had simply asked for it when he had been stalling during their first encounter, trying to figure out how best to avoid helping Greystone.  He sat and waited three minutes, long enough to seem to have done something, then he picked up the small stone jar he had filled with the protective liquid, and took it back to the front.
 
   “Make the girl drink this,” he instructed.  “Pour it in her soup, or over her dinner, or any other way you want to serve it to her,” he handed it over to Greystone.  “When she falls in love with you, bring the money back here and everything will be settled.”
 
   “And if she doesn’t love me because of this, I owe you nothing?” Greystone asked, as he clutched the jar.  “I think it’s a fine way to do business.”  He turned and left the shop, and Gabrielle turned to Marco.
 
   “You’ve just done one woman a great favor,” Gabrielle told Marco.  “I wish you could do the same for every other woman in the city.”
 
   Marco smiled a sad smile, then went back to the workshop, and returned to working on the lotion intended to be rubbed on the leather that their recent customer wanted to save.  By early afternoon it was finished, and he then devoted hours of work to the other lotion, the one meant for Mirra, and worked through to the evening.  He wondered if he should ask Gabrielle; he was using the supplies she owned after all, but a part of him whispered that whatever he was doing for Mirra should be kept private between the two of them, and so he didn’t bring it up.
 
   The next morning, Mirra came to awaken him.  He had slept in his room instead of on the roof, due to the threat of rain.  He caught her hand after she reached over to prod his shoulder, and he looked at her.
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it,” she said with a quiet dignity.
 
   “It’s not that,” he said.  “It’s something else.  I have a potion I made, just for you, to rub on your face,” he told her as he pulled the small, stoppered jar from under his bed.  His hands pressed her hair away from her face, revealing all the features she worked so hard to hide.  He opened the jar and dabbed some of the contents on his finger, then sat up higher and gently rubbed it over her cheeks.  He dabbed another fingertip, as she sat in stonelike rigid silence, and rubbed it across her forehead, and the bridge of her nose, then took a third dip and traced his fingers down her throat, behind her ears, and his fingers began to unintentionally slip inside the neckline of her dress to reach the blemishes that extended below his sight.  She gave a shudder, and her hand tentatively reached up.
 
   “Please, don’t,” she asked in a begging tone, mistaking his intentions.
 
   “Here, you take it and use it twice a day,” he told her as he removed his fingers from her flesh, and handed her the jar of lotion.
 
   She took it without comment and then left the room, leaving before Marco explained the lotion, and unsure of whether she intended to use the gift or not.
 
   Greystone returned to the shop later that morning.  “I gave her the potion and nothing happened,” he said with barely controlled anger.
 
   “Marches always told me that these potions take two or three days to fully work,” Gabrielle spoke up.  “I wondered sometimes if he had given me a potion to make me love him.  I was teasing him of course, but he always insisted that he hadn’t.”
 
   “The other alchemist said that his potion would take effect immediately,” Greystone responded.
 
   “If you want to spend your money on them, go ahead,” Marco told him.  “But otherwise wait until ours has a chance.”
 
   The man stalked out of the store, angry, but too frugal to pay for immediate satisfaction.  “Did Marches say that philters take that long to work?” Marco turned to Gabrielle.
 
   “No, not really,” she answered.  “But I thought we might as well put that nasty man off for as long as we can,” she gave him a prim little smile.
 
   “There’s something else we need to do,” she told him.  She removed her small, old-fashioned purse from her belt, and took out several silvers.  “I’m not sure what the terms of our agreement were, but I know that you have earned every last pinch of these coins.  Take them as your wages for the past week,” she laid the coins on the counter.
 
   It was a great deal of money to Marco, more than he had ever received at once in his life.  “I don’t know if you owe me all that much,” he protested, making no move to pick up the coins.
 
   “I owe you more than that,” Gabrielle answered.  “You’ve been fair and kind to the people who come here.  You’ve stopped Allied from taking advantage of me, after I trusted him to be a good neighbor.  And I hear that you’ve been a very good alchemist.
 
   “People in the neighborhood say that you are giving products – especially cures and medicines – that no one else in the city can give.  I hope that if I pay you well, you’ll consider staying for a while and taking care of my neighborhood,” she pressed the coins towards him.
 
   Marco looked at the coins.  They were nearly half the value of all that he had earned for her in the past few days, and they did also represent a large first step towards the payment needed to buy passage aboard a ship bound back to the Lion City.
 
   “I’ll use this one to buy some new supplies to replace what I’ve used so far,” Marco pushed one silver to the side.  “Thank you Gabrielle,” he said.
 
   “Now maybe you can go out some night and do something besides go swimming,” she lectured him.  “There are lots of pretty girls who’d be happy to be invited out by the handsome young alchemist, I’ve been told.”  She raised her eyebrows at him to emphasize the message, and he grinned in response, then picked up the coins and pocketed them.
 
   “I’ll go down to the market now and see what I can buy,” Marco told her.  He gently rubbed his hand on her shoulder affectionately, then left to go shopping.
 
   At the market place, Marco bought a few items, but found many of the alchemy needs to be unavailable.  As he wandered among the stalls he was surprised to hear his name called, then turned to see Mirra approaching him.  Her skin was already noticeably smoother on her face, he realized with satisfaction, though he had only applied the first treatment a few hours earlier.
 
   “There’s the girl you saved,” Mirra told him as she reached him and hooked her arm through his.  She was carrying a market basket, but not her baby, he saw.
 
   “What girl?” he asked in confusion, his mind wandering back to the dock in the Lion City, when he had rescued Angelica and her maid.
 
   “Sibeal,”Mirra said.  She pointed at a redheaded girl who was walking with an older woman and a younger girl.  “She’s the girl Greystone wants to marry, so he can get his hands on her dowry money.”
 
   “She’s a pretty girl,” Marco commented as he watched her smile demurely at something her companion said.
 
   “That’s her mother; she’s a wealthy widow,” Mirra added, “and her maid.”
 
   “What was that you put on my face this morning?  My skin’s been tingling all day since then,” she asked.
 
   “Have you looked in a mirror?” Marco asked. 
 
   “We don’t have a mirror.  My brother and I barely have enough money to feed ourselves; we can’t buy knick-knacks,” she answered.
 
   Marco looked for a vendor selling jewelry, and led Mirra to the stall, where there was a small mirror hanging on a post, so that customers could examine the jewelry they wished to buy.  “Look at yourself,” Marco pointed, wrapping his arm around her shoulders and pulling her towards the mirror.
 
   “Why?  Did my skin turn green?” Mirra asked, then she gave a startled exclamation.
 
   “The mirror is for paying customers,” the vendor in the booth, reminded Marco, who tugged at Mirra and pulled away from the jewelry.
 
   “What did you do to me?” she asked him breathlessly, her eyes searching his face intently.
 
   “I gave you a little potion.  Keeping applying it twice a day until it’s all gone, and your complexion should be better,” he told her.
 
   “Why?  Why are you so nice?  I can’t pay you.  You don’t seem to really want me to sleep with you, and you could have better women if you wanted.  Why are you doing this for me?” she asked.
 
   Marco stopped, and grasped her arms, making the other shoppers strolling through the crowded aisle break around them.  “I’m just treating you the way I would want to be treated.  You’ve been good to me, waking me up and feeding me, and I am just trying to return the favor.  You seem like a person who deserves to have something nice happen for a change.”
 
   “Where do you go at night?” she asked suddenly.
 
   “I go down to the harbor,” he answered, caught off-guard by the question.  
 
   “And you go swimming?” she asked.  “Alone?”
 
   He paused, not sure how to answer.
 
   “Who do you swim with?” she asked.  “Do you have a girlfriend in the city?  I thought you had just arrived, from what Gabrielle told me, and it sounded like you were alone.”
 
   “No, I don’t have a girlfriend,” he said hastily.  “But I need to go back to the shop and put these supplies away,” he felt that he had to escape the conversation.  He released his hold on her arms, and started moving along again in the traffic.
 
   And then he surprised himself by turning around to face her again; he wasn’t sure why.  “Would you like to have dinner with me tomorrow night?” he asked suddenly, as they prepared to part ways.
 
   “Of course, Marco, if you want.  I didn’t mean to make you think you have to do anything for me.  Heaven knows you’re doing enough,” she said with a winsome smile.
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow morning, and tomorrow night too,” he told her, then bolted away, walking towards any escape he could find to put an end to the conversation that was moving in such an unexpected and uncomfortable direction.
 
   Marco walked back towards Marches shop, unaware of any of his surroundings, absorbed with self-analysis as he tried to decipher his own actions and thoughts.  Why had he prepared the lotion for Mirra, and why had he asked her out to dinner, he wondered.  Had he been trying to set up a relationship with her?  He didn’t think so.  He hadn’t been aware of any attraction between the two of them; but she had been taking care of him, and he had enjoyed being awoken by her every morning.
 
   It didn’t make any sense, he told himself.  He was only here while he tried to get back to the Lion City.  Though he’d been away from the city for more than a month, he still considered it home, and he knew that he imagined being welcomed back as a hero when he made it back to the city.  Yet here he was in Barcelon, being treated so well by Gabrielle and now stumbling into a date with Mirra.
 
   That night he went swimming with Kieweeooee, though they swam only a short time, then stopped at a sand bar on the side of the harbor, where Marco continued to learn the language of the dolphins.  He stripped his clothes off before he got in the water, the first time he had the presence of mind to do so.
 
   ”My friends think I’m crazy to play with you.  I don’t tell them where I go many times,” the dolphin told Marco.
 
   He laughed and then put his face in the water.  “I don’t tell anyone about you.  A girl asked me about swimming, and I didn’t tell about you.”
 
   “Is the girl your mate?” Kieweeooee asked.
 
   “No, not my mate.  Just a friend.  Part of my pod,” he answered.
 
   “You are a boy.  I see,” the dolphin told him.
 
   “I am.  Aren’t you a boy too?” he asked.
 
   “No.  I am a girl,” Kieweeooee answered, then slapped her flippers in laughter.  “They tell me to mate with you, since I play with you so much!”
 
   Marco laughed as well.  “Then our babies will be little mermaids and merboys!”
 
   They both laughed, then Marco asked to be taken back to the docks, as he saw how low the crescent moon had fallen in the sky.
 
   When Mirra awoke Marco the next morning, they both stared at one another.
 
   Mirra’s complexion continued to dramatically change under the influence of Marco’s potion.  The skin discoloration was gone completely, and the texture was smoothing out, taking away not only the scars, but also the lines that stress and hunger had already etched around her mouth and eyes.  She stared at him intently.  “I used the mirror downstairs.  I didn’t recognize myself this morning.  
 
   “Will this last?  When I stop using your potion, will my face go back to the way it was before?” he could hear the trepidation in her voice.
 
   “No, it shouldn’t ever change.   You should always look this pretty,” he assured her.
 
   There was a long moment of silence.
 
   “I see you didn’t go swimming,” she pointed towards the dry clothes heaped next to him.
 
   “It looks that way,” he agreed.
 
   “You are looking so pretty,” he told her after another pause.
 
   “I need to get back to the kitchen,” she said, with a last look at him, and then she was gone from his roof space.
 
   Marco sat up, the ladies were not yet at their window to watch him, so he climbed back into his room without waving, and was soon downstairs having breakfast.
 
   He mixed and sold a handful of alchemical solutions to problems that day, then waited nervously for Mirra to return in the evening.
 
   “Take her someplace nice, maybe one of the inns over by the Ducal Square,” Gabrielle suggested.
 
   When the breakfast cook tapped at the door, Marco quickly sprang up and opened it, then stared at the girl who stood there.  Her transformation was complete.  There were no sores, no blemishes, no scars, no lines.  Her high cheek bones and almond-shaped eyes stood out with classic beauty, and she smiled a fetching shy smile at him.  He was astonished as how gorgeous Mirra had become.
 
   “I haven’t had a complexion like this since I was nine years old,” Mirra told him.  She reached out and hugged him.  “Glaze says I’ll be married to a nobleman soon with my looks!” she laughingly referred to her brother.  “But I’m not looking for a nobleman!” she added quickly.
 
   “Gabrielle, we’re leaving now,” Marco shouted into the shop, then closed the door and started walking.  “Gabrielle said we should go to Ducal Square to eat.  I don’t know where it is; can you lead the way?” he asked with a rueful smile.
 
   “Come along,” she held out her hand, and when he took it, she began to pull him along, guiding him through the streets.
 
   “I’ve only got enough of the lotion to put on my face one more time,” she told him.  “You told me that my skin will stay pretty even after I use the lotion all up?” she sought reassurance one more time.
 
   “Every bit of you will stay pretty, even after the lotion is gone,” he told her gallantly, and he was satisfied to see a grateful smile on her face in response.
 
   “Why are you wearing that sword?” she asked after a moment’s pause.
 
   Marco had not picked up the sword or worn it in the shop or around the city since the day he had faced off against Allied, when he had been emboldened by the gorgon’s blood.  He felt completely safe within the shop, and saw little evidence of violence around the city.  During his life in the Lion City he had not carried a weapon, and so he had fallen back into that habit in Barcelon.  But tonight, he felt a premonition that he would be better off with the extraordinary weapon than without it.
 
   “With such a pretty girl as my friend, I think I’ll need to scare the other boys away,” he laughed.
 
   “Oh, pshaw!” she giggled.  Marco could tell that she was unused to the compliments, uncertain of how to react.  “Look at this dress I’m wearing,” her hands motioned along her torso, calling attention to the threadbare and plain material.  “No one would possibly be interested in me.”
 
   The dress was plain, and did detract slightly from Mirra’s emerging beauty, Marco thought, but not very much.  “No boy’s going to be distracted by your dress,” he countered, “you’re too pretty.”
 
   They arrived at Ducal Square just then, emerging from a narrow street into the open, opulent public space, where many magnificent homes displayed their rich splendor.
 
   “Where would you like to eat?” Marco asked.
 
   “I don’t know!” Mirra’s voice shot up.  “I never dreamed of coming to a place around here to eat.  I don’t know which is what; you pick,” she urged.
 
   Marco looked around as they stood and were passed by the other pedestrians entering and leaving the square.  “Over there,” he pointed.  He recognized a landmark, the side of a building that had housed the inn where the cook had given him an extra chop to eat on his first miserable night in the city.    He wanted to return the favor, and spend his money on that inn.
 
   “We’ll eat at,” he paused and squinted at the sign, “The Fence Post Inn,” he announced.
 
   “We’d like a table for two,” he told the head waiter at the restaurant when they walked into the lobby.
 
   “This is an expensive restaurant,” the waiter warned.
 
   “I have money,” Marco replied instantly.
 
   “May I see it?” the man asked looking them both up and down.
 
   Marco was stunned, then angry.  He pulled his silvers out of his pocket.  “Do these look real to you?” he asked.
 
   The waiter immediately answered.  “Of course sir, I’m sure you understand.   Follow me,” he said, and instantly walked out into the dining room and led them to a table.
 
   The waiter held a chair out from the small table, then stood expectantly until Marco realized that Mirra was supposed to sit there.  He gently nudged her towards the seat, and sat down in his own as the waiter pressed her seat in beneath her.
 
   “Your first course will be here momentarily,” the waiter told them.  “That will be two silvers,” he spoke quietly.
 
   Marco fished his coins back out and handed them over, then watched the waiter leave.
 
   “Oh Marco, with two silvers I could have fed Glaze and myself for a month!  You shouldn’t have spent that money like this,” Mirra told him, nearly in tears as she watched him part with his first wages.
 
   “We get to find out what food tastes like to cost this much,” he replied.  “Don’t worry about it.  Neither one of us will ever get to do this again, so we ought to enjoy it this time.”
 
   A different waiter appeared just then and presented them each with a glass of wine. 
 
   They each tasted the wine, and both made faces that clearly showed they didn’t enjoy it.
 
   “For that much money, we should at least get some good wine,” Mirra said in a low voice.
 
   When the waiter came back to bring them each a small plate with a loaf of bread, she spoke up.  “I’d like a different wine,” the girl told the waiter.
 
   “Is this wine bad?” he asked politely.
 
   “It’s too bitter.  We’d like something sweeter,” she replied.
 
   The waiter stood over them, seeming to evaluate them as he considered his wine selections.  “Let me see what I can find,” he told her, and left the table.
 
   They ate their loaves of bread, enjoying the light, fluffy texture that was so different from the thick, hearty breads they were used to.
 
   “Would you like to try this wine?” the waiter asked, as he returned with two glasses and a bottle of wine.
 
   He poured a small amount of wine into the glass for Marco, who looked at it, then comprehended that he was supposed to taste it.  The new wine was much more palatable he thought.  It was much sweeter and fruity.  “Here Mirra, see if you like it?” he pushed the small amount in the glass towards his friend.
 
   “I like that much better!” she said brightly, and the waiter immediately poured generous portions of the wine into the two glasses, then whisked the other wine glasses away from the table.  They began to drink their glasses of wine freely, as new samples of food were served to them on a series of plates that came one at a time.
 
   “Marco, this tastes like my mother’s cooking!” Mirra said after receiving a seasoned portion of vegetables.  “She used to use these same spices on our meals.  She was a cook, a very good cook.”
 
   “What happened to her?” Marco asked.
 
   “When I became pregnant, we argued a lot.  She didn’t understand, and I didn’t want to tell her.  I moved out and moved in with my brother, and I haven’t seen her since, for almost a year now,” Mirra said as she took another drink of wine.
 
   “What does she look like?” Marco asked, thinking of the large, cheery woman who had given him the extra food when he had stood at the door, begging for something to eat.
 
   “Well, she likes her own cooking.  She eats a lot.  She’s big,” Mirra over-explained, as she drank more wine.
 
   A waiter brought another set of dishes, this one containing small, baked pastries.
 
   “Is it dessert time already?” Marco asked Mirra.  “If the meal is over, maybe we should go see if your mother is the cook here.”
 
   “Oh don’t be silly,” Mirra giggled.  “She works in taverns, not in fancy places like this.
 
   “But, okay, we can go,” she immediately changed her mind, and stood up.
 
   Marco stood too, and the pair of them began to walk unsteadily towards the back of the restaurant, weaving among the tables to reach the kitchen doors.
 
   “Maybe we better not,” Mirra faltered as they stood by the door.  “What if she really is here?  What would I say?”
 
   “You ought to see,” Marco urged her.  He held the door open, and waited to see if she would go in.
 
   She stood in a long moment of confusion, then cautiously stepped into the kitchen, followed by Marco.  As soon as they entered they had to step aside, while a waiter went through the door carrying plates of food.  The kitchen was a busy place, as dishes were washed on one side, while food was prepared on the other, and assembly of plates and drinks took place between.
 
   “That’s her!” Mirra exclaimed, grabbing Marco’s arm in a tight grasp, so intense that he looked down to see if her nails were drawing blood.  “I can’t do it,” she said, as she stood transfixed, her eyes staring at the large woman who hovered behind three cooks, talking to each, touching up their products a bit.
 
   “I can’t go see her.  I don’t know what to say,” Mirra repeated as she stood in place.
 
   Her mother turned at that moment, and stared at the pair of interlopers who were strangers within her kitchen domain.  He gaze traveled on past them then, but suddenly returned, and she took a faltering step towards them.
 
   The cook took another step and another.
 
   “Mirra?  Is that you?” she asked as she approached.
 
   “Momma, it’s me,” Mirra replied.  She released her grip on Marco and flew over to the woman, then the pair of them grabbed each other in a long, teary hug.
 
   “Look at how beautiful you are,” the mother said as they broke their hug.  “Why are you here?  Is everything okay?  Is your brother okay?
 
   “Did you, did you have a baby?  Is that okay?” the cook asked.
 
   “Everyone’s fine momma.  I am, Glaze is, baby Sybele is fine.  Are you okay?” Mirra asked.
 
   “I have missed you so much, my child,” the cook cried, then hugged Mirra again.  “Your baby?” she asked.
 
   “She’s a girl, a sweet little girl.  Six months old almost.  Healthy, well healthy now, thanks to Marco,” Mirra motioned to where Marco remained standing near the door.  She waved her hand and motioned for him to come over.
 
   “Momma, this is Marco.  He’s an alchemist.  He cured Sybele when no one else could, and he brought me here for supper tonight,” Mirra said.
 
   “Coozie!” someone called.
 
   The cook looked over her shoulder.  “I’ll be right back,” she said, then went to look at a stove top, and deftly helped finish a dish that needed treatment.
 
   “Why are you here?” she asked when she came back over.
 
   “We thought you might work here,” Marco answered.  “You gave me a handout a few days ago when I was begging at the back door, and Mirra and I thought you could be her mother.”
 
   “You were a beggar a few days ago, and now you’re bringing this beautiful girl here for dinner?  That doesn’t seem realistic,” the cook said skeptically, just as there was another call for her attention.
 
   “She’s busy,” Mirra whispered to Marco.
 
   “Can I bring Sybele to come see you tomorrow, momma?” Mirra asked when her mother returned.  “You seem busy.”
 
   “Can you come tomorrow morning?  Can you meet me here?” the cook asked.
 
   “I will.  Right after I fix Marco’s breakfast I’ll bring Sybele over and show her to you,” Mirra promised.
 
   “You’re so beautiful,” the cook said as she looked at her.  They squeezed one another in one more hug.  “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said, and then returned to the stove to handle a boiling pot.
 
   Marco and Mirra left the kitchen and walked through the inn, then out into the fresh air of the square.
 
   “Marco!” Mirra exclaimed.  “It’s her!”
 
   “She’s happy to see you,” he told the girl, wanting to reinforce her happiness.
 
   “She was,” Mirra agreed, as they began to walk back towards their part of town.  “She wants to see Sybele!
 
   “I’m too excited to go to bed now!  Take me down and show me where you go swimming,” the girl begged Marco.
 
   He looked at her in the glimmering torch light along the street, aided by the glow of a crescent moon that was straight overhead.
 
   “Alright, we’ll go to the docks,” he agreed, and they wandered along the streets in the direction of the waterfront, then out to the end of the dock where Marco always met Kieweeooee.  “This is where I come to go swimming,” he told her.
 
   “Shall we go in?” Mirra asked.  She looked at him with an arch expression on her face, then sat and removed her shoes.
 
   “You want to go swimming?  Now?” Marco asked in surprise.
 
   He watched as she stepped down, then suddenly slipped her dress up over her head and disappeared out of sight.  There was a splash a split second later, and then a small shriek.
 
   Marco hastily stripped his own clothes off and dove into the water.  He saw a pale blur nearby, and started to swim towards it.  “Mirra, is that you?” he asked.
 
   “Catch me if you can!” the girl’s voice came back through the dark air, and then there was a splashing cacophony as she began to try to evade him.
 
   He laughed at the challenge.  Having lived in the Lion City, he’d swum in the canals of the city on a regular basis, and his swimming skills had stayed sharp with all the swimming he’s done with Kieweeooee in recent days.
 
   He felt a sudden bump beneath him, a thrust that send him flipping upward, and as he splashed back downwards, landing in the water on his back, he heard the slapping of a dolphin’s fins upon the surface of the harbor waters, as Kieweeooee laughed at her prank.
 
   “Kieweeooee!” he laughed.  He pressed his face into the water.  “I am swimming here with a friend with legs,” he told the dolphin.
 
   “Is the one with legs a boy or a girl?” Kieweeooee asked.
 
   “She is a girl,” Marco affirmed as he heard Mirra’s splashing strokes grow more distant.
 
   “Will she be your mate?  Will you have little ones with legs with this one, instead of mermaids with me?” the dolphin splashed her fins again, pleased with her joke.
 
   “Marco!” there was a different tone in Mirra’s voice.  “I have a cramp!  Help!”
 
   “She needs help; she cannot swim well,” Marco told Kieweeooee, as he began to stroke towards the direction of Mirra’s voice.
 
   He heard the dolphin say something as he began to stroke ferociously, and seconds later he heard Mirra scream hysterically.  He continued to swim, and Mirra shouted again, then again, more softly each time.
 
   “Marco, what’s happening?” he heard her speak in a calm tone, and her voice was very near.  He saw a pale blur once more, next to a different blur, and he realized that Kieweeooee had rushed to the girl’s aid.
 
   “I’m here,” he told Mirra as he reached the pair in the water.  He wrapped an arm around her.  She was bent up, her arms reaching down to her leg.
 
   “I have a cramp in my leg,” she moaned.  “I can’t swim.  It hurts, and that fish was bumping me.”
 
   Kieweeooee had backed slightly away.
 
   “Just float,” Marco urged her.  “Try to float on your back.  I’ll hold you.”
 
   “Help me Marco,” she pleaded.
 
   “I’m here,” he repeated.  He treaded water and kept an arm around her.  “Can you float on your back?  I can pull you back to the dock if you can float,” he urged her.
 
   She seemed to hear and understand him that time.  He felt her body shift.  He kept an arm beneath her, as she stretched out, releasing one arm’s grasp on her cramped leg muscle.
 
   A part of Marco’s mind was keenly aware of the glistening wet flesh of her body, dimly lit by the moonlight over the harbor.  She was long and lithe and tempting, a promise of fulfilled desires that he had never known before.
 
   Yet at the same time, his mind was strangely drawn to wonder about the comparative features of Porenn, the girl he had walked downhill with on the Isle of Ophiuchus.
 
   And another part of his mind was evaluating the practical question of how to maneuver Mirra back to the dock.  The wine they had drank at the tavern had clouded his mind, but the water and the situation were sobering him up fast.
 
   He placed his face down in the water.  “Kieweeooee, can you pull me back to the place where I leave the water?  If you pull me, I will pull this girl who cannot swim,” he requested.
 
   “Are you talking to that fish?” Mirra asked.  “Did you tell it to come save me?”
 
   Kieweeooee came gliding up alongside Marco, and as he grabbed her dorsal fin she began to move smoothly through the water.
 
   “Is this one always wounded?  She would not make a good mate if her wounds are severe, unless you love her very much,” the dolphin said.
 
   “She is not normally wounded.  This is unusual,” Marco said, as he looked up and saw the lights of the city draw close.  “I do not seek to be her mate, however,” he told his friend, and as he said it, he realized it was true.
 
   “What did you just say to it?” Mirra asked.
 
   “I told her that you are not normally hurt.  She wanted to know if this was unusual,” Marco answered, as they reached the dock.
 
   “How is your cramp?  Will you be able to climb up to the top of the dock?” he asked.
 
   She shifted in the water, and he felt her body roll across his hand, his fingers touching the soft flesh with an intimacy that embarrassed him, and he jerked his hand away, as he saw her grab hold of the pier ladder.
 
   “We will leave the water now, Kieweeooee.  Thank you for being our hero tonight,” he told his finned friend.
 
   “Kieweeooee is glad to help the friend of a friend,” the dolphin answered, and then swam away.
 
   Marco helped Mirra climb up the ladder, carefully pushing upward beneath her as her wounded leg struggled to mount the rungs.  When they were both on the surface of the dock, they pulled their clothes on over their wet bodies, the cloth clinging to them in a way that revealed much of their build.
 
   “I can’t believe you come here every night to swim with a fish!” Mirra said as they sat down at the edge of the pier.  She raised her leg and laid it across Marco’s lap, and they both began to massage the muscles in her thigh.
 
   “I thought you snuck out every night to see a girl, or more than one.  I imagined that maybe you went over to see the women who look at you every morning,” she admitted with a smile.  “That’s why I was,” she paused, but did not finish.
 
   “Was what?” he asked.
 
   “I thought that if you were that popular with girls, I was pleased that you wanted to go out with me,” she told him, revealing the fragility of her ego.  “Even though I thought I knew how this evening was going to end, it made me feel good to know that you thought I was attractive.”
 
   Marco looked at her.  He couldn’t imagine that a girl as lovely as Mirra now was could have any regard for his opinion.  Certainly no girls in the Lion City had ever cared about him, and he shook his head slightly at the notion of such different perceptions.
 
   “Let me tell you Mirra,” the fingers of one hand came to rest beneath her chin, directing her gaze towards him, while his other hand continued to bump against her hands as they rubbed the flesh of her leg.  “Let me tell you, that you are a beautiful girl.  Men will flock to you to seek your attention.  I’m lucky to be able to have a girl as pretty as you for a friend.  Back in the Lion City, someone like you wouldn’t even notice someone like me, believe me,” he told her.
 
                 They stared at one another, and despite the comment he had made to Kieweeooee, saying that he did not seek to mate with Mirra, he felt a strong sense of devotion and compassion and attraction for the girl, who did not know what an alluring person she was.
 
   “This is a pier, not a bedroom,” a harsh voice startled them both.  Marco looked up to see a watchman walking towards them.  “You two need to move along,” he said.
 
   Marco stood, and held Mirra’s hands to help her up.
 
   “Let me walk you home.  It’s getting late,” Marco said as they left the pier and returned to the city environs.  She held his arm as she continued to experience a slight limp from her cramping leg.
 
   Mirra looked at him questioningly.
 
   “I think it’s the right thing for tonight,” Marco said gently.  “I invited you as a friend, and,” he didn’t know how to express his mounting confusion.  “I didn’t know, I don’t know if there’s more than that yet.”
 
   “That’s alright.  I may be happiest thinking that you invited me as a friend,” she gave a shy smile, and they continued to walk.
 
   “How did you meet the fish and learn to talk to her?” Mirra asked after they travel a block in silence.
 
   “Her name is Kieweeooee,” Marco answered.  “She helped rescue me after I was a castaway.  Another friend knew how to speak to the dolphins, and taught me a few words.  I don’t speak very well, but Kieweeooee and I get along pretty well.  She’s a good friend, like tonight when she came to play and helped rescue you.”
 
   “I am going to wake up soon,” Mirra said.  She comfortably laid her head upon Marco’s shoulder.  “And my complexion will be the same as it ever was, and no one will have ever heard of a great alchemist named Marco, I’ll live with my baby and my brother in our little room, and everyone will laugh at my dream about a boy talking to dolphins.  But for this moment, tonight, this is the most wonderful moment of life I can dream!”
 
   “Or maybe you’ll wake up tomorrow as a beautiful princess in a castle, and you’ll wonder why you ever dreamed about wasting your time with an ordinary street boy who didn’t deserve to spend so much time with you,” Marco flipped her story over, as they turned down a narrow street, approaching the slum section of the city in which she lived.
 
   She looked up at him, and their eyes met and widened as they looked at one another, both nervously knowing what was about to happen next.   They stopped walking, and their bodies wordlessly turned to face one another.  Marco felt his jaw quiver with both fear and excitement as he looked into Mirra’s lovely face, and then he closed his eyes and bent his head lower.  His lips touched hers, and their soft texture enthralled him.
 
   And then he heard a soft slipping noise.  His hand seemed to come alive; his fingers seemed to have heard the sound before his ears even did, because his hand ceased its exploratory caress of Mirra’s back, and flew to his hip, where the fingers of his hand grasped the handle of his sword and whipped it free from its confinement in its scabbard.  His other hand reached all the way around Mirra’s back to reach her far shoulder, and he rapidly spun her lips away from his own and swung her around to stand behind him, making her squeak in shock at the sudden turn of events.
 
   Even as his own body was dramatically reacting to a small noise, he opened his eyes and saw a pair of cutthroats with knives approaching him, sneaking up on the pair of pedestrian lovers who the thieves had expected to stab and rob without effort.  To their shock, instead they found Marco’s sword point suddenly just a foot in front of them, stabbing at their thighs – stabbing and piercing both men in the flesh.  The two robbers suddenly howled in pain and shock as they fell to the ground, and Mirra began to comprehend what was happening, making her shudder as she pressed her body against Marco’s back.
 
   Marco stood over the pair of robbers, taking a step forward and holding the point of his sword down so that it hovered over the fearful faces of the two thugs.
 
   “Take your hands off your knives, and let the blades rest on the paving stones,” Marco ordered the two men.
 
   They both instantly complied.
 
   “Do you want me to take the knives?” Mirra asked.
 
   “Yes, pick them up,” Marco responded, and watched as the girl quickly darted in and picked the two knives away from the unsuccessful assailants.  She paused as she bent low to pick up their weapons.
 
   “You should kill them,” she hissed vehemently, startling Marco.
 
   “I can’t just kill them in cold blood,” he said quietly as Mirra stood up and stepped back beside him.
 
   “They work for Greystone,” she told him in a flat voice.  “They’re the ones that grabbed me and took me to him,” her words stopped abruptly.
 
   Marco understood, without realizing what he was doing, he let his hand sweep his sword tip across the faces of the two men, leaving a bloody red gash across their cheeks and noses, making them cry aloud.
 
   “Let’s go,” Marco said, grabbing Mirra’s arm and leading her to step over the two wounded men in the street.  “Which way is your home?” he asked after they had walked a few steps in silence.
 
   “It’s down that street,” she said emotionlessly as she pointed with one of the knives she held, and they walked silently down the road, both shaken by the encounter with the criminals.
 
   They reached a doorway in front of a narrow dark staircase.
 
   “I live up there,” she said.
 
   “Thank you Marco, this was a wonderful night except for those awful men, and you handled that perfectly,” she said.  “At least now I know it’s not a dream – I never would have included them in a dream!” she tried to jest.
 
   “Mirra,” he said to silence her.  He bent down to kiss her gently.  “Everything is fine.  I’ll see you in the morning – not too long from now.”
 
   They both heard a squalling child suddenly cry.  “That must be Sybele; I haven’t fed her in hours.  We’ll both feel better when I start,” she said.  “Oh!  I shouldn’t have said that to a boy!” she said.  “I’m too comfortable with you already.
 
   “Good night, Marco,” she said, then turned and fled rapidly up the stairs.
 
   Marco stood in bemused wonder until he heard a door open and close, and within seconds the baby stopped crying.  He slowly turned from the doorway and walked back down the street and made his way back to Gabrielle’s house within minutes, where he climbed up to his room, undressed, then went to sleep on the roof, wondering if he had been in Mirra’s dream, or if she had been in his, or if they both were only participants in someone else’s imagination.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15 – The Plague Begins
 
    
 
   Marco awoke the next morning, and immediately realized that the sun was higher in the sky than usual.  Mirra was stroking the hair off his forehead.
 
   “Time to wake up, sleepyhead,” she smiled as she spoke.  “I really had a wonderful time last night, Marco.  I told Glaze about meeting mother last night, and he’s interested in going to visit with her.  He’s going to bring Sybele and meet me here after breakfast.”
 
   “And Sybele was happy to see you last night too?” he grinned as he sat up.
 
   “I shouldn’t have mentioned that!” she slapped his shoulder lightly.
 
   “Breakfast is ready and Gabrielle is sitting downstairs,” she told him, then scrambled back through the window and downstairs.
 
   Marco followed her seconds later, then got dressed and cleaned in his room before he went downstairs, still combing his hair with his fingers as he walked through the kitchen doorway.
 
   “Did the two of you have a nice time last night?” Gabrielle asked as Marco sat down with her.
 
   “It was very nice.  I was the envy of every man there for having such a beautiful girl with me at dinner,” Marco answered promptly.
 
   “Marco!  That’s silly,” Mirra’s voice carried from the stove.
 
   “I got to meet Mirra’s mother,” Marco added.  “She seems nice.”
 
   Gabrielle raised her eyebrows.
 
   “She works at the inn we ate at – she’s the cook,” he explained.
 
   “I’m going to go meet her now, as a matter of fact,” Mirra said, removing the apron she wore.  “I’ll come back to clean the dishes later, Gabrielle.  Good bye, Marco,” she called, and was then out the kitchen door.
 
   Later that morning, Marco was in the shop with Gabrielle when they both noticed several men walking towards the alchemy shop.  Greystone and Allied were accompanied by three men wearing formal robes – one black, one red, and one yellow.  There were two officers of the law along as well.
 
   “What does that mean?” Marco immediately asked Gabrielle.
 
   “I don’t know, child,” she said softly.
 
   The men all shuffled into the front of the shop together, Greystone next to the three robed men in front.
 
   “Are you Marco, the self-proclaimed alchemist?” the man in the black robe asked.
 
   “I am Marco,” he answered carefully, certain that something unpleasant was in the offing.
 
   “You are charged with impersonating a master craftsman, and dispersing alchemical formulae to unlawfully collect payments for services improperly rendered,” the official proclaimed.
 
   The charges were serious, Marco knew.  They could involve heavy fines and possible jail time, from what he had seen among the artisans of the Lion City; Algornia himself had been involved in investigating charges against people he termed “charlatans”.  Marco thought he saw a flaw in the charges however.
 
   “Who claims I’ve charged them for alchemy services?” Marco asked.
 
   “We have this citizen as a witness with a claim of improper services,” the man in the yellow robe spoke up, gesturing towards Greystone.
 
   “How much does he claim I charged him for services?” Marco asked.  “I have not charged this man for any alchemist services.”
 
   “He gave me a love philter that didn’t work!” Greystone shouted.  “And now the girl ignores me no matter what.”
 
   “You paid money for a love philter here?  How much?” Marco asked.
 
   “This is not a trial,” the official in the black robe interjected.
 
   “How much?  If there have been no coins given, then no services have been sold,” Marco stolidly said.
 
   “I didn’t pay anything.  It didn’t work,” Greystone said.
 
   “See, the man admits that there were no coins paid for alchemistry in this shop,” Marco jumped on the opening.  “You’ll have to dismiss the charges.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter if he paid for it or not,” Allied jumped in.
 
   “You might think that, since you didn’t pay fair value for all the elements you stole from Marches’s shop since he passed away,” Marco hotly spoke.
 
   “That’s libel!” Allied said.  “He can’t libel me!”
 
   “If Greystone admits that I didn’t sell him anything, then you can’t accuse me of selling him anything!” Marco shouted.
 
   The man in the black robe looked uncertain.  “The guild masters will take this case under advisement,” he said after a considered pause.
 
   “In the meantime, you will not sell any alchemy to any member of the public, nor perform any related service for one month, or until this matter is resolved,” he ordered Marco.  “We will move on to our next hearing,” he said, and he quickly ushered the whole group out of the shop, many of them looking sheepish as they passed out of the door.
 
   “You may have won that round dear,” but I suspect that Allied and Greystone are going to find a way to get you sooner or later,” Gabrielle said once the theater in the shop had come to an end.
 
   “I’m not hurting anyone,” Marco said.  “I’m trying to help people.”
 
   “I know, I agree,” she said soothingly.  “I’ve seen nothing but good in your work, and you’ve been especially kind to the poor and women – I have a great deal of respect for your compassion and your ability, Marco.  They are rare in anyone, and they are extraordinary in one so young.
 
   “But these others, they want to be on top, and you seem to stand in their way, so be careful,” she said.  “We’ll get by without all your sales for a while.”
 
   Marco wandered back to his workshop, where he sat down heavily on his stool, and tried to consider what he should do.  He could run away; that would put him on the road back towards the Lion City, something that he intended to do.  It would put an end to the potential prosecution of charges against him, and it would leave Gabrielle free from any problems associated with him.
 
   It would also put an end to his friendship or relationship or whatever the name was for his involvement with Mirra.  Running away from that was not something that appealed to him.  He thought of her as his closest friend – his only friend with legs, he ruefully shook his head – in Barcelon.  She had been very kind to him, always awakening him in a cheerful manner.  Yet he really knew very little about her, he realized as he reflected.  He wasn’t completely sure what his intentions were towards her, but he had no appetite for leaving her at the moment.
 
   There was another option as well, he realized.  He could continue to do his work as an apprentice if he was overseen by a master alchemist.  Clearly, Applied would not be willing to pretend to be his overseeing master, but perhaps another alchemist in the city would.  There was another shop on the square, the shop he had visited the very first day he had arrived; he would go visit that alchemist, and if he didn’t agree to help, perhaps Marco could find another alchemist with the proper credentials to give legitimacy to Marco’s work.
 
   That afternoon he crossed the square and visited Linea in the alchemist’s shop across the square.
 
   “I’ve heard about your problem,” Linea said.  “Applied came and asked me to join his petition against you – I said ‘no’.
 
   “You’ve cost me some business, no doubt,” the thin man said.  “But I’ve not heard a single complaint about the products you’ve sold – heard some pretty positive comments as a matter of fact.   I’m not against you but I’m not for you either,” he told Marco.  “I’m just going to stay out of the whole mess.”
 
   Turned down, Marco went back to Gabrielle and asked her where there might be other alchemists he could go seek help from.
 
   “Don’t bother dear,” Gabrielle advised him.  “There’re only two others in the city, and Applied will have them in his pocket.  Just sit and wait patiently and something good will come along.”
 
   He went that night to swim with Kieweeooee.   “Could you take me away from here?  Far away?” he asked his friend as they swam.
 
   “Are you and the mate with legs unhappy?” the dolphin asked.
 
   “We are not mates,” Marco retorted.  “No, there are other men with legs who are being mean to me.  I may have to leave this place of men to find a different place to live.”
 
   “Do you wish to go to the place of the mermen?  Should we go fetch your friend Kreewhite?” she asked, serious now, and no longer teasing him about Mirra.
 
   “Maybe,” Marco said, not having considered that possibility.  “But I think I want to go to a different city of men with legs, one that is far away,” he told her.
 
   “I will ask my pod if they wish to accompany us on a long journey,” Kieweeooee assured him.  “I would feel more comfortable with other friends to help us go a long way.”
 
   Marco went to bed that night hopeful that he had an escape plan being hatched.
 
   “She loved Sybele,” Mirra awoke him the next morning by telling him.  He was inside on his bed, spooked from the roof by a smattering of rain drops the night before.  Mirra had come and thrown herself down on the bed next to him and immediately began to talk as soon as he opened his eyes.  “Mother held Sybele and declared her the most beautiful baby she had ever seen,” Mirra told him.  “And she and Glaze were polite to one another.  I don’t think I can ever remember the two of them spending that much time together without fighting!” she said enthusiastically.  “It was a wonderful morning yesterday!”
 
   Marco smiled at the girl’s happiness, providing such a contract to his own troubled morning the previous day.  His head was on his pillow, and he looked up at her smile above him.
 
   “You are so beautiful this morning,” he told her.  “I’m glad to see you so happy.”
 
   Her face turned crimson as she blushed.  “I’m happy because of you.  Thank you Marco,” she hovered above him, and their eyes explored each other, each daring the other, and hoping that the other would make some move forward.
 
   Marco?” he heard Gabrielle’s voice weakly call up the staircase from two floors below.  They both sat up, and Marco threw off his blanket as Mirra stood up, then hastily pulled the cover back over.
 
   “After that skinny-dipping adventure the other night, you really don’t have much to hide,” she told him with a smile.  “I’ll go see what the problem is,” she said as she left the room.
 
   Marco was down the stairs a minute later.
 
   “I’m sorry to call dear,” Gabrielle said.  “But there are some people in the front shop already this morning.”
 
   That morning was the start of Marco’s awareness of the plague.  Three people were waiting at the shop door before breakfast, seeking cures from Marco to help treat loved ones who were coughing up blood and passing bloody urine.
 
   “I’m not allowed to help you,” Marco told them, as he felt genuine anguish at his words.  “The Crafts Guild has prohibited me from making anything.”
 
   “My sister is going to die,” a woman pleaded in tears.
 
   “Have you talked to the other alchemists?” Marco asked.
 
   “They charge too much.  The doctor has already charged us and all he did for lance her arm and drain away more of her blood.  She’s so pale,” the woman pleaded.
 
   “Wait to see if the doctor’s work helps.  Come back tomorrow and tell me how she is,” Marco equivocated.
 
   The woman left in tears, sure that her sister would not live through the day, and the other customers left, disappointed as well.
 
   It was a quiet and gloomy morning at the breakfast table, as the three people in the kitchen pondered the scene in the front of the shop.
 
   “Why can’t you help those people?” Mirra asked when she served food to Marco, who then briefly explained.
 
   Mirra grew so angry her face went pale.  “That Greystone is disgusting, terrible,” she spat out the words, then said no more.
 
   The following day the lady did not return to seek help for her sister, but four other people were there, and more were there the third morning.  By then the city was awakening to the problem it faced.  The members of the noble class began to rapidly flee the city for homes up in the hills and valleys outside the city.  The merchant leaders of the city remained behind to watch their businesses, but sent their own families away as well.
 
   And the poor and working people began to suffer and die in large numbers.
 
   On the fourth day that people were begging Marco to help them, or cursing him for doing nothing, he went back to his workshop and sat down.  He had no clearly memorized cure that was intended to deal with all the symptoms that this strange new plague had brought into the city.  He sat and tried to analyze what potions he could make that would most effectively help those who caught the disease.  All afternoon he tried mixing different combinations of ingredients together, watching carefully to see how they reacted with each other.
 
   That night he left the shop to go see his friend in the harbor.  The journey through the city streets was disheartening.  He could hear moans and cries of pain coming from windows of homes all along the streets.   There were even some dead bodies left along the street in front of a few houses; the bodies were wrapped in heavy cloth and set out to be picked up by the plague-carts that were regularly patrolling the city streets.  The city had a faint reek of death hanging in some streets even, and Marco was glad to get through the worst sections and arrive at the harbor.  He went out to the pier and called for Kieweeooee, after having failed to visit the two previous nights.
 
   The dolphin did not respond, nor did Marco notice at first that a shadow followed him out onto the pier.
 
   “Who’s there?” Marco asked when he detected movement.  The moon had not yet risen, and the city lights were darkened by the plague’s suffering, that had frightened or sickened many of those charged with lighting torches and lanterns around the city.
 
   “It’s me, Marco,” Mirra’s voice called as she walked up to him.
 
   “Did you want to go swimming?” he asked, his heart gladdened by her presence.
 
   “I came to find you.  It’s urgent,” Mirra said in a tense voice.  “My brother, Glaze – he has the plague,” she told Marco.  He felt the muscles of his stomach contract and tighten in fear.
 
   “Come with me,” he said immediately.  He walked past her and grabbed her hand to take her with him as he walked rapidly back to Gabrielle’s shop.
 
   The shop was locked up as it was every night, and Marco led Mirra up the back way he climbed to the roof, up on a trellis, then across the top of a wall, and a final scramble over a sloped set of tiles to reach the flat space in front of his window.
 
   “Phew!” Mirra said as they climbed in through the window.  “I need to catch my breath!  You do this every night?”
 
   Marco could hear her breathing heavily as they sat on his bed, and he thought back to the morning so recently when they had stared at one another on that very bed, just before the first inkling of the plague came upon them.  “Almost every night,” he agreed.
 
   “Come down stairs to the workshop when you’re ready,” he told her, and he walked quickly down the stairs to the tidy workshop that he thought of as his own.  He fumbled with a flint to light an oil lamp, and when he had the lamp glowing and the glass chimney back in place, he looked up to see Mirra standing in the doorway, watching him.
 
   “Can you do anything, Marco?” she asked in an anguished tone.
 
   “Have hope Mirra.  I think I know how to treat the plague.  I’ve been thinking for days about this,” he told her.  “Just sit there and wait a few minutes,” he directed, pointing to a stool near his work bench.
 
   He gathered up the items that he thought could create the solution that would heal the symptoms of the plague.  He had finally relied on Algornia’s teachings, and gone for a search for purity in the body.  He had listened to the descriptions of the various symptoms that struck the ill, and he had scrolled through every medicinal formulae in his head, as well as those in Marches’ books, looking for the similar symptoms.
 
   His first experimental efforts had all the right elements for a cure he was sure, but the items had reacted poorly with one another, an indication that such a complex cure for such a complex illness could not work.  Finally, while on the dock, he had reached the conclusion that he could administer the cure in two separate doses, so that the ingredients that did not react well with one another had no interactions.
 
   “Here,” he said ten minutes later, pressing a bowl of dry powder towards Mirra.  “Hold on to this.”  He resumed working, mixing the second set of ingredients together, working intently under Mirra’s hopeful gaze.
 
   After half an hour he was ready to decant the results of the second part of the cure, a liquid that had steeped a number of elements together, from which remnants had to be removed before the potion could be served.  Marco quickly measured out a dose of the liquid into a small jar, then spooned a dose of the powder into a separate cup.
 
   “Here, take these,” he directed as he ushered Mirra to the front door of the shop.  “Wait here for me.  I’ll go out the window and be right back,” he told her when she stood outside, as he re-latched the door behind her, then sprinted upstairs.  He grabbed his sword for the journey through Mirra’s neighborhood, then scrambled down and around a half block to find the girl waiting for him.
 
   “Now I’m the one out of breath,” he grinned at her as he huffed for a moment before they walked through the city to the doorway that led up to Mirra’s apartment, without interference or bother from anyone along the way.
 
   Mirra silently led Marco to a door in a pitch black hallway on the third floor.  They entered a room, and the girl lit a candle within a few seconds, giving Marco a view of her living space.  It was a single room, one with drab, colorless walls, and a sheet attached to a rope across the middle to cordon off a separate space on one side.
 
   Lying on a pile of bedding was an unconscious young man, one whose pale face reminded Marco of Mirra.  The smell near the man was fetid, but Marco only gagged once as he knelt by the man and lifted the lolling head with one hand.  “Here, pour this into his mouth, a few drops at a time,” he instructed Mirra with the liquid potion.  A minute later her small container was empty.
 
   “Do you have some water we can mix the powder in?” Marco asked.  After waiting a few minutes, Marco held Glaze again, and Mirra poured the second part of the cure down his throat in small increments.
 
   “How long will it take?” she asked Marco.
 
   “He’ll start getting stronger immediately, but it will take two or three days to flush all the illness out, and a few more days for him to recover his strength,” Marco explained.
 
   “Is there a cart we could use to move him?” Marco asked after they squatted silently to watch him.
 
   “We can use the landlord’s cart,” Mirra promptly answered.  “Where do you want to take him?”
 
   “Let’s take him and all his things down to the harbor and rinse it all there, then we can take him and Sybele back to Gabrielle’s house,” Marco proposed.
 
   And so, over an hour later, the whole group was at the harbor, rinsing out the bedding and clothes of the unconscious victim of the plague, then they returned to Gabrielle’s shop. By the time the sun was starting to rise, Marco had prepared small doses of his plague cures for Sybele, who quietly sucked on the end of a wooden tube.  Then Marco made Mirra take the cure as well.
 
   “Glaze had a better time of this than I did; at least he was unconscious and didn’t taste it!  This is terrible!” Mirra said as she yawned.
 
   “Go upstairs and sleep in my bed,” Marco directed her.  “I’ll put some things away then come up,” he told her, and watched her take her sleeping baby out of the workshop.  He then straightened Glaze out on the workshop floor, and took all the wet bedding and clothing to the back of the house, where he stretched them all out to dry in the morning sun.
 
   When he finally got to his room,  he saw through the window that there was a fine line on the horizon that hinted at the approach of dawn soon.  He saw Sybele still asleep in her basket on the floor, while Mirra was already soundly asleep on one side of the narrow mattress.  He lay down next to her and thought one last thought of exultation, joy that he had figured out a cure for the plague, and then he too fell asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16 – The Plague Breaks
 
    
 
   Marco awoke late in the morning.  Mirra’s face was just inches from his, and their arms were around one another.  Sybele was gently squalling in her basket.  Marco carefully disengaged himself from Mirra, then picked up Sybele and padded barefoot down the stairs.  Gabrielle was in the kitchen.
 
   “Well look at you!” she said as she spotted the bundle in his arms.  “Is this something new?”
 
   Marco explained the set of circumstances that had unfolded overnight.  “So I think I have a cure for the plague,” he finished his tale.
 
   “That’s marvelous, Marco,” Gabrielle said.  “Now sit down and have something to eat.  We’ll leave something for Mirra.”
 
   After his hastily gobbled meal, Marco gave Sybele to Gabrielle’s care, while he went to check on Glaze.  The man was still unconscious on the floor, but his color had improved, and his breathing sounded much better.  
 
   Satisfied that his cure was working, Marco sat down and began to prepare a large batch of the cure, so that he would be ready to distribute it to as many people as possible.  He ground the powdered portion together while he tried to calculate how many doses he could concoct with the supply of ingredients he had.  The number was large, far more than he had ever produced of anything else before, but still woefully inadequate for the need that he knew existed in the city streets.
 
   He continued to ponder what his next steps would be as he began to steep a large vat of the second step in the cure.  By the time he finished, he looked up to see Mirra standing in the door.  His eyes widened at the sight of her, and he felt his heart skip a beat.
 
   “You look beautiful,” he said softly.
 
   “Thank you.  Gabrielle gave it to me to wear, so that I’d have something clean,” she said, as her hands moved along the lines of her torso, unconsciously drawing attention to the way a demure gown accented her curves with sophistication and allure.
 
   Marco swallowed hard, captivated by the sight of Mirra wearing the fine clothing.
 
   “Is he better?” she asked.
 
   Marco gave his head a slight nod, and turned his eyes away from her as he knelt by Glaze.  “His color is improving, his breathing is quieter.  We’ll have to see if he passes any blood, but I think he’s getting better,” he affirmed.
 
   “And you think we’re safe from the plague now because of what you gave us?” she asked.
 
   “I can’t be sure,” Marco admitted.  “If you had a touch of it already, this will prevent the symptoms from taking place.  It’s meant to be a treatment for the disease, not a way to prevent it.  This drives out the impurity, so that your body and spirit can heal themselves.”
 
   “You’ve got a lot there,” Mirra said as she came and knelt beside him to look at her brother.  Marco covertly examined her as she examined her brother, and he felt astonished once again by the transformation that had occurred in the girl.
 
   “You smell nice,” he said abruptly, then felt himself blush from the admission.
 
   Mirra turned a dazzling smile towards him.  “Gabrielle gave me a dab of perfume – something she said Marches made for her.”
 
   Sybele gave a cry down the hallway.  “I better go feed her, now that I know Glaze is okay,” Mirra said as she stood and walked away, leaving Marco to momentarily stare after her, knowing that he had fallen into a deep infatuation with the girl just because he had seen her wearing the stunning gown.
 
   Minutes later Marco was in the front of the shop, opening the door to the usual small crowd of desperate customers looking for any miraculous salvation from the plague.  Soon after he told them he had a cure, he was busily dispersing small portions of the two parts of the cure he had developed.  Within two hours word had spread of his reported cure, and a long line formed, one that was desperate and unruly, driven by the intense fear and emotions of the people who were seeking any hopeful answer to the plague that was killing the city.
 
   Marco heard the sounds of conflict outside the shop, but he couldn’t take time to investigate.  Within a short time he heard the sound of horses’ hooves clattering on the paving stones of the square.  Horses rarely were ridden in that part of the city, making the hooves a noticeable sound; Marco looked up to see that a squad of the Duke’s patrol was in the square, tamping down the fights and scattering the mob that waited outside the shop.
 
   “What’s the story here?” a large, loud officer with a florid face asked as he pressed his way in through the shop door.  “These people think you have a cure for the plague.  I ought to take you to the scaffold right now for duping them.”
 
   “It’s not a trick.  This is a real cure.  I’ve got a man lying in the back who’s already starting to recover since I gave him the cure last night,” Marco replied heatedly.
 
   “If that’s so, let me see this man,” the officer responded.   He motioned Marco to lead him through the door, as a pair of soldiers stood guard over the interior of the shop.
 
   “Goodness, what’s this?” Gabrielle said as she saw Marco’s escort in the hall.
 
   “This soldier wants to see Glaze,” Marco said.  “He wants to see a man recovering from the plague.”
 
   They opened the door to the work room, where they found Mirra bent over her brother, tending to him.  “He’s getting better, Marco,” she said cheerily, then stood up hastily in surprise when she saw the officer enter the room with the apprentice alchemist.
 
   “My lady,” he said smoothly, taking her hand and bowing over it to kiss it, “pardon my intrusion.  I’m here to verify that this boy has a treatment for the plague.”
 
   “My brother was dying last night, when Marco gave him the new cure he created,” Mirra said proudly, not even aware that the officer still held her hand.  “And you can see how much better he’s gotten.  He stopped coughing, he’s not so pale, and he’s no longer passing any blood that we can see so far.  He’s resting comfortably now.”
 
   “I’m sure your kind care is responsible for his fortune,” the officer told her.
 
   “I will accept for now that your cure is real,” he turned to Marco as he finally released Mirra’s hand.  “I will take several doses of it with me to the Duke’s palace to give to our own ill folks.  Package them up for me,” he told Marco in a pre-emptory tone.
 
   “I’ll be out front with my men waiting for the delivery,” he said.  “And I am at your service, my lady,” he told Mirra.  “If you need anything, tell the palace to send Captain Kilson.”  And with that he exited from the room.
 
   Marco raised an eyebrow at Mirra, who blushed prettily.  “Excuse me while I package up these cures for the palace, my lady,” he told her with a grin, then went to the work bench and filled two jars with the mixed elements of the cure.
 
   “This one has enough for six people,” Marco told the captain.  “Give each of the six an equal share,” he said as he handed over the liquid portion of the cure.
 
   “Then add this one to a pint of water, and wait a couple of minutes after they swallow the first part, and give each of the six an equal portion of this.  Don’t mix the two together; serve them separately,” he emphasized to the officer.
 
   The man curtly nodded his head.
 
   “Captain, could you leave some men here to control the crowd outside?” Marco asked.  “I’m going to run out of this batch of the cure soon, and I’m afraid of what may happen,” he explained.
 
   “Why will you run out?” Kilson asked.
 
   “I can only make a batch that is so big,” Marco said.  “I’ll mix up another one, but it’ll take some time, and then I’ll be out of ingredients anyway.  By nightfall I won’t have any more.”
 
   “We’ll make sure you have all the ingredients you need,” the captain said importantly as Mirra came into the room.  “Tell me what you need and I’ll send a squad out to pick it up.”
 
   Marco hurriedly wrote down several items that he thought would be available in the warehouses along the harbor, and watched as Kilson left the shop, and the ordinary customers were allowed to come desperately flooding in once again.
 
   As Marco had expected, he ran out of the cures that he had mixed up in the morning.  The crowd of those waiting to obtain the cure grew immediately unruly, as Marco tried to reassure them that more would be forthcoming.  The soldiers in the square were forced to disperse the milling mass of desperate people, though Marco told them that he would be able to start disbursing more within two hours.
 
   He felt exhausted.  Though it was only late afternoon, he had spent the entire day working to give out the cure to the hundreds of people who had already passed through the front of the shop.  Additionally, he had slept very little the night before while preparing the cure for Glaze.
 
   Despite his exhaustion, he went back to the work room and again sat down to use the last of the ingredients that Marches had in stock, hurrying through the process of grinding and mixing first one part of the cure, and then the other.  As he sat crouched over his workbench he heard a noise behind him, and he turned to see that Mirra’s brother Glaze was awake, and propped up on an elbow, looking around in confusion.
 
   “Where am I?” the young man asked.
 
   “Let me get Mirra for you,” Marco said hurriedly and he bolted out of the room calling for the girl to come quickly.
 
   “Glaze is awake!” he told her excitedly in the hallway as she came running from the kitchen in response to his shout.
 
   “Oh Marco!  That’s wonderful!” she said as she leapt at him and hugged him tightly, then followed him back to the work shop.
 
   Marco listened to the two siblings talk as he resumed composing the important cure medication.  He sat and watched the liquid slowly flow through the filtration process, and suddenly realized a problem he was bumping into – he was almost out of jars and bottles to pour the cure into!
 
   He hurried out into the square to explain to the guards who were there.  A cheer arose from the crowd when the shop door opened.  “Tell everyone they have to bring their own pots and jars for me to put the medicine in,” Marco instructed.  “I’m almost out of containers.”
 
   “You better tell them yourself,” one of the guards advised.  “They’ll believe anything that comes from you.”
 
   Marco stood back and looked around at the people who were watching him intently.  He looked at the guard, who nodded at him.
 
   “Quiet, and listen!” the guard shouted out a command, and as the other guards took up the call, the crowd grew quieter.
 
   “I will have more of the treatment ready in just a little while,” Marco shouted as loudly as he could, then stopped in surprise as the crowd erupted in an outburst of cheering.   He waited for the shouts to die down.  “I’m running out of jars to put the cure in.  Please bring your own – any two pots or pans or jars or cups.  Just bring two with you to the shop, and we’ll give you a dose,” he turned away from the crowd and walked back to the shop as cheers and applause followed him in.
 
   “May I give Glaze something to eat, Marco?” Mirra asked when he came back to the work shop.  “He says he feels hungry.”
 
   Marco looked at the man, who was now sitting up, and nodded his head.  He felt weariness starting to grind him down, though he knew he had much more to do.
 
   He started distributing more of the plague cure a half hour later, and a supply of new materials to make more of the cure arrived an hour after that, personally delivered by Captain Kilson, who explained the search for the materials in detail to Mirra as Marco worked away.
 
   The front doors to the shop closed long after dark that night.  Even though Marco had distributed hundreds of cures to the residents of the city, the square had grown even more crowded with new people flocking there as word of Marco’s miracle spread.   He had been forced to go out and address the crowd to promise more medicine before closing down, so that a riot did not break out among those disappointed to not have procured a treatment.
 
   “Go upstairs and get some rest,” Mirra told him as he locked the door behind him.  “I’ll bring some food up to you in a bit.  Glaze is going to spend the night with us here.  Gabrielle has an extra bedroom on the second floor he can use.”
 
   Marco trudged up the staircase and flopped down on his bed, then lay there in a semi-comatose state until he suddenly felt Mirra tugging his boots off of his feet.  “We’ll get you comfortable, and then get you fed, and then you can go to sleep,” she said affectionately, and she did just those things before Marco fell into a sound slumber.
 
   He awoke the next morning with Mirra’s soft body pressed against his in the narrow bed, and he smiled a gentle smile of happiness.  Afterwards, he didn’t remember many other things about the next few days.  His life became a blurry process of making and distributing his cure for the plague.  At one point he stopped as an official from the Duke’s palace came to recognize him and the shop and to give him an honorary title, but other than that, for several days in a row Marco spend sixteen to twenty hours each day working to save the lives of the people of the city, relying on Mirra and Gabrielle to also work at the front counter distributing the doses of cures that he prepared continually.  And every morning he awoke to Mirra, either sleeping beside him in his bed or smiling at him to announce that breakfast was prepared and waiting.
 
   The demand for his medicine began to decline after that, as fewer and fewer new cases of the plague occurred in Barcelon.  Five days later, after a fortnight of Marco’s heroic efforts, he was able to close the doors to the shop at a reasonable hour, and still had some of the curative medicine unclaimed in the workroom, ready to be handed out the next morning.
 
   Mirra and Glaze and Sybele left Gabrielle’s shop that evening, to Marco’s regret, but he slept a full night’s sleep that night, luxuriating in the opportunity to go to bed early and to begin to catch up on sleep.
 
   And the following day was the next disaster to befall the city.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17 – Battling Corsairs
 
    
 
   Marco awoke in the morning, sleeping once again on the roof, to find Mirra poking her finger gently in his ear.
 
   “Wake up, sleepy head,” she said softly.  “Do you enjoy sleeping alone so much that you don’t want me to come wake you this morning?”
 
   “No, not at all,” he said groggily.  “I missed you,” he said then paused, “but I did sleep pretty well last night,” he admitted.
 
   “It was tough to leave Sybele behind this morning,” Mirra confessed.
 
   “Breakfast will be ready soon.  Come down when you want,” she told him, then leaned back into the window frame and returned downstairs.
 
   Marco went down a few minutes later, and sat down across from Gabrielle.
 
   “It’s a bit like old times, isn’t it?” she said as he sat down.  “Except for all the gifts we have to put away.  But there are worse crosses to bear, aren’t there?” she smiled.
 
   The shop had begun to receive dozens of gifts, tokens of appreciation and thanks for the cures that Marco had delivered.  People came into the shop while doses were being dispensed and left food, or money, or any item they thought of value, upon the counter.  In the evening people piled items up in front of the door, so that each morning there was a treasure trove to be brought inside.
 
   “We should receive thanks from the baker next door,” Marco commented.  “I think we have two dozen loaves of his bread piled up.”  Which was true, even after Gabrielle had made Mirra and Glaze take several loaves of bread – and many other food items – home to their apartment.
 
   After breakfast, Marco went to the front of the shop and opened the door.  He welcomed in the reduced line of customers who waited for the opening, and as Gabrielle and Mirra dispensed doses of the medicine, Marco carried in armloads of new overnight gifts.
 
   He had enough of the curative medicine prepared that he hoped there would be no need to make a new batch during the day.  He returned to the workshop as Mirra left to return home and Gabrielle continued to hand out the medicine, and he began to straighten up.  It felt good, restorative, to finally be no longer strictly reacting to the plague crisis.  Marco took turns sharing shifts with Gabrielle at the counter, to allow her to rest as well.
 
   The supply of medicinal doses was consumed rapidly as the day progressed, and by the end of the day Marco planned to spend the evening mixing a new supply to be used the following day.
 
   Before nightfall though, when the shop doors were being closed, Marco jumped in surprise when the square outside was suddenly blasted with a blare of horns that inexplicably sounded.
 
   Marco had never heard such a sound before – the square was one of the smaller ones in the city, away from the thoroughfares that carried the main traffic.  There was little ceremony that took place there, only the everyday commerce of the neighborhood – except for the crowds that had arrived for the cure to the plague.
 
   He looked out the window as he heard the hallway door open behind him, as Gabrielle also came to find out the cause of the noise.
 
   “It looks like the Duke himself may be in the square,” Marco noted as he observed the score of elaborately-dressed guardsmen and the courtiers who were milling about the square.  He turned to see Gabrielle’s reaction, and found to his surprise that Mirra was in the shop as well.
 
   “Is everything okay?” he asked.  She was once again wearing one of Gabrielle’s beautiful gowns, and he wondered what special occasion was occurring.
 
   “Everything is more than okay,” Gabrielle said as she walked up to him, then opened the door.  “Go on out there and see what the to-do is.”
 
   Marco, obediently followed her directions, and as he stepped into the open, the horns of the heralds blew again.
 
   “That’s him alright,” Marco heard a voice say, and his head turned to find Captain Kilson sitting on a horse next to a richly dressed man sitting on a beautiful animal.  There was no doubt in Marco’s mind that it was the Duke of Barcelon himself.
 
   “Marco, alchemist of Barcelon, step forward and be recognized,” a herald said loudly, as Mirra and Gabrielle stepped out of the shop to stand behind Marco in the square.  Other neighbors around the square were stepping out to witness the unusual activity as well.
 
   “Marco?” the man next to Kilson asked, as Marco dumbly nodded his head in agreement.
 
   The man dismounted.  “I am Duke Siplin, and I have the privilege of coming to you today to recognize you for the tremendous service you have carried out for our citizens these past few days.
 
   “This medal,” he held up a medal on a thin gold chain, and placed it over Marco’s head, “recognizes that you are hereby named a Knight of the Palace, to be accorded all honors that accompany the title.
 
   “And this,” the duke added, as he held out a small leather bag, “is another means of inadequately repaying you for the services you have performed.”  Marco took the bag, which felt heavy, filled with coins.
 
   “I invite you to come to the palace ten days hence, when we will have a formal dinner to recognize you in front of the assembled nobles of the court,” he told Marco, then held out his hand and firmly shook Marco’s hand in his.
 
   “I look forward to seeing you and your lovely companion,” the Duke said, with a nod over Marco’s shoulder towards Mirra, “in just a few days, and many times thereafter.”
 
   With that, the short public ceremony ended, and the Duke and his men left the square, leaving Marco at the mercy of the many neighbors who came to congratulate him and pound him on the back.
 
   “You knew about this!” he said accusingly to Mirra and Gabrielle when he finally returned to the inside of the shop, after darkness had fallen.
 
   Both women grinned at him.  “Captain Kilson came by the shop yesterday morning while you were in your work shop, to make the arrangements,” Mirra said.
 
   “And to chat with a pretty young lady at the shop,” Gabrielle added with a twinkle in her eye, making Mirra faintly blush.
 
   “So we knew when to expect the Duke to stop by,” Gabrielle continued.
 
   “And no one in the city deserves any greater honor than you do, Marco,” Mirra told him earnestly.  “I’m so glad I got to see it.
 
   “But I must get home to Sybele now; she’s staying with a neighbor while Glaze is at work,” she added.
 
   “I’ll walk you home,” Marco instantly offered, and so the two of them strolled through the streets of the city.  There were no longer corpses along the sides of the roads, but there were few people walking out along the byways, and some lights were unlit.
 
   “What will we do at the palace?” Marco asked.
 
   “I don’t have any idea,” Mirra replied as they reached the doorway of her building.  “I’ve never been to any such place.”
 
   “The Duke invited both of us,” Marco reminded her.  “So we better ask Gabrielle what to expect.”
 
   “Oh Marco!  I would never in a hundred years have thought that I would ever be a guest at the Duke’s palace,” she exclaimed.
 
   “And you’ll be the most beautiful woman there,” Marco said sincerely.
 
   They kissed good night and looked at one another, then Marco began the walk back to the shop.  As he strolled through the streets he heard a number, an unusual number, of screams in the city.  Most of the shouts, and occasional sounds of fighting came from the direction of the docks, and Marco wondered if they were a belated outbreak of lawlessness, of looting taking place where the merchants kept their goods stored in dockside warehouses.
 
   Back at the shop he returned to the work room and lit the lantern there to provide a small pool of dim light, enough illumination to allow him to work on his project of having doses of the plague cure ready to go when the morning crowd of customers arrived.  He worked intently, absorbed in his work, until he heard a crashing sound somewhere close to the shop.
 
   It sounded as though someone was breaking into a shop nearby, and he cocked his head, trying to decipher what direction the noise came from.  There was a rumble of low voices, but no other clues.  Marco sat motionless, waiting for more, then slowly stood, as the hair on the back of his neck rose inexplicably.  He heard the clatter of heavy boots on the paving stones just outside of Marches’ shop, and he moved to the hallway, then realized that his sword was upstairs in his garret room above.
 
   Marco decided there was no harm in feeling the handle of his sword in his hand, and he started to climb the stairs to the attic.  As he headed up he heard a rending and tearing of wood, and then the breaking of glass, followed by shouts, and he knew that Gabrielle’s shop was under attack.
 
   He raced up to the small bedroom and picked up his sword, which seemed to gleam and shine even though there was virtually no light present in the small space, and then he raced back down the stairs, hoping that Gabrielle and the work shop were still safe.
 
   When he reached the main floor he heard men breaking the work room apart, and he burst through the door, shouted, then stopped in horror and amazement at the sight that confronted him.
 
   He felt he was reliving the nightmare that had ripped him away from the Lion City – the work room was besieged by a half dozen Corsairs.  The men all wore the chainmail and helmets that Marco had seen in the raid on the Lion City.  They turned and stared at him momentary, then two of them said something in their strange, foreign language.
 
   Three of the Corsairs started directly towards Marco.  One held an axe, while the other two held heavy swords.
 
   Marco was barefoot, and wore a white shirt and pants.  He held his sword, and nothing else.  But he was angry.  His anger and his outrage at the invasion of the shop overcame his fear of the brutal-looking men he faced, and he stepped forward, then thrust his sword at the first of the raiders that came within his range.
 
   He stabbed at the man with the axe, then jumped back as he heard and felt his sword crunch against – but not penetrate –  the man’s armor, while he jumped backwards to avoid the vicious swing of the weapon.  His sword magically swung itself downward atop the axeman’s arms, and sliced so deeply that he felt it hit the bones, while the man grunted in pain and dropped his weapon.
 
   Marco spun as he swung the sword, or rather, he felt the sword force his body to spin.  He dodged a sword that was stabbed at him by one of the men who pursued him, then he kicked the face of the axe-wielder who had fallen to the floor, and finally stabbed his sword at the neck of the third attacker, finding a vulnerable spot free of the chainmail protection.  The man’s blood spurted out from the wound, and suddenly the odds were improved as Marco stood unharmed inside the room, with two of his opponents down.
 
   The remaining attacker shouted, and two more Corsairs left their search of the workshop to join the attack against him.  He fell back towards a set of shelves, then stopped and traded sword work with the three Corsairs who faced him.  His free hand groped around the shelves behind his back, and randomly pulled out a container, that he hurled at the face of the Corsair in the center of the trio he was fighting.
 
   The container burst open upon contact, and the Corsair screamed as flames engulfed his face.  It was a compound containing phosphorus, Marco realized.  As the other two Corsairs stopped momentarily and flinched in horror at the sight, Marco stabbed his sword at the thigh of one of them.
 
   He heard the one Corsair who was still searching the shop shout in victory, then saw the man run from the shop.  The one Corsair who was fighting him, and still uninjured, slashed at Marco, then slid behind the man who was clutching at his burning face, and used his partner as an effective human shield.
 
   Marco fenced with the man, while the man with the leg wound writhed in the ground, until the Corsair with the burning face abruptly collapsed, unconscious.  Without the human shield to block its work, Marco’s sword quickly stabbed the last effective fighter in the throat, and suddenly Marco was the only uninjured person left in the destroyed work room.
 
   He looked around at the rubble that littered the room, the destruction of all that Marches had built up, and that he had himself worked so hard to restore.  He felt his anger boiling inside, and then he suddenly thought of Gabrielle.
 
   He rushed up the stairs to the second floor.  “Gabrielle!  Are you okay?” Marco asked in a panic.  Her door was locked.
 
   “Marco?  Is that you?  Are you okay?  Come in here – be safe!” he heard her voice, high-pitched and scared through the door, then a latch turned and he saw that she was unharmed.
 
   “I was in a fight downstairs – there are Corsairs in the city!  They raided our shop!” he spoke in a loud voice.  “I beat them though; all but one who got away.
 
   “They wrecked the work room.  They were looking for something,” he told her.
 
   “Is it safe down there now?  Should we call the patrol to come?” she asked, looking fearful.
 
   “I think the patrol’s probably pretty busy right now,” Marco told her gently.  “I’ll go downstairs and clean things up,” he told her.  “You stay locked up here until I tell you to come out.”
 
   Holding his sword at the ready, Marco crept down the stairs and looked at the work room.  The Corsair who had held the axe had left, and left a bloody trail.  The other four men he had fought were still present, and to his shock, Marco discovered that all were dead.  The man who had been stabbed in the legs had bled to death, and the man whose face had burned has died a gruesome death as well; Marco lifted the body to look at the wounds to the dead man, then dropped the corpse immediately and retched in reaction to the horrific sight.
 
   He dragged the bodies one-by-one out to the square in front of the shop, going through the open doorway, which had been splintered open.  With the four bodies out of the way, Marco returned to the work room and turned up the lantern to better illuminate the terrible mess in the room.  It would take days to clean up.  Somehow, miraculously, the plague cure he had been working on sat untouched, ready to be offered to victims of the plague.
 
   That was a small silver lining, he thought grimly, as his eyes roamed around the spoiled shelves and cabinets in the room.  And then his eyes stopped, frozen in place by a sight that filled him with uncomprehending horror.  The gorgon’s blood container was missing.
 
   As soon as he realized it was gone, his mind began to catalog all the formulae that the powerful agent could be used in – recipes for death and for life, formulae that were extraordinary in the things they were intended to accomplish.  Marco hurried to the side of the room where the container had been kept, and hurriedly scraped around among the debris, hoping to find some trace of the material; surely no group of Corsairs would know what gorgon’s blood was, let alone the capacity it would offer to its owner, he told himself.
 
   The gorgon’s blood was nowhere to be found, and Marco belatedly remembered the shout of triumph a Corsair had given – from that same portion of the room – before he had run from the shop.
 
   The Corsairs had it, and as he comprehended that fact, Marco felt determined to get it back.
 
   He ran out of the shop, and started running through the city streets, dodging signs of damage the raiders had done in other places throughout the city, and ignoring the signs of death and pain they had inflicted on the city that was already wounded by the effects of the plague.
 
   As he approached the harbor front, his steps momentarily faltered.  There was a bright yellow glow in the air, and he felt his stomach flip with fear at the certainty that a sorcerer was with the Corsairs – perhaps the very sorcerer he had fought in the Lion City.  He turned a corner at an intersection just two blocks away from the water, and from there he saw the glowing yellow dome that protected the Corsairs, giving their ships a safe harbor within the harbor.
 
   Marco stood at the water front, just a score of yards from where the yellow dome touched the land.  He examined the sights before his eyes, and it was like he was looking at a living, breathing picture of the catastrophic Lion City expedition.  There were the same piles of booty sitting on the piers, the same small flotilla of boats tied to the docks, and the same sorcerer standing in his gowns, looking supremely confident and assured.
 
   But in this instance there was a single Corsair speaking to the sorcerer, standing with the evil man in the robes holding a small dark object out in both hands as an offering to the sorcerer.  Marco began to creep along a pier that was outside the dome, one that jutted out into the water on a parallel to the domain the sorcerer and the Corsairs controlled.  He watched as the sorcerer took the container of gorgon’s blood from the Corsair who had gotten away from Marco.  The sorcerer patted the Corsair on the head, the way a man might pat a dog on the head to express approval, then he examined the container of the dangerous crystals intently, oblivious to Marco’s stealthy trip to the end of the other pier.
 
   The sorcerer spent several minutes, and all of his attention examining the container, as Marco climbed down the ladder at the end of his pier.  He put his face in the water and called.  “Kieweeooee!   Kieweeooee, are you close?” he called.
 
   There was no answer, as Marco tried to devise and carry out a desperate plan.  He stripped off his clothes to ease his swimming, then grimly held his sword between his hands and dove deep into the harbor waters.  He swam downward, towards the sorcerer, hoping there was a bottom gap below the dome, where it plunged underneath the surface of the water, a place he’d be able to swim down to and through, to get within the protective dome.
 
   The glow of the dome appeared suddenly in front of him, and his fingers touched its crystal hard surface.  His lungs began to burn from his prolonged submersion, and he swam rapidly upward to the surface, rising along the edge of the dome to reach the air, where he gasped deeply, sucking in great gulps of air that refilled his lungs and restored oxygen to his blood.
 
   “Marco legs?” Kieweeooee scared him by speaking right next to him, making him give a startled yelp as he turned.
 
   “Why are you here by this evil thing?” the dolphin asked him.
 
   “Kieweeooee!” he exclaimed.  “Thank you for coming.
 
   “There are going to be bad things happen unless I get inside this shell,” he said urgently.  “Does it go all the way to the bottom?  Can I swim under it?” he asked.
 
   The dolphin stared at him.  He’d never known his finned friend to be speechless before, but he knew his declaration had made it happen.
 
   “Wait here,” Kieweeooee said, then disappeared beneath the water.
 
   Seconds later the dolphin returned.  “There is a space.  You can go inside the evil shell.  Must you do so?  Can I help you?  I will go with you,” she offered.
 
   “No, Kieweeooee, my love,” Marco said affectionately, placing a gentle hand on the dolphin’s flipper.  “You have to stay safe and ready to have all those baby mermaids someday, eh?” he laughed.
 
   She splashed her flipper in a soft burst of laughter, then turned, and Marco took a deep breath before he grabbed ahold of her and let her pull him quickly downward.  He felt the pressure start to build in his ears as the water above them grew deeper, and they continued to descend, until Marco saw the abrupt ending of the glowing yellow dome beside him.
 
   He released his hold on the dolphin and grabbed the bottom of the dome, then pulled himself underneath it.  He felt the slimy bottom of the harbor rub against his back, and his lungs began to burn again, and then he was on his way upward, back towards the sweet air he needed to breath, on the inside of the Corsairs’ dome.
 
   Marco reached the surface of the water, one hand still touching the yellow dome that protected the Corsairs.  He looked at Kieweeooee, who was just inches away on the other side of the dome.  He waved a quick wave at his friend to acknowledge and thank her, then he turned and swam quickly towards the pier that the sorcerer occupied.  He stopped to breathe and catch his breath at the base of that pier, trying to prepare himself for his rapidly approaching confrontation with the sorcerer that stood just overhead.
 
   Carefully, holding his breath now in anticipation, Marco slowly raised his head above the surface of the pier, and spotted the sorcerer down at the far end, the end of the pier closest to the city and the warehouses.  He stood among a group of Corsairs, and once again Marco saw that a crowd of the citizens of the city stood across from the protective dome, angrily determined to fight the invaders of their city.  And once again there were piles of booty and captives laid on the planks of the pier, awaiting their turn to be roughly handled as they became the cargo that the Corsairs would carry away from the city.
 
   Marco crept around the side of the pier and edged his way over to one of the piles of booty.  The sorcerer still had his back turned, confident in his security, unaware that the very same threat that had fought him before, hundreds of miles away, was once again creeping up on him.
 
   Marco crept up onto the pier, keeping the pile of stolen goods in front of him as a shield.  He approached a young girl who looked at him with frightened eyes, and he held his finger to his lips as he gently sliced her ropes and set her free.
 
   “Go down over the edge and hide beneath the pier.  Hide in the support beams,” Marco whispered to her, and then he set another girl free, one who appeared to be a nobleman’s daughter, judging from the jewels that still dangled about her, and he freed a very young boy, who he told to follow the girls.
 
   There were no others he could easily reach, so he settled in among the stolen goods and waited for the sorcerer to return towards his end of the pier.  He sprawled himself among the goods, and hid his sword under his body, loosely holding severed ropes around his wrists to make it appear that he was a bound captive.
 
   And minutes later, the sorcerer came stalking down the pier towards him.
 
   It was the same man.  He had the same penetrating eyes, and Marco kept his face averted to try to hide his identity; he was sure that the sorcerer would recognize him just as surely as he recognized the sorcerer.  The only difference Marco noted between their last meeting and the current one was that a black raven perched upon the man’s shoulder, riding comfortably as the man strode forward.
 
   The man reached Marco’s pile of goods and stopped to look down at Marco’s body, a figure the sorcerer didn’t remember seeing before.  And at that moment, Marco pressed himself upward, rolled forward on the pier, and thrust his sword into the chest of the astonished sorcerer.  The raven on the man’s shoulder let out a squawk of pain, lifted itself off the shoulder of the sorcerer, then flew in a tight, quick circle, and landed back on the other shoulder of the injured man, looking at Marco with a baleful stare.
 
   The man remained standing with a horrified look, and Marco grabbed at the front of his robes and pulled the container of gorgon’s blood out, ripping the fabric of the robes as he jerked it forcefully.  Then Marco pulled his sword clear of the sorcerer’s flesh, and fearfully back-pedaled several steps.
 
    The sorcerer did not topple over.  The man stood stock still, his eyes shut, and his lips quivering as he mumbled some incantation.
 
   Then the sorcerer’s eyes opened, and he was enclosed in a wavering blue light.  The yellow dome overhead began to dim and flicker, as the sorcerer redirected his will away from maintaining it.  And then, as amazing as anything else he had seen, Marco saw the sorcerer’s skin change, the uniformity of its pale color faded, and Marco saw a clearly striped pattern appear on the deadly man’s face.  It instantly reminded Marco of Lady Iasco’s identical complexion.
 
   “It’s you again?” the sorcerer struggled to say.  “Has fate chosen you to be a champion?”
 
   The question resonated in Marco’s brain, as he remembered the voice in the cave on the Isle of Ophiuchus.
 
   The sorcerer’s eyes shifted to look at the flower tattoo on Marco’s shoulder.  “You’re her champion, are you?
 
   “Then let my curse rest upon you.  May my master be able to always find you, so that when the time comes that he wants the gorgon’s blood, he’ll be able to reach out and pluck it away from you,” the sorcerer’s voice was unsteady, and a drop of blood ran down his chin.
 
   “And then he will pluck away your very life itself, after he had used you in the ways that amuse him,” the curse grew in power – Marco could feel it building in the air.  The yellow dome flickered completely out of existence, as the sorcerer vented all his dwindling energy into empowering the curse he cast on Marco.
 
   “Take my curse, since you have taken my life, and feel the curse – live with it, know that it will draw your own doom down upon you,” the sorcerer screamed the last words, then raised his left hand with a speed that Marco had not expected, and hurled a glowing ball of deep purple and black energy directly at Marco’s chest.
 
   With reactions that were inhumanly quick, Marco’s sword raised up in front of his chest and intercepted the ball of diabolical energy.  The sorcerer’s powerful weapon hit the edge of the sword blade square-on, and split into two parts.  One part flew to the left, while the other flew to the right.
 
   One half of the attack struck Marco directly on the tattoo that had been imprinted on him.  He felt the force of the strike, and then he watched with amazement as the ball of energy bounced off the tattoo and rebounded directly back at the sorcerer.
 
   At the same time, the other half of the dark energy flew at Marco’s right shoulder and struck him squarely there.  The energy blasted its way through his skin, creating a smoldering burn on Marco’s flesh, and something within the energy burrowed into his shoulder joint, creating agonizing pain as it took up residence in Marco’s body.
 
   Marco felt the pain, and felt his body hurled backwards by the blast, so that he landed on his back on the surface of the pier, one hand holding his sword while the other hand held the container of gorgon’s blood.  He did not see the other half of the energy ball strike the sorcerer as it rebounded off of Marco.  As soon as it struck its creator, the other ball burrowed into his flesh, and then appeared to move about beneath his skin, raising a lump as it moved, akin to a person burrowing beneath covers on a bed.  The bulging energy’s movement caused the sorcerer to scream in agony for several seconds, until the power came to rest directly above his heart; for one second it held still in that location, and then suddenly dove through his body, deep into his chest.  The next second the dying sorcerer erupted in a burst of greasy smoke and flame that instantly consumed him, sending a column of smoke and flame high into the sky.  The raven launched itself into the air just ahead of the explosion, and disappeared into the darkness of the sky, making a raucous noise.
 
   The three captives that Marco had set free had watched the confrontation, and as one, they climbed back onto the pier and grabbed Marco’s body, so that they could pull it down into hiding with them beneath the pier.  Their rescue of the unconscious Marco was just barely in time, but they succeeded, for the dissolution of the yellow dome had allowed the enraged citizens of Barcelon to storm at the unprotected and outnumbered Corsair invaders, and sweep away the violent attackers who had tried to loot the plague-ravaged city.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18 – Folence of Ophiuchus
 
    
 
   Marco awoke in gradual steps, rising up through the screaming pain little by little.  At first he was only aware of the horrible pain that throbbed in his shoulder.  The wound created by the sorcerer’s powerful magic throbbed along in rhythm to his own heartbeat.  As he awoke to a greater degree, he became aware of sound.  There was the sound of his own labored breathing, and the occasional sounds of the scraping movements of others around him.  And worst of all, there was the sound of an evil murmuring, another voice that was audible just on the edge of his consciousness, a voice that repeated something over and over and over again – a short simple phrase that he could not quite grasp, but that hovered on the edge of his awareness, as he lay subdued and overwhelmed by the pain he felt, with the banal murmur always present.
 
   He eventually became aware of light, and then he became self-aware. 
 
   "Marco, do you hear me?" he heard the question, and his mind struggled to comprehend their meaning.
 
   "Marco, squeeze my hand if you hear me,” the voice told him, and he realized that there was pressure on his hand, his left hand.  He squeezed the fingers of his hand and heard a sharp intake of breath.
 
   "He did it!" it was a familiar voice that spoke, he knew.
 
   Marco opened his eyes and focused his blurry vision.  He could barely see the features of a girl’s face, though not in detail.  There were sparks of light on the sides of her head, he noted.
 
   “Who are you?” he croaked.  “What’s happening?”
 
   “It’s me Marco, Mirra.  You’re safe, Marco.  They’re trying to heal you.  I mean, they are healing you,” she hastily corrected herself.
 
   “Where are we?  What happened?” he asked the girl.  He used his left hand to rub his eyes, and cleared his vision.  He suddenly recognized Mirra’s lovely features, and knew who she was.  He exhaled deeply, his heart relieved to see his friend, and memories started to roll back to the front of his awareness.
 
   “We’re in Barcelon,” he said.
 
   “Yes, of course,” Mirra said soothingly.  “We’re in the Duke’s palace.  One of the girls you rescued is the Duke’s niece, she had you brought here immediately from the pier.”
 
   All the memories came rolling back – his brief new career as an alchemist at Gabrielle’s shop, the plague, the attack of the Corsairs, the battle on the pier, and the frightening, diabolical powers that the sorcerer had thrown at him.
 
   “Mirra,” he said, and he looked at her, seeing the sparkle of bright jewelry on her ears, shiny dots that took the dim light of the room and made it seem magical.  “What are those on your ears?”
 
   He could see her blush faintly.  “They’re earrings; Captain Kilson gave them to me.  He said he wanted me to look pretty for you when you awoke.”
 
   Despite all his other problems and pains, Marco felt a bolt of jealousy momentarily run through him.  “You look pretty enough for me without them,” he blurted out, then regretted the comment as he saw a momentary pained look on her face.
 
   “Thank you for being here,” he said.  “How long have we been here?”
 
   “Two days,” Mirra answered.
 
   “Marco!  Are you okay?” she asked, as she watched his features suddenly grimace.
 
   “It’s that noise,” he answered, referring to the murmur.  “It just keeps bothering me.”
 
   There was a movement in the shadows behind Mirra.
 
   “What noise?” she asked.
 
   “That noise – I think it’s a voice.  Someone is talking somewhere; I don’t understand it,” he told her perplexed by her question.  “You hear it, don’t you?”
 
   “She can’t hear it,” a white blur suddenly appeared behind Mirra, and he saw a woman dressed all in white, wearing a white scarf over her head even, though the scarf was unusually large and bulky upon her head.  “I can’t even hear it, but I know that it’s there.”
 
   “Who are you?” Marco asked suspiciously.  There was something about the woman that he didn’t trust, though he couldn’t think clearly enough through the pain in his shoulder to decipher the warning his instincts delivered.
 
   “This lady is from the temple of Asclepius,” Mirra told him, a grateful look on her face as she glanced at the woman.  “She came to the palace immediately, and said that she would care for you with all the skill and power her temple has.”
 
   Marco’s eyes grew wide, and the woman stared intently at him, then slowly leaned over him, and reached down to touch the flower tattoo on his shoulder.  “It saved you, for now.”
 
   “You know who I am, don’t you?” he asked quietly, then closed his eyes.  “Are you going to take me back?”
 
   “What are you talking about, Marco?” Mirra asked in a confused tone.
 
   “He is speaking in pain and confusion,” the woman answered.  “He needs some medicine to relax him and help that shoulder heal.  Here,” her hand suddenly had a small wafer in it, and she pressed the item into his mouth, then cupped both her hands around his cheeks.
 
   “We have a few miraculous medicines of our own,” she said calmly, as Marco felt the wafer dissolve on his tongue, before he could even think to spit it out.
 
   “Go get some rest Mirra.  You’ve been with him for hours now,” the temple priestess directed.  “Go see Captain Kilson, and tell him that Marco woke up briefly.  I think he may be able to take visitors in a day or two,” she said, as her hand shifted from Marco’s face to Mirra’s hand, and assisted her up into a standing position, while her other hand continued to hold Marco’s.
 
   The lovely girl leaned over and kissed Marco’s face.  “I’m so glad to see you awake my sweet,” she smiled as she lifted her face.  “I’ll come back tomorrow to sit with you.”
 
   Marco’s eyes shifted from Mirra to the other woman behind her, who gave a nod as an inscrutable signal to him.
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow Mirra,” he agreed, then felt both a wave of sleepiness, and an urge to say one more thing.
 
   “Mirra, I love you,” he told her, and then he felt his eyes fall shut, and no effort on his part could make them open, though he did not fall completely asleep.
 
   He heard Mirra sharply inhale, then gulp.  “Oh Marco,” she whispered softly, and he felt her kiss his lips lightly, and then she was gone.
 
   “I know you’re awake.  I know you can hear me.  Listen closely,” the other woman said several seconds later, after a door closed nearby.
 
   “I am Folence,” the woman said.  “I am the head priestess at the temple of Asclepius in Barcelon.  Several days I received an urgent message from the Lady Iasco on the Isle of Ophiuchus; the same message was sent to every temple we have in our order.
 
   “We were told to be on the lookout for a boy who had escaped from the isle, a boy who had been anointed by the spirit of the island to be the champion of the lady – a boy who happened to talk to the people of the sea.  Lady Iasco wanted to see the boy, to talk to him and warn him about what might be about to happen, for his own good,” Folence told her tale.
 
   “We saw no evidence of any such fugitive boy, and we didn’t look too hard, because we are only Barcelon after all, not one of the great cities, like the Lion City, for example, where such an extraordinary boy might choose to go,” she lightly touched Marco’s eyelids, and he was able to open his eyes as he listened to her.
 
   “And then of course we had a little incidence of plague that took up all our time and effort for several days, as we tried to save as many patients as we could,” she continued.  She reached up and unwound the scarf that covered her head, revealing a knife inexplicably hidden within the cloth.  She placed the items on the covers of Marco’s bed, and shook her head as she ran her fingers through her hair.
 
   “The plague consumed every ounce of effort we had, but we barely made a dent in it.  Yet somehow the plague abated much more rapidly than it should have, with far fewer fatalities than we expected, and we heard rumors of a miraculous cure that was being given away in the heart of the city to all comers,” she continued her story.  She began to unbutton the front of her white dress.
 
   “We dismissed it as impossible, but the stories continued,” she said.  “And then the Corsairs attacked the city, and we were told that a great hero had impossibly defeated a mighty sorcerer in single combat at the docks, but had been wounded with dark magic, so I rushed here to the palace to offer our assistance.
 
   “And behold,” she pulled her dress up over her head,  to reveal the thin shift she wore beneath it, a flimsy garment that nonetheless held two more knives in leather scabbards attached to the shift; and she also revealed her shoulder to Marco by thrusting it towards him.  There was a tattoo on the shoulder.  It was a tattoo of a flower, a tattoo that perfectly matched the one on Marco’s shoulder
 
   “I saw you when I was brought in to tend to you, and I immediately saw that you and I had this in common,” she paused, and Marco saw a droll smile upon her face, “and there is a very short list of males who have such a mark.” 
 
   There was a noise at the door, and Mirra re-entered the room.  “I meant to ask,” she began, then faltered as she saw the undressed priestess hovering over Marco.
 
                 “What did you mean to ask?” Folence asked coolly.
 
                 “I meant to ask,” Mirra said haltingly, “when Marco would be able to return to Gabrielle’s shop?”
 
                 “Come here and look at this,” the priestess gestured Mirra over to the bed.  She pointed at the torn flesh and lump that occupied Marco’s right shoulder.  “This is a terrible wound, worse than you can imagine.  There is not just damage and pain, there is evil at work here, evil I do not fully understand.  I do not want him to leave my care until we can deal with this problem.
 
                 “It would be best if we were to take him to our own temple, and care for him there,” Folence explained.  She paused as she casually shrugged her dress back on, as though she need not take concern for anyone else in the room as she changed her wardrobe.
 
                 “Why did you have your gown off?” Mirra found the courage to ask.
 
   “It’s no concern of yours, girl,” the priestess answered.  “Now go off and visit with your officer friend, and leave the care of this boy to those who know what to do for him.”
 
   Dismissed, Mirra looked at Marco helplessly, as he lay languidly on his bed, unable to respond or send any signal to his friend.  Mirra pursed her lips, then left the room.
 
   “She’s a nice girl,” Folence commented in an offhanded manner.  “You’ve done something to her, I can tell, though I’m not sure what it is.”
 
   “Now, you rest while I take care of your future.  Go to sleep, my marked man,” Folence said as she began to rewrap the scarf and its hidden weapon upon her head with one hand, while her other hand reached down and closed Marco’s eyelids, causing him to fall asleep.
 
                 When Marco awoke next, the room was dark.  He found that he could turn his head, and he looked to either side of him.  There was an empty chair on his right, where Mirra had sat during the day, and no sign of anyone else in the room.  A darkened window was in one wall to his right as well, a sign that it was night time outside.
 
   He felt more energetic than he had when he had awoken the first time in the Duke’s palace.  His shoulder still throbbed relentlessly, and there was still the inexplicable murmuring sound that bothered him.   He took a deep breath to prepare himself, then sat up.  As he did, he gasped at the increase in pain in his shoulder, which felt like a knife stabbing deeply into the joint.  He waited a moment for the pain to subside, then swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood up.  
 
   Marco looked out the window, and saw a courtyard below, enclosed on one side by a guarded gate, beyond which he saw the buildings of the city.
 
   He had to escape from the palace, he knew.  Folence was planning to take him into captivity in her Barcelon temple, and then to deliver him back to Lady Iasco on the Isle.  He had no wish to go there.  With a flash of insight, he realized that he could no longer stay in Barcelon.  Folence knew he was there, knew he was wanted by the leader of her order, and knew to find him either at the palace, or at Gabrielle’s shop.
 
   With slow and painful motion, he stood and stared vacantly out the window, shocked by the implications of what he now knew.  He needed for the shoulder to heal, and Folence could help with that he was sure, but he needed to escape her grasp before she took him into custody.  He looked around the room and saw no clothes, though his sword was propped against a wall; there were only the sheets on the bed, so he wrapped one around himself – making sure that it draped over the horrific appearance of his wounded shoulder – and cautiously opened the door to peer out into the hall.
 
   There was no one in sight, so he slipped out into the hall, and pulled the door shut behind him quietly, then padded silently to the staircase at one end of the hall.  It was a plain, narrow passage, one meant to be used by servants he suspected, so he crept down two flights of stairs and stopped at a doorway that closed the steps off from the rest of the palace.
 
   He heard voices beyond the doorway, boisterous voices, and he didn’t choose to risk stepping in among them.  There was a turn and then a continuation of the staircase, one that presumably led down to the basement, so Marco continued to descend.
 
   There were fewer voices on the other side of the final door he came to, the one he guessed was in the basement.  He put his hand on the knob and pressed the door open, then stopped in surprise for a moment as a wave of humid air enveloped him.  He had found the perfect place – the palace laundry!  He stepped inside, and saw a pair of workers standing with their backs to him, talking and folding clothing.
 
   He stooped and walked between the stacked baskets of clothing, then stopped and pulled out an item.  It was a skirt, and he cast it aside, then pulled out a pair of pants.  He hurriedly pulled them on.  He searched through the next basket, and found a shirt that was made from heavy, dark material.  He pulled his sheet off and dropped it on the floor, then pulled the shirt over his head.  Minutes later he was dressed, out the door and back up the stairs, where he closed his eyes, took a deep breath, said a quick prayer, and finally opened the door to the noisy room he had avoided before.
 
   The room grew silent, and he found that he had walked into a servants’ work room.  Men and women of the palace staff all looked at him in surprise.
 
   “Who in blazes are you?” one of the men asked.
 
   “I’m lost.  I just can’t find my way out of the palace,” Marco said.
 
   “We’ll show you out!  Browne, Jax, take this common fellow to the gate and send him on his way.  Make sure he doesn’t have anything that doesn’t belong to him,” the speaker directed, sending two men in Marco’s direction.
 
   The men patted his pockets, looked suspiciously at his sword without saying anything, then grabbed his arms, and Marco shouted in pain as his injured shoulder was wrenched.
 
   “I didn’t grab him that hard!” one of his escorts protested, and the two men firmly walked Marco out to the gate, and instructed the guards to keep him out.
 
   For a second, Marco stood in the gateway, looking back at the darkened palace exterior.  He wondered in Mirra was in there; he would possibly find out soon, if he could carry out the plan he had halfway developed.  He didn’t want to separate himself from the beautiful girl, a person who had been such a close and reliable friend and companion.  There was a tangible spark of compatibility between them, and it was unbearably painful to think that he was possibly – probably – going to lose the connection to her when he fled from the city.
 
   He wanted to take her with him, and if he could safely find her, he would ask her to go with him.
 
   There was a sudden light in a window up in one of the upper floor rooms, and a second later he saw the outline of a woman’s body looking out through the glazed panes.  It was Folence!  She was in his room, he was sure, and now she already knew he was gone!
 
   Marco hurriedly turned away from the gate.  He disappeared into the darkened streets as quickly as he could manage to flee without making the pain in his shoulder grow unbearable from the jostling movement.  The shoulder still throbbed, and the murmuring sound followed him around as he meandered through the dark city streets.
 
   He was headed towards Mirra’s apartment.  He hoped he might find her there; that would reduce the problems he foresaw on his flight towards freedom.  He had left the gate of the palace headed in the wrong direction, and so he had to take an even longer route by circling around the city back towards the neighborhood where Mirra and her brother Glaze lived.
 
   Marco knew that he could not go to Gabrielle’s shop.  That was certain to be the first place Folence would go, or send her people, in a search for him.  He needed to get some things from the shop, specifically the money that he had saved from the Duke’s gift; he needed those resources to buy passage on a ship leaving Barcelon.  He hoped that Mirra or Glaze would pick the money up for him.  He hoped one of them would be at the apartment, and he hoped that Folence would not immediately think to send anyone to look for him at Mirra’s apartment.
 
   He was full of hopes, and he was full of doubts.  And he was full of pain as well.  His shoulder was throbbing with unceasing pain, so much so that at one point he stopped in an alley and leaned against a wall as he bent doubled over and waited for a wave of pain to pass.  
 
   Marco reached the doorway to Mirra’s apartment in the early hours of the morning, and climbed the stairs to reach the small chamber that he knew she shared with his baby and her brother.  He knocked softly on the door, and waited for an answer, then knocked more loudly.  He jiggled the handle to the door, and was surprised to find that the door swung inward, showing him a darkness as deep as that in which he stood in the building hallway.
 
   “Mirra?  Glaze?” he softly called, as he stuck his head into the opening.  There was no sound of movement.  “Mirra?  It’s me, Marco,” he said quietly.  He stepped into the apartment, and carefully closed the door behind him, then stood in a state of indecision.  He didn’t remember the layout of the small apartment well enough to easily move about in the dark; he wasn’t worried about awakening anyone by making noise – he assumed the apartment was empty, since Glaze often had to work night jobs to earn money, and Mirra did not respond.
 
   He stumbled his way to Mirra’s side of the apartment, and placed his hands on her bedding.  The thin mattress was empty, and held no indication of body warmth, no sign that she had been there recently.  He lay down on his back in exhaustion, wondering where she was.  Was she at the palace, ironically staying there to be close to him, or was she at Gabrielle’s, or was there some other place she was staying?
 
   Marco thought about Mirra with his last thought of the night, and then fell into an uneasy sleep.
 
   In his sleep he heard a voice calling, and the experience was not a dream, it was a nightmare.  He heard the voice of the sorcerer, who magically remained standing as he was dying, pronouncing his curse on Marco – “May my master be always able to find you” – the sorcerer had threatened, just before he had flung the deadly weapon of magical energy at Marco.
 
   And then Marco head another voice, a quieter, but harsher voice, endlessly repeating a phrase.  “Here he is master, come and take him.  Here he is master, come and take him,” the voice droned on and on in his restless sleep, until he started to roll onto his wounded shoulder, whereupon the pain of his injury awoke him with a start.
 
   Marco shifted his position in Mirra’s bed, and fell asleep again, a sounder sleep that lasted until Glaze came sleepily trudging into the apartment after sunrise, and found the intruder in his sister’s bed.
 
   “It’s me Glaze, Marco!” he said with a start when he woke up and looked up at Glaze’s angry face above him, the man holding a club poised to strike.  “I’m Mirra’s friend!”
 
   “What are you doing in her bed?   Where is she?” Glaze stood upright, in a less threatening pose, though he still didn’t seem entirely calm.
 
   “I came here to hide,” Marco admitted.  “I ran away from the palace; I think Mirra is still there.”
 
   Glaze lowered his club and sat down at the small table.  “Why did you run away from the palace?”
 
   Marco propped himself up on his elbow to rise, and noticed that the pain in his shoulder was different – it was still very much present, but it didn’t feel the same.
 
   “There was a woman at the palace who doesn’t like me,” he told Glaze.  “I slipped out last night, and spent all night trying to get here.  It’s the only safe place I could think of.
 
   “I’m sure Mirra’s okay.  I didn’t think they threatened her at all,” he told Mirra’s brother, then suddenly wondered if the girl would be safe once he was gone.
 
   “I haven’t seen her since the day before yesterday, when she and Sybele went with that captain from the palace,” Glaze told Marco.
 
   “I saw her for a few moments yesterday, and she was fine then,” Marco assured the man.  “I need for you to do something for me though.”
 
   “Can I get some sleep first?” Glaze asked.
 
   Marco winced, as the pain in his shoulder gave a jolt.
 
   “Are you okay?” Glaze asked.
 
   “It’s the injury I took in the fight,” Marco answered.  “I’ll be alright.”
 
   “Go get some sleep, and we’ll talk when we wake up,” Marco told the exhausted brother.   Glaze gratefully went to his heap of covers and flopped down to quickly fall asleep, while Marco laid back and drowsed in a half-sleepy state as well.  He drifted back and forth between sleep and waking concern; unlikely as it seemed, he was convinced that he had felt the pain in his shoulder move, taking a lurch that had made him wince, and then he remembered the nightmares of the night before, and with a startled new sense of fear that woke him up, he intuitively grasped that the voice he had heard had been the murmuring sound that had been following him and disturbing him.  And worse, he feared, it was the lump of evil that had been inserted into his shoulder that was the source of the noise.
 
   He felt a cold sweat break out on his forehead as he considered the incredible notion.  The terrific pain he felt in his shoulder suddenly became the secondary concern he had, as he imagined that there was evil magic inside his body, calling out to the master of the sorcerer, whatever diabolical being that was, revealing Marco’s location to him.   The sorcerer had put a curse on Marco, that he always be chased by the horrible master, and now Marco was truly marked and doomed to being followed and caught.  The curse was tangible and real.
 
   He sat up with a sob, and covered his eyes with his left hand, while he tried to imagine what to do.  Suddenly, running away from Folence and the women of the isle was not his biggest fear – running away from the sorcerer’s master, or ridding himself of the tracking energy was more urgent.
 
   He moved his left hand from his face to his shoulder, looking down at the open wound as he did.  Probing with his fingers caused considerable new pain, but he forced himself to explore the source of the pain, and he felt deeply troubled as he did.  He was certain that the lump of evil within his flesh had changed location – it was no longer buried within the heart of his joint, but now was at least a couple of inches closer to his chest, out on the end of the collar bone.
 
   He ceased his probing and lay back down, frozen in fear.  The sorcerer’s curse was alive within his own body, and it was sending out the message to someone, telling where he was, acting as a marker so that the sorcerer’s master could come and find him while it took inexplicable steps within his body.  He wondered if he could cut the evil out, if he could take a knife to his own flesh and perform crude surgery to exorcise the sorcerer’s curse from his own flesh.  It seemed impossible to imagine taking such a step.
 
   “Marco?” he heard his name, then realized that the door had opened.  He found that Mirra was in the small room, holding Sybele in her arms; she was instantly next to him, placing the infant in her basket, then bending over him, grasping him in a hug that was both wonderful, and painful as she pressed against his shoulder.
 
   He moaned in pain, and she hastily backed away from him.
 
   “I’m sorry!  So sorry!” she told him as she hovered above him.  He reached out with his left hand and gently rested his fingers on the back of her neck, then carefully pulled her face down to his, and kissed her.
 
   “Oh Marco,” she murmured against his lips after several seconds, as he released his grasp, and she raised her head slightly.
 
   She looked over to where Glaze remained asleep, then looked at Marco again.  “I was so worried about you!  The Duke and the priestess are ready to tear the city apart to find you.  Captain Kilson is waiting downstairs for me; he thinks I just came here to pick up something, but I came here because I thought this is where you might come to hide.
 
   “Why are you here?  Why did you run away from the palace?  Lady Folence is furious, and I think she is genuinely worried as well.  What are you doing?” she whispered the questions.
 
   Marco looked at her intently.  “It’s a long, long story,” he said.  “Do you really want to know it all?”
 
   “Kilson is waiting; he’ll come up soon if I don’t go back down.  Will you stay here?  Can I come see you tonight?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t think I can go very far,” he told her.  “I’ll be here.”
 
   I’ll be back Marco,” she said.  “Stay safe.  “I love you too, Marco, I want you to know!  When you said in the palace that you loved me, that was the most wonderful thing anyone ever said to me,” she told him as she picked up Sybele.  The infant began to whimper, and Mirra hastily stood.  “I’ll be back tonight, I promise,” she told him, and then she was gone.
 
   Marco smiled, as he momentarily forgot all about his pain and the evil that was within him.  He lay back and closed his eyes, and fell asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19 – Alchemy Gone Astray
 
    
 
   Marco awoke when Glaze stirred him.
 
   “Marco, what do you need for me to do?” Mirra’s brother asked him.
 
   “I need for you to go to Gabrielle’s shop, and tell her you are there as a secret favor to me.  Tell her to tell no one.  Then ask her if you can go up to my room in the garret and get some of the gold coins up there.  Tell her I need the money to go on a trip, but she has to keep it a secret,” Marco instructed.  He wasn’t sure any longer that he could go on a trip, as badly as he hurt, but he had to hope that the pain would subside, and he would be able to manage to take passage aboard a ship that would sail him out of the harbor, away from the city where Folence was searching for him.
 
   Glaze immediately left the apartment, and Marco sat alone, listening to the sound of the beacon within his body, as well as listening to the noises of the lives of the neighbors who lived in the crowded tenement building as well.
 
   An hour later Glaze returned, empty-handed.  “She couldn’t give it to me.  She told me there were people there hiding, waiting for you to show up,” the young man reported to Marco.  “She said to send Mirra and she can arrange to be alone with her long enough to give you money,” Glaze reported.
 
   “Thank you, Glaze,” Marco said, disappointed, but glad that nothing worse had happened.  “You weren’t followed back here, were you?”
 
   Mirra’s brother assured Marco that he wasn’t.
 
   “Did you know Mirra was here while you were asleep?” Marco asked.
 
   “You’re kidding me!” Glaze replied in astonishment.
 
   “She brought Sybele.  They both looked fine.  She said she’ll try to come back tonight,” Marco assured her brother.  He looked pleased at the news, then bid goodbye as he left to go to his job working in a slaughterhouse.
 
   It was late afternoon, and Marco was alone in the small apartment.  He smiled as he thought of Mirra’s visit, especially her declaration at the end, that she loved him.  It made him happy, better able to withstand the pain in his shoulder, and he paid no attention to anything else around him, consumed by his own daydreams, until there was a momentary spike in the murmur and then a sudden loud banging noise at the room’s window that made him jump.
 
   He turned his head, and saw a large black bird, sitting on the sill, peering in through the window at him.  Marco waved his hand at the bird, but it did not react at first, then proceeded to tap its beak against the window pane.  The bird flapped its wings and hopped up and down, then sat and stared directly in at Marco.
 
   He slowly stood up, then walked towards the window.  The raven spread its wings wide as it faced him, and bobbed its head up and down.  Marco banged on the window to try to chase the black bird away, but it only remained on the sill and started pecking at the glass in return, as if mocking him.  Exasperated, Marco picked up a towel and hung it in front of the window to block his view of the bird.  It responded by cawing harshly and repeatedly, making Marco angrier, so that at last he opened the window and swung his hand at the bird, tired of its inexplicable behavior.
 
   The situation deteriorated from there.  The raven sidestepped his wave, and flew into the room, making Marco try to raise both arms in a panicked response to the creature’s sudden movement in the confined space.  Marco’s shoulder burst into a new wave of agony, and he bent over in response, a fortunate move, as the bird dove at his face, and only raked his forehead with its talons and not his eyes.
 
   He swung a fist with his head still down, and felt contact.  The bird gave a squawk, and Marco looked up to see the black creature shoot out the window.   He stretched his good arm and slammed the window shut, then hung the towel in front of it again, and slumped back onto Mirra’s bedding.  There was blood in his eyes from the deep scratches on his forehead, and he removed his purloined shirt to wipe his face clean.
 
   It should have been unsettling; it should have been shocking.  Yet Marco felt almost numb to any increase in horror over the attack.  After the battle with the sorcerer, after the infection by the evil energy, after the appearance of the priestess Folence, an attack by a determined and driven bird was not anything to cause him to flinch with further fear.  It was simply another sign of how his life was spiraling downhill, out of control, his destiny invisible in a dark future ahead of him.
 
   And the murmuring voice was changing its words, he realized dejectedly.  “You will go to him, you will go to him.  You will go to the dark master,” the voice was now chanting in its nearly inaudible croon.
 
   He sighed and flung his arm over his eyes, and tried to imagine how a master alchemist would tell him to respond to his misfortune.  What would Algornia tell him, he wondered.  The old master would tell him something about sanctity and purification of the impure infections and stains, he knew.  He had heard the lectures so many times before, when life had been so simple, and his future had not been so dark.
 
   There was a knock at the door, and Marco realized that his doom was at hand.  The raven had gone off to alert someone to his presence, and they had come to find him.
 
   “Marco?” Mirra’s voice called, and then the door pushed open, and he saw her eyes looking at him before she pressed the door wide, and entered the room.  She carried Sybele in one arm, and had a sack of belongings flung over her other shoulder.
 
   “How are you, my love?” she asked, setting the awake baby girl down to sit on the floor as she crouched down next to Marco.  “What happened to your face?” she asked in dismay as she looked at the raven’s scratches across his forehead.
 
   “There was a bird at the window, a big black bird.  I tried to chase it away, but it flew into the room and scratched me,” he said, as she got up and dampened a rag from a pitcher of water, then gently washed his face.  She looked down at his wounded shoulder, and her face turned pale.
 
   “It looks so bad, Marco,” she said.  “Why don’t you want Folence to treat you?”
 
   And so, in a long monologue that was a relief to tell, Marco told an abbreviated version of the story of his experience on the isle of Ophiuchus, the hatred of the women and the effort to take him back captive once again.  “The dolphins brought me here to safety,” he said, “and now it looks like the only way I can get healed is to turn myself over to the women who will lock me away.”
 
   There were tears in Mirra’s eyes as she listened to him.
 
   Sybele began to cry, and Mirra absent-mindedly lifted her blouse and began to feed the child, then looked at Marco and blushed as she realized what she had done without thinking.  “I’m sorry; I was too busy listening to your story to think about what I was doing,” she said.  “And in some ways it doesn’t matter, since you’ve seen every inch of my skin anyway, the time we went swimming with your dolphin friend,” she rationalized, as Marco averted his gaze and pretended not to notice.
 
   “What are you going to do?  You’re purely in trouble now, my sweet,” Mirra asked him.
 
   “Pure?  Pure!  That’s it!” Marco exclaimed energetically.  “Maybe there’s something I can concoct to purify this evil out of my body,” he said recollecting the lessons of Algornia once again.  “Do you know what happened to the gorgon’s blood that I rescued from the sorcerer?  Did Folence get it?” he asked anxiously.
 
   “Do you mean this?” Mirra fished with one hand in her bag of belongings, and drew out the small dark container.  “You still had it in your hand when they brought you to the palace, and I thought it must be important to you, so I took it and kept it for you.”
 
   “Oh Mirra!” Marco said joyfully.
 
   “I think there must be a way to use the strength of the gorgon’s blood to purify my body and expunge the evil that the sorcerer put in me,” he beamed a smile at the girl, happier than at any time since just before he had seen the Corsairs arrive in the city.
 
   “Here, let me open it up so you can get started,” Mirra said, placing the container on the floor and then beginning to unscrew the lid.
 
   “No! Stop!” Marco said loudly, making Mirra look up in surprise, as Sybele momentarily stopped her suckling at the sound.
 
   Mirra looked up with large eyes in surprise.
 
   “No,” Marco repeated more softly.  “It’s a very dangerous element.  Just to touch it will burn your skin off.  We shouldn’t open it until we’re ready, until I know exactly what to do.  Keep it closed,” he warned her.
 
   They sat together quietly until Sybele competed her nursing, and fell asleep in her mother’s arms, and was then tucked into her basket to rest.
 
   “Would you like something to eat?” Mirra asked as she adjusted her blouse.
 
   Marco looked at her in surprise.  “What do you mean?” he asked, turning bright red as he misunderstood her question.
 
   She looked at him in confusion.  “Do you want me to go get something from the shop down the street?”
 
   He smiled and gave a chuckle.  “Yes, if you can.  I haven’t got any money to give you though,” he warned.
 
   “I have a silver that Captain Kilson gave me,” she assured him.  “It’ll be enough to feed us.”
 
   “Why did Kilson give you a silver?” Marco immediately asked, looking at the earrings that Mirra still wore.
 
   Mirra blushed.  “He said it was just for being so pretty,” her eyes avoided his.  “I told him no, but he said I could give it back if I didn’t use it.  And now it looks like I need to use it.”
 
   “As soon as we get some of my money from Gabrielle, you can pay him back,” Marco told her.
 
   “Of course,” she agreed.  She stood to go.  “I’ll be back.  Sybele should sleep for a while now,” she told him, and then she was gone.  Marco looked at the closed door, and wished he could take back the jealous words that had escaped his mouth.
 
   Mirra returned in only a few minutes, carrying a skin filled with fruit juice and a pair of meat pies.  She smiled warmly as she re-entered the room, and they ate their meal by the light of the setting sun, as red rays reflected in through the window.  Mirra broke off bits of Marco’s pie and fed them to him, as she told him about how beautiful and glamorous the palace had been while she had stayed in the room next to the one where he had been cared for.
 
   “It was so luxurious,” she told him.  “They even brought in a crib for Sybele, and a nurse to help watch her,” she told him as she fed his last bite of pie.  She stood up and went to Glaze’s side of the room, and pulled the makeshift curtain closed between the two sides, then emerged moments later wearing a nightgown, as she carefully hung up her day clothing on a hook.  “Gabrielle gave me this,” she told him, regarding her dress.  “If I sleep in it there will be more wrinkles than you can imagine.”
 
   She lay down carefully next to him.  He lay still, feeling both pain from the sorcerer’s infection, and tranquility from having Mirra by his side, until the murmuring lump in his chest suddenly raised its level of sound – the nasty siren call that invited evil powers to come find him – and he felt the evil energy move itself slightly, closer to the center of his chest.
 
   Marco screamed in pain as the evil settled down in a new location, farther from his shoulder, and closer to his heart.
 
   “Marco! What is it?” Mirra asked anxiously, instantly rising up and standing over him.
 
   “It’s the evil part; it moved in my chest,” he gasped.
 
   “We have to get you to see Folence,” Mirra responded, placing her hands over his, which were on top of his chest.
 
   “No, not yet,” Marco told her.  “I think I know how to treat this,” he said.
 
   “We need to start right away!” Mirra said emphatically.  “I can’t bear to see your pain.”
 
   No, let’s wait until morning,” he told her.  “I don’t want to try to battle the evil until the sunlight is shining, and there are a couple of things I’d like for you to see if you can get from Gabrielle’s shop, in the morning.”
 
   They both slept uneasily that evening, and when Glaze returned at sunrise, they both sat up with dark circles under their eyes.  The brother and sister had a happy though muted reunion, and then Mirra got dressed and left to get some food for all three of them to eat breakfast.
 
   Later that morning, as Glaze fell asleep, Marco told Mirra what items he needed from the shop.  She dutifully left him to watch Sybele as she went to Gabrielle’s shop on the square.  When she returned an hour later, she was using both hands to carry a basket full of the things Marco had asked for.
 
   Under his direction, Mirra used the small mortar and pestle to grind together soil from the banks of the Nile, dust from Calvary Hill, and oxidized sands from the top of Mt. Olympus.  She added a small amount of sanctified water, then waited while Marco suffered through another painful seizure, as the evil spell within his body moved again.
 
   Glaze awoke at the screams, and watched silently as Marco recovered, then gave the final instructions.
 
   “Take a needle, and carefully poke it into the container of the gorgon’s blood crystals,” he directed.  “Place the crystal you stab into the mixture you just created, and let it rest there while you close up the container again tightly.
 
   Mirra cautiously did as instructed, then raised her head, startled, when a puff of smoke arose from the mixture of the gorgon’s blood crystal and the thick potion in the mortar.  She closed the container.
 
   “Now what?” she asked.
 
   “Now give me that bottle of distilled spirits,” Marco instructed, and when she did so, he took a long drink from it and shuddered in disgust.
 
   “What are you doing?” Glaze asked.
 
   “I’m trying to get ready to dull the pain,” Marco answered evenly.
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you!” Mirra protested.
 
   “I’ll be hurt worse if you don’t do this for me,” Marco gently reminded her.  “I need you to help me with this.”
 
   “Take the needle, and press the flake of gorgon’s blood against the skin on top of the evil,” he told her, then took another drink.
 
   “I think the cure you mixed up will be a cleansing cure; it will drive the evil energy away.  Just keep pressing the needle against the, the, uh, the infection,” Marco felt the liquor starting to affect his mind, making his attention wander and his focus grow fuzzy.
 
   “Press against it for me, Mirra,” he looked up at her.  “You are so beautiful!” he smiled at her, happy to see her with him, happy to know that she had voiced her love for him.
 
   She smiled a somber smile at him momentarily, as she looked from his chest to his eyes and back to his chest.  “Are you ready for this, Marco?” she asked hesitantly.
 
   He took another swig of the fast-acting liquor.
 
   “You fix me up here, and then we can run away and get married,” he told her in slurred tones.
 
   Glaze laughed from where he crouched behind Mirra.
 
   “You get down here and hold his arms down!” she whirled on her brother and immediately ordered him.
 
   He suppressed a smirk and bent down beside her.
 
   “Are you ready, Marco?” she asked gently.
 
   He failed to respond, and Glaze carefully removed the bottle of spirits from the limp fingers of the wounded apprentice, and set it aside before he grasped both wrists and pinned them carefully to the floor.
 
   Glaze looked at Mirra and nodded.  She positioned the needle, with its tiny flake of the extraordinary medicine, above Marco’s chest, then began to tentatively lower it closer to the surface of his skin.  It was undoubtedly her imagination, she was sure, but it seemed that as the gorgon’s blood approached Marco’s skin, the bump of evil upon his chest seemed to flinch.
 
   Marco’s eyes popped wide open, just as the tip of the needle reached the last fraction of an inch before it made contact with his skin.
 
   “It says to stop!” he blurted out.
 
   And then the medicine touched him.
 
   Marco arched his back with a spasmodic response, his legs and arms flailing violently.  The thrust of his body upward drove his chest against the needle that Mirra held, and as contact occurred, there was a puff of smoke and the foul odor of burning flesh.  The evil occupant of Marco’s body was driven away from the gorgon’s blood, and the purifying agents that it strengthened; the lump shot back to Marco’s shoulder, and then beyond, moving down his arm to come to rest near his elbow, diminished and harmed by the medicine Marco had prescribed for himself.  As it went it destructively tore through his flesh.
 
   Mirra did not immediately grasp all that happened though, for the initial thrust of Marco’s body was driven both by the pain he felt, and by the pain and fear the evil energy felt.   His body’s reaction knocked Glaze against one wall, and thrust Mirra against the other, sending her flying through the air to strike the wall so violently that it knocked the breath out of her.
 
   There was a pounding sound, and the door burst open.
 
                 “What are you doing?” Marco heard a woman’s voice shouting, as his own body continued to flail and Mirra rested against the wall where his reaction had tossed her.  He was too stunned to understand what was happening.  He turned his glazed eyes, his body in shock from the pain and the reaction of the evil, and saw that Folence and Kilson had entered the apartment.
 
   “My God, my lady!” Kilson spoke loudly.  “There’s so much blood!  Is he dying?  Did she stab him?”
 
   “It would have been simpler if she had,” Folence said.  “You check on the girl and the boy,” she directed the guardsman as she bent over Marco.
 
   He tried to look down at himself, then looked away.  His flesh was ripped open across his chest, revealing the gleam of his ribs, and blood was splattered everywhere.  He looked up and saw Folence’s eyes, drilling down into his own, and then he passed out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20 – Deadly Dance at the Palace
 
    
 
   Marco awoke, and he saw a dark ceiling somewhere far above him.  He felt pain all across the right side of his chest, in his right shoulder, and in his right arm.
 
   “Mirra?” he asked groggily.
 
   There was a spat of whispering, and then a quick shuffling of feet, followed by the sound of a door closing.  It slowly dawned on him that he could not move his arms or legs.
 
   “Mirra?  Glaze?” he asked again.  “Folence?” he asked in desperation, hoping that someone would answer him.
 
   He heard the sound of the door again, and more footsteps, then Folence appeared above him.  “Do you know who I am?” she asked, looking down at him.
 
   “My second worst nightmare,” he said groggily.
 
   Her lips flickered in what might have been the beginning of a smile.
 
   “Where are we?  Where’s Mirra?” he asked.
 
   “Don’t you want to know if you’re going to live?” she asked.  “That should be your first question.”
 
   “If you’ve got me captive,” he wrenched his left fist fruitlessly, “it doesn’t matter so much whether I live or not.  Where’s Mirra?  Is she alright?”
 
   “So worried about your ward, are you young Pygmalion?” Folence asked.  “Even after she tried to kill you?”
 
   “What’s Pygmalion mean?  She didn’t try to kill me!  She tried to heal me – she did what I told her to do,” he said, then grimaced in pain from his over-exertion.
 
   “Captain Kilson has her and her brother under guard back at the duke’s palace; she’s in no immediate danger, so don’t worry about her just now, her keeper is very sympathetic,” Folence said.  “We need to worry more about you.
 
   “You’re lucky to be alive.  If Kilson hadn’t taken me in search of your pretty young prodigy as a means to track you down, I wouldn’t have been there when you were dying,” Folence said.  “And all I’ve done is kept you alive.  You’re a mess, a terrible mess, even without that abomination that is trying to eat your soul.”
 
   “Am I strapped down?  Will you release me?” Marco asked.
 
   Folence looked at him with narrowed eyes.  “Not right now, not yet.  You need to rest and heal.  I’ve sent a message to Lady Iasco to let her know your condition, and if you grow healthy enough to move, I’ll put you on a ship and send you to her so that she can heal you completely.
 
   “If I take those straps off, there’s no telling what you might try to do, or what damage you’ll do to yourself,” she concluded.
 
   Marco closed his eyes, defeated. 
 
   “Mirra only did what I told her to.  I thought I could destroy the sorcerer’s evil that was in me, and she was following my directions.  She and Glaze shouldn’t be held captive.  Please release them,” he begged.
 
   “I’ll look into the matter.  Captain Kilson certainly feels that they’re better off at the palace where he can keep a close eye on them,” Folence told him.  “And for their own sake, we shouldn’t let them go back to that squalid home in any event.”
 
   “Ask Gabrielle; see if they can stay with her.  I just want them to be free,” Marco felt exhausted from the conversation, and he began to sleep.
 
   Folence took a step back and looked at the boy.  He was asleep atop a bier that was positioned upon the altar of the chapel in the convent house of her order.  The Sisterhood of Ophiuchus had a temple campus at Barcelon that appeared simple on the outside.  It was never open to the public, except for the small building that women from the community visited for medical care and religious services.  Marco was far inside the temple grounds; he was being kept in the most sanctified space Folence could use, as a way to try to tamp down the terrible evil force that lived within his body.
 
   Although she wouldn’t admit it to the boy, his alchemical solution to the problem had been productive.  The evil energy had been moving closer and closer to seizing control of his heart, and seizing control of his soul, for whatever unknown purposes it had in mind.  His method, brutal and destructive as it had been, had driven the evil farther from his heart, and seemed to have cowed it into quiescence for the past day.  She hoped the sanctity of the chapel would help to weaken the evil while the boy’s body was healed, and she desperately tried to discover some means of curing him further.
 
   She stopped looking at him and turned to go.  Her eyes momentarily locked with those of the statue of Mary that overlooked the altar.  Folence didn’t like having a male on the grounds, let alone in the chapel.  She would have to go through a ritual to re-consecrate the building once he was gone, as a way to appease the Mother, to appease her own conscious, and to settle the angry mutterings of the sisters nearby who were upset by the presence of a male upon their grounds.
 
   When Marco next awoke it was the following day, and he felt more energetic.  “May I have some water, please?” he called out hoarsely.  He could see no one present within the scope of his vision, but he heard footsteps.  An elderly woman appeared suddenly. 
 
   “Open your mouth,” she ordered, then dribbled some water into his mouth.  He closed his lips to swallow, but she continued to pour, so that water splattered all across his face, and he opened his mouth again to catch the flow and stop the spray of water that covered his nose and eyes.  He stopped to swallow again, and she continued to pour for a pair of seconds more, then smugly stopped and walked away.
 
   Minutes later Folence arrived.  ”How do you feel this morning?” she asked.
 
   “Wet,” he answered curtly.
 
   She raised her apron, and roughly wiped it across his face.  “Now how do you feel?”
 
   “Dry,” he told her.
 
   She stared down in disapproval.  “I’m keeping you alive, and I’m protecting your soul by keeping you here in this holy place where no man has ever been before.  I expect more cooperation than this.”
 
   “Where is the evil part?  Has it moved?” Marco asked her.
 
   “It hasn’t moved.  It’s still the same size it was when we brought you here, which is smaller than it was originally.  Your suicidal attack on it did shrink it noticeably in size,” she grudgingly told him.
 
   “Can you untie me now?” he asked.
 
   “Do you pledge to stay obedient and meek while you are here?” she countered.
 
   “I can’t make that pledge,” he answered.
 
   “Then I can’t untie you,” Folence retorted.  She bent over him suddenly, her head approaching his, and he moved his head away from her so quickly that he wrenched his neck.
 
   Folence paid no attention to him as she brought her nose down to the long string of stitches that crossed his chest, raggedly pulling his flesh back together.  “There’s no infection so far,” she said as she raised her head after sniffing for the smell of infection.
 
   “Are Mirra and Glaze freed?” Marco asked.
 
   “Yes, they are.  Captain Kilson put in a request with the Duke to facilitate their release.  They were set free as a favor to him,” Folence said.
 
   “Where are they?  Can I see them?” Marco immediately asked.
 
   “As you suggested, the brother is living with the lady at the alchemy shop,” Folence answered.  “Because they were released on recognizance to Captain Kilson, the girl is staying at his home.
 
   “I’m sure he is being a perfect gentleman,” Folence added, taking some pity on Marco, as she saw the expression on his face.
 
   “Can you have her brought here?” he asked.
 
   “In a few days.  After you heal more completely,” Folence remained adamant.
 
   “If I pledge to not run away, and to obey you while I am healing, will you unstrap me, and bring Mirra to see me?” Marco felt desperate enough to concede.
 
   “So you’ll agree to be obedient, but not meek, while you’re here?” Folence referred back to her earlier request.
 
   “Yes,” Marco said in a low voice.
 
   “Then I will unstrap you,” Folence said.  She reached across him and opened the buckle on one wrist, then undid the other.  “And I will send a message to Captain Kilson to invite his young friend to come for a visit,” she added.
 
   “Do not try to do too much, Marco.  You will be in a great deal of pain.  Do not try to walk about unless you have someone to assist you.  You may not – under any circumstances – leave this building,” she instructed.  “I will have someone here at all times to watch over you.”
 
   She turned and walked away, leaving Marco to stretch his left arm over to the right, where he rubbed at his wrists, then raised his right arm and looked at the raised portion of that arm.  The evil energy was a grotesquely distended knob in his bicep, just above the elbow, but it did look smaller than the lump had looked before.  He could see the line of stitches that ran up his arm to his shoulder, and disappeared from his view on his torso.
 
   He pressed himself up into a sitting position, and felt a sharp shooting pain run through his chest.  Folence’s warning had been accurate – he was in a great deal of pain just from that one simple act.
 
   He looked around.  A patient woman, a member of Folence’s order, wore a severe gray gown, and sat on a pew watching him, as her fingers knitted yarn into some item of clothing.  The building was beautiful on the inside.  There were numerous rows of pews behind the woman, all empty.  The perimeter of the room was ringed with statutes of women – holy women, he presumed.  The walls were decorated with intricate tapestries and the ceiling was high, high above.  There were four doors, one in each direction.
 
   Marco unbuckled the straps on his ankles, then laid back down, and fell asleep, exhausted by the simple effort.
 
   The next day, Mirra came to visit.  Kilson brought her to the convent grounds, then waited outside while Folence escorted her to see Marco.  She wore a new gown, one he had never seen before.  It had a low neckline that revealed her décolletage to a greater degree than Marco thought appropriate, and he asked about it before they said anything else.
 
   “Captain Kilson bought this gown for me,” she explained to Marco, and he let the issue pass, as his eyes took in the sight of her beauty.
 
   The two of them held hands and talked for nearly an hour, until Folence returned, and took Mirra back out of the chapel.  Marco became aware that every day Folence came to the chapel to treat his wounds with ointments and salves, and had sisters of her order lay hands upon him as they prayed.
 
   The following day, Marco tried to walk.  Folence had two members of her order stand on either side of him, and he slowly walked to the back of the chapel.   The day after that, Folence sniffed his stitches again, and decided that he could be bathed, and insisted that it happen.  The females of the order vacated a bathroom in one of their dormitories, and Marco washed himself in lukewarm water, then felt refreshed from the cleansing.
 
   Mirra visited the following day, with news.  “The Duke still wants to have a ball to honor you for curing the plague and for defeating the Corsairs’ sorcerer.  He has it scheduled for three days hence, and wants Lady Folence to let you come to the palace for it.  Kilson has said that you’re not strong enough to leave, but the Duke insists.”
 
   “Will I go to the palace for the duke’s ball?” Marco asked Folence when she arrived later in the day to inspect and treat his wounds.
 
   “That may be up to you.  Will you promise to not run away, and to continue to be obedient?” she asked as she examined him.
 
   “If Mirra is at the ball, I’ll be obedient,” Marco answered.
 
   And so, on the day of the ball, Folence came to him in the mid-afternoon.  “It’s time to remove your stitches,” she told him.  She had a small, sharp knife, and she carefully cut away the black threads, and pulled each one out.  The process took an hour.  
 
   “Now, let them drain for a while, then we’ll take you to have a bath, and we’ll dress you up for your night at the palace.  Afterwards, you’ll return immediately here, agreed?” she asked.
 
   “How much longer are you going to keep me here?” Marco asked, as he looked at the long, angry red line that ran along his arm and his shoulder.  It would be an ugly scar to carry around, though he thought he could compose some alchemical creams that would substantially fade it away.  It was a goal he set for himself for the day when he could finally return to Gabrielle’s shop and resume his life in Barcelon.  If that day ever came, he cautioned himself to remember.
 
   “I can’t tell you,” Folence answered.  “You still have the sorcerer’s evil in your body.  I don’t know how it will react when you leave this sanctified place.  I am judging that a few hours at the palace will not be enough time to allow it to do any damage to you.  Afterwards, we’ll bring you back here.
 
   “Physically, you are moderately healed Marco, but your soul is still in grave danger.  I expect to receive advice from Lady Iasco any day now that may give me some direction in how to resolve the problem.”
 
   Marco sat silently, digesting her information, then walked to the baths and cleaned himself up.  “Here is an outfit for you to wear,” Folence surprised him by walking unannounced into the bath.  She had clothing draped over her arm.  “Don’t be shy boy, get up here and get dressed.   I’ve had to clean you up enough that you don’t have anything to hide from me, so move along.”
 
   Marco obediently stepped up to her and pulled on the dark pants and the white shirt.  “What’s this?” he asked about a blue triangle of cloth.
 
   “That’s your sling.  Put it on and put your right arm in it,” Folence ordered, then she helped him put on stockings and boots.
 
   “That white shirt will show off your medal nicely,” the priestess murmured as she inspected him.  “You know,” she replied to his puzzled look, “the Duke will award you with a medal for all your valiant service.”
 
   Marco rolled his eyes, and saw that Folence smiled, the first sign he could remember that she had a sense of humor.
 
   They rode in a carriage to the palace, and arrived in the early evening, before sunset.  As soon as they left the grounds of the temple, Marco heard the humming murmur of the evil energy resume.  The rhythm of its chant instantly raised Marco’s blood pressure, as he recognized that it was again calling out to evil powers elsewhere, inviting them to come to seize him.
 
   He looked over at Folence.  She was dressed in a regal blue robe, and wore a headdress that made her seem to be a queen in her own right.  She sat rigidly, looking neither right nor left as the carriage carried her and her unwilling ward towards the palace.
 
   Within minutes they arrived at the palace gates, and the carriage of the priestess was immediately admitted, ahead of a long line of other carriages that waited in line to attend the ball.  Marco declined assistance, and climbed down from the carriage on his own, looking about from the porte-cochere in hopes of seeing Mirra waiting for him.  She was not present, but several court servants escorted Folence and Marco through the palace to a waiting room.
 
   The building was large, and grand.  Marco was distracted by the increasing volume of the murmur that came from the evil energy within him.  He considered admitting the problem to Folence, but refrained, fearful that she would take him immediately back to the temple grounds before he could see Mirra.
 
   “So, do you remember much about your last stay here?” Folence asked as the two of them sat in a pair of comfortable chairs.
 
   “No,” Marco admitted.  “I remember running away, and that’s about all.”
 
   “It’s supposed to be one of the most beautiful palaces in the Western kingdoms,” she told him.
 
   Just then the door opened, and Folence stood up with an elegant poise that impressed Marco.  He turned to see that the Duke had arrived.
 
   “I’m so glad the two of you are here,” the nobleman said in a booming voice as he approached them.  “What’s the point of having a ball to honor someone when the guest of honor can’t attend?” he laughed.  He bent over the hand of Folence, then looked at Marco critically.  “Her ladyship appears to have kept you alive, and I’m glad of that.  I certainly owe you thanks for saving the city twice now, young man.”
 
   “I’m honored to be able to serve,” Marco said nervously.
 
   “We’ll want to introduce the two of you after most of the ordinary guests are already present.  The staff will bring you down the main staircase, and you’ll have to deal with all the dreadful chatting and small talk.  That’s why I wanted to see you now, to tell you how sincere my gratitude is,” the Duke said.
 
   “Are Kilson and Mirra going to be here?” Marco asked.
 
   “Oh of course!  Kilson is my right hand man, and he’s had an extra spring in his step providing hospitality to that young beauty of yours these past few days.  You won’t be able to keep him away from dancing with her,” the Duke said jovially.  “Now excuse me.  I’ll see you soon in the hall.”  And with that the Duke was gone.
 
   Marco sat and stewed over the thought of Kilson continuing to shower gifts upon Mirra.  The girl had lived a life of deprivation until these past few weeks.  Now, Kilson was showing her wealth and gifts and a genteel life that Marco couldn’t begin to offer.
 
   “Shall we go?” Folence interrupted his dark thoughts when a servant came to lead them to the ball.
 
   The sorcerer’s energy within him seemed to jump with excitement, and Marco tried to covertly place his left hand inside the sling to feel the lump of evil power.  It had moved!  It felt warm, and seemed to quiver with energy.   Marco felt his stomach flip with fear and tension.
 
   “What’s happening?  What’s wrong?  You’re as white as a sheet,” Folence immediately recognized his state of anxiety.
 
   “It, it’s moving,” Marco stuttered.
 
   “We need to get you back to the chapel immediately,” Folence said sharply.  “Would you go have my carriage brought around?” she asked a servant in the hallway.
 
   “No, I’ve got time.  I just want to see Mirra,” Marco insisted.
 
   Folence rolled her eyes at him.  “Think with your brain, not your heart – or anything else,” she snapped.
 
   “Let’s just hurry through this,” Marco was full of fear, but still determined to at least see the girl he cared for.
 
   “We’ll hurry through this,” Folence said through gritted teeth, and they began to pace down the hall.  The murmuring of the energy was growing louder, and then Marco felt a painful ripping shock to his arm, bad enough to make him stumble; without even looking he knew the evil swelling had moved again.
 
   He gathered himself together and refused to meet Folence’s eye as they turned a corner and descended a staircase, then stepped into a small room, where Marco suddenly realized that Kilson and Mirra were waiting for them.
 
   Mirra was a vision of beauty.  Her hair was swept up on top of her head, with delicate white flowers woven into it artfully.  Her shoulders were bare, and her gown was a subtle shade of blue, with matching gloves that reached from her fingers to her elbows.   There was make-up lightly applied around her eyes, making them seem even larger and more entrancing.
 
   “Marco!” she said affectionately.  “You look so handsome in those clothes,” she stepped away from Kilson and over to him.  “I’d hug you, but this gown is so tenuous I’m afraid it would fall away,” she giggled momentarily.  “Are you well?  You look pale.
 
   “I brought you something,” she told him.  She went to a corner of the room and returned with his sword, set in a beautifully worked leather scabbard.  “Here let me adjust it for you,” she delicately reached around him, standing only inches in front of him as her arms encircled him to ring the scabbard around his hips.
 
   Marco stared into her eyes, mesmerized.  “I’ve missed you so much,” he whispered.
 
   “I’ve missed you too,” she told him, and he was pleased to see a spark of genuine affection in her eyes.
 
   She looked down and buckled the belt tight.  “There,” she said as she stepped back, and took her spot next to Kilson, “now you look like quite the proper gentleman hero of the court.”
 
   “He does,” Kilson heartily agreed.   “Quite the dashing young squire, ready to go out and learn about the world and to do more good deeds.
 
   “Will you ladies excuse us?” Kilson asked.  “I have a quick question for our boy hero.” 
 
   Folence looked skeptically at Kilson.  “I’ll not wander far from my ward,” she said sternly.  “I’ll be right out here in the hall, and the door stays open so that I can see him,” she warned as she stepped out with the servants and Mirra.
 
   Marco looked out at Folence, then looked at Kilson, who put his arm around Marco’s shoulder and turned them to face away from Folence.
 
   “Marco my boy, that girl is extraordinary!  She’s a real beauty, and her heart is sweet as honey,” Kilson told Marco in a low voice.  “I’ve enjoyed showing her a taste of the life among the people of the palace, and everyone here is in love with her!
 
   “You are still very young, and not ready to settle down.  You’re not in a position to make her life as easy as I am able to.  There are a lot of things you need to do in life before you settle down.  Me,” Kilson thumped himself on the chest.  “I’ve gotten all that out of the way.  I can be a steady breadwinner for her, and treat her like a queen.
 
   “Why don’t you move out of the picture, real gentle-like, and let me give her the life she and that little baby of hers deserve?” Kilson finished making his pitch.
 
   Marco looked at him incredulously, then shrugged off the arm around his shoulder and turned to face Kilson.
 
   “There’s not a chance in Hell!” he said vehemently.
 
   “The witches are going to take you away from here any day now.  You’re never going to see her again anyway.  Why don’t you make it easier for her by letting her go, so that I can comfort her?” Kilson said.  “You know Folence has a charter ship waiting at the dock to carry you away at any moment, don’t you?”
 
   Marco looked at Kilson, then looked through the doorway at Folence, who was watching him intently.  
 
   Just then the door to the ballroom opened, and a servant stuck his head in.  “We’re ready to announce the guests of honor,” he said.  “It’s time to go.”
 
   Folence immediately stepped back into the anteroom and placed her arm through Marco’s.  “We’re ready,” she replied to the servant.
 
   “We’ll get announced, we’ll mingle for a little while, and then we’ll get you back to the temple grounds.  You don’t look well,” she commented as they stepped towards the door.
 
   Marco looked back over his shoulder, to see Mirra stepping next to Kilson.  She waggled her fingers affectionately at Marco as he left the room.
 
   “Are you taking me to the chapel, or are you taking me to a charter ship to ship me back to the isle?” he demanded of Folence.
 
   The lady’s step almost faltered, but then they were at the top of a staircase, looking out across a vast room, the largest room he had ever seen.  The space glittered with candles and crystals and mirrors that spread light widely and evenly, so that Marco could see individuals standing far and near, men and women wearing elaborate clothing that was worth more than Marco had even imagined.
 
   The ceiling was elaborately decorated with murals and gold leaf.  There was a row of small windows, framed by ornate short columns, that raised the central ceiling from a surrounding lower level, and a balcony row was midway between the floor and the ceiling.  An orchestra played music at the far end of the hall, in front of a nearly-empty dance floor.  The sight was an extraordinary one that sent a thrill through Marco’s spirit.
 
   “The honored guest of the evening, the apprentice alchemist Marco, whose discovery of a cure for the plague saved the lives of thousands, and whose mortal combat with the Corsair sorcerer prevented a devastating raid on our fair city from succeeding.  He has recovered from his wounds, and is here tonight, a Knight of the Palace and the champion of all who need help!” a herald’s voice boomed impossibly loudly, and set off a boisterous round of applause.
 
   “Now we descend the steps,” Folence cued him, and they began to slowly step down each step of the staircase.
 
   The energy in his arm moved so wildly that Marco jerked and winced while halfway down the stairs.  Folence’s fingers dug into his left forearm, steadying him.  “Is it the evil?” she asked quietly.
 
   “Yes,” Marco breathed heavily.  “It’s active.”
 
   “You’ll only be here five minutes, then we go,” Folence reassured him.
 
   They reached the bottom of the stairs, where the Duke stood waiting for them.
 
   “Let everyone here know how pleased I am to be able to host this event in honor of Marco, whose heroics had saved our city from disasters.  To show my gratitude, I bequeath upon him and his heirs the Marquisate of Sant Jeroni, an ancient hunting estate in the mountains that was a favorite place of my grandfather.  I have very fond memories of hunting there with him when I was a child, and I give those memories to you with a smile,” the Duke graciously said.  A hearty cheer rose in the surrounding throng, upon hearing word of the Duke’s generosity.
 
   Marco felt a stunned silliness that spread a wide smile across his face.  Even through the distracting sound of the murmuring evil, which was growing louder and deeper in his ears, the thought of being made into a nobleman was beyond imagination.
 
   “Your grace is too kind to the boy,” he faintly heard Folence say.  The murmuring was more than a distraction now; the sounds were evolving to become distinct words.  They remained just a fraction of perception away from being understood.
 
   Folence squeezed his hand, redirecting his attention.  He refocused his eyes, and looked at the grinning Duke.  “I cannot tell you how surprised I am, your grace,” Marco stumbled to say.  “I’m just a poor boy; I never dreamed of anything like this.  I just wanted to help make people’s live better, and to fight the evil.”
 
   At his last phrase the lump in his arm grew warm with anger.
 
   “It is because I so seldom hear of such goodness of heart that I wanted to reward you.  And it may be that you will say I have done you no favor when you see the lodge in the mountains!” the Duke laughed.  “My grandfather complained from September until May that that lodge could never be warm enough!” he laughed heartily enough to raise a chuckle from those around him.  “And my grandmother complained that it was too far from the city.”
 
   “Now mingle about Marco, and all of you,” the Duke ordered.  “Eat some food!  Drink some wine!  Chase some girls – oh, pardon that last,” he chuckled.  “This ball is in your name, so enjoy.”
 
   “Here!” Marco suddenly understood the words that the evil was broadcasting.  “He is here.  Come and get him.  The power is here,” the murmur was loud in his ears, louder than some of the voices of nearby partiers.
 
    “Can you hear it?” Marco pressed his mouth against Folence’s ear to softly ask, as they began to stroll through the crowd.  “I can hear the evil calling.  It’s telling other evil where I am, and to come get me.”
 
   “I don’t hear anything,” she answered.
 
   Hands were reaching out to pat him, to congratulate him.  They were headed towards the empty space of the dance floor.  The orchestra was on a break, and no dancers occupied the opening.
 
   Marco looked and saw a veiled lady watching him intently.  Even though he could only see her eyes, he knew that they were familiar.  And the veiled lady was very nearby, walking along in parallel to the path he and Folence were on.
 
   “Come now!  Get him now!  There is power here!” the evil voice was practically shrieking.
 
   “Someone’s following us,” Marco said urgently to Folence, as they reached the dance floor, trailing a small crowd of followers who wished to congratulate Marco, as well as Kilson and Mirra, and the veiled lady.
 
   Before Folence could reply, there was a crashing noise from above.  All eyes in the room looked up at the unexpected sound.  The entire perimeter set of windows around the ceiling were bursting inward, as flocks of raven came flying into the room, and a shower of glass shards fell down upon the crowd.  The men and women in their finery screamed and scrambled in response to the unexpected catastrophe.
 
   Marco and Folence stumbled as they craned their necks upward to look at the sight above, and they fell to the floor.  The birds circled together just below the ceiling, hundreds of them whirling around and around, making a cacophonous uproar of caws and shrieks.  The birds were glowing faintly with a deep purple aura, and Marco knew that they had come to get him.
 
   “Run Folence!” he shouted.  “Take Mirra to safety!”  He rose to his knees, and pulled his sword free, then doubled over in pain as the evil tumor on his arm fought its way up to his shoulder.
 
   And then the ravens came swooping down at him.  A black shaft of feathers and flesh came plummeting directly at him.  Marco weakly raised his sword, and watched as the first of the birds came at him.  The sword’s marvelous powers came to the fore, and the blade in his hand twisted and turned to knock away three birds simultaneously.
 
   But then a score of birds dove into his chest and his shoulders and his head, knocking him to the floor in a screaming volley of pain, as he heard the evil power start singing a victory song.  “He is ours, he is mine.  We control him!” the voice sang.
 
   “This shall cease!” a woman’s voice shouted.
 
   Marco had his good arm over his head, trying to protect his face as the birds continued to pummel him, then he suddenly felt a tension in the air, and a bright flash of light occurred.  The assault of the ravens abruptly stopped, and Marco heard a continual pummeling sound.  
 
   He opened his eyes and looked up, where he saw that there was a small yellow dome, a magical construction, arched over him.  A few ravens fluttered within the dome, along with Marco, and Folence, who was on the floor rising to her knees.
 
   And also inside the dome was the veiled lady, the one Marco had noted with such concern.  Her veils were dropped, revealing the striped complexion of her face.  It was Lady Iasco, somehow miraculously transported from the Isle to Barcelon, and exercising great powers of sorcery that Marco had not suspected she held.
 
   The ravens continued to throw themselves at the outside of the dome, and as each of them struck, there was a small explosion as the purple energy of each bird made contact with the dome’s yellow power.
 
   “Get him up, Folence!” Iasco shouted.  “I can’t hold this for very long.”
 
   Marco shouted in pain just then, as the evil energy took another jump forward onto his chest.
 
   Folence rose and lifted him with a strength that surprised him, then heedlessly pulled his shirt off of him, rubbing the white fabric across his face to wipe away the streaming blood from the many cuts there.  She looked at the location of the lump, then her eyes narrowed.
 
   “I’m doing this for you, Marco,” she inexplicable told him, as he knelt in a daze of pain and confusion.
 
   Folence reached into a fold of her dress, and pulled out the container of gorgon’s blood.  She took a deep breath, then opened the container, and to Marco’s horror, she stuck her fingertip directly into the flakes within, then began to scream as she rapidly moved the finger to press it against the evil tumor that was on Marco’s chest.
 
   The evil energy immediately began to retreat, and Marco’s soul was filled with the sound of its screaming fury and pain.  He closed his eyes and began to collapse in pain and horror as he felt Folence’s finger shepherd the energy back to his shoulder, then down his arm, and past his elbow.  Folence was screaming in pain even as she maintained her assault on his parasitic attacker.
 
   Marco opened his eyes to see Folence collapse in pain on the ground, her hand covered in blood, whether it was her own or his, he couldn’t tell.  The lump of evil was pressed clear down to his wrist, a gruesome distension of his flesh in that area.
 
   “The shield is failing!” Iasco screamed.  “Get rid of the energy Marco!”  She screamed.  “Cut your hand off!”
 
   Marco blinked in horror at the thought, but he saw the yellow light of the shield flickering as Iasco’s effort to protect him began to falter under the ceaseless torrent of possessed birds, each striking it and exploding, fragmenting it further.
 
   A hole appeared on the side of the collapsing dome, and a raven flew in, striking Marco on the very wrist where the evil had retreated to.  Folence was sprawled on the ground unconscious, and Iasco was sinking to her knees as she drained herself of energy.
 
   He had to do it, Marco realized sadly.  He wheeled the enchanted sword in his left hand and started the blade on its path.  The less he thought about it the better.   He closed his eyes, and then felt the shock of contact.  His arm reacted, and he felt no pain for two seconds.
 
   In disbelief he opened his eyes, and watched as multiple things seemed to all occur simultaneously.  His hand lay on the ground beside him, and the stump of his wrist was pouring out blood.  The yellow shield collapsed, and Iasco fell to the floor.  The ravens reacted to the severing of the hand and wrist by wheeling about in the air, circling overhead in confusion.
 
   Worst of all – impossibly, it seemed worse than losing the hand – Marco watched in sickened fear as the remnant of the evil energy oozed out of the end of his severed hand.  It still had a will to carry out some evil deed, and with incomprehensible speed, it shot from the floor towards the closest next victim it wished to control.
 
   Standing in horrified fascination near the scene of the unearthly battle were Mirra and Kilson.  Kilson, who had his sword out, received the impact of the evil energy in the center of his chest.
 
   “Staunch the blood loss!” Iasco whispered.
 
   Marco fell to his knees, and cradled the wounded appendage against his chest, moaning in pain.
 
   “Touch the gorgon’s blood flake to his wound, quickly!” Iasco shouted at the inert Folence.
 
   Marco vaguely heard the comments as he tried to grasp how much pain was washing over him.
 
   Folence rose to her knees.
 
   Kilson stood still, his face a mask of terror, as Mirra grasped his arm.  “Are you alright my lord?  Someone help us!” she shouted.
 
   Kilson’s whole body shuddered, and then a look of cunning came over his face.  “I’ve never felt better my pretty,” he told Mirra, as he encircled her in his arm and passionately kissed her unexpectedly.
 
   She struggled, and he raised his face from her, keeping his hand grasping the back of her neck in a firm grip.
 
   “See what I’ve got boy!” Kilson’s voice roared.  “Once you’re dead, she’ll be mine!”  As soon as the officer saw that he had Marco’s attention, he carelessly hurled Mirra to the floor, and focused his attention on Marco.  An unhealthy glow began to form around his body;  it was the same dark glow of the malevolent energy, as it took control of the guardsman.
 
   Folence raised herself up and reached into Marco’s tightly curled body.  “I’m sorry, again, boy,” she said, and she grabbed his stump and thrust it against the open container of the magical, deadly crystalline flakes of gorgon’s blood.  Marco screamed, a light flashed from the contact, and Folence fell to the ground again.
 
   Marco raised his wounded arm in the air, feeling the effect of the gorgon’s blood as it cauterized his wrist and then entered his blood stream.  He felt pain and anger.  The sight of Kilson’s kiss with Mirra was unacceptable, and all thought left his mind as rage drove through his crippled body.
 
   “Kilson!” he screamed.  “You go too far!”
 
   “Boy, you’re about to meet your death!” the guard officer roared in response, and advanced rapidly towards Marco, swinging his sword with an ability and agility that seemed inhuman in its speed and dexterity.
 
   Marco’s own magical sword responded, blocking and parrying Kilson’s attack, and the two antagonists circled around one another, one driven by an evil sorcerer’s curse, the other driven by the gorgon’s blood and enchanted sword, thrusting and defending with abilities beyond those of mortal talents.  Marco was distantly aware of the screams going on around him, though only the sobs of Mirra penetrated his awareness.  Others in the ballroom were fleeing from the vicinity of the swordplay, and the ravens were beating their wings and circling rapidly in a low orbit directly above the conflict.
 
   Kilson pressed hard against Marco, who began to step backwards slowly as he fought to protect himself from the officer’s ferocious onslaught.  “Do you want to know what I’m going to do with your pretty little friend?” Kilson asked in a taunting tone.
 
   And just as he prepared to attack Kilson over that question, Marco took a step back onto the unseen slumping Iasco, and tripped backwards.
 
   Kilson saw Marco go down and shouted with glee, then began to thrust his blade forward at the falling boy.
 
   Marco’s blade wretched him backwards over Iasco, in a complete flip, that left him momentarily dizzy, then the blade drew his arm and entire body forward in a counter thrust that skewered the unprepared Kilson, entering his chest at the base of his neck, and shooting far down into his torso.
 
   Kilson reacted by standing upright and staggering backward, pulling the sword out of Marco’s hand as Marco fell onto the ground and landed on top of Iasco.  He looked up in horror at Kilson.
 
   The weapon was still sticking in his body, and people were screaming once again in renewed horror at the sight.  Marco awkwardly scrambled up to his feet, using his only hand to press himself upward.
 
   Kilson sneered at him in a voice that was not his own.  “Your trials are just beginning young champion; you will not survive all that is to come,” he snarled, and then his body collapsed to the ground, rolling over on his back.
 
   Marco jumped forward and removed his blade, seeking the reassurance that its strength and ability provided as he held it.  He raised the blade in a sign of celebration for the impossible victory, and felt the handle of the sword grow hot; the metal blade glowed for a second of preparation, and then discharged a forked lightning bolt of energy upward into the air of the ballroom.
 
   The lightning forked and forked and split and multiplied itself over and over again in the blink of an eye, so that it struck every one of the ravens that was flying overhead, vaporizing them so thoroughly that only a few black feathers floated to the ground.
 
   And then Marco fell to his knees, in pain and shock and triumph and confusion and sorrow.  His eyes found Mirra, who was still on the floor, and stared back at him.  He heard someone moving behind him, but he had no energy left to even turn, and he too crumpled to the floor unconscious.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 21 – Aboard Iasco’s Ship
 
    
 
   He heard voices.  They were all feminine voices, though he did not recognize that at first.  Marco felt incredible pain that stretched across every portion of his body it seemed, except when one of the voices told him to swallow a liquid that brought brief but blessed relief from the pain.
 
   He was lying in a bed, and it was moving.  “Where am I?” he asked at last.  He tried to open his eyes, but bright sunshine gave him a headache.
 
   “Where does it smell like you are?” a voice asked.  Marco recognized it as Lady Iasco.
 
   Memories, dreams, and nightmares came crashing into the forefront of his thoughts at the sound of her voice; she was a trigger to release all the things that had occurred when he had last been aware.
 
   He held his left hand up over his eyes for shade, then squinted.  There was sunlight shining directly in his eyes through an open port.  He was on board a ship.  The sea smell, the motion, the sounds that he had ignored – all were confirmation.
 
   “Can you shade that window?” he asked, as he held up the bandaged stump of his right arm in a futile attempt to further block the sun’s rays.
 
   The terrible sight of the stump proved that there was truth to the incredible memories.  His arm ended just above his wrist.  He had done it to himself, like a trapped animal.  He had cut off the dangerously infected end of his arm rather than allow the evil energy within it to cause his death, or worse.
 
   Someone immediately pulled a screen in front of the porthole, diffusing the direct light, so that Marco could lower his hand.  He looked around and saw that he was in a fairly large cabin, relative to what he had seen on the last ship he had boarded.  Iasco was sitting nearby at a desk, and an unknown woman was sitting next to him.
 
   “We’re heading towards Ophiuchus,” he stated what he did not doubt.  
 
   “Yes, that’s correct,” Iasco replied without looking up.
 
   “I’ll be held there as your prisoner,” he stated.
 
   “I think guest, or at least captive, would sound better, but in this case, none of those names are correct,” she answered, still without looking at him.  “I think we will call you our patient.”
 
   “It doesn’t make much difference if I’m not allowed to leave,” he heard the quaver in his voice, and stopped, embarrassed by the sign of weakness.
 
   “Ah, but of course you will be allowed to leave, when your course of healing is finished,” the woman with the striped skin turned to face him at last.
 
   “We’re taking you to the isle in hopes that we may be able to perform a miracle or two of our own to match your miraculous deeds of the past few days,” she walked towards him, and the woman who was beside him immediately rose silently, so that Iasco could slide quietly into her place.   She stretched her hand across his body and grasped his hand, then squeezed it tightly.
 
   There was a warmth about her that he hadn’t seen before, and he looked up at her carefully.
 
   “I have to say that you are quite a wild card, young man!  Or should I say young nobleman?” she spoke in a soft voice.
 
   “Here, have a sip of this,” she held a reed to his lips as she saw him grimace in pain, and he took a sip of the sedative she offered.
 
   “We will be at the Isle by tomorrow evening, and I’ll have you carried up to the summit of the mountain soon after our arrival, so that we can perform the operation there, in the Temple of Asclepius,” she said.  “I have some confidence that we’ll have success.
 
   He took another sip of the drink, then laid back, already feeling sleepy.
 
   “Which operation?” he asked groggily.
 
   “The operation to re-attach your hand,” Iasco answered, and Marco drifted off to sleep.
 
   He dreamed of having two hands again, then dreamed that his feet were hands as well.  He awoke again in the early hours of the morning, before sunrise, and shouted in surprise when he found a woman casually changing his bedding beneath him.
 
   “Go back to sleep, lad. Sorry to wake you,” she murmured.  “But this has to be done.”
 
   Marco looked with wide-eyed shock at her, then realized the truth of her words.  He blushed but said no more.  An hour later the sun had brightened the sky outside enough for him to see that Iasco was asleep in an adjoining cabin, one whose door was open to reveal the bunk she lay in.  She stared at him momentarily, then reached out and flung the door shut, and seconds later emerged with a robe on.
 
   “What is it?” she asked.
 
   “I want to use the bathroom,” he answered curtly.
 
   She exhaled.  “Here, let me help you,” she reached forward.
 
   “No, that’s just it.  I don’t want anyone to help me,” he said, then grimaced again in pain as he tried to raise himself up.
 
   “Careful,” she warned him.  “You’ll tear some of those stitches.  Now let me help,” she advised with a touch of asperity in her tone.
 
   Marco took the warning the second time, and let her help him to his feet, grunting at the effort.  “I knew you were heavy of course, from when you dove on top of me at the duke’s palace.”
 
   “I didn’t dive!” he protested as they slowly crossed the cabin.
 
   “Here’s the head.  I’ll respect your modesty and wait out here.  Call me if you need help,” she held the door to a cramped space open, then watched him enter and pull the door shut.
 
   “Can I go up on the deck?” he asked when he pushed the door open a minute later.
 
   “Wait here and I’ll go arrange some help for that,” Iasco replied.  “Sit here,” she guided him back to his bed, then left the room for several minutes.
 
   Three women brought a wide plank of wood into his room, and strapped him to it, then unceremoniously carried him up to a chair at the bow of the ship, and sat him down.
 
   Iasco came up to join him a half hour later, dressed, and they both sat there silently, watching the waves and the clouds and feeling the wind constantly blowing.
 
   “Can you really re-attach my hand?  Will it work?” Marco asked finally.
 
   “I can’t promise complete success, but we have a chance,” Iasco answered.
 
   “The first thing I did after the battle in the ballroom was to cast a preservation spell over the hand you cut off.  It’s down in the hold, secured for our efforts.  If it’s possible to make it happen, we will,” she assured him.
 
   “What happened after the battle?  Is Mirra alright?” Marco asked.
 
   “She was in hysterics of course, crying over your body and the officer’s, thinking you were dead.  But we calmed her down.   We took her with us in the carriage back to the temple, and she saw you there asleep after we had you stitched up and repaired as best we could make you,” Iasco recounted.
 
   “When we told her that we were going to take you with us to our island, she resisted.  She knows you well – she said you wouldn’t want that.  But we promised to try to reattach your hand, and we promised to set you free.  She agreed to go to the alchemist shop and live with the owner and her brother there until you returned,” the priestess continued her narrative.
 
   “Folence wasn’t in much better shape than you by the time we were ready to ship out, so I left her in the temple infirmary to heal, and I went to the palace myself to  explain everything to the Duke, and then we boarded the ship and were off.  All in less than twelve hours,” she finished.
 
   Why are you willing to let me leave after all this, when you tried to prevent me before?” Marco asked her.
 
   “The world needs you to be out there fighting on behalf of goodness right now.  I sense a rising tide of evil.  Where it comes from, I am not completely sure; what its purpose is, I do not know.  But fortune – if you want to call it that – has reached out and appointed you to be the champion for those of us who need protection from the evil,” she spoke with an earnestness that rattled Marco.  She spoke as if she believed what she was saying.
 
   “I’m only a boy,” Marco answered.
 
   “A boy who is going to grow up very quickly, I believe.   You already are,” Iasco assured him.
 
   “As for your betrothed, we are making arrangements for her,” the priestess added.
 
   “Betrothed?” Marco blurted out so loudly that heads turned to look, and he felt the stitches across his chest ache from the stress he put upon them.
 
   “Yes,” Iasco replied calmly.  “That beautiful girl, Mirra.  Your betrothed.”
 
   “We’re not betrothed!” Marco exclaimed, lowering his voice.
 
   “According to the girl’s brother, the first time you administered that gorgon’s blood self-medication, you proposed that Mirra run away with you and get married.  After some length of questioning, the girl admitted the same,” Iasco told him.
 
   “But,” Marco paused as he tried to remember, “I was drunk, trying to stop the pain from coming.”
 
   “In vino, veritas,” Iasco said with a Cheshire cat grin.
 
   “What’s that mean?” Marco asked.
 
   “Do you love the girl?  Do you want to marry her?” Iasco asked.
 
   Marco paused, then lowered his voice.  “I do love her.  I do want to marry her; but I haven’t really asked her,” he said thoughtfully.
 
   “You’ll get your chance,” Iasco assured him.  “When Folence recovers, I’ve directed her to go to the Duke and have him turn your new noble estate over to Mirra and her brother to live in until you return.  Folence will send one of her stewards to help run the estate for you.”
 
   Marco sat back and took a deep breath, letting Iasco’s words sink in.  He had forgotten the Duke’s generous gift, the extraordinary title and mountain estate that had been given to him, just before the terrible confrontation in the palace ballroom had unfolded.
 
   His mind digested the rest of Iasco’s comment.  “Mirra and Glaze will live in a castle?” he asked with a grin.
 
   “Yes, your castle.  Let’s hope the Duke’s comments about how cold the castle is are exaggerated,” Iasco answered.  “And after you’re done healing, you can go back to see your estate and your beloved.”
 
   “If she’ll accept me,” Marco conditioned the hope.  “Is Folence okay?” he asked, his mind catching another reference Iasco made.
 
   “She suffered in the battle.  She lost part of a finger to the gorgon’s blood, and some other injuries as well.  She will recover though, be assured.  She proved how strong and competent she is, in taking care of you,” Iasco spoke of her lieutenant with pride.
 
   “She took good care of me,” Marco agreed, and they sat there in silence until Iasco was called away, and Marco tried to digest all the news that had been revealed to him.
 
   He thought about his childhood, and how impossibly far he had come from those days when he had been a middle child in a family of seven children living in a small house in a farming village in the foothills.  His father had farmed a small plot of land and worked as a carpenter when he could.  Marco had been a goatherd before his family has scrapped enough money together to send him off on his ill-planned trip to be an apprentice, a journey that had led him to such unlikely adventures. 
 
   He seemed to have the chance now, the riches, to go back and help his family, something that until that moment he never would have expected to be possible.  He could return to the Lion City and thank Algornia for all the hours of lessons which Marco had discovered had subtly sunk into his consciousness when he hadn’t realized he was paying attention.
 
   Marco drifted off to sleep, until he found himself being lifted and tied to the plank of wood, and hauled back down to the cabin again.  He was given a dose of medicine, and he fell into a sound sleep for the rest of the day and the following night.
 
   The Isle of Ophiuchus came into view late the following morning.  Marco was on deck and watched the isle rise on the horizon, then watched calmly as the ship followed a course to find the entrance to the harbor and arrive at the deck in mid-afternoon.
 
   Marco insisted on walking off the ship and to the Lady Iasco’s residence with as little assistance as possible, and he huffed heavily as he haltingly hobbled along the way.  Those on the island buzzed with the same angry energy at the appearance of a male upon their sacred land that they had exhibited during his first visit to Ophiuchus, but Marco was indifferent to the muttering and stares as he stoically endured the pain of his journey through the village streets.
 
   Iasco was at his side, and when they arrived at the door to her home she stopped.
 
   “I want everyone to know that this boy comes here as our guest, as my guest, and that he comes here to be healed.  There is no question that the Great Spirit expects this for him, and he shall be treated with hospitality while he is among us,” she announced as she faced the people in the streets.  Then she turned and led Marco into her home.
 
   “Your room is over here,” she pointed to a doorway.  “You’ll stay here for a couple of days while you regain your strength, and I handle some administrative duties that are undoubtedly piled up in my office awaiting me,” she told him with a wry smile.  “I’ll send for Albany to be your escort while you’re here, unless you object?”
 
   Marco quietly shook his head.  “If she wishes to do so, I’d be happy to have her with me again.”
 
   “And of course I’d advise you to stay out of the public eye as much as possible.  I’m sure nothing will happen, but we don’t need to invite trouble.”
 
   Marco was exhausted from the walk, and sore.  He had no idea that walking could induce such pain and fatigue in the stitches and injuries that were spread across his torso and right arm.  He entered his designated room and lay down to rest, until a soft knock on the door an hour later roused him.
 
   He drew his sword for the sake of precaution.  “Who is it?” he asked after he sat up.
 
   “Albany,” came the answer through the door, and he relaxed the grip on his sword.
 
   “Come in,” he called, and watched as the stern-faced guard entered his room.  She stood in the doorway and stared at him for several seconds, her eyes roving over the evidence of his injuries, and came to rest on the bandaged wrist.
 
   “You’ve had a rough time, it appears,” she said simply.
 
   “And this was in a friendly city.  Imagine what they’ll do to me here if I stick around?” he teased her.
 
   She snorted in disgust.  “What brings you back to stir up trouble for the lady?” she asked.
 
   “This,” he held up the stump of his right hand.  “Iasco says that she can re-attach my hand.”
 
   Albany’s eyes widened.  “She’s Lady Iasco but even for her that will be quite a feat.  Who cut it off?”
 
   Marco paused.  “I did,” he said in an even tone.  “It had to be done, or we all would have died.”
 
   She stared at him and shook her head.   “The more I know, the more I think Marcella and Portia are lucky to be alive,” she commented on the attackers who he had not killed when he had been ambushed during his first visit to the island.
 
   “I’d like to go back to our cottage by the sea.  Can we do that tonight?” he asked.  He wanted to be someplace where no other women would be around, and he wanted someplace where he could go into the water and talk to the dolphins, to perhaps pass a message along to Kieweeooee, or even Kreewhite.
 
   “Do you think you can walk that far?” Albany asked skeptically.
 
   Marco remembered the hour long jaunt that he had made when he was healthy.  It would take two or three hours now, he reckoned, but it was achievable and he nodded his head.
 
   “I’ll go ask to speak to her ladyship, to make sure this meets with her approval,” Albany said.  “You’ll stay here?”
 
   He nodded his head again, and lay down to rest, as his guard left the room.
 
   When he awoke, Albany was standing over him.
 
   “Her ladyship agreed to allow you to go to your cottage, though looking at you, I’m afraid you’ll fall apart on me,” she said.  “But if you’re determined to go, I’ve got a bag of supplies to last us a few days.”
 
   “I’m ready,” Marco replied.  He sat up.  “Would you help me put my shirt on?” he asked, and sat quietly as she pulled it down over his head.
 
   They left the village without overt hostility following them, only silent stares of disapproval.  The walk was slowed by Marco’s halting gait and his frequent stops to rest, but they arrived before sunset in the same abandoned, isolated setting where they had stayed before.  Marco sat and watched the sunset over the water as Albany pulled out food stuffs and water skins for their meal.
 
   I met a girl, Albany,” Marco finally said, breaking the silence as they sat together on the front stoop.  He ate awkwardly with only one hand, and the guard handed him things as he needed them.
 
   “That explains why you got so cut up,” she said with a straight face, making him grin.
 
   “I’m going to propose to her when I see her next time,” Albany looked at him and said nothing.
 
   “I had a man propose to me once,” she said after a long pause.
 
   “Did you accept?” Marco asked, surprised by the revelation.
 
   “Yes,” she answered, “but my mother told me she had a dream that the man who proposed to me would kill me, and she told me to join the Order of Ophiuchus instead.
 
   “So I did.  I turned him down, and joined the order and came to the isle twenty years ago,” she said no more.
 
   “And?” Marco asked, as the sun sank deeper.
 
   “And he married another woman, who had three children with him, one of them probably about your age.  Neither one of them is dead as far as I know,” she said with a sigh.
 
   “I won’t kill Mirra,” Marco tried to make light of the conversation.  He stood up.  “I’m going to go down to the beach; I want to call the dolphins and talk to them.”
 
   “You’re not going to try to swim away with them, are you?” Albany asked.  “I heard about how you got away from the Lady’s messengers; it was a neat trick.  I’m surprised the lady herself isn’t the one who put those slices across your body to teach you a lesson for that!”
 
   “She didn’t.  She hasn’t so far.  She saved my life, as a matter of fact,” Marco answered, thinking of the yellow dome Iasco had created in the palace ballroom, the one that had saved him from the ravens.
 
   “Would you do me a favor?” Marco asked.  Albany nodded.  “I can’t open these pants with just one hand.  Would you unbutton them for me?”
 
   He looked away as she acted without comment.
 
   “You can slide those off, but wait ‘til I go in,” Albany said, and then she was gone inside.  Marco slid the pants off and walked down to the beach, then waded into the warm water up to his waist, and dropped his face into the water.
 
   “I seek my friend Kieweeooee,” he called.  “Do any of Kieweeooee’s friends hear me call?” 
 
   There was no immediate answer, and after a minute he tried again.  “Does anyone know my friend Kieweeooee?  Does anyone know the merboy Kreewhite?”
 
   He was hopeful.  He stood and looked up at the stars that were emerging into the darkening sky overhead.
 
   “Who calls for a friend?” a voice suddenly spoke up very close by.  Marco fruitlessly looked around in the darkness, then submerged his face and spoke.
 
   “I am Marco, and I called for Kieweeooee, and for Kreewhite.  Do you know them?” he responded.
 
   A dolphin glided up and bumped gently against his leg.  “You have legs; you are a land creature, yet you speak the language of our people not terribly.  How does this come to be?”
 
   “The merboy, Kreewhite, taught me some of your words, and then when I was lonely on a place far from here, I started speaking to Kieweeooee, and we became friends.  I was hurt, and did not speak to her for several days, and then I was brought here for healing.  I wanted to find out how she is doing,” Marco struggled to find the right sounds to express the long speech, but managed to convey his message.
 
   “I will tell your tale to others, who will tell others, and perhaps it will reach your friend,” the dolphin told Marco.  “I am going back to my pod now, friend with legs.  Farewell,” and the animal swam away.
 
   Satisfied with the contact, Marco returned to the cottage, and crawled atop the bundle of blankets Albany had laid out for him.  He slept soundly through the night.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 22 – The Lady’s Origins Story
 
    
 
   Marco awoke and saw Albany sitting on the stoop outside the front of the cottage.  The sun was well above the horizon, and the guard was chewing on a small loaf of bread.  He wrapped a cover around himself and sat down beside her.
 
   “How long will we stay here?” he asked.
 
   “Are you bored already?” Albany asked.  She handed him half of her bread.
 
   “No,” he answered.  “I just wondered.”
 
   “Lady Iasco will send for us when she has time to spend on you.  It may be a while.   I’ve got enough food for a week, at her suggestion,” Albany told him.
 
   And so they spent their time in isolation, neither of them dissatisfied with the arrangement.  Marco spoke with the same dolphin - Whaley, and one or two others, every day.  There were no reports about Kieweeooee or Kreewhite, but Marco discovered that he was considered a local point of wonder, and numerous dolphins came swimming through the waters off the cottage in order to see the legged animal that spoke their language.
 
   On the sixth day of their idyllic stay at the cottage, a woman arrived in the mid-morning.  “Her Ladyship requests that you return to the village immediately, so that she may move the boy to his next location,” the messenger told Albany, pointedly ignoring Marco.  She departed as soon as her message was delivered.
 
   Marco’s strength was returning, and his badly shredded torso was well on its way to healing.  He walked down to the beach and told the dolphins that he was leaving that spot, but would talk to others again soon whenever he had a chance to return to the water.
 
   “I wouldn’t go telling everyone that you talk to fishes,” Albany advised as they started walking back.  “You seem strange enough as it is.”
 
   Marco disregarded the mis-identity of the dolphins as fish.  The dolphins, starting with Kieweeooee had made an emphatic point of telling him that they were different from, and better than, fish.
 
   “I haven’t told many people,” he cautiously agreed.  “Just Mirra.”
 
   “Sometimes I wish I hadn’t listened to my mother.  But I would have missed a good life here,” Albany answered.  “You should propose to your girl, and marry her.”
 
   Marco listened thoughtfully, and wondered at Albany’s admission.  The two of them had not talked a great deal with one another during their time at the cottage, but they had developed a greater trust for one another, and he believed the advice was offered sincerely.  He intended to propose to Mirra in any case, as soon as he returned to Barcelon.
 
   They returned to the village early in the afternoon, and Albany took Marco directly to Iasco’s home.  “I’m placing you back in the lady’s care,” his guard said.  “May her blessings be upon you.  And I hope for your sake and ours that you can leave the island soon!” she gave a brief smile.  She started to hold out her hand to shake, then paused as she realized Marco no longer had a right hand, and her face took on a look of embarrassment.
 
   “I’ll shake your hand after the lady restores mine to me soon, I promise,” he told her, trying to assuage her discomfort.
 
   “That’s a deal,” she smiled, and then she was gone, and Marco was alone.
 
   He walked to a long hallway with many doors on either side of it, and wondered which one was Lady Iasco’s room, if any of them were.  There was only one way to find out, he decided.
 
   “Can anyone help me find the Lady?” he asked in a loud voice.  Within seconds, over a dozen heads with shocked expressions poked out of their respective doorways to see how a male voice could be heard in their building, and a woman came stalking rapidly down the hall towards him.
 
   “You should not be here!” she hissed.  “I know her Ladyship has sanctioned your presence, but you still should not be here.”
 
   Marco stood silently, waiting for the woman’s anger to finish its course.
 
   “Can you tell me where Lady Iasco is?” he asked after waiting several seconds more.
 
   “She’s at the stables, waiting for you.  Lois!” the woman called, and a servant hurried into the hallway.  “Lead him to the Lady at the stables, and don’t dawdle,” she commanded, then turned her back and returned to her room in high dudgeon.
 
   “Come along,” the servant said urgently, eager to be out of the way of the woman’s wrath.  Marco followed her through a maze of turns and halls and stairs to arrive at a door that led to a stable yard, where the Lady Iasco stood with a half dozen other women and a pair of ponies, as the women all chatted amiably among themselves.
 
   “Ah, here’s our young nobleman,” the lady said easily as the servant hastily retreated after delivering Marco.  “We’ve saved a seat atop one of the ponies for you.”
 
   Marco looked at the group of women, none of who evidently intended to ride up the side of the small mountain that constituted the island, and his pride rose to the top of his conscious.  “I’ll walk, if it’s all the same to you,” he said.
 
   Iasco looked at him with a mocking smile.  “I told the ladies that our young marquess would refuse to ride if the ladies didn’t ride.  Let me introduce our escorts,” she told Marco.  “Here are Maia, Electra, Alcyone, Asterope, Celaeno, and Merope.
 
   “I think you’re fit enough to make the trip, especially since we’ll only ride halfway up tonight,” she told him.  “Lead on, Merope,” she called to a fair-haired girl in the group, who took the halter of one of the ponies and led the group out of the yard.
 
   “I was just getting ready to tell the ladies what Folence’s first written appraisal of you was,” Iasco told Marco as they began to ascend the winding path that led upward.
 
   “I received this letter more than a fortnight ago, and immediately chartered our ship to take me to Barcelon, as you know,” Iasco said, as she pulled a piece of parchment out of a fold in her gown.
 
   “My great lady,” her voice softened as she mumbled through the salutation. “We have the boy you desire, though you’ve asked for a greater challenge than I would have expected.  He came to my attention accidentally when we received word of an alchemist who was doing miraculous work to beat the plague, curing what was incurable, and giving his goods away as though they had no worth.
 
   “I intended to examine this phenomena at a later date, not associating the alchemist with your vagabond champion who I never expected to see in our unfashionable city.  The duke’s mistress caused quite a stir by the way,” Iasco’s voice dropped off as she edited out the extraneous gossip that Folence had dropped into the letter.
 
   “Ah, here,” her voice strengthened.  “I’d like to be able to tell you that I’ve thrashed your runaway hero to within an inch of his life, after the idiocy I’ve seen him exercise,” there came a soft round of tittering from the accompanying women who were listening to the recitation of the letter.  “Fortunately he only performs his most stupid experiments on his own body – unfortunately, he very nearly succeeded in suicide, although he had some justification for the dramatic damage he inflicted upon himself.
 
   “He tried to fight off a hostile possession of his soul,” Iasco paused.  “Hmm, I’ll have to ask her if there is ever a non-hostile possession of one’s soul,” she commented, then returned to the script in her hand.  “By subjecting the evil power – while still within his own body, mind you! – to exposure to gorgon’s blood!
 
   “And I believe he knows what it is and what he’s doing!  The crafty little urchin gave me the slip once, but I caught up with him by following the nymph who seems to be enamored of him.  I’ll have to discuss her case with you later, as she seems to be unnaturally and extraordinarily enhanced in her beauty, though I cannot tell what the boy did to her,” Iasco paused again.  “You seem to distract our good Folence somehow Marco, she rarely gossips so much.”
 
   Iasco murmured through a few more lines.  “Here,” she came to a point of interest, and read again.  “The boy fought a sorcerer, and won!  He wasn’t apparently in any eminent danger himself; he must just have a death wish, which he very nearly found to be granted.  He fought a powerful sorcerer – and he won!  He knows alchemy and something more; he has a good heart; and he’s apparently durable enough to withstand his own foolishly self-inflicted wounds.  You’ve got a rare champion in the making, if you can keep him alive long enough so that he learns who he is.
 
   “Once we’ve healed him, I’ll plan to send him to you soon unless you send directions otherwise.  We’ll take good care of him; I find that I’m actually a bit fond of him myself,” Iasco stopped reading and folded the letter up.
 
   “There’s more of course, but you made quite an impression on Folence, and she’s not someone easily impressed,” Marco had the sudden insight that Iasco was reading the letter to impress the women with Folence’s judgment of him, not to make him laugh at the woman’s report.  Despite Folence’s last claim, the priestess in Barcelon had certainly done nothing while he was with her to make Marco think she held him in any particularly high esteem.  Women seemed better able to hide their emotions, he concluded.
 
   “So Marco, you killed a powerful sorcerer in Barcelon,” Iasco said.
 
   Her tone made him turn to look at her.  They were starting to ascend the mountain at a steeper angle, and he was starting to breath more heavily, and he waited a moment as his mind registered what had been nagging at it for some time, and then he remembered.
 
   “The sorcerer!  Right as he died,” Marco began, then paused.  “Right before he died, his skin changed.  It suddenly showed,” he paused again, then decided to speak bluntly, “it showed stripes, just like you have on your skin.  He hadn’t looked that way before.”
 
   “What you saw was his natural skin pattern.  He’d been covering it up most of his life until that time,” Iasco replied.
 
   “I’ll tell you a story, Marco, one that perhaps no one else on this island, except one or two old friends, has ever heard, in part,” Iasco said.  Without looking, Marco could sense the ears of the others perking up, straining to hear their leader tell a story that was apparently not widely known.
 
   “You may think that some of this is myth, but I was taught it all as history,” the lady began.  “Many ages ago, the people of my race lived on a great island far out in the western ocean.  They were accomplished and intelligent people, who built beautiful and luxurious cities, the comparison of which has never been seen since.
 
   “But they were a proud people, who thought that their success was only through their own deeds.  They had no faith in the lord – at best they worshiped his simple pagan faces with only half-hearted faith  – and even those temples became deserted and scorned.  They developed an empire, and they mistreated their conquered people,” she continued.  “The leaders of the people grew foolish and wasteful and cruel.
 
   “But a few of the people of the island understood that they were in a nation that was heading towards its doom.  They had dreams and visions of a day of settlement coming, and they saw it as if it were a storm cloud on the horizon, approaching in full view.  Those people prepared and considered and acted on the vision they had.  They all fled the island in a great flotilla of ships that sailed eastward,” Iasco’s epic story continued.
 
   “Their ships were pursued by ships of the navy of the foolish king, who did not wish to have anyone deserting from him.  On the first day that the navy began its chase of those who flew from the evil, an enormous dark cloud erupted, and the earth shook violently, and then a wave as tall as a mountain came racing from the west across the ocean surface.  It struck the island kingdom like the hand of God wiping away an insect, and the entire realm was destroyed.  The wave continued on, and it sank the king’s entire navy.
 
   “So those refugees sailed on until they found a new land, and they left their ships and they marched across the land, into a beautiful, vast hidden valley high among the mountains in that part of the world.  And they chose a new king, a wise man who had long counseled them to flee from the evil and to live in peace.
 
   “His name was Prester John,” Iasco told Marco and the others, as they continued to climb.  “And when a prophet of the lord came through the mountains to the people, Prester John led them all to convert to the new religion.
 
   “He lived and ruled for 240 years.  His great-great grandson was king when I was born in the kingdom of Prester John,” she told them.  “And once again, foolishness had begun to descend upon those who had spent too long sitting in places of power.  Our family lived in a small village in the northern mountains, far away from the splendor of the king’s palace.   My parents and my brother and I didn’t know or care about the things the kings and his courtiers did or said, and nobody in our village worried about such things.
 
   “But the king got into a war with the tribes to the north when he tried to invade their territories, and the tribesmen were willing to fight to protect their homes.  So the king’s army, which had bad generals who were the king’s friends, lost badly.  The king raised new taxes to pay for more fighting, and my parents and my village suffered greatly.
 
   “But the war went on, and not only did the king’s cronies lose more, then the tribesmen came and invaded our kingdom in retaliation.  
 
   “My brother and I were in the mountain pasture one early morning tending our goats, when the tribesmen came to our village.  They did to our people what the king’s soldiers had done to their people – they killed them all,” Iasco’s  voice had a heart-wrenching note of sadness as her story continued, while the setting of the sun and the slowly creeping darkness that arrived only accented her words.
 
   “So my brother and I ran for safety.  We took our goats and we went east, far east.  I was young, about ten, and my brother was three years older.  We walked for weeks, and ate our goats one by one, until we only had three left, and we found a man living in a cave, who was kind to us, and took us in, and raised us as his servants, I suppose,” she reckoned.  “He didn’t love us, or treat us like family, but he was fair, and sheltered us.  And after a while, when he trusted us, he started to teach us things.
 
   “It turned out he was a sorcerer, a very ancient one, who lived alone in his cave.  He taught us many of his secrets and many of the ancient practices of sorcery,” Marco heard one of the girls give a small gasp at the revelation.
 
   “Yes, I learned sorcery,” Iasco said in response to the gasp.  “How did I do with it, Marco?” she asked.
 
   “You saved my life,” he said as he thought of the yellow dome that had protected him from the attacking birds in the Barcelon palace.  “You were masterful.”
 
   “Thank you.  Such a sweet boy,” she said in a tone that sounded wistful.
 
   “And the day came that the sorcerer told us we were old enough to live on our own.  He didn’t tell us we had to leave, but he seemed ready for us to leave, so for a few days my brother and I talked.  We talked about what to do, and where to go, and why.
 
   “My brother,” by now the sky was nearly completely dark, “my brother hadn’t spoken much about our parents during the years we lived with the sorcerer, but when the time came to leave, he talked about revenge and fighting and honor.
 
   “I told him I just wanted to go someplace with society, with lots of people – like a big city, where we could make a home and have neighbors and learn to live a full life with friends, and lovers, I supposed,” Marco could imagine that the girls were blushing in the darkness at the thought of their leader having lovers.
 
   “He was angry, and I was determined, and after we talked for a while, we decided we would have to go our separate ways.  He wouldn’t go with me to the north, to the cities of people, and I wasn’t going to go with him to the court of Prester John’s kingdom.  Then one morning he was gone; he didn’t say good bye, he just left.
 
   “So the next day I left too, and I traveled north to the cities, where I worked telling fortunes and casting spells and doing other things,” she paused, and Marco realized with a start that they were no longer walking, that the entire group had stopped and was listening in the dark to Lady Iasco’s story.
 
   “I became betrothed to a prince in a small land called Rurita, south of the Great Sea, after I healed his mother’s incurable disease.”  She waited as the murmurs arose and died down.
 
   “And then one day my brother showed up.  He had heard of a sorceress who did good works, and he was running from the men who were after his soul.
 
   “He told me his story.  He had gone to Prester John’s court, and had killed the king and his advisors.  He had used his sorcery power – he was more powerful than I was – and he had told the king why he was doing it, and then he had gotten his bloody revenge.
 
   “And when he did, the Docleatae, the tribe of the nation on the south of Prester John’s kingdom invaded.  Without a king or a court, there was no leadership, no one for the people and the nobles to rally around, and the invasion killed and enslaved thousands of people.  Because of what my brother did, terrible things happened, and he was unhinged when he realized the results of his actions.
 
   “Let’s unpack and prepare to spend the night here,” she spoke in a quieter voice.  “I’ll tell you more after we prepare some food.”
 
   Marco watched the women efficiently unload items from the pony, and start a fire.  Iasco made him sit on a large rock and rest.  The women served out dishes of food within minutes, and they all sat around a small fire, eating their meals off wooden platters.  The women joked among themselves quietly, talking about sore legs and blisters and who was in the best shape, but all of them were waiting for Lady Iasco to return to the long, biographical story she had begun, a story that none of them had ever heard in any respect.
 
   “Well it’s getting late, and I know you’re all tired after our long climb, so I guess we can go to sleep now,” Iasco teased her audience, to be greeted by a chorus of protests.
 
   “So you want to hear the rest of the story?” she asked.  “Well then, put some more wood on the fire,” she responded to the numerous murmurs of assent. 
 
   “My brother came to me, and I welcomed him to my small home.  I introduced him to the prince – my fiancé – and my brother was charming.
 
   “His name was Iago; did I mention that was my brother’s name?” she asked.  “Well, Iago was charming and urbane and became a favorite at court in no time at all.  I was a happy girl, so happy.  Engaged to a wonderful man, someone with status in my own right, and now my brother was happily added to my life.
 
   “And so, on the day of my wedding, scheduled to take place in the palace, the sun rose on the greatest day of my life.  The day was full of activities and nervous lulls, but when sunset came, we were in the courtyard, surrounded by all the members of the court and the market and the church.
 
   “And my brother brought in disaster.  As our ceremony was about to begin, he cast a spell, and the gates of the palace burst open.  The warriors of the Docleatae came storming in, armed and ready to slaughter, and that day they did.  They killed the men and enslaved the women and destroyed the little happy kingdom of Rurita,” the women were silent, stunned by the story, and Marco heard them sniffling their tears away.
 
   “Iago had betrayed the kingdom because he had pledged his life to Moraca, the king of the Docleatae, after the barbarian had spared Iago’s life.  Iago cast a spell over me that petrified me, and then he compelled me with his sorcery to walk away from Rurita, all the way to Scodra, ten days away,” Iasco had finally begun to shed tears of her own, though her voice maintained its dignity as the horrors of her story unfolded in the silent night.
 
   “And when I got there, I broke down and went insane.  The ladies of the temple of Asclepius took pity on me and cured me, then sent me away to the Isle of Ophiuchus, and here we are thirty years later, where I am sitting here with all of you.”
 
   No one said anything for several seconds, as they all tried to absorb the horror of Iasco’s life.
 
   “And then, young Marco, out of nowhere, my brother appears sailing with Corsairs pillaging the great cities of our nations, and you appear out of nowhere to confront him not once, but twice, and you succeed in temporarily defeating whatever horror he served or planned to unleash, or at least you have slowed it down, and done so at some cost to yourself.
 
   “For the service you have done you deserve our thanks, and I do not regret for a moment that you have been allowed to break tradition to come among us for healing, though I fear what the prophecies tell is to come.  For Marco, you have been chosen to be the hope of humanity,” her voice was ominous in Marco’s ears now.
 
   “Whatever evil power Iago was serving, you are our hope to battle against it.  We will heal you and help you in your struggles that lie ahead,” she told him, looking directly at him, as though the others were not there.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 23 – In the Apex Temple
 
    
 
   The party set no guard that night.  The Lady Iasco felt no fear on her own small island, though the others in her party felt troubled in their hearts as they silently turned to the rolls of bedding spread out on the ground around their mountainside campsite.
 
   They spoke little in the morning as they broke camp and resumed their journey upward.  Three hours past sunrise they reached the summit, just as the priestesses and acolytes who had spent the evening at the top of the mountain prepared to leave, after completing their sunrise ceremony in the temple of Asclepius.  The departing women began to chat with their replacements, until they were stunned to see a male among the arriving group.
 
   “We’ll spend the day here, and begin to work on restoring Marco’s hand to him in the afternoon,” Lady Iasco directed her companions as they moved their small stores into the overnight housing that was provided at the mountain’s peak, intended to be available for those who stayed there to carry out the daily morning rituals at the Apex Temple of Asclepius.
 
   “Would you like to see your hand?” Iasco asked Marco as the pony was unpacked.
 
   Marco thought.  He had seen the hand, at the time he had severed it, as it had laid on the floor, separate from his flesh, a shocking and gruesome sight in retrospect as he recollected it.  He didn’t want to see the hand again, but he didn’t want to let the lady think he was squeamish, so he shrugged his shoulders.  “Sure, why not?” he mumbled.
 
   Iasco reached into a pack on the pony’s side and pulled out a linen-wrapped object, and carried it into the hostel.  She unwrapped layer after layer of material, until suddenly the hand appeared.
 
   Its appearance was extraordinary.  The hand was enclosed within a translucent bronze-colored box, one that appeared to be solid, yet revealed its contents perfectly.
 
   “What is it?” Marco asked softly, asking about the strange wrapping.
 
   “It’s a product of my sorceress skills,” Iasco told him.  “It is a preservative spell.  About two hours after you cut the hand free, I was able to cast a spell to preserve the flesh, so that it will still be viable when we begin the surgery later today.
 
   “There may be some side-effects, but I’m sure you’ll overlook that,” she gave him a smile that made him suspicious.
 
   “What kind of effect?” he asked.
 
   “Let me keep my little secret,” she told him.
 
   “Marco,” she reached both of her hands up to his face and held it, directing his gaze directly into her own.  “This is the last chance we’ll have to talk.  After the surgery, I will not see you again, not for a long time, if ever.  The story I told you is important, so think about it.  I don’t know what you next immediate task will be, but I know what your long term goal must be.
 
   Good luck to you.  You’ve been plucked out of anonymity and made into a champion, so  the Lord must know that you have the strength to succeed, and he must expect to provide you with rewards at the end of your duties.
 
   “Be careful Marco.  I want to see you again when all of this is over, and hear about your dreams,” she said as she removed her hands from his cheeks.  One hand reached up and ruffled his hair, then she turned and rewrapped the hand.
 
   “I don’t know what to say, my lady,” Marco replied, unable to grasp the enormity of all that she had implied.
 
   “No,” she said with a sad note in her voice.  “Before something like this begins, you can’t possibly know what will occur, or what to say.  Just be sure to say your prayers and have faith that you’re not being sent out into a world without weapons you don’t perceive and allies you don’t know.
 
   Her words triggered another forgotten memory.  “Speaking of that,” he said.  “How did my sword create that lightning that killed all those birds in the palace?  How does my sword do any of the things it does, for that matter?” he asked.
 
   “I believe the spirit of the Mother herself has infused your sword with great powers.  I don’t know what all those will turn out to be, but I think there are more in store for you,” Iasco told him.
 
   “Now let’s go out and see the sunshine for a little while more before we get down to business.”
 
   Marco followed her out onto a patio on the back of the building, one that looked outward, down to the roots of the mountain below, where the village was visible, and westward across the sea that stretched to the horizon.  There were no clouds, nor any shadows moving across the water.  Two of the companion women were also on the patio, though Marco had not been able to distinguish them from one another after the first quick introduction the previous day.
 
   Iasco left, and Marco leaned against the parapet, looking out west, imagining that somewhere across the water was Barcelon, and that Mirra was there, perhaps looking across the water, perhaps thinking of him.
 
   “Are you ready, Marco?” one of the young women tapped him lightly on the shoulder, rousing him from his day dreams.
 
   “Already?” he asked, turning in surprise.
 
   “So says the Lady Iasco,” she answered.  “My name is Asterope, and I’ll help her with the healing work she is going to perform on you.  I’m very good with injuries to bones,” she told him confidentially.
 
   The two of them went across the mountainside trail to a different building, one that Marco hadn’t noticed previously.
 
   “Remove your shirt, Marco,” Iasco instructed as he walked in; she and two others were already in the building, awaiting him.  He awkwardly did as instructed, then laid down on a table top, as Iasco cut away the bandaging on his stump.
 
   “Here, drink this,” Iasco instructed, as she handed him a small flask.
 
   “You don’t think we will see each other again?” he asked as he returned the empty flask.
 
   “You’re not going back with us,” Iasco said, the last words he heard, and then he lost consciousness.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 24 – The Descent to Return
 
    
 
   He dreamt many things.  He dreamt of Mirra and Glaze and Sybele, living in a castle in the mountains.  He dreamt of a sorcerer leading an invasion that burst in upon his wedding to Mirra, as Iasco prepared to perform the ceremony.  He dreamt of taking his hand off and giving it to Algornia, who turned it into gold using alchemical powers.
 
   He eventually awoke, and found that he was lying down inside the Apex Temple, resting on the floor, his word on a belt that held his pants in place.   The moonlight and starlight were streaming in through the opening above, reflecting off the polished white marble within.  He felt incredible pain in his right hand; he had experienced pain in the hand before, phantom pain, while he stayed with Albany at the cottage by the sea, but this pain was worse.  He raised the hand and looked at; it was a darker color than the arm it was attached to.  There was a large bandage around the place where the flesh was reconnected.  And the hand did not respond.  His fingers did not flex.  His wrist did not bend.
 
   He gave a wail of chagrin.  Then stood up, ready to go find Iasco and tell her of the failure.  But he could not find the door.  The interior of the temple was a series of uniform panels, among which he could not find any sign of a door as had been the case when he had first arrived at the temple so many weeks earlier.
 
   “Iasco!” he called.  “Lady Iasco!”
 
   There was a slight scraping sound behind him, and he turned to see a dark line along the bottom of a panel of marble.  He walked over and bent to examine the line, which was an opening.  Using only his functioning left hand, Marco lifted the panel, which rose with surprising ease, to reveal the same chamber and dark stony chimney he had climbed to arrive in the temple when he had first met Iasco.
 
   The lady had told him that he would not return with her and her contingent.  Was that her means of directing him, telling him to climb back down through the entrails of the island mountain?
 
   The passage upward had been a difficult climb, he remembered.  He doubted that he could manage to descend using only his one good hand, while the other uselessly throbbed with pain.  He turned and backed away from the opening; he would wait until the morning, when the temple priestesses carried out their day break ceremony.
 
   As he stepped away from the opening, the mountaintop began to quake, and there was a rumbling sound that rose from the ground.
 
   “I’m supposed to go down there?” Marco asked out loud.  He stepped back towards the opening, and the quaking ceased.
 
   He stood in astonishment, so transfixed by the notion that the mountain itself could signal to him that he even failed to notice the pain in his hand.  He crept back to the opening and stepped halfway across the threshold, considering the option.  It was either an invitation or a command, he couldn’t decide which was the better interpretation, but he knew that he had to struggle down into the mountain once again.
 
   As soon as he was within the mountain’s passage, the slab of marble slid back into place, sealing him into a spot that was almost total darkness, except for a faint glow whose origin was indistinct.  Marco gently crept across the chamber floor and lowered a foot down onto a protruding stone, then used his good hand to get a grip on another outcropping, and began to carefully climb down.
 
   Each step down was a careful exploration of options, as Marco made every effort to avoid becoming trapped in some spot he could not climb out of one-handed.  At times he found that the two walls of the chimney were so close together that he could use them both, stepping down with greater ease, and resting his left hand which was otherwise ready to cramp up from the constant use.
 
   He stopped after several hours, and fell asleep on a wide ledge, then woke up in a cold sweat when he saw how close he had come to falling in his sleep.  He resumed the climb down, until the final step came that let him put both feet firmly on the floor at the bottom of the climb.
 
   There was a passageway, and the walls and floor were smoothly finished.  He saw a door, and remembered the pit of liquid, the healing bath he had walked through during his first trip through the caves.
 
   Cautiously, he approached the door, its size outlined by the glow from the room within.  Marco opened the door, and saw again, just as he remembered it, the bath of Ascelepius.  The walls and ceiling glowed in their red and blue tones, and the foamy, strange concoction of liquid and foam and solid covered the floor.
 
   He realized in an instant what might be about to happen.  “Is this it?  Is this how my hand will be healed?” he asked, hoping for affirmation by the mysterious voice that had declared him to be a champion, the voice that had guided him on the trip upward from the sea.
 
   There was no answer, no comments, no command.  There was only silence, and so Marco waded into the liquid pool, confident and relaxed.
 
   As the contents of the pool rose to his chest, and then briefly over his head, he felt the same tingling energy, the same working and alteration of the pool.  He thought of all that the pool had done to heal him before, and the miraculous things it had done to his sword, turning the weapon into an active tool, practically a partner that had controlled the tremendous agility and skill that had saved Marco’s life on several occasions.
 
   He felt the floor beneath him angle upward, and then he stumbled into a step that rose to the end of the pool.  He stepped out, and he felt the same wonderful energetic potential coursing through his body that he had felt before.
 
   He wiped the film of fluid from his eyes and looked at the formerly severed right hand; he held it out in front of his face, and immediately noticed two things.  It worked.  It flawlessly responded to the impulses and commands he sent to the fingers and wrist.  There was all the agility and strength he had relied upon before.
 
   But it was different. He removed the sodden bandage around his wrist and even in the strange mixed light of the chamber he could see that the restored hand was a different color than the rest of his body.  He experimentally poked the finger of his left hand against the right hand’s flesh; it felt as it always had, as soft and bony in the appropriate places as it should.  But its color was different.  He looked over the rest of his body; the angry red and purple scars and wounds of his ripped and stitched flesh had healed into a faint map of fine white lines.
 
   Astonished and pleased, Marco pressed open the door that was in front of him, the doorway to the passage that would take him down to the watery temple where his adventure had taken such an unexpected turn.
 
   “Thank you,” Marco called aloud, speaking back over his shoulder to the wonderful healing chamber.
 
   “Your appreciation is appreciated, and you go with a blessing upon you,” the voice spoke.
 
   Marco stopped in surprise.  “Are you here?  Can you tell me what is happening?  What am I supposed to do?”
 
   “Revelations will come to you when the time is right.  Go out into the world and wait and learn,” the voice told him.
 
   Marco raised his head, holding it cocked as if he was ready to hear more, but no other message came, and so he left the chamber and walked into the darkened, carved tunnel that led downward.  He once again held the tip of his sword down to the floor, using it to find the turns and the stairwells that would have otherwise been hazardous in the pitch black darkness.
 
   After what seemed to be hours more of travel, he saw a light ahead – below him – and he descended rapidly down the staircase that he could see, to arrive at the balcony that encircled the watery temple structure once again.  It was lit once again by the jets of flaring light, burning gas that shot out of a series of uniformly spaced openings in the ceiling.
 
   Marco walked down to the water, and knelt on the bottom step, then pressed his face into the water and began to speak in the language of the dolphins, calling for any friends who might be near.  He repeated the effort a minute later, but heard no response, and so he plunged into the water and began to swim towards the half-circle entrance to the watery exit to the sea.
 
   The passageway made the same zigzagging turns that he remembered from his entry, and the same layer of foggy mist clung to the water’s surface.  But as Kreewhite had told him earlier, the  water was not deep, and he was able to stop to rest and stand on the bottom of the passage with his head out of the water, breathing and resting.
 
   He saw bright light ahead, and after his rest, he stroked his way towards the sunlight, and the exit from the cavern, back out into the choppy water that broke upon the rocks at the bottom of the island cliffs.
 
   It was daylight, mid-morning, and the sunlight was bright.  Marco scrambled up onto a rock to reconnoiter his location.  He paused and looked at his hand in the daylight.  It looked golden.  He poked it again and it still felt like flesh, but it looked as though it were made of gold, right up to the seam where he had hacked it off so desperately in the battle in the Barcelon palace.
 
   He wore no boots and no shirt, he realized.  They had not been upon his body after the surgery.  He sat and tried to puzzle out what to do next.  He could try to call the dolphins again, or he could return to the land of the island and circle around to the village on the other side.
 
   He didn’t know where he had to go, so he felt free to go where he wanted to go.  He wanted to get back to Barcelon, to see Mirra again.  So he would walk around to the village, and take a ship back to Barcelon.  Lady Iasco would see him much sooner than her sober predictions had seemed to indicate, he thought with a chuckle.
 
   He climbed down and placed his face in the water again, to say farewell to the dolphins who lived in the waters around the island.
 
   “Buccan, Brewe, Bottle, farewell!” he called the names of those he had been most familiar with.  “I’m leaving these waters now.  Live long and swim far,” he gave the traditional dolphin parting blessing.
 
   He started to scramble from his rock to another one, then fell into the water as he tried to make the jump across a break in the stones.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 25 – Kieweeoee’s Example
 
    
 
   “Man with legs!  Legged swimmer!” Marco heard the voices of two dolphins not far off.
 
   “Bottle?” he called as he clung to the side of the rock, waiting to hear from the dolphins before he began to climb up.
 
   “Here you are!  We’ve been looking for you.  Come with us, hurry!” they spoke with even more energy and excitement than dolphins usually exhibited.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Marco asked, worried by their explosive arrival.
 
   “Your friend, Kieweeooee,” Bottle said.
 
   “She’s getting married!” Brewe explained.
 
   “She wants you to be at her wedding!  She’s sent out messages to all the dolphins in all the waters to find you!” they both explained.
 
   “Married?  Kieweeooee?” Marco asked in confusion.  “She’s getting married?  To another dolphin?” he foolishly asked in his state of astonishment.
 
   “Did you expect to ask her to marry you?” Brewe asked with a laugh.
 
   We talked about it,” Marco said in the serious, formal language of the dolphins, making his two acquaintances stop and stare at him momentarily, until he started laughing.
 
   “How can I get to Kieweeooee’s wedding?” Marco asked.
 
   “Come with us.  Hold on to my fin; we’ll take you to the next swimmers, who can take you to the next swimmers,” Bottle told him.  “Grab on!”  And with that, they started weaving in and out among the rocks to get to the open sea, at which point they picked up speed and began to fly through the water at the fastest rate Marco had ever experienced.
 
   For two days Marco was transferred from dolphin to dolphin, relayed as rapidly as possible to an empty stretch of open sea where dolphin ceremonies were traditionally held.  He inquired about food on his first day, and grew so hungry he eventually agreed to eat the raw fish that was repeatedly offered to him, stolidly chewing the uncooked flesh just to put some substance into his growling stomach.
 
   “We’re almost there!” the fourth dolphin to pull him along told him after his second sunrise at sea.  Despite his bleary sense of exhaustion, he grinned in anticipation.  
 
   “Weddings happen when the sun is straight overhead,” his guide told him.  “We should get there in time for you to join the ceremony.  Imagine, a two-legs from the place with no water, at a royal wedding!”
 
   “Royal wedding?” Marco asked in surprise.  “Why is it royal?”
 
   “Why is it royal?” the dolphin repeated his question with a laugh.
 
   “Because Kieweeooee is marrying the prince of the gathering of the pods of the waters where the sun rises, that’s why!” he explained.  “She told the prince she had to have you at the wedding, and so he sent out the messages.”
 
   Marco shook his head in wonder, astonished that his friend was about to become royalty among the dolphins.
 
   Two hours later, his dolphin slowed the pace of their progress considerably, and then began to call out, “The legged one is here!  Let the festivities begin, and don’t forget that it was Wahheelee who brought him!”
 
   Within minutes, a score of dolphins converged upon them, and Marco was transferred to the care of dolphins he knew from the waters of Barcelon harbor.  “Krewe, Wineeooee, tell me this is not happening!” Marco laughed.  “Our Kieweeooee is getting married?!”
 
   There was laughter and joking between them as Marco was escorted to the place of the ceremony.
 
   “Usually the wedding takes place in deep water, but Kieweeooee insisted that this one happen where you could breathe the air,” Krewe explained.
 
   And soon after that, masses of dolphins congregated, and Marco watched as Kieweeooee and another dolphin slowly swam in circles around one another as the king of the western dolphins officiated at his son’s wedding.
 
   “Marco legs!” Kieweeooee came racing over to him as soon as the ceremony finished, and she dragged him to meet her groom and her father-in-law, the king.
 
   “He is the one!” Kieweeooee excitedly told her gathered family.  “I helped him get under the evil we felt in the water, and then he went and he defeated the evil-bringer in battle on the land!  I felt the evil go away.”
 
   “That evil went away, and we have to thank your friend for his good deed that has made life better for us all,” the king said.  “But there is another, greater evil out there that hungers to come and destroy our happiness, the happiness of all.
 
   “We thank you for your great courage and strength, and we thank you for befriending my beloved,” the eastern prince said, as he floated just inches above Kieweeooee.
 
   “Kieweeooee, will you go away from the waters where we have met and played?” Marco asked.
 
   “Not all the time, Marco friend,” his friend answered.  “We will spend many days among the waters of the sunrise, and then we will come back to spend some days among the waters where you play.
 
   “And what about your heart?  When will you take a mate?” she asked Marco.
 
   “I hope to ask soon,” Marco told her.  “I have to go back to the land by the waters where we play, so that I can speak to the girl who my heart belongs to.”
 
   “Can we deliver him now, my dear?” Kieweeooee turned to her prince to ask.  “We can make this day of our romance a day of romance for my friend as well!”
 
   And so Marco found himself being tugged through the water once more, and four days later he was in sight of the beaches near Barcelon, waterlogged after having traveled so many miles, at a rate faster than any sailing ship could have achieved.
 
   He bade farewell to the honeymooning dolphin couple, then doggedly staggered up onto land, his legs having difficulty returning to the duty of carrying his weight upon land.
 
   Several minutes later he walked into town, his approach watched closely by the guards at the gate who only saw a youthful man without shirt or boots, wearing a sword and a sparkling golden hand, who came trotting towards the city gate.
 
   Marco greeted the guards cheerily, unaware of the scrutiny he received, and he passed into the city streets.   He wove his way through the crowds in the city, his need to see and hug Mirra growing more urgent with every few seconds.  When he reached the city square where Gabrielle’s shop was, he sprinted across the paving stones of the square, and burst into the shop’s front room.
 
   Gabrielle!  Mirra!  I’m back!” he shouted, and then he went behind the counter and entered the hallway.
 
   There was a sound upstairs, and Marco climbed the stairs two treads at a time.  As he reached the landing on the second floor, the door to Gabrielle’s apartment opened, and the owner of the alchemy shop screamed in gentle delight
 
   “Thank the Lord!  Look at you!” Gabrielle cried, as she opened her arms and gave Marco a gentle hug.  “Look at those scars!  Look at that hand!  Are you well, Marco?  Can I do anything for you?” she asked with genuine affection and concern.
 
   “I’m fine.  I’m good.  How are you?” he asked, trying to appear polite before he asked the question that was foremost in his mind.
 
   “I’m as good as gold,” she assured him.  “But I expect it’s not me you want to know about,” she accurately understood his attention.
 
   “You’ll have to hurry,” she said suddenly.
 
   “Hurry where?” Marco asked.
 
   “After that pretty girl, of course!  You need to go catch up with Mirra and Glaze.  They left just an hour ago to go to a some great palace up in the mountains.  Do you possess a palace, Marco?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, the Duke gave me one.  Which way do I need to go?  What road are they on?” he asked hurriedly.
 
   “Go towards Sant Jeroni, on the road of the same name,” she told him, “due west out of the city,” she helpfully added.
 
   “I’ll be back Gabrielle, I promise,” he told the kindly land lady.
 
   “You don’t have to hurry away from Mirra just for me!” she laughingly told him, then fondly shook her head as he galloped down the staircase.
 
   Marco resumed running outside the shop, hastening to try to catch his quarry.  He’d thought of the girl frequently and longingly during his convalescence on the Isle of Ophiuchus, as well as during his journeys afterwards, and now he knew he was only minutes away from finally reaching the girl, from being able to tell her how he felt.
 
   He ran through the city, and out the lightly-traveled city gate for the road to the mountains.  Once outside of the city he slowed down to catch his breath, then started running again.  He passed a wagon that carried only a farmer and his family, then a little while later he passed a group of pilgrims on their way to the Compostela site of miracles.  And finally, as the sun began to drop behind the mountains that were already starting to make the terrain roll and the road constantly rise, he saw in the distance ahead of him a well-appointed carriage slowly rolling along behind four horses.
 
   Huffing and puffing from his grueling journey, Marco slowly gained on the carriage, and his hopes continued to rise.   The carriage began to climb the first significantly steep slope of the rising mountain range, and Marco closed to within a quarter mile of the vehicle as it slowed on the uphill grade.
 
   Then suddenly, Marco saw the carriage turn off the road into a grove of deep green pine trees on the left side of the road.  He began to run faster again, sweating profusely; only a few hours earlier he had been immersed in seawater, and now he was sweating as he labored on a journey miles from the sea.  He thought to himself of the wide swing in the nature of his surroundings, then forgot it as he imagined seeing Mirra’s smile.
 
   When he reached the grove of pines he saw a narrow drive that the carriage had taken, and he saw a gate across the drive, closed.  A tall stone fence extended an unseen distance on either side of the gate, and the metal bars of the gate were solidly shut and locked.
 
   Frustrated, Marco banged his right hand against the solid metal plate of the locking mechanism, and to his astonishment watched the plate spark, and then the gate flew open from the impact of his light blow.
 
   He stared in astonishment at the open palm of his hand, then stared at the gate.  He stood in dumbfounded amazement for several seconds before his brain registered that he could proceed to catch up with carriage.  He entered the grounds, pushed the gate back into place, then started running once again along the curving arboreal drive.
 
   Marco came around a sharp curve in the drive, and suddenly saw a large, stone mansion sitting on a shoulder of the mountain.  It was a proud-looking structure, but Marco paid no attention to it as he saw the carriage pull to a stop in front of the main entrance, and a rider from the driver’s bench jumped down to disappear between the coach and the home, as the door opened, and a small flock of servants came out of the building.
 
   With one last burst of energy, Marco started running again.  “Mirra!  Mirra!” he called loudly.  The servants looked up, startled.
 
   A woman’s head appeared, peering around the corner of the carriage, and Marco knew it was the incomparable face of Mirra.
 
   She stared for just a moment.  “Marco?” he heard her voice faintly, then she called again, more loudly, Marco!” as he drew closer, and she started to run towards him.
 
   Seconds later they collided in a fierce embrace, and they clung to one another for long seconds of pure joy.  Marco backed away, and held her at arm’s length, as they looked at one another.
 
   “You’re healed!” she said with sparkling eyes.  She looked at his right hand as it gripped her shoulder, then looked up at him with a question in her eyes.
 
   “It’s fine.  It works.  The Lady healed it,” he told her.  “How are you, Mirra?  Is everything okay?” he asked.
 
   “It is; it is now that you’re here,” she told him with a delighted smile.  “I was so afraid it would be a long time before I’d ever see you again, and now you’re here.  Are you here to stay?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he admitted.  “But at least for a while I’m here.  I’m here to be with you.”
 
   He saw Glaze standing with the servants, holding Sybele and saying something urgently to the servants, holding them back from interrupting the reunited lovers.
 
   “Mirra, there’s something I have to know,” he said.  As soon as he spoke those words, he knew he had to ask her.  He descended to one knee, and looked up at her, as her face took on a different expression.
 
   Mirra, will you marry me?” he asked the simple words.  The one short question that he had thought about a great deal since he had been parted from the girl.
 
   She smiled at him with sincere joy.  “For a long as you’ll have me, for whatever time you can spend with me, Marco, I would love to be married to you!  Since the day I first met you, when you healed Sybele, I’ve dreamed of you.   Yes, my beloved hero,  I will marry you.” 
 
   Glaze was releasing the servants, who came streaming down the drive to meet their new master.
 
   “Welcome my lord,” one of the maids spoke first, “or from what I’ve seen, should I say welcome my lord and lady?” she asked with a smile on her face.   Marco rose to his feet, a wide grin on his face.
 
   “By all means, thank you for your greeting, and let’s all go inside and show off this home to the new lady of the mansion,” he said, and taking Mirra’s hand in his, he led the way back up the drive towards the mountain home that had gained a new master and mistress and a new story of romance to pass down through the ages.
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