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This is dedicated with
deepest respect to my fellow brothers and sisters in the Armed
Forces of whatever country they serve.


——————————

Parental Note:
This story deals with some very serious themes that
affect children as much as they do grown-ups: suicide, sexual child
abuse, mental and physical virtue, illegitimate birth, and the
physical and mental scars soldiers carry from their wartime
experiences. These themes are dealt with in a very straight-forward
but tactful
and respectful
manner. Parents may want to read this story first so
they can decide if their children are ready for the manner in which
these themes are presented. I promise you it all turns out good in
the end and that all the correct decisions are made by my
characters in regards to these topics.

This is in no way a textbook on how to deal with or
heal from the above issues. I'm not a therapist; I'm just a writer
who has a lot of 'life experience'… but if this story inspires
someone who needs assistance to seek it out and overcome the
above-listed issues, then I will be content.


__________________


Preface

Dear Grandchildren -

Once again I take up my Narnia pen to write a story.
Yes; I know I'm not writing them in order – I'm writing them as
they swell up in me and have to get out.

This book is one you might not read until you're
older as the themes are far more serious and the issues are some
that grown-ups think children should not be bothered with – themes
such as suicide, sexual child abuse, mental, spiritual, and
physical Virtue, and post-traumatic stress syndrome – you know,
that trauma people go through after experiencing a traumatic,
violent events. I know you see all this on television everyday, but
your parents will still know when it's time for you to read this
book; be patient with them until they think you're ready for such
themes.

I dare say there are more grown-up Narnia fans than
there are children, and Narnia became a medium through which this
story could be told in a way that grown-ups would hear it without
thinking they are being lectured, and you know how grown-ups hate
being lectured! If by writing this story I can effect a desired
change in grown-ups without them thinking they're being lectured,
then I will be content.

Now, don't forget what I've said before: C. S. Lewis
was a professor of Midevil history, and that's why Narnia is that
sort of culture. Since I'm a visitor to his world I keep my story
within that culture.

With Love,

Grampa Bruce








Chapter 1
Suicide


Jacob’s body lay naked and twisted in the sheets of
the cheap motel bed, sweat and vomit and even grosser things
covering the man and the sheets. The body looked every bit as
tortured in death as he had felt in the last months of his young
life.

Before the war, Jacob thought he had everything
going for him. He played sports and danced. He bicycled and hiked.
He rock climbed and snowboarded. He lived for the joy of movement
that a lean, healthy body could enjoy. He loved the company of
women and felt comfortable with them. And by all external evidence,
he had many, many friends.

But a booby-trapped bomb in a far-away country had
ripped away one of Jacob's leg and left him a scared, friendless
cripple. Technology being what it was in his world, replacements
that could nearly equal the lost limb were available through grants
from major businesses, who had even build a rehabilitation center
to heal and retrain soldiers who'd lost limbs – and hearts and hope
– in battle.

But one thing that even the most modern medical
center as well-equipped as the one Jacob had been sent to could not
do is heal an unwilling heart, and Jacob’s heart was very
unwilling. It was so unwilling that in a fit of anger and
self-hatred he decided to end it all with a one-night stand of
cheap booze, a cheap woman, and some very expensive drugs. The
woman fled in panic, however, when the drugs and the booze took
effect sooner than Jacob had anticipated and his body started
vomiting and voiding everything it could, and Jacob was left to
suffer the agony of his suicide alone and friendless until oblivion
finally began to close his eyes.

He only
thought he was
ending it all!

Instead of real oblivion, however, Jacob found
himself standing at the foot of the bed, staring down in shock at
the body twisted in the sheets, not understanding why he was still
alive to be looking down at what used to be his body. Just as he
was figuring out that he must be dead and was now merely a spirit –
a ghost; a specter; whichever word you wish to use – a voice roared
from behind him, startling him, while a huge paw knocked him to the
floor.

"What have you done?!” roared the voice, which Jacob
could now see belonged to an unearthly huge Lion, anger written all
across its face.

Jacob opened his mouth to attempt an answer but was
cut short.

"You live in a day and age when there is more help
and assistance for a wounded soldier than any other age of your
world!” the Lion snarled. “And this is what you do with all that's
offered to you?!”

"But I’m a cripple!” Jacob began, sitting back up
from being knocked on the floor.

The Lion swatted the shocked spirit to the ground
again. “Only in your mind are you crippled! And they tried to help
you! They tried! But you pushed them away!”

Jacob's anger began to rise. “Do you see two legs?”
he hissed, momentarily forgetting he was yelling at a Lion large
enough to take off his remaining leg with a single gulp and maybe
part of another. “Nobody gives a
damn about a
crippled… ”

"I see two legs,” retorted the Lion, his paw
reaching out and touching both of the spirit's legs. “It's only
your body that's crippled, Boy, not you. And
I care about
you.”

"I've been in battle; do you know what that means?
What it does to the mind… the scars… ?”

The Great Lion held up a paw that showed obvious
scarring as He dared Jacob to feel under the tawny gold fur for
other scars.

"You can't understand,” murmured
Jacob.

"Two of the therapists working with you were
veterans,” The Lion said, this time softly; “They understood. One
of them even showed you his artificial leg.”

"Yeah; but theirs was a different war in a different
place – he didn't know nothin' about my war… ”


"Your
war?”

"Yeah!
My war. If they
weren't there then they don't know… ”

"I was there,” said the Lion. “Tell me, Child - who
held you to the ground and compressed your wound until help
arrived?”

A sudden flash of memory went through the boy's
mind. “No - you couldn't have… ”

"The memories of more wars than you can dream haunt
my nights, Child. I have been hurt by mankind in every way
possible, yet here I am.”

"Right,” Jacob retorted sarcastically. “You're just
a stupid lion. You have to be a dream… the drugs…
”

With one swift movement of a paw, the Great Lion
scooped up the spirit laying in front of him. “I don't care what
you think I am, you're
not finishing your
life like this. Now get back in there!” And the Great Lion tossed
the spirit back into the body laying tortured and twisted and
filthy on the cheap motel bed, Jacob screaming “NO!” as his spirit
slammed against his body and melted back into its
place.

Only then did the world go black and silent for
Jacob. But he still wasn’t dead.










Chapter 2
The New World


Consciousness returned ever so slowly to Jacob's
drugged mind. First there were smells – wood burning; a stew
cooking on the fire – he knew it was cooking on the fire because
there was a certain smell to a large iron pot that he only smelled
at Grandpa's cabin and there was always a stew in a pot. Then the
sounds of the fire snapping and crackling made it through the haze
in the boy's mind, and then the sound of someone - an old lady? -
singing a soft lullaby.

Then he felt the softness of the sheets underneath
him and the thick warm blanket covering him. He dared to open his
eyes, afraid he was still in the cheap motel where he'd planned on
ending his life, and discovered his ears and nose knew what they
were doing – he was in a small cabin-sized house with a fire and a
pot of stew in the fireplace and he was in a soft bed with clean
linen.

Jacob tried to sit up, and as he did he vomited all
over the floor beside his bed, and then he passed out
again.

When Jacob began to regain his senses again he felt
a damp cloth on his forehead and the presence of someone sitting on
the bed next to him. He heard the strange lullaby again and
recognized that it was in fact an old woman's
voice.

A door opened and closed and the stomping of the
feet of a man returning from a hard day's work sounded throughout
the small room.

"He awake yet?”

"I think so,” replied the grandmotherly voice. “But
he's layin' real still and just lettin' his mind figure out what's
happening.”

"'Don't baby him;' that's what the Lion
said.”

"I'm not babying him; I'm just treatin' him with
some womanly gentleness. You men'll treat him like men, just like
Aslan said. But that won't stop me from grandmotherin' him every
chance I get – Aslan knows that’s what I do. Love must have its
place, and this one needs extra helpin's, he does. I'll defy even
Aslan… ”

Jacob heard the male voice snort at the woman's
reply and then he heard a chair move and a coat dropped across the
back of the chair. “Don't blaspheme, Mama.”

"I was goin' to say, Child,” and the woman's voice
now sounded like a mother correcting her child, “that I'll defy
even Aslan to show me where in His very own teachings I can't show
love to any soul He brings to us to nurture. You men nurture your
way and I'll nurture my way. And Aslan knew even before He brought
me this child that's exactly what I'm goin' to
do.”

"Don't pretend to know Aslan's mind,
Mama.”

"When you've known Aslan as long as your Mama, then
maybe, just maybe, you can guess His thoughts as well as I. Now,
wash your hands if you expect to eat at my
table.”

"Yes, Mama.”

Jacob laid still while the two voices sat at the
small table and ate their supper, talking about the happenings of
their village and how the fish outside the harbor might be changing
their feeding grounds early this year.

"You want me to stay until he wakes up?” the man's
voice finally asked as he put his coat back on and opened the door
to leave.

"I'll be fine. Right now he needs a grandmother;
I'll call you when he's ready to be treated like a
man.”

"G'night, then.”

Only then did Jacob open his eyes.

"Thought you were awake,” the old woman smiled as
she sat back down on the bed next to her patient, a steaming bowl
of something that smelled really good in her hands. “Now open up;
I've some broth for you.”

Silently Jacob obeyed, and the grandmother slowly
spooned broth into his mouth, making all the kind sounds a mother
makes when she's feeding a sick little boy.

"Who's Aslan?” Jacob asked weakly after several
mouthfuls of warm broth.

"He's the Great Lion who brought you to
me.”

"Where am I?”

"A world called Narnia. It's far away from your
world. That's what Aslan says, anyway; I don't pretend to
understand such things. He's brought you a long way away from your
problems and heartaches so's you can rest up and heal from them.”
She paused as she gave him a final spoonful of broth. “Now you just
go back to sleep, and we'll talk in the morning.”

Jacob obeyed, feeling safer than he'd felt in a very
long time. And just before he fell back to sleep he realized he was
relieved he was covered with the thick blanket and that the old
woman didn't yet know he was a cripple.

——————

Jacob awoke the next morning to the feeling of being
washed. The grandmother was silently humming as she held one of his
arms up and was thoroughly scrubbing it with a soapy wash cloth. He
could feel his face tingling the way it only does when it's freshly
washed, and the blanket was already pulled back and his chest and
shoulders were almost sparkling in the morning sun pouring through
the room's windows.

"Mornin', Child,” the grandmother said cheerfully as
she pulled the blanket down further and washed Jacob's
stomach.

"You're not… ” began Jacob.

"No, I'm not,” confirmed the smiling grandmother.
“Never with young'uns your age. But I
am going to wash
your leg and foot and then roll you over and wash your back from
top - ” and she smiled, “to bottom. Then you can wash what only you
or a wife should be worried about.”

As soon as the boy's stomach was as clean as his
chest, the old woman moved the blanket just enough to expose his
leg and nothing else and washed it down with the same hot, soapy
water that she'd already applied to the upper half of the boy.
Jacob's mind admitted there was nothing shameful in this – after
all, it was just like a nurse washing him down, and he'd had that
happen since his accident in the war.

"No; wait!” Joseph exclaimed as the old woman rolled
the blanket back over his leg and looked like she was going to
uncover the other side; the side where there wouldn't be much leg
for her to wash.

"Wait for what, Child? You don't think Granny Rachel
knows most of a leg's gone missin'? Who put you in this bed three,
four days ago if not me? And that was only after one mighty big
wash job, I assure you! What had you done to yourself, Child, to
have made such a mess of yourself? An' you don't think the menfolk
have been comin' in to change cloths down where cloths need
changin' when a sick little boy doesn't know what he's
doin'?

Granny Rachel folded the blanket away from the stump
that used to be a leg and gently washed it, showing no revulsion or
horror; it was just another part of her patient that needed
washing. Then she pulled the blanket back over her patient so only
his head was showing. “I've been the village nursemaid for more
years than even I remember. There isn't a man or woman I haven't
nursed and bathed and healed. And the greatest respect I can show
them is that I've never told a soul the things I've seen. Ain't
nobody's business. Isn’t that right, Cocoa?”

Jacob's shy smile acted as a 'thank you' as he
turned his head to see who this Cocoa person was, but all he could
see was a large brown dog sitting on her haunches near the
fireplace, surrounded by three puppies, one of them a
runt.

"You're welcome,” Granny Rachel said as she kissed
the boy's forehead. “I must say though,” she whispered into Jacob's
ears, “I've always preferred a man like you whose chest needs
shampooin' more than washin'. Just so manly in my eyes.” And then
she kissed his forehead again and laughed at the handsome boy's
shyness.

——————

Somewhere near noon Granny got Jacob to sit up and
showed him how to tie a loincloth on himself and brought him a
nightshirt.

"Where am I?” Jacob asked as the old woman helped
him to a chair at her long work table. “I know this isn't
Topeka.”

"I should say not; wherever Topeka
is.”

"It's the capitol of Kansas.”

Granny simply nodded and then told Jacob about
Narnia and Aslan the Great Lion – the real King of Narnia. She
assured him she knew something of what Aslan had in store, but the
Great Lion kept much of his counsel his own. “But as long as you're
here you're family.”

"Family?”

"Aye, I'll baby you when you need it and smack you
down when you need it. That's what family does. Galen's going to be
putting you to work… ”

"How can I work with one leg? A
cripple?”

Suddenly there was a large cooking spoon smacking
the side of his face. “Ye shall not use that word again, Child.
Tell me: are ye going to sit in the mud on the side of the road and
beg for crusts?” Jacob said nothing. “If not, then ye'll need to
learn to work with what ya have.” She smiled and continued. “And
you, young man, are plenty man for the likes of any girl in this
village.”

"But I can't; I don't have… ”

"Stop lookin' at what you
don’t have and look
at what you do
have. A mind and will. The ability to learn and adapt.
Those are the greatest strengths a man can have.”

"That’s right,” said a voice from the fireplace,
where there was still only a large brown dog whose puppies were now
wandering the room.

"Say hello to Cocoa.”

"Hello.” Jacob couldn't believe he was speaking to a
dog.

"Mornin’,” the dog replied.

The old woman smiled. “Aslan said I needed to
explain that here in Narnia we have animals and we have Beasts.
Beasts can talk and think and reason. Animals are just
animals.”

Jacob was reasonably sure he was
dreaming.

—————

That evening Jacob was still sitting at the table in
a long nightshirt when the owner of last night's male voice entered
the small house for supper. Jacob held on to the table to stand on
his one leg as the short, thickly-built man closed the door behind
him and stripped off his jacket.

"This be my son Galen,” Granny Rachel said by way of
introduction. “Boy,” she said to her son, who looked old enough to
be Jacob's father, “this be Jacob. But you know that
already.”

Galen grunted and sat down, Jacob also sitting back
down as Granny Rachel placed plates of fish and vegetables in front
of them both.

The meal was eaten mostly in silence while the old
woman worked equally silent at the other end of the long trestle
table, mixing various herbs into a concoction for a sick neighbor.
Only after the dishes had been removed to the cleaning counter did
Galen speak.

"Aslan told me you tried to kill yourself.” Jacob's
eyes went defensively hard and he didn't reply. “I ain't going to
be the one to decide how big a fool you are; that's for Aslan to
decide. But the fact that He gave you a second chance speaks
plenty, no matter what I think.” Galen paused. “He doesn’t give
everyone a second chance.” He paused again, exchanging glances with
his mother. “He says we're to put you to work soon as you’re awake.
Too late to put you on a fishing boat tonight… ”

"A fishing boat?” asked Jacob; “How could I
possibly? I'm crippled… ”

In one swift moment Galen reached across the table
and backhanded Jacob across the face with a very powerful hand.
“Aslan's also says to slap you every time you use the word
'crippled'.”

"How dare you… ” began Jacob as he picked himself
back off the floor.

"Aslan's orders, that's how.”

Jacob looked at Granny Rachel as he pulled himself
back up into his chair, and her nodding head confirmed the truth of
the matter.

"Our instructions are to work you as hard as we can
- to apprentice you to as many trades as possible to make you
understand you're still as much a man as any man that's passed
through this village.” He paused. “And there's been some real men
who lived here - men who weren’t afraid to live with a few little
problems.”

Jacob felt the intentional sting of Galen’s words
but said nothing.

"And when you're tired of all the men,” added Granny
Rachel, “then you come right back here to Granny Rachel's and get
all the love a grandmother can smother you with.”

Galen glared at his mother. “I'll come for you in
the morning and I'll bring some decent clothes for you. The Lion
told us not to waste a minute in lettin' you wallow in self-pity.
And there's no self-pity in my catch house, I promise
you.”

And with that Galen nodded at his mother and
left.










Chapter 3
Hinter's Day


True to his word, Galen returned in the morning with
several sets of plain, siimple clothing – they were a close enough
fit that Jacob looked presentable. Granny Rachel then found him a
set of crutches from her medical closet and he was out the door
with his new boss, ready to be thrown into the men's world of
Glasswater Village…

… only to find himself standing in the middle of an
old cobblestone street, houses and stores right on the street line
and foot traffic of all sorts going in both directions. It looked
to Joseph that he’d stepped five-hundred years back in time. Most
everyone nodded or shouted a greeting to Galen, who merely nodded
as if he didn’t want to be bothered.

"This isn't Kansas,” Jacob whispered to himself –
and then jumped back against Granny's door when a tall, brawny,
boisterous centaur turned the corner, large knapsacks across his
equine back.

"Morning, Galen,” the centaur shouted loud enough to
be heard by ships sailing by outside the harbor.

"Morning, Trader,” Galen replied as if he knew he
had to reply; Jacob knew he'd not slight the
creature!

"So - this is Nana's new guest I heard about at the
dock?” The centaur looked Jacob over with a casual but thorough
eye.

"Name's Jacob,” Galen replied simply. “What you
carrying this trip?”

"Supplies to Lord Aoki in the South Mountains and
then on to Archenland. Seems Princess SwanWhite* can't stand the
thought of her betrothed living up there without all the comforts
of Cair Paravel. He accepts it all gracious enough and then
distributes it to those who really need it; he
actually does
prefer creature comforts over what the palace has to
offer.” The centaur paused. “Are you on the way to the catch house?
I'll walk with ya; my caravan's waiting for me
there.”

*According to C. S.
Lewis' chronology, SwanWhite was Queen of Narnia approximately 500
years after “The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe” and 800 years
before “Prince Caspian”.

Galen nodded and stepped out to walk with the
centaur, leaving Jacob to hobble on behind them. Jacob did his best
to keep up with the pair, but they were simply too fast for him.
After a few moments they turned as if they'd asked him a question
and then waited for him to catch up.

"You think he could give me a lift?” Jacob began,
nodding at the centaur.

Galen nearly paled before his face went hard – not
having grown up in a world with centaur, Jacob didn’t know what an
insult it was to assume they were a beast of burden. “You stupid… ”
Galen began, but was cut off by the centaur.

"No, Galen; I can handle this.” The centaur laughed
a deep, hearty laugh while he leaned down and grabbed Jacob by the
back of his shirt, lifting him to his own shoulder height. “How's
this for a lift, laddie?” Laughing again, the centaur and Galen
continued their conversation until they arrived at the harbor shore
and Jacob was gently placed back down in front of the catch house,
humiliated by all the laughter from the humans who worked in the
catch house as well as the dozen or so centaur that made up
Trader's caravan. He vowed he’d never ask a favor of a centaur
again as he followed Galen in to the fish-smelling
warehouse.

As fishing boats docked and unloaded their night's
catch, the crates of fish were moved into a nearby warehouse (the
'catch house'), where men and women were gutting and boning the
fish and preparing them for transport to market. Jacob was given a
knife and shown what to do.

"Probably won't do well,” Galen remarked crudely,
“Missin' a leg and all - probably means your hands don't work well,
either."

The 'I'll show you!' look on Jacob's face was
exactly what Galen had hoped for. "Don't kill yourself over it,
Boy." And with that the man walked away to take care of other
things.

Having fished as a boy at Grandpa's mountain cabin,
Jacob had an inkling of what to do and soon proved himself worthy
of earning his lunch, which was brought to the catch house by Cocoa
and Granny Rachel - which, after actually calling her that found
out that only she referred to herself by that name; everyone else
called her 'Nana.' And when Nana arrived she found Jacob surrounded
by many of the eligible maidens of the village, all of whom were
far more concerned about his handsome face than his missing
leg.

"Are all cripples treated this good?" Jacob asked
jokingly - only to be slapped by a maiden with fiery red
hair.

"Aslan's orders," the red-head explained, blushing -
she hadn't meant to leave marks. "You said
'cripple'.”

The rest of the day went fairly well until Jacob
discovered he was now required to sleep in the loft and not the bed
in the main room. "You don't think I'm gonna sleep in the loft, do
you?" exclaimed Nana. This change meant having to manage the ladder
with two hands and his single leg, but he managed it. The next day,
however, Jacob brought a discarded rope home from work and fixed it
to the loft's rafters - he could pull himself up the rope easier
than he could use the ladder.

"What d' ya know?" observed Galen without emotion;
"Y' still got the ability to think and adapt. Even without a
leg."

——————

At the end of the last shift of the week Jacob got
swept up with the rest of the men leaving work and had it explained
to him that they all went to the bath house on the eve of Week's
End day; their one day a week off from work. Jacob had assumed
everyone simply bathed from a washstand as he'd been doing at
Nana's house, so the thought of a real bath thrilled him - while
the thought of his leg stump being on display for the men of the
village filled him with dread. But as they all left the dressing
room and crowded into the washing room and then into the hot
springs-filled pool, he realized his was not the only war wound.
Sure, he was the only one with a missing limb, but there were
healed wounds and scarred bodies aplenty - and no one seemed
concerned except himself.

"Had a good bath?" Nana asked as Jacob said goodbye
to his workmates and entered the house.

"It felt good!"

"You had someone show you how to use that thing, I
see," Nana said as Jacob laid a strait-edge razor on the table, and
she gently rubbed his clean jaw line and smiled. "Handsome face
like yours shouldn't be hidden; would be a crime against Nature."
Jacob just smiled. "And no one noticed the missing
leg?"

"Everyone looked at least once," Jacob replied
curtly. "But no one made it an issue."

"And I imagine you noticed one or two war wounds on
the others?" Jacob nodded. "A missing finger or
two?"

"Missing fingers?"

"Trust me: this village has missing fingers. Now eat
your supper."

"Was there a war here?" Jacob asked as he took a
bite of the shepherd's pie waiting for him.

"Aye; about five years ago. The Veneti tried to take
our harbor; make it theirs. Did the same a number of years before
as well; same pirate crews. Don't think there's a man in town not
hurt one way or another."

—————

At the end of a month the weather had turned from
late winter to early spring. Jacob fell into a routine of work and
home with the weekly diversion to the bathhouse with his workmates
on Week's-End's eve. Galen continued to eat supper at Nana's house
and continued to be as cold and distant with Jacob as always. At
Nana's insistence (she even pulled a plate out from under him one
night and told him to go home), he pretended to hold a civil tongue
at supper.

One night Jacob returned from the bathhouse,
shouting a 'goodbye' to his workmates as he entered Nana's house,
and the old woman greeted him with - "You scrub extra good
tonight!”

Jacob faced Nana? "Why?"

"'Cause tomorrow's Hinter's
Night."

"Hinter's Night?"

"Don't be tellin' me you don't have Hinter's Night
in your world!"

"Tell me what it is and… "

"All year 'round a proper girl has to wait until the
young man has a clue that she's interested in him, and sometimes
the boy never gets the hint. So every Spring the girls have one day
to make some pretty blatant hints to the young men of their choice.
It all starts off with the young ladies of the village convincing a
unicorn… "

"You've got unicorns?"

"We don't
have unicorns; there
just happens to be a herd that lives nearby. So, the eligible young
men will gather in the town square about Noon tomorrow, dressed in
their best clothes. When the unicorn comes they line up like so
much merchandise and the unicorn checks them one by one. If the
unicorn touches him then the young ladies know he's clean
merchandise."

"I thought only virgins… "

"Ye've never met a unicorn, yet ye think ye know
something about them; is that what Granny Rachel's
hearin'?"

Jacob made a show of shutting his
mouth.

"A unicorn will befriend any man or woman who
is
virtuous; not just
virgin. You have bad thoughts in that mind of yours and they'll
know it and you'll be lucky to get away without their horn print in
your backward parts."

"I can't go," Jacob confessed. "That night; before I
came here… "

"Let Granny guess: there was a woman?" Jacob
nodded.

"Before or after all the poisons you put in your
body?"

"Poisons were first; I figured it would take time…
"

"You figured wrong, then, didn't ya? The shape you
were in when you got here I'd bet the hussy you hired didn't earn
her pay that night." She smiled while Jacob blushed. "Was that the
only time?" she then asked more grandmotherly, and Jacob nodded.
"Then you stand out there in the square tomorrow and see what
happens. The worst that'll happen is that the unicorn will pass by
you."

"So after the unicorn's approved 'the merchandise'…
?"

"Which they usually do because most o' the boys have
been out to visit the herd in the past few days just to make sure
they can touch one and that they'll not be marked in front of the
whole town. So, after the inspection you march right home, where
Granny Rachel will have the window seat ready for you to sit
yourself down and be prepared for the young ladies to do their
window shopping. If they like what they see they'll give you a slip
of paper with their name and maybe a message." Nana smiled
dreamily. "And, some of them may even try to kiss
you."

Cocoa snorted from where she was supposedly asleep
next to the fireplace.

"Sort of gives them an idea if you like them, too."
Granny Rachel grinned and continued: "It's a mite rude to refuse a
kiss on Hinter's Day, Child - do you think you can handle
it?"

"Hinter's Night, huh?" Jacob
smiled.

"The smart boys take the hints they're given. Saves
a lot of time and guess work."

"But I don't have any nice
clothes."

"What's Granny Rachel been doin' all day,
Child?!"

Jacob looked where Nana nodded, and he saw a new
shirt and knee-length kilt laid carefully across a chair so as to
not ruin the careful ironing they'd been given.

"You know my size?"

Nana just smiled. "I'm just old, Child; I'm not
blind."

—————

Jacob was waiting in the town square at Noon the
next day with all the other eligible young men as the maidens
escorted a chocolate brown unicorn into town, entering the square
from opposite end from the young men. The rest of the villagers
ringed the square, cheering and clapping as the procession made its
way towards the men, many of the villagers shouting encouragement
as well as teasing, and there was laughter everywhere. As they came
to a stop in front of the row of young men, each of the maidens
made a show of touching the unicorn; a silent but clear signal that
they were virtuous and expected nothing less in return, and Jacob
imagined that they too had been out to the herd in the days
previous to make sure there would be no public
humiliation.

The unicorn then made her way to one end of the line
of young men and made a lengthy show of looking the first one over
very carefully. Each time she whinnied and touched a young man in
any way there was cheering - usually she simply touched his
shoulder with her horn as if knighting him. (After all, remaining
virtuous was a 'commission' from many cultures' Deity, Jacob
thought.) Jacob grew nervous as he watched a few young men ahead of
him silently duck out of the line, attempting to do so unnoticed,
but he resolved to hold his ground - he'd made a mistake that
night, and maybe nothing had happened. Until that night he'd had
reasonably clean thoughts about girls and had treated then with
manly respect, and if Nana was right then maybe he was too drugged
for anything to have happened.

Caught up in thought, Jacob was startled as suddenly
the unicorn was standing in front of him. A spectator stopped him
from falling backwards in surprise by pushing him gently back in
his place in line while many people laughed - but he didn't get
angry because it was a festival, and a festival was for good-will
and laughter.

The creature seemed to take extra time on Jacob,
staring into his very soul. Just as he thought he was going to
shake to the ground from loss of nerves, the unicorn took a step
forward and put her muzzle to his ear. "Life has been hard on you,
Boy. But Life can also be beautifully merciful. Listen to Nana and
trust her. Allow your new friends to help you heal." Startled that
something he thought of as an animal was speaking to him, Jacob was
even more surprised when a wet equine tongue was suddenly licking
his ear in affection and the crowd cheered their
approval.

"I've never seen one kiss a man on Hinter's Day!!
Nana exclaimed as she and Jacob made their way home for the rest of
the festival. "Never! Never in my lifetime, and I'm the oldest soul
in Glasswater!" She squeezed Jacob's elbow enough to show affection
but not to hinder him with his crutches. "Don't you
ever tell me you
aren't somethin' special after today; don't you dare! And we'd
better get some moisture balm on those lips of yours 'cause from
the looks on the ladies' faces when the unicorn started lickin'
your ear there's goin' be a line at your window this
afternoon!"

Jacob took his place at the window seat as the young
ladies began their 'window shopping'. It appeared most every girl
came around to say hello through the window, and many even leaned
in to initiate a kiss or two - the strongest of hints allowed on
Hinter's Night. One or two such hints even took his breath away as
the girl straightened up, smiled, and walked away, leaving a note
stuffed down the startled man's shirt. By the end of the evening
there were more than enough notes dropped down the front of Jacob's
shirt to make him understand why Nana had made it with such an
open, accessible neckline.

"Every girl in the village must a' come by," Nana
said, smiling, from her rocker by the fireplace. "I suppose it's
about time to turn in… "

"No, not yet."

"Haven't you been kissed enough for one night,
Child?"

"It's not that. There's someone about three houses
down; she's been standing there watching for a
while."

Nana was to another window with the speed of a woman
a fraction of her age. "You're right. And she's
never participated
in Hinter's Night before." Granny smiled. "She's a good girl,
Child. Had a hard life and is scared at all she's been dealt. I
suggest you sit there till she's gotten her courage up; it'll be
worth your time."

After another long while Nana lit a lantern and
placed it near Jacob's window, letting the figure still half-hiding
in the shadows know he was still in place. Obediently, Jacob stayed
sat until shadows covered the street and night was upon
them.

"Jacob?" He awoke to the sound of his name and
discovered the girl in the shadows had finally approached his
window. "I'm sorry I made you sit up so long… " The girl let her
voice taper off. "I – I've never done this. It's… Well it's got to
be demeaning for you.” Jacob didn't think so but didn't say it
aloud. "Anyway, I know you saw me and waited for me; thank you. I'm
kind of embarrassed because I'm not really looking for a romance or
marriage, but I'd like a friend. Not just a girl friend, but a
friend. I've been through a lot in life, and when I saw you that
first day you were up and about your eyes told me you've been
through a lot and maybe we could talk - oh, I don't know why I'm
doing this! Anyway, here's my name," and she handed him a small
slip of paper; she didn't even put it down his shirt. "There, I
know this is dumb, but if you'd just like a friend, I'd like one,
too." She paused, hoping Jacob would say something. "Well,
Goodnight, then." She turned to leave.

"Wait," Jacob called. The young woman turned back,
hopeful, and Jacob took her hand and gave it the barest of kisses,
thinking it had to be a gallant gesture even in this strange new
world.

"Thank you," he said simply. The young woman smiled
and ran up the street, disappearing into the
night.










Chapter 4
Hinter's Picnic


Jacob woke the next morning in a panic - it was
late! He had no watch but he knew he had to be late for work!
Rolling over, he caught hold of the rope and swung down to the main
floor of the house, where Nana was silently working on yet another
herbal mixture for someone in the village, Cocoa ready to deliver
it when it was done being concocted.

"Awake a little early?"

"It feels late; gonna be late for work!" He started
grabbing at his clothes, which were all lined up on a chair at the
foot of his rope.

"Not today," Nana smiled. "Day after Hinter's Day is
Hinter's Picnic. All eligible young-un's are excused from work
today."

"What?"

"You have to choose a name and take a picnic dinner
to properly meet the girl and see if you want to pursue her. And
you best hurry as you've only got until Noon to get there. Picnics
start at Noon; it's tradition."

"A picnic?"

"That's right. I've got it all packed for you."
Nana's best basket was sitting on the eating end of the long
trestle table, surrounded by all the slips of paper that had been
stuffed down his shirt the night before, with one paper
conspicuously resting on the top of the loaded basket instead of
the table top.

"You've picked one for me?" Jacob asked
challengingly.

Nana smiled.
"You
chose her when you kissed her hand last
night."

Jacob blushed and smiled. "Yeah; she was kinda
funny."

"Funny?! Funny?! That was the bravest, most daring
thing that girl's done in ten years! Funny? She showed more courage
last night than the whole Narnian army showed in the last
war!"

"I didn't mean it as an insult," Jacob explained
meekly. "I meant that she… well, she made me
smile."

"And I get the feeling it's been a long while since
you smiled last."

"Probably."

"'Probably?' I'll take that as - 'yes, Nana; it's
been a long while'."

Jacob didn't like where this conversation was going.
"So, what can you tell me about this girl; this… " and he picked up
the paper and read it… "Miriam?"

"Came here about ten years ago. A total mess;
escaping something but I've never asked; didn't need to, really.
Works on a farm about two miles from town. Farmer she works for is
her grandfather. A very
protective
grandfather." Nana smiled. "Everything else you gotta
learn on your own."

Jacob discovered that trying to carry a basket full
of food while swinging his crutches was very, very hard. Determined
to not let anyone see how hard it was, he wasn't fooling anyone -
especially when he started swearing halfway across the town square,
where many of the women were gathered to hear and spread the
morning news.

"Mister," a small voice sounded beside him after one
particularly bad word, and Jacob swung around, surprised to find a
small group of children behind him. But he'd moved too fast and the
momentum of the basket knocked him over. His anger flared but he
held his tongue because they were children. All the children
giggled as his kilt revealed everything the loincloth didn't
conceal before he could pull the kilt back into place - fortunately
it was a group of young boys.

"Our mamas sent us to help you, but we're not
supposed to tell you that." Jacob looked back down the street to
where many of the women were watching from the town square he'd
just crossed. Several of the women waved, and just to be polite he
waved back.

"I don't need help."

"Our mamas said you'd say that. But they want you to
get to the picnic 'in one piece'. They promised us cake if we get
you there proper - even if you argue." Jacob knew he couldn't fight
the power of cake, but he tried. All the boys giggled while one
picked up the basket, two retrieved the crutches and kept them from
Jacob's grasp, and several others helped him stand. Jacob protested
that he didn't need help even when the boys forced him into the
boy-sized cart they were pulling behind them.

So Jacob made the journey to the farm in grand but
very humbling
little-boy style, the little ones singing
supposed-soldier songs as they marched along, stopping only to
examine a bug or to cram a newly-discovered rock into a pocket.
They all took turns carrying the food basket and discussing among
themselves what Nana might have packed - Jacob discovered that Nana
was prized among the young boys for her cooking.

"Did Nana wash you all over while you waz sick?" one
forward little boy asked Jacob through his humiliation, and Jacob
decided not to answer. "Ew; she did!" the boy shrieked, knowing
that silence could only mean one thing.

Miriam kept the straightest face possible as the
battalion of little boys arrived at the farm, pulling the tall,
handsome, and embarrassed stranger right up to the picnic table her
grandfather had set out under the huge oak trees for her use while
loudly singing some childhood song which used Jacob and Miriam's
names and spelled out the word 'kissing' in a way that made Miriam
giggle and Jacob blush deeply. She smiled as the boys struggled to
get their passenger standing while she accepted the basket from one
of the younger boys.

"You guys are gonna eat a
ton!" the boy
exclaimed as he handed the basket to Miriam; "It took everyone one
of us to get this here! Bet it's Nana's cooking too; better be cuz
if it is you'll marry him for sure, right?"

Miriam pretended to try to kiss the boy as a reward
for his gallantry, sending all the boys running in horror from such
an awful fate, the now-empty wagon literally bouncing along behind
them.

Miriam saw the 'help me if you dare' look Jacob gave
her, so she stood smiling by the table and refused to help him as
he sat himself opposite of where she stood. Then she sat and smiled
at him until he finally smiled back, embarrassment over his mode of
transport ebbing.

"Thank you for coming,” Miriam said quietly as she
continued to smile.

"Thank you for the invitation."

"I didn't send the boys… "

"Their mothers promised them cake if they got me
here in one piece."

"The power of cake - can't fight that." Miriam
smiled. "I suppose you had a lot of offers for
today."

"Only one that mattered." And Jacob smiled an honest
smile.

Miriam knew to answer that with nothing more than a
smile - and she did so.

"Well, shall we eat?" Jacob asked as he opened the
basket, he himself interested in what was in it. He noticed that
dishes, glasses, and utensils were even in the
basket.

"These aren't Nana's best… "

"Would you pack your best for a one-legged man on
crutches to carry for three miles?" And Miriam
giggled.

"No," Jacob smiled a very honest smile; "I
definitely would
not."

Jacob arranged the plates and the food between the
two of them as nicely as he could around the large pitcher of
chilled milk Miriam had waiting for them.

"Mmm," Miriam breathed in the deep aroma of the
largest container. "Nana is the best cook in
Narnia!"

The meal was eaten slowly and comfortably and was
washed down with the chilled milk, using the last of it to wash
down the best berry tarts Jacob had ever tested. Miriam was
interested in hearing about Jacob's world, and he was interested in
learning more about Narnia. They spent hours comparing the two
worlds; he amazed at the amount of animal power still used as well
as the concept of talking Beasts, unicorns, centaur, etc. Miriam
was in turn amazed with the concept of modern engines and machines.
"Your world must be marvelous! So many machines to free up so many
laborers to do what they really want… "

"And to pay for those machines we work twice as many
hours and owe twice as many people money. Half the population can't
find work, and we're so busy surviving that we don't even know our
neighbors' names."

"Yeah; right," Miriam laughed. "No one could… " But
the look in Jacob's eyes told her he was telling the truth. "No one
could live like that," she finally whispered.

Jacob shrugged. "They do. Not much of a life. I've
felt more alive the short time I've been here than I ever felt in
my world." Neither of them had anything to say to that. "So, how
big is Narnia; where in this world do we live?"

Miriam excused herself to get a large book from the
house and opened it in front of Jacob, reclaiming her place across
the table from her.

"We live here," and the girl pointed out a large
harbor. Glasswater Harbor."

"That's an interesting name."

"The water's unusually calm in it; no one's ever
explained why. Historians say it used to be larger but the silt
that washes down the rivers and in from the ocean are slowing
filling it in - that's what they say, anyway." * The water's so
calm that mermaids summer there."

*
“Prince Caspian” takes place 800
years after this story, and at that time Glasswater is referred to
as a 'creek', which in the English of C. S. Lewis' time means a
small inlet or bay. Obviously it had filled in more and more
between stories.

"Mermaids?!"

Miriam smiled. "Yes. You really do live in a sad
country - no centaur; no unicorns; no mermaids?" Jacob shrugged.
"Well anyway," and Miriam turned her attention back to the atlas,
"a day's walk north is Cair Paravel, where the king
lives."

"This Aslan everyone talks about?"

"No; the human king who serves at the pleasure of
Aslan."

"So who is Aslan?"

"Who is Aslan? Well, He's Aslan. The True King of
Narnia, the son of the Great Emperor Beyond the Sea." Jacob sat
understanding the words spoken but none of the inference. "We also
call him 'the Great Lion'."

"Lion?"

"Yes; Lion."

"So it
was a lion," Jacob
half-whispered.

"That brought you here? Yes; that was Aslan. I was
at Nana's when he arrived with you." She paused. "You were really a
mess! And hallucinating." She shuddered. "Joseph, it was horrible.
What had you done?"

Jacob paused, knowing if he told the truth it would
effectively end the afternoon. "I tried to suicide," he finally
said flatly but honestly. “Overdosed medicines… ”

"Really?" Miriam asked quietly, looking Jacob deep
in the eyes. "Why?"

Jacob shook his head. "I doubt you'd… " But as he
was trying to tell her she wouldn't understand she was rolling up a
sleeve to reveal a harsh, jagged wound across the veins of her
wrist.

"I think I
would understand,
Jacob," Miriam said quietly. "Was it just the leg? Or was there
more?"

"It was a lot of things. But if I were a therapist,
I'd boil it all down to self-hatred." Miriam had no idea what a
therapist was, but she understood self-hatred. "The war and what I
saw in it. Loosing my leg. Feeling so utterly alone…
"

"Didn't you have family?"

"A mother. She was so busy running a business she
had no time for me."

"Didn't have time?!"

"We weren't a family. I was just something she
created one night with a boyfriend." Miriam blushed deeply. "I'm
sorry; I didn't say that very well. Anyway, she came to visit me in
the hospital twice, but she spent her time trying to get out of the
doctors how much of my stay was going to be payed for by the army
and if they were going to try to get any money out of her. Once she
understood she'd not have to pay for any of it I never saw her
again."

They both sat in quiet thought for several
minutes.

"Can I ask about your wound?" Jacob finally asked
softly.

"You came home from war hating yourself," Miriam
said quietly. "My father came home from war hating everyone but
himself. As I see it now, though, he hated himself too. He tried to
take things out on my mother, but she could defend herself. So he
did… things," Miriam emphasized that last word, "When Mama wasn't
looking, he hurt his daughters… in ways… "

Jacob put a hand on Miriam's hand. "You don't need
to say more."

The girl looked Jacob deep in the eyes. "But can I
anyway? I've never trusted myself to talk to Gramps or Nana - my
Nana.* But something tells me I can trust you."

*
'Nana' is an affectionate term for
'grandmother'.

There were a lot of Nana's in Glasswater.

Jacob didn't want to hear the story he knew was
coming, but he could see in Miriam's eyes that she needed to tell
someone, and he remembered the many, many times he either couldn't
trust someone to tell them or didn't have someone to tell. How
could he refuse? So he nodded and let her talk. And through the
afternoon and evening he talked, too. They both found someone to
tell their secret pains to and who understood the loneliness of
living with secrets and the ache the other's heart had gone
through. Although the reasons were different, both had gone through
the same sorrows and griefs, and this was the first time either
were able to trust the person they spoke with.

Some time after dark Jacob and Miriam were
interrupted by someone clearing their throat. Startled, they turned
to see a kindly old man with soft, kind eyes standing a respectful
distance away.

"Gramps!" Miriam smiled as she stood and kissed her
grandfather. "This is Jacob. Jacob, this is my Grandfather." Jacob
stood out of respect and shook the old man's hand - a firm, strong,
farmer's handshake.

"I was thinking it just might be time for you to
head home, young man. You'll have work in the morning and Galen
doesn't take kindly to workers who fall asleep on the
job."

"It's dark already?!" exclaimed Jacob, and a
familiar shaking began.

Grandfather's experienced eyes caught the tremble in
the young man and smiled. "How about I take you home in a cart? I
need to go into town anyway."

"You do?" asked Miriam, and Gramps gave her a 'hush
your mouth' look.

In a shorter time than Jacob had expected Gramps had
a small, two-wheel jaunting cart hitched to a horse and was waiting
for the young ones to finish a courteous goodbye. Then Jacob
climbed up to the seat opposite the old man and Miriam handed him
his crutches and the basket and waved to the two of them as her
Nana came out to also wave.

Gramps didn't speak for several minutes. Finally he
smiled and whispered. "I can make you a promise,
Son."

Jacob put on his most-serious face. "I will respect
her completely, Sir. You can trust me… "

Gramps smiled. "That's good. But my promise didn't
have anything to do with that; I'm savin' that for when you've met
with her a few more times."

"Oh; sorry."

"What I waz goin' ta say is that I can promise you
there aren't any monsters or demons waiting out there in the dark.
You're safe here."

Jacob hung his head a little more humbly. "That
obvious?"

"It is to a fellow old soldier." Neither one of them
spoke for a minute. "It's been twenty-five years, and I'm still
scared of the dark."

"Then how do you go out?"

"A long time ago I decided there's two people inside
my mind. There's the soldier who learned to fear the dark more than
anything else in life, and there's the brave, happy farm boy who
loved the adventure of camping and hunting and hiking at night
before he went off to war. What I gotta do every day is struggle to
let the farm boy win the argument whenever the soldier is tellin'
my mind to be afraid of the perfectly safe dark."

"You make it sound easy."

"It hasn't been easy for twenty-five years, Son.
Those two battle it out in my head every time I hav'ta go out. The
trick for me is to know which voice to listen to and which one to
tell to hush their mouth. Someday he will hush up. I hope,
anyway."

—————

"Thank you, Sir!" Jacob shouted as he waved goodbye
to Gramps from the doorway of Nana's house. Closing the door, he
smiled the broadest, happiest smile Nana could remember ever seeing
on a man's face, and she'd made a study of men's faces for many,
many years.

Then Jacob surprised Nana by kissing her cheek.
"Thank you!" Jacob exclaimed.

"Picnic went well, did it?" Nana asked as she picked
up the basket from beside Jacob and carried it to her washing
counter. "Well, I hope I packed enough food. How were the tarts?
Tarts, nothing - how was Miriam? Is she every bit the lady I
suspect her to be?" Jacob didn't answer. "Child? I was asking about
the picnic… " but as Nana turned around all she saw was the rope to
the loft swaying as if someone was climbing it and Jacob's foot
disappearing up into the loft.

"Pleasant dreams, Child." And then in a louder
voice, "But not too pleasant!"










Chapter 5
School's In!


The following Week's End, Jacob made his way back to
Miriam's farm - without the aide of the well-intended,
cake-motivated boys with the wagon. He did his best to help her
with her chores, even learning how to milk a cow by hand and how to
gather chicken eggs. He tried to carry the milk pails but Miriam
quickly reminded him about the picnic basket and he humbly allowed
her to carry the milk to the house. This time he made sure he made
it home before dark.

The week after that, just as Jacob was getting ready
to leave for the farm, there was a knock at the door. Nana opened
it and Miriam came bursting through like a
missile.

"School's in! Nana! Jacob! We just got word from the
farm south of us that the school's been spotted coming up the
coast! Jacob! Let's go!"

"You go, Child; I'll catch up," Nana said hastily,
almost pushing Jacob out the door.

"Miriam! Hold on!" Jacob exclaimed as they rushed
down the street towards the harbor. "What are we
doing?"

"School's in! I told you!"

"What are you talking about?!"

Miriam waited for him to catch up with her. "Can you
row a boat?"

"'Course I can."

"Then we'll be in the middle of the harbor before
the school's arrived!"

"What school?"

"The Merfolk!" Miriam whispered, as if she didn't
want everyone else to hear.

Jacob managed to move a little faster, and he made
it to the harbor just as Miriam had talked her way into a row boat
and had it off the beach and bobbing at the water's line. She and
Jacob climbed in and someone gave them a push out into the water
and Jacob started rowing.

"Why the rush?" Jacob asked as he pulled at the
oars.

"Because you've never seen them; that's why. Every
one else here has seen them so many times they could care less. But
I want to see your face when they surface. I'll bet it'll be just
like Christmas morning!"

"You have Christmas here?"

"'Course we do! Father Christmas lives in Narnia! *
Now row as if for your life!"

*
The observant Narnia reader will recall that in
‘The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe’ Father Christmas said he’d
been away from Narnia a hundred years, leaving the implication that
he couldn’t live there. But who knows?

The alleged location of Father Christmas' domicile
gave Jacob something to think about as he maneuvered their boat
further into the harbor, trying his best to match the young woman's
urgency, and they were a quarter of the way into the harbor before
other boats began pushing off to join them. Soon there was a small
armada of mostly youth and children heading for the deepest part of
the harbor, where, according to Miriam, greeting the mer-school
would be the best.

Just as Jacob beat all the other rowboats to the
mid-harbor point (after a least a half-hour of rowing, urged on by
an over-excited Miriam), a huge dark shadow rose from the water,
flew over the boat, and plunged back into the water, a shout of joy
accompanying the shadow on its flight. Jacob screamed from surprise
and covered his face, but Miriam's scream was one of sheer
delight.

"I suppose that was a mermaid?" Jacob asked as he
pulled himself back onto his seat.

"No, it was a mer-man," Miriam corrected
him.

Another form rose up to leap over the boat, and this
time Jacob's eyes were ready to catch the sight: long and lean, the
merman had his arms held out wide as he left the water, giving a
deep-throated war call, and his dolphin-like tail was held
perfectly straight as he touched both Jacob and Miriam on the head
as he passed over them and then plunged quickly back into the water
with barely a ripple.

Jacob was speechless, his eyes easily the size of
pie tins. In fact, he was so speechless that he'd nearly forgotten
what speech was.

"Take your shoe off," Miriam said, bringing him out
of his awe.

"What?"

"Your shoe - take it off. In fact, you'd better
strip down to your unders. Quickly?"

"Why?"

"Because you're about to go for a
swim."

"Huh?"

"'First boat, first swim.' That's their rule." And
then she laughed.

"And that's why we had to hurry," concluded Jacob.
"You're a sneaky little… "

"Yes, I am," and Miriam laughed. "Clothes;
now."

Jacob's shirt flew off nearly of its on volition,
followed very quickly by his shoe and then his trousers, and just
in time, too, because suddenly another burly merman flew up out of
the water, his tail straight up in the air as his face met Jacob's
and he grabbed him squarely by both shoulders and lifted him up out
of the boat and hauled him with him as he passed over the boat and
landed back in the water.

"Kiss the mermaid!" Miriam yelled as her companion
disappeared, hoping he'd heard.

Freedom of choice when it came to kissing a mermaid
did not belong to the human - a buxom sea maiden took hold of his
face and gave him a kiss that reminded him very forcefully of
Hinter's Night, and suddenly he could breathe underwater!
*

*
For the one or two of you who don't know, once
you've been kissed by a mermaid you can breathe underwater until
she 'takes it back' by kissing you again.

Before Jacob could think again, two mermen had him
by either hand and were swimming as fast as their dolphin-like
torsos and tails could slice through the water. Skimming just below
the surface, they broke through into the air several times,
launching themselves like the flying fish Jacob had seen once on a
vacation to Santa Catalina - only now
he was the flying
fish! Holding the human between them with their vise-like grips, he
flew with them every time they broke surface - and he produced the
loudest, most hysterical scream they'd ever heard a human produce
every time they went airborne. They flew over several other boats
that had finally reached the area, Jacob still in tow; all three of
them flying over the boats to the delight of the passengers,
including Nana, who squealed like the school girl she
had not
been for many decades - mostly because she just plain
loved watching the merfolk and partly because somewhere in the
swift swim around the harbor Jacob's loincloth had been pulled off
by the force of the water.

Then they dived deep to the bottom of the harbor,
turned upwards, and flew with all the power and speed their tails
could produce and launched themselves straight into the sky. Just
as Jacob felt their momentum slowing, the two mermen towing him
thrust him up with their powerful arms and launched him higher
still. He had presence enough to curl into a ball to hit the water
has he fell, and he was immediately surrounded by other merfolk who
congratulated him on an incredible flight - a 'flight' being a sort
of merfolk version of a human's dive but up into the sky. Another
mermaid applied another kiss and suddenly he had to be hauled to
the surface before he drown, breaking the surface right next to the
boat where Miriam was smiling, waiting for his
return.

"Would the young lady care for a swim?" asked a
merman with an incredibly handsome face framed by green-tinted
black hair.

"The lady thanks you for the offer, but she needs to
make sure her gentleman gathers his wits back up." She smiled as
she leaned forward. "He only learned of merfolk's existence a few
weeks ago."

The merman saluted Miriam, punched Jacob's shoulder
in a masculine sort of way, and disappeared back into the
water.

"Are you alright, Child?" Nana called from a rowboat
that was just coming alongside as she waved a large towel for
Miriam to take from her.

Jacob was again speechless and both women just
smiled.

"Miriam?" Jacob finally said, still holding on to
the side of the boat.

"Yes, Jacob?"

"I really need you to turn around so I can get in
the boat."

"If I don't?"

"Then you'll deal with me, missy," Nana retorted
sternly from the boat she was in.

Miriam quickly turned around.

—————

"You really are an incredible woman," Jacob said to
Miriam as he walked her home later that day - with plenty of time
for him to return home before dark.

"Why thank you, kind Sir."

Jacob's smile shortened a little. "No; I really mean
it; you are. I don't think I know anyone as genuinely good as you.
Any man lucky enough to have you fall in love with them will be the
happiest man in the world."

Miriam stopped. "Do you really mean that? After all
you know about me; about what my father did to
me?"

"Your father did it; you didn't. You've kept company
with the unicorn; what does that tell you? You are chaste, even if
you father isn't. And on top of that, you are so full of life and
love that some lucky man will
never let you
go."

"Could you love me that much? Knowing what you know
about me?"

Jacob thought carefully. "I could. I didn't always
think so, but you've taught me better." He smiled a boyish smile.
"But I think we both know we're only ever going to be friends. But
yes, I could easily love you and never give what happened to you
another thought." Jacob paused and looked her in the eyes. "And
that's the truth."

"Thank you." And Miriam hugged him fiercely; so
fiercely that he came off his crutches and they both went down on
the grass as Gramps and his wife came out to greet
them.

"I have a question for you," began Joseph slowly."
Do you think I'll be worth someone's time –
someday?"

"You are already," Miriam whispered. "Someone who
will hold you and love you and help you heal the rest of the way.
She will be a lucky woman!"

—————

A week later Miriam was waiting for Jacob as he and
his workmates emerged from the bathhouse.

"Evening," Jacob said with a
smile.

Miriam smiled back. "Come home with
me?"

Jacob's mates made a few daring snickers, but his
glare shut them up.

"What's happening?"

"A party. A farewell party."

"Whose?" Jacob asked has they began their way up the
street towards the farm.

"Mine." Miriam searched Jacob's face for a reaction.
"A letter came from Mama today. Father's died and she's sick and
needs me. And I'm going. The courage you gave me is going to let me
go home."

One part of Jacob didn't want to celebrate, but the
other was happy and cheerful through a wonderful supper. All four
of them went for a walk around the farm after dessert, and Jacob
was invited to stay the night in the guest room. The next morning
Miriam wept as she said goodbye to her grandmother, and then she,
Gramps, and Jacob climbed in the cart and headed into
town.

It was the morning of Week's End, so not a lot of
people were out and about when Gramps pulled up in front of Nana's
house.

"I know we promised to just be friends," Jacob said,
"But I don't think my heart could be breaking any
more."

"Mine, too," confessed Miriam. "I think we've been
the first real friends either of us has had in a long
time."

They stood speechless for several
minutes.

"It's time, Girl," Gramps
whispered.

Miriam reached back to her bag and pulled out a
letter. "Here's everything I'm too scared to say to your
face."

They hugged and kissed as true friends, and then she
was gone.

Jacob wandered down to a quiet place among the rocks
along the part of the harbor's edge where the merfolk would surface
to sun themselves to read the letter:

Dearest Jacob -

Thank you for giving me my life back. I was ready to try to suicide
again when you were brought to Nana's house. Knowing that there is
one person who understands and doesn't judge me made the difference
and helped me gain the courage to live.

And live I think I shall. No matter where you and I go in our
separate lives, you shall always be my friend. If you ever need my
help I will cross whatever boundaries are between us to find you.
In Narina there is no greater title than Friend, and you, dear
Jacob, are my Friend.

But Nana!" Jacob exclaimed later over a noon dinner,
"This is what she
did for
me! She gave me
life! She gave me hope that someone else had been through all the
pain… How could I have… "

"If you'd quit using 'me' and 'I' so much, Child,
then you'd see past the end of your own troubles and realize that a
shared pain is a far lighter load than one selfishly kept to
yourself," was Nana's reply. "Now, here's Granny's advise for you,"
and Jacob remembered the unicorn's instructions on following Nana's
advise. "Next trip to the bath house and all the men start telling
their war stories, I think it's high time for you to share yours.
Don't give me that look; I know very well you sit there silent as a
sleeping tree and selfishly keep your burden to yourself. It's time
for some burden-sharing with other men who've seen battle." Nana
leaned back in her chair and tied off the sewing she was finishing
up while they spoke. "Tell me I'm wrong, Child; I dare
you."










Chapter 6
Changing Jobs


Jacob was actually whistling to himself at work the
following day when suddenly he was knocked to the
floor.

"What did you do to that girl that she had to
leave?!" Galen shouted, looking down at Jacob.

Galen shouldn't have done that - the still-wounded
soldier keeping fort in Jacob's mind instantly snapped to attention
and lifted Jacob's body up off the floor as if he had both legs and
took Galen down as swift and fast as an average person blinks.
Jacob the crippled civilian was gone, and a cornered, angry soldier
plummeted Galen again and again, the two of them rolling across the
floor, slugging at each other until other men were able to pull
them apart, one of them getting an arm broken while trying to
wrench the suddenly-powerful Jacob off his
attacker.

I won't even record the first fit of
so-called language
out of Jacob's mouth as four men held him back and four
others held on to Galen. But then it turned into: "Done to her?! I
ain't done nothing to her, you filthy-minded pervert! How could you
even think something like that of her?!"

"I was thinkin' it about you!"

No matter how hard Jacob struggled he couldn't break
free of the men struggling to hold him.

"Her mother wrote her - her father's died and her
mother needs her. She's going home!"

"So you say!"

"So
I say!" a woman's
voice shouted from the entrance to the catch house - it was Jen,
Miriam's Nana. "Do you honestly think my husband and I let this boy
and our granddaughter roam the farm without being watched? Galen,
you're such an ass.* They were watched the whole time he came
calling." She paused and looked at Jacob. "I'm sorry son, but you
were."

*
Now, don't get upset with me for using a Biblical
word in its proper context.

She is calling him a stubborn old mule - the Biblical definition of
the word.

"Fine by me!" Jacob the angry soldier spat. "Tell
him if you saw anything wrong! Tell him!"

"You were the perfect gentleman, if it's anyone's
business. You continue to be welcome at my farm any time, any day."
She turned back to Galen. "And until I've heard that you've
apologized, the farm guild will refuse all offal barrels from this
catch house."

"It's too bad you're a bachelor, Galen," Jacob spat,
"You'd make a great father with your attitude! Maybe if you knew
what it was like to raise and teach a few sons you wouldn't
automatically… "

"STOP THIS NOW!" Nana roared (she had entered the
catch house with Jan; did I mention that?) and the rest of what
Jacob was going to say was stunned into temporary silence. "You
speak of things you don't know, Child!"

"Don't I?" Jacob was still so angry that he didn't
see that the crowd around him and Galen had silently backed off at
his last angry words at Galen.

Galen tried to reply but a group of what were
obviously managers swept into the room and took their place between
the two men, staring them up and down and taking in the chairs and
crates damaged in the fight.

"Who started it?" an old, white haired man asked;
"Who made the first comment; who threw the first strike?" Every
face in the room turned on Galen. "It appears we'd best reassign
the boy for now."

"The farm guild will take him," Jen said simply.
"It's time we got a few out-buildings whitewashed." The managers
huddled and then the old man nodded agreement.

Jen approached Jacob, hands on her hips and looking
very formidable. "If these men let go of you, will you walk out of
here with me peacefully? The fight is over,
soldier."

Jacob's muscles remained tight as a bow, his eyes
still riveted on Galen; his face still twisted in a hateful, animal
snarl. It looked as if he'd not even heard her.

"Load him into my wagon and two of you ride with him
until he's himself again. I've lived with an old soldier long
enough to know it's gonna take him awhile before we get the real
Jacob back. Someone get his things from
Rachel's."

Several miles later, Jen pulled her wagon up to the
farmhouse and was standing at the back of the wagon before Joseph
raised his head.

"I'm sorry," he mumbled. "But he shouldn't have done
that."

"And you've go to train the wounded soldier in you
to not react."

Jacob looked up determinedly but with the anger
abated. "I meant he shouldn't have implied that about
Miriam."

"Thank you for defending her. But do it with words
next time." She paused. "You're not upset he insinuated something
about you?"

"Sure I am - that I could've handled. But to
insinuate it about Miriam… !"

There was a pause while Jen and Jacob just looked at
each other and the rest of what they had to say was said silently
with the eyes.

Finally Jen spoke: "You're gonna make a fine husband
one day."

"Is everything gonna be alright?" one of the men in
the wagon asked Jen - both men were still sat on either side of
Jacob and not ready to stir in case he went crazy
again.

"Is it, Jacob?" Jen asked, this time with a tender
compassion in her voice that Jacob could hear.

Jacob took a couple big breaths and finally nodded.
The men climbed down from the wagon and nodded a farewell to Jen as
they walked back down the road towards town, waving at a wagon
approaching the farm with Nana sitting next to the driver, a bundle
balanced on her lap.

"Brought your things, Child," Nana called out as she
waved.

"So," Jacob asked as he, Jen, and Nana slowly walked
the fence line between the forest and the pasture, "I've been
fired?"

"Fired?"

"Let go; have no job… "

"Is that how it's done in your world?" Jen asked;
"No; you've been reassigned to me until you and Galen both calm
down. If you work well enough out here you just might be assigned
permanently."

"I don't understand."

Nana patted his arm. "The village runs as a
cooperative, and we divide the work according to guilds. You've
been assigned to the fishing guild since you arrived as they have
more jobs that can be done sitting down than any other guild; now
you're going to be out here until the council feels the two of you
can be in the same village without fighting."

"Why didn't they send Galen out
here?"

"Could you do his job in town?"

Jacob's nod of understanding was taken by Jen as his
answer.

"So, who runs the farm guild that you spoke for
them?" Jacob asked Jan.

"I do," Jen asked simply. "I've plenty of time to
run the business end and attend mind-numbing council meetings while
the men get the real work done. So, it wasn't an idle threat I made
back there; Galen will be out here within two days to
apologize."

"Oh?"

"That's about the time all the offal barrels will be
full."

"Can't he just dump them… "

"Where? In the harbor? That would make for great
relations with the merfolk and attract who-knows how many shark
into our harbor. Dump it in some hole in the ground to rot? Please
don't tell me they do that in your world!" Jacob said nothing.
"Tomorrow you start work, then; but today you are to walk your
anger off… "

"I'm fine now… "

"That wasn't a question, Son," Jen said sternly.
"I've lived with an old soldier for longer than you've been alive;
I know the drill. You go walk it off while enjoying the extremely
calming scenery."

"Calming scenery?"

Jen smiled. "That's why we live out here. I'm
reasonably certain you know to be back to the house before
dark?"

"One more question. Why's Galen hated me since the
day I arrived?"

"That's Galen's story… " began Jan, but she was
interrupted.

"Let me handle this one, Jen," spoke up Nana. "You
head on back to the house; I'll come later."

Nana found a place to sit under a tree and motioned
for Jacob to join her. "Galen is the father of three sons. Each one
of them were as tall and handsome as their father is short and
plain. To sum a long story up, two died as soldiers in battle; the
same war Jen's husband fought in. The other, his firstborn, lost
both legs in a sea battle against the same pirates that have twice
tried to make Glasswater their own. His ship brought him home,
where he crawled from the house one night and put himself over a
sea cliff; we found him on the rocks the next morning. The clothes
Galen brought you to wear were his firstborn's clothes before he
died. Their mama - Galen's wife - literally grieved herself to
death. She just gave up the will to live and simply let herself
die."

Jacob let out a long breath. "Wow," he whispered. "I
imagine it's too late for me to take back… "

"Yes, it is." Nana let the words hang for a while.
"Galen's lost two he loved to war and two to suicide. Naturally
he'd hate you for reminding him of it all. He hasn't forgiven them
for killing themselves… or himself for not being able to somehow
make everything all better." She paused. "You see, Child, even the
home bodies are hurt by war." She paused. "They were, after all, my
only grandchildren."

With that thought occupying Jacob's mind, Nana got
up to leave. "And Child, if you ever give any hint of any kind to
anyone that I've told you someone's story, you'll face my anger.
Here we only… "

"We only tell our own story; I know," Jacob finished
the sentence for her. Nana laughed and started for the
house.

"Jacob," a still, small voice called from the behind
the young man, and Jacob turned just in time to see a huge,
tawny-gold lion step out from the forest.

"Aslan?" Jacob asked as he turned around to face the
Lion.

"You are doing better, I hope."

"Yes, Sir."

"Our thanks for the kindness you showed
Miriam."

"I didn't really do much… "

"As you know, the smallest kindness often makes the
greatest difference."

Jacob let his head drop. "I guess I
do know that. What I
would have given for someone; anyone… "

"… was the same that Miriam would have given to hear
the simple words you said to her." Aslan laid down beside Jacob,
who was still sitting, but their eyes still on the same level, and
continued. "Did she did not tell you that when you came to
Glasswater she was trying to get up enough courage to take her life
again?" Jacob nodded. "Your simple words gave her enough courage to
live."

"I couldn't have done that much."

"Wouldn't it have only taken one person saying
something to you?" Jacob didn't answer. "I think so," the Lion
concluded.

"But she… " Jacob didn't finish the
sentence.

"… helped you heal, Jacob? Is that what you were
going to say?"

Yes, Sir. Just like Nana said - a shared burden is a
lighter burden."

Aslan smiled, and Jacob marveled that a lion could
do so. "I believe Nana said: 'If you'd quit using 'me' and 'I' so
much, Child, then you'd see past the end of your own troubles and
realize that a shared pain is a far lighter load than one selfishly
kept to yourself.'" Aslan paused, looking Jacob over. "Did I quote
her correctly?"

"Yes, Sir."

They both sat quietly as they watched a flight of
birds pass over the farm on their way north.

"I wish my mother would have
cared."

Aslan looked as if he had something to say but
decided to wait. He stood, motioning for Jacob to
follow.

"Are you going to make me go home, now?" Jacob
finally asked.

"Not yet. You have more healing to do first. And,
you have others to help heal. Then we will see."

"Do I know them?"

Aslan just smiled, leaving Jacob at the door of the
house and walking back toward the forest.

"Are you going to be around to let me
know?"

"Sometimes I will visit - to complement or to
correct. Other times you may hear a roar that only the honest and
sincere will understand and heed." Aslan paused. "Other times you
will simply feel a breeze on a breezeless day and it will spark a
thought." Aslan smiled at Jacob's surprise. "Yes, even from a
distance I can guide and teach."

Jacob nodded and turned again to the door of the
house.

"Jacob," Aslan called out as he
paused.

"Sir?"

"Remember what the unicorn told you: trust Nana's
advise. And follow it."

"Sir?"

"The bathhouse. It's time to tell your
story."










Chapter 7
Confession


It took three days for Galen to come to the farm. He
was waiting as Jacob left the house to start the day's work, and he
stood by the picnic table as Jacob slowly approached
him.

"I'm sorry I misspoke about Miriam," was Galen's
to-the-point statement.

"Thank you," Jacob replied. "Apology
accepted."

"Then tell Jen the barrels are waiting for her
people."

"And I'm sorry for what I said," Jacob added as
Galen turned to leave; "About you being a bad father…
"

"You'd better be." With that, Galen
left.

"Do you accept that pitiful shell of an apology?"
Jacob turned; Jan had come up behind him.

"I do," he answered slowly as he shrugged. "I was
angry over what he'd implied towards Miriam, and that's what he
apologized for."

Jen shook her head. "Then I'll get the wagons
rolling."

"What do you do with it all?"

"Grind it up; dry it out; mix it with the soil as
fertilizer."

"You can't use all of it… "

"No; we sell it to farms outside our cooperative as
well and make a tidy sum - as good a profit as the fishing itself.
Then we burn what we can't use."

Jacob spent the week whitewashing the various
out-buildings on Gramps and Jen's farm. When Gramps arrived home in
the middle of the day from his trip taking Miriam home, they simply
waved at each other; Jacob was pretty sure the old man would learn
the full story of why he was on the farm from his wife. He also
discovered that, although it was their farm, the fields and
pastures were still worked as a cooperative - so while Gramps was
gone other men had filled in and taken care of chores and anything
else that needed doing.

At the end of the week Jen drove Jacob and his
things to Nana's as the town managers agreed there'd been enough
calming time and that they also needed Jacob on tasks in the
harbor. After thanking Jen and hugging Nana, he made his way to the
bathhouse, where he knew his friends would already be
bathing.

With more courage than he thought he had, Jacob left
his clothes in a small basket in the dressing room and made his way
to the bathing room, sitting himself on one of the small stools at
one of the many faucets around the wall and carefully scrubbing and
rinsing before lowering himself into the hot mineral water pool in
the middle of the room, where his friends were already soaking and
were all glad to see him and finally congratulate him for being the
first person to ever best Galen in a fight.

"We've been waiting all week to congratulate you,
mate!" someone exclaimed.

"Yeah; well," began Jacob; "I feel kinda bad about
it since Nana… " Jacob stopped; realizing what he was about to
say.

"She told you?!"

"Jacob nodded. "But don't tell; she promised harm if
I told… "

"Oh well; best you knew. Now you know why he's such
an ogre."

"So, Jacob," someone else asked, "Now you know about
Galen's war wounds. And you certainly know about ours. How come you
never told us about yours?"

Jacob took a deep breath. "It still hurts to talk
about it."

"The hurt heals faster if you talk about it. A
shared burden… "

"… is a lighter burden; so I've been told." Jacob
paused for a very long time, courage ebbing and
receding.

"No secrets in a bathhouse, Jacob," one of the
younger men said, smiling.

Jacob looked around. Fifty men with scars, bruises,
and cuts in nearly every place a man could have scars, bruises and
cuts were all unashamedly in front of him, right alongside his
stumped leg. He smiled - there were definitely no secrets in this
bathhouse!

"So," someone said; "Maybe start with what kind of
war it was."

"Terrorism." Jacob saw the blank looks. "A group of
people want to force you to their way of thinking - their religion,
their mode of government; whatever. So, instead of coming right out
and sending an army, they sent secret fighters who destroy shops,
schools, offices - any kind of violence that can cause terror and
make you give in to their demands out of fear."

"You did this… ?" Most of the room went tense in
fear that Jacob was this kind of man.

"No! Our country invaded a country that was doing it
to us
in order to stop them." The room visibly relaxed. "I
was on night patrols in a neighborhood where we knew insurgents had
large caches of weapons and were using a school to hide
them."

"A school?! They'd use their children as
pawns?!"

"Their churches, too," Jacob added, and the faces
around him told him what his mates thought of this sort of warfare.
"Anyway, one night we were on our regular patrol, and I stepped on
a land mine… "

"What's that?"

"A bomb; buried just deep enough that it explodes
when you step on it."

"A bomb?"

Jacob realized that they honestly didn't know what a
bomb was. He also realized he'd not seen a gun or rifle since he'd
been in Narnia - this was a pre-gunpowder culture! Jacob opened his
mouth to start to explain gunpowder, and suddenly there was a
lion's roar that was very, very close even though it sounded soft
enough to be far away. He turned his head to try to find the
source.

"We know that look!" exclaimed Reuben; "Whatever you
were just going to explain, maybe you ought to hold
off."

"I think so," Jacob whispered, realizing that a
still, small roar was about the kindest warning Aslan could send -
he obviously didn't want his people to understand that concept yet,
and Jacob couldn't find fault in that. When Jacob thought of all
the weapons one could make with the powder, he thought to himself
that that was one thing they'd have to learn on their own and not
from him.*

*
This is
not
an anti-gun stand! Narnia is basically a
pre-gunpowder culture, and I'm not going to rewrite C. S. Lewis'
history.

"So, whatever this thing was, it destroyed your
leg?" Reuben asked.

"Yeah; destroyed it. Exploded it like - well, like a
river rock you throw in a fire."

There was a long silence - every one of them, as
boys, had fished a rock out of a riverbed and thrown it into a
fire, and several of them had some sort of scar from the shrapnel
as the water in the rock superheated and exploded. The thought of a
leg exploding in the same manner was horrifying to every man in the
bathhouse.

"That's horrible," several men finally
muttered.

There was another long silence.

"What's been the hardest part?" asked
Reuben.

Jacob thought for several minutes. "I think it was
that none of my friends ever came to see me after the first time. I
lost all my friends when I lost my leg. Never saw one of
them."

"No one ever came… ?"

"No; not a second time, anyway. My mother came to
the hospital twice and never came again." He paused, feeling that
dreaded tightness in his chest that meant Emotion was trying to get
out, and he was determined to not let it - emotion was a
weakness.

"Mate." Reuben said, "No one heals without friends;
not from something like this. Everyone knows that. It takes friends
to help… "

"Is that why you tried to kill yourself?" someone
else asked.

"Yeah - it was the loneliness; the rejection more
than the horror of being cri-… " Jacob almost said 'crippled', but
he didn't want to get slapped by a dozen friends - and he realized
that for the the first time he thought of these men as friends! "Of
being deformed. Of not being able to stand on my own two feet. Of
needing help to do the simplest things." Jacob took another breath.
"The loneliness was so loud and violent in my mind that I literally
went crazy."


"Was
loud is right," corrected Reuben, "We're here for you
now, Mate."

"So these bomb things," spoke up a grey-haired old
man who was always at the bathhouse when Jacob and his friends
came, "They destroy the heart more than they do the
body?"

"What do you mean?" asked Reuben.

"The body heals, boy." the old man explained. "It
won't grow back, but it heals and adapts. But the heart - aye;
that's a tough one to heal. Even now you're not letting it heal -
yes, I'm old enough to see the brave mask hiding the scared little
boy. Tell me: have you let yourself cry over all
this?"

"Of course not!"

"'Of course not'; that's the same as taking a knife
and reopening your wound every morning, that is." He paused. "I
don't think a pool full of naked men is quite the right place, but
soon's you can, you find a soul you can trust all your secret
heartaches to, and let that emotion out." He paused again. "Or, you
can grow up to be just like Galen." The Old Man smiled. "Your
choice, really." The Old Man let his words echo a bit before he
spoke again. "Tell me, Boy, why do wounded soldiers always say
they'd return to the battlefield in a second?"

Jacob thought carefully before answering; he'd said
those very words a thousand times. "Because of a job left undone.
Because our buddies are still there. Because freedom still has to
be won."

"Because it was the last place you felt there was
any structure in your life?" suggested the Old Man. "Because it was
the last time you felt you had a purpose? It was the last time you
felt loved and appreciated?"

Jacob didn't answer. The more he thought, the more
he realized the Old Man was right.

——————

'Or, you can grow up to be just like
Galen' echoed in Jacob's mind all
the way home from the bathhouse. He would rather die than become
the sour, hateful creature called Galen.

"Have a good bath?" Nana called as Jacob closed the
door behind him. Nana was laying in bed, tucked under several thick
blankets and reading a book by the light of the candle on her
bedside table.

But Jacob was lost in the thought of being just like
Galen.

"I see a scared little boy looking out through your
eyes tonight, Child. Did you listen to Granny Rachel and talk
tonight?"

Jacob nodded.

"And did you tell them
everything?"

"I told them enough," he said
quietly.

"That's what your face says, too. Come; lay beside
Granny Rachel," and she patted the blankets next to her. Jacob sat
on the bed and made himself comfortable next to her as she lay the
book down and put a friendly arm around his
shoulder.

"Aslan's been here tonight,
Child."

"He has?"

"Yes. And he's proud that you talked what little you
did. And he has a message for you; something he wanted to tell you
earlier but felt it wasn't time."

"What's that?"

"You hate your mother for abandoning you after her
last trip to the hospital, don't you?"

"Course I do."

"Then you should know the reason she never came
back."

"Isn't it obvious?" and Jacob looked where is
missing leg should be.

"She never came back because she was in something
Alsan called a 'traffic accident' the very day you saw her last.
She was on her way back to the hospital, bringing some of your
things to help you keep your mind busy - one of them being a 'game
machine' or some such thing; why a person would need a machine to
play games… "

There are times in books and even movies that the
narrator turns the reader's view to something that has nothing to
do with the story, so while Jacob puts an arm around Nana to
express a sudden rush of emotion he couldn't control, let us look
out the window and admire the beauty of the night sky. Let us
listen to the night sounds of the village as Nana finds a reason to
rub the sobbing man's hair and back, transferring all the love a
Grandmother has for a wounded child. And, "Oh! look at that!' as
Nana whispers in the boy's ear: "Time to stop hating her, Jacob.
Your Mama loved you!" and Jacob somehow nods. Oh, and let's not
even notice that Cocoa even lays her muzzle on the bed near Jacob,
lending what love she can. Let us instead spy on the Old Man from
the bathhouse as he steps back from Nana's windows, satisfied that
Jacob had become the fragile little boy he needed to become for a
least one night so that Nana could help him release all the emotion
that manly men bottle up and let rot within their soul. Finally the
rot in Jacob's heart and mind could begin to be cleared out and a
fresh, new man could begin to grow. The old man we're spying on
walked slowly, leaning heavily on his cane, until he reached an
intersection, where he turned the corner and bowed to the Great
Lion, who was waiting for him there.

"I said what you asked, my Lord," the old man said,
smiling. “It looks as if it has had its desired
effect.”

——————

The next morning, Week's End morning, Jacob woke to
find himself still in Nana's arms, his head gently against her
breast. And he had never felt safer or more loved in his life. He
was still a long way from healing, but he thought now that he at
least understood what it felt like to be cared
for.

Jacob closed his eyes and went back to sleep. And
when he woke up Nana was up and one of Cocoa's puppies - the runt
of the litter - was curled up against Jacob's
chest.

"Hey, puppy," Jacob whispered. You got a
name?"

"Not yet," the puppy whispered. "Mama says I have to
think of one on my own. And she says I'm going to be your friend
until you realize there are humans who love you." The puppy
wrinkled his nose. "Sort of like an 'emotional crutch', or some
such thing, Mama says."

"I'll call you 'Crutch', then, until you think of a
better name." As soon as Nana realized Jacob was awake she fed him
breakfast and shoo'ed him and Crutch out the door to a picnic the
redhead from Galen's catch house was holding on the
beach.










Chapter 8
The Escapee


"Jacob! We need a good rower!”

It was Jacob's third day of working on the beach,
learning to repair nets. His teacher, oddly enough, was simply
called Grandfather by everyone in Glasswater and was the very same
old man who had talked to him in the bathhouse and whom we caught
peeking in Nana's windows to make sure the boy talked to
Nana.

"What's wrong?" Jacob asked as Nana and another,
younger, woman and three boys who were obviously her sons came to a
stop in front of him. He let go of the net he was working to face
them, shooing Crutch off his lap so he could
stand.

"Anna's husband went missing early this morning.
He's one who needs lookin' after, if you know what I mean." The
three boys blushed, embarrassed. "You've proved you're the best
rower in Glasswater, so we need you to take the boys across the
harbor; that's where he always goes this time of
year."

Without much more adieu a rowboat was claimed and
Jacob and the three boys were on their way.

"I could have rowed," the oldest boy, who looked to
be sixteen or seventeen years old, complained.

"I've do doubt," Jacob said as he stroked the oars
smoothly.

"We don't need… " but he stopped
midsentance.

"Don't need a cripple? I row with my hands; not my
foot."

"I waz goin' say we don't need a babysitter. Heck,
we babysit our father most of the time."

"Your father is one whose brain isn't all
there?"

"Our father is a good man!" one of the other boys
exclaimed, angry. "He is!"

"Didn't mean that rudely," Jacob said; "I was asking
about his brain function, not his social skills." Jacob took a few
more pulls on the oars. "So, why's he head around the
harbor?"

"There's a quiet little inlet. It's where the
mermaids go to birth their young," the oldest boy explained. "Papa
loves babies, and they're the only ones he ever gets to see. None
of the women in town let him near theirs. Before his wound he was
the gentlest man in town with babies. But today he'd just fumble
them."

"How long has it been?"

"Five years; when the… "

"The pirate attack I keep hearing
about?"

The boys all nodded. "Papa was the Captain of
Glasswater Militia." Thomas, the oldest boy, explained proudly. "He
was pretty much the reason we drove them off. But at the end of the
battle we found him floating face down in the water, breathing
water." The boy paused and shrugged. "He's pretty much been a child
since. It's like having a four-year-old for a
father."

"That can't have been easy for you," observed
Jacob.

"He's our father!" the younger boy
exclaimed.

"But it still couldn't have been easy for you,"
Jacob repeated gently. None of the boys answered, although the
looks on their faces were pretty plain to Jacob. "Your Papa raised
good boys for you to stand by him." The faces on the three boys
lighted at the complement. "Why haven't I met your
father?"

"Mama doesn't let him out much; she worries about
him."

"Doesn't he have friends?"

The middle boy hung his head. "Not since the battle.
Papa keeps sayin' 'They'll come visit; any day.' But they don't.
Everyone in town used to be his friend, but no one… " The boy
didn't have to finish the sentence for Jacob to
understand.

"How old are you, Thomas?"

"Seventeen."

"Tell you what: next Week's End eve you bring your
Papa to the bathhouse; that's when my mates and I go. We'll see if
he's got any friends left in town."

"I don't know if Mama… "

"Has anyone told you my story yet? I know; no one's
supposed to tell in this town… "

"Yeah, but we know your story." The young man
grinned widely. "Aslan stood in the town square and told it to the
whole town."

"Aslan broke the rules?!"

"It's not Aslan's rule," the youngest boy explained;
"It's a Glasswater rule. More like a tradition, really; don't get
punished when you do it for a good reason."

"Then tell your mother that an old soldier who knows
the pain of friends deserting you wants to do something kind for
your papa."

They beached the rowboat at the mouth of the inlet
so as to not disturb the new mothers and babes and walked for a
half-mile up the inlet before they found the boy's papa sitting on
a rock in the water, swinging his bare feet in the water and
laughing like a child as the mermaids swam near with their newborns
to be inspected by the man. At one point he even slid into the
water to hold an offered child… and then another and
another.

"I hate to interrupt this," Jacob whispered; "Your
papa's got such an innocence about him."

"Too much. He's a child."

"Sometimes that's a blessing."

"You come change his diapers when he goes through a
spell of forgetting. Come hold him when he's afraid of a lightening
storm."

Jacob decided he'd not confess to being scared of
lightening storms himself. "Why do you think the mermaids allow him
to hold their babies?"

"Well," Thomas said with a grin, "They aren't goin'
to drown if he drops them, are they?"

"Tommy!' the younger brother called out as he
pointed down the inlet. "Get Papa!"

"What?" asked Jacob.

"The menfolk are coming; they do damage to a man who
invades their women's quiet!"

Jacob splashed down into the water with Thomas,
crutches and all, and each of them grabbed one of the man's arms
and led him back to the shore, all three of them reaching the shore
just as the mer-men reached their women and sent them away and then
turned to face the humans.

"We've warned you, boy," one of the mermen hissed at
Thomas; "Keep him away from here!'

"He's not hurting anyone!" shouted the middle boy,
"He's not flirting or anything… "

"Keep him away, or we will take care of him.
Permanently." And the three mermen plunged back into the water and
disappeared.


"That
was close," Thomas whispered.

"I don't understand… " began
Jacob.

"I wazn't hurting anyone," the boys' father mumbled
as he looked up into Thomas' face; "Honest, Tommy; didn't hurt
anyone; wanted to see the babies… "

"Papa," Thomas sighed, "You know you can't come
here. Even to see babies. Mama will be mad!"

Papa's face fell. "Don't want Mama mad. Didn't hurt
anyone; no one hurt."

"You almost got hurt!" Thomas took his father's hand
and started to pull him back down the path. "You
know the menfolk
will get you one day!"

"No one hurt… "

"Papa! You know you can't come
here!"

It was obvious to Jacob that this discussion had
been held before. It was also obvious that Papa's attention was
wandering from the lecture his son was giving him as he was eying
Jacob with great intent.

"You were a soldier," Papa finally
announced.

"Yes, I was." Honesty seemed the only thing with
this man.

"I was soldier, too. I was Captain of
Glasswater."

"Papa… " Thomas began tiredly.

"But I got hurt. Am a baby now. But I remember when
I was a grown-up. When my brain worked right."

"You can't remember, Papa… "

"I do. I do!" The man sounded like a little child
trying to get his way, but to Jacob's ear it sounded more like a
plea - a plea that someone else remember or at least believe
him.

By the time the small group made its way back to the
rowboat, Jacob was tired of hearing the boys treat their father
like a child - even though mentally that's exactly what he was. The
boys and their father turned aside to follow a trail along the
shore as Jacob tried to give the rowboat a push back into the
water.

"We can't go back that way," Thomas explained; "Not
for a day or two. The mermen will take you down. They don't forgive
us very easily for associating with their women this time of
year."

"A possessive lot, they are," added one of the
younger boys.

"But we have to get the boat back," Jacob
began.

Thomas shook his head. "Not for a couple of days.
The owner will understand."

"Who's the owner?"

Thomas dropped his head. "Galen. It was the only
boat available."

That was all Jacob needed to hear. He was not going
to be chided by Galen for being too scared to return the boat on
the day it was borrowed. As reluctantly as they could the three
boys helped push the boat out and waved as Jacob began
rowing.

"I like boats," their father whispered with a
childlike smile.

Jacob grinned and returned the father's wave as he
started to row. He enjoyed the row - having been a very physical
person, this was something he could do and feel good. The sun being
bright and the sky as blue as blue and been created to be, he soon
stripped his shirt off to let his body enjoy the
sun.

"Brave little human, aren't you?"

Jacob turned to see three mermen's faces breaking
the surface of the harbor.

"You've been messing with our women," said another
of the three.

"We were just getting their father away from them,"
Jacob explained, the on-duty solider in him coming to attention for
the first sign of battle, and he
did feel a battle
coming. "He doesn't have all his mind; he's
innocent."

"Doesn't matter," the first one said. "We've told
them to keep him away. We made promises for the next time someone
violated them."

"There was no violation!" Jacob spat. "He doesn't
have a mind anymore; he's done no harm!"

"A warning is a warning; promise a promise," the
third merman said, smiling. And Jacob knew that smile - it usually
meant the wearer was about to attack.

As quick as the three mermen dropped below the water
Jacob had both oars out of their sockets. He wasn't foolish enough
to try to stand with only one leg in a boat that could easily be
rocked or overturned, but he got himself into a kneeling position,
oar in either hand, his every senses ready for what was going to
happen.

A pair of hands grabbed the left side of the rowboat
and began rocking the craft, and just as quickly Jacob brought an
oar down on the hands and they just as quickly disappeared back
into the water - almost as quickly as Jacob's heartbeat
accelerated.

Another pair of hands appeared towards the front of
the boat and Jacob brought the other oar down on them, with the
same effect. Then there was a pair on either side of the boat and
Jacob used both oars at once. One of the mermen made the mistake of
surfacing and was rewarded with the flat side of an oar to the side
of his face - he sunk back down, temporarily
unconscious.

One down; two to go, thought
Jacob.

Two pairs of hands appeared at the same time on one
side of the boat and pulled hard to overturn it. Both oars came
crashing down just as quickly and both sets of hands
disappeared.

Jacob figured the next attack would come from
beneath the rowboat, and he was right - the boat raised several
feet out of the water and Jacob shouted without thought, dropping
the oars and holding on to the sides of the boat, which landed
solidly in the water and rocked to a stop. Then it was hit
off-center and the boat rose and somersaulted twice before hitting
the water on its side, the two attacking mermen arching back into
the water and swimming directly for Jacob, who'd been dumped into
the water but had managed to clutch one of the
oars.

Jacob turned the oar so the flat paddle end sliced
through the water with the least amount of drag, and he was able to
knock out one of his attackers before he could drag him too far
under. But as he twisted to see where the final merman was he was
grabbed from behind in a vise-like grip that he couldn't break and
was dragged further down. Soldier instinct taking over completely,
Jacob let go of the oar and grabbed at anything behind him he could
touch. As his air started to let out he was sure his nails had done
damage, but the vise-like grip remained firm as it took him further
down. As his lungs began to scream for fresh air he was able to
break the grip just enough to turn himself to face his attacker and
get his arms in front of him to return the attack, and the two
began punching each other - the merman being by far the stronger of
the two, Jacob took the brunt of the fight, knocking the last of
the precious air from his lungs.

One of the attackers grabbed Jacob from behind as he
was loosing consciousness and another gabbed his face with both
hands. The one holding his face sneered and then forced a brutal,
violent kiss on the human, and Jacob was then able to suck in water
and still breath. Then the
real attack
began.

One by one the mermen swam passed and ripped Jacob's
clothes from his body. Then their powerful fists began to take
their toll on his torso, his jaw, and even his groin - punishing
him for what they thought had been the human's intention towards
their women.

Jacob did
not just idly float
there and let them attack - he fought as best he could, but these
three were large and powerful - as powerful as one would have to be
to spend one's life moving through water instead of air. His fists
made connections to the mermen as often as their's did on him, but
it was still three to one.

Finally one of the mermen stopped right in front of
Jacob, and Jacob grabbed as fast as he could at the creature's
face. But the merman was just as quick and pulled Jacob's face to
his and administered another brutal kiss that felt to Jacob as if
his face was being crushed. Besides the obvious horror of such a
brutal attack, this also left Jacob so he couldn't breathe -
obviously they'd decided they were done playing with him and were
ready to kill him. Just as he renewed his own attack on the
merman's face in his hands, however, a dark, human-shaped shadow
came up behind the merman and a pair of hands also gripped his
face, twisting it violently around. Jacob let go in surprise as his
three attackers disappeared and the pair of arms that had attacked
the merman grabbed Jacob and starting hauling him up towards the
sky. As he was hauled closer to the surface there was enough light
for Jacob to see is was a mermaid that had rescued him - but not
a real
mermaid…

Just as Jacob was using the last of his air and
loosing consciousness, his savior broke the surface and Jacob was
able to draw life-giving oxygen as a dozen pairs of human hands
hauled him up onto the beach and his rescuer disappeared back into
the harbor. Then he passed out.

The next thing Jacob remembered he was laying on the
beach on his side retching up sea water and somewhere above him a
voice that sounded remarkably like Galen exclaiming: "Did he really
think the boat was that important? Now it's got a hole in it that
someone's got to repair. Stupid brat… "

The first thing Jacob saw when he opened his eyes
was Cocoa, the big brown dog that lived with Nana, her face inches
from Jacob's, Crutch beside her and they both eying him
intently.

"Cocoa?" Jacob whispered as his body went limp and
his head came to rest in the sand and he rolled on to his
back.

The dog raised her head and announced: "He'll live."
She and Crutch then proceeded to lick Jacob's face clean, and Jacob
didn't even try to fight it.

Jacob was allowed to rest against some rocks on the
beach for the rest of his shift, the Grandfather he worked with
sitting beside him, keeping him company, Crutch on the other side
and being held fiercely by Jacob for companionship and security.
Jacob was covering himself with a shirt someone had offered while
someone else ran to retrieve some of his clothes from Nana's
house.

"The females are definitely the dominate gender,"
Grandfather explained about the merfolk. "The males protect, gather
food, and… well… "

"Help create the next generation?" suggested
Jacob.

"Very delicately said." Grandfather smiled. "But
it's the females that rule. It's the nature of the males to drive
off other males - harem mentality; you understand," and Jacob
nodded. "They especially hate human males who appear enamored with
their women. But, if a mermaid protects a threatening male, they
back off - as they did with you."

"So one of the females rescued me?" Jacob could
remember that the shape that had come towards him while he was
fighting off the attack was more human than mermaid. And it was a
female form he'd seen.

"Well, she's partly mermaid."

"Partly?"

"Most merfolk shun her, as do humans. She's a result
of an unfortunate, illicit affair. A mer-mother and a human father.
Neither world accepts her, but she shadows the merfolk in their
migration. Being a female, she's not hindered in doing
so."

"The other females don't drive her
away?"

"The mermen aren't drawn to her, so the females
don't consider her a threat to their own
breeding."

"So she attacked… "

"… and the males backed off. She brought you to the
beach. By that time someone was into the water to retrieve you
before shooing her away."

"Why shoo her away?"

"No one's really comfortable with a… a… Well, a
freak."

"Freak?" Jacob still considered himself something of
a freak.

"I use the word descriptively, not as an
accusation." Grandfather paused and smiled an old man's smile.
"After all, I'm her grandfather."

A shadow passed over Jacob and stopped. Looking up,
all he could see was the face of the redhead who worked in Galen's
catch house.

"Been swimming with the mermaids, have we?" She
asked with her usual sultry voice.

"Not exactly… "

"'Twas a mermaid who brought you up to the
beach."

Jacob felt no need to explain
himself.

The woman bent down towards Jacob. "Our question is:
Are you still worthy to associate with the unicorn?" Her face made
it clear her question was a challenge.

Jacob could see no reason to answer the woman as it
was really not her business. "My question is," Jacob said slowly,
"Would you be worthy of being there to watch?"

Fire danced through the redhead's eyes as she
straitened up and walked away.

"Oh, very well put, Jacob." Grandfather grinned
widely. "Ever since Jen's granddaughter left, that one's been
bragging about how you are hers and everyone else better back
off."

"Why would she like someone like me?" Jacob was
astounded.

"Why shouldn't she want the best looking boy in town
- whose proved what a hard worker he can be?" Grandfather replied.
"You're healthy, devastatingly handsome, and a hard worker. What
else does a woman like her want?"

"But I'm a… "


"Don't
- make me slap you, Boy." And Grandfather held up his
hand - a hand that had worked the nets for many, many years - and
it was still a very strong hand. Wisely, Jacob stopped short of
using the 'cripple' word.










Chapter 9
Lost Sheep


Jacob had a talk with Thomas' mother the following
day. Hesitantly she agreed to a plan he had, so the following
Week's End eve Thomas and his father, who was also named Thomas,
were waiting near the bathhouse when Jacob showed up for the weekly
ritual, purposely coming late so all this mates would already be
inside and the three of them could make an entrance. The dressing
room was empty, so they were able to undress without being
noticed.

"You two wait here," Jacob instructed as he opened
the door to the bathing room, where he was instantly greeted by his
friends.

Jacob stood there, wearing only his chest hair, and
smiled. "Do you mates remember what I said last week about what the
hardest thing about losing my leg?"

Reuben smiled. "Friends, mate. But like we told you,
we're not of the mood to desert you."

"Thank you," Jacob said. "But there
is someone in
Glasswater who was deserted like I was."

"Who?!" several men asked.

The room went silent as Jacob motioned and Thomas
the son led Thomas the father into the bathing room, and all three
stood in the doorway. Jacob recognized the awkward silence when the
pool full of men saw Thomas the father as the same horrible silence
he'd experienced when his friends came to visit and then never came
again.

It was Thomas the father who finally broke the
silence:

"I didn't need a diaper today," and he beamed with a
proud, childlike smile.

I need not tell you how badly Thomas the son blushed
or how widely Jacob grinned.

To his loving, charitable credit, it was Reuben who,
of all the men in the room, reacted first: "Then I guess you can
bathe with the big boys tonight!" He reached out and took his old
friend's hand and pulled him into the soaking
pool.

Within minutes every man in the pool realized they
had to talk to Thomas as if to a child, but Reuben had broken the
ice and the others simply followed his lead. Thomas, to each man's
surprise, remembered each of them by name and asked each of them
why they didn't come visit. The quick ones, hiding their guilt,
simply asked if they had permission to visit. Thomas looked at his
son (whom we will finally start calling 'Tommy' so we won't be
totally confused) to see if permission was granted, and Tommy,
surprised at the warmth between all these men and his father,
simply nodded permission.

"You know," Jacob added from the short stool where
he was washing himself before joining everyone in the pool, "His
wife has a lot of need for you all to come visiting…
"

"She has for five years!" Tommy blurted out and then
blushed over his courage.

Jacob smiled. "Maybe Tommy could get out of the
house once in a while and do boy things if he didn't have to
babysit his father all the time."

"Tommy is a good babysitter," Thomas added
innocently.

Tommy blushed and looked like he wanted to hide in
the water, and every adult mind in the room was quick to catch his
look and realize that the past five years could
not have been easy
for the boy - that was five years of boyhood gone, never to be
recovered.

"We could take turns," suggested one man slowly
while the realization of how hard it had been for Thomas' family
slowly sunk in. "I could come tomorrow - that way," and he turned
to Tommy, "you could go on the hike all the boys are going on up to
the old ruins!"

Tommy blushed again at the attention but smiled at
the hope of having time away from home to do some of the important
boy things he'd missed out on.

Before the evening was over the men had a month's
worth of time planned that they could come visit, renew old
friendships, and give Thomas' family much-needed
relief.

As Tommy led his father home, his father was all
smiles: "Told you they remember me; told you they're still my
friends. They'll come; you'll see… " And for the first time in five
years, Tommy didn't even try to correct his
father.

Jacob waved goodbye to Tommy and his father at the
entry to the bathhouse and turned to make his way to Nana's,
inwardly more content and happy than he could ever remember
feeling. Lost in thought, he turned a corner and found himself
enveloped in a great golden light, and in the center of that light
was a very large Lion.

"Aslan!" Jacob exclaimed as he pulled his crutches
out from under his arms and held on to the tops of them while
trying to lower himself into something resembling a kneeling
position.

"Do not hurt yourself for my sake," Aslan instructed
the young man, and Jacob pulled himself back up on to his crutches.
"I can, after all, see into your heart, and what I see is most
kind."

Jacob nodded but didn't say
anything.

"That was a marvelous thing you did tonight,
Jacob."

"Somebody had to," Jacob explained quietly. "Five
years - five years
he's been alone with no one to visit." Jacob paused. "I
tried to kill myself after only one year; I can't imagine…
"

"Imagine then how his wife and sons feel, with the
gift you've given them tonight." Aslan let Jacob think for a
minute. "You see, Thomas' mind is a babe; he doesn't even realize
time has passed. But his family - they are all
too aware. No, the
real gift you gave tonight was to his family."

And in conclusion, Aslan bent his front legs and
bowed to Jacob, who was left speechless and astonished at the
respect the Lion was showing him. And while he was busy being
astonished, Aslan slowly disappeared from view, but his voice
whispered: "Do you see what can happen when you forget yourself for
a short time… ?"

Only then did Jacob realize he'd spent an entire
week not thinking about himself!

What made Jacob feel even better than Aslan's
gratitude, however, was that the men from the bathhouse held to
their word - they befriended and assisted Thomas. They even came to
realize Thomas was still their friend, despite the state in which
he now lived. And, other men joined in until Thomas' wife had a
different helper every day of the month and her husband could once
more count every man in Glasswater his friend. It broke many hearts
to realize that the once-captain of the militia was now a
four-year-old child, but they learned to love him as he was and do
what they could for him.

You might say that an entire village of men learned
how to love all over again.










Chapter 10
Doris


"Wave back, Jacob!" Grandfather
whispered.

It had been two weeks since the attack in the
harbor, and every day the same mermaid had surfaced to watch Jacob
and the old man. Jacob watched Grandfather smile and wave each time
she did.

"She's the one who saved you; you can at least
wave." It was the very same dialog every day, and every day Jacob
smiled and waved. The mermaid would immediately submerge, only to
come back some hours later.

"Being different has made her shy," Grandfather
explained as the female head disappeared beneath the water again:
"Just like it's done to you."

"Nearly being killed by merfolk tends to make one
shy of meeting them socially," Jacob replied
dryly.

"True. But she's the one who saved
you."

Jacob didn't have a legitimate objection to that,
just like he hadn't every other day they'd had this same
conversation.

"Okay," the old man sighed. "At lunch come to the
tidal pool with me and I'll introduce you." Jacob nodded. "I can't
believe someone as good looking as you is really this
shy!"

Lunch found the two men sitting on the rocks that
bordered the small tidal pool, eating where Grandfather ate
everyday so he could spend time with his misshapen granddaughter.
She swam up as she always did, surfacing and floating towards her
usual place in a shallow spot, where she'd sit and pull her legs up
and spend the time with her grandfather.

She was just to her sitting place when she realized
her Grandfather had company. Startled, she sunk back
down.

"Now, Granddaughter," the old man chided, "It's
Jacob; the boy you saved."

"Ja-cob?" she said tentatively.

"Hello," Jacob replied after Grandfather gave him an
elbow in the rib.

"Hello," the woman in the water
replied.

The two men ate through an awkward
silence.

"I hope you weren't hurt," The woman said softly as
she finally claimed her sitting spot, where she was still partially
in the water, and pulled her legs up under her chin. Jacob could
see that instead of feet both legs ended in thin, almost
transparent flippers.

"No; I'm fine," Jacob mumbled as he noticed that
even though she had mostly a human shape her hips and legs were
still covered with the same tough, porpoise-like-skin that
full-blooded merfolk had.

"Fine, my right foot!" exclaimed Grandfather; "I see
you wince every time you have to move this way or that." He smiled
at the young woman. "If you hadn't come along, Granddaughter,
they'd have killed him!" The old man paused, not oblivious to the
the young ones and how they were both looking at each other's eyes
and smiling shyly.

Finally Joseph spoke. "I'm sorry; I don't even know
your name." It was obvious he wasn't talking to Grandfather,
although truth be told he didn't know his name, either; everyone
just called him 'Old Man' or 'Grandfather'; both honored titles in
many cultures, including Narnia.

"We of the sea don't have names; we only speak when
we surface." She smiled shyly. "What name would you give
me?"

"I've never named anyone before."

"Now's your chance," and Grandfather
laughed.

"Well… in my world's mythology there was a maiden
who lived in the sea. She was so beautiful that her name came to
represent all the beauty of the sea."

And so she became known as
'Doris'.

Two nights later Jacob was at the bathhouse with his
friends for his usual Week's End bathing.

"Wash well, Jacob," Reuben teased; "Rumor has it
you'll be needing to look your best tomorrow!"

"What?" and "Why?" and several other exclamations
were heard from the other men.

"My wife heard at the square this morning that our
Jacob's going to be spending the day with The Fish." That was just
one of the nicknames some of the townsfolk had given to
Doris.

"She's not a Fish!" Jacob said firmly. "And she's
not a freak."

"But mate," Reuben began.

"She's no more of a freak than I
am!"

There was silence for several minutes until Reuben
finally smiled. "Mate, I'm sure you had some Freak in you even when
you had two legs."

The laughter that followed that remark was loud and
sudden enough that it scared the women in their separate room of
the bathhouse.

——————

Jacob was waiting quietly in the tidal pool,
floating on the surface and dressed only in a swimming suit Nana
had made him, as Doris swam up and smiled. "I'm sorry I'm late,"
she said somewhat shyly.

Jacob smiled. "In my world a lady always makes a
fashionably late entrance."

"What is a lady?"

"A very special woman."

Doris smiled shyly again. "You know I'll have to
kiss you… "

"I'm prepared," Jacob replied, smiling shyly
himself. The kiss was in fact just a bit more than needed for Jacob
to breathe underwater, but neither seemed to object. In fact, they
both appeared to have enjoyed it.

Doris took Jacob by the hand and together they swam
around the harbor, Jacob seeing much of it for the first time. Then
they swam out to the open sea, where they toured a sunken merchant
vessel before returning to the tidal pool. One more
longer-than-necessary kiss and Jacob was breathing air again,
waving goodbye as he redressed and was making his way back into
town and to Nana's house.

After several more Week's End days of swimming,
Jacob had a surprise for Doris. Nana had made her a fine sea-green
gown, and Jacob met her at the tidal pool with the gown, a horse
buggy, and two strong friends who could gently lift her into the
buggy. Having already learned how to drive a horse and buggy, he
took her on a tour of Glasswater Village and even as far out as a
few of the farms, including Jen's farm, where he'd spent a week
whitewashing the out buildings. Crutch rode in the wagon with them,
taking in all the same sights. On their way back to town, however,
they were met by two fine unicorns blocking the
road.

"Master Jacob," began the older of the two unicorns,
"There's talk in town about you."

"Oh?"

"Yes, and for the record we'd like to help make a
rather loud statement in your defense. You see, there are those who
think that you and Doris… Well, in all your swimming about… Well,
you know the reputation some merfolk have… "

And so with the aide of a friendly farmer, Doris and
Jacob were hoisted up and rode regally back into town on the backs
of the two unicorns, leaving no room for speculation or gossip as
to the adventures the two had while under the surface of the
harbor.

Not to be outdone with surprises, the following
week, after what seemed to be an even longer kiss so that the human
could breathe underwater, Doris surprised him with a waiting pair
of giant sea horses, and for the rest of the day they held on
dearly as their underwater steeds took them on a tour of places
otherwise too far from Glasswater harbor for a single day's trip.
They returned to discover Nana sitting on the edge of the tidal
pool, drying her hair. She'd come to the pool earlier and availed
herself upon a merman to give her a first-ever underwater tour of
the harbor and looked as if she'd enjoyed it
thoroughly.










Chapter 11 A
Leg to Stand On


Week's End days continued on for Jacob and Doris for
much of the summer - until one day, as they were returning to the
harbor on the backs of two giant seahorses, a shadow crossed over
them. Looking up, Doris smiled and urged her steed on all the
faster, Jacob struggling to keep up. The ship that had passed over
them, however, had a strong wind in its sails and was docked and
busy unloading before the two of them reached the tidal
pool.

Waiting for his daughter was a man Jacob had not yet
met. Tall, wide shouldered, his black hair blew in the breeze as he
stood in the shallows of the tidal pool, waiting for their
arrival.

Doris swam right to the man, who knelt and embraced
her tenderly. Jacob tried to surface, but the required kiss had yet
to be administered so he could only float near the surface and hope
that Doris would remember him. The strange man motioned and Doris
turned to him, kissing back his ability to breathe air, and the
human finally surfaced.

"You must be the mysterious Jacob I've been told
about," The man said as he put out a hand to shake Jacob's. Jacob
did so and then pulled himself up to the edge of the pool, where he
was able to raise himself up on his crutches to greet the man
properly.

"Crutches?! Still?" the Captain bellowed (for he was
the captain of the ship that had just sailed in.) "Are there no
carpenters in this village that would make you a new leg?!" The
Captain knocked his fist on his own leg, a good, solid wood sound
answering back - only then did Jacob notice the man walked on a peg
leg. "You go ahead and say goodbye to my daughter, and meet me at
my ship in the morn and we'll see what we can do." True to his
word, Captain Jonah (yes, that was really his name) greeted Jacob
on the dock the following day and invited him aboard. The ship's
carpenter took all the measurements he needed, and the following
day he and Jonah were at Nana's house in time for breakfast and to
fit a rather long
peg leg on the young man. A leather strap-like a belt
went around Jacob's waist and held the whole apparatus tightly
against his stumped leg, while a wide strip of leather wrapped
itself around the stump itself and was cinched tightly, holding a
round base against the bottom of the stump, to which the oak pole
that would stand in for his leg was attached.

It was obvious the young man was terrified to stand
on his own, so Jonah put out a strong arm and helped him up. "Don't
worry, Son - you only fall about a hundred times before you get the
hang of it." As a show of support, Jonah walked Jacob around town
for much of the morning to help him get the feel of walking with an
oaken leg. To Jacob's amazement, every man and woman he passed
called out encouragement and congratulations - even when he tripped
on something and fell.

By afternoon Jacob was walking mostly on his own,
and the only ones disappointed were the young boys with the wagon
who were hoping to give him another ride somewhere; anywhere. His
stumped leg was sore from all the pressure, and several places
looked to Nana to be raw from the leather rubbing against them.
Only at her insistence did he sit down, she explaining that the
last thing he needed to do was rub his stump raw enough to bleed.
Only after Nana applied a salve to sooth the sore spots was he
allowed to pull himself up to the loft to sleep.

Jacob used a cane while he learned to balance
himself with the new leg, but sooner than expected Nana put the
crutches and the cane away as it was obvious he would no longer
need them.

—————

Jonah's ship was in port for several weeks for
repairs, during which time he and Jacob became friends. Staying at
his father's house while in port (the 'Old Man' Jacob worked with,
remember?) Jacob spent several evenings a week with the two men.
Soon Thomas and his son Tommy were invited to join them, and war
stories and sea battle stories were told, saluted, toasted, and, as
with all soldiers, memories of friends who did not return were
equally cherished, saluted, and toasted between the
men.

Jacob and Captain Jonah spent time at the tidal
pool, where the man caught up with news from his daughter, and
Jonah appeared to approve of the romance that he could plainly see
was budding between his daughter rand this stranger from another
world - nothing was said, but there was no fatherly defense when
the two young ones smiled a little too long at each other or even
when a kiss to let Jacob breathe underwater seemed to take longer
and longer. If Jacob had watched, he would have actually seen the
Captain smiling broadly; as if he thought his daughter had made a
good choice.

At the end of two weeks the ship was ready to sail,
and Jonah invited Jacob to join him. Jacob looked towards the catch
house and thought how pleasant it would be to get away form Galen's
sharp tongue - through the entire summer Galen hadn't found a
single thing to complement on the way Jacob had learned to mend
nets - nothing but criticism came out of that man's lips! But then
he turned towards tidal pool and smiled and said softly that he
couldn't go. The Captain, being a wise father, advised the boy that
there'd better not be a wedding until he returned. This left Jacob
denying everything and Jonah laughing out loud as the ship pulled
away from the dock and set sail.










Chapter 12
The Look of Love


The week after Jonah's ship sailed, a messenger bird
arrived from Cair Paravel in the early morning hours. He landed on
his usual perch outside the Administrator's house and furiously
rang the huge iron bell that would summon not only the
Administrator but the entire village. The Administrator's wife
rushed out with food and drink for the Falcon, who thanked her and
partook while the village, most still in their bed clothes,
gathered to hear the news.

"His Majesty Iustus the Fair," began the Carrier
Pigeon when it appeared the entire village has arrived, "King of
Narnia, Emperor of the Lone Islands, and Lord of Cair Paravel, has
died." A rumble of voices worked it's way across the village
square. "The Council of Mayors has been called to convene to
appoint the next ruler of Narnia.

"Even now, Her Majesty is traveling by sea,
accompanied by Her Ladyship Sybil of Glasswater, to meet Duke Aoki
and to return with him to Cair Paravel." More murmuring spread
across the villagers while the Pigeon took his leave of the
Administrator and flew off to the next village.

"Who's this Sybil woman?" Jacob asked Nana later
over breakfast.

"Thats
Lady Sybil to you,
Child," Nana warned. "The ruins on the hill - that was her home;
the home of the Duke of Glasswater. The family was killed in the
first pirate raid some twenty years ago. Lady Sybil fought
alongside the men and was horribly burned saving some soldiers from
the fire; good men who still live here in Glasswater. She ran away
and was living in the hills as an herbalist until three years ago
when the King found her again." Nana smiled. "There was a childhood
romance between the two of them, and when he found her again the
romance was renewed, he being a widower and all. She refused
marriage but has lived at Cair Paravel as a royal adviser and as a
second mother to the Princess.

"As you're sure to meet the Lady, you need to know
that she wears a veil because of the burns she suffered saving
those men. Don't stare too hard - besides being a Lady, she is my
Friend."

Jacob understood both the implication
and the warning in
Nana's voice. "And this Duke what's-his-name?"

"Aoki. Duke of the Southern Mountains. He came from
a land called Telmar. He and the Princes fell in love the summer
they lived with Sybil in the mountains," Jacob began to look
confused. "It's a long story, but the short version is that the
King wouldn't allow them to marry until the boy turned twenty;
another few months to go. Word has it the wedding is planned and
the dress is fitted. Although, now that she'll be Queen the
marriage may be moved up."

"No, we will honor His Majesty's
decision."

Nana and Jacob both turned to the door to see who
had spoken. Duke Aoki stood a hair's breath taller than Jacob, and
he wore the muscles and tan of a man who lived simply in the
mountains and forest. His olive skin and thick black hair made
Jacob think first of the Native Americans and then of a mix of
Polynesian and Caucasian. Whatever the recipe, the result was a
devastatingly handsome young man with thick braided hair, snapping
black eyes, and a physique meant for the simple breechcloth he
wore.*

* Narnian history
tells us that Telmarines descended from a group of English pirates
who came from Earth, bringing with them Polynesian wives. For
details, read 'Prince Caspian'.

"Aoki, Child!" Nana almost squealed as she jumped up
from the table like a love-struck teenager and embraced the young
man who was in the full bloom of young Manhood.

Jacob, not needing to greet the Duke with quite the
same enthusiasm as Nana, noticed that Aoki nodded out the door he'd
entered through to a coal-black mare and mouthed the words "Thank
you." The mare whinnied, dipped its head, and headed up the street
towards the forest. Only then did Jacob noticed the huge wings
folded up against the mare's body.

"Oh, tell me you're going to dress proper for the
Princess," Nana said as she literally led the young man by the hand
to her table and began placing plates and bowls of food in front of
him. "You must have flown all night to get here already;
you have
to be tired. Here; eat and then nap. And if her ship
comes in while you're asleep we'll wake you."

Jacob stood to nod respectfully as the Duke was
forced to the table like a little boy who was wise enough to know
that he'd either eat at Nana's table or pay the price for not doing
so.

Aoki smiled from his bench and returned Jacob's nod.
"I'd stand to do it proper, but I think you know… " Aoki whispered
as he glanced at Nana.

"… She'd never forgive you," Jacob returned in the
same whisper as he took his place at the table.

"Aoki," the Duke said by way of introduction. "Of
the Eagle Clan."

"Jacob. Of Earth."

"Earth!" the duke's face brightened. "Do you know…
"

"Of course he doesn't!" Nana exclaimed as she
retrieved the small traveling case Aoki had left at the door; "Not
any more than you know every soul alive right now in this world!"
She paused. "Now eat and get to bed. And did you pack that blue
outfit she loves to see you wear? It'll need ironing… " Nana smiled
as she pulled the hoped-for outfit from the traveling bag and
started shaking out the wrinkles.

"There've been others from Earth?" Jacob asked, very
much surprised.

"Aye. Three years ago a little girl named Camilla;
fantastic archer… "

"I know of a Camilla who was an Olympic archer,"
began, "She was my grandmother's hero… "

"But she was just here! A ten-year-old girl…
!"

"Aoki," chided Nana, "You know time moves different
in all of Aslan's worlds." With that, the Duke of the Southern
Mountains was shooed off to Nana's bed, made up with fresh sheets
while he finished his breakfast, and Jacob strapped on his leg and
headed for the beach to tend his nets - and hopefully not get
chewed out by Galen.

Sometime in the early afternoon Aoki joined Jacob on
the beach, wearing some of Jacob's own clothes. “Nana insisted I
dress to wander around the village," Aoki began, apologetically (if
you've read the other books with Aoki in them, you'd know he much
prefers his native breech cloths), "And she said the clothes I
brought were for court and not for village life…
"

"That's fine," Jacob said with a
smile.

"Nana tells me you have quite the attractive
suitor," Aoki said with smile; "She said I'd meet her if I was
lucky."

"My granddaughter, M'Lord," Grandfather said without
looking up.

Aoki wiped his smile off his face and bowed
respectfully, knowing who bore the greater rank when daughters and
granddaughters were being spoken of. "I meant no disrespect…
"

"Of course you didn't," the Old Man smiled. "You're
just young and have the need to witness as many beautiful young
ladies' smiles as you can before you grow old and marry." Aoki
nodded again and the old man returned the gesture, smiling. "Now,
it's lunchtime - you two boys go say hello to Doris and I'll just
take a little nap."

Within minutes Doris was at the edge of the tidal
pool, her hand being reverently kissed by the Duke of the Southern
Mountains, who had dropped to his knees in order to do so. After a
casual lunch she swam back out into the harbor, Aoki continued his
walk about the village, and Jacob woke Grandfather so they could
finish their day's work.

The quiet of the following morning was shattered by
the village bell once more ringing. This time everyone knew the
reason, and all came to the docks dressed in their finest to greet
the ship that rounded the harbor mouth and headed for the docks.
First to the docks was the Duke Aoki, wearing the freshly-pressed
suit of blue with gold buttons that SwanWhite loved so much. Nana
was standing next to him, insisting he calm down while knowing
there was no way he would do so.

The ship docked and almost before the gangplank was
in place the most beautiful young woman Jacob had ever seen was
rushing into Aoki's arms, tears saved for the arms of the one she
loved the most spilling out uncontrollably. Aoki, having the looks
and manners of a most manly man, showed an extremely tender side
few men are ever brave enough to show as he held her and let her
cry.

Finally the young woman looked up into her young
man's eyes, and the look that passed between then left Jacob
breathless - so much was said by both pairs of eyes in that single
instant before they hugged again and quit the dock for the formal
welcome at the home of the Administrator, the entire village
falling in behind the royal party.

Not everyone fell into line for the welcome,
however. Jacob seemed rooted to the dock, his mind spinning, when
Reuben knocked his shoulder against his friend and smiled. "Quite a
good-looking queen, don't you think?"

"Huh?"

"Princes SwanWhite. She'll be the most beautiful
queen ever… "

"I suppose so."

"Suppose?! You did see her, didn't
you?"

"I saw her eyes. I saw the look between them…
"

"All that woman to look at and you were looking at
her eyes?!"

"Excuse me," Jacob mumbled as he turned from his
friend and headed down the path that would take him past the beach
where he mended nets and got belittled by Galen for such poor work
and on to the small tidal pool, where someone waited for
him.

"Was she as pretty as everyone says?" Doris asked
shyly.

"Yeah, she was," Jacob mumbled as he sat on a rock
that was low to the water and he could reach out and touch the
woman who had waited for him there.

"It is said that when a man sees her he can't think
of another woman for years and years… "

"Or, all he can think of is that she and the Duke
exchange more love in one glance than most do in a lifetime,"
countered Jacob as he removed his peg leg and slid, fully clothed,
into the pool.

"What do you mean?"

"When I saw the Duke and the Princess look into each
other's eyes, I realized something."

"What?"

"That I feel about you the way they feel about each
other."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean… I mean that… " Jacob chocked; he'd never,
ever said anything like this to a woman, and as a man myself I know
the sheer horror and fear that goes through a young man the first
time he bares so much of his fearless male soul. "I mean that I
love you, Doris. I think I love you the way they love each
other."

If, dear reader, you require my services in
describing the kisses that followed this declaration, then you need
to immediately set this book down and find someone to love and then
you will understand what I am far to weak to
write.










Chapter 13
The Veneti


Jacob returned home in time for supper, only to find
the room full of royal visitors. Nana took one look at the
love-struck boy and dropped everything to greet him at the
door.

"So, you've finally told her?" she whispered in his
hear as she hugged him.

Jacob's eyes opened a little wider. "How could you
know… ?"

"I'm just old, Boy, not blind. So, did
you?"

Jacob smiled a smile that shaved years on his face,
but still refused to answer.

"He did!" exclaimed Aoki as he let go of the
Princess to stand and slap his new friend on the
back.

"You told them?" Jacob half-whispered at Nana as he
turned to face the two women who rose to greet
him.

"We forced it out of her," said Princess WhiteSwan
as she embraced Jacob and then stepped back to Aoki's
side.

"Very little force was needed, I'm sure," retorted
Jacob.

"Actually, we had to press her for nearly an hour,"
replied the older, veiled woman who put both hands out for Jacob to
take - he did so, kissing them in a gentlemanly way before raising
his eyes and trying to see through the veil.

"I'm told you lost your leg in battle," the Lady
Sybil commented.

"Yes, M'Lady."

"Well, then, as one wounded soldier to another." The
woman raised her veil and pulled it over her hat. Jacob was glad
he'd been told her history as he was able to brace himself for the
sight of the scarring on the woman's face.

"You barely wince - obviously Nana's tongue has been
busier than I suspected."

"Soldier to soldier, as you say - yes, she spoke
respectfully and as a friend."

"Very tactfully put, Jacob. Here, kiss an old
soldier, then." And before giving him a chance to reply she pulled
him close and kissed his cheek. "Congratulations on finding love,
Boy," she whispered in his ear.

"Jacob knows of Camilla," Aoki told Sybil as they
all sat themselves back down at Nana's trestle
table.

"You know my Camilla?" Sybil
asked.

"Know
of her," Jacob said
as he sat beside the woman. "She was a champion archer in my
grandmother's time. Olympic gold medalist… "

"Your
grandmother's time?
Well, that makes me feel old."

Jacob frowned, afraid he'd insulted the visitor.
"Nana says time here and on Earth move differently… "But Sybil's
sly smile told him that she already knew that.

——————

One more time the morning air was shattered by the
village bell; this time it was just as most villagers were stirring
from their homes and beginning their morning tasks. When Nana and
Jacob reached the village square they found the Administrator's
wife holding a carrier pigeon in her arms, reviving him with drink
and food, her husband deep in conversation with his council. They
spied Jacob and quickly motioned for him to join them, and he did
so, Nana in tow and no one thinking to stop her.

"The pigeon is from Jonah's ship," the Administrator
began. "He's been struck by the Veneti."

"The who?"

"Veneti. The pirates who have twice tried…
"

"Is he… ?" The old soldier took over Jacob's brain
and he went rigid, afraid to ask the question. But the overwhelming
silence was all the answer he needed.

"I'm so sorry," the Administrator
whispered.

"Where are they now?" the wounded, angry soldier in
Jacob asked as he turned to the carrier pigeon.

"East of Stormness is where we were attacked,"
explained the pigeon. "Capitan sent me to warn Glasswater. They
intend on trying to take the harbor again. We have twenty-four
hours at best."

Everyone in the village square heard the last words
the pigeon spoke, and a stunned silence reigned.

Jacob got his voice back in a surprisingly short
time. "Bring the council and the militia to the tidal pool in one
hour." And with that he turned and headed to where Doris would be
waiting to hear the news the tolling bell bore. "No; I'll go
myself," he said, pushing Nana aside as she attempted to take his
arm to accompany him.

"You will not!" Nana exclaimed, digging her fingers
into his arm. "No! Not another word!" She then pulled him along to
break the news to the now-orphaned girl.

At the end of the alloted hour the village council
and officers of the militia stood at the edge of the tidal pool,
the men holding their hats against their chest as a sign of respect
for the weeping Doris. Nana tenderly took the girl from Jacob as he
stood up out of the water in only his loincloth and nodded at the
small crowd as he climbed out of the pool and pulled his shirt and
pants back on. He then nodded again as an uninvited but not refused
Lady Sybil, Princess SwanWhite, and Duke Aoki joined
them.

"We still have the element of surprise," began
Jacob, as if he were in charge of the informal meeting. "We must
attack them before they even know… "

"But how?" asked the Administrator. "They have
twelve ships; we have none. The best we can do is evacuate…
"

"No!" barked Jacob. "Twice they've attacked and
twice you've beat them off at great cost. This time
we take the
offensive."

“We?" whispered the Lady Sybil. "You almost sound
like a villager."

"This is my home," Jacob answered simply, and Sybil
nodded respectfully, smiling gratefully.

"But we are a peaceful people," the Administrator
broke in; "We don't desire to start a war… "

"Speak for yourself, Administrator," the Lady Sybil
spoke up. "I for one am perfectly willing to start a war to protect
Hearth and Home, as you know. Sometimes it takes starting a war so
you can
remain a peaceful people."

"In my world," Jacob began, "it's been learned over
and over again that the best way to protect your home is to stop
the enemy before they reach your neighborhood."

"But how?" asked a council member. "They have twelve
ships… "

"Twelve wooden ships," a childlike voice called out
from behind the council. All turned as one to see Thomas, the
once-captain of the militia, standing firmly with a large ax in
hand. "All we got to do is sink the ships before they reach the
harbor."

"I'm sorry," Tommy the son began as he tried to pull
his father away; "We tired to stop him… "

"No, Tommy, let him stay," Jacob said, waving his
hand. Tommy shrugged and let go of his father's arm. "Thomas is
right; that's exactly what I… "

"You're going to take war advice from a crazy man…
?" began the current head of the militia, but Jacob's look stopped
him.

"Thomas is still listed as an officer of the
militia, is he not?"

"Ceremoniously," the militia commander explained;
"That way his wife receives a stipend… "

"He outranks you, then, does he
not?"

"Yes, but… "

"Then let your superior speak," suggested the
Princess SwanWhite.

"Jacob's got friends among the merfolk," Thomas
began with his childish voice. He smiled and whispered: "He's even
kissed one." Everyone smiled politely - it was no secret Jacob
routinely kissed one certain mermaid, and everyone allowed
themselves to be momentarily charmed by Thomas' innocence. "If he
can get his girlfriend to get twenty… twenty… " Thomas held up his
fingers as if to count, but his son spoke before his father's
ruined mind could figure it out.

"Twenty-four merfolk with axes is what my father is
trying to explain," Tommy said, and his father nodded happily.
"Chop through their hulls at the front of the ship and let the
ship's momentum force the sea in and sink them."

"Make that thirty-six," Jacob added: "One to destroy
the rudder while the other two hull them."

"Where would the merfolk get axes?" asked one old
man.

"They can use mine," Thomas said simply as he
grinned his innocent, childish smile and offered the ax he was
carrying.

"And mine," Nana added.

"Doris," Jacob asked as he knelt to the grieving
daughter, "Do you understand what we're talking about? They're as
much a threat to the merfolk as they are to the village. Can you
bring me a merman who'll be able to organize the others? Would they
be willing to help… ?"

"I will
make them willing,"
Doris whispered as she let go of Nana and made to leave the pool
for the harbor. "I will bring you a male." And with that she
disappeared under the water. In a few minutes the promised male
surfaced - it was one of the three who had tried to kill Jacob some
months previous. Jacob hesitated for only a second before
explaining the situation.

"These Veneti have harassed our women for many
years," the male said slowly, "Yet we have never been allowed to
deal with them in our own way." He paused. "What do we do with them
now that your
women are threatened?" the male asked
challengingly.

Jacob paused before answering, glancing at the
soon-to-be Queen. SwanWhite paled a little and slowly nodded her
consent.

"They have threatened the Harbor twice now,
endangering your women and ours. It cannot happen again. Do what
you wish with them."

The merman smiled. "Sunset at the harbor mouth,
then."

——————

Throughout the day the commander of the village
militia organized those under his command as a second line of
defense, should the merfolk attack fail. He was aided by Sybil and
SwanWhite both, who counseled with him and then helped carry out
his orders. SwanWhite was unusually quiet, resentful of being left
out of the main attack but wise enough to know that too many humans
would jeopardize the mission. It was only logical that Jacob lead
it as it was his plan, and she also agreed that Aoki was a logical
second.

Those who were able were at the harbor's mouth at
sunset to see the mission depart. Jacob and Aoki were waist-deep in
the water handing axes to the mermen who'd joined the mission;
Thomas carrying the ones Jacob was assigning to the mermen gathered
around him. They had organized themselves in to two groups – the
first group being the twelve who would go for the rudders before
joining the other group at the front of the ship, who would already
be making holes in the hull.

Jacob was stunned when a large contingent of
mermaids appeared, making as if to join the fight. He turned to the
alpha-male and started to object, but the alpha-male only smiled:
"Who do you think are going to drown the humans? We males can't
have all the fun." Jacob shuddered and nodded, choosing not to
reply - he remembered that before writers tamed down earth legends
of the 'friendly' mermaid they were known as Sirens who led men to
their deaths - friendly mermaids didn't appear in literature until
the fairy tale was invented. "Don't worry; the younglings are being
taken care of."

Just then Doris surfaced.

"No!" exclaimed Jacob; "You are not going to…
"

"Yes; I am." Beside her two giant sea horses
surfaced, each sporting bridles and other strappings made of
seaweed. "I'm the only one who can tame the steeds, and you and the
Handsome One," and she pointed towards Aoki, "You will need them if
you are to keep up with us."

"The Handsome One?"

Doris swam close. "That is what the others call
him. You
are my Handsome One."

As it was time to leave, the two humans strapped
knives to their waists and picked up the spears they'd been offered
and paused to say goodbye to as many of the villagers as had come
to see them off. Jacob took Nana tenderly in his arms but could
find nothing to say. She finally pushed him towards his steed,
waved, and then picked up his discarded clothes and leg,
instinctively folding the clothes neatly.

"Come back to me, Boy. You come back to your
Nana!"

Then it was time to get kissed so they could breath
underwater. There was no doubt who would be kissing Jacob, but Aoki
was besieged by mermaids ready and able to assist him in this most
charitable service. Finally the alpha-male chose one who appeared
not quite old enough to claim for breeding but certainly old enough
to administer the kiss, which she did shyly and with much
giggling.

As soon as the two humans were strapped to their
steeds and had bridles in hand, Jacob nodded at the alpha-male, and
the mer-army moved out.










Chapter 14
The Sea Battle


The pegasus that had brought Aoki to Glasswater now
carried the only remaining member of the family of the last Duke of
Glasswater high above the ocean. Guided by the late Jonah's carrier
pigeon, who was sitting firmly on her shoulder, Lady Sybil flew
hard through the night to where the pigeon believed the Veneti
fleet would be. Outwardly her face was hard as stone, but inwardly
she was as afraid as she had ever been in her life. Memories of the
attack that killed the rest of her family and left her as an
outcast flooded back as fresh as if it was all happening again. The
screams of the men on fire that she had left her hiding place to
rescue came back all as one horrifying blast. Finding her brothers
all dead in the rubble of the manor house… her father's yell when
he was gutted… her mother's screams when the Veneti captain
ravished her before slitting her throat…

Sybil gasped as she woke and tried to keep from
screaming. "Don't let me go to asleep again," She whispered as a
prayer.

"The fleet," the pigeon shouted over the rush of the
air; "About two miles off."

The pegasus swooped down behind the stern of the
lead ship, and Sybil aimed for the glass windows of the captain's
quarters with the simple slingshot a little boy had lent her,
honored that his simple toy would help save the village (Sybil had
even demonstrated her abilities with the weapon for the boy to
assure him she knew what to do with it) - letting a rock fly, it
hit its mark and the center window shattered as the missile hit its
target.

"Who dares… !" came a confused voice from the broken
window.

"I dare!" shouted Sybil.

"Who?" The pirate captain, dressed only in his
unders, appeared in the broken window.

"Lady Sybil of Glasswater!"

"That family is dead!"

"All but myself!"

"What do you want, wench?"

"For you to die!" Sybil paused. "But I'll settle for
your word that you will leave Glasswater alone!"

The old pirate laughed.

"Twice you've attacked Glasswater, and twice we
managed to protect our harbor." She paused to catch her breath -
yelling was hard work. "This time we bring the battle to
you!"

"Bring it then! I'll not have some half-wit whore
tell me what to… "

But he never finished the sentence as Sybil had shot
another rock at the man, and it found it's mark on the man's chest
and he fell back out of the window.

"Now to the East," Sybil told the pegasus, and the
steed lifted up and flew once over the ship and then into the east.
As hoped, the fleet turned as the captain gained the deck, shouting
obscenities and ordering the fleet to follow the "wench on the
horse".

Jacob and Aoki watched from below the surface as the
ships turned east. They both tried to cheer, but their voices were
useless when their mouths and lungs were full of water. They were
heartened when the mermen raise their fists as an exclamation and
they joined in with the same motion.

The two humans found the mermen's hand motions very
understandable and watched as the alpha-male motioned for his army
to follow him in a huge, slow circle around the twelve Veneti
ships, all of which were now turned East in pursuit of Sybil and
the pegasus. As they passed each of the ships, three mermen would
drop out of formation - one for the rudder and two ready to hole
the hull. A contingent of merfolk not carrying axes broke off with
each ship, their job being to drown the humans from each ship. As
the ships were several hundred yards apart from each other, this
long swim around the fleet took longer than Jacob or Aoki wanted,
but there was nothing to do but to get in place and wait, each
group lazily keeping up with their assigned ship until the signal
to fight was given.

Finally the alpha-male opened his mouth as if to
yell, but neither Jacob or Aoki heard anything. As one the merfolk
reacted as if a war horn had been blown - instantly Jacob assumed
there had some sort of high-frequency communication. But he broke
from his thoughts as the alpha-male signaled for him to follow him
and for Aoki to follow another of the males.

Jacob watched as the rudder parted from the ship
that was the farthest in the rear of the formation and began to
float away, the merman who had chopped it adrift joining his mates
in the front of the ship to help in hulling the vessel. He surfaced
alongside the vessel to hear the crew's reaction when they
discovered the bow of the ship was lowering into the sea and held
his breath as long as he could to hear the night watch's shout of
alarm as the ship lost speed, but he had to drop back down to
breathe just as panic took hold of the crew. He surfaced again as
the crew tried in vain to shout loud enough to get the attention of
the nearest other ship, gave up, and jumped ship in an effort to
swim far enough away to not be sucked under when the ship finally
slid all the way in to the water. He knew the merfolk were grabbing
them one by one as each sailor simply disappeared from the surface,
and he didn't even want to think of what was
happening.

"Your queen said we could do what we wished with
them," the alpha-male whispered behind Jacob as he saw the looking
the human's eyes.

"Yes, she did." Jacob turned to face him. "I know
it's war, but I hate war."

"So do I. But I'm not afraid of
it."

They turned as screams began from the next ship over
and men began to jump from it.

"Duty calls," the alpha-male said simply as he
submerged and disappeared.

By the time the lead ships realized there was a
problem behind them, four ships had been abandoned and most of
their crews hauled unceremoniously into the darks depths; their
deaths a mystery Jacob did not want solved. But when the lead ships
tried to turn to assist the rear part of the fleet, they discovered
they could not turn their ships.

Merfolk were finally spotted in the water by the
next few sinking vessels, and those crews shouted the warning ahead
of them as they had no choice but to go into the water. But being
warned, they came into the water with whatever weapons they could
muster - knives, short swords; even a spear if it were handy. The
pirates knew they had minutes of breath to fight off the merfolk
and to try to reach another ship - few survived to reach another
ship, but being armed they were not as easy a prey as the first
several ships had been, and slowly the merfolk began to take wounds
from the pirates' hand weapons.

With three ships left to sink, the alpha-male got
careless and turned his back as one ship's crew hit the water. He
would have taken a bolt from a crossbow if Jacob hadn't lept from
his steed and pushed his spear past the male and into the stomach
of the pirate wielding the crossbow. The alpha-male, realizing the
save that had just happened, nodded his head at the human and
regained his vigilance while reaching out and crushing the neck of
his would-be assailant.

A moment later Jacob felt a sudden sharp pain in his
side and the world went black.










Chapter 15
Galen's Love


Darkness swirled around Jacob's mind, leaving in its
wake a captured sound here or there; a feeling of being touched -
his loincloth being ripped from his body and tied tightly around
his side like a bandage; the feel of the sea horse exploding away
at full speed. His mind swirled and whirled through a long voyage;
to where he knew not. Something touched his lips as he reached air
and then a woman's scream for help. Voices then; many voices
swirled in and out of the haze of a fuzzy memory. He remembered the
barking to two dogs that sounded much like Cocoa and Crutch.
Galen's voice he could remember in particular - it boomed out of
the crowd like a frightened, hysterical child. He could remember
hands pulling him out of the surf while Galen's voice boomed again
and he was pulled to someone's chest and carried somewhere. And
then it was dark and silent again.

—————

The evening sun was shining through a window when
consciousness tried to rouse Jacob's mind. Jacob's mind won the
battle, however, and he remained mostly unaware, but the soft
whisper of a gruff man's voice caught a place in his mind as it
sobbed quietly and pleaded for Aslan to help the boy. Just before
his mind shut back down completely, he felt this hand in a rough
iron grip with another man's hand. But before he could explore this
thought all was dark again.

Jacob moaned softly as the hint of morning light
found its way through muslin drapes and into his eyes. He tried to
roll on to his back, for he was on his side, but he discovered he
was propped up with more pillows than he'd ever seen in one bed,
all there to ensure he stayed on his side. Something he thought was
a pillow behind him stirred with his movement, however, and a
woman's voice called out "Nana!" With that call, the iron grip that
had held his hand all night suddenly loosened itself while a short,
almost square figure of a man raised his head from the bed and a
voice boomed out "Mama!"

The door to Nana's cottage flew open as Nana, the
Lady Sybil, Princess SwanWhite, and Aoki quickly filed into the
room.

"What kind of fool thing you do this time, Boy?" a
low, scared voice slowly asked. "You tryin' to get yourself
killed?! After all the work we put into you?" Jacob slowly tried to
focus on the source of the voice but all he could see was Nana
suddenly holding the other three back as the voice that had
tormented him since arriving in Glasswater continued. "Think you
are so smart riding off like some warrior; I'll bet you did. Did
you think for a moment that you'd get hurt?! Or killed?!" The voice
rose higher as the man's emotions wound themselves up. "Well just
so's you know, Boy, Nana cried all night, prayin' to that stupid
Lion that you'd return… "

"Galen," Nana began, still holding the three royal
visitors back.

"Don't 'Galen' me, Mama; it's the truth and you know
it." Galen turned back to the injured boy in his mama's bed. "You
soldier boys think all this war stuff is all Games and Glory! Games
and Glory; Games and Glory! I'm so sick of Games and Glory that I
could… " He searched for the right word but couldn't find
it.

"That you could die?" the Lady Sybil asked
gently.

Galen turned on the woman with such blind anger in
his eyes that Aoki immediately stepped between them. The man took
several breaths before answering slowly.

"Dying's for the weak." He paused as he faced the
Lady Sybil. "Dying's for those who aren't strong enough or brave
enough to live." He paused, heavy with emotion. "It's for those who
are so stupid or so selfish they think no one cares about them!" An
unmanly sob tried to break through the man's voice, but he wouldn't
let it. "Dying's for those too selfish to think of the pain they're
causin' in those they leave alive!"

Galen's mouth tried to say more, but no voice would
come out. His eyes betrayed him completely as near-monster sized
tears formed in them. Everyone in the room quickly stepped aside as
the man tried his best to make the door he could barely see and
flee down the street towards his catch house.

Nana was quick to kneel beside the bed as she
stroked Joseph's brow. "He didn't mean it, Joseph; he was angry,
scared… "

"He meant it," Jacob whispered, but Nana shook her
head. "And I love him for every word of it." Jacob closed his eyes
- Galen's anger had been 'man talk' that covered up what he really
wanted to say but was too manly to say, and Jacob, even in his
delirium, had understood completely: Galen loved
him.

Jacob managed to raise the now-free hand ever so
slightly and flex the fingers. "He held my hand all night, Nana,"
Jacob's weak voice continued.

"Truth be told, we couldn't pry him for your
bedside," Nana whispered back.

"And he prayed." Nana's eyebrows lifted sharply. "I
heard him. He asked Aslan to take care of me. I heard
him."

"And did Aslan help you?"

"My mama once said we can never see all the help
Heaven sends us. I'm beginning to think Mama was right." Nana
didn't know the word 'heaven' but she clearly understood the
reply.

"Nana?"

"Yes, Boy?"

"Tell whoever is laying behind me that they smell
really nice to a man just wakin' up."

A soft hand came over Jacob's shoulder and a pair of
lips that made him think of the tidal pool and breathing underwater
found a place on his cheek to let him know who was laying on top of
the blankets that he was under.

Jacob smiled as he closed his eyes and slept
safely.

—————

By noon Nana insisted Jacob would live and that
Doris needed rehydrating very badly. Aoki carried her with the
greatest dignity to the tidal pool, where she announced to the
waiting alpha-male that Jacob would recover and that the sword had
made a clean cut that would heal without too much worry. Her
Grandfather, mending nets as always, paused as he put his hands
over his eyes to let just a little emotion out before continuing
with his work. Meanwhile, SwanWhite and Sybil convinced Nana to lay
down herself and get some rest, promising her one of them would be
awake at all times. So Nana curled up on the place Doris had held
her vigil and was snoring within minutes.

It was afternoon when Jacob woke again - this time
is was the Duke Aoki who was in Nana's favorite chair, watching for
the patient to wake up.

"Sorry I didn't finish the battle," Jacob whispered,
making Aoki smile.

"Wasn't much left to do."

"Did we win?"

"Only one Veneti survived."

"How'd that happen? The merfolk seemed pretty good
at what they were doing."

"Aslan came leaping literally out of nowhere as the
flag ship was going down. He grabbed the Veneti captain in his
mouth and lept back in the direction He'd come." Aoki shrugged.
"Who's going to argue with Aslan?"

"Not me," Jacob whispered.

——————

The next day Thomas and his son Tommy came to help
Jacob the short distance to the village cemetery. While Jacob had
been recovering, the alpha-male took others with him and retrieved
the bodies from Capitan Jonah's ship, and all were to be buried in
Glasswater. There had been no time to build caskets, so each body
was carefully wrapped as if for a burial at sea and gently laid
shoulder-to-shoulder in a long, single grave. Doris and her
grandfather had been brought to the cemetery in a cart driven by
Princes SwanWhite herself in an attempt to show respect to the
survivors, an action that was remembered by the village of
Glasswater and by the merfolk of the harbor for many, many years.
After the service the Princess returned Doris to the harbor and
stood in the water to thank the merfolk gathered there for the
service rendered in battle, ending her speech with a formal curtsey
and bowing of her head in respect.

Jacob had remain behind at the cemetery, however,
and missed the Princess' speech. He knew there was someone who had
not attended the service and guessed that sometime today he would
come. Instructing Thomas and Tommy to come back for him later and
promising to do nothing to reopen the wound (they were rightfully
in fear of Nana's anger), he found a small bench near four other
graves to wait.

Galen came to the cemetery just before sunset; right
when Nana said he'd be along. He paused at the gate and then walked
directly to the graves of his three sons and his beloved wife.
Jacob was far enough away that he could hear that Galen was talking
but couldn't make out the words. The man held his cap firmly in
both hands as he spoke to each grave, beginning with the youngest
son and working his way to his wife. The man sat by his wife's
marker, stroking it as if it were the woman herself, and then he
laid his head against it and wept. Jacob knew he'd never tell a
soul.

Galen didn't see Jacob sitting on his bench until
he'd dried his tears and stood to leave. And when he did see him
his face went hard as stone, the sadness that had been on his face
instantly replaced with anger.

"What you doin' here?"

"I came to thank you," Jacob replied as he tried to
stand.

"For what?"

"For caring about me. For teaching me more about war
then I'd ever know before."

"I ain't no soldier; you didn't learn about war from
me."

Galen turned to leave, so Jacob talked fast. "There
was a woman in my world; a Prime Minister - she said once that the
real heroes in war… "

"No heroes in war," Galen retorted; "Just
fools!"

"She said the real heroes in war are those who hate
war above all other things but allow their father, their brother,
son, husband - they step back and allow them to go to war to
preserve their freedom." Jacob paused. "I didn't think she knew
what she was talking about. But you've taught me how right she
was." *

*
This is a paraphrase from Golda Meir, truly the
most remarkable woman of her century. Of all of my childhood
heroes, she was the greatest.

"She was a woman; of course she understood
that!"

"I also understand now that those who go on living
with the pain are greater heroes than we soldiers will ever
be."

"Got that right. Dyin's easy… "

"You're dying, Galen. And it doesn't look very
easy."

Galen turned on the boy. "What do you
mean?"

"You're not
living…
"

"Don't give me a lecture Mama's given me…
"

"I could never come up with Nana's lectures; she has
decades of wisdom neither one of us have combined. All I'm saying
is that you're not living. You're dying, just like your wife died -
you're just taking longer to do it." There was a long pause while
both of them looked each other over several times. "Be the hero you
were meant to be, Galen, and
live for them," and
he motioned at the quiet graves of Galen's family. "Show them
you're the hero the rest of us already know you to
be."

"I'm afraid," Galen whispered after a long pause;
whispered so softly Jacob almost couldn't hear it. "I'm afraid to
be happy without them."

"Fear is good. It's only
giving in to fear
that's bad." Jacob paused. "It's time to stop giving in to fear and
start living again. For them. As a memorial to the love you had -
that you still have - as a family." He paused again. "And Galen,
the opposite of Fear is Love." The young man pointed out the
cemetery gate. "You have a village full of people to love, and they
you."

Galen turned silently and left the cemetery, turning
towards the hills instead of the village. And with incredible
timing, Thomas and Tommy, still in their good clothes from the
funeral, returned to see if Jacob was ready to go back to
Nana's.

Jacob and his aides stood at the cemetery gate and
watched as Galen disappeared around a bend in the road. "Doesn't he
have a home?" Jacob asked; "I was told he sleeps at the catch
house."

Tommy started to say that 'that's his story… ' but
Thomas the father with the simple child's mind smiled and spoke up:
"He has a house. Hasn't gone there since his wife died. Too sad to
go there."

Jacob smiled. "Take me there."

——————

Galen's three-storied house sat in the middle of the
village, looking as if it had been neglected for years. The windows
and the roof were intact, but as they opened the door the dusty,
mildewed air assaulted their noses and made them
cough.

"Let's clean this place up," Jacob said, leaning
against a cabinet for support.

"You're not up to this," Tommy
began.

"I have to do it."

"You're wounded… !"

"I'll stay and help," Thomas spoke up, a child's
look of mischief on his face.

Tommy rolled his eyes. "Okay; I'll go get some
cleaning supplies."

By the time Tommy returned he'd managed to tell
enough people what Jacob was doing that a small battalion of women
and men were following in his wake.

"This is something
I have to do," Jacob
protested as Nana lead the women through the front door of Galen's
house.

"Yes, and we're here to help you."

"I can do this."

Nana's eyes narrowed. "When you clean a house such
as this, Child," she began slowly, "which floor do you start
on?"

"Anywhere, I guess."

The future queen of Narnia
laughed.

"You go help the men, Boy," Nana ordered. "We
women'll start at the top and let the dust work it's way down ahead
of us."

For the rest of the night Jacob helped the men clean
the outside of the house, restuff moldy old mattresses, and where
his injury would allow he helped move furniture as the women
cleaned from top to bottom - the direction fleeing dust flies. Nana
came to check on him and occasionally ordered him to rest with a
tone of voice no man would have disobeyed. Curtains and table
linens were washed or replaced, and beautifully carved woodwork was
scrubbed and polished. Dishes that had sat unused were scrubbed and
put on newly-clean shelves.

Galen was seen coming down the road from his night
of wandering the hills and trying to make the ghosts in his mind go
away just as the last of the conspirators snuck off just before
sunrise. He was met at the village boundary by Thomas, who had
spent half the night memorizing the words Jacob wanted him to say -
words that would ensure Galen would head to his home and not the
catch house.

"What are you doin' wandering around?" Galen blurted
out - it was obvious to him that Thomas had escaped from his wife
again and was going to be causing no end of trouble for the
village.

"Looking for you, Galen," Thomas answered
simply.

"Why?"

Thomas paused, rehearsing the words in his mind.
"I'm supposed to tell you that the village has done a good deed for
their greatest hero, and they need you to come
see."

"Who? That fool boy staying with
Mama?"

Thomas shook his head like a child. "You, you
silly-willy!" And then, as ordered, Thomas turned and started
running for Galen's house. Galen, clueless as to what was really
happening, followed along as quickly as he could, coming to a stop
in front of the house he'd feared to enter these many years.
Sitting on the doorstep was the Lady Sybil, her hair still in a
worker's scarf and dressed in the clothes she'd been in all night,
cleaning the house.

"M'Lady,”Galen said mechanically as he
bowed.

"Don't M'Lady me, you big oaf." Sybil smiled at
Galen's displeasure. "I didn't believe it from you when we were
children and I certainly don't now. You used to pull my hair in the
school yard and I used to beat you up for it." Sybil smiled. "That
was a hundred years ago."

"Those were better days, Sybil."

"Today is what we make of it, Galen. Never forget
that." Neither said anything for several minutes until Sybil took
the man by the hand and pushed him towards the door of his
long-neglected house. "The man whose idea this was is asleep inside
on the hearth; none of us had the heart to wake him. If you do him
any harm for heading up this gift for you from the village I'll
beat you up all over again."

"Who? Who would dare?" Galen asked
simply.

"Go inside and see." Knowing that Galen was the sort
of man who had to face the house and it's ghosts by himself, Sybil
turned and left.

——————

When Jacob didn't return from Galen's house, Nana
went in search of him, hoping there hadn't been a fight. She let
herself in to the house, and there on the hearth were both men,
asleep, both leaning against either shoulder of a huge tawny-gold
Lion who was sitting in the most regal, royal, majestic pose a Lion
could hold. Their heads firmly against his shoulders, sound asleep,
each had a hand curled into the front of the Lion's mane as if
they'd been stroking the golden hair. The Lion's growly purr echoed
gently in the great room.

"I think they're both ready to begin healing, now,"
the Great Lion whispered gently as Nana quietly
approached.

"Your Majesty," Nana whispered as she knelt in front
of Aslan.

"They have both finally learned two simple lessons,"
Aslan continued, and Nana sat quietly, knowing Aslan would
continue. "First, they have learned that the opposite of Hate is
Love, and of the two, Love is by far the more powerful. Hate never
heals the mind or the heart, while Love cannot help but
heal."

It was only then that Nana noticed that between the
two men's heads their hands that were not in the Lion's mane were
clasped as only friends would clasp. Nana could only guess as what
manly words or gestures might have been exchanged, but she also
knew it wasn't her story and would probably never find
out.

"And the second thing they learned,
Majesty?"

Aslan smiled. "They have learned that my shoulders
are strong enough for any burden they may ever bring to me, that
their burden may be forever lighter."

Nana could only nod as Aslan's
wisdom.

——————

After some time, Aslan worked himself out from under
the two sleeping men. Nana moved to lower Galen to the floor
without his head being thumped on the stone hearth while Aslan
turned his head and grabbed the back of Jacob's shirt in his mouth
and stood as if to leave.

"Thank you, Nana," Aslan whispered through the cloth
in his mouth.

"Thank you," Nana whispered as the Great Lion padded
his way out the door, Jacob hanging from his mouth, and then lept
into the sky.










Chapter 16
Second Chance


When Jacob woke up it wasn't to the pleasant smells
of Nana's cabin with a fire crackling and a stew simmering. He
didn't feel like he'd been washed with love and flowery-smelling
soaps but with hospital liquids that made a person smell more like
a machine than a person. In the haze of his hearing he heard
machines beeping instead of a fire crackling and a stew
bubbling.

As soon as Jacob's eyes opened and his heart rate
and respiration quickened, an alarm sounded that brought a doctor
and two nurses into his room. He recognized the doctor as one that
hadn't been able to get him to do anything but simmer in his
self-hatred – he must have been called in to handle Jacob's mental
state as soon as he was awake.

"Jacob," Thomas Littlewood, the fifty-something
doctor said softly as he he took one of Jacob's wrists and checked
his pulse. “Welcome back to Hell.” Jacob, you see, had always
called the hospital Hell and had wanted nothing more than to be rid
of it.

"Thank you," Jacob said slowly, trying to get his
bearings. But his mind was still fuzzy from the drugs that had
nearly killed him that night in the cheap motel, and to have an
alcohol hangover on top it was worse than he could
describe.

"You nearly did yourself in, young
man."

"Yes, Sir."

The doctor raised an eyebrow at the respectful term
the young man used; he was used to quite the opposite in word and
attitude from him.

"What's this new cut?" the doctor asked, touching
Jacob's side; touching the wound Jacob had received during the
battle against the Veneti. "It looks pretty
fresh."

"A couple of days old," Jacob explained slowly; not
fully aware. "Fighting pirates."

The doctor gave Jacob a look only doctors and nurses
can give while he scribbled a note. "You realize we're not going to
be letting you go for some time after last
night."

"Yes Sir." Jacob paused as he closed his eyes. "I'm
ready."

The doctor raised another eyebrow. "Ready for
what?"

"To live again. To be a human being again. To love
and be loved."

The doctor returned Jacob's faint smile. "Who are
you and where's the Jacob I know?"

How do you tell a mental doctor about Narnia and
Aslan and mermaids and centaurs without being locked away for a
very long time? Jacob looked the doctor in the eyes and smiled.
"I've learned that I don't have to carry my burden of Hate anymore.
It's time to give it up and learn how to love again - especially to
love myself. Someone else will carry all the hard burdens for me,
and He's going to be by my side all the way."

Somewhere far away a still, small roar that sounded
much like a Lion rumbled, and Jacob knew he'd spoken
right.

To Jacob's surprise, it appeared Doctor Littlewood
heard the roar, too. And after a moment the doctor slowly sat down
next to Jacob's bed and smiled broadly.

"Were the pirates, by chance, called the 'Veneti?"
*

*
As a young boy, Doctor Littlewood is the major
character in one of my other Narnia writings still being written –
'The Horse Boy'

If Jacob hadn't been fully awake before, he was
now.

Doctor Littlewood smiled even wider as he set his
clipboard and pen aside and leaned forward. "This conversation is
totally off the record." Jacob nodded, bewildered." Did you meet
any good centaur?”










Chapter 17
Epilogue: Go Thou and Do Likewise


 

In every big city around the world there are
hospitals, nursing homes, retirement centers, and homeless shelters
that specifically serve the soldier or their widowed spouse. Often
these soldiers are so very lonely, lost, and
forgotten.

In every town and village there are also the Walking
Wounded - those who survived and still carry the physical, mental,
and spiritual scars of battle - or from being married to or being
the child, sibling, or parent of such a soldier and living with
them and helping them through the rest of their
life.

On whatever day your country pauses to remember the
Solider, don't just remember the healthy, retired old folks like me
who served for twenty years but never saw battle. No, remember
the real
heroes - the Walking Wounded who are still looking for
the courage to live from day to day with the Freedoms they gave
their body or their mind to protect. Visit them and let them know
they aren't forgotten. Let them know how grateful you are for their
sacrifice.

Remember also the widow and widower; remember the
spouse who is the caretaker for the broken old soldier - for
their's has not been an easy life; they have given their life for
those who have served.

Remember the children who never knew their father or
mother - or only knew the broken old soul they were when they came
home from war. These children have lived with a great burden
for your
Freedom.

Remember those whom Abraham Lincoln spoke of when he
said to remember those who -

"… have borne the
battle

and for his widow

and his orphan.”

With all my love and heart, this retired old Airman
dedicates this book to the men, women, and children who continue to
bear the burden of my Freedom. God bless them, every
one.










Chapter 18
Appendix


Who would I cast in the movie roles?


Many people have asked me who I would cast in roles
for my Narnia Stories. When I write I do
my best NOT to picture movie stars; I want the characters to
develop on their own. However, some of the roles have taken on
faces that fit the character, and here's who I would
cast:

Sybil, friend & mentor to Queen
SwanWhite … Alice Kringe's face was there from the
start.

Doris; half-mermaid,
half-human … Liv Tyler … ! (There went my breath… !
Breathe … breathe… )












Mythological Characters


According to 'Prince Caspian', there are nine
classes of Narnians: waking (& walking) trees, naiads (all
classes of nymphs), fauns, satyrs, dwarfs, giants, gods, centaurs,
and talking beasts. Mermaids don't live in Narnia; they live in the
ocean. And humans aren't native to Narnia. So neither of these are
on the list.

- Centaur - head and torso of a human; torso and
legs of a horse; representative of strength, vitality, brutality,
and, in their older age, the wisdom of nature; scholars agree that
Mr. Lewis, an avid horseman, used them to represent the harmony of
nature and the spirit.

- Faun / Satyr - In the context of Narnia, fauns
were very carefree, frivolous forest creatures. Satyrs inhabited
darker parts of forests; hence a darker, more animalistic face and
much larger horns. One represents the beauty and joy of the forest,
one the darkness and the human fear of the dark forests.
Traditionally both are only portrayed as male and reproduce through
revelry with nymphs.

- 'God' / 'Spirit' - In many cultures, 'spirit' and
'god' are interchangeable words, a 'god' being the 'chief spirit'.
Mr. Lewis explained it is only in God's name the spirits of nature
can rule their dominions with “beauty and security”; without God
they would disappear - or they would become demons. (C.S. Lewis,
The Four Loves, pg 166)

- Nymph - beautiful, semi-divine maidens who are the
spirits of trees, rivers, mountains, etc. They are subdivided into
several classes. Dryads and Hamadryads are wood nymphs which live
and die with the trees for which they are spirits. Mr. Lewis has
male as well as female dryads in his Chronicles; males, however,
are technically Silvans. Naiads are water nymphs; the spirits of
streams, ponds, lakes; daughters of the river gods.
Oceanids/Nereids are nymphs of the seas and oceans; sisters to the
river gods. Oreads are nymphs of mountains and grottos;
Silvans/Silvani are woodland spirits; male counterpart to nymphs;
guardians of the forest; Woodwose, the wild man of the forest,
forms of which were carved in 16-17th century East Anglia churches.
For those of you who wonder why Mr. Lewis didn't include fairies in
his Nanria books, the Latin for 'fairy' is
'nympha'.

- Pegasus - a winged horse

- Unicorn - horse-like creature with a long
bone-hard horn protruding from its forehead. Fierce, savage
fighters, they were tame and cooperative when handled by a virtuous
person. This 'virtuous person' concept slowly evolved into 'female
virgin'; a gross mistake. As Aslan declares, a virtuous man is as
precious as a virtuous woman.










My Narnia Projects


 

As I completed them
I will publish them.


—————

“Day
Trips to
Narnia” … A
compilation of short 'fan fiction' stories, it will grow as I write
more.


—————

'Hundred-Year
Winter' Series:

“From Boy
to Man and Back Again” …
(published) Taking place in the months leading
up to the beginning of the Hundred-Year Winter, this book tells how
and why the Tree of Protection died and how the witch Jadis came to
power. It also lets you know something else that was made from the
wood of that tree from which the Wardrobe had been
built.

“The Horse
Boy” … (being written) Set in
the early years of the Hundred-Year Winter, and young boy comes
from our world to Narnia to learn how to forgive – as the Narnians
are learning to forgive those who caused the Winter … and are
learning that they themselves have things to be forgiven
of.

“Counselor
to the Kings” … (in the
planning stages) Set at the coming of the High Kings and Queens and
at the end of the long Winter, Narl, the unwise king of Narnia who
helped cause its downfall, is now tasked by Aslan to teach and
councel the new Kings and Queens. Is he up to the
task?

—————

Glasswater Series

Set at the time of Princesses SwanWhite

(1,502 years from the Creation of Narnia)

This series is being written so the reader can read
them out of order and still understand what's going
on:

“Camilla:
Warrior of Narnia” …
(completed) a girl from our world is taken to Narnia to learn real
heroism. She and Princess SwanWhite both learn why, as Father
Christmas stated, war is so very terrible when women must
fight.

“Second
Chance” … (completed)
recovery of the mind and heart for a wounded soldier from our time
and place. This is lovingly dedicated to my fellow military men and
women, especially to those we call the “Walking
Wounded”.

“The Last
Sea” … (almost done with
first draft) Learn how the Last Sea was
populated.
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	Grandpa
Bruce's Poetry and Hymns, Volume One (2010)
A collection of poems and hymn texts; many written for children;
just as many written on everyday topics and events. It is best
viewed on an e-reader. If you enjoy this, please come and discuss
at:
http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392



	


Faerie Prince
of Temple Square (2010)
When you visit Salt Lake City's historical Temple Square at
Christmastime and see millions of lights in the trees and bushes,
have you ever asked yourself: Are they lights or are they –
Faeries? If I find typo's, the corrected verions will be in my
"Grandpa Bruce's Gem Mine of Short Stories". If you enjoy this,
please come and discuss at:
http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392



	


Night
Bird Canyon - a Story of Friends and Fiends (2010)
CORRECTIONS MADE April 2012 ... Subtitled 'A Vampire Among the
Mormons', this classical Gothic horror story takes place in
Northern Utah's Cache Valley in the early years of the Depression.
It's not about Mormons or Mormonism; that's just the setting for
this classical Good versus Evil tale. I apologize for the twist at
the end in the introduction of a well-known character, but I just
couldn't help myself. If you enjoy this, please come and discuss
at:
http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392



	


Pilgrim's
Progress: Latter-day Sequels (2010)
April 2011: Short Story Added ... One book and several short
stories inspired by Bunyan's classic volume. The book is the story
of four of Christian and Chrstiana's grandsons on their pilgrimage,
looking through the field glasses of the Latter-day Saint branch of
Christianity. Those who believe Latter-day Saints are heretics and
Satan-worshipers, I ask that you read with an open heart and allow
yourself to be amazed at how much Christianity you're going to
find. Also includes short stories about attractions at Vanity Fair
as well as a brand new INDEX & CONCORDANCE for all the works in
this book. If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at:
http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392



	


DAY
TRIPS to NARNIA (2010)
Story added September 2011 ... A collection of 'fan fiction'
short stories based on C. S. Lewis' world of Narnia. Although
written for fun, most are moralistic in nature - but I think you
will enjoy them anyway. Obviously, Narnia and anything to do with
it is owned and copyrighted; hence this is merely 'fan fiction' and
not copyrighted. If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at:
http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392



	


Men
and Depression: One Man's Journey (2010)
Having lived a lifetime of chronic and suicidal depression, I've
compiled things I've wrtten on the topic to be a guidebook and
inspiration to those following me along the path. This is in no way
a professional medical or mental health text; it is simply one's
man's expereinces and what he has learned. If you enjoy this,
please come and discuss at:
http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392



	


Faith, Grace,
& Works: a Chord in the Hymn of Salvation (2010)
Christians have debated for centuries whether they are saved by
Faith, by Grace, or by Works. This author beleives each of these
princples plays a role and seeks to show the role each plays in a
Christian's progress towards salvation. If you enjoy this, please
come and discuss at:
http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392



	


Pilgrim's
Progress: People & Place Concordance (2010)
Updated Sept. 2010 ... In all my years of reading this classic
John Bunyan book, I've never yet found a people & place
concordanance ... so, here's my first draft of one. If you enjoy
this, please come and discuss at:
http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392



	


Percy
Jackson - All Grown Up (2010)
Three short "fan fiction" stories written after "The Last
Olympian" and before the "Heroes of Olympus" series was even
announced. They are my take on what happened to our Hero after the
books and are based on the Percy Jackson books and NOT the movie.
If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at:
http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392



	


Harry
Potter - Three Short Stories (2010)
Three short "fan fiction" stories that take place before,
during, and at the end of the books we've all read how-many times.
First a story about Professor McGonagall, then one about Charley
Weasley and dragons, and the last is my own 'final chapter' to the
last book (she didn't even give us a memorial service for our
friends!) If you enjoy, please come and discuss at:
http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392



	


The
Power of Hymns (2010)
Music and song have a power like no other. Hymns, to me, are the
most powerful of all music. This is a compilation of my own
writings on the subject coupled with addresses and quotes from
others. If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at:
http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392



	


Grandpa
Bruce's Short Stories (2010)
Like a gem mine, you find rocks and you find gems. Hopefully you
find more gems in this book than rocks. If you enjoy this, please
come and discuss at:
http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392



	


From
Boy to Man and Back Again (2010)
BOOK 1 of my Narnia "fan fiction" novels; takes place in the
months leading up to the beginning of the Hundred-Year Winter. It
tells how and why the Tree of Protection died and how the witch
Jadis came to power. It also lets you know something else that was
made from the wood of that tree from which the Wardrobe had been
built. If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at:
http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392



	


Camilla:
Warrior of Narnia (2010)
BOOK 3 of my Narnia 'fan fiction' novels. Taking place in the
time of Princess SwanWhite, a 10-year-old girl facing surgery for
major burns is taken to Narnia to learn real heroism. She and
Princess SwanWhite both learn why, as Father Christmas stated to
Queens Susan and Lucy, war is so very terrible when women must
fight. If you enjoy this, please come and discuss at:
http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392



	


LDS
Lists & Figures (2010)
UPDATED APRIL 2012 - I created this file of information on the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS) simply to have
the material on hand in my own e-reader and am sharing it with you:
membership statistics; presidents of the Church; temples; official
proclmations; a few missionary tracts; statements concerning the
LDS Church and the U.S. Constitution. I will update as needed,
usually with each General Conference.



	


“Ye
Who Are Weary – Come Home": a 'Mormon' Werewolf (2010)
THIS IS NOT A CHILDREN'S STORY. Although the wording is tactful,
there are startling images.

There are two paths to take with a werewolf story – the first path
is spilled over with blood and carnage, while the second path
carries the themes of being Foresaken and then Redeemed. I’m a
Sunday School teacher – I'm taking the second route as I think
Redemption and Deliverance are far more important than all the
exciting violence and blood and gore such a story could contain ...
Aren't they?

My proofreaders tell me that you deserve to be warned that Edgar
Rice Burroughs and H. G. Wells are two of my favorite authors, and
since this takes place in much the same time period in which they
were writing, I have tried to emulate the language of that time,
which means it's pretty long-winded for today's readers. It is also
stuffed full of religion – the 'Mormon' culture to be exact. Some
things that are talked about are very sacred to we Latter-day
Saints, and I think I have carefully balanced the attempt of
keeping the sacred while writing a good story. If you think some of
the sacred is silly I only hope you can show it the respect you
would wish we would show to your sacred things.



	


The
Whole Armor of God – A Latter-day Saint View (2010)
There are many Christians in the world today who object to the
'warrior view' of the Gospel of Christ. They won't let their
children read the military campaigns in the scriptures or even sing
the 'battle' hymns. Like it or not, we are in the midst of a war; a
battle begun before the earth was even created, and turning our
eyes away from it and pretending it doesn't exist is exactly what
the Enemy wants. This book is meant to be a 'field guide',
describing the battle at hand and those armor pieces the Lord has
provided for us to use in the battle. Please come and discuss at:
http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=120610104646392



	


Pilgrim's
Progress: Annotated (2010)
UPDATED Jan 22, 2011 - This is my personal working copy of this
classic John Bunyan book - hard words and old phrases &
expressions defined. I've never liked "modern language" versions of
this book; I would rather lift myself up to its language than to
dummy it down to mine. Enough of my friends have asked me to share
that, well, here you go. I have included Nathaniel Hawthorne's 1846
'The Celestial Railroad' as every reader of Pilgrim's Progress
ought to read it, too.



	


Horse
Boy of Narnia (2011)
BOOK 2 of my Narnia Fan Fiction Novels and a conclusion to Book
One, this takes place during the 14-year reign of the High Kings
and Queens and tells the story of Charlie, a boy Aslan brings to
Narnia to learn Courage, Sacrifice, and a bit of Wisdom. Charlie is
sure that if he were a centaur he could learn these things - be
careful of what you wish for because you might get it! If you enjoy
this, please come and discuss at:
http://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php#!/group.php?gid=120610104646392



	


DRACULA:
Jonathon Harker's Rebuttal (2012)
April 13, 2012: MASSIVE CORRECTIONS DONE! ... THIS IS NOT A
CHILDREN'S BOOK! Written in the Gothic tradition and with the most
delicate of language, there are still startling visual scenes you
don't want to explain to your children ... On the 125th anniversary
of his twenty-ninth birthday, my very old friend Jonathon Harker
agreed to break his silence and tell the full story of his
encounter with Count Dracula - things he was unwilling or too
ashamed to write at the time; things that can be told in today's
changed moral atmosphere that might not have been printable in his
day. He is also disgusted with how Brom Stoker, once he got hold of
a stolen copy of their combined journals, rewrote parts and made
him and his beloved Mina out to be wimps: “We were much stronger
than he gave us credit,” he insists. Also, he is sick over the idea
that Society has reached the point of madness wherein vampires and
other demons are being lauded as heroes, love interests, and sex
objects – he assures me they are anything but, and this interview
was given to explain why.
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